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  For Diane Pearson, the best editor in the world . . .




  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .




  . . . . probably




  (no apology to lager brewers, by the way)




  I thank you, Diane, for nursing me through thirteen books, for teaching me so much, for your forbearance with this difficult woman. Most of all, I thank

  you for your friendship, your loyalty and your humour.


  God bless you and yours.




  







  APOLOGIES




  If there is a Makersfield in Texas, I am sorry that I used the name herein.




  The crematorium in Bolton was built much later than 1921 – I beg licence.




  Any religious community bearing a name similar to the one in this novel should be aware that I mean no disrespect to its founders and fellowship.




  







  One




  Diane Hewitt was as bright as a button. She could run like a racehorse, was light-fingered, crafty, and several shopkeepers in Bolton were on the lookout for her.




  In her younger, slightly more innocent years, her gamine appearance had won hearts, but once belts tightened in the wake of the Great War, the charity in people’s souls began to run dry.

  Many had their own families to worry about. Widows wept, mothers grieved, crippled soldiers begged on street corners.




  So Diane went into the business of finding things. She found bread, milk, fruit, vegetables and, on good days, purses with an odd sixpence or two wedged into folds of worn leather beneath

  pennies and farthings. She could be in and out of a back kitchen or a scullery without the busy householder noticing any draught created by an opening door.




  At the age of ten-going-on-eleven, Diane broadened her horizons. She picked carefully from a crowd of eager applicants, choosing children who, like herself, were thin and swift, boys and girls

  with lines of hunger and disappointment already etched into fine, undernourished skin. The rules were few and simple. Groups were formed, scenarios planned, babies, dogs and cats borrowed. A child

  crying over a lost pet could empty shops and houses in seconds, while a wailing baby was worth a fortune, especially on market days. Like a seasoned choreographer, Diane Hewitt trained the members

  of her chorus line to slick perfection.




  On a windy March Tuesday in 1921, Diane discovered the wash-house. It was situated in a square originally called Massey’s Yort, now titled Mulligan’s Yard. Rumour had it that an

  Irish card-sharp had won the yard and its buildings at the turn of an ace, but Diane could not have cared less about names and origins. Her attention was riveted firmly to the present day. She

  didn’t care who owned what – as long as she got her unfair share.




  She pressed an inquisitive nose against a steam-misted rear window and watched women doing battle with sheets, possers, scrubbers and mangles. Tilly and Mona Walsh were in charge of the huge

  laundry. Spinster sisters built like battleships, they were poor movers, not at all hasty off the mark. Diane knew the two women from the Temple of Eternal Light, a new faith that had started to

  burgeon in Bolton’s Deane and Daubhill. Yes, she had seen this pair bobbing and scraping about in the congregation.




  A woman brushed past Diane, turbaned head lumpy with steel curlers, workday clogs slapping the cobbles, a pramload of washing in front of a shapeless body clad in a bottle-green coat. She

  entered the building, walked to a desk and handed money to Miss Tilly Walsh. After this transaction was complete, the customer passed her purse to Miss Tilly for safekeeping, then hobbled off to

  claim a place at one of the massive sinks.




  Diane’s gaze was glued to the older Miss Walsh. She was mountainous, a great deal fatter than Miss Mona, with several wobbly chins, a huge belly and legs like twin oak trees. Tilly Walsh

  took the purse and placed it under the counter. The child’s blue eyes narrowed as she counted the laundry’s occupants. About twelve, she reckoned, though there might have been a couple

  more behind the steam-heated drying cupboards. Easy pickings? How best to play this one? Lost dog, a sick baby, an accident in Mulligan’s Yard?




  Serious thinking set in. Wandering back on to Deansgate, Diane Hewitt sat herself on one of the steps leading into the Red Lion coaching house. The Red Lion was an unmentionable place in the

  Hewitt household. Diane’s mother used to borrow a room here, a place where she had taken men. Of course, once the landlord had cottoned on to Brenda Hewitt’s doings, he had kicked her

  out and had sacked the member of staff who had made the arrangements. Shortly after that event, Diane’s mother had packed a cardboard suitcase and had left the family slum in John Street for

  ever. A nearly-orphan with a frail brother, the daughter of Brenda Hewitt was now fighting for survival.




  She sucked a thumb, chewed on the filthy, broken nail. Perhaps it wouldn’t be for ever. Mam might come back with a load of money from all the men she was going with in London or some such

  place. Tuesday. The wash-house would be fuller on Mondays. Mam wasn’t a nice woman, anyway. Gran was always going on about how horrible Mam was. A fuller wash-house would mean more purses,

  more money. But it would also mean more folk, more eyes, more chances of getting caught. The Misses Walsh were slow and fat, but many of Bolton’s housewives were quick, thin, and used to

  defending their property in the face of young marauders.




  She must not sit here for too long. The School Board had men on the lookout for children these days. There was even a rumour that those who truanted too frequently might be taken away and put in

  orphanages. As a breadwinner, Diane had responsibilities. If she went to school every day, she’d have fewer chances of getting her hands on food or money. But she had better start putting in

  the odd appearance: an orphanage place could mean that her younger brother and her grandmother might starve.




  A shadow fell across her body, so she shifted sideways to allow its owner into the hotel. In a way, an orphanage was almost attractive. Three square meals, clean clothes, no messing about and

  stealing . . . What about Joe and Gran, though? The shadow remained. When, after several further seconds, no one ascended the steps, she glanced upwards at a tall, dark-haired man dressed all in

  black.




  ‘And what are you doing here, young lady?’ he asked.




  Diane made no reply. He was Irish. Gran had ordered Diane to stay away from Irish people. They were usually drunk or Catholic, sometimes both.




  ‘Shouldn’t you be at school?’ the shadow asked.




  She lifted a bony shoulder. ‘Nits,’ she replied, then added, ‘and fleas,’ for good measure.




  He leaned on an ebony cane. ‘Wouldn’t it be a good idea to go home and clean yourself, in that case?’




  Again, she shrugged listlessly.




  ‘Well, you can’t stay here. We don’t want the hotel catching fleas, do we? You could infect the whole building.’




  He didn’t need that cane, mused Diane. He wasn’t old. Idly, she wondered how much the silver-crowned item might bring if offered to a second-hand stall on the market. She stopped

  gnawing at her thumb. ‘Fleas can’t jump that far.’ She jerked the chewed thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the foyer.




  ‘But they might jump from you to me,’ he argued reasonably.




  She awarded him her full attention. No flea on God’s earth could ever possess the temerity to light on such a man. From her present position in life, low down on the Red Lion’s

  steps, he looked as big as the giant in Jack and the Beanstalk. ‘You’ll never have fleas.’ Her tone was flat.




  ‘Won’t I, now?’




  ‘You’re too clean.’ He owned the appearance of someone who took a bath every day.




  ‘Nonsense.’ He stooped over her slightly. ‘A flea doesn’t know the difference between dirty and clean. All it wants is a free ride and an ample supply of

  blood.’




  ‘Eh?’ Dark eyebrows raised themselves. ‘Blood?’




  ‘What else did you think they feed on, child? That’s why they bite. They’re blood-suckers.’




  Diane Hewitt had never given a thought to the domestic and social arrangements of lower life forms. Fleas bit folk. Everybody recognized flea-bites. Like freckles, they appeared on the skin

  before disappearing or relocating from front to back, leg to arm, hand to foot. ‘So . . . so fleas eat us?’




  He nodded gravely. ‘See, I’m standing here next to you, am I not?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘If fleas were athletes, they’d beat every human being into a cocked hat. They can jump so far – well – it would be like one of us leaping over a cloud.’




  ‘Like the giant in Jack and the Beanstalk?’ This fellow could clear the Town Hall clock if he set his mind to it. And his cane would clear half-a-crown and all. He talked a

  bit like a teacher, though he was a sight more interesting than most of the dried-up sticks in Diane’s school.




  ‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘So a few might leap from you to me, then from me to someone inside the inn. Why, there’d be murder done if the best hotel in Bolton became

  infested.’




  She understood now. The creatures on her body were both threat and asset. ‘I’ll go away for sixpence,’ she announced bravely. ‘For a shilling, I’ll stop

  away.’ She spat on her hand, then pushed the wet palm against her chest. ‘Promise. Hope to die if I don’t keep my word.’




  He smiled.




  ‘It’s not funny,’ Diane insisted. ‘I’m serious.’




  ‘Are you, now?’




  She didn’t want to like him. In fact, she needed to hate him, because he was one of them, one of the folk who dressed well and hung on to money so that proper people couldn’t eat or

  have a decent set of clothes. And he was Irish into the bargain. Mr Wilkinson down at the Temple of Light was always going on about Catholics and all that kind of stuff. ‘Yes, I’m

  serious. I’ve got something you don’t want, so you can pay me to keep it to myself.’




  ‘Ah. A business arrangement, so.’




  ‘That’s right’. He was good-looking, she admitted grudgingly. Big broad shoulders, large brown eyes, some black curls peeping out beneath the brim of a tall hat. His voice was

  soft, fascinating, the sort of voice that might put you to sleep if he read a story out loud. ‘It’s business,’ she snapped.




  He looked at his watch. ‘And if I don’t pay?’ What a bright child this was. Thin, straggly brown hair hung over her forehead, almost obscuring eyes that seemed to cut through

  to his core. The irises were dark blue, the cheekbones as fine as he had ever seen. ‘What if I get the police?’




  He would not do that. Diane stared into his face and saw something for which she could find no name. It wasn’t pity or sympathy – she had the ability to recognize such expressions.

  No, it was as if he already knew her, as if he’d known her always.




  ‘Or the School Board man? I could go and fetch him.’




  ‘I told you – I’ve got fleas.’




  He pulled a silver disc from a pocket. ‘A florin,’ he said. ‘But don’t push your luck, Miss . . . What is your name?’




  Her mouth watered. Two bob. But he held the money aloft while awaiting her answer.




  He coughed impatiently.




  ‘Mary Pickavance,’ she replied, after a short spell of hesitation.




  His head shook slowly. ‘I don’t think so. Give me your full name and address – don’t worry, I won’t visit as long as you behave yourself. It’s just that I

  like to have some idea of my money’s destination.’




  She wavered. ‘Diane Hewitt, number thirteen John Street,’ she admitted eventually.




  ‘And your parents?’




  She sighed. They were all the same, this type. They either wanted to know everything, or they ignored you completely. Busybodies and Couldn’t Care Lesses, Gran called them. ‘My dad

  died in the war. My mam . . . she went away. There’s me, our Joe and my gran. Joe’s got crooked legs and Gran’s got no heart.’




  Immobilized by this final piece of information, the man waited for further news.




  ‘Rickets,’ offered Diane. ‘Our Joe caught rickets.’




  ‘And your grandmother?’




  ‘She went poorly when Dad got killed. Mrs Atherton next door told me my gran lost all heart after Dad died and . . . and . . .’




  ‘And what?’




  She took a deep breath. ‘And after Mam went no good. She used to be no good in Bolton, but now she’s no good somewhere else. Gran lives in the kitchen. Mr Atherton brought her bed

  down when she lost her heart.’ Why was she telling him all this? The truth, the whole truth, nothing but the truth, all for a measly two bob?




  He gave her the coin. Something was stirring in the region of his stomach, a feeling he recalled from childhood. But remembered hunger was one thing; hunger contained now within this small scrap

  of flesh and bone was more urgent. ‘Diane?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘How do you get by?’ He noticed that the blue eyes were old, too knowledgeable for a person of such tender years.




  ‘We get some off the welfare – Gran calls it parish pennies. Then the Temple folk send stuff on a Friday – bread and a bit of meat, like. Our Joe cleans fireplaces and does a

  bit of step-stoning for old folk, then I . . . well, I get what I can.’




  ‘Stealing?’




  Lying to such a person was strangely difficult. ‘I look round the market at closing time. There’s fruit and that on the floor, stuff nobody wants, gone a bit off, some of it. Leaves

  fall off cabbages. If you get enough leaves, you can cook them as if they’re a real cabbage. I run errands and do bits of jobs.’




  At last, he placed her. This was one of several who had been standing outside when Freddie Williams had lost over two pounds of sausage, a shank of ham and three rabbits. There had been a small

  gang, a member of which had fallen next to a tram outside the butchery. While much screaming and wailing had ensued, two ragamuffins had nipped into the unsupervised shop and relieved Freddie of a

  substantial amount of merchandise.




  She squirmed under his steady gaze. ‘We have to eat,’ she said. ‘For some of us, it’s . . . well, it’s steal or die.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Are you one of them Catholics?’ she asked, seeking a change of subject. His eyes were boring into her, cutting through, seeing her as she really was.




  ‘I am.’




  Catholicism was one of Gran’s pet hates. Catholics bred like mice, according to Ida Hewitt. When they weren’t having babies, they went round sinning as often as they liked, because

  they could get away with murder. All they had to do was tell the priest, give him a few coppers, then they could just go and do whatever they wanted all over again. Mr Wilkinson said Catholics had

  never seen the Light and would not see the Light in a million years. They worshipped what he called icons and plaster statues, then drank themselves stupid as soon as they got paid. Their children

  were always dying, because there were too many of them, and their fathers spent food money on Satan’s liquor.




  ‘What’s on your mind?’ the man enquired now.




  ‘Eh? Oh, I were just thinking, like, about sins.’ Her sins could never be forgiven until she could look into the Light and see the Almighty. She was a terrible sinner, too.

  ‘Can a priest really get rid of your sins? Like if you pinched some things or killed somebody, would it not matter to a Mick?’




  He shook his head. ‘Not quite as easy as all that, Diane. If we steal, we have to return the property before being forgiven. As for murder, well, there is no forgiveness for that until the

  murderer gives himself up to the police.’




  Diane’s eyes were huge. ‘But I thought, well, I—’




  ‘A lot of people think, child. My religion is not the easy option.’




  ‘Neither is mine,’ she breathed. Her religion was becoming a pain in the neck, because she could never get away from it. There was thanksgiving for the Light every Wednesday,

  celebration of the Light on Sundays, bearing of the Light on Fridays, beautification of the temple on a rota basis, then the bringing of the Light to 13 John Street whenever Mr Wilkinson felt like

  it. The beautification was the worst, since it involved brooms, shovels, mops and a lot of polishing. ‘Have you heard of the Light?’




  He had. ‘Are you one of the Temple?’




  She nodded. ‘I’m a loud-it-ary.’




  ‘Laudatory,’ he corrected.




  ‘That’s what I said. I have to get cleansed soon. Then I might get made up to a bearer. Mind, you have to have a white frock. I don’t think I’ll be able to get

  one.’ She didn’t really want to be a bearer, anyway. Bearers got taken under Mr Wilkinson’s wing. It was something to do with some foolish virgins in the Bible, and Mr Wilkinson

  made sure that his virgins didn’t go daft like the ones in his Great Book.




  The man reached out and touched her cheek. ‘Well, Diane Hewitt of thirteen John Street, I’d better away and carry on with my business.’




  Diane shook herself out of the reverie. ‘What is your business?’ she asked unexpectedly.




  ‘This inn, the yard, a couple of farms, some shops, cottages – shall I go on?’




  She jumped up. ‘You’re him, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes, I suppose I must be.’




  ‘The gambler.’ There was an accusatory edge to her words.




  ‘No. My father was the gambler.’




  She swallowed hard. According to Mr Wilkinson, gambling was the greatest sin, and Catholics gambled all the time. They were forever having raffles and games of lotto, grand Christmas draws,

  Easter draws, tombolas, shove-ha’penny stalls, guess your weight, how many raisins in a cake. ‘Gambling’s bad,’ she mumbled.




  ‘Perhaps.’




  ‘And my gran says your dad would have put money on a dead horse.’




  ‘True. It was his weakness.’




  She considered that, deciding that she had done nearly enough thinking for one day. But her mental machinery seemed to have stuck in gear. ‘Is a weakness the same as a sin?’




  ‘Sometimes. Not always, though. A weakness has to be fought against, but occasionally it can overcome a person.’ This young girl was of a cerebral disposition and, in spite of her

  reputation for thievery, Diane Hewitt displayed a strong sense of morality. ‘Be off now,’ he said.




  She remained where she was. This was Mulligan. Mulligan was a miserable chap who would not get off his horse to save a blind man. He was tough on his tenants, never had a kind word for anybody,

  was not the sort to stop and give two shillings to a dirty, ill-dressed, nail-biting girl. ‘Everybody hates you,’ she advised him, her tone conversational.




  ‘I know.’




  ‘You’ve no friends.’




  He laughed. ‘Is that a fact, now?’




  She nodded. ‘So why are you being nice to me?’ This was no Mr Wilkinson. She shivered suddenly. Some of the white-clad virgin bearers of the Light looked a bit shaky when emerging

  from the inner sanctum. Mr Wilkinson took them in there one at a time to cleanse them, and he often looked sweaty and afraid when he came out. The chief guardian of the Light was oily, but there

  was no grease attached to this tall, dark man. So if Mr Wilkinson, who was supposed to be good, was not really good, and if James Mulligan, who was bad, was good, then—




  ‘Diane?’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘Give your brain a rest.’ He patted her head and strode into the inn.




  Diane tossed the coin, caught it deftly. Fish and chips all round soon. It had been an interesting sort of day. She’d almost forgotten about the wash-house, but she would give it some

  thought later on. Whistling in a fashion that would not have suited a bearer, she made off in the direction of food. Dismissing thoughts of Light versus Catholicism, she went about the business of

  filling Hewitt bellies.




  As soon as she entered her house, Diane sensed the presence of the guardian. From the midst of a hundred household smells, she caught his sickly odour. It came, she thought,

  from the stuff he layered on his hair, a kind of gluey application that enabled him to wind thin strands back and forth across a fast-balding pate. Well, bugger him, she thought irreverently. Here

  she stood, fish and chips three times with salt, vinegar and batter-scraps all wrapped in newspaper, and the guardian had to choose today to bring the Light to Gran.




  She entered the kitchen, walked past the end of Ida Hewitt’s bed, then placed her bundle in the oven. She stoked the fire, added a bit of nutty slack from the bucket, sat in Dad’s

  rocker.




  ‘Diane,’ said the guardian, ‘come into the Light with us. Praise the Lord.’




  She stared blankly at him. He had set a couple of night lights on a low table by the bed. These he had lit from a glass-sided lantern which, earlier on, would have taken its life from the

  everlasting source in the temple. Mr Wilkinson was not just the Guardian of the Light, he was also an insurance man. He had two homes – one in Noble Street, with his sister, one in Pendleton,

  a village north of Bolton. Diane wished he would stay in Pendleton with his brother, then he wouldn’t keep turning up here. She suspected that he moved about from one place to the other

  because no-one wanted him, not even his family.




  ‘Aren’t thou going to pray with us?’ he asked.




  Diane was not in the mood for prayer. It was hard enough pretending to be a proper laudator three times a week. On top of all her attendances at temple, there was this business to contend with,

  Guardian Wilkinson on a mission to bring the Word and the Light to Gran at least once a week. What was it all about, anyway? Praising the Lord and telling herself that the Lord would provide? She

  was the one doing the providing, the stealing—




  ‘Did you hear Mr Wilkinson?’ asked Gran.




  ‘Yes.’ Fish and chips were never the same if you left them in the oven. The fish went soggy, while chips stuck to the paper and tasted musty.




  Mr Wilkinson carried on chanting, thanking God for some burning bush that had appeared in the middle of a place called Texas in America. Diane fixed her eyes on him. He was short and round, and

  his belly hung over his trousers. He had little eyes like currants stuck in grey, uncooked pastry, while his hands moved a lot, stumpy fingers clinging to each other, then stretching out in front

  of him, above his head, at each side of his bloated body. He was, Diane thought, just about the ugliest person ever created.




  ‘Pray,’ mouthed Gran.




  No, she wasn’t going to pray.




  The visitor glanced at the child. ‘Praise and glory,’ he said, the words forced between crooked, gappy teeth.




  ‘Fish and chips,’ muttered Diane, her stomach rumbling in agreement. Why had Gran joined this daft lot? she wondered. Just before losing heart, Ida had thrown herself into the Temple

  of Light, had screamed for her dead son, had taken comfort from a man who looked like something off the fair, one of the freaks in those green tents round the edges and away from the rides. A

  gnome, he was. He should have been an exhibit like the Fat Lady, the Smallest Woman in the World, the Two-Headed Baby.




  He finished praying. ‘How was school?’ he asked.




  ‘All right.’




  ‘Hast thou learned thy Bible verses?’




  ‘No.’




  He tutted. ‘She needs to spend more time with the Good Book, Mrs Hewitt.’




  Ida looked at her granddaughter, so thin, so pale and tired. ‘If only I could shape meself,’ she moaned.




  ‘Thou shalt,’ said Peter Wilkinson. ‘Just lie there and look into the Light.’ He pointed towards the tiny candles. ‘The Almighty is in there, Mrs Hewitt. Seek and

  ye shall find. When you’ve found Him, you’ll be out of that bed in two shakes.’ He pulled on an overcoat and picked up his lantern. ‘Learn the verses,’ he reminded

  Diane.




  Diane waited until he had left the house, then she called her brother. Joe always ran upstairs when the guardian visited. She took the meal from the oven, then blew out the night lights.




  ‘Diane,’ cried Ida.




  Diane shrugged. ‘No use setting the house on fire, Gran.’




  ‘But . . . but that was the Light.’




  ‘And this’, replied the ten-year-old, ‘is food.’ She dished out the portions, making sure that little Joe got plenty of fish. She didn’t really want to upset Gran,

  but sometimes, after a hard day, Diane got a bit fed up with her grandmother. It was as if Gran was the younger of the two females in the house, because Diane had all to do and all to worry about.

  It wasn’t right.




  ‘Where did you get money for fish and chips?’ asked Ida, her mouth full of cod.




  ‘I did some errands for the doctor.’ Lies and more lies.




  ‘Nice,’ said Ida.




  ‘Lovely,’ grinned Joe.




  It was all for him, Diane told herself firmly. For him, she would look after Gran, because there had to be a grownup with them. If anything happened to Gran, the two children would go into the

  orphanage. For Joe, she would steal, make do and mend. For herself, well, there were several things she wanted. And a white frock for cleansing was not on the list.




  The food was too much for little Joe. He studied his leavings while they cooled, wished with all his heart that he could stoke up against an uncertain tomorrow. Force-feeding himself was not a

  good idea, since an overloaded stomach often led him down the yard where all would be lost in the lavatory shed.




  Diane understood. ‘One day, Joe,’ she whispered.




  ‘One day what?’ asked the woman in the bed.




  But Diane said no more. One day, there would be a glass bowl on a table, apples, oranges, pears for Joe to pick at. He wouldn’t need to wait for mealtimes, because the food would be there

  all the time. White tablecloths, silver cutlery, thin cups and saucers. A garden, a dog, blue skies, sunshine. One day, she told herself. One day, life would begin.




  18 March 1921




  Took the Light to Mrs Hewitt. She still cannot get out of her bed. The child is so thin, her soul darkened by sin, yet still untouched, since she has not reached the

  age of reason and she knows no better. Time will heal. Praise the Lord.




  Through the latch hole in the back gate, I saw the girl dragging a zinc bath, struggling as she took it inside the house. The copper must have boiled, because I saw Diane carrying water to

  the bath tub, a heavy jug in those frail little hands. The grandmother was hideous when unclothed, her flesh loosened by bedrest.




  Then the child took her turn, lowering herself into water already sullied by Ida Hewitt. Her bones are thin and sharp, easy to bend, easy to break. Concave belly, no body hair, no secrets to

  hide.




  One day, Diane, I shall cleanse thee not with water, but with the fire in my heart. Praise the Lord.




  







  Two




  Louisa Burton-Massey flicked through the pages of her fashion magazine. Not too long ago, she could have afforded the Chanel crêpe-de-Chine suit with its squirrel trim,

  hip-length cape and narrow, ankle-skimming skirt. Making do was all very well for the younger generation, but Louisa had grown used to the best and was having great trouble settling for anything

  less.




  She sighed heavily. Anything less? Everything was less, was sub-standard, third-rate. Five years she had spent here, at Caldwell Farm, with its smoking chimneys, draughty rooms, noisy and

  primitive plumbing. It was just as well that Pendleton Grange was not visible from here, because she might well have gone mad had she been forced to look upon all she had lost. No, she hadn’t

  lost anything. Her whole life had been stolen from her, frittered away by the man she had loved so dearly. As far as she was concerned, the price of love had been immeasurably expensive.




  ‘Damn the Irish upstart,’ she muttered, in a hiss that fell short of ladylike. So magnanimous this morning, so charitable. He had offered to swap places. To exchange Pendleton for

  this hovel. She shivered. If only she could have taken him up on that, but—




  ‘Oh, to hell with him,’ she cried, throwing her magazine to the floor. Standards were indeed slipping. Why, a few years ago, the words ‘damn’ and ‘hell’ had

  found no purchase in her vocabulary.




  Amy dashed in, face flushed from riding, cavalry-twill jodhpurs stained from mucking out and, no doubt, as a result of tumbling from a mount that was far too large and frisky.

  ‘Mother—’




  ‘I do wish you wouldn’t ride his horses, Amy, dear.’ Margot, the youngest, was the tomboy of the family, though Amy did a fair imitation at times.




  ‘Mother—’




  ‘He is using you as a servant. Why, when we lived at the Grange, you never looked after your own tack, did you? What is going to happen to us?’ she wailed dismally. ‘How could

  he? How could your father leave us like paupers?’




  Amy blew upward at a darkish blonde tress that had fallen from beneath the peak of her riding hat. Was Mother about to have another of her vapours? And where was that dratted bottle of

  smelling-salts? ‘He pays us to stable his horses,’ she said reasonably. ‘There isn’t enough room in the Grange stables. It’s jolly decent of him to allow us to ride

  Cleo and George.’




  ‘Stupid names for horses,’ spat Louisa.




  Amy studied her mother. Thin to the point of emaciation, Louisa Burton-Massey was, Amy suspected, as tough as old rope. She had been accustomed from birth to having her own way, and she had

  taken to poverty as a gourmet would relish tripe and onions. ‘Mother, Mr Mulligan spoke to me and—’




  ‘You are not to deal with him,’ Louisa snapped. ‘How many times must I tell you not to associate with that . . . creature?’




  Amy reeled in her temper and held it tightly. ‘He seldom speaks to anyone, as we all know to our cost. Had he been more forthcoming, his intentions might have been clearer. He wishes to

  return the house to us.’




  ‘Really?’ screeched Louisa. ‘Really? After all we have gone through? Remember the pity, the pretended sadness and sympathy of our friends. Where are our friends now?

  Disappeared, gone off to richer pickings. I absolutely refuse to be a victim of that man’s charity. How should we maintain the place? We have very little capital, no investments to speak

  of—’




  ‘He has a business plan,’ said Amy quietly. ‘The income from the properties in town would help, then there’s the possibility of opening up the Grange.’




  ‘Opening it up? Like a stately home? It may be a splendid house by local standards, but it’s hardly the seat of an earl.’




  ‘I know, but—’




  ‘Amy,’ said Louisa, the name squeezed through tightened jaws. ‘We have our pride.’




  Amy dropped into a chair, dragged off her hat and placed it on a side table. ‘We could live in one part of the house and let the other rooms out as a sort of rest home. Well, more of a

  health hydro, I mean.’




  Louisa Burton-Massey was suddenly bolt upright in her chair. ‘I see. So our grand Irish neighbour wishes to give back the house, the inn, the business premises in town – oh, how

  terribly kind he is. And I am to share my home with the sick?’




  Amy glanced at the ceiling in the manner of one seeking assistance from the Almighty. ‘No, with people who need respite from their everyday lives. Wealthy people, Mother, who would enjoy

  the countryside, the lake, the woods. We could have a swimming-pool, a Turkish bath, perhaps. There’d be horse-riding, a bit of putting for golfers, a beautician for the ladies, mud baths,

  tennis in season, walking on the moors, a gymnasium and so forth.’




  ‘Over my dead body,’ muttered Louisa, with an air of finality.




  Amy slumped downward and placed her right foot on her left knee, sitting exactly as her father had used to sit. Knowing that this annoyed her mother, she sniffed and folded her arms

  determinedly. She knew that her own behaviour was childish, knew also that her mother was acting like a two-year-old, all tantrums and cross looks.




  Louisa closed her eyes, saw him walking up the steps, watched her broken husband struggling to stay on his feet. In the year of Our Lord 1915, Alex Burton-Massey, an officer and a gentleman, had

  returned prematurely from the war. From that September day, he had been a stranger to his family. What had he seen? What had turned him into that reckless fool? The leg had improved, as had a

  shrapnel-shattered arm. But his mind, his brain . . .




  ‘Mother?’ Amy saw the tears as they began to drip down Louisa’s cheeks. There was no point in upsetting her any further, so Amy placed both feet on the floor, drawing them

  slightly to one side in the manner of a lady. Not that anyone could look graceful in riding breeches, she supposed.




  The eyes flew open, crocodile tears drying miraculously. ‘Here you are, Amy, talking as if you agree with Mulligan about the future of your father’s family home . . . and to think

  that you were the one who found his tortured body.’




  ‘Yes.’




  Louisa still failed to understand her eldest daughter’s composure. Amy had discovered her father’s body more than five years ago, when she had been just sixteen. He had hanged

  himself from a beam in the Grange stables, his face distorted by asphyxia, a note still clutched in a cooling hand. ‘I am sorry, my dear girls. This time, I went the whole hog and have

  disgraced myself completely. Our house, the lands and our properties in Bolton now belong to Thomas Mulligan. I managed to hang on to one of the farms and I must advise you that you will be living

  at Caldwell after my funeral . . .’




  Amy watched her mother’s face. Given Louisa’s upbringing, her reaction to Father’s death was understandable. Louisa had been cosseted, adored, indulged ad nauseam by her

  husband. An only child, she had been the centre of her parents’ universe. Now, all that remained was a small part of their legacy. On interest from the remains of her dowry, Louisa was

  keeping three daughters and two servants, not to mention this house. Yet Amy had always known that her female parent had a special strength, born of stubborn determination and sheer

  bloody-mindedness. And, after all, Father had been dead for years. For how long was Mother going to mourn? Was Louisa indulging herself? ‘Mother?’




  ‘Yes, dear?’




  ‘Mr Mulligan was talking about a partnership.’




  Louisa’s eyes clouded again at the sound of that dreaded name. ‘I have no son to run a business.’




  ‘You have three daughters. And I am as capable as any man, I’m sure.’




  ‘I will not have you working.’




  Amy looked at the ceiling. It wanted plaster and two coats of paint. The whole house was in need of repair – plumbing, window frames, dry-rotted wainscoting. In truth, Amy loved this old

  place. Pendleton Grange was terribly grand, a fairytale mansion built by her father’s forebears. It was not the sort of place where one might slide down banisters or play ping-pong. She bit

  her lip. ‘If you want to return to the Grange, this might be your last chance. As Mr Mulligan said not half an hour ago, we are the bigger family.’




  ‘No,’ screamed Louisa, all thoughts of manners completely abandoned. ‘I will not creep back like a mange-riddled animal seeking a bolt-hole. Have you no finer feelings? What

  would people think? What would they say about us then?’




  Amy did not know, did not care, offered no response.




  ‘And your father would turn in his grave if I put you and your sisters out to work.’




  A puff of sooty smoke billowed out of the fireplace. Automatically, Louisa pressed a perfumed handkerchief to her nose to save it from taking offence.




  ‘So, what are we to do with our lives?’ asked Amy. ‘Everyone works these days. What about Margot and Eliza? When we were landed, there was, perhaps, a chance of us marrying

  well. Even so, the daughters of many good families are working now, so why should we be different? In fact, we have a case stronger than most, because we three need more than simple occupations to

  while away the years before marriage. We must earn money, Mother.’ Amy bit her tongue. She had determined not to upset Louisa, yet these words had to be said, so she might just as well hang

  for the full sheep. ‘I am twenty-one,’ she stated now.




  ‘I am well aware of your age.’ The words were edged with frost.




  ‘And I am legally entitled to make my own decisions.’




  The grandmother clock chimed. Elspeth Moorhead staggered in with morning coffee. She waited until Amy had removed her hat from the table, then set the tray down on its surface. ‘Will I

  pour, ma’am?’ she asked.




  ‘I’ll do it,’ said Amy. Poor old Elspeth had so much on her plate. She and her husband were the only resident staff, though a woman from the village came in twice a week to do

  the heavier chores.




  Louisa shook her head and waited for the coffee. What on earth was she going to do with this wayward daughter? And what sort of example was Amy setting the other two girls? It was hopeless. Amy

  had put rather less than her whole heart and soul into exploring the social circuit. Not that Bolton’s environs held a lot of possibilities, but these three beautiful girls were surely

  capable of ensnaring decent, affluent husbands?




  Amy could read her mother like an open book. Louisa imagined that marriage was the cure-all for every ill, that her daughters’ supposed beauty would overcome every other obstacle in the

  wedding stakes. Well, it didn’t work that way. Money married money, trade married trade, the working classes sought partners within their own spheres. Amy and her sisters did not fit into any

  category – they belonged nowhere. She handed a cup of coffee to her mother.




  Louisa sipped, pulled a face. ‘As weak as dishwater. Ask Elspeth to make some more.’




  Amy began to bubble inside. She tried to ignore the feeling, told herself to remain calm, but she realized quickly that Mother had gone too far. ‘No,’ she answered, her voice low.

  ‘I shan’t. You take far too much for granted. This house needs caring for, and Elspeth cannot be in two places at once. We are very lucky to have kept her, because she and her husband

  could earn far more elsewhere. She will be preparing vegetables now, for lunch or for this evening. The coffee will just have to do.’




  Louisa’s jaw dropped, but she righted her expression quickly.




  ‘And, Mother, when you judge the coffee to be dishwater, I wonder how you manage to know? I daresay you have never contended with dirty crockery.’




  ‘How dare you talk to me like this?’




  Amy placed her cup and saucer on the tray, then rose to her feet. ‘Because I must. The facts have to be faced squarely. Look at me, please.’ She paused until she had the older

  woman’s attention. ‘My father gambled away everything he had—’




  ‘I need no reminder of that.’




  ‘Listen, please. For once, stop grieving and hankering after the past. He killed himself. I loved him and I love you so very much. But, oh, you are annoying, blinkered and negative.’

  She walked to the window in case tears began to flow. ‘When I found him, my first feeling was one of intense relief.’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘Relief,’ Amy repeated. ‘His suffering was too great, too huge to be contained.’




  ‘And how would you know?’ Sarcasm trimmed Louisa’s words.




  Amy swivelled, looked her mother in the face. Yes, five years was long enough for Mother to have lived in ignorance. ‘Because he talked to me. You were his wife, while I was a chit of

  sixteen, but he came to me because he knew that you would be upset by his agony. His love for you was boundless.’




  Louisa blanched.




  ‘When Father was . . . injured in battle, the chap next to him was blown to kingdom come. Not to put too fine a point on it, there were bits of flesh and bone everywhere – in

  Father’s hair, on his face, even in his mouth. He drank and drank to take away the taste, but he never succeeded. Then he gambled to stop himself thinking and remembering. That one moment of

  war finished him.’ Perhaps Mother might worry rather less about weak coffee now. It was time for her to grow up, time for her to stop reading silly magazines. There was a lot more to life

  than Worth, Chanel and the level of this year’s hemlines.




  Louisa remained motionless for several seconds. ‘And he told you this,’ she said eventually.




  ‘Yes.’ She recalled how he had ranted and wept, how he had clung to the hand of his oldest child. In death, even with his face contorted, he had looked comparatively serene.

  ‘You know only too well that the drinking and the gambling were not a part of his true nature, Mother. He was enduring unimaginable mental torture. So he put an end to it.’




  Louisa absorbed this unpalatable information. ‘He should have told me,’ she said at last. ‘Me. I was his wife. I might have stopped him.’




  ‘He could not have been stopped by anyone.’ Like her father, Amy had tried to take away the taste, had hidden her own terrible anguish from this childish parent and from her sisters.

  Eliza, twelve months Amy’s junior, was a sensitive soul, while Margot, not quite fourteen at the time of her father’s suicide, had been far too young to witness Amy’s shock.

  ‘It really is time for you to mature, Mother. Finding him like that devastated me but, like him, I was unwilling to cause you further distress. We have nursed you for long enough.’




  Louisa focused on her daughter. Of the three girls, this one had the most interesting appearance. Slender yet strong, with dark blonde hair and huge brown eyes, Amy might have been described in

  theatrical terms as a show-stopper. Eliza, paler and more ethereal, was possessed of her own fine beauty, while Margot was all sunny smiles and bouncing curls.




  ‘I have to move on, Mother.’




  ‘Move on?’




  ‘Make plans.’




  ‘Ah.’ Louisa stood up and smoothed a skirt that was at least three years old. ‘I am sorry that I have been such a dreadful mother. I am also sorry that I allowed myself to

  believe that you were unmoved by Alex’s death.’




  ‘You had your own grief to contend with. We all knew that you and Father had a good marriage.’ This was, without doubt, one of the most awkward moments in Amy’s life.

  Attempting to teach a parent good sense was not usually the task of a daughter.




  ‘I depended on him.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Too much, perhaps.’ Louisa picked up her magazine and tossed it into a wooden rack. ‘I shall go upstairs for a while,’ she said evenly. She gazed at her daughter for a

  few seconds, then left the room and ascended the flight. She needed to think. But one resolution remained untouchable, non-negotiable. She would never throw herself on the mercy of a man whose

  father had taken away property and money at the turn of a card.




  She sat on a wicker chair at her bedroom window, her eyes turned towards Pendleton Grange. She could not see her old home, but she did not need to. Every creak of a floorboard, every sound of a

  closing door, every sight and smell was etched deep into memory. Louisa had not set eyes on the Grange for five years. She avoided it like a plague, causing Moorhead to drive the pony and trap the

  long way round whenever his mistress left Caldwell Farm.




  Two defining moments, then. The first had arrived courtesy of the German army, the second had been delivered from a pack of cards. The king of hearts had not been good enough; the ace of spades

  had won the day. That blackest of cards had been a suitable choice for Thomas Mulligan, now deceased. The king of hearts? Alex had certainly been the ruler of her heart. Now, a dark, secretive

  creature resided in luxury at Pendleton Grange, a proud and unapproachable sort with a soft accent that did not match his hard interior, his forbidding face.




  Amy was probably in the right, as usual. The girl had been born sensible, knowledgeable. The more Louisa concentrated on the recent past, the more she realized her own deficiencies. ‘Poor

  Amy has been mother to me, to Eliza and to Margot,’ she whispered into the silence. ‘She is not wayward, she is merely direct.’




  Louisa considered her own failings, knew that she should be pulling herself together. ‘But how does one change quickly, radically? What must I do to improve myself? Oh, Alex, where are

  you?’ Silly question. Had Alex been here, she would not have needed to change. Or . . . or what if he had remained disturbed, out of order? She would have been forced to alter her ways, had

  that been the case.




  She leaned back against the chair’s hard shoulder, thought about her relationship with Amy, with her other two girls. The children had raised themselves, she supposed. Oh, there had been a

  succession of nannies and governesses, followed by education at a good private school, but Louisa could not remember spending time with the girls. When had she taken them for walks, for dentistry,

  for a theatre outing? When had she last kissed them, hugged them?




  ‘So selfish,’ she muttered. ‘So close to him, so far from them.’ At the end of the day, what was there? Just children, then grandchildren. There was Amy, backbone of

  steel, heart of gold. Then Eliza, excellent musician and painter, designer of clothes, seamstress, poet. Margot, vigorous and silly, winner of sporting trophies, remarkable horsewoman, fluent in

  French, funny, a performer who, as a child, could sing, dance, keep an audience happy for hours.




  Louisa walked to the bed and laid herself flat on the eiderdown. They had lost a father, and a father was supposed to be so important to a girl. The male parent had a hand in helping choose a

  husband. The qualities in a father were often echoed by the son-in-law. May God grant that the three Burton-Masseys would seek husbands who reflected Alex’s real characteristics, the ones he

  had displayed before the war.




  For five years, Louisa had simply allowed life to happen. The girls would marry reasonably well, she had believed, so everything would turn out satisfactorily. Money was tight. Much of her dowry

  had been invested in improvements at the Grange, and she was left now with just a few thousand, the capital sum of which she dared not touch. The quarterly income, handled by Amy, was paltry.




  Even so, Louisa Burton-Massey knew that she could not change herself overnight, was possibly incapable of changing at all. At forty-five, she was not old, but her wool was dyed sufficiently fast

  to preclude the application of new, brighter colours. So, it could well be Amy’s task to better the family’s financial status. Amy, again.




  Sleep beckoned. It was scarcely noon, yet Louisa was tired to the bone. Alex had spoken to Amy, only to Amy. That beautiful voice, deep, yet soft and tender, had poured itself into his

  daughter’s ears. Yet Amy had retained her sanity, had held herself in check, so solid, so sure. Louisa must try now to turn herself into another Amy. It should have been the other way round,

  she thought sleepily. What sort of a role model had she been . . . ? Thoughts slowed, became disjointed.




  Chanel. Vogue. A nice little number edged with squirrel fur. Eliza. Louisa was suddenly bolt upright on the edge of her bed. What had Amy said earlier this morning? It was quite

  respectable to earn money these days. Hadn’t Helen Smythe’s daughter gone into catering? It wasn’t common-or-garden food – no sausage rolls and sandwiches for Camilla

  Smythe. No, Camilla’s exclusive range was for moneyed folk whose domestic staff had gone off into factories and so forth. If Camilla Smythe, daughter of one of the wealthiest chaps in

  Blackburn, could cook for the gentry, then why not . . . ?




  Louisa was off the bed and down the stairs before taking breath. She entered the drawing room, scarcely noticing that Amy still wore riding clothes, that Eliza was at the piano, that Margot was

  missing, as usual. Louisa snatched up her magazine and left the room.




  When their mother had returned to the upper floor, Eliza swivelled on the stool and spoke to her older sister. ‘What happened then?’ she asked.




  ‘Mother happened.’




  ‘Ah.’




  This morning’s diatribe seemed to have fallen on deaf ears, mused Amy. Mother was plainly intending to live in the past, her attention cornered by trends in fashion, her mind centred on

  what might have been had Father lived, had the Kaiser died, had Germany slept. Oh, well, let her read her silly magazines. Amy had tried her best.




  Upstairs, Louisa sketched furiously, outlining the shapes of skirts and coats, changing details, drawing a handbag, a hat, a scarf whose width varied to fit with a collar. She had always been a

  designer at heart, and Eliza had inherited the ability. An excitement simmered gently inside a woman who was too much of a lady to allow joy to show. She stopped for a moment, pencil poised.

  ‘I’m not a lady any more,’ she informed the dressing table. ‘After all, I did say “damn” and “hell” today.’ Perhaps there was hope for her

  yet.




  Downstairs, Amy stared at her riding boots while Eliza practised a bit of Chopin. Much as Amy disliked James Mulligan, she had to allow that he had shown some decency in trying to present an

  olive branch to Mother. His plans for Pendleton Grange were not settled, had not yet been engraved in stone, but at least he had an eye to the future.




  Mother, deeply embedded in her yesterdays, was not prepared to listen to reason. She saw Mulligan’s proposition as charity, while Amy viewed it as an act of conciliation. Thomas Mulligan,

  dead for several months now, had been the owner of the ace of spades. James, his son, had simply inherited his father’s ill-gotten gains. Underneath the mop of black, tangled curls and behind

  that sullen face, a corner of conscience seemed to linger.




  What now? wondered Amy. A secretarial course for herself, a job in a stables for Margot, a position in music teaching for Eliza? A little voice inside Amy’s head suggested that all three

  girls should go in with Mulligan. She could tackle administration, Eliza might like a place in a string quartet, would, perhaps, play soothing music to the guests at Pendleton Grange during

  afternoon tea or just before supper. As for Margot, well, she could make herself useful at organizing outdoor pursuits.




  But there was Mother. Who would want to come home to her sulks after a hard day’s work? The fire breathed again, puffing smoke in the manner of a dragon preparing to belch flames.

  Eliza’s sweet music trickled into the soot-laden atmosphere, the clock declared that lunch was a mere fifteen minutes from now.




  Margot fell in at the door. Amy grinned. There was no real need for timepieces at Caldwell Farm, since Margot’s stomach was always on red alert at lunch, tea and supper.




  ‘It was amazing, truly wonderful,’ cried Margot. ‘He had to put his arm right inside the cow, tie a sort of rope thing to the calf’s hoofs, then pull like blazes. And

  there it was, a whole cow in miniature. I was there, I saw everything.’




  Amy shook her head gleefully. Margot often happened to be around when something unusual was happening.




  ‘Of course, Mr Mulligan never said a word, strange man. Just took off his coat and got stuck in.’ She giggled. ‘The farmer said that the calf took one look at Mr

  Mulligan’s face and decided that this was a grim world. That was why it took so long to be born.’ She paused for breath. ‘Actually, I like Mr Mulligan. He’s very

  good-looking, almost handsome, I’d say. There’s something about a man who frowns a lot. What do you think, Amy?’




  ‘I think you and I should get cleaned up,’ said Amy.




  Margot, to whom dirt clung like glue, glanced down at herself. ‘Gosh,’ she hooted. ‘I must pong like a midden.’ She smiled her wonderful smile before wandering off in the

  direction of soap and water. Amy got up and followed the youngest towards the bathroom. Like Mother, she was beginning to wonder what would happen to them all.




  







  Three




  ‘I don’t know who the blooming heck he thinks he is.’ Tilly Walsh’s several chins shivered with indignation. A small amount of colour was paying a brief

  visit to suet-pudding skin, twin circles of red anger situated just below brightened button-eyes. ‘Carrying on as if he’s somebody, throwing his flaming weight about.’ She

  sniffed, causing her chest to expand even further until it threatened to burst right out of her blouse. Had the sisters been in the presence of an audience, someone might have made a comment about

  weight being thrown about, because the Walsh ladies were massive.




  ‘I miss Mr Burton-Massey,’ agreed Mona Walsh, anxious, as always, to keep both peace and pace with her older sister. ‘All you got was your quarterly visit and a couple of quid

  for a night out. Did us proud, he did. See, Tilly, he were a gentleman through and through. He knew how to treat folk, how to get the best out of them. Very kind, he were, when you think back. Just

  used to let us get on with it, no messing.’ Gentler in nature than her sister, Mona strove to keep up with Tilly, to be as tough as Tilly, who did not believe in being pleasant, humorous or

  even overly civil. ‘Women in business has to be tough,’ was Tilly’s motto. ‘We give no quarter, Mona. Remember that – no quarter.’




  Tilly grunted with the effort of taking two steps sideways to allow a customer to reach the door. ‘We got a lovely chicken at Christmas, plum puddings made by his staff. And what have we

  got now?’




  ‘An Irish lummox,’ replied Mona, parrot fashion.




  They stood together in the wash-house doorway, twin remnants of Victoriana, white blouses, black floor-length skirts, hair cordoned off severely with the aid of pins and grips.




  ‘Well, we’ll not be safe now.’ Mona pulled the grey shawl across cooling shoulders. ‘And he’s bringing the blinking thing right into the yard, and all. Some poor

  devil’ll get run over. I don’t hold with these fancy ideas. What’s wrong with a horse and cart, eh? Or a bloody tram, come to that. At least a tram stays on its rails. You know

  where it’s going and you know where it’s been.’ Mona was genuinely disturbed by the arrival of their landlord’s car. She had seen cars about, of course, but she had not

  expected to have a motor vehicle parked so close to the laundry. ‘What if it blows up?’ she asked darkly. ‘We’d all be killed.’




  They stared at the black Austin. All shiny and new, it was sitting outside the inn’s stables. Chrome headlights, little windscreen wipers, spare tyre housed at the back, sweeping

  mudguards, lined running-boards beneath the doors.




  ‘Frightens the horses, too,’ complained Tilly. There weren’t as many horses as there had been in the Walsh sisters’ youth, but those in the Red Lion’s stables were

  in for nervous breakdowns what with all the honking and belching of exhaust.




  ‘Eeh, but times is changing,’ Tilly continued. ‘I can’t keep up at all. Wind-up gramophones, electric irons, refrigerators. There’s washing-machines as well, you

  know. I mean, they’re not the sort of stuff everybody can afford, but I reckon our days is numbered. And there he is with his motor car.’ She tutted. ‘Makes you think, eh? All

  this lot – and more – won after a poker game on a single cut of the pack. I mean, he should have give it all back, that Thomas Mulligan, because it weren’t fair.’




  Mona shook her head. ‘Too much of a gentleman, he were, our Mr Burton-Massey. Man of his word, you see. They say a gentleman’s word is his bond, Tilly. King of hearts, Burton-Massey

  had in his hand. And that drunken bugger come through with an ace.’




  ‘From up his sleeve, I shouldn’t wonder.’




  ‘Aye, we could put money on that.’ Mona looked across at Mulligan’s office. He presided over the yard most days, his watchful eye making mental notes of comings, goings, who

  kept the place tidy, who left a mess. He ran his own business, too, something to do with Irish racehorses and breeds of cattle he wanted to introduce. ‘Miserable sod,’ declared Mona,

  before placing a pinch of snuff on the back of a hand. She inhaled, sneezed, passed the snuffbox to her sister who went through the same ritual.




  ‘Well, if he says one more word to me, I’ll punch his face for him,’ declared Tilly, once her sinuses settled. ‘Clean me windows? What’s the point of cleaning

  windows every day when they just mist over with all the steam? I mean, he never speaks, then when he does open his ignorant Irish gob, it’s just to gripe and complain.’ She pointed to

  Mulligan’s window. ‘Look, he’s stood there now watching us. Flaming cheek.’




  Mona glanced across the yard. ‘As long as he gets his rent, why the hell should he care what we do? Thirty year we’ve been running this laundry – ever since Mam died. He should

  learn a few manners. Why, the gob on him’d curdle milk from forty paces, I’ll bet. Dairy farming? His cows’ll be giving nowt but cheese if he has owt to do with it.’ In

  spite of the harsh words she spoke, Mona’s heart skipped a beat. Eeh, James Mulligan was a bonny-looking man, that was for sure.




  Both sisters swept a glance around the yard. The undertaker next door was always quiet, but that was the nature of his trade. Next to the funeral parlour and at right angles, the stonemason

  carved out his trade. He laboured under strict instructions not to hammer after nine in the evening, so any rush jobs had to be done during the day, just a bit of polishing and quiet chiselling

  after hours. Between the mason and the clock-maker, stables stood parallel with the rear of the Red Lion, then, after the turn, there was a night-watchman’s shed and Mulligan’s office.

  A sweets and tobacco, a fabric shop and a grocer’s backed on to the yard, their main entrances on Deansgate, one to the left of the inn, two to the right. Those shopkeepers didn’t know

  how lucky they were, because Mulligan could not oversee their ongoings.




  ‘Shall I get the leather and wipe the windows?’ asked Mona.




  ‘Not yet. Let the swine wait,’ replied Tilly. ‘Him and his car and his fancy clothes. He dresses like summat out of an old book. God knows where he got that hat, but I swear

  it’s one of them they wear at the opera. I bet it goes flat so it’ll fit in a cupboard.’




  ‘It’s him wants flattening,’ declared Mona, though she didn’t know whether she meant it. But even his father had been easy in comparison with this bloke. Thomas Mulligan

  had been too drunk most days to notice whether the yard buildings still had roofs and walls. Mr Mulligan Junior might be something of an oil painting, but he was a hard man.




  ‘He’ll get his comeuppance,’ Tilly remarked. ‘If there’s a God, yon feller’ll not thrive. Catholics? All that dressing up, bowing and scraping – the

  service they call Mass is like a three-ring circus or a pantomime. And they know how to hang on to their money. Show me a rich Catholic and I’ll show you a miser. Oh, aye, he’ll not

  prosper.’




  As if their movements had been choreographed, the sisters turned simultaneously and re-entered the wash-house, Tilly leading the way, as ever. A few poor souls lingered, folk who couldn’t

  afford a morning session. Mornings were dearer and busier, and the Walshes managed to get an extra penny per sink from early birds. Some of the early washers used the dryers, too, whereas these

  remnants of the local populace would carry or push wet bundles home, contents to be hung in kitchens overnight or saved for tomorrow, God and the continence of rain clouds willing.




  Mr Dobson from next door came in with a box of shrouds. These had been used to house bodies until families turned up with a suit or a dress. He pushed the plain white items across the counter.

  ‘He’s been on the rampage again,’ he said mournfully. ‘Could I be a bit more discreet with my coffins. That’s because I had three arrivals at once, and I left two

  outside for five minutes.’




  Tilly and Mona shook their heads in sympathy.




  ‘Then, he started on about my horses. They’ve got to do it somewhere, haven’t they? I mean, I pick it up regular and put it in the manure bucket. There’s folk queuing up

  to get their hands on my manure. Nowt but the best, my horses get. There’s a fair few prize-winning roses come out of the back ends of my beasts. There I am, seeing to the needs of the newly

  departed, and all he can think about is keeping the yard clean and uncluttered.’




  Tilly picked up the shrouds and pushed them under the counter until morning. ‘Usual, Mr Dobson? Boil and a light starch?’




  ‘Aye.’ The undertaker fiddled with his watch fob.




  ‘I were just saying afore,’ volunteered Tilly, ‘I don’t know what the world’s coming to. Have you seen his motor?’




  ‘I have,’ replied Seth Dobson. ‘Just a big piece of swank on four wheels.’ He leaned forward in a conspiratorial fashion. ‘I’ve heard some say as he had nowt

  as a lad. No back in his trousers, no boots on his feet.’




  ‘Eeh,’ said Mona, joining the other two in their huddle. ‘You don’t say.’




  ‘I do say,’ Mr Dobson said emphatically. ‘You can tell he’s new to money, like. There’s two ways they can go, you see. Now, one type’ll take hold and spend

  the lot before you can say knife. But the other kind – and he’s one of them – looks after every brass farthing as if it were a king’s ransom.’




  ‘Tight,’ pronounced Mona.




  ‘A right Scrooge,’ agreed Tilly.




  The undertaker looked over his shoulder. ‘Then there’s the cellar.’ He straightened, smoothed his waistcoat, nodded three times, then bent his head again. ‘Funny

  goings-on,’ he whispered.




  ‘You what?’ Tilly’s quadruple chin went into overdrive as she glanced furtively about the room. ‘There isn’t no cellar round here,’ she said eventually.

  ‘Unless it’s where they keep the ale in the Red Lion.’




  ‘Not here,’ said Mr Dobson. ‘Up yonder. Pendleton Grange.’




  ‘Go on,’ urged Mona.




  ‘Nay, I’m saying nowt,’ answered the dark-clad man.




  Tilly grabbed his hand, then released it suddenly. The trouble with an undertaker was that you could never work out where his hands had been, but imagination filled in the gaps. ‘Hey,

  you’re not leaving us here with the tale half told. That’d keep me awake all night, wondering about doings in a cellar.’




  ‘Me and all.’ Mona was not to be outdone in the gossip stakes.




  Dobson continued reluctant. ‘It’s only summat and nowt.’




  ‘Let me be the judge of that,’ challenged Tilly.




  ‘Me and all.’ Mona pointed a fat finger at the customer.




  ‘I don’t know as I should rightly say. A man in my profession has to be discreet, same as a doctor or a lawyer.’ He paused for effect. ‘Only a friend of mine has a lass

  who works for Mulligan – a sleeping-in job. Mary, she’s called. She comes home on her days off and she . . . well . . . lets a few things slip.’




  ‘Does she?’ Tilly’s eyebrows were almost in her hairline. ‘What sort of things?’




  ‘Cellar.’ Seth Dobson’s voice was almost inaudible.




  ‘What about the cellar?’ Tilly was getting cross. It was nearly closing time, and this fellow was getting on her nerves. He was a miserable-looking bloke, with a squint. Thin as a

  rake, he was every inch the professional mourner, face like a smacked bum, stringy neck, not a muscle to brag about. And his skin was yellow like old paper, as if he was nearly dead himself.




  He inclined his head even further. ‘Well, the family – the proper family – used to keep wine in a part of it. Big house, big cellar, so most of it’s been empty except for

  rubbish – worn-out furniture and that. Then there’s coal at the back, near the kitchen. But now, nobody knows what’s going on down there. First thing every morning, his nibs goes

  down for about an hour, then he comes back up, locks the door, wears the key on a chain round his neck.’




  Mona shivered. ‘Just once a day?’




  ‘No,’ answered Dobson. ‘Sometimes it’s twice, sometimes three or four times.’




  ‘What does he do in there?’ asked Tilly.




  Mona clicked her tongue impatiently. ‘If folk could see through doors, happen there’d be an answer.’ She turned her attention to Mr Dobson. ‘Can they hear anything while

  he’s down there?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ he replied.




  ‘Ooh, heck,’ exclaimed Tilly. ‘He could have a mad wife locked up – like that feller in Jane Eyre, him that ended up burnt.’




  ‘Bigamist, he were.’ Mona’s tone was disapproving.




  ‘Mulligan might be a mad scientist doing experiments on animals,’ offered Tilly. ‘Or on people.’




  ‘They’d scream,’ scoffed Mona.




  ‘Not if they were tied up and gagged.’




  Tired of the women’s prattling, Seth Dobson began to wish he’d kept the news to himself. The trouble with women was that they made too many boils out of pimples. Give them an inch

  and they ran a flaming marathon. He turned to leave.




  ‘Hang on,’ Tilly ordered. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘What about?’ he asked.




  ‘The cellar.’




  He shrugged non-existent shoulders. ‘It’s a mystery, that’s what I think. He must have something to hide. Nobody goes underground unless they’ve got to.’




  The two women pondered. ‘Photographs or paintings of naked people,’ said Tilly, with the air of someone who has just conquered Everest. ‘I bet he’s one of them perverts.

  They do all sorts, perverts. They muck about with kiddies, look through bathroom windows, follow women all over the show. There were one in the paper a few weeks back, kept pinching unmentionables

  off washing-lines. Thirty pairs of wotsernames were found in his allotment shed up Tonge Moor.’




  The undertaker returned to the fold. ‘Careful what you say,’ he warned. ‘He’s just the sort to have you done for defamation.’




  When a cough was heard, all three froze. Tilly and Mona raised their heads and stiffened. The undertaker turned slowly. ‘Mr Mulligan,’ he uttered, his tone more shrill than

  usual.




  The Misses Walsh appeared to shrink in height, though not in girth. Tilly, the elder and the leader, bent to tidy the under-counter shelf. Mona simply stood still and exhaled, fat fingers spread

  out before her as if the stretch of counter would support her if and when she fell completely. How long had he been there? What had he heard?




  Seth Dobson swallowed audibly, his thyroid cartilage seeming to scrape like sandpaper against the unhealthy, sepia-tinged skin of his scrawny neck.




  Mulligan doffed his tall, dated hat and entered the wash-house.




  The undertaker, galvanized, collected his own headgear and fled the scene.




  Mona waited. Tilly was still fiddling with bleach and Oxydol washing powder on a low shelf. Tilly, always one for pushing herself to the front of life, was suddenly reduced to hiding. Mona was

  not going to take evasive action; she would show them both that she wasn’t afeared of him.




  The room was quieter. Only two clients remained, and they had reached the folding and packing-up stage.




  Mulligan gazed around the building. It was vast, with twenty sinks, a large, coal-fuelled drying rack, dolly tubs, several boilers, benches for sorting and folding, a pile of washboards, a

  barrel filled with possers.




  ‘Can . . . can I help you?’ asked Mona.




  He turned and looked at her. ‘Perhaps,’ he replied.




  Mona and Tilly were not experienced with men. Both claimed to be unaffected by them, each declaring frequently that marriage was drudgery. But this man was . . . different, Mona decided, with

  extreme reluctance. She could well imagine young women falling all over him – if only he would take an interest.




  ‘How much would you charge to do my domestic linen?’ he asked. ‘You do provide such a service, I take it?’




  Mona cleared her throat. ‘Yes, Tilly and I do laundry for people who haven’t time. As for the cost, that depends on the number of items.’




  He nodded gravely, acting in the manner of a diplomat at the signing of a treaty, all deep thoughts and internationally important clauses.




  ‘Not on Mondays, though,’ continued Mona. ‘We get a bit busy on Mondays.’




  ‘Yes.’




  It was as if he had to consult some invisible dictionary before uttering a single syllable. He wasn’t shy, Mona thought. He didn’t blush, didn’t go to pieces when approached.

  And what a sight for sore eyes, especially in here, where attractive men were as rare as Welsh gold. He had shoulders broad enough for Atlas, dark brown eyes surrounded by thick, curled lashes. His

  limbs were long, probably muscular under the black cloth, while teeth, skin and hair were all better than merely satisfactory. If he had a visible fault, it was his tendency to frown.




  ‘Miss Walsh?’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Did you say something?’ And what a voice.




  ‘I suggested Tuesdays.’




  ‘Right.’ She could feel the heat in her face. Fancy a woman of fifty-odd having her head turned by a man half her age, a miserable blighter into the bargain. She was already in

  enough trouble with Mr Wilkinson for swearing. No way would she and Tilly enter the Light Eternal if they kept using bad words. But eyeing up a man? Ooh, that was probably the biggest sin of

  all.




  Tilly surfaced at last. ‘Oh, you’re still here,’ she informed the new customer.




  Mona vowed to tackle her sister later. Five minutes with her head down, then all she could do was state the obvious.




  ‘Who does your washing now?’ asked Mona. She flinched when Tilly’s clog made sharp contact with her leg. It was a fair question, wasn’t it? What was wrong about asking a

  fair question?




  But he offered no reply.




  Mona tried again. ‘Course, you’ll be able to fetch your dirty linen in your car.’




  ‘Yes,’ he managed.




  Blood out of a stone, remarked Mona inwardly. She met his gaze, found no enmity in the features, noticed no friendliness, either. It was as if he felt nothing at all, as if he couldn’t

  make contact with his fellow humans. He was a funny package altogether, a man whose childhood was reputed to have been poor, yet whose vocabulary – when he chose to use it – betrayed a

  better than average level of education. ‘It’s a very nice car,’ she said, in yet another attempt to draw him out.




  ‘It’s convenient,’ he replied. ‘And faster than a horse.’




  ‘Right,’ offered Tilly. ‘You just fetch your stuff and we’ll see to it for you.’




  ‘Oh – we have an ironing service for special customers,’ was Mona’s next little comment.




  ‘I am not special,’ he answered.




  ‘But you’re the boss, the owner, like,’ said Mona.




  Tilly wondered whether her sister might be on the verge of lying down on the floor and giving this jumped-up Irish fellow the chance to walk all over her. A right two-faced crate-egg their Mona

  was turning into. All against him till he turned up, then nice as pie with cream on top. Wanted her bloody head examined, did Mona.




  ‘If you iron, I shall pay for that, too,’ he stated.




  ‘Naturally,’ said Tilly, standing as tall as she could manage.




  ‘There’s nothing free in this life, is there?’ he asked.




  Well, blood and stomach pills, thought Tilly. He had made a remark, expressed a level of opinion, of judgement. ‘We’ll do you proud, Mr Mulligan,’ she conceded. If he was

  prepared to make an effort, then so would she. ‘There’s no finer laundry in all England. We’ve been up to our eyes in soap and water since we could walk, me and our

  Mona.’




  ‘A hard life,’ he remarked. ‘And a damp one.’




  ‘It’s not been easy,’ agreed Mona, completely oblivious to the man’s small quip. ‘Especially when we first started and our Tilly mixed starch that thick –

  why, you could have plastered a full ceiling with it.’




  Tilly bridled. ‘Now, listen here, you,’ she barked at her sister, ‘that were nowt. What about you and that red scarf? Pink sheets, pink tablecloths. Mam went mad.’




  A strange sound assaulted the women’s ears. He was laughing. And, Mona decided after looking at him, he was the most beautiful thing she’d seen except at the pictures on a Saturday

  night. So, he had a sense of humour, then.




  ‘By the way,’ he said, his face settling back into its normal expression of hard, implacable lines, ‘I am not in the habit of instigating litigation.’




  Tilly’s mouth fell open. ‘Eh?’ she said, before she could help herself.




  ‘I don’t sue gossips.’




  The sisters avoided his eyes, Tilly going back to her Oxydol and chlorine, Mona shuffling off to help a woman pack her washing.




  He turned, made his farewell, then left the building.




  Tilly righted herself, a box of Dolly Blue still clamped in a rigid fist. So, he had heard the three of them discussing the mystery of his cellar up at Pendleton Grange. What had they said? She

  rooted about in the canals of recent memory. Photos of naked women. Experiments on living creatures, both human and animal. Oh, heck.




  Mona was in a flat spin. Supposedly helping a woman to pack wet washing, she got towels mixed up with underwear, colours tangled with whites. ‘Sorry,’ she told the bemused client.

  What was he going to think of her at all? Mind, he didn’t seem one to carry a grudge, because he had laughed and said something about not suing folk for gossip.




  Tilly put down her Dolly Blue and began the business of cashing up. She kept an eye on Mona, who, once the stragglers had left, was making a bad fist of cleaning up. She was a bit on the

  hysterical side, was Mona. If she got herself overexcited, there might well be tears before bedtime.




  When the money was safely tucked away in canvas bags, Tilly breathed her way across the floor, lungs struggling to take in enough oxygen to fuel her huge body. She swept, mopped, pulled some odd

  socks from behind a sink. There must be loads of men walking about Bolton with one brown foot, one black.




  Mona polished the windows. She could see him across the way, seated at his desk, bending over, probably writing. He had such a lot of hair, unruly, it was. She experienced a sudden urge to run

  across with scissors and a comb, but she knew she daren’t. There was something about him, as if he’d been hurt and had decided to clad himself in armour, all tough shell covering a

  broken heart. The hand clutching the wash-leather slowed. Why, if she’d been married, and if she’d had a son, he could have been about the same age as James Mulligan.




  ‘Mona?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Watch yourself. You’ll be coming off that ladder in a minute. We don’t want you getting a leg broke, do we?’




  That night, as they sat by their range in the kitchen, each with her skirt raised to welcome the heat, Tilly carried on where she’d left off before Mulligan’s visit. ‘I still

  wonder who he thinks he is,’ she said, the words echoing into an almost empty cocoa cup.




  Mona was looking at pictures in the flames, was dreaming dreams of what might have been had she been thinner, younger, prettier.
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