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      Wednesday, 15th October 1930

      Silver light flickered across Roy Grainger’s pudgy face as he surveyed the auditorium of the Regal Picture Palace. He allowed himself a small smile, pleased now the panic was over.

      The day had been going well until the late afternoon show when the final reel of The Broadway Melody got mangled in the machine ten minutes before the end of the picture. Grainger had had to refund the grumbling patrons and then scramble to find another film to show for the evening trade. He’d telephoned around the local cinemas to see if he could borrow a recent release but to no avail. So, he’d resorted to searching the old stock racks in the projection room, much to the chagrin of Ivor Topling, the projectionist, who complained he messed up his film tins. Together, they’d dug out an old Chaplin picture, and Grainger had pasted a ‘CANCELLED’ banner over The Broadway Melody poster on the front of the cinema. And then he’d had the unenviable job of rooting through all the junk in the alley, thrown out a few years before and never cleared away, searching desperately for a Chaplin film poster that hadn’t been reduced to pulp.

      It had turned out all right in the end, he thought, as he ran his eyes over the seats. The house was about a third full, a big improvement on recent weeks when the films had been playing to an almost empty auditorium. His pleasure had diminished when he’d overheard a few patrons say they’d tried to get in at the Majestic in Craynebrook only to be turned away because the house was full. That was what the Regal had become, Grainger mused. A second choice. A last resort. Oh, how he wished he had the Majestic to manage. Then he’d show the bosses what he could really do. The Majestic seated two hundred and fifty, and he’d fill it every night, he was sure of it. He’d have the latest films as soon as they came over from America, and all the big star vehicles, too, not the third-rate pictures he had to show starring actors no one had ever heard of.

      Grainger sighed as he toed the carpet at his feet, catching the rim of his sole in a hole that was just one of many. The Majestic wasn’t a fleapit like the Regal, either. It didn’t have damp in the walls or dodgy plumbing in the lavatories. It didn’t have plaster falling off the ceiling or carpeting fit only for the rubbish heap. The basic refurbishment of the Regal two years earlier hadn’t included replacing the carpet, the owners of the cinema deeming it good for another five years at least. But when the lights were on, it was all too obvious how frayed and filthy it was. Even the pattern was disappearing beneath the dirt. It smelt too, especially when it was damp, and he’d taken to spraying eau de toilette around the auditorium before opening in an effort to disguise the smell. He shook his head, remembering the telephone conversation the week before when he’d asked for the carpet to be replaced. ‘There’s no money for new carpets, Grainger,’ his boss had told him. ‘Especially not with the takings down this last quarter.’

      ‘That’s not my fault,’ Grainger had felt like saying, but held his tongue, knowing he’d only land himself in the muck if he told his boss the truth as to why the takings were down. It wasn’t just that the Regal was most people’s second choice of cinema. The takings were also down because kids had been letting their friends in through the side door when the staff weren’t looking, so it could be that as many as five children had been getting in for the price of one. He’d soon put a stop to this thievery, ordering the staff to be on the lookout for kids trying it on. But now that the kids knew they couldn’t get in free, they were turning their backs on the Regal completely and going over to Craynebrook where they could see the latest films. Time was when Grainger could fill the Regal all day long on a Saturday with children, but those days were long gone.

      His mood didn’t improve as he contemplated what the absence of the usherette in the auditorium would do for the night’s takings. Lucy Simpson had telephoned fifteen minutes before the doors opened to say she was ill and couldn’t come in to work. Grainger had done his best to be sympathetic as the young woman coughed and spluttered down the line, but all he could think of was how few chocolates and cigarettes were likely to sell without Lucy’s persuasive smile and patter. The cinema needed all the extra money it could get, and she usually managed to empty her tray by the end of the evening, topping up the cinema’s coffers considerably. He hoped Lucy would be well enough to return to work tomorrow.

      Grainger pulled open one of the auditorium doors by its brass handle and stepped out into the foyer. He tutted in annoyance when he saw it was empty, and with a determined jutting forward of his shoulders, made his way into the private area of the cinema. Yanking open the door to the staffroom, Grainger glared at a man in a doorman’s coat slouching in a low armchair. A cigarette jutted out from the corner of his mouth, and he barely looked up from the horse-racing periodical he was reading. A dark-haired woman dressed in a plain blouse and checked skirt stirred a cup of tea at a small wobbly table and looked at Grainger enquiringly.

      ‘I thought so,’ Grainger said, nodding vigorously as his fists curled on his hips. ‘I’ve told you two about this before. You’re not to leave the foyer unattended.’

      ‘But the picture’s started, Mr Grainger,’ Rita Amstell protested with a careless shrug of her shoulders.

      ‘That’s no excuse. Customers could still come in.’

      George Cordell puffed out a cloud of smoke and turned a page in his magazine. ‘No one comes in this late.’

      His nonchalance infuriated Grainger. ‘It’s this kind of laxity which meant those brats could let their friends in for free. Do you have any idea how much money was lost through that little caper of theirs?’

      George didn’t know and didn’t care. ‘They can’t do that anymore, not now the side door’s locked. And anyone coming in the front is going to pay for their ticket.’

      ‘Even so,’ Grainger sighed, the inclination of his head acknowledging the truth of this, ‘I’d appreciate it if you would return to your posts.’ He gestured towards the door.

      ‘All right, Mr Grainger,’ George smiled. ‘When I’ve finished my smoke.’

      Grainger glared at him, aware of Rita trying to hide a smile behind her teacup. ‘Very well. But don’t take too long about it.’ He turned on his heel and strode out, knowing, just knowing, they were laughing at him behind his back.

      He thundered up the foyer stairs to his office, but halted on the landing outside the Projection Room door and sniffed. With an annoyed pursing of his thin lips, he threw the door open.

      ‘Good grief!’ he cried, waving his hand in front of his face. ‘How many times must I tell you, you cannot smoke in here?’

      A scrawny man in his early forties twisted on his stool beside one of the two projector machines that took up most of the room. ‘It’s just the one, Mr Grainger,’ Ivor Topling said, showing him his smouldering cigarette.

      ‘I don’t care if it’s one or a hundred. Don’t you realise how dangerous a naked flame is in here? What does that say?’ Grainger pointed to the words painted in red block capitals on the wall above the projector windows. ‘No Smoking. That’s not there just for fun, Ivor. The celluloid is highly flammable. Just one little spark and the whole place could go up in flames.’

      ‘There’s no need to worry about that. I’m very careful.’

      ‘You can never be careful enough. If I catch you smoking in here again, you’ll be out. Is that clear? There’s plenty who would be glad of this job, I can tell you.’

      ‘It won’t happen again, Mr Grainger,’ Ivor said resignedly and nodded at the nearest machine. ‘The reel will need changing in a minute. I better get it ready.’

      ‘Yes, you better had.’ Grainger gave one last demonstrative wave of his hand to clear the smoke, tugged his suit jacket down in a show of annoyance and left the projection room, closing the door behind him and climbing the last few stairs up to his office.

      Sitting down at his desk, Grainger took a letter out from the top drawer, set it down on the blotter and studied it with unease. He had been wondering how to respond to it for most of the day, ever since it had arrived that morning. What could he say to the writer? Grainger wondered unhappily. He understood the difficulty his friend was in – he didn’t imagine it was easy to face unexpected unemployment – and although he didn’t like to let a friend down, he was at a loss as to how he could help. There weren’t any vacancies at the Regal, and though he may threaten Ivor with the sack, there was no denying the projectionist was very good at his job and that he’d be difficult to replace with someone as experienced with the machines. There was nothing for it; he had to reply saying he was sorry but there was nothing he could do.

      Grainger took a pad of writing paper from his drawer and picked up his fountain pen, slowly unscrewing the cap as he considered how to begin. He decided on the usual pleasantries, then moved on to the meat of the matter.

      
        
        You have my sincerest sympathies for the predicament you find yourself in and I wish I could be of some help. But unfortunately, I have no vacancies, nor am likely to have. And besides, for a man of your undoubted talents, I’m sure you will be able to find much more suitable work elsewhere. As my wife is always saying to me, something will turn up.

      

      

      Grainger nibbled the end of his pen. He supposed that would be enough – he didn’t want the letter to be a long one – but he ought to make a propitiatory gesture, soften the blow, so to speak. A thought struck him, and he set his pen to the paper once more.

      
        
        But I do want to do what I can for you, so from now on, wherever you want to sit in the house, you can have the seats at the lowest ticket price. I hope this helps even a little.

      

      

      Grainger signed his name with a flourish, blotted the ink, folded the page, and stuffed it into an envelope. Adding the address, he set it aside for posting later.

      He nodded in satisfaction. It was done, and now he thought about it, he’d been more than generous, especially with the takings being down. Grainger reached for his pipe and lit it, listening to the muffled sounds of the film’s musical accompaniment coming through the carpeted floorboards.

      

      Reverend Bertram Laing threw the prayer books he had gathered from the empty pews into the cardboard box at his feet and turned to stare out of the heavy oak door of his church.

      His dark eyes narrowed as they fixed on the buildings on the opposite side of the high street. In the public house on the corner, he could make out the figures of men and women through the coloured glass windows, and even this far away, he could hear the murmur of their voices, smell faintly the alcohol they drank and the smoke from their cigarettes. And next door to the pub was the cinema, its frontage boasting colourful posters of the current and upcoming attractions.

      Laing shook his head in disgust as he remembered the poster he had seen that morning. Two cowboys pointing guns at each other while a young woman with flushed cheeks and ruby red lips clasped another man to her ample breasts. That such images of licentiousness and violence should be on public display where any child could see them was reprehensible and morally irresponsible, and yet no one but him seemed to bat an eyelid. He’d written to the cinema’s manager, insisting the posters be taken down, but he’d not received a reply and the posters remained obstinately in place.

      A cheer went up, jerking Laing’s attention back to the public house. He saw a man bent over double, vomiting into the gutter, while his friends clapped in approval. Laing’s disgust grew, and he gripped the edge of the door, his nails digging into the wood.

      ‘I’m all done, reverend,’ a voice said behind him, and he turned to see Dennis Hillman, the churchwarden, pulling on his overcoat. ‘Everything’s away.’

      Laing nodded. ‘Thank you, Mr Hillman.’ He returned his gaze to the view out of the door.

      ‘Is something the matter?’ Dennis asked.

      ‘Look over there,’ Laing said, waving his hand at the pub. ‘Such despicable behaviour.’

      Dennis joined Laing at the door. ‘Yes, it is. But what can one do? Men will drink to excess if they have a mind to.’

      ‘Indeed, they will. Which is why men like us should take a stand against such attitudes.’

      Dennis gave a feeble smile. ‘I’m afraid I’m not a taking a stand kind of man, reverend.’

      ‘Nonsense, Mr Hillman. It only takes a little backbone. A little determination. It is my own determination to show society the error of its ways that led me to begin writing my book.’

      ‘Oh, yes, your book. How is it coming along?’

      ‘Slowly, I’m afraid. The more I write and research, the more licentiousness and sin I realise I must expose.’

      ‘You should get someone to help you with the research. Couldn’t that girl who helped with the typing look up things for you?’

      Laing shook his head. ‘I’m afraid she is no longer interested in assisting me. Yes, the youth of today are extremely unreliable. And yet, they are England’s future. It does not bode well. It does not bode well at all.’ He turned away from the door. ‘So few of them even bother to come to church. This is not a large church, is it, Mr Hillman? Yet is it ever full? How many were here for the service tonight? Nine? Ten?’

      ‘I counted eleven. But midweek services are never that well attended.’

      ‘No, they’re not. And do you know why, Mr Hillman? Because they’ve been seduced, lured away by alcohol, drugs and sex. The cinema and the public house are two prime examples of everything that is wrong with society today.’

      ‘I think it’s because of the war,’ Dennis said, wiping his cold nose with his handkerchief. ‘I know it was a while ago now, but people haven’t forgotten what they went through back then. I suppose they want a little fun.’

      ‘And what of God, Mr Hillman? Where is He in this fun-filled world of yours?’

      ‘He’s still here, reverend.’ Dennis gestured at the pews. ‘He’ll always be here. And people do come to church.’

      ‘Oh yes, they come. On a Sunday, when it is expected of them and eyebrows would be raised by their neighbours if they didn’t. But do they come willingly? No, they do not. And on other days, they don’t come at all. My church should be full for every service, but how often am I speaking to an empty house?’

      ‘It was the war,’ Dennis insisted despairingly. ‘It was hard to believe in a god who could put people through so much horror. They lost their faith.’

      ‘So, I should be thankful for the flock I have, is that it?’ Laing shot back angrily. ‘I should simply accept England has become a godless nation and there is nothing to be done about it? I must accept the people of Foxhall Green now worship a new god, one that extols the virtues of drink and violence and the lusts of the flesh? I must accept the cinema is more compelling than myself or God? Films that show criminal gangs gunning down their rivals. Indiscriminate murder. Greed. Women flaunting their bodies and abusing the sanctity of marriage. How can I make people understand the wretched influence these films are having?’

      Dennis edged towards the door. ‘I’m sure that when your book is published, it will open people’s eyes.’

      Laing shook his head. ‘I fear it will take much more than a book to do that, Mr Hillman. What society needs is a short, sharp shock.’ He turned at the sound of heels on the flagstones. ‘Ah, there you are, my dear.’

      A smartly dressed, dark-haired woman had come out of the vestry. Behind her came another woman of similar middle age, patting her blond curls in place beneath her hat.

      ‘Yes, here we are,’ Violet Laing said, pulling on lavender-coloured gloves, ‘and ready to go.’ She glanced at Dennis halfway out of the door. ‘Why, Mr Hillman! Aren’t you coming with us to the funfair? I made Bertram promise he would take me. And Mrs Wildsmith,’ she gestured at the blond woman, ‘is meeting her husband and son there. So, we’ll make a very merry party.’

      ‘No, thank you, Mrs Laing,’ Dennis said. ‘Mother will be expecting me.’

      ‘Surely, your mother will be all right for an hour or two?’

      ‘I’d rather get back to her. She worries. Good evening.’

      ‘What a funny man he is,’ Violet said, watching Dennis hurry away.

      ‘Mr Wildsmith and Lewis are already at the funfair, are they?’ Laing raised an eyebrow at Lydia Wildsmith. ‘That explains why they weren’t at my service tonight.’

      Lydia gave him an apologetic smile. ‘Lewis so wanted to go to the fair, reverend. And we couldn’t let him go on his own.’

      ‘What nonsense!’ Violet said. ‘Lewis isn’t a child. Why, he’s how old now?’

      ‘He’s eighteen,’ Lydia said. ‘But a very young eighteen, Mrs Laing. Lewis is quite an innocent.’

      Violet’s eyebrows rose. ‘Not all that innocent, from what I’ve heard.’

      ‘My dear,’ Laing said reprovingly. ‘Mrs Wildsmith doesn’t want to be reminded of that.’

      ‘No. Indeed, I don’t,’ Lydia said, and snapped her handbag shut. ‘Shall we go? Herbert will be wondering where I am.’

      

      Dennis pushed the dishcloth into the bottom of the glass, twisting it to get into the sides, and stared at the road outside the bungalow’s kitchen window. There was the man from No. 23 walking his wife’s Pekinese, Mr Robertson returning home from the train station having caught the 5:59 from Holborn, and a boy kicking a football against the fence of the bungalow opposite.

      Dennis’s throat tightened. He squinted behind his round spectacles at the boy and relaxed when he saw it was young Ollie from No. 4 and not the other. He rinsed the glass under the cold water tap, set it on the draining board and wiped his hands on the tea towel.

      The sardines under the grill were smoking and he hastily drew out the pan, wincing at the very nearly charred bodies. He flicked them onto the toast with a shrug. His mother didn’t mind her sardines well done. Setting the plate on a tray, Dennis added the salt and pepper pots and left the kitchen, kicking open the door of his mother’s bedroom.

      ‘Here you are, Mother,’ Dennis said, setting the tray down on Agnes’s lap. ‘They’re a little well done, but you don’t mind, do you?’

      ‘No, I don’t mind,’ Agnes said, buttoning up her bedjacket. She picked up the salt and sprinkled it liberally over the sardines.

      ‘Not too much,’ Dennis chided. ‘You’ll be drinking all night.’

      ‘Don’t fuss,’ she said, setting the salt down on the tray with a thump. ‘You were late tonight.’

      ‘I got caught by Reverend Laing. He wanted to moan about the state of society again.’

      ‘Does that man ever stop?’

      ‘No, I don’t think he does. And then his wife went on at me to go to the funfair with them.’

      ‘You should have gone with them. It would have done you good.’

      ‘I had to get you your tea.’

      ‘I’ve told you, Dennis, you don’t need to worry about me. I can manage.’

      ‘No, you can’t, Mother. And anyway, I didn’t want to go to the funfair.’

      Agnes shook her head, then eyed her son suspiciously. ‘Where’s your tea?’

      ‘I had mine in the kitchen,’ Dennis said, turning away to twitch the eiderdown straight.

      ‘Don’t tell fibs. You haven’t eaten, have you?’

      ‘I’m not hungry, Mother.’

      ‘Dennis,’ she sighed, ‘you’ve got to eat. You’ll waste away to nothing, the way you’re going.’

      ‘I don’t have much of an appetite these days.’

      ‘Your clothes are hanging off you.’

      ‘Mother,’ he snapped. ‘You’ve told me not to fuss, so don’t you.’

      ‘I’m just worried about you.’ She set down her knife and fork. ‘I’m not daft, Dennis. I know you’re not right. I hear you in the night.’

      ‘Mother, please.’

      ‘You’re crying in your sleep⁠—’

      ‘I know I am,’ he yelled at her. ‘You don’t have to tell me.’ Her startled face pained him. Dennis groaned and fell down onto the bed beside her, his head in his hands. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.’

      Agnes patted his shoulder. ‘What’s all this about?’ she asked gently.

      He sighed. ‘It’s the nightmares. They’ve come back, and they’re worse than before. Honestly, Mother, they seem so real. It’s as if it’s happening all over again. I’m walking along and then I hear him breathing behind me. But in the dreams, instead of him hitting me before I can see him, I turn and I do see him, and he’s…he’s… oh, I can’t describe what he looks like, but it’s horrible.’ He shook his head.

      ‘But you were all right for a while. Why have they started up again?’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Is it work?’ Agnes suggested. ‘Have you heard about your job?’

      ‘Work has been on my mind,’ Dennis admitted. ‘I’ve been worrying how we would cope. But  I meant to tell you. I was told today my job’s safe, so we’re all right. I just wish the management would let everyone else know. People keep asking me whether they’re going to be made redundant. As if Head Office tells me anything! I tell them I don’t know, but they keep on. And then there’s the Scouts, and that wretched boy, Frankie Ashe. I wish I’d never let him join, the trouble he’s caused me. Truth be told, I’m thinking of giving it all up.’

      ‘But you love the Scouts!’

      ‘I used to love it.’

      Agnes grabbed his chin and forced his head around to face her. ‘Now you listen to me, Dennis. You are not giving up the Scouts. I’m not having some little sod forcing you out of doing something you love. God knows, you haven’t got anything else. What’s this boy’s address? I’ll write to his parents and get them round here. I’ll tell them they’ve got to control their son.’

      ‘His parents aren’t interested. I told his mother that if Frankie didn’t behave, I’d expel him, and she sent his father round to the church hall. He said he’d give me what for if I expelled his son. I’m not a fighter, Mother, you know that. I can’t stand up to a man like that. I can’t stand up to anyone. So, there’s nothing we can do. I just have to grin and bear the little brat.’ He shrugged. ‘Or I leave.’

      Agnes sighed. ‘Well, don’t make any decision in a hurry. Let’s see what happens. But I want you to see the doctor again. You ask for some stronger sleeping draughts. Promise me you will.’

      Dennis nodded. ‘All right, Mother. I promise.’

      

      The bright lights and noise of the funfair were making Herbert’s head ache. He took off his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose to ease the pain. It didn’t work, and he replaced his spectacles with a sigh.

      ‘Do you want some, Daddy?’ Lewis Wildsmith waggled his candy floss beneath Herbert’s nose.

      ‘No, thank you,’ Herbert said, pushing his hand away. ‘And finish it before your mother gets here. You know she doesn’t like you eating that rubbish.’

      ‘I’m almost done.’ Lewis pulled the last strand of the sugary pink cloud from the stick and folded it into his mouth. They passed a waste bin and he tossed the stick into it. ‘I want to go on the ghost train. Can we?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Herbert said, thinking the last thing he wanted was ghouls and skeletons jumping out at him. ‘How about the merry-go-round? That’s fu—’ He broke off and came to a halt, his stomach tightening as he saw who was walking their way.

      ‘What is it?’ Lewis asked, stopping too, and following his father’s gaze. His mouth pursed and he turned away. ‘Let’s go the other way,’ he said.

      Herbert would have agreed, but it was too late; Lucy Simpson had seen them. She grinned and sashayed over to them, dragging the man whose arm she held along behind her.

      ‘Well, hello,’ she said, her wide mouth spreading to show off a row of imperfect teeth. She ran the tip of her tongue over her plump bottom lip. ‘Fancy seeing you here. Does Mummy know you’re out this late, Lewis?’

      ‘Leave him alone, Lucy,’ Herbert said. ‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’

      ‘Oh, I called in sick,’ Lucy said airily and tugged her male companion closer. ‘David wanted to bring me here.’

      David was about twenty-five, Herbert guessed, and good-looking, but he was also more than a little drunk if the blankness in his expression was anything to go by. ‘And he seems to be enjoying it immensely,’ he said, his voice thick with sarcasm.

      Lucy bristled. ‘David’s in films. He’s going to get me a test.’

      ‘What’s a test?’ Lewis asked.

      ‘A film test, dummy. I’m going to be in pictures.’

      ‘Hollywood?’

      ‘Maybe,’ she preened.

      ‘Only if you’re any good,’ David said, poking a finger into the dimple in Lucy’s cheek.

      She smacked his hand away. ‘Oh, but I am.’ Lucy glared at Herbert. ‘You believe I’m good in front of the camera, don’t you, Herbert?’

      Herbert’s jaw tightened at the familiarity. ‘Come along, Lewis,’ he said, taking hold of his son’s elbow and pulling him away.

      ‘Be seeing you, boys,’ Lucy sing-songed after them.

      ‘Don’t look at her,’ Herbert ordered as Lewis turned to watch Lucy walking away.

      ‘Who’s that man with her?’ he asked.

      ‘It doesn’t matter who he is.’

      ‘But why did she come with him? I would have brought her here if that’s what she wanted.’

      Herbert rounded on him. ‘Now, you listen to me, Lewis. You’ve been told before that you’re not to have anything more to do with Lucy.’

      Lewis nodded glumly. ‘I know, Daddy. Sorry.’

      ‘That’s all right. But just you remember that. And don’t mention Lucy to your mother when she gets here. She doesn’t need to know we ran into her.’

      ‘I won’t say a word. Promise.’

      Herbert sighed at his son’s dejection, wishing he hadn’t spoken so harshly. ‘Come on,’ he said, determined to cheer Lewis up. ‘Let’s find the shooting gallery. What do you say?’

      Lewis brightened. ‘I’ll beat you this time.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Herbert grinned.

      ‘I bet you I will. You haven’t seen me practising after Scouts. Even Mr Hillman says I’m the best he’s ever seen.’

      ‘Well, come on, then. What are we waiting for?’

      They moved off, but halted and searched the crowd when a voice hallooed them.

      ‘It’s Mummy,’ Lewis cried, and waved frantically.

      Lydia waved back and came over. ‘There you are. We’ve been looking all over for you.’

      ‘Who’s we?’ Herbert asked, getting his answer as the Laings joined them. He hid his irritation behind a polite smile. ‘Good evening, reverend. Mrs Laing. I didn’t think a fair would be your idea of an evening out?’

      ‘My wife expressed a desire to attend,’ Laing explained stiffly.

      ‘I certainly did,’ Violet said with a smile. ‘Do you know, Mr Wildsmith, if Bertram had his way, we wouldn’t go anywhere except to church?’

      Herbert nodded, then gestured at Lewis, who was tugging his arm impatiently. ‘We were just off to find the shooting gallery. Lewis thinks he has a chance of beating me.’

      ‘Oh, we passed the gallery on the way here,’ Violet said, and pointed back the way they had come.

      ‘Then if you’ll excuse us.’ Herbert made to step around them, but Violet put out a gloved hand to stop him.

      ‘Bertram would like to have a go. Wouldn’t you, dear?’

      ‘Oh, Violet, I haven’t shot a rifle in years,’ Laing protested.

      ‘I’m sure it’s just like riding a bicycle. And you were a good shot. You never forget. Come on.’ She led Laing away, gesturing for the Wildsmiths to follow.

      ‘Don’t let him take over,’ Lydia whispered to Herbert. ‘You know how touchy Lewis is when he wants to win.’

      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Herbert replied.

      There was no one else at the shooting range when they arrived. The three men paid their pennies and each picked up an air rifle from the counter, pressing the butts into their shoulders and taking aim at the yellow metal ducks moving  from left to right across the far end of the range.

      They had paid for five shots each. Laing went first, hitting three out of five ducks and setting down the rifle with a rueful smile at his wife. Lewis went next, hitting all five ducks. Then it was Herbert’s turn. He hit four ducks in a row and met his son’s eye. He winked, then squeezed the trigger and the pellet struck the wall behind the row of ducks.

      ‘You missed!’ Lewis cried. ‘That means I won. I won! I won! Did you see, Daddy? I hit all five and you only hit four.’

      ‘I saw,’ Herbert said, smiling at Lydia as he laid down the rifle. She smiled back, knowing he’d missed the last duck on purpose.

      The owner of the shooting gallery began reloading all three air rifles.

      ‘I want to go again,’ Lewis declared, and held his hand out for some more coins.

      Herbert’s expression hardened. The funfair had already swallowed too much of his money. ‘Once is enough.’

      Lewis stamped his foot. ‘But I want another go.’

      ‘Oh, let him have another go, Herbert,’ Lydia said.

      ‘I’m not made of money, Lydia,’ he snapped.

      ‘Here. Allow me.’ Laing dug into his pocket and drew out a fistful of coins.

      Lewis reached to take the coins, but Herbert grabbed his wrist and thrust it away. ‘I can pay for my son, reverend, thank you very much.’

      ‘As you wish,’ Laing said stiffly, and dropped the coins back into his pocket as he gave his wife a pointed look.

      Lewis suddenly cried out in pain and rubbed the back of his neck.

      ‘What is it, darling?’ Lydia asked.

      ‘Something hit me,’ he said, and turned. ‘It was him!’

      The others followed his pointing finger to see Frankie Ashe standing twenty feet away with two of his friends.

      ‘Look. It’s Loony Lewis,’ Frankie laughed. ‘What’s up, Loony?’

      ‘You shut up!’ Lewis yelled and took a step towards him, but Herbert held him back.

      ‘You behave yourself, Frankie Ashe,’ Laing ordered.

      ‘You going to make me?’ Frankie stuck his tongue out at the vicar.

      Laing opened his mouth to reply, but Violet tugged at his arm. ‘Don’t lower yourself, Bertram,’ she said, and they turned their backs on the boys.

      Frankie and his friends began chanting ‘Loony Lewis’ and making rude gestures. Lewis, his face red with rage, turned back to the counter and snatched up the nearest air rifle.

      ‘I’ll show you,’ he declared and aimed the rifle at Frankie’s head.

      ‘Lewis, no!’ Herbert cried, and grabbed the barrel of the rifle, yanking it away. But Lewis had already squeezed the trigger, and the pellet shot out, thudding into the earth an inch from Frankie’s feet.

      The boys stopped their chanting. Frankie’s eyes widened at Lewis. The shot had surprised him, but he recovered quickly. ‘Missed,’ he cried triumphantly.

      ‘I won’t a second time.’ Lewis aimed again, but Herbert tore the rifle out of his son’s hands.

      ‘That’s enough, Lewis.’ He turned to face Frankie. ‘You better get out of here before I give you a clip around the ear.’

      Frankie seemed inclined to fight. He raised his fists, but then changed his mind and stuck out his tongue once more before jerking his head at his friends. ‘Come on. Let’s go,’ he said, and they followed him, disappearing into the crowd.

      Herbert turned to Lewis. ‘What were you thinking? You could have hurt him.’

      ‘I wanted to hurt him,’ Lewis protested. ‘He threw a stone at me.’

      ‘I know he did. But you can’t go around shooting at people.’ Herbert put the air rifle back down on the counter.

      ‘You going to pay for that shot?’ the gallery owner asked.

      Herbert was minded to argue, but he didn’t want any more trouble. He fished in his pocket for a penny and pressed it into the owner’s waiting palm.

      ‘That son of yours wants his head looking at,’ the man said. ‘He could have killed that boy.’

      ‘He didn’t though, did he?’ Herbert shot back, and turned away, only to catch Laing’s disapproving eye.

      ‘Mr Wildsmith,’ Laing said. ‘If I could have a word.’ He stepped aside, forcing Herbert to do the same. ‘You really do need to have a word with Lewis about his temper. That’s not the first time I’ve seen him lose it.’

      ‘He’s fine,’ Herbert insisted irritably. ‘It’s just that boy is so provoking. He’s always bullying Lewis.’

      Laing nodded. ‘I know he is. I’ve seen him at the Scouts with Lewis and I’ve had run-ins with the boy myself. But Lewis must learn to keep his temper under control. You may not always be around to stop him from going too far.’

      ‘Thank you for your concern, reverend, but I know how to look after my son. Come, Lydia. Lewis.’ He snatched at both their hands. ‘It’s time we were getting home.’

      

      Frankie Ashe kicked a pebble along the pavement, watching as it skidded over the stones. He was alone, his friends having left him an hour ago at the funfair when their money ran out. He hadn’t had any left either, but Frankie had been in no hurry to go home and so had wandered around the fair until it closed. But now, there really was nowhere else to go but home.

      Frankie turned into his road and walked towards his house, dragging his feet, deliberately scuffing the toes on the paving stones, even though he knew his mother would scold him for it. He opened his front door, and his small chest tightened as he saw the coat hanging on the newel post. Snores coming from the front room told him his father was home, and he put his foot tentatively on the bottom step of the stairs. They creaked loudly, and he held his breath as the snoring stopped.

      ‘Frankie? That you?’

      ‘Yes, Dad.’

      ‘Come in here.’

      ‘I’m going to bed.’

      ‘Come here.’

      Frankie dragged himself away from the stairs, moving only as far as the doorway where he would be out of his father’s reach.

      Pete Ashe was slouched in the armchair, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He stared at Frankie through bleary eyes. ‘Where you been?’ he growled.

      ‘At the funfair with my mates.’

      ‘This late? Your mother’s been worried.’

      ‘But I told her where I was going.’

      ‘Don’t answer me back. And I don’t care what you told her. I wanted you here hours ago to get me fags. I’m out.’

      ‘You could have got them yourself,’ Frankie retorted before he could stop himself.

      His father’s eyes hardened. ‘What did you say to me?’

      ‘Nothing, Dad,’ Frankie said, backing away.

      ‘Come here.’ Pete pointed to a spot on the carpet beside his chair.

      Frankie knew it would be worse for him if he didn’t do as his father said, so he obeyed, preparing himself for the blow he knew was coming. Pete struck him on his left ear, making it ring. Frankie cried out and clutched the side of his head.

      A woman appeared in the doorway. ‘Frankie? What’s the matter?’

      Frankie ran back to the doorway where his mother now stood and threw himself against her.

      Alison cradled him, pressing his head against her breast, and glared at her husband. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘He was cheeking me. I won’t have it.’

      ‘You didn’t have to hit him.’ She turned Frankie’s face up to her. ‘Does it hurt, Frankie?’ He nodded, and she bent and kissed his forehead.

      ‘Give over with all that kissing and cooing,’ Pete said. ‘I don’t want him turned into a sissy. He’s enough of a mummy’s boy as it is.’

      ‘Don’t call him that, Pete.’

      ‘Don’t you answer me back,’ Pete warned, jumping up from his chair and looming over her. ‘Or you’ll get a slap as well. Now, get out of the way. I’m going to bed.’

      Alison backed away, still holding Frankie to her. Frankie watched his father stamp up the stairs and heard the bedroom door slam. He lifted his head and poked his tongue out at the ceiling.

      ‘Don’t do that, Frankie,’ Alison snapped. ‘Why do you always have to make him angry?’

      ‘I didn’t say nothing,’ Frankie protested. ‘What did he have to come home for? Why can’t he stay away?’

      Alison sighed and pushed him away. ‘I know, Frankie. I like it when it’s just you and me, too. But he is your father. Now, get up to bed. You’ve got school in the morning.’

      She turned and returned to the kitchen. Frankie watched her go, wanting to say sorry he’d upset her, but she had closed the door and it was too late. He tiptoed up the stairs to his room and got into bed. Squeezing his eyes shut, he mouthed a prayer that his father would go back on the road soon and never come back.
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      Friday, 17th October 1930

      Detective Inspector Matthew Stannard signed his name at the bottom of the report and murmured, ‘And that, with any luck, will see Mr Dewson go away for at least seven years.’ He closed the file and handed it back to Detective Constable Samuel Rudd. ‘Is that it?’

      ‘Yes, sir, that was the last one,’ Rudd nodded. ‘There’s nothing more for you to do.’

      Matthew screwed the cap back on his pen and dropped it into the tray on his desk. ‘It’ll make a change to be able to forget all this for a couple of days.’

      ‘When was the last time you took some leave, sir?’

      ‘Do you know, it’s been so long, I can’t remember.’

      ‘I suppose it has been all go since you got here.’

      ‘That’s an understatement, Rudd. Still, as long as it stays quiet for the next two days.’

      Matthew rose and took his hat and coat down from the stand. He studied the young man, who was looking a little nervous. Rudd had only recently joined CID from Uniform, replacing DC Gary Pinder. It was unusual for an officer to make the move to CID and remain at the same station, but Matthew had persuaded Superintendent Mullinger to make Rudd a special case, feeling he owed the young man for the beating Wilfred Gadd had given him during the Blackbird Farm murder case. He knew Rudd had long wanted to be in CID, but knew too the new DC was still finding his feet and was not looking forward to being without Matthew’s guiding hand for the weekend.

      ‘If you have any problems over the next few days, just ask one of the others,’ Matthew told him. ‘There’s nothing wrong with not knowing what to do. Better to ask than do it wrong.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Rudd said uncertainly.

      ‘You’ll be fine.’ Matthew glanced across the office at the mess that was DI Lund’s desk: the ashtray overflowing with dog-ends and ash, the plate with smears of jam on it, the teacup with its grey dregs and the In tray spilling over with paperwork. ‘Is DI Lund due back? I thought I would see him before I go.’

      ‘He was called up to the Super as soon as he came back from court.’ Rudd grimaced. ‘I don’t think Mr Mullinger was too happy.’

      Matthew made no comment. Everyone in the station had heard what had happened at the court that afternoon. Lund had been called to give a statement for the prosecution and it hadn’t gone well. He’d made so many mistakes in his testimony that the defence had torn him to shreds and the case had been dismissed. The victim broke down and had to be dragged away by the court stewards. Her father had spat in Lund’s face, and the prosecution barrister threatened to make a formal complaint against him, claiming the inspector hadn’t been fit to be in the witness box.

      Matthew could believe it. Never a fine figure of a man, Lund had deteriorated sharply over the last month. His weight had ballooned so much his creased shirts were straining at the buttons and the waistband of his trousers had become hidden beneath the overhang of his belly. He looked dreadful, too. The colour of his skin varied between grey and deep red, and his cheeks were scarred with razor cuts as if he had been shaving in the dark with a blunt blade. Matthew suspected the dark rings around Lund’s bloodshot eyes were the result of too little sleep and too much booze.

      Just then, the main office door opened and Lund waddled in, head down, cigarette hanging from his mouth. He glared at Matthew as he entered their office, not even acknowledging Rudd’s presence.

      ‘You still here?’ he muttered, falling down into his chair as Rudd ducked out. ‘Thought you’d be long gone.’

      ‘I was just on my way out,’ Matthew said.

      Lund grunted and rested his cigarette on the ashtray. ‘I suppose you heard?’

      ‘Heard what?’

      Lund made a face, not believing Matthew’s pretence of innocence. ‘My balls-up at the court. Old Mouldy just hauled me over the coals for it.’

      ‘I did hear, yes. Bad luck.’

      ‘Story of my life. The prosecution has made a complaint. Said I was drunk.’ Lund yanked open his drawer and took out a hip flask. He unscrewed the cap and took a long swig.

      ‘Maybe he has a point.’ Matthew raised his eyebrows at the flask.

      Lund drained the contents. ‘Maybe he did.’ He tossed the flask onto his desk, his eyes daring Matthew to make another sarcastic remark.

      ‘You remember I’m on leave this weekend?’ Matthew said instead. ‘I don’t think you’ll be bothered with anything of mine. But if you do, there’s nothing that can’t wait. Leave it till Monday when I’m back.’

      ‘You bet I will, sunshine,’ Lund muttered, reaching for his cigarette. ‘Well, go on, get out of here before the telephone rings and you get lumbered with something.’

      Matthew put his hat on his head. ‘I’ll see you Monday, Lund.’

      He got a grunt in reply.

      ‘You’ve got my new address?’ Matthew asked Rudd as he passed through the main office to the door. ‘Just in case?’

      ‘Yes, sir, we’ve got it,’ Rudd said. ‘Good luck with the move.’

      ‘Thanks. See you on Monday.’

      Matthew left the CID office, casting a glance back at Lund as his fellow inspector took a second hip flask from his desk drawer and raised it to his lips.

      
      Matthew opened his front door, and it suddenly struck him that he was doing it for the last time. He had never been fond of his flat – it had merely been somewhere to eat and sleep – and the knowledge he would never have to come back to this place filled him with pleasure.

      He made his way to the bedroom to change out of his suit, his mind on how much he still had to do. Matthew hadn’t had a chance to do any packing, and he had a busy night ahead if he was to be ready to leave early the next morning.

      Matthew stepped inside his bedroom, expecting to see his cat curled up on the bed, but she wasn’t there. Disappointed, for he always looked forward to a cuddle with Bella when he came home, he turned back towards the doorway to call for her.

      But the cry stuck in his throat. A cold sweat coated his body. Someone was standing behind the bedroom door. He staggered backwards as a hand reached out for him.

      ‘Mattie!’ his sister cried and went to him, grabbing his arms. ‘What’s the matter? Mattie, for God’s sake. Tell me what’s wrong.’

      ‘Nothing.’ Trembling, he pulled out of her grasp and turned away to the window. ‘It’s nothing.’

      ‘Don’t give me that,’ Pat said. ‘You turned as white as a sheet.’

      ‘I just—’ Matthew broke off. His face screwing up in vexation, he thumped his forehead against the cold glass, trying to knock some sense into his head. ‘For a second there, I thought you were him.’

      ‘Who—?’ she began, then realised who her brother meant. ‘But Gadd’s in prison, Mattie.’

      ‘I know, I know. But it all came back. Him standing there, the cosh in his hand. Just leave me be a minute, Pat. I’ll be all right.’

      Matthew sat down on the end of his bed and put his head in his hands, feeling a fool. He knew Wilfred Gadd couldn’t have been standing behind his door, but knowing that didn’t make any difference. Knowing Gadd was locked up and destined to hang in a few weeks’ time hadn’t stopped the nightmares, hadn’t stopped him from waking up in the middle of the night in a sweat, scrabbling for the switch on his bedside lamp to make sure he was alone. It hadn’t stopped Matthew from wondering if someone was lying in wait for him almost every time he came home.

      ‘I had no idea you’ve been like this,’ Pat said, a tremor in her voice, and Matthew knew he’d scared her.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘It was just a shock, that’s all. I didn’t know you were here. Don’t tell Georgie. Or Mum. I don’t want them worrying over nothing.’

      Claws tapped on floorboards, and a moment later, Bella jumped up onto the bed. Matthew grabbed her and pressed his face into her fur, feeling the soothing rumble of her purr against his cheek. When he put her down on his lap and looked up, Pat was watching him with concern etched into every line of her face. ‘Did you bring any boxes with you?’ he asked, wanting her to forget what had happened.

      She nodded. ‘A few. I notice you haven’t packed anything yet.’

      ‘I haven’t had the time. Is Georgie still coming over?’

      ‘He came with me, but he’s popped out to get us some fish and chips. I expect he’ll be back in a minute.’ She turned and opened the wardrobe, and Matthew was relieved she was letting the incident drop. ‘So, you’re really not working this weekend?’ she said, taking out a hanger.

      ‘No,’ Matthew said, pushing himself off the mattress. ‘I’m on forty-eight hours’ leave.’

      Pat threw his grey flannel trousers on the bed. ‘I’ve lost my bet, then. I was sure you’d end up working, and I bet Fred five shillings you’d leave everything to me and Georgie.’ She tutted in annoyance as Bella meowed loudly. ‘Is she crying for more food? I fed her as soon as I got here. She can’t still be hungry.’

      ‘She likes her grub,’ Matthew said, bending down to stroke Bella’s head.

      ‘You’re feeding her too much. She’s got fat. And you can stop mucking about with her. We’ve got too much to do.’ There was a knock on the door. ‘Oh, who’s that?’

      ‘It’ll be Georgie,’ Matthew said, pulling his tie out of the knot.

      ‘It can’t be. I gave him the key.’ Pat bustled out and a moment later, Matthew heard her cry of surprise as she opened the front door.

      ‘Who is it?’ Matthew hurried out of his bedroom in alarm, but was brought up short to see his downstairs neighbour standing beside his sister. ‘Mr Levitt!’

      Mr Levitt shuffled his feet awkwardly. ‘I just thought I’d come up and say goodbye.’

      Matthew was astonished. Mr Levitt coming up to his flat, not to complain but to say goodbye? ‘That’s good of you.’

      Mr Levitt nodded in agreement. ‘So, you’re off then?’

      ‘In the morning.’

      ‘Where are you off to?’

      ‘Halesden. It’s closer to work.

      ‘A flat, is it? One of those new blocks?’

      ‘Yes. A serviced flat.’

      ‘Indoor lavvie?’ Mr Levitt asked enviously.

      ‘He’s got an indoor everything,’ Pat said proudly. ‘All mod cons in the kitchen. Electric fire in the sitting room. Porter in the lobby.’

      ‘Cor, it’s all right for some, ain’t it?’ Mr Levitt rolled his eyes. ‘Well, I won’t miss getting woken up in the middle of the night by that bleeding telephone calling for you all the time. So, that’s something.’ He sniffed. ‘Well, I’ll say goodbye now in case I don’t see you in the morning.’ He held out his hand, keeping his eyes on the floor.

      Matthew took it, hoping he didn’t look as surprised as he felt. ‘Goodbye,’ he said.

      ‘Well,’ Pat grinned, closing the door after Mr Levitt had gone. ‘Wonders will never cease.’

      
      Detective Sergeant Justin Denham stepped into his hall, his nose wrinkling at the smell. Disinfectant, starch and an underlying odour of excrement mingled with the damp and steam that hung in the air. He closed his front door, trying to remember a time when coming home hadn’t been like this.

      He was sure it wasn’t all that long ago when he would come home and Mary would emerge from the kitchen with a smile on her face, hurry along the hall to give him a kiss and ask how his day had been. She would take his hat and coat and hang them on the hall stand, follow him into the front room and pour him a beer without even asking if he wanted one. Then Mary would tell him dinner wouldn’t be long, and he’d put his feet up with the newspaper until she called him to the table. It could only have been a year ago, and yet it seemed an age.

      And all because of the baby.

      The house Mary had been so proud of when they moved in and had kept as clean and neat as a new pin was now in a constant state of disarray. A pram had a permanent home in the hall, always ready to trip Denham up when he came home late after a long day at the station. These days, when he sat down in his favourite chair, he would invariably sit upon a rattle or an empty baby bottle, or put his arm upon a muslin cloth soggy with milk puked
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