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  For the people of Elswick and Benwell,


  


  past and present




  





  And fear not them which kill the body,


  but are not able to kill the soul:


  but rather fear him which is able to destroy


  both body and soul in hell


  


  Matthew: chapter 10 verse 28
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  Cuillen Sound, Scotland, February 1945




  It was described afterwards as the stormiest night on Scotland’s western seaboard for years and years and the most violent in living memory. An unspeakable wind battered

  down from Iceland like some resurrected, avenging warrior god from pre-Christian times, slicing off roofs, flattening barns, stunning livestock, swamping and sinking moored vessels, lifting the sea

  into black peaks of surging rage. It grew stronger and more vicious. The day gave up, and there was no respite for the coastal communities, no safety, nowhere to hide. They were crouched against

  the assault, helpless and marooned.




  The grim, forbearing little settlement below Arisaig clung like a limpet to the rocky shoreline as its lights went out, as the radios failed, as the roads south and west became flooded and

  impassable as a result of mountainous waves. Beyond assistance, people covered their ears, held hands, quoted the scriptures and waited for deliverance.




  Iris MacDonald, the city woman, leant against the metal railing above the harbour, her hair whipping her face, her cheeks lashed with salt and rain. Her thin coat flapped in the gale, her

  swollen belly strained against its too-tight buttons and she held her first-born, Leslie, in a blanket, in her arms. The babe whimpered anxiously, snatched as he had been from his warm cot next to

  the kitchen fire, but his cry was entirely drowned by the tempest, the furious roaring sea. She could feel her second child turn inside her. A few other villagers appeared, pessimistic and stoical,

  unable to stay indoors, but she refused to acknowledge them. These were her husband’s friends and neighbours huddled together, yards behind the barrier. They clutched oilskins and lanterns,

  prayed a bit and sang a dispirited hymn, which sounded only weak and ineffectual against the ravages of the night. Despite their presence, despite the nearness of her two sons, one recently born,

  one unborn, Iris felt completely alone. She shifted her bundle to one arm and with the other reached out, grasping the tumult of air, the boiling spume from the waves. Soaked to the flesh, she

  found it almost impossible to see, to breathe, to stay upright against the wind. She knew that to lean one more inch would mean toppling into the water, falling, flailing, giving up her life to the

  weather. At that moment she felt she was leaning out over the edge of the world, over the edge of the universe, about to fling herself into nothingness. She was alone in a cataclysm of wind,

  darkness and war. It was 1945, the Allies were winning, she was only twenty-one, she had two babies and her man was out there somewhere in a fishing coble, a craft as light and flimsy as matchwood.

  ‘Help me!’ she shouted at the warrior-god blackness, at the invisible horizon, and the boiling waves, already knowing, intuitively and without doubt, that he wouldn’t return and

  that everything she had ever wanted and loved was lost. Irrevocably lost. ‘Help me!’




  Suddenly, behind her, from the half-shelter of a doorway, there was a woman’s scream and a deep male cheer. The villagers, arms around each other, joined her at the barrier. She looked and

  looked, rubbing her smarting eyes, pushing back her salty strings of hair. There was a boat! It bobbed and struggled, tossed this way and that but it seemed determined. It seemed brave and sure.

  There was another louder cheer and men swung their lights in welcome, women waved and shrieked and at once the lifeboat was readied. Apparently secure, the bedraggled fishing coble bearing six of

  the village’s sons and husbands advanced towards the harbour. There was excitement and rejoicing but Iris did not cheer or wave. She knew.




  Suddenly there was a shocking, dazzling flash – white at first, then yellow, then orange, followed by soaring flames. There was a noise, an explosion that made the warrior-god weather seem

  as nothing. Pieces of the boat were sent soaring skywards and the sea was lifted higher, far higher than anything managed by the elements. Seconds later there was a hot feeling. This is how it was

  described, afterwards – a hot feeling, almost reassuring. Then there was steam, spatters of warm water, debris and smoke. Then there was realization. Finally there was a blast, a force that

  knocked some onlookers backwards on to the concrete of the harbour floor. The fish yard clock cracked and stopped for ever. It was midnight. The boat had hit a mine. The Germans had vanquished the

  fishermen minutes before they could claim victory over the storm.
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  Elswick, Newcastle upon Tyne, August 1960




  It was a hot day and Leslie was looking for his brother. Sweaty and a little exasperated, he crossed a road near his home on Glue Terrace where the uniform rows of houses

  basked in the heat of the late afternoon. He paused. Shining in a strip between the rooftops was the clearest sky he’d ever seen. There wasn’t a cloud disturbing the rarest of rare

  blues. He rubbed his eyes and took in the otherwise familiar surroundings. He was worried. Where is that Geordie? he wondered. I hope he’s not getting into any more trouble. Where has

  he gone and got to? Glancing along the side streets he expected to see the smaller boy, possibly teetering on a kerbstone, clutching his oversized sketchpad and pencil-case, but there was no one

  about. Everywhere was deserted, with only the repetitive terraces clinging to their slope. Greyish red and regimented, on a steep hill above the River Tyne, they were ranked like an army of

  soldiers. Here, all the roads were cobbled, without gardens, without any greenery at all, divided by a grid of back lanes and walled yards.




  Leslie always felt some anxiety about his brother but at present he was shocked by something that had happened the previous evening. Everything had been normal at first – they’d both

  been sitting upstairs in Auntie Ada’s flat on Glue Terrace. She’d already given them their supper of tinned oranges with evaporated milk, and a glass of lemonade. Despite the warmth of

  the evening a small fire burned cheerfully in the grate. Geordie was wearing his monkey pyjamas, and his old monkey slippers, his silky hair hanging over his eyes. He was filling in pages of his

  colouring book with wax crayons, and he’d looked, Leslie remembered, very young, and very beautiful.




  It was late and Leslie was just about to suggest going back downstairs. Their mother was out but it was dark outside and past their bedtime. At that moment there was a knock at the street

  entrance and the clump-clump of heavy boots on the stairs.




  ‘Who’s that?’ exclaimed Leslie, startled. ‘Uncle Jack?’




  Auntie Ada grasped the sides of her deep chair and struggled to her feet. ‘Sounds like the polis,’ she muttered.




  A police helmet appeared round the door and underneath it the ruddy face of Constable Henderson. He entered and loomed above them, massive and official. He pulled out a chair from under the

  table and sat down, legs apart. He seemed to fill the room. He took off his helmet.




  Below, from his place on the hearthrug, Geordie stared, wide-eyed. Leslie looked at the truncheon inside the narrow pocket of the Constable’s uniform trousers. He was not an unfamiliar

  visitor but it was too late for this to be a social call. Somewhat flustered, Ada went into the scullery to make tea.




  ‘It’s these two lads I’ve come to see,’ the officer said, importantly.




  Leslie stepped between his brother and the newcomer.




  ‘Sit down, son.’ The policeman sounded stern but kind.




  Leslie perched on Auntie Ada’s armchair, his protective hand on Geordie’s shoulder.




  Ada fussed with the best china and a plate of homemade gingerbread.




  Constable Henderson was hungry. He devoured two crumbling squares. ‘There’s been allegations.’




  ‘Oh dear,’ whispered Ada to herself. ‘Oh dear.’




  ‘Serious allegations down at the station, which I’ve volunteered to investigate.’ He pointed at Geordie. ‘Concerning this laddie here.’ He blew into his

  teacup then swallowed.




  ‘Our mam’s not in,’ Leslie offered, a little desperate, trying to forestall any unpleasantness. ‘Don’t you think you should talk to our mam?’ His heart was

  beating in an unnatural way. He wanted this intruder to go away. ‘Tomorrow?’




  ‘It’s the Robson twins again. Those two girls. Muriel and Maureen.’




  ‘Those buggers!’ Leslie expostulated.




  ‘You shush, now!’ said Auntie Ada. ‘Mind your language!’




  The policeman straightened. His uniform creaked. He looked straight at Geordie. ‘Where were you at two p.m. this afternoon?’




  Geordie gazed at him unblinking, his mouth open, his tongue protruding slightly, but he said not a word. He waggled his feet, the monkey heads colliding.




  ‘He was with me,’ Leslie interjected. ‘He’s been with me all day. We’ve been downstairs and . . . and . . . up here . . .’




  ‘I’m speaking to your brother.’




  Leslie was desperate. ‘We’ve been in all day. He hasn’t been out of my sight. He’s been here . . .’




  The policeman raised his voice a little. ‘Where have you been, George?’




  Geordie looked completely blank.




  ‘He won’t say anything,’ said Auntie Ada, gently. She poured more tea. ‘What’s it all about, any road?’




  Constable Henderson coughed into his serge sleeve. He turned to the woman. ‘The complainants have alleged . . .’




  ‘Those minxes!’ Ada was dismissive. ‘They’ve been more than unkind to this little laddie here before. They’re nasty girls.’




  ‘Well. That’s as maybe. But they’re saying he exposed himself.’ The words emerged in a rush. ‘That’s it, in effect. Today. Out the back here. Exposed himself

  at two o’clock this afternoon.’ He was embarrassed.




  ‘That’s what they said?’ Ada was aghast.




  Leslie’s bottom lip trembled as if he were on the point of tears. He leaned forwards and encircled his brother in his arms. ‘Those . . . those awful twins!’ he almost

  sobbed.




  Geordie neither moved nor registered any emotion. A drop of saliva gathered in the corner of his mouth.




  Ada took a deep, decisive breath. ‘He’s been up here with me all day long,’ she lied. ‘All day! And he’s no more than a little bairn, even if he is

  fourteen.’ She paused. ‘Those girls are mischievous young devils. They’re running completely wild with no one there to check them or mind them. And they’ll say or do

  anything to bring trouble to decent people’s doors.’ She hesitated. ‘It’s their dad you ought to be paying a visit to. Tell him to wash their dirty little mouths out.

  With Lifebuoy soap.’




  Relieved, the policeman stood up and prepared to go. ‘There’s been no independent corroboration . . .’ he muttered.




  ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Ada. Having gained the upper hand, she sounded stern.




  He put on his helmet. ‘I’ll make sure it’s noted in the station’s Occurrence Log. Say I’ve spoken to the lad.’ He directed his attention back to Geordie. He

  spoke slowly. ‘You stay away from those girls, mind. Keep well away.’




  Geordie stared. Leslie hugged him and buried his face in his hair. He made a big effort not to burst into tears. I hate those girls, he thought. I hate them to pieces.




  *




  Now perspiring in the heat from the unrelenting sun, Leslie chinked his basket of empty lemonade bottles. With the same rhythm, he rattled pennies in his trouser pocket. Four

  threepences for these bottles makes one shilling, he thought. Added to the coppers that Auntie Ada had given him this morning for doing her messages, this meant he could buy fish and chips for

  Geordie’s tea. Everything’s going to be all right, he told himself, dismissing last night’s memory and wiping sweat from his brow.




  However, despite his best efforts, an uneasy feeling remained buried in his heart. Whichever way he looked at it, he couldn’t deny that within these familiar streets where all was named,

  paved, built upon and knowable, everything was about to change. This summer, made curiously vibrant by the brightness of the heatwave, his down-at-heel, smoke-stained, denatured and utilitarian

  world was on the point of disappearing. It was being demolished.




  He continued his search. In the next row the windows were all missing, but not because they were flung open joyfully, welcoming the warm and beautiful day. Instead they had a hopeless, ruined

  look about them. Most of the houses were empty. Doors hung like gaping teeth, and too-big-to-move furniture was visible from the street, alongside a muddle of abandoned belongings that was the

  detritus of people’s former lives. These residents, Leslie knew, had recently been shifted by the authorities. They’d piled up their sad handcarts and departed to new addresses supplied

  by the council. In one flat he could see a vacuum cleaner. I’ll come back for that, he thought. In another, a jacket hung on a coat hanger, dangling from a broken picture-rail.




  Leslie shielded his eyes from the glare, moving slowly, as if tired. Untidy, even scruffy, he was dressed in a duffel-coat and canvas plimsolls, which he wore whatever the weather. His mop of

  bright ginger hair was uncombed and he looked poor, almost ragged, his white arms protruding from his frayed cuffs. However, he was unaware of his clothes. Unlike other boys his age, he was still

  innocent, and like a child he was indifferent to his appearance. Leslie lacked guile and sophistication. Not handsome, his wide open, freckled and trusting face had been, until recently, habitually

  cheerful, his mouth usually ready to break into a gap-toothed grin. But now he was troubled. His fingers clutched the handles of his shopping basket much more tightly than was necessary. Where

  is that Geordie? he thought. I haven’t seen him for hours. Constable Henderson patrolled offstage in his imagination and he was doing his best to keep him at bay.




  In the next street, things were worse. Here the buildings on all sides were stripped of their lead, slates and cast-iron drainpipes, with their roofs open to the sky. The place resembled a

  bombsite from the war. At the top corner, the terrace was half-gone, the walls bashed down in places, revealing desolate bedroom wallpaper, fireplaces hanging in space, pipes, wires, semi-detached

  floorboards.




  Leslie saw that two girls were playing here, jumping off a ceiling joist on to a pile of old mattresses below. He stopped and watched them. Taking turns, they ran laughing up the smashed

  staircase, edged out on to the beam, then leapt, their skirts flying up to their heads, screaming. As they hit the soft floor a cloud of dust rose and they rolled over, first their feet, then their

  bottoms poking up into the air. Leslie rubbed his eyes. Their knickers were flowery and trimmed with bows. He was wary of all girls and girlish things, particularly underwear. It’s them! He

  suddenly realized who they were. Oh no! He’d always been in the habit of avoiding these twins but now, after the terrible things they’d said about his Geordie yesterday, he wondered if

  he should confront them and tell them off for spreading spiteful tales. Leslie hated confrontation. Maybe he had a better idea. Maybe he should try to befriend them, get them on his side. Perhaps

  he could win them over.




  The twins, Maureen and Muriel Robson, were identical. They were thirteen, but for reasons inexplicable to anyone but themselves they dressed and even behaved like ten-year-olds. They lived,

  Leslie knew, in a nice, decent house, a mile away, right up past the park, which had both an upstairs and a downstairs joined together, and, it was rumoured, a proper bathroom. Despite this luxury,

  during these summer holidays they’d forsaken their own neighbourhood and the ravaged byways of Elswick had become their daily playground.




  ‘Hello there.’ He struggled to summon his most winning smile. ‘You better be careful. Those stairs might give way, or something.’ He fingered the pack in his pocket,

  wondering whether or not they’d like to join in a card trick. He decided against asking them if they’d seen Geordie that day.




  The twins moved into a hole that had been a downstairs window. Framed like a picture, their blonde pony-tails were woven with ribbons and their filthy dresses fashioned with broderie anglaise.

  Their too-small bodices strained against the mounds that were their breasts. Leslie had often wondered why they liked pretending to be younger than they were, but their motives had always eluded

  him. They never mixed with the other children, happy with each other’s company. Now their smudged faces were cynical. They looked at each other and giggled, unpleasantly.




  He sensed their hostility. He was good-natured and avoided conflict. Befriending these two immediately seemed unlikely, if not impossible. Feeling himself blushing, he turned to go.




  ‘Watch out, dottle-face!’ one of the twins called.




  He hurried away. He touched his cheeks, where he knew his smooth and so far hairless skin was blotchy with summer freckles.




  The girls started one of their childish chants, to the tune of ‘Davy Crockett’. ‘Spot-ty, spot-ty Les-leee, freak from the wild fron-tier! Spot-ty, spot-ty

  Les-leee, freak from the wild frontier!’




  ‘Germolene!’ one of them called for good measure.




  ‘Valderma!’




  ‘Dip your head in turpentine!’ They shrieked and hollered and threw pieces of brick.




  Leslie was unaccustomed to abuse. His face burning, he fought back more unmanly tears. His eyes brimmed and he rubbed them hard with his coat sleeve. There’s no need to be like that, he

  thought. There’s no need to be horrible. These aren’t real spots. They’re only freckles. He departed, blushing, ungainly and humiliated. He walked as quickly as he could,

  without running.




  Around another corner, thankfully, the next terrace was safe, occupied and normal, as it had always been. A hula hoop was suspended from a railing. A kitten rolled on a doorstep, ecstatic with

  warmth. A naked toddler sat on a front step and poured water from a jam jar into a toy bucket. Everywhere was quiet. Leslie felt the sun prick the skin of his face, saw the heat rise up from the

  pavement, shimmering and strange. He took a plastic cowboy from his pocket and handed it to the small child, who smiled and dunked it into her bucket. He breathed a deep breath. The weather was

  releasing different odours. Combined with the usual industrial taint, there was softening tar and stagnant drains and warm brick. He forced himself to half-smile at the cat and the infant. He

  sniffed again. Above all else, he could sense the sunshine. It’s the summer holidays, he thought, and it’s a lovely day. His spirits failed to rise. Squinting into the sunlight as the

  shadows lengthened, still searching for the diminutive figure of his brother, his problems welled up. Despite his best efforts, the twins’ taunts made his eyes blurry with tears




  Since leaving school in July, Leslie’s boyish, easy-going life had become complicated. Now, admitting the sensations brewing inside his heart, he realized he was being forced, unwillingly,

  to jettison his childhood. The narrow perimeters of his existence were being stretched and strained in disconcerting ways. He raised one finger and stared at it. Firstly, he decided, there’s

  the job. He had no idea what he wanted to do. School was over for him now. He wasn’t really on holiday. Because he was fifteen, long summer holidays were a thing of the past. But the idea of

  starting work seemed impossible.




  He raised another finger. Second problem, he thought, I’m useless. He often tried to picture himself in a factory all day doing an important, masculine job, wearing proper overalls, but he

  felt too inexperienced, too much like a young boy. He felt useless and inept and no matter how hard he tried he just couldn’t see himself with a man’s cap, a haversack and

  skills.




  On top of this, at home, behind the clock on the mantelpiece, there were wedged an unpaid electric bill, a red demand for gas, the water rates, and a nasty threatening letter from the coalman.

  This had never happened before. A third finger joined the other two. I’ve got to get a job in order to provide. I’ve got to be a breadwinner.




  He paused. His fourth concern was his little brother’s growing independence. This was creating all kinds of problems, which he was uncertain how to resolve.




  Finally, he raised his hand, all digits spread, and stared at it sadly. I wish she’d stop it, he thought. I wish she’d be like she used to be. He was thinking about his mother,

  because worst of all, by far the worst thing happening this summer, were the little pills she swallowed like Smarties. She called them her purple hearts. In the last few weeks, his mother had

  become his biggest worry of all. Something’s the matter with her, he told himself. She’s changed. Now, every day, Leslie felt that he was in charge at home. Despite the fact that

  she was still living and sleeping in the front room of the flat, just like she’d always done, it was as if his mother wasn’t really there.




  The sun slanted over the rooftops, casting luxurious shadows. He swallowed, took a deep breath, and without thinking, sang a few notes. His boy’s voice rather than his man’s voice

  emerged and the sound was clear and pure, filling the windless, warm air. Pleased with the sound, his voice climbed higher and higher, the scale soaring like a bird above the chimney-pots of the

  close-packed terraces. It was incongruous and beautiful.




  Continuing his search, peering along all the lanes, he deliberately brought a happy occasion into his mind. He’d been at school, at sports day. It was two, maybe three summers ago and his

  teacher had entered him in the sack race. He’d stood at the start, enveloped in his sack, perspiring and nervous, with lots of keener, more confident children on either side. Just as the

  starting pistol was fired he saw his mother by the finishing tape. She was pretty in a blue dress with a lemon cardigan around her shoulders, her sunglasses pushed up on to her head. She’s

  the prettiest mother of all, he’d thought. Geordie sat at her feet, picking dandelions. She smiled and waved and made the thumbs-up sign. As the gun went off Leslie felt his feet gain the

  corners of the sack, which seemed straight away to fit like soft slippers. He didn’t run down the course, he just walked quickly, following the marked lane, his sack like a rough baggy skirt,

  hardly impeding his progress at all. His exuberant competitors tumbled, tripped and sprawled, but he just kept on going, determined and focused. Right left, right left, right left, his

  mother’s face came nearer. She was cheering and jumping up and down with excitement. ‘Come on, son!’ he’d heard her shout enthusiastically. ‘Come on, son!’ He

  crossed the finish way ahead of the rest. His mam hugged him and Geordie showered him with dandelions. He’d won a silver cup. He’d been allowed to keep it by his bed for a whole year.


 

  Leslie smiled at the memory but it faded as he approached the police box on the corner of Gloucester Road. The policeman was inside. The boy hesitated but then decided to stop for a moment.

  Constable Henderson was only doing his job, he reasoned. He had to follow things up even if they were just dirty lies from those buggers, those horrible twins. ‘Hello,’ he called out,

  his tone conciliatory.




  The officer at once realized that this was a truce. ‘Are you going to show me one of your tricks, laddie?’ He winked appreciatively. He was resting his large boots on a stool and

  enjoying a cup of tea.




  The boy put down his basket, ever ready to oblige. From his coat pocket he took out a well-thumbed pack of playing cards. ‘Choose a card, any card . . .’




  The policeman joined in the game, displaying appropriate astonishment when, after shuffling, Leslie was able to produce the chosen king. He laughed and patted the boy on the shoulder.

  ‘Keep at it, son,’ he said as he turned to lock up. ‘You keep at it.’




  Leslie swallowed. He knew that deep down, the policeman was tolerant of his brother and knew he was harmless. ‘Have you seen my Geordie?’




  ‘I can’t say I have,’ was the reply. ‘No, not today.’




  Leslie turned to go. A new burnt smell was now detectable on the air. In the near distance there was a rumble like approaching thunder and he thought he felt the ground shake. It was as if a

  bomb had just dropped out of the sky. He picked up the basket and set off in the direction of the disturbance. That’s where he is, he told himself. That’s where he’s hiding

  himself. He looked about anxiously, but couldn’t see the twins.




  That morning the postman had delivered two envelopes, addressed to his mother. Leslie had opened them and taken them into his bedroom. One had come from the Council, telling his mother, Scotch

  Iris, that her house, which was in fact a lower flat, his home and most importantly Geordie’s home, was scheduled for demolition. The street, the whole area, was in something called a

  clearance programme. Leslie had painstakingly looked up these long words in his dictionary. Despite being a poor reader, their meaning eventually became clear to him and sitting on his bed

  he’d felt panic grip his heart. He was afraid. The letter said that his mother must report to the housing office on Amen Corner, down by the cathedral, in the town and that she should

  register for new accommodation. In other words shift. Leslie had sat for a long time, worrying. He felt certain about one thing. He didn’t want to shift. He wanted to stay put, stay

  here, stay at home where everything up until recently had been reliable, predictable and almost happy. He didn’t want to go to some unknown place on the edge of the city, in the country. He

  especially didn’t want to move to the peculiar houses in the sky which were at this very moment rising miraculously upwards from among the old neighbourhood terraces. Piece by rectangular

  piece, inside a giant skeleton of steel, they were already dwarfing everything, absolutely everything with their sharp, modern lines, even the old church steeple. More importantly, he understood

  that Geordie hated disruption. Geordie hated change to his routine more than anything in the world. Shifting was out of the question, he’d told himself, replacing the heavy dictionary on top

  of his wardrobe. Shifting, it was clear, was impossible.




  Now, passing the building where the twins had been playing, Leslie heard in the near distance a second loud rumble and warning shouts, which thankfully drowned out all memory of their voices. A

  whitish cloud hung above the next terrace, entirely blocking out the sky. As he approached, two members of the demolition gang ran clear, dragging shovels and a mallet. Stripped to the waist, their

  bodies glistened with sweat and dirt. They stopped, then turned, hands on hips, apparently masterful and in control.




  Leslie stopped and looked upwards. Slowly and with cautious surprise, the centre of this row of houses leaned inwards. Then, more hastily, the brickwork cracked, and the window-frames split,

  shattering the glass. All decorum lost, the roof beams collapsed with a roar and the entire façade crumpled back, collapsing into a heap of rubble, dust rising like smoke. Leslie forgot his

  humiliation, his worry and his tears. He was at once strangely excited. He was reminded of the Blitz on newsreels at the cinema. To see a substantial structure succumb and be obliterated in a few

  moments was awesome. His heart pounded. For a moment he considered asking the foreman for a job. He looked at the workmen who were now leaning against their wagon, sharing a bottle of brown ale. He

  realized they were everything he was not. He turned away, and it was then that he saw Geordie.




  The boy stood alone, holding his sketchpad. Only a year younger than Leslie, he was smaller and thinner and he looked nothing at all like his untidy, shambling, ginger-headed older brother. He

  had a sensitive, bony face, white skin, and over-long heavy black hair. His body was elegant and slender. However, belying his slight stature, his self-possession was total. Oblivious to everyone,

  he was absorbed in making pencil marks, glancing along the half-demolished terrace, his concentration fixed. He ignored the workmen. Leslie reached down and gently pushed his black hair away from

  his eyes. ‘All right?’ he asked, tenderly.




  Geordie was sketching intricate brickwork, coping-stones, a misaligned window. He was engaged in his favourite activity: recording buildings. One of the gang walked over, interested. He was a

  stranger, a burly fellow, wearing a dusty cloth cap.




  ‘All right?’ enquired Leslie in his usual friendly manner. He felt cheerful again, now that he knew his brother was safe.




  Geordie didn’t speak but turned back a page, revealing a representation of the newsagent’s on the corner of Clumber Street and Scotswood Road. It was a magnificent drawing, with

  perfect perspective and attention to detail. The peeling paint and the grain of the wood were meticulous. The billboards with their scrawled headlines were represented and every advertising sign

  was shown: Condor, St Bruno, Woodbines, Players Please, Senior Service Satisfy. Every brick, every roof tile, the wooden carving along the upper edge of the door; all were executed with precision

  and artistry.




  The workman whistled with amazement. However, the boy seemed scarcely aware of him or his approval.




  ‘That’s the paper shop!’ exclaimed the labourer. ‘Where I’ve been getting my baccy! That’s grand!’




  Geordie lifted his gaze and regarded the workman with his extraordinary large green eyes. ‘Where I’ve been getting my baccy,’ he echoed. ‘That’s grand.’ He

  appeared neither pleased nor displeased by the compliment.




  The man looked uncomfortable, as if the boy might be mocking him.




  ‘He’s good,’ murmured Leslie, his breaking voice suddenly low and croaky and grown-up. ‘He’s my brother.’ He touched Geordie’s arm. ‘Come

  on, let’s go.’




  Wordlessly, they set off back towards the main road. Geordie walked with a strange stiff-legged gait. He was like a beautiful little doll. Leslie knew that he rarely showed any sign of emotion,

  although his mood could be unpredictable. Today, from long experience, he guessed that Geordie was calm, which meant his drawing had gone well that day.




  ‘Those girls are in boxes,’ said Geordie suddenly. He stopped, suddenly tense like a taut wire.




  ‘What?’




  Leslie noticed that his brother was staring into the distance with a faraway expression.




  ‘Boxes. With gold handles. Those girls.’




  Leslie tried to continue. He wanted to get Geordie home where it was safe. ‘Come on.’ He knew that his brother sometimes saw things, understood things that other people didn’t.

  But he rarely listened to his predictions. They were always peculiar and unhelpful. They usually didn’t make sense and long ago he’d decided they were best ignored. Everyone else

  who’d heard them had assumed they were meaningless ramblings.




  The younger boy persisted. ‘Those girls are in boxes in St Stephen’s church and there’s big bunches of flowers on top of them. Shop flowers. Who’s put those shop flowers

  on top of them, Leslie? They can’t get out of there.’




  ‘Come on.’ Leslie chinked his basket of bottles, indicating his intention to collect the threepences. He began to hurry, wanting to get back to the normal streets where as yet

  there were no signs of all this disconcerting upheaval. Letting the matter drop, Geordie accompanied him. After a while the older boy explained his plan for the rest of the evening. ‘I want

  you to stay inside,’ he insisted. ‘Until I get back from choir.’




  ‘Geordie’s a good boy,’ came the agreement. He repeated his brother’s words, ‘I want you to stay inside.’




  ‘That’s right. In the house. Draw or play the piano. Or go upstairs with Auntie Ada.’ Leslie was relieved.




  ‘That’s right. In the house. Play the piano. Or go upstairs with Auntie Ada.’




  ‘I’ve got choir. I’ll get fish and chips afterwards.’




  ‘Get fish and chips afterwards.’




  Leslie placed his free hand around Geordie’s shoulders and hugged him. ‘I’m glad I found you,’ he confided. ‘I was getting scared. Have you had a nice

  day?’




  At that moment a sharp spattering of pebbles rained down on them, followed by half-bricks. Leslie glanced in horror at the empty, derelict buildings on either side. Those twins! He could see no

  one.




  ‘Freck-ly, freck-ly Les-lee, freak of the wild fron-tier!’




  Leslie took his brother’s arm in a firm grip and tried to hurry him forward but Geordie froze, resisting.




  Another couple of handfuls of small gravel rained down like hailstones.




  ‘Spot-ty, spot-ty Les-lee, freak of the Elswick fron-tier!’




  ‘I don’t know where you are, you two,’ called out Leslie, ‘but you can just bugger off!’ His breaking voice was high with emotion, like the sound a young boy makes.

  His adult tones had deserted him. He swallowed hard. ‘Bugger off!’ he repeated, sounding even more squeaky.




  ‘Bugger off yourself, babby!’ squeaked one of the twins in a high falsetto.




  ‘Bugger off, you scabby-face, titty-bottle babby,’ added the other. ‘Boo-hoo!’ She pretended to sob like an infant. The twins jumped out from a doorless passage, blocking

  the pavement. ‘Leslie’s a spotty cry-babby!’




  Geordie’s pixie face registered alarm. His teeth chattered a little and he clutched his sketchpad to his chest like a shield. He stared at the twins, from one to the other, his face

  vacant, his green eyes wide.




  Leslie felt a wave of panic. He put his arm back around his brother’s shoulders. He didn’t want Geordie to get upset. He didn’t want him to fall to the ground and take a

  fit.




  The twins had smudged each other’s filthy faces with wet fingers, creating an effect that resembled war paint. Their hair was undone and their ribbons dangled. They each poked out a pink

  tongue. One of them had torn her dress. The other carried a staircase spindle like a weapon.




  I can’t hit them or anything, Leslie thought desperately. They’re just stupid girls. He had never hit anyone in his life. He called out to them, trying to sound in some way

  confident. ‘Hey! Let us past, man.’




  ‘Make us, stinky bum,’ came the reply.




  ‘Make us, dottle-face.’




  Leslie pulled his brother out into the road. He noticed, not for the first time, that the girls each had discoloured teeth. Everyone always said that their indulgent father bought them far too

  many sweets. ‘Come on,’ he muttered.




  ‘That’s George MacDonald,’ said one of the twins. ‘We know him.’




  ‘No you don’t,’ said Leslie. ‘You don’t know anything. You know nothing.’




  Her sister chimed in. ‘We know that George MacDonald. Everyone says that George’s a real dafty.’




  ‘He does things to himself down your back lane. We’ve seen him. He shows his thing to anybody. We saw it yesterday. It’s all big and red.’




  ‘No he doesn’t.’




  ‘He wets the bed.’




  ‘No he doesn’t.’




  ‘He wears nappies.’




  ‘He doesn’t.’




  ‘He should be in a home.’




  ‘Shut up!’ shouted Leslie. All at once he sounded out of control. ‘It’s not true. You’re making all that up!’ He felt his brother’s

  terror. He tried to drag him away, pulling at his sleeve.




  The girls followed. ‘George is a dafty! George is a dafty!’ They started a steady chant. ‘George is a dafty!’




  To Leslie’s relief, Geordie allowed himself to be guided forwards but he began muttering and his knees knocked. A fleck of foam appeared at the side of his mouth. His pale face was

  parchment white. Leslie took the sketchpad and pencil-case from his shaking fingers. ‘Come on,’ he murmured, ‘they’re just stupid. They’re not going to hurt

  you.’




  Geordie began grimacing and wringing his hands and his walk became even stiffer than usual, more puppet-like. His meaningless words became louder.




  The girls stared. They seemed alarmed. Despite their assertions, they barely knew Geordie at all. They decided he looked scary. They dropped behind, leaning against the crumbling corner of a

  dead grocery. They were silent for a moment, then as their victims hurried away and there was distance between them, they called out in unison, ‘George is a dafty!’ once more,

  for good measure.




  *




  At the bottom of the hill, on Scotswood Road, the shops had closed. All was now quiet except for a plodding horse pulling a cart, a few small children swinging around a

  lamp-post and a group of tired-looking workmen returning home, the last stragglers from the day shift at the riverside factory. These were Vickers men, the men of the neighbourhood. Breadwinners

  and rent-payers, they laboured long hours and they were skilled and loyal. Free for the rest of the day, enjoying the relief of the outside world, they moved slowly and with rhythmic dignity,

  carrying their jackets and haversacks. Their caps were pushed right back from their brows because of the clemency of the weather. Theirs was a serious world of noise and fire, of metals and

  machines, of mechanical parts, of shifts, timesheets and pay-packets.




  Suddenly, as pretty as a budgerigar, a woman clack-clacked through them on her exaggerated high heels, her hips wiggling in her tight skirt, her nose in the air. She was self-conscious,

  pretending to be unaware of their collective gaze. Each workman touched his brow without speaking and smiled and nodded shyly in a half-salute as she passed by. ‘Hello, Iris,’ the

  bravest one of them called.




  Scotch Iris made out she’d not heard. She too was on her way home, to the flat she shared with her sons, Leslie and Geordie. She strutted towards Glue Terrace. Her small breasts were

  pushed up high and together on a black raft of underwiring and lace and their smooth mounds peeked from the vee of her blouse. The fading light made her bleached beehive hair-do shine like a

  beacon. She always moved like a Hollywood starlet. As she turned into the smashed street where earlier the demolition men had been working, it formed an incongruous backdrop to her unsubtle brand

  of eye-catching glamour.




  She suddenly stopped. One hand tightened on her bag, the other was raised to her lips in dismay. She swore quietly, both transfixed and horrified. Below, visible for the very first time from

  this place, high on the hill, was the River Tyne. It was revealed by a sudden gap in the houses. Here, several dwellings had tumbled to the ground earlier that day, creating a brand new window on

  the valley. Glittering and grey, the water stretched beyond the steep terraces, beyond the factory, over and away to the shores of a different county. Iris stared. For generations invisible from

  this point, the Tyne bisected the floor of its polluted valley and a large ship glided over its wide surface like a dream. Her eyes took in the steep drop, the depths of shining water, then the

  green haze of Durham in the distance. It was extraordinary. She felt dizzy and afraid.




  Iris truly, truly hated open spaces. With her memory of the wild, inhuman night that had claimed her husband’s body, when his fishing boat had fallen out of the sea, she always tried to

  avoid the long view and shunned emptiness. What are they doing here? she thought. What do the council think they’re doing? Shaken, she wanted to lie down on the rubble-strewn

  cobbles of the road to stop herself tumbling forwards and downwards into an unknown expanse, into newness, into thin air. She wanted to catch hold, to cling on. She wanted home, with the security

  of everything familiar, the low narrow lanes, communal washing-lines, neighbours, cooking smells, outdoor netties in back yards . . . she wanted to be enclosed. She averted her eyes from the

  dramatic alteration in the vista, clenched her jaw and walked on.




  She heard humming. Turning a corner, she came across a familiar figure. It was Sammy Schnitzler, the barber. He was sitting on a chair outside his shop mending an umbrella. An unopened newspaper

  was folded at his feet. When he saw her he winked, but did not smile. He continued to drone the tune of Strauss’s ‘Gypsy Baron Waltz’ in a mournful way. Iris heard the melody,

  aware that it was one of a few he always carried in his head. She knew this proved he was a stranger here, like herself. It was a sign of his many years of exile. Without being able to articulate

  it, she understood that he too was haunted by the past. Shadowy wraiths from his European youth never ceased their uneasy dance on the surface of his unconscious.




  ‘What are they doing here?’ Iris demanded. ‘The whole damned place is falling to bits. Down around our fucking ears.’ She leaned in the doorway behind

  Sammy, lethargic and sexy. She took off a shoe and examined the slingback, the thin heel, its loosened metal tip. She offered it to him. ‘You can put a nail in this, if you like.’ The

  sandal was so flimsy, so feminine, so impractical, the suggestion sounded almost indecent.




  Sammy stopped humming. He was about to complain that he was a skilled hairdresser, not a cobbler, but because he was doing his best to ignore her, he said nothing. Fresh in his memory, their

  last encounter had been very unsatisfactory. He was trying to demonstrate the fact that he was displeased, very displeased – that he was, in effect, not speaking to her.




  Business was slack and he’d stayed open beyond seven o’clock hoping to catch one or two pitmen at the close of their shift at the Montague Colliery, or the Monty as it was known

  locally. He had two more umbrellas to mend but throughout this day he’d only cut one Tony Curtis and tidied the necks of three pensioners. He sighed. The sun had sunk below the rooftops but

  the light was still golden, the air warm. He laid down his work, leaned back and rested a hand on his heart. His eyes were moist. ‘These authorities are ruining me,’ he agreed, sadly,

  whispering not to Scotch Iris, but to the dying afternoon. ‘A brokh tsu dir. A curse on them!’




  Sammy Schnitzler had come to England from Austria during the war. He’d opened this business on Cannon Street and then another on Buddle Road in Benwell and for a long time he prospered.

  His combs, semi-combs and scissors were always sterilized, his floors well swept. He made his own brand of hair oil, Schnitzler’s Brilliant. After a while he bought several pairs of Tyneside

  flats in Elswick that he let out to tenants. After a few more years he bought many more. He had good properties at the top of the hill, where he’d even taken the trouble to put in electricity

  at one or two of the best addresses. These included his own. In addition, he had medium-quality properties in the middle of the hill, with some amenities such as indoor plumbing. He also had

  deplorable buildings at the bottom of the hill where single mothers existed alongside the feckless, the workshy and those too sick to earn a wage. Here things were somewhat ramshackle. However, he

  considered himself to be a fair landlord; fair but strict. He didn’t tolerate defaulters, backsliders or lice. He occasionally had to ‘put people out’ but he always saw to the dry

  rot and the glazing. But now this crazy council was taking everything from him, hell-bent as they all were on modernization and change. Madmen, he called them. Vandals. Communists. As the old

  houses were pulled down he was losing both tenants and customers. The whole area was starting to look like the aftermath of an air raid. For the first time since before Mr Churchill had sorted out

  the Germans he was facing uncertainty and insecurity. I don’t know what’s to become of me, he thought to himself now. ‘Dear, oh dear, oh dear.’




  ‘Gloucester Street’s half down,’ offered Iris. ‘Jimmy Dawson’s pork shop’s down.’ She replaced her shoe. A little calmer now, she took out a compact

  from her bag and inspected her face, pursing her rosebud lips.




  Sammy pressed his left chest, where his heart regularly ached. His other business, his Benwell salon, or saloon as he’d called it, was now pulled down and soon he would be eating into his

  capital, even though he subsisted on biscuits, hot water and bicarbonate of soda. The future of this establishment was also in doubt. He knew that when the time came there was little point in

  resisting. He knew there’d been one or two businessmen in the area who’d refused to go. There’d also been a couple of long-term tenants who’d declared their intention to

  stay put as their neighbours’ dwellings tumbled around them. Before too long, their properties had mysteriously caught fire, or their windows had been broken and dog-dirt had found its way

  inside their letterboxes. Those who were unwilling were forced to go. He stood up and wordlessly went inside. Iris, delaying the short walk to her flat, sat down on his chair and yawned. She picked

  up the newspaper and began reading it.




  Sammy was a music-lover. He kept his second-best gramophone in his barber’s shop. Now, determined not to speak to Iris, he removed a black bakelite disc from its cardboard cover, blew on

  it and polished it lovingly with a special duster. Carefully, he placed it on the turntable and set it in motion. At once the animated pizzicato of Pachelbel’s ‘Canon’ broke the

  silence of the evening, as delicate as fairy footsteps pursued by the rise and rise of tender strings. He listened, moving a finger up and down like a conductor. After a minute he started tidying

  up. He was a heavy man but he moved lightly on his feet. He sighed. ‘I don’t know what’s to become of me,’ he said aloud. He took off his white coat and put on a shiny old

  jacket that was part of a pre-war suit, which he always wore for work. He knew that Iris would go home soon and leave him by himself. He had nothing to look forward to tonight except another lonely

  evening. ‘Oy gevalt!’




  There was a roar in the street. Sammy glanced out, irritated by the disturbance. Beside his entrance a motorbike and sidecar had pulled up. A young man in army uniform sat astride the machine

  and his friend, Sammy’s only son, Ratty, climbed out from within.




  Here they are again, he thought, money, money, money. What’s mine is theirs.




  ‘Evening, Iris!’ exclaimed Ratty with a jocular air, easing his thin, angular body into an upright position. He shrugged his drapecoat and smoothed his quiff.




  Scotch Iris lowered the newspaper and regarded him without warmth. ‘Have you got . . . what I asked you to get?’




  Muttering, he said, ‘Yeah, doll, no worries.’ He jerked his head towards the shop interior, warning her to say no more.




  She gave him a hard stare. ‘Bring them round to the flat later, will you? And don’t piss me about. Right?’ She raised the newspaper, disappearing behind it.




  Ratty took a deep breath and entered the shop. ‘Evening, Pops!’ His cheerfulness seemed designed to hide unease.




  Sammy ignored him.




  ‘Pops, listen to me. We’ll sort out Beaumont Street and Rendel Street tonight. Or should I say, what’s left of them.’




  Slowly and fussily Sammy turned over some documents in a drawer at the back of the shop. The gramophone played on melodiously to the end of the piece, then stopped. He handed his son a ledger.

  These two layabouts, as he privately described them, were responsible for rent collection. Also, they were tallymen, which meant they collected credit payments for the local department store. They

  called themselves financiers. However, Sammy was convinced that all they were really interested in was getting their percentage and spending it straight away in public houses.




  ‘Money buys everything except brains!’ Sammy shook his head and handed over the ledger, unwillingly.




  Ratty grabbed it. ‘Ta, Pops!’ He leapt out and dived back inside the sidecar, catching his canary yellow drape-coat in the door. The uniformed youth kick-started the bike and with a

  mechanical cough and a roar they were gone.




  Iris stood up and stared into the haze of exhaust. Unlike the young men, she was reluctant to leave.




  Sammy raised his awning, brought in his chair, newspaper and broken umbrellas and switched off his revolving electric red and white pole, which he’d been so proud to install outside, above

  the door, not so very long ago. He went into the back and stirred his vat of Schnitzler’s Brilliant.




  Iris followed him inside. ‘Lend us a twenty, will you?’ Affecting nonchalance, she spun a barber’s chair first one way, then the other.




  Sammy came out and stared at her, his expression even more mournful. He looked both disappointed and unsurprised.




  There was another voice from the doorway. ‘Hello, Mr Schnitzler.’




  ‘Are you there, Mr Shit?’ a second visitor enquired. It was the two girls, the twins.




  Iris looked displeased. ‘It’s like a fucking railway station here tonight.’ She disappeared into the back of the shop.




  Sammy’s face had lit up. He smiled for the first time that day. ‘Come inside, my dears! Come inside!’




  Muriel and Maureen entered. They were now smartly dressed in their Girl Guide outfits, their hair was tied back under their berets and their hands and faces were clean. ‘Is Ratty

  here?’ said one.




  ‘We thought Ratty was here,’ echoed the other.




  ‘He was here. He’s gone.’




  The twins stared. ‘Bob-a-job, mister?’




  ‘Oy vey, Bobby job?’ Sammy was mystified.




  ‘Bob-a-job? Support the world-wide Scout and Guide movement?’ Muriel gave him her best smile, revealing her discoloured teeth. They held hands. Both girls had perfected a saccharine

  little-girl charm that they felt it best to retain, despite the fact that they had now reached puberty. As usual, they were giving the impression of being much younger than they actually were.




  ‘Ah, so, bob-a-job.’ Sammy opened the till and took out a half-crown. He handed it to Maureen. He smiled. He liked these girls, he thought they were pretty and it amused him that he

  couldn’t tell them apart. However, it concerned him that they ran about all day and evening, unsupervised.




  ‘What job do you want us to do?’ asked Muriel.




  ‘We do a job for you in return,’ explained Maureen.




  Sammy considered. He went into the back and emerged with three bottles of his hair oil. ‘You can deliver these to my customers. You are very good little girls.’ He gave the twins the

  names and addresses. ‘Then afterwards you go to the church hall, yes? To the Girl Guides and say your prayers?’




  ‘That’s right,’ agreed Maureen, sweetly.




  ‘A Guide’s duty is to her God and to her Queen,’ offered Muriel.




  ‘Yes,’ conceded her sister, ‘that’s the First Guide Law.’




  Sammy smiled, indulgently. ‘Off you go then.’




  Outside, the twins clutched each other and sniggered. Holding hands, they ran down the hill towards Scotswood Road. Pausing outside an empty house, they threw the bottles inside and heard them

  smash on to the rubble that had been the front room floor.




  ‘He’ll believe anything!’




  ‘He doesn’t even know it’s not bob-a-job week!’




  ‘Fancy not knowing. Fancy not knowing that bob-a-job’s at Easter!’




  Muriel twirled around and around, lightly, her arms outstretched, her sandals pitter-pattering on and off the kerb. She stopped, a little dizzy. ‘It’s because he’s a

  darkie.’




  ‘Mr Shit’s not a darkie, silly.’ Maureen polished the half-crown on her tie.




  ‘He’s a sort of a darkie. That’s what Dad said.’




  ‘No he’s not! He’s not!’




  ‘Well, he’s not from round here. That’s for sure.’




  At the top of the slope, unseen by the giggling twins, Sammy and Scotch Iris watched. He shook his head sadly. ‘It’s not right,’ he said. ‘It’s not right at all.

  Their mother can’t help them. Their father’s lost all control. It’s terrible. What’s to become of them?’




  The woman shrugged, dismissive. Her expression suggested that she couldn’t care less. She held out a hand, palm up. Sammy felt for his wallet then gave her a note. She turned on one

  spindly heel, tottered a little on the rough cobbles and then, with her perfectly rounded backside tipping provocatively from side to side, she minced away in the direction of Glue Terrace.




  *




  Much later, after the sky had turned inky black, lit by a moon and a small sprinkling of stars, Leslie walked homewards from choir practice, clutching a mouth-watering meal

  wrapped in newspapers. The haunting words and melody of ‘Panis Angelicus’ still resounded in his ears and in his heart.
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  He pictured the stained-glass window in the church glowing like jewels in the last rays of the evening sun. He was not a religious boy, but the Virgin Mary had held out her

  hands to him, as if inviting him to climb up into her arms. This had made him happy. And not only that, his voice hadn’t started cracking or plummeting in its new, alarming way. His pitch had

  been perfect on each new phrase. Mr Green the choirmaster had said, ‘That was splendid, Leslie.’ Splendid, he thought to himself. I was splendid.




  A cool wind blew up from the invisible river. He was tempted to open the parcel and take a few bites but he stopped himself. Instead, he sniffed it, appreciatively. He’d been cheerful at

  choir practice, managing to forget both the summer’s worries and responsibilities and the upset of recent events. I hope things have quietened down at home, he thought. When he’d left

  there’d been a party going on in the front room and he’d taken Geordie upstairs, to Auntie Ada’s. Even though she wasn’t their real auntie, just a kind neighbour, he knew he

  could always trust her to be patient with his brother. She always praised his drawings and if necessary helped him to sharpen his pencils with his special little penknife. ‘He’s had a

  fright,’ he’d said, as he surrendered his precious burden into her comforting arms. ‘Some nasty children frightened him.’ He refrained from mentioning that it was the same

  girls who had, the night before, brought the police to her door.




  Leslie reflected on today’s ugly scene with the twins and then replayed in his mind the disquieting episode with Constable Henderson the previous evening. It was no longer possible to

  guard and monitor his brother, keeping him safe, all the time. People have always been nasty about him, he told himself, calling him a dafty and suchlike, but not . . . not . . . this nasty.

  He remembered the twins’ name-calling antics in the past. This had been nothing more than a nuisance. However, because Geordie was now out and about on his own, he was potentially the subject

  of much more serious persecution and he couldn’t defend himself.




  Leslie was sophisticated enough to understand that the allegation of ‘flashing’, if it became known, would cause all sorts of trouble with the mothers of the neighbourhood.

  They’ll all get together and stand outside our house, he decided. He pictured them in tight groups, tight-lipped, arms tightly folded, keeping watch. He saw unknown, unfriendly officers

  following Geordie around in squad cars, speaking into their walkie-talkies. He rubbed his face with his sleeve. He imagined worse things, like bricks through the front window, jeers,

  demonstrations. The twins’ persecution of Geordie could become very, very serious and he could see no way of protecting him. He felt at a loss. There was absolutely nothing he could do.




  A smell of burning wafted up on the breeze. Leslie turned a corner near where the demolition gang had been active earlier in the day. Several bonfires flickered and glowed, illuminating the

  eerie skeletons of roofless properties, collapsed chimneys, a sleepy bulldozer. Smoke climbed towards him, as insubstantial as the ghosts of those families who’d shifted, moved their

  furniture away in vans or on handcarts to . . . goodness knows where. He sighed. It looks like a bomb’s dropped, he thought again.




  *




  Leslie and Geordie’s mother, Iris, or Scotch Iris as she was known, had moved to Newcastle after the death of her young husband in the final months of the war. She was

  unwilling to return to Glasgow, where she had been brought up, although she never said why. She brought with her Leslie, her plump and mild first-born son, and very soon afterwards gave birth to

  George, in the downstairs flat she rented from Sammy Schnitzler. It was a difficult labour and the newly fatherless baby took a long time to emerge, as if he feared a world that had already caused

  his mother so much pain and grief. He had black hair like his dad and big unusually coloured eyes. The midwife said he was a beautiful boy, which in fact, he was.
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