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  To my mother, Frances Evelyn Nixon, previously Girling, née Higgins. Not a day passes without thoughts and memories of you, Mam.




  You were a beacon of light and a bundle of mischief.




  Missed by me and Alice.




  







  1955




  







  One




  Polly Kennedy, whose cafe resided happily at the bread and banter end of the market, could seldom resist a well-heated argument. Already pink, bothered and overworked, she put

  two fingers in her mouth and gave birth to a whistle loud enough to fetch the local constabulary and the river police. Several breakfasters shivered, while one poor chap suffered a short coughing

  bout after swallowing his mouthful of Horniman’s ‘down the wrong hole’.




  Others, with food poised on forks halfway to their mouths, froze. Their eardrums still felt the pain long after the shrill sound had died. Polly’s whistles were near-fatal. She spoke now.

  ‘Hey, let’s be having this right, eh? Because that’s a load of rubbish, Ida, sorry. My Uncle Tom grabbed top prize in the loot. A massive gas cooker, he got. He tried to fix it in

  the house himself, only the back kitchen blew up and the street had to be evacuated. It was like the Great War all over again, but with more damage. Mam told us all about it. She said she’d

  never seen Auntie Nellie in such a state.’




  Ida’s jaw dropped. ‘Bloody hell, love. Did he get killed or hurt?’




  ‘Very nearly.’ Polly’s tone remained even. ‘Auntie Nellie chased after him down the back alleys with her rolling pin and a carving knife.’ A roar of laughter

  donated by all present followed this remark. ‘He shifted like the Flying Scotsman, I was told.’




  ‘We were all better runners in the old days,’ Ida said.




  Polly picked up the thread of her story. ‘They moved out to Litherland and he stopped smoking after the explosion,’ she added. ‘But he did take to drink in a big way. They were

  talking about giving him a bed down the Throstle’s Nest, because the landlord could never get him to go home. That would be because of Auntie Nellie and her weaponry. Even when they’d

  moved, he came back to the Throstle’s at least twice a week and slept on floors till he sobered up.’




  ‘Not surprised,’ groaned Jimmy Nuttall, who was bent double with glee. ‘He’d need a rest, the mad bugger.’




  ‘Oh, that was nothing, because he went worse. Woke up on the Isle of Man ferry, no ticket, no idea of how he got there. So it was more than just a gas cooker; he was an idiot for seventy

  odd years. Specialized in it, he did. I reckon he had a degree in lunacy, but he wasn’t one for bragging about his qualifications.’




  ‘Well, a sofa’s bigger than a cooker,’ Ida insisted. ‘See, if we’re talking size and awkwardness of things what got pinched in the loot—’




  ‘Not as heavy, though,’ Polly insisted. ‘Gas stoves weigh a ton, believe me. A piece of furniture gets nowhere near when it comes to shifting. I mean, it took five men to see

  to all Cal’s cooking stuff in that back kitchen. Very, very heavy.’ She waved towards the door that led from the cafe to the residential area. ‘One of them got a hernia, and

  another slipped a disc, but our Uncle Tom was six foot five in his socks and very strong. The Kaiser never troubled him, so an exploding gas cooker was a minor problem. Died of pneumonia at the

  finish, poor soul.’




  Ida was determined not to be outdone. ‘We couldn’t get the sofa through the bloody door. Wedged for over an hour, half in and half out, no shaking it all about. So the mad fools took

  the door and the frame off, didn’t they? Everybody had to come and go the back way for ages after that, because the bloody front door wouldn’t open when they put it back all

  cockeyed.’ She paused for breath and allowed her audience to laugh.




  ‘When the rent man came, Gran paid him through the letterbox and told him she’d be withholding payment if he didn’t get her a new door. They got one in the end, like. Ooh, and

  it was a lovely sofa, too.’ She sighed heavily. ‘Till our Graham peed on it. Very slow to train, our Graham. Never knew whether he was coming, going, or just been, not till he was near

  five years old. The doctor couldn’t do nothing.’ She sat for a moment and thought about days gone by. ‘He’s still a bit slow, our Graham,’ was her final statement.




  ‘I miss something from back then, but I can’t for the life of me work out what it was,’ said Jimmy Nuttall. ‘Odd boots, different colours, different sizes, no laces, no

  socks, blinking blisters on me blisters. Cane nearly every day at school, not enough to eat, Mam crying cos Dad was down the Newsham necking his wages. Us hiding from the rent man, good thumping

  from a copper for pinching fruit down the market. But we all look back at the good old days, eh? Are we soft or what?’




  Quiet arrived at last. Those old enough to remember it nursed fond memories of the police strike of 1919. They’d had new clothes, new towels, bedding, curtains, cushions, pots and pans,

  all stolen from shops in town. Military tanks and ships spilled their human cargo into the city, but the loot went on regardless of the forces. Soldiers and sailors arrested several for drawing

  blood, but by the time they’d carted off a few vanloads of criminals they were sorely outnumbered by amateur crooks.




  Amateurs fared better, since they took real pride in the thoroughness of their work. Professionals got overconfident and landed up in the Bridewell, but the untutored invested care in their art.

  And one widespread opinion was that the lads in military uniform supported the civilian force’s withdrawal of labour, so a good time was had by all. Over the years, the loot, enhanced and

  coloured in with bright verbal paints, shone like a jewel in a box of base metal.




  Jack Fletcher, costermonger, said his old man brought home four parrots and a female rabbit. ‘He liked animals, me dad. But we was overrun – bloody rabbit was pregnant, and we

  couldn’t kill ’em, hadn’t the heart. So we set the little buggers loose on the allotments and they ate everything. The parrots was good. Three of them’s still alive, but

  they don’t live in our house. The blooming wife’s bad enough – she’s a meeting on her own, always argufying and moaning.’ He sighed. ‘Flaming women. Who needs a

  bleeding parrot?’




  There followed a mixed recipe whose ingredients included headboards, a box of mouth organs, antimacassars, knickers (outsize and tea-rose pink) for Auntie Gladys, a roll of lino, cases of

  whisky, stockings, buckets, a tin bath, feather pillows, rugs, tablecloths, and a Hoover that never got used due to the total absence of electricity.




  ‘It done no good for the cops, though,’ said Ida. ‘Only ones with guts enough to strike was us and London. Some got sacked, and others didn’t thrive, never given no

  stripes. And we shown ’em. We shown ’em how much the cops was needed by doing the loot. We done the police a favour, or so we thought.’




  Polly nodded. ‘And now, we pay. The sins of the fathers, eh?’




  ‘Even my Holy Communion frock was pinched,’ mused Hattie the greengrocer. ‘About three sizes too big, but it was the only one left.’ She’d gone to the altar to

  receive her first wafer without the slightest stain on her innocent soul, but with her dad’s dishonesty hanging loosely from her tiny frame and secured to her liberty bodice by nappy

  pins.




  Apart from the sound of cutlery on plates, and cups clattering in saucers, the cafe was once again silent. It had long been rumoured that certain people in the Home Office wanted Scotland Road

  and its network of adjoining streets demolished. The reason? Slum clearance, already begun long before the Second War, was the official line, but everyone knew that the real threat to authority was

  the absolute solidarity of this neighbourhood. Yes, there were rows and fights, but any intruder or interloper was seen off by a suddenly united street. Did the Home Office hate Catholics,

  especially those whose veins ran with the blood of Ireland, Scotland and Italy?




  ‘I still say the loot finished us,’ Polly said eventually. ‘We are and always have been a force to be reckoned with. They know we’re capable of misbehaving to the point

  of riot. Will we go quietly? Will we?’




  Cutlery banged rhythmically on tables. ‘No, no, we won’t go,’ was the chant. ‘They said we can come back when they’ve replaced our houses,’ Ida screamed above

  the clattering. ‘Do we believe them? Do we believe this bastard government? Are they going to rebuild here?’




  ‘No, no, we won’t go.’ Banging and chanting increased in volume. Scotland Road was Liverpool’s Vatican, a whole city within a city, and Scotland Road was angry. When

  this, the very heartbeat of English Catholicism, was suffering arrhythmia, the whole city felt it, and it needed to travel further afield. But could they make a stand? Could they defeat the City of

  Liverpool, Westminster, the big southern institutions that held all the money in their jealously guarded, well-protected vaults?




  Polly, knowing she could be done for inciting riot, delivered a second piercing whistle. ‘OK, folks. You’ve businesses to run until our own countrymen come and finish off what Adolf

  started. Eat up and shut up; we’ve all got jobs to do.’ She walked back to her counter. They wanted to ride into battle, but they had to wait for war to come to them in the form of

  letters telling them to pack their bags and prepare to be moved. Guy Fawkes and his shower had the right bloody idea, Polly mused as she wiped the counter’s surface.




  ‘Polly? Can you shove this lot between a few slices of bread? I just remembered, I’ve got to be somewhere.’ The man gave her his famous wink. She’d always suspected that

  it was meant to be fetching, but it was just funny. There again, he considered himself to be a laugh a minute, so perhaps he was making an attempt at humour. Polly didn’t know how she felt

  about him. Yes, she did; no, she didn’t, yes she did . . .




  ‘You should be on the stage, but don’t give up your day job just in case,’ she advised while stacking a few dirty dishes under the counter. It was time Frank Charleson learned

  to wipe his own bum.




  ‘Polly?’




  She looked him up and down. ‘What gives you the idea I’ve got time to be making butties with a full cooked brekky? Would you like both eggs on one sarnie, and where would you like me

  to stick your sausage? Shall I put your fried slice between two unfried slices? Any suggestions about bacon and black pudding can be written on a postcard and sent to this address. OK?’




  ‘Pol?’ another customer called.




  ‘Hang on, Ernie. Mr Charleson here’s looking for a miracle.’ The proprietor of Polly’s Parlour stared into the eyes of her old friend and adversary. They’d been

  through a lot together, but it was time for him to get his act straight. To do that, he needed to murder his mother for a start. Her gaze unwavering, she slapped bread, butter and a knife on the

  counter. ‘Do it your bloody self while I’m busy, Frank,’ she snapped. Seamlessly, she carried on. ‘Ernie? Get this side of the business, give us a hand, and your breakfast

  will be on the house.’ She poured tea into cups.




  Frank Charleson, determinedly unfazed, began his attempt to make sandwiches. ‘If you can give away free breakfasts, you must be able to pay more rent, Polly Kennedy,’ he said.

  ‘I seem to be undercharging you.’




  ‘Watch the egg,’ she said, addressing him in the jocular tone she’d used way back when they’d all been teenagers. ‘You’ll have yolk all down the suit if

  you’re not careful. Car seats, too. Egg can be a bugger to shift. Ernie, two full cooked ready in the kitchen, one with a slice, one without, table three.’ With her right forearm, she

  pushed damp curls from her face. ‘Jimmy, four teas for yous lot here, love. Come and take them to your table for me, will you?’




  Polly’s Parlour was bustling this morning. People who had businesses along Scotland Road often took breakfast, lunch, or both here. She was loved for her brother’s cooking, her

  quickness of wit, her eagerness to please, and her tendency to put down anyone who got above him- or herself. Oh, and her prices were reasonable.




  Jimmy Nuttall picked up the tray of teas. ‘How’s Cal?’ he asked.




  ‘He’s all right, love. In the back frying eggs or cooking the books. He still manages to get up to mischief in spite of everything.’




  ‘Ah. Tell him hello from Nutter, babe.’




  ‘I will. Mary? Were you scrambled or poached?’




  ‘Scrambled like me head, Pol. Have you seen what they done to me hair in that bloody shop? What a nightmare, eh? I feel like hiding in the sodding coal shed. I look a right banana,

  don’t I?’




  ‘More like a poodle,’ was Polly’s delivered opinion.




  ‘Aw, Pol. What am I going to do with it?’




  Polly shouted through the door. ‘Cal? Jimmy Nutter says hiya. Make some scraggy eggs for Mary. Somebody in town’s done her hair, and she wants breakfast to match. She looks like a

  flaming poodle that wants a trim.’ She gave her attention to the victim of a very tight perm. ‘I told you I’d see to it for you. You know I do hair every night and occasionally at

  weekends. What’s the point of me wearing myself to the bone when my customers go to town? I happen to be a fully qualified hairdresser, you know.’ The difference was that she now had to

  front two establishments, since her brother might never again be fit for his own work. And he was so acutely aware of that, so damned apologetic, always blaming himself for being in the wrong place

  when the crane had swung down.




  Frank Charleson was struggling with knife, bread, butter and a full cooked breakfast. It was clear that he was unused to fending for himself, since his mother had a full-time housekeeper who did

  everything for both Charlesons. Polly shook her head. Some people were spoilt. One in particular was spoilt almost beyond mending. But oh, he was attractive . . .




  With things slowing down, and Ernie behind the counter, she took over, her attitude more kindly. He missed Ellen; so did she. ‘Look at the state of you, Frank,’ she whispered.

  ‘Does your mother do everything for you? Does she tie your laces and thread a string through your coat sleeves with gloves on the ends?’




  He grinned. ‘Just between us, she would if I let her. Or Mrs Lewis would. Don’t forget, my mother’s busy training to be bedridden. It’s a full-time job in our house,

  becoming disabled. She’s diabetic and she lives on chocolate. She’s going the right way to losing her legs or her kidneys.’




  Sometimes, though not often, Polly was glad that she and her brother were orphans. ‘You all right now, though?’




  ‘Not bad, thanks. It gets easier, but I still think about Ellie a lot. She made me happy. Made me laugh. Mother hated her.’




  ‘I know.’ She decided to leave the eggs out of the picnic. ‘Take a few paper napkins to save your clothes. Where are you going, anyway?’




  ‘To increase Mother’s portfolio. Another property auction.’




  ‘Well, don’t be buying any more round here, cos we’re going to be flattened.’ Polly finished organizing his breakfast. ‘And don’t forget to bring the plate

  back.’ They had a lot in common, because she had a twin brother in a wheelchair, while he had a mother who ruled from a ground-floor bedroom. Mrs Charleson was capable of going about her

  business, but her son, a widower, had become her feet, eyes and ears since he’d moved back in. She was a miserable, mean old besom who needed a kick up the withers.




  ‘There you go. No egg. You’ll have a better chance at your meeting with a clean shirt and tie. Now, get on with it, and don’t eat while you’re driving, because it’s

  very dangerous.’




  ‘You sound like my mother.’




  His mother, Norma Charleson, was usually referred to as That Old Cow. ‘Moo,’ Polly said softly.




  ‘Stop it.’ He grinned, picked up his battered breakfast and went outside. Looking at his watch, he decided to take five minutes in the car to eat in peace. Polly’s was busy at

  the best of times, but Mondays were always crazy. Crazy? His old girl was the crazy one, buying yet more houses to be let and looked after. West Derby and Wavertree, this time.




  He started to think; thinking was not a good idea. Ellen and Polly had been friends since infant school, and Polly had helped at the end with the nursing. Polly was the closest he would ever get

  to Ellen, and she was as needful as he was. Only she had a lot on her plate – a lot on dozens of plates. Oh well, she was still lovely and a good laugh. The food was a bit cold, but he was

  starving, so he ate.




  Inside, Polly was starting her first big clear-up while Ernie ate his free breakfast. The half past eight lot had begun to leave, but there’d be another, smaller influx between nine and

  ten. Where a business had more than one worker, they swapped breakfast shifts. Some couldn’t afford breakfast, of course. They would have a bite at home or bring a pie or a pasty for

  lunchtime and starve till then. The world wasn’t fair.




  The carry-outs had been and gone. They bought breakfast in the form of bacon butties, because they were Scotty Road’s lone rangers, with no help at all in their shops, and they worked long

  hours. Again, she thought how unbalanced the world had become. Ellen dead, poor Frank stuck with his mam, Cal working from a wheelchair, all appliances adapted to suit his lowered position in life.

  Frank had seen to all changes, of course, but he wouldn’t have told his mother how little he’d charged in rental increase. He was a good man, worth ten of the woman who’d birthed

  him.




  She walked through to the back of the property. Cal worked in a scullery, which had been enlarged by Frank’s team of builders. There were eight gas burners on hobs, two large ovens and a

  massive grill. Sculleries were known as back kitchens in these parts. The living room, which usually had a range fire installed, was called the kitchen, while a front room was nominated the

  parlour. Polly’s parlour was larger than most, and was used as a cafe. But parlours in nearby houses were tiny, hallowed, unused except for visitors, and as well furnished as possible.

  ‘All right, love?’ she asked her brother. ‘Shall I push you through while I wash up?’




  ‘OK.’ Cal Kennedy had become a man of few words since his accident. The middle room was his, though it doubled as a living area for both resident siblings. It housed a sofa, a small

  table and four chairs, a sideboard and his bed, which was under the stairs. He had gone from lugging heavy loads on the docks to frying eggs for the cafe. Hard work helped him to ignore his

  problems.




  Sex, the most favoured of his pastimes, had been eliminated from his life, while the girl he had loved had fled to London three months after his accident. And he was left now with Polly, who

  needed her own life. She’d been abandoned, too, when she’d insisted on looking after him. She slept in the back bedroom upstairs, as the front one had been turned into a hairdressing

  salon. She never stopped. It was his fault that his sister was working herself to a standstill. Could he ever repay her?




  Every morning and night, a male attendant arrived to get Cal out of or into bed. During the day, Polly had to cope with him, and that was what he hated most. Once the cafe closed at three

  o’clock, she helped him on and off the commode, kept him clean, did for him things she should have been doing for the children she might never have. He had wrecked her life as well as his

  own.




  Cal found comfort in his second hobby – drink. The lads sometimes came for him in the evening, wheeling him down to one of many pubs, but much of his drinking was done alone. He

  didn’t hide the evidence, partly because he couldn’t, but mostly because she understood. As long as he was sober while cooking, she left him to it.




  ‘Pol?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You need a baby.’




  She laughed. ‘Miracles I don’t do. Breakfasts, dinners and hair, I manage, but babies are a bit beyond me. If I see a star, some shepherds and three kings, I’ll let you know

  and we’ll sing carols, eh?’ Well, at least he was talking for a change.




  Cal swallowed. ‘I wouldn’t mind – wouldn’t blame you – if you got married and left me.’




  ‘Who’d run the cafe? Who’d do hair at night or clean the house? And who’d be the boss? Don’t you think life’s hard enough without having a screaming baby and

  a snoring husband keeping us awake at night?’




  ‘You should be married,’ he said.




  ‘I don’t know anybody I want to marry, do I?’ This was an outright lie, but she clung to it. Cal and Frank were close friends, and she’d no intention of becoming the

  subject of a plot.




  ‘I’d be the uncle. We both need more than this, Polly.’




  ‘What we need is to keep going, lad. I can’t stop seeing to the cafe or doing hair, can I? Not yet, anyway.’ Tears stung her eyes, so she walked into the scullery to tackle a

  mountain of washing-up. She wanted kids. They’d both wanted kids. While he was working on the docks, she was employed by a top-notch hairdresser in town, and they’d both been on good

  money. In fact, they’d been thinking about deposits on a couple of houses in Bootle . . .




  ‘Thanks for the breakfast, Polly,’ Ernie called before leaving for work. Ernie sometimes helped with the heaving about of Cal Kennedy. They had so many good friends; what would

  happen when the area was wiped out? Who would care for the weak, the young and the elderly once this society had been fractured? Who would worry about the isolated and the poor? People from the

  Scotland Road area embraced everyone, no matter what the nationality, colour or creed. Yes, it was largely Catholic, but there was little prejudice until Walking Days, when Catholics and

  Protestants tormented the life out of each other. It was tradition, and tradition should endure.




  She closed her burning eyes. Somebody from the Docks and Harbour Board had picked her up from work and driven her to the hospital. Cal would probably never walk again. There was a chance that

  some abilities might return but, for a while at least, he could be incontinent and incapable of marital relations, as they so delicately termed the intimate side of life. Lois had beggared off,

  anyway, as had Polly’s own fiancé.




  Frank Charleson had sat with them in the hospital, just as they had sat with him while Ellen lost her fight. ‘Four sad people,’ Polly said now as she scraped debris into the pig bin.

  They’d had poor luck. At school, Ellen had been netball captain, leader of the rounders team, brilliant at games. And all the time, she’d had something massively wrong with her heart,

  and it eventually affected other major organs. Operations hadn’t worked, and she’d drifted off one sunny afternoon with her husband, her parents and two friends keeping her company at

  the start of that final journey.




  Old Mother Charleson had struggled without success to hide her delight. She got her boy back. He was useful, and he was exactly where he belonged. She took to her room, issued orders, ate

  everything the housekeeper put before her and drifted towards severe diabetes on a cloud of selfishness, ignorance and milk chocolate.




  When most of the dishes were clean, Polly dealt with the scouse. This stew, the universal panacea round these parts, was divided up. She shoved some into pastry cases with lids, to be nominated

  meat and tater pies. Other dollops she placed in circles of pastry, folding them into a shape invented in Cornwall for the miners of tin. Thus one cauldron of scouse became stew, pies and pasties.

  So that was dinner sorted once the ovens got turned on. When the second surge of breakfasters arrived, she served up what Cal had left in the warmer. The lad needed his rest, and no one complained

  if the food wasn’t quite up to scratch. They knew and understood the situation in Pol and Cal Kennedy’s house, and they seldom complained.




  With the later breakfast over, Polly locked the cafe door and returned to the living room. Cal was asleep in his wheelchair. She wedged a pillow behind his head and against the wall.

  Fortunately, customers were used to this. If Cal was asleep, they made do with a smaller menu. The best thing about Scotland Road was that its residents supported one another, though there were

  some wonderful fights . . .




  Polly sat and fanned herself with a damp tea towel. Mam had been a fighter. Back in the day, the sight of two women rolling about on the cobbles, each with hands in the other’s hair, was

  not unusual. Mam’s arch enemy had been Theresa Malone from number thirty-four. Theresa Malone’s son was a thief and a liar, and he dragged young Cal into trouble on several occasions.

  The solution? Another fight, of course. There were plenty of seconds, but no referee.




  Mam and Mrs Malone were both Dublin girls, both redheads, both married to Irishmen. If either husband happened to be around, fighting would be postponed, but it always started with the two women

  in their doorways, arms folded, faces fixed in solid, stone-hard frowns, mouths turned down, eyes narrowed. As if choreographed, they would take a step towards the centre of the street, their pace

  quickening as they neared the arena, which always had to be equidistant from the two houses. If fighters lived on the same side of the street, the rules were similar, but the match was played out

  in the gutter.




  Mam always won. Theresa Malone lost hair, teeth, skin, blood and dignity every time while the crowd cheered and roared. Yet when a stranger arrived from some other area of the city and trouble

  started, Theresa helped Mam, and Mam helped Theresa. It was a special kind of insanity, so special that Theresa nursed Mam during her final illness. ‘All gone now,’ Polly breathed.




  ‘What’s gone?’




  ‘The time, Cal. The past.’




  ‘The past is always gone,’ he said.




  ‘I was just thinking about Mrs Malone and Mam.’




  ‘Yes.’ He moved the pillow and tossed it on his bed. ‘I remember. She didn’t last long after Mam, did she?’




  ‘They needed one another, Cal. Even the fighting was part of it. Like sisters, they were. It was a sort of race memory from the old country. And the Italians were just as bad, but not as

  much fun, because they fought in a foreign language.’




  Cal almost smiled. ‘The ice-cream wars. Remember when a Manny wanted to marry a Tog? Did anyone know how to say their full names, by the way? It was worse than Romeo and Juliet. I

  don’t know how many finished up in clink, but rumour had it that some wardens had to learn Italian at night school. And the two families carried on fighting in there, always being shoved in

  solitary. Even solitary got crowded.’




  ‘Manfredi and Tognarelli,’ she told him. ‘They’re all over Lancashire. Best ice cream ever.’ He remained talkative. She needed to put the pies and pasties in the

  oven, needed to boil water for vegetables, but Cal was finally managing a conversation. ‘They were nearly as mad as the Irish,’ she said.




  He sighed. ‘Polly?’




  ‘That’s me.’




  ‘There’s no easy way of saying this, so I’ll just come out with it. I know now when I need the commode, right?’




  ‘Yes.’ She waited. ‘And?’




  ‘And I can take some of my weight on my legs, yes? I’m capable,’ he said. After another pause, he continued. ‘I need a clean girl to have my child if you aren’t

  going to have a family, because I probably won’t marry. But I’d get somebody in to help with the child so that you’d be free. It’s just that I want to be a dad.’ Did

  that pretty young nurse like him? She was probably the same with all patients, yet there was warmth, tenderness, a hand on his shoulder offering comfort and encouragement. . . No. Who wanted the

  non-walking wounded? Would he ever walk? Linda Higgins, her name was . . .




  Polly sat down suddenly at the table. ‘How the bloody hell do we manage that, Cal? Do I walk about interviewing folk and filling in forms? I mean, if I got somebody from Mother

  Bailey’s, she could be diseased. Normal girls want a wedding ring first.’




  ‘I don’t want a wife; I need a son or a daughter.’




  Polly had never heard anything like this in her life, and she said so. ‘But women don’t part with their kids. When they’ve cursed the world through all that pain, they fall in

  love with the baby. It’s nature’s way; it’s why we hang on to the mucky, howling little buggers.’




  He disagreed. Everybody needed money. Somewhere, there was a woman who would bear a child for cash.




  ‘Sell her son or daughter? If I had a child, I’d keep it. No matter how much money I was offered, nobody would ever get their hands on my baby. Why do you want one, anyway? To push

  your wheelchair when you’re older?’ Immediately, she wished she could bite back her words. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’




  ‘No, it’s all right. It was a good question. The answer’s no.’




  ‘Then how could you mind a small child?’




  He smiled. ‘Like I said, I’ll get somebody in. I’m going to walk again. Nobody will want to marry a lame man, and I’ll never walk without some kind of help. Anyway,

  I’ve a late appointment Thursday, so come and see what I can do. There’s a lot of pain in my legs. The new pills are painkillers.’




  Polly blinked back a new river of saline. He was pleased by pain. Any sensation in his legs, good or bad, was something to be celebrated. ‘Have you walked, love?’




  He nodded. ‘Muscles are weak, but I’ll get there, Pol. No two ways about it, I’ll always be crippled, but not like this. I’ll need crutches – sticks at best, but

  something’s healed. We have to go slow, cos we could mess it up all over again, but come and watch me, queen.’




  And that was the moment. She ran out of strength, knelt down and hugged him. Tears intermingled until they were both exhausted. God was there, and God was good, because He’d looked down on

  Callum Kennedy and allowed a miracle to take place. ‘You won’t need to pay, Cal. Somebody will love you.’




  ‘But what if—’




  ‘What if nothing. Don’t be in such a rush. Look at us both; we’re wiped out. You are still a good bloke and a very handsome one. There’s a girl for you.’




  They were tired to the bone, yet they carried on regardless, carrots and peas on hobs, pasties and pies in the oven with a huge apple crumble, Cal making custard while Polly wiped tables in the

  cafe. Her brother wanted a normal life. Somewhere in this city, there was a girl who could love a man with bad legs. He wanted children, sons and daughters or nieces and nephews; he wanted life

  around him. At last, he was confiding in her. She put dishes of pickled beetroot and red cabbage in the centre of each table. Was life threatening to improve? She shouldn’t get her hopes up;

  neither should Cal.




  Customers found Polly unusually quiet when she opened up at dinner time. Bursting to tell somebody Cal’s better news, she sealed it inside herself, scarcely daring to speak in case her

  twin’s secret spilled out. He might walk. He might be able to sit behind a counter and take money for sweets, newspapers, or whatever they chose to sell when they moved on to . . . to

  where?




  ‘Where will they send us?’ she asked of no one in particular.




  ‘As far away from our city as they can,’ answered Dusty Den, the rag and bone man. ‘Have you got Flick’s carrots there, Pol? He looks forward to his snack.’




  ‘Eat your dinner,’ was her reply. ‘Let me feed him.’ She went outside to Den’s famous steed. He was a full-size dray horse, because his owner refused to overload a

  pony. ‘Ruined, aren’t you?’ Polly asked the animal. ‘Better fed than some round here. Good old days?’ She stroked the blaze of white on his face. ‘Were they

  really? Do you remember anything, or are you too young?’




  There were two sides to every story, she told herself. She remembered stillbirths, neonatal deaths, the terrified screams of mothers losing their lives in childbirth. Diphtheria raced through

  families and from one street to another; even the church closed its doors during one epidemic. Tuberculosis had been common, as had scarlet fever, while the general health of most had been poor.

  But this was home. People who lived on or near Scotty had always loved the place.




  Parents did what they could, but they were fighting radical decay combined with poverty, and few won that battle. It was partly due to the houses. They were draughty, sometimes infested, often

  damp. Yes, better housing was needed, but why couldn’t the powers replace dwellings here a few at a time? ‘Because they want us shifted permanently, Flick. Divide and rule’s the

  name of the game.’ Scotland Road had been blamed for the 1919 loot, and had been condemned because of it. ‘Uncle Tom did more damage than he realized with that bloody gas cooker,’

  she told the horse.




  She stood for a moment and looked at the road she loved, a road that was famous all over the world. The spine of this community would be broken within years, and no physiotherapy, no crutch,

  would help it back to its feet. Scotty’s men had fought just years ago alongside the better fed to defeat a monster, and their neighbourhood was now threatened. Yes, give them new houses, but

  no, don’t take their history away. Was this a country fit for heroes? Possibly. Unless you were from Scotty Road, in which case you didn’t count.




  It was a beautiful place, vibrant, loud, busy. It might have been cleaner, but it had everything people needed, every kind of shop from wet fish to pawnbroker, from vegetables to pianos. She

  tried to imagine it broken, empty and unloved, but she failed. This was the centre of so many people’s universe, the very pulse of life. Could there be a Liverpool without Scotty? Could there

  be a port without docks, fish without chips, woman without man? She still missed the rotter who had abandoned her . . .




  She went in to help Cal dole out generous helpings of apple crumble and custard. All twenty-four seats were occupied, so generosity veered towards the custard on this occasion. ‘I’m

  going to make crème caramel,’ Cal announced. ‘Need a bain-marie.’




  ‘You what?’




  ‘French for a bath – you stick your cream caramels in the water.’




  ‘Oo-er. You been reading again, our Cal? You want to watch that, you’ll be having a brainstorm.’




  ‘What’s up?’ he asked. He knew her so well. ‘Thinking about Greg?’




  ‘A bit,’ she admitted. ‘Pass me this morning’s bacon.’ She put the cold bacon between slices of bread and went out through the back door. Urchins were fewer these

  days, because people managed better, but a few still arrived and waited quietly for butties. ‘Share them,’ she said to the tallest child. Then she supervised while the food was doled

  out. ‘Look after one another,’ she ordered. ‘Cos that’s what it’s about. We’re Scotties, and that’s what we do.’




  There were fewer Scotland Roaders these days. Yet those whose houses had been eradicated often walked or bicycled down from the districts in which they had been planted. They bought what they

  could carry, drank in the pubs, ate in Polly’s and visited friends whose homes remained intact. They hated their new lives. City dwellers of long standing, they disliked flats, newly built

  terraces and semis, the schools, the shops if there were any; and above all, they missed each other. Gran and Auntie Lil were a mile away, God alone knew where the neighbours had ended up, and

  several children kept running away back to the only life they’d ever known.




  One old dear had summed it up in the cafe a week ago over a cup of tea and a pudding. ‘We’ve got gardens, but nobody has a lawnmower, so the grass is up to our ear’oles;

  we’ve got hallways so floors in rooms stay cleaner. But when dirt walked in round here, it brought friends with it. Give me the bloody muck any day, love.’ They were, Polly thought,

  like the tribes of Israel in the Old Testament, wandering hither and yon, slaves to Egypt, to Rome and to the whims and fancies of whoever walked at the front. Except that this Liverpool crowd of

  displaced persons had been split up by their own government.




  Polly entered the living room. ‘Cal?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Strength in numbers, eh?’




  ‘If you say so.’




  ‘Well, they’re knocking some of Everton down. We need to join up with the Proddies.’




  ‘And get our own people back from Kirkby or wherever,’ he said.




  She agreed. ‘Relatives in Ireland and Scotland, if they can afford to come. The priests will let them sleep in church halls. Italian ice-cream folk from all over the country. We fight,

  Cal.’




  ‘That’s right, love. We fight. Like Mam, no rules of engagement. Teeth, hair and skin – till they run over us with demolition machinery. Park me at the front. Whether or not

  I’m walking, stick me in the wheelchair and see what they do. Let them squash a bloody cripple.’




  ‘Do you think they would?’ There was panic in Polly’s voice.




  Cal laughed. ‘No, but it would make a great photo for the newspapers, eh? Man, disabled due to poor safety control on Liverpool’s docks, stops the traffic.’




  ‘That would go down well with the Docks and Harbour Board,’ she said. ‘Can you imagine the faces of Liverpool councillors when it got in the Echo?’




  ‘Bugger the Echo,’ Cal muttered between gritted teeth. ‘I want The Times and the Manchester Guardian. Oh, and make sure they snap my good side. I

  don’t want to be making a show of myself, do I?’




  She sat down. ‘It won’t be like that, though. There won’t be one big day when everybody gets shifted. They’ve been chipping away for twenty-odd years with a bit of help

  from Germany: a few houses here, a street there, pull down some affected by a nearby direct hit. We’ll have to do a Jarrow. If London won’t come to us, we’ll go to it.’




  ‘I can’t walk. I’ll never walk properly.’




  ‘Then we go on rag and bone carts, on coal lorries, in removal vans, in hearses. We go so slowly that we bung up all the roads.’




  Cal pondered. ‘We need a fighting fund,’ he announced after a few seconds. ‘I know Frank will come up trumps, but we need collecting tins in pubs. If we’re going to

  London and bringing in foreigners, we want cash.’




  There wasn’t a lot of money about even now, in 1955. Ten years after winning a war, Britain fared moderately well while Germany, though divided, seemed to be improving superbly on its

  western side. Cal had seen bombing and had survived, as had Polly, Frank and poor Ellen, yet they’d all taken punishment since the ceasefire, what with the deaths of their parents and Ellen,

  Cal’s accident, and Polly’s resulting imprisonment.




  There were gaps in terraces, used now as playgrounds, but they had been homes. So much loss. A beloved wife gone, a pair of strong legs ruined, neighbours wiped out, and now the fruits of a

  Siberian salt mine were about to be poured into wounds. It would be done slowly. When enough cardboard cottages and flats had been erected on the edges of Liverpool, another Scotty terrace would

  bite the dust. And folk would be separated for the sake of a new, clean start where they’d be disorientated and less likely to offend. ‘I’ll get the money,’ she said.

  ‘And we have to be clever. No physical stuff, just London packed with objectors. A peaceful demonstration’s what we want.’




  Cal didn’t particularly want peace. Deep down, he was furious about his injured spine, his disobedient legs, Lois who had run away from him, Greg who had rejected Polly, councillors and

  parliamentarians who didn’t give a damn about anybody at all.




  Then there were the softies who went on about bloody Dresden – what about Bootle? It was all London this, London that and God help Coventry, yet Liverpool’s docks, railways and roads

  had carried every bit of ammunition for the whole show, and Bootle had sustained the worst damage nationwide. But who gave a flying fornication? It was only Liverpool; they were only northerners.

  ‘I want to strangle somebody,’ he said. ‘Very, very slowly, till their eyes bulge.’




  ‘Why, Cal?’




  He shrugged. ‘Everything. Lois, who loved me forever no matter what, the bloody docks and all the accidents, mates just a few years older than me buried in France and Italy – what is

  there to be satisfied with? Mary’s perm and a scouse pasty?’




  ‘Don’t get bitter. What we need is to express our disgust and our distrust. Because it will happen. There’s no stopping what’s to come, Cal. We’ll be in some new,

  jerry-built community, but we can show them one thing. We can still assemble, still congregate and let them know what we think of them in their panelled offices and gentlemen’s clubs. We can

  sign petitions saying we aren’t satisfied with Westminster, and it’s not just us; we can bring in folk from Glasgow and other disappointed cities. This country’s not fit for rats,

  let alone heroes.’




  ‘You have to be the spokesperson,’ he said.




  ‘No danger; try stopping me. See, people have got things arse over tip, Cal. The folk in London are our servants, but everyone acts as if it’s the other way round. It’s time

  somebody from Lancashire rattled the doors of their Rolls-Royces and filled Downing Street with silent people. Silence will upset them. We communicate in writing only. Let them know through what we

  don’t say that we can turn Liverpool into a seething mass of civil disobedience if we choose to.’




  Cal blinked. Why hadn’t he noticed this before? His sister was an orator, an inspiration, a little firecracker. There she stood, five foot four in her stockings, a pretty little thing with

  dark curls and bright blue eyes. She served breakfasts and dinners when she should be serving her community. ‘I’d vote for you,’ he told her.




  ‘So would I,’ she replied, laughing. ‘I’m the best man in Liverpool, and don’t ever forget it. See, MPs want all their privileges removing for a kick-off. Posh

  dining rooms and fine wines? Sod that; they can have a plate of scouse and a cuppa, and back to work pronto. There’s half of them should be in jail anyway, bloody fraudsters using inside info

  to line their own nests. I don’t trust them. I wouldn’t trust me if I got offered such an easy life. And they’re supposed to look after us.’ She decided to stop preaching.

  ‘I’ll have to go up and get the salon ready.’




  ‘Will you stand for parliament?’ he asked.




  ‘No, I won’t.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because I’ve no party. I don’t belong with any of them – I’m the Polly Kennedy Party, full stop. And I don’t want to get . . . to get contaminated.’

  She went upstairs to prepare herself for her second job. If Liverpool’s politicians gave a shit, Cal wouldn’t be crippled, because they would have sought to implement better safety

  measures. Oh, they started off eager and decent, but the corridors of power chipped away at them, dragging them into a fairy tale where everything was free or cheap – and take it, now, now,

  because you may not get elected next time. One of the few decent ones among them was Bessie Braddock, and she’d always been up to her eyes in everybody’s problems, poor soul. Yes, they

  needed more women down yonder, that was a fact.




  Did she have enough hydrogen peroxide for Carla Moore’s roots? Did Carla realize that she was stripping her hair of all life and dignity? ‘I’d best tell her it’ll start

  breaking off and falling out if she doesn’t let it rest. Where’s me conditioning oil?’




  After switching on the radio in her bedroom, she turned up the volume, lay in the bath and wondered how much longer her looks would last. She was twenty-five. Half her life was spent in the

  company of greasy food, while the rest of her time was lived here among chemicals, or with her poor brother. He would walk. He’d need assistance, but he’d walk. There was hope, and she

  would cling to it while he clung to his crutches.




  The girl in the bathroom mirror was still pretty. She was a mouthy, opinionated little bitch, but still a good-looking young woman. During the war years, her school peers had been jealous, since

  Mam could work wonders with old curtains, a bed sheet, a tablecloth and a ribbon. Ellen had stood by her, so Mam had made a few dresses and skirts for her, too. As for the green-eyed ones, this

  little madam had taken her revenge . . .




  The fifties didn’t suit Polly; the new look drowned her, so she shortened everything and created her own style. ‘No, no, we won’t go,’ she whispered. Of course

  they’d go. They had to go. But they would make their point. If silence could be maintained, it would speak volumes; it would say, ‘You’ll never know where we are, but we always

  know where you are.’ A not quite revolution, a not quite anarchy, a not quite threat.




  Revenge. Hadn’t she grown up at all? Those who had teased her and Ellen had ‘lost’ shoes, bits of physical education uniform, text books, homework, pens and pencils. Was the

  idea of a visit to London just another stolen satchel, another pair of gym shoes with no laces, another blot in a writing book? She and Ellen had owned such angelic features that no member of staff

  had ever thought them guilty.




  ‘You’ll be at the front on this one,’ she warned her reflection. ‘They’ll know it’s you, and not before time. Because you’ve always been a besom, and

  folk should be warned.’




  ‘Good advice, Polly.’




  She turned and looked at him. Determined not to panic, she didn’t grab a towel to cover her nakedness. Instead, she reached for a robe and pulled it on at normal speed. ‘I’ve

  told you not to use your key,’ she said. ‘You may own the bricks, but this is still our home.’




  ‘You are gorgeous.’ His voice was low and rather choked.




  ‘I know.’




  ‘The music was loud, Polly. I didn’t want Cal to know I’m here, so I crept up the stairs, thought you’d be mixing your magic spells for hair.’




  ‘Right. What do you want?’




  Frank Charleson swallowed hard. What did he want? ‘Erm . . . I’ve got him a television set.’ What he wanted was scarcely covered by a thin robe.




  ‘Then talk to Cal. And stop staring, will you?’




  ‘I’ll never stop staring, especially now.’




  ‘You know the score, Francis. Now, bugger off.’




  He buggered off.




  







  Two




  Norma Charleson lay uneasily on a pink velvet chaise longue under the window in her living room. She was not in a good mood, and her left knee was stiffening up again, so she

  ate another couple of chocolates. The doctor had advised her to stay active and concentrate on the positive. For a medical man, he knew precious little about pain. Active? With arthritis like hers?

  Even in these warmer months, she had trouble with her poor knees. Right. She must think positive, so she thought about her house. It was a great house, and she’d worked hard to acquire

  it.




  The wonderful thing about Brookside Cottage, apart from its detached status, was that it was divided into two internal parts at ground level. Frank had the bulk of the house and his freedom

  – well, he thought he had his freedom – while his mother, who considered herself to be a sensible woman, lived in her own suite on the ground floor to the right of the building’s

  entrance. She didn’t interfere openly; if she did that, her son might well go off again with some floozie, and she didn’t want that. He was in full charge of the business now, and that

  fact should be enough to keep him at home, or so she hoped. And yet . . . ‘Positive,’ she reminded herself firmly. ‘Look on the bright side, and stop worrying, Norma.’




  Frank would remarry eventually, she believed. He and his second wife could live here, and she wouldn’t meddle overtly. When he was at home, Norma seldom ventured into the main areas of the

  house, as she sought to show him how independent she was. He needed to feel secure and separate from his mother. Because of that, the larger part of the property was a no-go area for the person who

  was its true owner.




  He didn’t know she checked up on him almost every day. Bad knees or good, she combed the study before climbing the stairs to look through his pockets and in his waste bin. It was all in

  his best interests, of course, since he’d already made one unfortunate marriage and . . . no, she must entertain only happy thoughts. The orange creams were good, but she didn’t like

  the caramels.




  The house had once been a small convent with a school next door, so it retained some impressive features. The front door opened into a stone-built hall with a floor of Welsh slate. The entrance

  was arched, and the area still owned the pegs from which the good sisters had hung their outdoor garments. There was even a small font for holy water with some words in Latin carved into its rim.

  Deo gratias, it said, then something about the water of life. Whatever, it was different and impressive, therefore very suitable for the owner of properties all over Liverpool. Oh yes, a

  woman of substance deserved Brookside and its delightful setting.




  Norma had her own bathroom, a walk-in wardrobe, a kitchen and a sizeable living room with a bed disguised during daytime hours as a cupboard, so the chaise under the window was her resting place

  until darkness fell. Through the glass, she kept an eye on the road so that she could monitor the behaviour of her neighbours, and she always saw Frank’s car as soon as it entered the home

  straight. He was her only son, and she needed him.




  The one problem attached to Brookside was the nightly blackness at the rear of the cottage. It was the last house in this part of Liverpool North, and the road that fronted it meandered into

  Little Crosby, an ancient Viking settlement whose feudalism survived to this day. It was believed to be the last place in England where only Catholics were allowed to occupy the tied cottages.




  The housekeeper, Christine Lewis, lived there with her daughter. Christine’s husband had worked on the landed family’s estate, so she would be allowed tenancy for the rest of her

  life, or until she gave it up voluntarily. They were fascinating little houses in Little Crosby, so old that most women had to bend to get through the front doors. And at least they were in rows,

  with neighbours at hand, whereas it was possible to feel isolated here, especially at night. It was nice to be detached, but it certainly had its downside. Thank goodness for the few houses across

  the road at the front.




  At the back of Norma’s extended cottage, there was nothing at all, just the flat fields of the Mersey plain that stretched all the way to the river and the Irish Sea. A townswoman, Norma

  had never experienced the special inky darkness of countryside before she came to Brookside. She took comfort from the front, as there was movement, and several street lamps had been erected, but

  she didn’t like to be alone at night here. She’d managed it, just about, during Frank’s brief marriage, but her health had deteriorated since then.




  Anyway, Frank was extremely comfortable, as he occupied the greater part of the house. There was a sitting room and a dining room, both heated by a stone-built, central chimney with an open

  grate that could be fed logs or coal from either room. He had a ground-floor study, three upstairs bedrooms, one of which had a garden room attached, and his own bathroom. From the first floor

  conservatory, a spiral staircase led down into the rear garden. The boy was living in the lap of luxury. Meals were made in his large kitchen by Mrs Lewis, who also did his washing, ironing and

  cleaning. Why would he want to leave again? He mustn’t leave again, because that would be the death of his mother.




  And there was just one small, annoying fly buzzing in the ointment.




  He’d gone rather dewy-eyed and thoughtful all over again. The last time he’d been in such a state, he’d upped and married Ellen Lucas, a pretty enough urchin who used to work

  in a large florist shop in the city. They’d lived in one of Norma’s houses, rent-free, of course, and the girl had died. Norma had comforted her son and persuaded him to come home.

  ‘I’ll live in the annexe,’ she had promised. It was a vow she was determined to keep – up to a point. Anything that made him remain at home was worth the effort.




  She ate a third orange cream. The letter remained where she’d left it, under the desk blotter in his study. Polly Kennedy this time, and Frank had written her a love letter. Polly had been

  a close friend of the dead wife, and Frank seemed to have turned to her. He hadn’t meant to creep up on her while she’d been naked; he’d been quiet so that Cal wouldn’t hear

  him, since he’d brought the lad a surprise. The music was loud, so I didn’t hear you rising like Venus from the water . . .




  ‘Yes, he’s gone dewy once more,’ she whispered. Frank was no use when in love. He focused fully on the object of desire and did less well in exams and the like. When

  they’d lived near Scotland Road back in the bad old days, he’d always hung round with Ellen, Polly and . . . Greg? ‘You didn’t die early enough, Charlie,’ Norma told

  her deceased husband. ‘If you’d gone a couple of years before you did, I could have got him away from that motley crowd.’




  The life insurance money had bought the first fifteen houses. She now owned dozens, and Frank was in charge. Well, if he’d had nothing to do, he would have moped or gone back into office

  work in Liverpool. Offices were full of young women. ‘Polly bloody Kennedy,’ Norma cursed quietly. Still, she wouldn’t leave her brother, would she? The whole area was due for

  demolition, and— And Frank might want to rescue his damsel in distress. If he’d made up his mind, there’d be no stopping him, blind idiot that he was.




  Girls were supposed to be silly in love, but Frank did a fair job of acting the fool when it came to young women. In the letter, he said he wanted her. That could mean just sex, of course. If

  the girl gave him what he craved, he might calm down a bit and settle for physical love. Because if Norma Charleson’s memory served her right, the brother was in a wheelchair and Greg

  Wotsisname had deserted the sister. Well, if Polly Kennedy stayed with her brother and served up lunch and sex for Frank, things might work out very well for a while.




  Yet she knew her son only too well. He was an all-or-nothing type, in at the deep end or stay out of the water. It would be easy enough for him to find somewhere for himself, the girl and her

  brother. Frank would allow no obstacle to barricade his route once his mind was set. Panic and heartburn combined to bubble in her throat. She shouldn’t eat chocolate; the doc had warned her

  about chocolate. He said if she carried on like this, she’d be resorting to insulin injections, because diet alone wouldn’t be enough, and she wasn’t any good at dieting.




  A polite knock at the door was followed by Christine Lewis’s head bobbing into the room. ‘Can I get you anything before I leave, Mrs Charleson? My daughter’s taking me out for

  a meal. I did tell you last week, if you remember.’




  ‘What are we having?’ Norma asked.




  The rest of Christine entered the room. She smiled nervously; Mrs Charleson’s mood had been changeable of late. ‘I’ve made you a nice chicken salad and a trifle. Elaine’s

  treating me for my birthday.’




  ‘Oh, I see. Have you done Frank’s clothes for tomorrow?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Charleson.’




  ‘And you’ll be here in the morning?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  ‘The chiropodist’s coming,’ the supine woman announced. ‘Diabetics have to mind their feet, you see.’




  Christine Lewis made no reply. Diabetics shouldn’t be eating chocolate or trifle, but it wasn’t her place to say anything. The job was well paid and not too difficult unless this

  silly woman decided to have a spectacularly moody day.




  ‘Going somewhere nice, then?’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know, Mrs Charleson. She’ll have picked somewhere decent, but it’s a secret, so I have to get home and change into better clothes. My husband used to treat

  me to a meal for my birthday, and Elaine took over when he died. She’s a good girl.’




  ‘Does she work?’




  ‘Oh, yes. She won a place at grammar school, then university. Elaine’s a lawyer. Not criminal stuff, more conveyancing, wills, that sort of thing.’ Pride made her stand taller.

  ‘Only seventeen when she went to Oxford, so at twenty-two she’s well into her first job and almost fully qualified.’




  Norma’s eyes narrowed. Already made small by rolls of flesh, they almost disappeared whenever she was displeased or envious. ‘Is she courting?’




  ‘No. To be honest, Mrs Charleson, she seems married to her work, brings piles of papers home at night, burns the midnight oil. And she’s still learning, of course. She says you

  don’t start understanding properly until you’re in the job. Ambitious, I’d say. Now, are you comfortable? Cup of tea or coffee?’




  Norma’s mind was doing about seventy miles an hour in a built-up area. Frank should look higher up the ladder. It would all dovetail so nicely with the mother as housekeeper and the

  daughter as wife to Frank. In fact, it would suit everybody. The girl could do all the legal work on the properties, mother and daughter would see each other as often as they liked, and Frank would

  stop writing letters to a girl who ran a dilapidated cafe on Scotland Road. Oh yes, it was as clear as daylight. Frank could have a decent future if he could find the sense to change direction.




  ‘Mrs Charleson?’




  ‘Sorry. Daydreaming again. No, I’m all right, dear. Go and enjoy yourself.’




  ‘Dear’ withdrew from the room. Never before had she been awarded a friendly title. Was Norma Charleson teetering on the brink of premature senile dementia? Because she was seldom

  pleasant with anyone other than her son. He must have taken after his father, because he was a lovely man, easy on the eye, naturally kind and amusing.




  Norma rooted about in a drawer, found a suitable card, scribbled in it and pushed it into the envelope with five pounds. It was a large sum to give to a servant, but she wanted to appear

  generous. She rang her bell, and the housekeeper returned. ‘What am I like, Christine?’ Norma asked. ‘I had this all ready for you, and I forgot because of daydreaming. Have a

  lovely birthday, and enjoy your meal with Elaine.’ In a strange way, the daughter’s name seemed right as well, because he’d been married to an Ellen, which wasn’t a mile

  away, was it? Even the surnames, Lucas and Lewis, began and ended with the same letter. Was all this written in the stars? Had it been foretold in the grand scheme of things? Oh, she must go for

  another reading soon.




  ‘Oh. Thank you, Mrs Charleson.’




  Norma smiled, and her eyes disappeared again. No matter which extremity of the mood spectrum she visited, she always lost her eyes. ‘I think we’ve known each other long enough now,

  Christine. My name’s Norma. Right, be off with you and get changed. Make your Elaine proud of her mother.’




  At the other side of the door, Christine rested her back against its solid surface, her legs suddenly weakened. What on earth had happened to Norma Charleson? Only this morning, she’d been

  her usual snippy-snappy self: this was the wrong cushion, open the middle window instead of the end one, is there sugar in this coffee? What was going on at all? Christine opened the envelope,

  looked at the card, picked out the money. Half-turning to go back and thank her employer, she changed her mind. That could wait until tomorrow; she’d pretend to have opened the card at

  home.




  She was halfway to the village and still mulling over recent happenings when the answer fell into her head. Oh, goodness. Leaning against the perimeter wall of St Mary’s churchyard, she

  smiled to herself. The letter. She’d seen Norma shuffling through papers on Frank’s desk and, being only human herself, had taken a look at the letter once the boss had returned to

  prostrate herself yet again in her sitting room. A slightly hysterical laugh bubbled in Christine’s throat, but she swallowed it. This was so funny.




  A love letter. The lazy old bat was worried because her Frankie was writing to some woman or other. At last, the crazy conversation and the change in attitude made sense. Norma Charleson wanted

  to pair off her son with Elaine. This was ridiculous. Tonight’s meal would be fun. The person addressed by Frank as My dear, sweet Polly was clearly not good enough for Madam

  Chocolate. Heavens above, life was about to become dangerous. Interesting, though, she mused as she opened her front door. Once Norma fixed an idea among her few brain cells, it stuck.




  ‘Hello, Mum. Happy birthday.’ Elaine dashed in from the kitchen. ‘Mum? Why are you giggling?’




  ‘Oh, don’t. Wait till we get to the restaurant. Have I got a tale for you.’




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘Believe me – it will be worth the waiting.’




  Trouble abounded. It rattled the door handle, rang the bell, banged on windows, shouted through the letterbox and disturbed customers in the makeshift first-floor salon.

  ‘Keep your mucky hands off my clean glass,’ Polly screamed as she ran downstairs. The cafe windows had been washed just a couple of hours ago, and some loony was messing them up. She

  had a perm almost done, an ongoing deep conditioning and one dry cut to complete. There was no time to be messing about if she was to save Carla’s hair from the ravages of bleach. The

  treatment had to be sweated into the bundle of hay that used to be Carla’s crowning glory, and— Oh, no. Yes, this was trouble, indeed.




  Trouble had a name. Its name was Frank Charleson and it was with some other people. ‘We’re closed,’ she shouted. ‘Breakfasts and dinners only – you should know that

  by now. Go away and let me get on with what I’m trying to do upstairs.’ She turned to walk away.




  ‘Let us in, Polly, or I’ll use my key.’ He banged on the door yet again.




  She opened it and he fell in, left hand cradling the right. ‘I think I broke my hand,’ he said. ‘It hurts like buggery.’




  ‘Broken it on what?’ she asked as three other people tumbled in untidily behind him. Two were women, one was a man, and all three looked vaguely familiar. ‘Not on my windows or

  door, I hope.’




  ‘No, I was banging with my left hand, clever clogs. I cracked the right one on the face of a plug-ugly, raving mad bastard,’ he snapped. ‘Lock the door and close the blinds. I

  need time to think about what’s happened.’




  She folded her arms and tapped a foot.




  ‘Polly, find some patience,’ he begged. She wasn’t good at patience, but she was terrific in the nude.




  ‘I’m working, Frank. You know I have to work.’ One of the women was closing the blinds. ‘Look, I can’t just abandon customers upstairs with their heads half-cooked.

  Carla could go all limp and greasy if I leave her too long.’




  ‘So go and bloody work,’ he advised. ‘We only need asylum for an hour or two. It’s all right, we won’t break anything. We’re fully house-trained. These people

  are my witnesses.’




  Polly drew herself up. ‘If you need protection, go to a church. The church gives sanctuary to anybody, even a fool like you. And isn’t the priest down at St Columba’s your best

  mate apart from our Cal?’




  He sat down in a cafe chair. Slowly and painstakingly, he spoke. ‘I can’t start crawling into church, because I just half-killed a flaming priest. Oh, go and sharpen your scissors on

  somebody else, will you?’ She was still lovely, but his hand hurt and Polly could be an annoying little monkey if she worked at it.




  She blinked rapidly. A priest? Gentle, good-hearted Frank Charleson had battered a priest? She found herself gabbling. ‘See, Carla’s got this stuff being sweated into her hair cos

  it’s breaking off. But Cal’s out with his mates, so go through. I’ll . . . er . . .’ She dashed back upstairs, but paused halfway for thought.




  The people with him were from St Columba’s, she believed. St Columba’s sat over towards Everton, and it had always been a nice little church and school. A Father Brennan was

  temporary spiritual head while the parish priest was away on retreat. Mind, knowing Father Foley, retreat might well mean golf. He loved his golf, and his parishioners loved him. She ran down

  again, still struggling to digest the words Frank had spoken. ‘What have you done, Frank? And why?’




  He tutted at her. ‘I hope you’ve left the half-cooked on a low light up there.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she blustered, ‘but I have to look at your hand.’




  He held out the injured party.




  Polly ran her fingers over his. ‘Open and close, Frank. Carefully, now. Oh, what a mess.’




  ‘You should see the other fellow.’ Like a child, he did what Mother told him. ‘Will I live, Mam?’ he asked.




  ‘I think so. But you should go to hospital just to be on the safe side. Take your friends through to the back while I sort myself out.’




  He couldn’t tell her how he felt when she touched him, didn’t dare speak about his rampant emotions, since the room was full of teachers. She wouldn’t want to hear, anyway,

  because she’d turned him down years ago, and he’d fallen for Ellen. He had no regrets about Ellen, as he’d learned to love her dearly, but this little firecracker was probably the

  core of his life, damn her. And damn Father bloody Brennan, too.




  When Polly finally got back to the salon, the women were full of questions, but she managed to field them. Somebody had fallen and hurt his hand, and it was all being sorted out downstairs.

  ‘Get out from under that dryer, Carla. Let’s look at the damage.’ She cut Mary’s hair, neutralized the perm, set it and shoved it under the second dryer. Then she washed the

  conditioner out of Carla’s brittle mop, collected money, and sorted out her lotions and curlers before returning to the ground floor. Carla, who was saving to be married, donned a scarf and

  dashed home to do her own set.




  As the last customer left through the cafe door, Polly joined Frank and his three companions. ‘I’ll make some tea,’ she said. In Cal’s low-level kitchen, she sat down,

  put the kettle on a hob and reached out for a few cups and saucers. While she waited for the water to boil, she listened.




  ‘Exactly how long’s it been going on?’ Frank asked. ‘I’ll just keep on asking till one of you tells me. We’ve sat here forty minutes and got nowhere, but

  we’ll stay here till morning if we have to.’




  The man answered. ‘As I said earlier, he’s always been ready with his cane or his whip, but I’ve never seen a child beaten as badly as that. We should go to the hospital to see

  how he is. You can get your hand looked at while we’re down there.’




  Frank cleared his throat. ‘You might go and visit the poor lad, but I’m going to the police station to confess my sins and report Brennan’s crime.’




  A lengthy pause followed.




  ‘I think you’ll find very few people in these parts will speak against a priest,’ the man said eventually. ‘Billy Blunt stole money from the vestry. He had to be

  punished.’




  Frank’s jaw dropped. ‘Punished? Beaten by a massive drunk to within an inch of his life? You were witnesses. You all stood there and did sod all—’




  ‘Our jobs, Frank. Who’d employ us again if we stood up in court to testify against a priest? We have families to keep, you know.’




  ‘Then work in state schools, you brainwashed idiots. And how can you possibly believe that Brennan will go to heaven just because he’s a Catholic priest? He could have killed that

  boy, and you’d have stood there like wet nellies in a cake-shop window. You say you have families. What if your child was treated like that?’




  No answer arrived.




  ‘Why did you drag me off him? Have you no normal human decency? Oh, bugger off, all of you. And yes, I can throw you out, because I own this place, for what it’s worth in the current

  climate. Go on, get lost.’




  The three teachers left, heads bowed in shame.




  Polly picked up the first-aid tin, crept in and sat beside Frank. ‘What happened, babe?’




  Babe didn’t mean much in Liverpool, yet coming from her it cracked him wide open. But no, he must stay in control. To Polly, he was just another injured bloke, and she dealt with those all

  the time in the cafe when they drifted in from their workplaces. He allowed her to stroke cream on a split knuckle and dab witch hazel on developing bruises. ‘It would be better in a

  sling,’ she told him. ‘It might make the throbbing ease up a bit.’




  ‘I can’t drive in a sling,’ he said.




  ‘Sleep here on the couch, then. I’ll go to the phone box and tell your mother you’ve hurt your hand, then I’ll do your sling when I get back. Frank? Frank, don’t

  cry.’ He wasn’t sobbing, but water coursed down his face. She hadn’t seen a man in this state since Cal had cried himself out over his injury and Lois’s abandonment.

  ‘Frank? Come on, calm down. We’ll be needing Noah to build another ark if you don’t stop weeping.’




  He struggled with his left hand and gave her a card. ‘My home number’s on there. She’ll answer eventually. Go and phone her.’ He wanted Pol to go away for a while. She

  was seeing the child in him, just as he’d seen himself in the boy he’d rescued tonight. ‘Please do it. Let me settle down a bit.’




  Polly couldn’t help herself. She had an unwritten commandment all her own: no one in her company was allowed to cry alone. With her head on his shoulder, she burst into tears. ‘Look

  what you’ve done now,’ she sobbed. ‘You should be locked up.’




  How had he managed to forget this? She used to weep whenever Ellen wept; Brief Encounter, Gone with the Wind, even a Charlie Chaplin film had resulted in two bereft females

  howling in the picture house. He dried his eyes. ‘If Cal comes in and finds you upset, he’ll run over me with his chair.’




  ‘Then stop crying.’




  ‘I’ve stopped.’




  ‘You haven’t.’




  ‘I have.’




  ‘I’m going.’




  ‘Go.’




  ‘I don’t like your mother.’




  ‘Nobody likes my mother. Just go. I want to keep a low profile. God alone knows what Fred Blunt will do when he hears about Brennan.’




  ‘Fred’s a big man. So is his brother.’




  ‘He was good to your Cal.’ Fred Blunt was the salt of the earth. Twice a week he’d gone out of his way to see Callum Kennedy during his long stay in hospital and the

  convalescent home. ‘When he hears that I was there tonight while Billy took a hiding, he’ll come to me for an explanation. I don’t know what to say, Polly. Fred’s a great

  family man. When he finds out I dragged that fat bastard off Billy, he’ll want me to speak up. That’s why I need to talk to the police first, make it right before the news spreads and

  gets worse. Chinese whispers? They should change that to Scotty gossip.’




  ‘Yes. Well, I’ll go and talk to your mother, then I’ll do your sling.’




  ‘Don’t talk to her in Cow. Use English. Don’t be mooing at her.’




  ‘I’ll try not to.’




  He swallowed. ‘I love you.’




  ‘I know you do.’




  ‘Is there any chance?’




  Smiling, she ruffled his hair. ‘Where there’s life, there’s always hope. You know the score, Frank.’




  ‘Cal first?’




  ‘Always.’ The smile broadened. ‘A rich man’s bed is warmer, eh?’




  ‘Don’t mock me, Pol. But you’re welcome in my bed any time.’




  ‘What about your mother?’




  ‘Too fat for my taste. And my name’s not Oedipus. I . . . I wrote you a letter, by the way.’




  ‘I never got it.’




  He smiled ruefully. ‘You wouldn’t. I hadn’t the guts to post it. It was a bit Renaissance for my taste, Venus rising from the waves and all that kind of rubbish. I’m more

  inclined towards Impressionism.’ He flexed the hand and grimaced. ‘I’ve started my own little business. She doesn’t know about it, but I’m dealing in junk with the odd

  antique thrown in by accident. Because when Mother Moo isn’t with us any more, that’s what I want to do.’




  ‘Oh. Right. I’ll just go and talk to Mother Moo, then.’ She went.




  ‘Exit stage left,’ he muttered when the cafe door closed. His eyelids were heavy. As he dozed, he heard the screams of that child. They mingled with screams of his own echoing down

  the years; he’d been beaten, too. Suspended from school for a week, he had carried the great shame resulting from the kicking of a nun. Yes, he had kicked Sister Po-Face Paul, and she had

  deserved it. Being whipped at all was horrible; being whipped when innocent was completely unacceptable.




  His eyes flew open. The ‘good’ sister had disappeared from the school by the time he returned. No one apologized to him when the true culprit was discovered, because he was only a

  child, and children weren’t people back in 1935. Billy Blunt wasn’t a person either, it seemed, so had there been no improvement in twenty years? Billy was a punchbag. Perhaps Eugene

  Brennan had run out of whiskey; perhaps he’d needed the money stolen by the child. Thou shalt contribute to the support of thy pastors? That one hadn’t come down the mountain with

  Moses; it was the law of Rome. Why should a parish, especially one as poor as St Columba’s, give money to be spent on booze?




  He looked round at the Kennedys’ life. Heaven alone knew when this place had last been decorated, and it was a bit late in its life to start now. It was very brown and dark green, so

  Victorian and depressing. She deserved better; they both deserved better. Lois Monk and Greg Johnson had disappeared faster than sand off a shiny shovel when it became plain that Cal and Polly were

  trapped by circumstances. Life was hard, and he needed to speak to the police.




  Polly returned. ‘There’s a bloody riot out there,’ she said breathlessly.




  ‘Oh, God,’ he replied. ‘Oh, God, God, God.’




  ‘No, God was one of the few who didn’t turn up; must have been eating His supper. But Fred Blunt’s brother’s outside the Holy House with a gang. There’s a plot on

  for Sunday. Young Billy’s not woken up. He threw some kind of a dizzy fit and went unconscious. Johnny Blunt’s organizing a protest, I think, while Fred and Mavis are in the ozzy with

  their little lad. And you know Johnny. He’s not what you might call delicate when it comes to expressing his feelings.’




  Frank lowered his head and shook it thoughtfully. ‘I’m going to the police,’ he said.




  ‘You’ll stop where you are, mate. I’ve asked Pete Furness to call round when things quieten down a bit. He’s doing his best, but he’s outnumbered. He was blowing

  his whistle and waiting for reinforcements. But stop here, and he’ll take your statement. Oh, he’s not a Catholic, by the way.’




  ‘You chose well, Polly.’




  ‘There was no choice, because the poor lad was on his own. And your mother’s horrible.’ She found the sling and slipped his arm into it. ‘With your hand raised, it should

  feel a bit better.’




  ‘What did she say?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘My mother – who else?’




  ‘That she’d send a taxi for you. So I had to tell her you wanted to talk to the police because you’d seen a child beaten up. Then she went on about you being forced to deal

  with the dregs of society, and she couldn’t wait for this area to be demolished.’




  ‘And?’




  She shrugged. ‘I put the phone down. No way was I going to listen to that. Let’s face it, she used to live not far from here, so who the hell does she think she is? Princess

  Margaret? Oh, and our Cal was mixed up with Johnny Blunt’s lot, but he wouldn’t let me push him home. What the hell have you started, Frank?’




  ‘A fight for children’s dignity,’ he answered. ‘It’s time for some lawyers to start specializing in the defence of children. Kids have the same inborn rights as

  everybody else. Just because they’re young and foolish, they get branded as criminal, and that turns them criminal. A beaten child becomes a poor parent. It has to stop. Somebody has to stand

  up for children’s rights.’




  She went to make a pot of tea. Frank hadn’t been home, so she cooked bacon and egg for him at the same time. He’d had similar food this morning, but beggars couldn’t be

  choosers.




  She had to cut up the bacon, since he had just one hand, while the egg could go into a sandwich if she cooked the yolk right through. Having seen his vulnerability, she liked him all the more.

  How many inches away from loving him did she stand? Oh, she’d known the answer to that one for a while. But she warned herself at the same time, as any relationship between the two of them

  promised to be fiery.




  He reminded her of herself, because once he developed strong feelings, he preached his gospel and entered killer mode. Frank had abandoned the Catholic faith. His attitude was that anyone who

  lived a decent life was a good enough person; if there was a heaven, nobody had an unfair advantage on account of a particular creed. He was probably right.




  Clearly ravenous, he ate his egg sandwich while Polly fed him pieces of bacon each time he paused. She wiped bits of egg from his lips, realizing that these moments were becoming more intimate

  with every tick of the clock. The man was flawed, adorable and very, very human. She was feeding him as she might have fed a toddler.




  ‘It’s written in the stars in your eyes,’ he said, feeling foolish after delivering the statement.




  ‘Don’t talk with your mouth full. Mother Moo would be so ashamed, she’d go green and buy a different son.’




  ‘If I had both hands, you’d be in trouble.’




  ‘Shut up and eat, because you’ve had a bad shock.’




  Their eyes remained locked as he ate his way through her offerings. By the end of the strange repast, Polly was in no two minds. She couldn’t win this one. Much as she needed to dedicate

  herself to the care of her twin, Frank Charleson was going to be a major player in her life. It was written in the stars glistening in two pairs of eyes. ‘It can’t happen yet,’

  she whispered. ‘It just can’t.’
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