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In loving memory of Laura Latimer, whose surname I borrowed for the main character herein. She comforted my mother when my dad was killed, and was one of the kindest people I have ever known. Until the end of her life, Laura fought to save the church of Sts Peter and Paul, Bolton, which place of worship was so pivotal in many lives, including my own. Sleep well, dear friend.


Also for Zelia Cheffins who died on Christmas Day 2008. She was a much-loved mother, grandmother and great-grandmother. To her granddaughter, Carol Sharpies, I send much affection. Chin up, Carol. Remember her laughter and the pleasures you shared.




One


Many people in the Lancashire village of Eagleton expressed the opinion that Enid Barker had sat at the upstairs window of 5 Fullers Walk since the old mill had been shifted forty years ago. It was further rumoured in jest that she had been pulled down with the mill, and had come back to haunt the newer development. Whatever residents thought of the matter, that grey shape sat, day in and day out, in the same position for hours at a time. Had her son not been so valued by the community, those whose imaginations ran towards the dark side might have likened her to the mummified corpse in Psycho, but Dave was a grand man who probably never took a cleaver into the shower in his life, so that particular piece of lunatic folklore died stillborn.


In spite of suggestions to the contrary, old Enid was very much alive. At almost seventy, she was astute, judgemental and extremely well versed in the ways of her fellow man. Because of a condition known as ‘melegs’, she could not walk very far. The medical reason was diabetic neuropathy, but she couldn’t be bothered with words of such a size, so she stuck to ‘melegs’. It was melegs that kept her upstairs, melegs that forced her to sit for most of the day, but it was her antipathy to daytime TV, which she could never manage to enjoy, that became the final clincher. Given all these circumstances, the window was the best place to be.


She enjoyed watching that lot scuttering and meandering out there. For a start, there was Valda Turnbull. Valda was wearing a new coat. She was a very fertile woman with five children already, so Enid knew what was coming and she said so. ‘Dave?’ she shouted. ‘Come here a minute.’


He arrived at her side. ‘Yes, Mam? Did you want some more toast?’


Enid shook her head. ‘Now, you mark my words. Just keep an eye on that Valda. I’ll bet you five quid she has another baby in less than nine months. She must be thirty-eight, so you’d think she’d have more sense. Look. New coat.’


‘Eh?’


‘She gives him sex for clothes. With their Molly, it was a powder blue three-piece. Terry was red high heels and a matching handbag. I think Anna-Louise was a cream-coloured coat, but you get mixed up when there’s so many of them.’


Dave shook his head and groaned. Mam was becoming an embarrassment. No, that wasn’t true, because she’d been an embarrassment for most of his forty-seven years, but this was interfering in the lives of all the victims who walked below. They knew she talked about them; she had talked about them when she had helped run the Reading Room. Well, at least she no longer had a big audience when delivering her vitriol. ‘I got you some talking books from Isis, didn’t I? I know your eyes get tired, so all you need to do is listen. You’d get more out of that than sitting here watching life pass you by. There’s some good stuff on that shelf if you’d only try it.’


Enid glared at him. ‘This is real,’ she snapped. ‘Books is all lies.’


He bent his knees, puffing heavily because of the exertion, and squatted beside her. ‘They talk about you. They call you the eyes and ears of the world. It’s not nice, is it? For them, I mean. Going about their daily business knowing there’s somebody staring down at them all the while.’


Enid sniffed. ‘At my age, I can do as I like. No need to ask permission off nobody.’


Dave cringed. As a purveyor of many kinds of literature, he longed to uphold decent grammar at all costs. But Mam would not endure correction, so he had to ignore her ill-treatment of the most wonderful language on earth. He stood up and walked away.


At her age she could do as she liked? She had always done as she liked. For a kick-off, he’d no idea who his father was, and he often wondered whether she was any wiser concerning the gap on his birth certificate. How could she criticize anybody after the life she’d led? He still remembered her men friends, noises from the bedroom of their old house, sometimes money left behind the clock. But she was his mam, and he did right by her. ‘I’ll be going down in a minute,’ he told her.


Enid sniffed again. ‘Leave me a cup of tea, then go and enjoy yourself.’ Her son was a great disappointment to her, and they both knew it. He was a short man, no more than five and a half feet, with a rounding belly and abbreviated legs. Every pair of trousers he bought had to be shortened, while his hair, which had started to thin in his twenties, was allowed to grow long on one side so that he could comb it over. His belts always dug into him, causing the pot to seem bigger than it really was. She was ashamed of him. He looked nothing like her, and she wondered where he had come from. The fact that several candidates for paternity had been on the hustings never troubled her. Enid’s memory was selective, and she accepted no blame for anything.


Dave tidied up, picking up the last slice of toast and loading it with marmalade, then taking bites between tasks. Food was his comfort, and he admitted as much to himself on a daily basis. As long as he had a book and something to eat, he was as happy as he could manage. All he had ever really wanted from life was a wife and at least one child of his own. But no one would look at him, not when it came to love and marriage. So he simply carried on with his life, eating, having the odd pint, looking after Mam and running the shop downstairs. He was determined to be of some use to the world, and that was the reason for his Reading Room.


Enid glanced at him. He knew full well that folk hereabouts called his establishment ‘the old folk’s home’, but he didn’t seem to care. People gathered in his downstairs back room to drink coffee or tea, eat snacks, and swap newspapers and opinions in a place where they felt safe and welcome. Unlike reading areas in long-deceased branch libraries, Eagleton’s Reading Room was somewhere where folk could chat. Conversation was freer these days, Enid supposed, because she was no longer present in her supervisory capacity. She hated not being there; she hated the thought of him spending time with that woman, but what could she do?


Dave’s thoughts matched his mother’s at that moment. The back room was a happier place without Mam in attendance. Subjects ranging from politics through religion to the condition of someone recovering in hospital were discussed openly now. The atmosphere had improved a lot since Mam had got past wielding the teapot. Having her sniffing behind the sandwich counter had hardly been attractive for customers, so the whole caboodle flourished much better without her.


Dave’s helper was a woman who went by the name of Philomena Gallagher. She was a strong Catholic, so she never worked Sundays or Holy Days of Obligation, events which occurred rather too frequently behind the hallowed portals that guarded her complicated and extremely demanding religion. But Philomena made great butties and scones, so her trespasses were eternally forgivable.


‘Is she in today?’ Enid enquired. ‘Or is it the feast day of some daft bugger who chased all the snakes out of Ireland?’


He must not get annoyed with Mam. If he ever did let his temper off the leash, God alone knew what he might do, fired up as he would be by years of anger and resentment. He loved his mam. He kept reminding himself that he loved his mam, because she’d never given him away for adoption even though she hadn’t had the easiest of lives. ‘No. St Patrick’s is in March. She’s clear apart from Sunday for a while now.’


‘Oh, goody.’ Enid didn’t like Philomena, because Philomena had taken her place downstairs. Thanks to melegs, Enid had been dumped in the upper storey while everybody praised the newcomer’s food. Still, at least the damned woman wouldn’t marry Dave, because Dave was Methodist. He was lapsed, but he was a long way from Rome. Anyway, nobody in their right mind would marry Dave. Or so she hoped. Because she had to admit that she’d be in a pickle without him. And that was another cause of annoyance. ‘I get fed up here on my own,’ she complained.


‘I come and make your meals, don’t I?’ He knew he’d been an accident, but she treated him more like a train wreck.


‘I’d be better off in an old people’s home.’ She knew she was on safe territory with this remark, because the places in which society’s vintage members were currently parked cost arms, legs, houses and bank balances. There was no welfare state any more – he couldn’t afford to have her put away. ‘I’m a millstone round your neck,’ she complained.


Dave thought about Coleridge’s ancient mariner with his albatross. No. Mam was more like the sword of Damocles, because he never knew when she would drop on him. She owned a barbed tongue, and she used it whenever she pleased. ‘Here’s your tea.’ He placed it on a small table beside her chair.


‘Out of sight, out of mind,’ she snapped. ‘You’ve no sooner cleared them stairs than you’ve forgotten me.’


As he walked down to the shop, he wished for the millionth time that he could forget his mother. Other men seemed to manage it well enough, though they usually had a partner with them. She’d trained him. She’d made sure nobody else wanted him – hadn’t she all but kicked out every girl he’d brought home during his teenage years? He’d never been Richard Gere, but he’d had hair, at least. His childhood had been difficult, to put it mildly, because she had expected him to bring, fetch, carry, cook, shop and iron. Why couldn’t he have been a rebellious teenager? Because none of the gangs had wanted him, that was the undeniable reason.


Downstairs, Dave opened the door to his kingdom. Perhaps it was more like a regency, because Madam upstairs still ruled with the proverbial rod, but how he loved his little shop, even if he was treated by her upstairs as mere minder of the place. It was a lone ranger, as there wasn’t another proper bookshop for miles – just chains and supermarkets – and where could a man buy a German–English dictionary these days? Not in Sainsbury’s, that was certain. No. They had to use the Internet or come to a proper bookshop. He provided a service. There was somewhere to sit when the weather was cold or rainy; there was a cup of tea served with scones or sandwiches, always with a smile as the side dish. ‘Hello,’ he said to Philomena. She opened up every day while he gave Mam her breakfast. On holy days and Sundays, Dave did a juggling act, but he didn’t mind.


She nodded at him and awarded him his first smile of the day. ‘You all right, Mr Barker?’


‘Fine and dandy, love.’ For a Catholic, she was a nice woman. She’d nearly become a nun, but she’d escaped at the last minute. There weren’t many nuns these days, Dave mused. There weren’t many priests, either. The chap at St Faith’s ran three churches, so some folk had to go to Mass on Saturday evenings just to pass the confession test. Missing Mass was a sin that had to be told through the grille, but dispensation had been awarded by the Vatican due to the shortage of staff on its books. So Sunday sometimes became Saturday, and Philomena’s life was complicated.


He walked through to the front of his domain. With tremendous reluctance, he had become a newsagent. Just to hang on to his precious books, Dave Barker had been forced to allow the premises to be desecrated by the Sun and the News of the World. It was a pity, but it remained a fact of life – bookshops were dying, and few people seemed to care.


Today was to be another milestone about which Dave was in two minds. He was about to become a mini Internet café. Was he making a rod for his own back? Weren’t people already spending enough time glued to the TV or plugged into the ether? ‘Go with the flow,’ he told himself. He already had a computer – it was essential when it came to ordering stock – but did his Reading Room need that facility for its customers? Would the young start to come in? Probably not, since most seemed to receive at least a laptop as a christening gift.


Ah, well. The world was going mad, so he might as well follow the herd. Being a purist was all very well, but a man needed to earn a living. There was no money in purism, and he needed to allow himself to become contaminated by the twenty-first century. Pragmatism was the order of the day, he had decided.


‘Here you are, Dave.’


He took the proffered cup. ‘Thanks, Philly,’ he said absently. Then he looked at her. She seemed … different today. Very smart – was that lipstick? Probably not. Perhaps she was going somewhere after work. She left early, because she arrived early to deal with the newspaper deliveries. He supposed she had learned about early in the convent. ‘You look very nice today,’ he told her.


She blushed. ‘Visitor this afternoon,’ she said, before fleeing back to her sandwiches and fairy cakes.


Dave stared into his cup. Forty-seven years old, and he still couldn’t talk properly to a woman in his age and size bracket. She was shorter than he was, and she wasn’t in the best shape. But she had lovely eyes, though he had better stop dreaming, because she was a holy Roman.


Number nine Fullers Walk was Pour Les Dames. Locals had taken the mickey for a while, because Maurice (pronounced Moreese) and Paul (pronounced Pole) presented as a pair of colourful gays with eccentric mannerisms and plenty to say for themselves. The joke had finally died. No longer did anyone ask how poor they were and which of them was Les, and no one had said they were both dames for ages, so they had survived the initial onslaught.


Their logo was an interesting one, as it portrayed the sign used on most women’s lavatories, but with a curly mop on its head, a primitive scribble that looked as if it had been perpetrated by a pre-school child. They did good business in a large village surrounded by many rural satellites, and were often up at the crack of dawn preparing for the day’s trade, as both were sticklers for hygiene.


Maurice was standing by the window. ‘She’s got a face like a funeral tea – everything set out in a nice, orderly fashion, but not a desirable event.’


Paul clicked his tongue. ‘You’re getting as bad as her at number five – Eyes and Ears. Don’t let your gob join in, Mo. Before we know it, you’ll be sitting upstairs staring at every poor soul that passes by.’


Maurice laughed. ‘I don’t think so, somehow. But look at her. She’s carrying her flowers in now. I can’t put my finger on it–’


‘You’d better not put your finger anywhere it’s no business to be.’


Maurice stamped a foot and dropped a deliberately limp wrist. ‘She’s bloody gorgeous, man. But her face is kind of dead. There’s not one single fault, yet she seems so distant from everything and everybody. A bit like something out of Tussaud’s. There’s history there – just you mark my words. And history catches up with folk every time.’


Paul came to stand beside his partner. ‘Hmm,’ he breathed. ‘Let’s hope our history doesn’t catch us, eh? We’ve all got something to hide, haven’t we? But yes, I see what you mean. Lovely head of hair, so why does she bleach it? It’s definitely a brunette face, that one. She’d look better with her own colour – it would frame her – so why gild the lily?’


They both laughed, as the woman in question was named Lily.


‘Perhaps she’s hiding grey?’ suggested Maurice.


‘Maybe. I don’t think so, because I do her roots. If there is any grey, it’s not enough to write home about.’


Maurice nodded his head knowingly. ‘Exactly. I think she’s concealing more than that. I mean, what’s she doing round here? That accent’s Somerset or Devon, isn’t it? Why come up to sunny Lancashire, eh? Imagine living in Devon, all those little fishing villages, the surf pounding on the beach–’


‘Hello, sailor,’ said Paul in the campest of his range of tones. ‘Does seem a funny thing to do, though. Fresh start, do you think?’


‘She’s running,’ Maurice insisted. ‘And she’s had to run a very long way.’ He turned. ‘Now, we’ve Mrs Entwistle for a perm – even though we said we weren’t doing perms any more. But if she wants to spend money having her hair assassinated, that’s her prerogative.’


‘Three blow-dries and two cut and blow-dry,’ Paul added. ‘Oh, and Sally’s coming down later to do some manicures and a bikini wax, so we’re booked for the morning, more or less.’


But Maurice was back at the window. ‘Paul?’


‘What?’


‘I swear to God there’s been a wedding ring on that finger.’


Paul joined him. ‘Your name Hawkeye? How can you see that?’


‘Next time she comes in, you have a proper look. I’ll bet my Shirley Bassey outfit that she’s in hiding. Including the purple boa. She’s incognito, Paul.’


‘Incognito? Fronting a shop?’


‘Yes. Running a shop because that’s what she’s always done. Going blonde and travelling hundreds of miles because she had to. She’s got a business head on her. Blonde, but no bimbo.’


‘Your Shirley Bassey, though? Boa as well?’


Maurice nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘But I can’t do Shirley Bassey. We’d get no bookings if I had to do Shirley Bassey. I haven’t the waist for it.’ At almost thirty, Paul had some difficulty when it came to the imitation of the female shape. Maurice, even though he was a couple of years older, had a smaller middle.


‘I know,’ said Maurice. ‘I always hedge my bets, don’t I?’


Paul punched his partner before returning to the task of sorting bottles and jars. As he began to count perm curlers, he heaved a sigh. Some women never learned. A perm in this day and age? Preposterous.


Maurice was still thinking about the woman next door. The unit had been empty for months, then she had arrived with all her bags and moved into the upstairs flat. Within a fortnight, she’d had all the ground floor decked out properly, and the florist business literally bloomed. Lily. It suited her. She was as pale as her natural colouring permitted, looking as if she had stayed inside for a long time.


Inside? Had she been to prison? When she came to get her hair done, she indulged in little or no conversation. Her past was not pure white – of that he felt certain. There was a sadness in her, something that cut very deep, a horrible emptiness. Was she lonely?


‘Have you seen that other pair of ceramic straighteners? Another weapon to help kill hair off, I suppose.’


Maurice got on with the job. In time, he would come to know her.


Lily Latimer sat upstairs in the lotus position. Yoga had helped keep her sane, but her sanity tank had started to run low of late, as she had tired herself out with the new venture. She concentrated on her breathing and muttered her own mantra, a saying much used in Lily’s life these days. ‘Carpe diem.’ She had to seize each day and get through it like some alcoholic on a set path punctuated by points and tiny goals. Sad, but true – it was the only way forward.


Lancashire was all right. It was as good a place as any other, and it was far enough away from the situation she wanted to avoid. Although it wasn’t a case of want, was it? Absolute necessity was nearer the mark.


The people here were friendly, though the accent had presented her with some difficulty at first. ‘Carpe diem.’ They spoke slowly, at least. Her landlord was a different matter altogether, as he came from Liverpool. His words were delivered at a speed similar to that of water emerging from her Karcher power washer, an item designed to shift dirt, weeds, moss and any other unwanted matter that might cling to the exterior of a building. But he seemed a jolly soul, and his wife was pleasant enough. ‘Carpe diem,’ she repeated, a slight smile on her lips.


She was doing well. In the week to come, she had to cover two funerals and one wedding. Weddings were her real forte, as she was a qualified interior designer, but her certificates no longer counted, as they had been issued under another name. A change of identity was all very well, but a person had to ditch the good along with the bad. There could be no half measures, but she would be doing a great deal more than flowers in a few days’ time. The wedding would be a triumph, word would spread, and she would be as busy as she had ever been in Taunton. Yet she must not shine too brightly, had to make sure that her work hit none of the national glossies or newspapers, because if it did, all she had achieved would be for nothing. Worse, it would be dangerous.


Lily sighed. She missed home, and she knew that it showed. These lovely people wanted to get to know her, but something in her appearance held them back. She wasn’t ugly, wasn’t even ordinary-looking, but something in her eyes had died. Killing Leanne and inventing Lily had hurt. Ma and Pa were dead, and she had no brothers or sisters, but she’d known some special folk at home. After a long time away, she had been welcomed back with open arms – there had even been bunting and home-made signs to tell her that she was loved, that she had been missed. How sweet freedom had tasted then. Yet how terrifying freedom could be once its implications became clear. Today was her birthday, and there was no one with whom she might share the joy of having survived for twenty-eight years.


‘Carpe diem.’ Without a word to anyone, she had upped and left in the middle of the night. Her house and shop were now on the market, and she had brought with her a minimum of furniture, as her exit had needed to be more than simply discreet. She felt terrible about that. Ma’s furniture was still there, was to be sold with the building in which it had stood since her grandmother’s day. Day. Seize it. ‘Carpe diem.’


Thoughts of Gran and Grandpa sent her back more than a quarter of a century. Theirs had probably been among the first organic farms, though they might not have known what that meant. Grandpa had declared himself to be a ‘natural farmer’, one who disapproved of chemicals and kept their use to the barest minimum.


She remembered shows with huge horses pulling ploughs, competitions to win first place on one draw across a field. The feet on those beasts had been as big as dinner plates, and all the surrounding hair, known as feathers, had been combed to perfection. Until the plough race had started, of course. Prizes. Gran’s apple pie from a secret recipe she had taken to her grave; Grandpa’s tomato sausages made in his own kitchen – a proper kitchen with huge dressers and a table big enough for Henry VIII and his whole court. The parlour with its display of trophies, teapot always back and forth to the kitchen, scones with clotted cream, home-made strawberry jam, wine produced in a barn …


This was definitely not yoga. This was long-term memory, mind-pictures of a time when life had been sure and steady. Safety? Did she have to go all the way back to Grandpa’s farm to feel a sense of security? Perhaps most people found true warmth only in childhood, when love was unconditional and all decisions came from reliable elders. It was no use wishing she could go back. No one could go back.


The phone rang. Lily stood up and grabbed the instrument from her desk. ‘Hello?’


‘That you, Leanne? If it is, happy birthday.’


‘Hello, my lovely. Thanks for the card. No. I’m Lily. Remember that. If you forget everything else, remember my new name. Though you can call me Lee, I suppose. What’s happening?’


‘Sorry. We’ll be with you in a few days. Are you sure about this?’


‘Of course I am. But never forget – I’m Lily. Cassie will have to learn that, too. How are you, Babs?’


‘OK. Glad I don’t have to change my name. It’ll be OK, won’t it? If I keep my name? And is there enough room?’


Lily glanced round the flat. ‘It’s all right. Big sitting cum dining room, kitchen large enough for a breakfast table, and I’ve given you and the babe the big bedroom. Until I find a house for myself, we’ll manage.’


‘See you soon, then. I’m more or less packed.’ Babs paused. ‘I’m a bit scared. It’s a very long way, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, but the natives are friendly. They won’t eat you – they trapped a Manchester United fan last week, so they’re not hungry. Like snakes, they eat about once a month.’


‘Stop it.’


Lily said goodbye, then sat on a sofa. How many lives had been altered beyond recognition during recent years? How long was a piece of string? She picked up a pad and wrote twine. There’d be plenty of that needed when she did her wedding garlands. Was there enough white satin ribbon? Would the three of them manage living here together? Bridesmaids – what was the colour of their dresses? She had a piece of the material in the desk, so that was OK. The landlord of the shop and flat had been approached, and he was cool about the arrangement, didn’t mind Babs and Cassie coming to live with her. The bride was wearing oyster satin …


It was a decent enough living space. Lily was fairly sure that the landlord wouldn’t object if or when the rent book went over into Babs’s name if or when Lily moved out. Babs could front the shop sometimes, and that would leave more time for Lily to do her wreaths and bouquets.


She stood up and paced about. There wasn’t a lot of storage for toys – she would buy some colourful plastic boxes. Cassie’s dolls’ house was probably the largest thing Babs would bring in her little car – that particular toy would have to go into the bedroom. It was big enough, she thought when she opened the door to survey it yet again. The whole flat had been carpeted in tough, natural-coloured sisal, and that should survive most of Cassie’s spills. Poor little Cassie, not yet two years old, and having to be dragged away from home just because Leanne, now Lily, had got herself into a bit of bother. Well, more than a bit …


It would be silly to leave that fortune in the bank. Grandpa had always said that money should earn its keep by going to work, and he had been wise. How long had he saved for that prize bull? Oh, she couldn’t remember. But his money had been put to work, and Grandpa had done well.


Lily’s money was … different. Some of it was unearned, yet she had paid for it. She supposed it was funny money, though its source had hardly been amusing. There was family money, and she was the last survivor. She would buy a house nearby.


At a front window, she stood and stared at the square FOR SALE sign across the road. It was a large, rather grand building next to the Catholic church, but she dared say that she could afford it. Babs and Cassie would stay here, while she went to dwell in splendid isolation, rattling about in a house big enough for seven or eight people. There was a tree in the front garden that looked at least a couple of hundred years old. The place was too big. Silly.


Was it, though? Investment was never a bad idea. And the house was utterly unlike anything Leanne Chalmers might have dreamed of owning. Leanne liked cottages, beams, cosiness, coal fires and Christmas trees. Lily was more elegant, surely? Perhaps she would go and look at the house tomorrow. Or she might wait until Babs arrived, because Babs usually gave a forthright opinion on any subject about which she was questioned.


She walked to the fireplace and gazed at herself in the mirror. ‘Should I have brought them to live here?’ she asked the face in the glass. No wonder people did not meet her eyes. ‘I look quite dead,’ she told the vision before her. The radiance of youth had gone, had been stolen away and left to rot beneath years of torment. Yet it was a good face, well proportioned, the sort of face painters seemed to use. Perfect? No. Without character was nearer the mark. Blonde hair and huge weight-loss were sufficient to disguise Leanne, and she scarcely knew herself.


‘I offered them a home because I want Cassie. There, I’ve said it aloud.’ So much for altruism, then. How splendid her behaviour seemed on the surface. She appeared to be rescuing someone whose ordeal had mirrored her own, whose freedom had also been curtailed – but was she really doing that? Was she? Or had this desiccated female decided to cling to a child, someone on whom she could lavish attention in return for love?


There was, she concluded, no way of knowing oneself completely. A person existed in the world and became a reflection, like this one in the glass, because humanity allowed itself to be shaped by feedback, by the reactions of others. ‘In the end, we become whatever the rest choose to perceive. We believe each other’s lies.’


She must go down and bury her face in freesias. They reminded her of Ma. Today, she needed to remember her mother. She needed to be grateful.


‘Chas?’ Eve Boswell stood in the doorway of the bedroom she shared with her husband. How far could he get in a flat as compact as this one? ‘Where the bloody hell are you?’ He kept disappearing. One of these days, he would disappear with half a pair of her size fives planted on his backside. She called again, but he failed to reply. She knew he hadn’t gone down to the shop, because a blue light above the door to the stairs was shining brightly, proving that the alarm was still on. With thousands of pounds’ worth of alcohol and tobacco on the ground floor, the place needed a good system.


A face appeared above her head, and she clasped a hand to her chest as if terrified. He was going from bad to worse, she decided. What the hell was he doing in the roof space? Another hiding place for dodgy gear? ‘You are one soft bugger,’ she told him.


‘I’m in the loft,’ he said unnecessarily. ‘Seeing if the pitch is enough to give us a bit of an office and somewhere to put our Derek. He’s been getting on my nerves. I heard accountants were boring and quiet, so why can’t he stick to Mozart or something of that sort, music fit for an educated man? If I hear one more note of his hippy-hoppy stuff, I’m off back to Anfield.’


Eve tutted. ‘I must phone the Kop and tell the team it can rest easy, because Chazzer Boswell’s on his way. You’ll be able to shout advice from behind the goal mouth again. Now.’ She waved the shirt she was carrying. ‘How many people have worn this, eh?’


‘Only me,’ he replied with his usual cheeky grin. ‘Why?’


‘Butter wouldn’t melt,’ she said in a stage whisper. ‘Did you clean the car with it? Or have you leased it out to the bloody fire brigade?’


‘Eh?’


‘It’s a good shirt, is this. I know because I bought it myself personally with my own money, all on my own, just me, with nobody. It was thirty quid in the sale. Have you no sense?’ She tapped a foot. ‘Delete the last bit, Chas. I stopped looking for sense in you years back. Liverpool’s loss is Lancashire’s gain, isn’t it?’


He stared at her for a moment, then announced that he mustn’t have any sense, because he’d married her, hadn’t he? But thinking aloud was never a good idea when Eve stood within earshot. ‘You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, Eve,’ he said by way of apology. ‘Except for when LFC won them five cups and Man U got sod all.’


She wouldn’t laugh. Every time a bone of contention was dug up, he made her laugh. He’d got her to marry him and to have Derek by making her laugh. There would have been another ten kids by now if she hadn’t lost her equipment to cancer, because she’d never stopped bloody laughing at him except for when she’d been in hospital. Private hospital – he’d seen to that, hadn’t he? Chas was the best man in the world, and she would kill him in a minute – as long as he didn’t make her giggle. ‘Get down here,’ she ordered. ‘Make yourself useful. The washing machine’s vomiting again. It’s a drip at the moment, but I’m expecting Niagara any time now. They’ll be swimming in to buy booze downstairs.’


He smiled again. ‘Another thing, love. It’s not Lancashire – it’s Greater Manchester.’


Eve was ready for that one. She’d had to be ready for ever, because Chas had a quick brain and a quicker mouth. ‘You ask this lot round here – them over fifty, anyway – and they’ll tell you where to shove Manchester. Now get down here and see to that machine. I’ll take the washing down to Mo and Po – they can put it in their machine when they’re not doing towels.’


He climbed down the ladder. ‘I hope it’s not catching,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Wash my underpants with theirs, and I might come over peculiar.’


She hit him with the shirt. ‘They’re nice men.’


‘Lovely,’ he answered, striking a pose. ‘Tell you what, though, babe. Their drag act is something else, according to our Derek. Did you know they’re going on Britain’s Got Talent?’


Eve laughed helplessly. ‘Oh, God,’ she moaned, holding her aching side. ‘Can you imagine the look on Simon Cowell’s gob when he cops a load of that? He’ll have a heart attack.’


‘Couldn’t happen to a nicer fellow.’ He thought for a moment. ‘No, I take that back. Cowell speaks his mind. He could become an honorary northerner the way he talks without dressing up. There’ll be enough dressing up when Mo and Po walk out with their six-inch heels and eyelashes to match. I can see that panel now – she’ll be on the floor laughing herself sick, and Piers Morgan won’t know whether to laugh or cry. Face like an open book, that’s his problem.’ He went off to stem the tide in the kitchen.


Eve made the bed and straightened the room. She’d work on him again later, she promised herself. He was sticking to his guns, because he didn’t trust anyone, but she was fighting for a house. They owned the whole row of shops and flats, so he could well afford it. He didn’t want anyone else living and working here, because he was always up to something. A few of those somethings had put his brother in Walton jail for three years, yet Chas was still taking chances. It had been just luck and a good following wind that had kept Chas out of prison, and he should start behaving. He was near enough to fifty to have a bit of sense, and she wasn’t too many years behind him.


She put on make-up, combed her hair and prepared to go down for her shift in the shop. The first part of the day was usually quiet, and the shop staff operated behind bullet-proof glass, so she was allowed to take her turn. He was so protective of her. As a dyed-in-the-wool operator, Chas liked to think ahead. No bugger was going to burgle him or hurt his family. Set a thief to catch a thief? He went further than that. Chas, well versed in the art of redistributing the wealth of the nation, was also adept when it came to outwitting his fellows. No Scally-Scouser would outwit him. As for the Woollies – they had no chance at all.


Eve shook her head. Just because folk round here talked slowly, he thought they weren’t as quick-thinking as the Scallies. But he was wrong. A bad Woolly was hard to spot, but he could do as much damage as a Scouser any day.


Anyway, none of that mattered, because her Chas was going straight from now on. She’d straighten him herself. Even if she had to use an old flat iron to do it.


Philomena Gallagher rushed home to her little stone-built weaver’s cottage. It sat on the end of a row next to three of its siblings, all pretty and well kept, all owned by proud people who knew they were sitting on potential gold mines. The rich often bought a pair of such cottages, knocking them together to make a substantial semi-detached house, and the end of a terrace usually attracted a slightly higher price.


She entered an exterior porch, opened her front door and stepped straight into the parlour. Philly’s Irish grandmother had christened the room parlour, and Philly carried on in the same vein. A mirror over the cast-iron grate showed a flushed face, so she ran into the kitchen to splash a bit of cold water on her cheeks. She didn’t want to appear over-excited, because that was hardly a Christian thing to be.


‘Why me?’ she asked herself. ‘Not much special about me.’ Still, she had done nothing wrong, and he had spoken to her pleasantly while announcing his intended visit. A priest coming to the house while nobody was ill? It wouldn’t be for money, since Philly had made her pledge and the specified amount went into that little brown envelope each week, rain or shine. But she had better not appear too excited. Nevertheless, a cake stand appeared, both layers covered in her home-made baking.


Her hair was tidy, the house was tidy, the coffee trolley was tidy. Was the garden all right? She rushed to the window and cast an eye over alyssum, lobelia and French marigolds in pretty beds surrounded by pebbles. Yes, the path was clean; yes, the paintwork outside had been wiped only yesterday. The honeysuckle round the door had been given a haircut quite recently, so there was nothing to offend the eye.


Father Walsh. His first name was Michael, but she would never dare use it. There was no respect these days, especially where young priests were concerned. They seemed to neither ask for nor expect it, so it was probably as much their fault as anyone’s.


He would be here in a minute. She had better compose herself, or she would be needing a priest for the wrong reason. With her heart in overdrive, she sat and waited for Father Walsh to come. What did he want? Breathe deeply, breathe deeply. All right, then. Just breathe.


A very handsome man presented himself at the counter. He wore faded jeans, and his pale blue short-sleeved shirt was open at the throat. ‘Roses, please,’ he said.


‘Colour?’ Lily asked. ‘I have red, yellow and cream.’ She didn’t look directly at him. Lily didn’t trust men who were overly good-looking. She knew all about the confidence they owned, the way they managed to exert power over people they considered to be mere mortals. He was probably just another god with clay feet.


‘Cream, I think,’ replied Adonis.


She went to select the flowers. ‘Some are still in bud,’ she said. ‘I’ll pop in a bit of plant food. Oh, make sure you take the ends off the stems. Some people crush the wood, but I’ve never found that to be any use. A diagonal cut is enough.’


He handed over a twenty-pound note. Lily used the till, then counted out his change.


‘You’re doing very well,’ he commented. ‘Lovely flowers.’ He sniffed the roses. ‘Are you from Devon?’


‘Yes,’ she lied.


‘Then welcome to the dark satanic mills.’ He extended a hand. ‘I’m Michael Walsh, parish priest to St Faith’s and a couple of other village churches.’ He turned and glanced across the road. ‘That’s my presbytery on the market. I’m such a nomad, I’d do better with a caravan.’


Lily swallowed. She went from fear to astonishment in a split second. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen a priest in mufti, but he looked so … so normal. No. Hardly normal – he was muscular and very well put together. ‘Catholic?’ she asked.


‘Indeed. You?’


She shook her head. Lily wasn’t anything any more. From a family of Baptists, she had lost all faith when … ‘No.’ When everything had been stamped out of her, when Leanne had begun to die, when the world had gone dark. Lily was a shell, an empty house waiting for furniture, for warmth and safety, for a comfortable chair in which life might just seat itself and begin all over again. ‘No,’ she repeated. ‘I’m not anything, really.’ In that house, there should be curtains opened wide to the world. Not yet, though.


Michael Walsh stared at her. There was something wrong, something missing. She had no light in her beautiful blue eyes. A man of astute instinct, Michael lowered his tone. ‘Lily, I deal with many people who are not of my faith. One thing you can be sure of in a priest is that he will use his ears, but not his mouth. Like a doctor, I keep secrets – and not just for my immediate family, my parishioners. Should you need to pray, come in and sit. Should you need to talk–’


‘I’m fine, thank you.’ She still could not meet his eyes. The talking had all been done. One-to-one therapy, group therapy, physiotherapy, baby-steps therapy, hypnotherapy, acupuncture, yoga.


‘The offer stands.’ He picked up his change and left the shop.


Lily Latimer sank into her chair. ‘Hurry up, Babs,’ she muttered. She could talk to Babs. Babs was the only one who could begin to understand Lily. Babs had known Leanne. It was suddenly important that the one person who knew everything should be here. Oh, how she wished that she might have stayed at home, that she could still be Leanne Chalmers, possibly the most successful and gifted interior designer in the west country.


But she had to stay away, must make the best of what remained, which was the money. She had inherited some, had earned some, was waiting for some from the sale of the property in Taunton. The rest – her funny money – should also be used. Compensation? How could any amount wind a bandage round her soul, the most damaged of her components? ‘Put together enough of it, then make it work for you.’ Such a clever man, Grandpa had been.


So. She might well be putting the modern, look-at-me priest out of house and home, because the Catholic church in England could no longer afford to hang on to presbyteries that stood empty for half of the time. Over the phone, she asked the estate agent for details. It needed work. It had over an acre of land with it. It was freehold, and there was an apple orchard in the grounds. She booked an appointment to view.


When the call was over, Lily smiled to herself. She came from scrumpy country, so an orchard would be lovely. He didn’t need it any more, did he? And Cassie could stay with her sometimes. The smile broadened, just as it always did when she thought of the child. But she knew it didn’t reach her eyes. She remembered the giggling, rosy-cheeked girl she had been. Perhaps, in the orchard across the road, she might find herself again. Perhaps …


Philomena was flustered. He could tell that she was excited and not a little nervous, because her breathing was shallow, while pink cheeks spoke volumes about her steadfast, old-fashioned attitude to the representatives of her religion. This was another woman who needed help and encouragement. But at least a person saw what he was getting in Philomena Gallagher. With the florist, there had been a deadly emptiness, a quality that was sometimes apparent in the terminally ill once they had come to terms with the dictates of destiny.


‘Tea or coffee, Father?’ she enquired.


‘Tea, please. When I’m not in uniform, I’m Michael.’


She didn’t like that. Nor did she approve of his clothes, though she made no comment. ‘I’ll just … er …’ She went off into the kitchen.


While Philly just-erred, Michael looked around her neat little house. One of these would be big enough for him, surely? There was a second bedroom if anyone wanted to stay, and he didn’t take up a great deal of room. Except for his books, of course. He looked at the alcoves that flanked the fireplace. He could put some in those, others in a bedroom.


She returned and poured tea with a hand that was noticeably unsteady.


‘None of these properties up for sale?’ he asked.


‘I don’t think so, Father. If I hear of anyone wanting to sell, shall I let you know?’


‘Please.’ He took a sip of tea.


‘Is that all right for you, Father?’


‘Fine, thanks.’


‘More milk? Not too strong? Are you sure?’


He told her to sit down and stop worrying, knowing that she would never achieve the latter. Philomena Gallagher might be a woman in her forties, but she still carried within her all the older mores pertaining to the Catholic faith. As an enlightened priest with a broader attitude, he worked hard to understand people like Philomena. They were inestimably valuable, though he wanted to extend their horizons. He was here today to make an effort with this woman’s self-confidence. It might all backfire, but it was time to take a risk, time to enliven her if at all possible.


She sat, hands clasped on her knee, looking for all the world like a junior school child waiting to come face to face with the head teacher’s wrath.


‘Amdram,’ he said.


‘Pardon, Father?’


‘Amateur dramatics. We should use the school hall, bring everyone in, try to liven the place up a bit.’


Philly nodded absently.


‘The community needs to come together for projects. There must be some around who’d enjoy being on the stage.’


‘But I don’t–’


‘But you’re not one of them. Don’t worry about that. All I want is for you to ask Dave Barker if you might use his computer to print some flyers – I’ll ask him myself, in fact. Then, if you would organize distribution throughout the parish, we might just get something going. You could perhaps consider being secretary cum treasurer. Keep people in line, so to speak. Your honesty is obvious, and I thought of you straight away.’


Philly nodded again. Why her? Why couldn’t he have chosen somebody who didn’t mind knocking on doors and giving out leaflets? ‘Just Catholics, then?’


He laughed. ‘Not on your nelly. We want all kinds of people.’ He leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner. ‘You see, Philomena, priesthood these days is about community service, and I thought–’


‘Isn’t community service something criminals do instead of jail?’ She felt her cheeks burning; she had interrupted a man of God.


‘They don’t even have to be Christians. A shepherd looks after all his sheep – he can’t choose the prettiest or the woolliest ones, can he? This isn’t about religion, it’s about giving people something interesting to do.’ He paused. ‘Will you help me?’


She nodded.


‘If it gets too much, I’ll find a helper for you.’


Philly had her pride. ‘It won’t get too much, Father. I shall do it. Of course I shall.’ She’d make sure it didn’t get too much. Even a priest needed showing a thing or two from time to time. Especially a priest who wore the clothes of an errant teenager.


‘Settled, then?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she replied. She would show him.


He looked at the slight glint of determination that entered her eyes in that moment. He had done his job, and the mouse would roar.


Life sentence. Bloody life for a kid that never even existed. And what will Madam do now with her so-called freedom? She knows I have friends on the outside, knows there’s money hidden. But she’s no idea about where, has she?


Starting off on 43, stuck on a landing with nonces and perverts. I don’t belong here. She put me here – they both did. I’ve got curtains because we’re special up here and none of us expect to see the outside again. Parole board? My name won’t be on the list. Still, they’re thinking about moving me away from the nonces, said they’ll see how it goes. I suppose if I get attacked. I’ll be shoved back up here.


They watch me for suicide. As if. Ways and means, Leanne. Just you wait. There’s always ways and means …




Two


Somewhere along the line, wires must have been crossed. The man from the estate agency turned a remarkable shade of purple and clapped a phone to his ear as soon as he realized that a mistake had been made. Eve adopted her ‘posh’ voice, though distorted vowels continued to betray her provenance. ‘He’ll be having a stroke if he doesn’t watch out,’ she told her unexpected companion. ‘My mam had wallpaper that shade of yuk in the back bedroom. God, look at the colour of him. Is it aubergine?’


Lily stood in the hallway of the presbytery, a clearly agitated Eve Boswell by her side. ‘Poor man,’ she said.


Eve’s jumpiness was soon explained. ‘He doesn’t know I’m here,’ she said. ‘My Chas, I mean. I’ve been trying to make him see sense, only it’s like knitting fog. “I want a house,” I keep on telling him. But I will get my own way in the end, ‘cos I always do. A house makes sense, anyway. See, there’s our Derek’s music for a start, then there’s–’


‘So sorry, ladies.’ The troubled representative of Miller and Brand clicked his mobile phone into the closed position. ‘What can I say? Someone’s head will roll, I can promise you that.’


Eve tutted, then discarded her posh voice. ‘Ar ’ey,’ she said in her best Toxteth accent. ‘Don’t get some poor devil the sack just on account of me and Lily. We’re neighbours, aren’t we, love?’


‘Indeed,’ answered the florist. ‘Don’t do anything, please. My friend from Som– from Devon should have been here to help me choose a house, and she hasn’t arrived, so Eve and I will look together.’


He calmed down a little. ‘Nevertheless, this is all highly unprofessional. You are interested separately – am I right?’ When both women nodded, he clung to his portfolio and sighed sadly. ‘Follow me,’ he suggested. Hoping that world war would not break out, he led the way.


But Eve and Lily weren’t going to follow anyone. Both women had stood in the hall; both had realized immediately how badly they wanted this house. No matter what the rest of it was like, the solid door with stained-glass panels, and those matching windows at the sides, were enough for them to have fallen head over heels before taking two paces. ‘It’s lovely,’ breathed Eve. ‘Needs a bit of work, like. Look at this kitchen for a start.’


Lily was looking at the kitchen. It was wonderful, because it put her in mind of Grandpa’s farm. It contained an eclectic mix of items, yet they all seemed to rub along splendidly. Apart from two sets of built-in floor-to-ceiling cupboards flanking the hearth, nothing but sink and cooker was fixed. Three Welsh dressers displayed a mixture of pottery, while two old meat safes, painted cream, stood side by side just inside the rear door.


‘I’d have it Shaker,’ pronounced Eve. ‘What would you do?’


Lily cast an eye over the old pulley line, admired a scrubbed table big enough for six or eight, glanced at the hearth and at a grate that still needed blackleading. ‘I’d change very little,’ she answered. ‘I like it just the way it is.’ She was no lover of brushed stainless steel, was not a paid-up member of the fully-fitted brigade. ‘I’d open up the fireplace if it’s blocked off – I might even bake bread in the coal-fired oven.’ She sighed. ‘It’s perfect.’


Eve smiled to herself. Lily Latimer’s voice had lifted slightly, and there was a faint glimmer in her eye. If this house would fetch her out of the doldrums, then she should have it. Lily’s need was far greater than her own. Something on one of the fast-encroaching modern estates would do for the Boswells. There were several nice five-bedroomed detached with double garages and up-to-the-minute streamlined kitchens – there’d be no stained glass, but so what? Lily suited this house, fitted in as if she had always lived here. But Eve would play the game. If she stayed and pretended to be fighting for the property, she might just wake up her listless tenant.


There was a morning room, a study, a formal dining room, a big sitting room and a lean-to that held washer and dryer. Crucifixes and holy pictures made the place grimmer than it needed to be, but the two women were trying to look past the decor. Upstairs, no fewer than five bedrooms and two bathrooms completed the tour. Oh, no – there was another little staircase up into the roof. Lily remembered noticing the odd-shaped dormer.


It was breathtaking. The window was circular. Lily imagined waking up here, with her bedhead against the glass, knew that her white coverlet would be spotted with colours borrowed from leaded lights. There was a small shower room on this top floor, and Lily knew with undeniable certainty that she would fight to the last for this place, that the room in which she currently stood would be her own.


‘Lot of money,’ said Eve.


‘Yes.’ Lily scarcely heard the remark. It was worth every penny.


‘I’ll go home and talk to him,’ Eve said. ‘Mind, I might as well talk to the fireback for all he cares. But I will be putting in an offer. If he’ll listen for once. I’ll make him, I will, I will …’ She left, her grumblings drifting back up the stairs until she was finally out of range.


Lily followed the man down to the first floor. On the landing, he stopped and looked at her. ‘Would you like another look round?’


Lily nodded. ‘But I can tell you now that I offer full price subject to survey and valuation. Should anything major need doing, I shall lower the offer accordingly.’


‘I see. Erm …’ He shuffled some papers. ‘Mortgage?’ he asked. ‘Do you need help? We are in contact with all the major societies, and we have an adviser to help you find whichever deal is most suitable.’


She shook her head. ‘It will be cash,’ she said. ‘I shall put the wheels in motion right away. Don’t worry, I have the Yellow Pages, so I can find my own lawyer and surveyor.’


He blinked. It wasn’t every day he sold a house of this price for cash. Was she serious, or might she be one of those time-wasters who visited houses for recreational purposes? ‘Right,’ he mumbled. ‘If you would care to come into the office – shall we say Monday?’


‘No,’ she replied. ‘You will need to come to me – I run a business single-handed at present, and can’t just up and away whenever I like. To come and view this house, I’ve had to close my shop.’ She handed him a card. ‘That’s my personal number, and the shop details are below. Thank you.’


He was being dismissed. Yet he had to make the house secure and report back to work. ‘I’ll … er … I’ll be downstairs in the room at the front when you have finished. You see, I am required to secure the premises and then I have to go to an appointment–’


The front door slammed. ‘Buckets of blood,’ cried a male voice. ‘I’ll get the hang of that door if it kills me.’


Lily and her companion stared down at the top of a head owned by Father Michael Walsh. He was struggling with a pile of books and papers, and was clearly annoyed by his burden. He looked up, saw two people, and dropped everything. ‘Sugar,’ he said.


Lily felt the corners of her mouth beginning to twitch slightly. He had very untidy hair. ‘Good afternoon, Father,’ she said.


He opened his mouth, but offered no reply.


The estate agent descended the staircase. ‘I’ll be on my way, then,’ he said, his tone apologetic. He pointed to the mess on the floor. ‘I’d help you with that lot, but I’m due to show a house on Bradshaw Brow in twenty minutes.’ He left the scene.


‘There are rabbits in the garden,’ announced Michael.


‘Right.’ Was he all there? What had rabbits to do with anything?


‘And one of them’s in trouble. But I had to go and … There was stuff in the sacristy … I won’t be a minute.’ He left scattered items on the floor and ran through to the dining room. ‘Watership Down was never like this,’ was his departing remark as he made for the French windows.


Lily followed and watched him as he poked his head into a tangle of exposed roots beneath an old tree. Watership Down was a sad film … His pose could never have been deemed dignified, as he was on his knees, backside in the air, T-shirt riding high and displaying a great deal of skin. She thought she heard him swear. Well, it might have been ‘sugar’ again, but she didn’t think so. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


‘No,’ he said. ‘The bugger bit me.’


It hadn’t been sugar, then.


He pulled the animal out and shoved it in a box. ‘Get the cat basket out of the utility place,’ he ordered. ‘I should have thought. Get it before this nightmare eats its way through the cardboard. Go on! I’m serious. The fellow’s a big buck and he hates me.’


She found the requested item and carried it out to the rear garden. The scent of honeysuckle touched her nose as she passed the plastic and metal container over to him.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Open it. Put it on the floor, woman, and open it.’


She did as she was ordered.


There followed a blur of activity which she would never in a million years have been able to describe, but the animal was finally behind bars and the priest was triumphant.


Lily looked at the angry rabbit. ‘What’s the matter with it?’ she asked.


‘Big sore on his ear. We’d been getting along famously till now – he even took carrots and stuff from me. Not bad going for a wild rabbit.’


‘He’s very wild now,’ remarked Lily.


‘Well – wouldn’t you be if your freedom had been curtailed?’ He watched the cloud arriving in her eyes, realized that she had seemed almost normal up to this point. He studied his prisoner. ‘I am not inflicting you on that poor vet,’ he told the furious creature. ‘It’ll be an antiseptic, then you can take your chances with the rest.’ He looked at his visitor. ‘We have foxes, too. There’s a mum and a dad and some young ones.’ He sighed. ‘Until just now, I thought of myself as a watered-down Francis of Assisi – he had a way with animals. But I was sadly mistaken.’ She was thawing again. ‘I’ll get the towels.’ Suddenly, he ran away.


Lily squatted down. ‘Hello, bright eyes burning like fire,’ she said. The rabbit immediately became still. ‘Why would we need towels?’ she asked. ‘Are you going in the bath?’


‘Here.’ Michael thrust a pair of large bath sheets into Lily’s hands.


‘He’s gone off,’ Lily told the rabbit when the priest did another of his now familiar disappearing acts.


‘Here.’ He was back once more. ‘Put these on.’ It was a pair of thick gardening gloves. ‘Strategy. We need to discuss.’


What was this? Lily asked herself. A G8 conference, a meeting of heads of state? ‘You first,’ she suggested.


‘Right, yes.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘Erm … I’ll get the first aid. Not for us,’ he added in a tone that was meant to be reassuring. ‘For him. There’s a thorn stuck in his ear and he’s been trapped in those roots for who knows how long, so no wonder he’s in a bad mood. And gentian violet.’


‘What?’


‘My grandmother swore by it.’ He walked away again.


The task proved far from easy. Lily held the struggling animal in two towels, her hands protected by heavy-duty gloves. Michael used tweezers to remove the thorn before soaking the ear in a bright blue dye. ‘You can let him go now.’


She released Bright Eyes, watched him lolloping away, was surprised when he stopped, turned and looked at them. ‘You’d think he was saying thank you,’ she said. ‘He looks a bit odd, doesn’t he?’


Michael Walsh shook his head. ‘A priest’s life is often surreal, but this takes the chocolate digestive. We’re not even drunk, are we? Pink elephants, purple rabbits – what’s the difference?’


‘Size,’ was her prompt reply.


‘He looks cute, though,’ Michael said. ‘I’m sure the lady rabbits will find him more attractive.’ He turned and looked her full in the face. ‘So, it is to be you, I take it? Who’ll force me out of house and home?’


Lily shrugged. ‘You’re here only two or three nights a week. Anyway, talk to the bishop and the Pope – it’s their fault.’ She paused for a couple of seconds. ‘Religion’s dying, isn’t it? They have football now – they can sing in a stadium instead.’


‘Very astute,’ he remarked drily.


If anyone chose to ask her, Lily would never be able to explain what happened next, why it happened, whether she wished it hadn’t. ‘You can have a couple of rooms upstairs,’ she said. ‘For nothing. Just in case there is a God, heaven, hell – all that stuff. You can tell the angels I paid my dues by sheltering a man of the cloth. Who’s the bloke with the keys?’


‘St Peter.’


‘Have a word with him. Tell him I’ve paid my rent. OK?’


She was a good woman, a hurt woman, a person who had held a terrified creature and helped calm its fears. ‘Thank you, Lily,’ he said. ‘I truly appreciate that. I’ve a bit of family money, and I was considering buying a cottage, but we’ll see. Thanks again. Very good of you.’


Lily didn’t know what else to say. She told him that she would keep him advised about the progress of her intended purchase, that she wanted the kitchen left as it was; asked who owned all the furniture. He kept smiling and trying to make eye contact with her, but she couldn’t quite manage to look at him. She felt safe, because he was a priest, yet his behaviour was that of a very ordinary – no – a very extraordinary layman. He’d cared about that daft, purple-eared rabbit, had cared enough to expose hands and arms to some angry little teeth. ‘There’s an orchard?’
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