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  One


  The dog was the only one who seemed to understand.


  The rest of them made the right noises, said the words, wore suitable expressions and black clothes. Yet there stood Bess, brown velvet eyes, fur dark as midnight, patina glinting in a pale and watery September sun. The Labrador-cross pointed her snout skywards and she howled, poured out her anger, her fear and bewilderment. She was honest; the rest went through the motions.


  The vicar paused, meaningless incantations frozen, drowned by the noise of this sad beast. It was plain that the man did not know what to do, young face reddened by embarrassment, prayer-book tilting forwards, tongue flicking nervously over thin lips. Whatever was a dog doing at a funeral, anyway? It was unseemly, disruptive and very annoying.


  Matthew stepped forward and placed a hand on the dog’s head. She whimpered, turned and pushed herself against his legs. This was Molly’s dog; Molly’s dog had every right to be here. How many hours had the animal spent in her company? Ten, twelve each day? Yes, this faithful retainer had kept a vigil, had been watchful and loving right to the end.


  He nodded curtly at the vicar. ‘She’ll be all right now, because she’s had her say. She was close to Molly, very close.’ His voice cracked and, seeking to conceal his frailty, Matthew Richards squatted down and comforted his late wife’s dear canine friend. Dear God, what was he going to do with the rest of his life? There were years ahead – he was only forty, but he did not wish to live another single day without Molly. Nothing mattered, not the house, not the business. There was Mark, of course, but he seemed to take care of himself. At sixteen, what did a boy need?


  He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the animal’s neck, so warm, so smooth, like Molly had been. He saw her in his mind’s eye, black hair flowing down to her waist like a sheet of silk, those bright, violet eyes, skin as soft as peaches, so lovely, so alive. There was no future, no hope, no reason to continue without her—


  ‘Dad?’


  There was Mark. ‘Yes, son?’


  ‘Stand up, they’re all waiting for you.’


  Waiting? For what? For the world to end?


  He heard her. ‘Well, you are Matthew, so we shall call this one Mark. Two more, a Luke and a John, we’ll have all the gospels.’ But there had been no more children. Molly had become thinner, older, sicker. At the age of thirty-five years, three months and seventeen days, Molly Richards had slipped beyond the reach of earthly beings. It was wrong, so wrong. There was no comfort now, no easing the pain.


  He stood up and cast an eye over the small gathering. How could they linger here and pretend to mourn? His own father, God damn him, for whom Molly had never been good enough. Her father, bitter, twisted, here for what he could get out of the situation, no doubt. Friends. Friends? He almost laughed, was forced to swallow a bubble of hysteria that threatened to escape from deep within his chest. Where had they been?


  ‘Dad?’


  Where had they been when she had developed all those filthy illnesses, the tumours in her womb, her liver, her brain? Oh, yes, Molly had been acceptable – just – when at her best. From a poor family, she had scrubbed up well, had rounded her vowels, had carried the clothes well. But the creature she had become, blind, crooked, jack-knifed in the bed until her body had been rendered weightless, that sight had been too unpleasant for these sensitive souls.


  What had they said? They hadn’t wanted to intrude, had stayed away to give the family peace. Was this peace, then? Was peace a box, a hole in the ground, piles of earth, grave-diggers secreted behind an oak, cigarette smoke advertising their discretion? Oh, God, he wanted to strangle the vicar. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust? This was all a charade, invented for the living, nothing at all to do with the dead. And if this vicar thought for one moment that he was helping, then he needed a rethink on a grand scale.


  ‘Dad?’


  Matthew stepped forward, gloved fists curled into balls, head lifting so that everyone would hear the words he was about to deliver. ‘Shut up,’ he ordered, the words encompassing the whole gathering. He closed his eyes for a second, swayed on the spot and seemed in danger of losing his balance. ‘God, please take me, too,’ he mouthed silently.


  The vicar dropped his black-jacketed book. It landed on the coffin, bounced, landed again face down, pages spread across the lid of Molly’s container.


  ‘Leave it,’ snapped the widower, ‘and bugger off, the lot of you. None of you gave two hoots when she was alive, so why are you here now, when it’s too late, when she’s been scraped up and tidied away? Why are you here?’ he asked again. ‘She isn’t with us and she was worth ten of any of you.’


  Mark grabbed Matthew’s sleeve, although he knew that his action would have little or no effect. Thrust away by his father, the boy took the dog’s lead and guided the sad animal out of Heaton cemetery. A fury simmered in his chest. Even now, with his mother dead, he felt as if Dad did not need him.


  The mourners cast sideways glances at each other, weight shifting from foot to foot, many stepping backwards as the dreaded situation continued to deteriorate. People simply did not let themselves go at funerals; this behaviour was not acceptable, especially from a respected businessman with a reputation to maintain. Embarrassment lit many cheeks, while some faces were downturned in an attempt to avoid the gaze of others.


  But Matthew was too far gone to care. ‘Where were you when she was in pain, when the bedsores cut so deep that her spine was on show? And in the night when she screamed until the morphine silenced her? Go on, get home. Molly needed you then, but she needs none of you now. You are surplus to requirements.’ As he spoke the final five words, he glared at his own father.


  The vicar took a step forward. ‘I just thought we might …’ The words died when Matthew’s eyes fixed themselves on him. Something in the widower’s stance served as warning to this man of God. Some people, it seemed, were beyond the help of the Almighty’s mediator.


  ‘You can go, too,’ ordered Matthew. ‘Don’t worry about your book, just send me the bill. All that stuff about ashes and dust – it doesn’t mean a bloody thing, never has and never will. It’s a farce, that’s all, a bloody play put on to take weak minds off the truth. Damn and blast you all, she is dead and I wish it could be any or all of you in her place.’ He had said the unsayable, had spoken his truth, his grief. He sagged against a gravestone and waited for the unwanted congregation to leave.


  Silence reigned. After a few seconds had elapsed, a bird rattled the upper branches of a tree, rose out of it, fluttered away, seemed to break the mood. Temporarily distracted, Matthew watched the starling as it soared freely towards emptiness, wished with all his heart that he could join it, up and away, not landlocked, not planted here with all these fakes, these pretenders.


  And it happened, swelled inside him, months and years, aeons of grief too huge now to be held back. Like the dog, he howled, raged at heaven, shook his fists at a God who had never been visible. Yes, God – where had He been? On holiday, a quick trip to the Costa bloody Brava, white rum and Coke, bring your own cornflakes?


  ‘I told you lot to bugger off.’ Sobs fractured the words, but did not render them completely incomprehensible.


  Bewildered, they crept away, just as they had when Molly had been ill. Her parents, his, the people from the neighbourhood, colleagues, customers, business acquaintances, all gone, all disappeared.


  There was just Matthew now. Matthew and two thin streams of cigarette smoke. He dried his eyes, walked to the broad oak, grabbed a shovel. ‘Carry on smoking,’ he snapped at the surprised men. ‘I looked after her myself, I shall bury her myself.’


  So Matthew Richards, who had loved his wife more than life itself, buried her. It was the right thing to do. Apart from nurses and some domestic helps, he alone had cared for the sweet woman, had tended her ravaged body, had remembered and respected the unbreakable spirit of this fine human being. He no longer believed in heaven, but he knew hell, embraced it, almost, because the pain was right, it was just.


  On the road outside, a boy with a dog watched the proceedings. Excluded, as always, he saw his father shovelling earth on to his mother. Mark’s eyes were wet and his hollow heart ached to be a part of what was happening. So lonely, so ignored and insignificant.


  But Mark Richards had never been a part of his parents’ lives. Molly and Matthew Richards had belonged to a private club, membership of two, no visitors allowed. Mother had been kind and loving, but she had died long before the death certificate had been issued. Now, there was a new club, just himself and the dog. So he brought Bess to heel and walked her towards that cold and empty home.


  Tilly Povey was famous for two things: her whiplash tongue and her ironing. The former rendered her unapproachable when she had the mood on her; the latter brought forth grunts of begrudged admiration from all who witnessed the fruits of her labour. Tilly had ironed for all the best people, for great houses on the moors, for the slightly less grand in Heaton and Rivington, and was currently employed as housekeeper at Coniston, the Chorley New Road home of the Richards family.


  She stood now in the doorway between her own scullery and kitchen, thin arms akimbo as she addressed her husband. ‘What do you mean, you’re only going fishing? There’ll be no going nowhere, not in that shirt. I’ve got me reputation to think about.’ She eyed him balefully. He looked like a bag of rags ready for the cart, shirtsleeves frayed, jacket bunched up, buttons missing, cap all greasy and battered. ‘Take my word for it, Seth Povey, you’ll not set foot out yon while I’ve got breath in my body. Go and change yourself.’


  Seth wished he could change himself, would have liked to change into somebody else, anybody else, preferably with a wife who didn’t carry on like it was still 1930, step-stoning, bleaching, starching his collars till they felt like something out of a medieval torture chamber. It was 1962 and the world was changing. Slums were being pulled down, folk were moving into nice corporation houses up Lever Edge Lane, there was no war on, no rationing, fewer bloody rules. Until it came to Tilly Povey.


  ‘Did you hear me?’


  Did he hear her? Half of bloody Tonge Moor Road must have heard her. She could have been useful down in Liverpool, might have been a good substitute for a foghorn at a push. ‘Yes, I heard you.’ Or a referee at Burnden Park …


  Tilly folded her arms. She always folded her arms when she meant business. ‘And what’s this about fishing? You’ve never done it before.’


  He had never strangled his wife before, but there was always a first time. ‘Ted Moss thought I might like it for a change. I were going to give it a try, see how I get on with it. It’s supposed to be relaxing.’


  Tilly Povey did not believe in relaxation, had never seen the need for it. Eight hours’ sleep a night was rest enough for anybody. This philosophy had seen her through three births, one stillbirth, several miscarriages and piles of ironing which, if laid end to end around the equator, would probably encircle the earth at least twice. ‘Relaxing?’ she yelled. ‘Relaxing? Get yourself up yon ladder and relax while you mend that bloody guttering. When you’ve done that, there’s the loft wants sorting and me window-frames could do with a lick of paint. Relaxing.’ She spat the last three syllables as if ridding herself of a very bad taste. ‘Time enough to relax when you’re six feet under with a nice headstone and a bunch of flowers.’


  ‘I can’t wait,’ he mumbled softly.


  But not softly enough. Tilly advanced on him. ‘How can you say that, eh? Do you want to tempt fate and faith? ’Cos He hears you, I can guarantee that without filling in any forms. Look at poor Mrs Richards. She were nobbut twenty-five when that cancer got a grip. Ten bloody year she had, in and out of hospital like a shuttle on a loom. And you know what?’


  He didn’t know what and he said so.


  ‘He buried her himself, sent us all packing. So don’t be wishing death on yourself, not till I’ve borrowed a shovel, any road.’


  Seth Povey let out a deep breath. Tilly was on one of her horses and she likely wouldn’t climb off till tea-time. He glanced at the clock on the mantel. It had a black and green face and a tendency to stop unless laid on its side. Tilting his head to align with the clock, he calculated the hour. Ted would get fed up in a minute. He would be standing outside the Starkie after a nice, peaceful pint, would have his basket, his bait and his rods, an afternoon of solitude before him, some butties made by his wife …


  ‘Put a different coat and hat on, then get gone, you’re getting on me nerves,’ snapped Tilly. ‘Yon face is enough to turn milk sour. And make sure you catch summat, then you can clean it and gut it and we’ll have it for our tea.’


  Seth frowned in amazement, then shot off at speed, anxious to escape before Tilly changed her mind. Tilly’s mind-changes were swift and could affect the weather for days, so he got going while the going was good.


  Tilly sat on a dining chair, head in her hands. She had never been as upset as this in a month of Sundays, and it wasn’t Seth’s fault. Four years she had been with Mr and Mrs Richards, four years during which he hadn’t let her help, not with the personal side. Oh, she’d done the washing and ironing, the cleaning, some cooking, but he hadn’t let her into his pain, hadn’t allowed anyone near. Even the nurses who had sat with Mrs Richards had been treated with courtesy, no more.


  Then there was his business going to pot, everything left to one side while poor Mrs Richards had struggled to breathe for these last few weeks. Richards Antiques was a big place on Deansgate. It sold all sorts. Mrs Richards, God rest her, had been in charge of all the small stuff, ornaments, thimbles, dolls, dolls’ houses, bric-à-brac. He dealt with furniture and bigger stuff like paintings. He emptied houses. Tilly sighed. Aye, he emptied houses and so did his son, though Mark Richards didn’t wait to be invited. He acquired his stuff while folk were away on holiday or out at work. It was a shame about Mark, it really was, because all he needed was a bit of attention. And a good hiding, perhaps, just to set him on the right path.


  Sooner or later, some daft bugger would walk down Deansgate and see his own stuff for sale in Richards’ window. Then Mark, son of an honourable man, would get a prison record. What must she do? And why was she asking herself what she must do? She knew what to do.


  Tilly, who had never known fear since her breeding days had ended, took herself off into the scullery for a bit of a swill. She might have used her new bathroom, but she couldn’t be bothered. After drying herself, she pulled on a sensible brown coat and some sensible brown shoes.


  The mirror displayed a woman in her fifties, a bit drawn about the mouth, rather tired around the eyes. The brown outfit topped off with a sensible hat, she picked up a shopping-bag, purse, keys and a handkerchief, made sure she had her bus fares, then stepped outside.


  Seth, on the opposite side of the road, was quickening his step, disappearing fast in the direction of the Starkie. Tilly smiled to herself. She had done a good job on the wild boy, had brought him up properly, had managed to push a bit of sense into material encased in a skull as thick as a plank. Aye, he was all right.


  But Mark Richards was not …


  It was a lovely big house, symmetrical, nice pointed porch over the main entrance, deep windows, huge front door with a lion’s head brass knocker. Tilly didn’t need to knock, because she had a back-door key, a great long thing that looked as if it should have been used to lock criminals in their cells. Aye, well, there was a criminal here and she was going to sort him out, by God, she was. If she could find him …


  She went round to the back and let herself in, soaking up the special silence that visits a truly empty house. The funeral had been at eleven o’clock this morning, so the boss and his son should have been home, but there was no sight or sound of either of them. The dog basket was empty, as was the kennel in the rear yard, so the dog, too, was missing. A great believer in industry, Tilly looked for something to do.


  Things wanted seeing to. The last few months had been terrible, Mr Richards at work for brief periods, the lad at school – well, supposedly at school – silent nurses flitting about with covered bedpans, covered kidney bowls, faces neutral as they coped with what needed doing. It all wanted shifting, yet she dared not move any of it, but she could tidy up, aye, she could. Mrs Richards’ stuff would have to stay where it was until Himself decided what to do with it – moving any of that would surely cause trouble.


  The dining room at the front of the house was no longer a dining room. Meals were taken now in the kitchen at a great big table, white deal, plain, large enough for a family of ten. Food was consumed in silence, Himself at one end of the table, the lad at the other, acres of space between them in more ways than one. Mrs Richards, reduced to eating in liquid form only, had been ensconced in the dining room, bed, wardrobe, chest of drawers, a little bedside table with what seemed like a thousand bottles on its surface, pills, lotions for her sores, liquid medicines, hypodermics, bags of clear stuff for the drip stand.


  Yes, somebody would need to get this place back in order, and that someone would have to be Tilly Povey. She walked into the hall, listened to the antique grandfather as it ticked away everyone’s life. Aye, even now, with the mistress cooling underground, Father Time, unimpressed, continued to do his job, no pause for thought.


  It was sad, yes, but life had to go on. Tilly perched for a moment on the lid of a monks’ bench, remembered Molly Richards as she had been three or four years ago, already frail, already suffering, but as full of life as any twenty-year-old. So tied up in each other, the Richardses had been. They did everything together, work, play, reading, entertaining – if you found one of them, the other would be close by. But the lad had been different. Already solitary due to lack of siblings, Mark Richards was a sullen boy, one who existed on the fringe of his parents’ marriage, a truly lonely creature who sought to please his father at all costs.


  ‘Aye, that’s why he keeps coming in with silver vases – “Hey, Dad, look what I bought with my pocket money,” face lit up like a Christmas tree, licking up crumbs of praise like a puppy at a table.’ Where was he? Out with the dog, with Bess. Bess had received more love than Mark had … ‘I wish I didn’t care,’ she told the clock. ‘It’d be a lot easier if I could just walk away and say to hell with the lot of ’em. But I can’t, because I’m daft and I want me head seeing to.’


  Aye, well, talking to a clock would get her nowhere. Tilly rose and walked into Mrs Richards’ room. She paused in the doorway, a hand to her throat. Matthew Richards was here, spread out on the bed. For a split second, she thought that the man was dead, then she saw a small movement, realized that he was breathing, thank God.


  All the pills had gone, disposed of days ago by one of the nurses who had tended the dead woman. Well, that was a relief, because Tilly could not have coped with his suicide. Bad enough that he should lose a beloved wife; had he killed himself, Tilly would have gone mad. She backed out, closed the door softly. Even had he been awake, she couldn’t have told him about Mark’s carryings-on, because he wasn’t fit for it, hadn’t been fit for years. As for today, well … no. And she couldn’t imagine him recovering in a hurry, either.


  Tilly sat down at the deal table. She pictured him as she had seen him just before lunchtime, shovel attacking the earth, his face twisted with emotions too powerful to be kept inside. All the fury of an injured animal had been in his movements, quick, frustrated, almost mad. And, outside the cemetery, a boy and a dog had stood for a while, the animal’s tail drooping in that age-old stance of abject misery, the boy’s shoulders rounded, hopeless, unbearably sad.


  But it had to be tackled. No use sitting here with a head full of nonsense, because it all wanted sorting out. No matter what, Molly Richards was dead and she wouldn’t be coming back this side of Judgement Day. Her grieving husband was asleep on her deathbed; their sad and lonely son was out somewhere with a dog that was as miserable as he was.


  Tilly got up, opened a tall cupboard and began to remove its contents. As always in times of stress, she set to, piling up dishes, scrubbing shelves, creating order where she could, ignoring the chaos over which she had no power. Shelves she could manage, folk she could not – well, not always.


  The back door opened and Bess wandered in. Behind her, his face inscrutable, Mark Richards ambled slowly into the kitchen.


  Tilly, half-way through cleaning a colander, dropped the object into the sink and addressed the young master of the household. ‘Are you hungry?’ There had been no wake after the funeral, no gathering of friends and relatives. From the way Mr Richards had carried on, he likely had no friends left. As for relatives, they, too, had probably headed for the hills.


  ‘No,’ he replied, a reluctant ‘thanks’ following the word after a split second.


  Tilly thought about what needed doing, decided to wade in straight away. ‘You’ve been pinching stuff, haven’t you? Look at me while I’m talking to you.’


  He blanched. ‘No.’ God, she was always ordering people to look at her while she talked to them. Also, she seemed to stare straight through him, and she wasn’t exactly an oil painting—


  ‘Oh, yes, you have. Remember, I’m the one who cleans your bedroom and I’ve seen your bag of tricks, lad, screwdrivers and a jemmy and bits of silver, ornaments, too. It all goes in the paper, you know, every burglary gets written down. There were that house up Heaton, were it Greenmount Lane – old couple, she’d been in hospital with a broken leg? Remember? In the Bolton Evening News a few weeks back?’


  He stepped back, collided with the cooker.


  ‘Solid silver teapot, coffee pot, sugar and cream, tray, the lot. They’re in your wardrobe, Mark. I suppose they’ll stop there till the fuss dies down, then you’ll go along to your dad’s shop in a few months, pretend you’d saved up to buy them on the cheap.’


  Mark swallowed audibly, his throat suddenly as dry as blotting paper. This had been a terrible day, and it was showing no signs of improvement.


  Tilly stared hard at him. ‘I know what’s gone on, son. I know you’ve wanted attention and got none. But your mam were dying and your dad’s heartbroken – they were very close. Mark, listen to me.’ She stepped nearer to him. ‘You’ve exams coming up. Your dad wants you to do well. He does care, I know he does. Come on. Sit down here with me and we’ll have a butty and a cup of tea. Let’s work it out, shall we?’


  The miserable boy threw himself on to a chair. Bess, sensing his distress, sat beside him. While she buttered bread and made tea, Tilly tried not to look at the two of them, because the vision cut her to the quick. That dog had taken over, was supervising Molly’s son just as she had supervised Molly’s last two years. Tilly gulped, turned away and layered boiled ham and slices of tomato on the bread. Sometimes life was so terrible that she could not even think about it. But she had to, had to think. Now.


  Mark waited. He felt as if he had been waiting all his life for someone to notice him, question him, even to tell him off. And now, when he had finally achieved some attention, it came not from a parent, but from a servant. ‘I don’t know why I did those things,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to steal. I just had to do something.’


  Tilly knew why. He had wanted recognition, affection, even anger. Oh, they had got him into Bolton School, a place that was on a par with most southern public establishments, but they hadn’t bothered to get to know him. She wondered how they had treated him when he was small, during those going-to-the-park years, the time when parents showed their little ones how to play ball, how to feed the ducks, how to build with wooden blocks.


  She brought the makeshift meal to the table, was not surprised when he pounced on the food like someone who had been starving in Africa for a decade. Because Mark was starving. He wanted to belong, to matter. He wanted what every kid wanted, never mind public schools and a posh uniform and a new bike with fancy gears.


  He swallowed the last mouthful. ‘I didn’t know I was so hungry,’ he said, his tone apologetic. ‘Sorry, I left none for you.’


  Tilly smiled. ‘Seth’s gone fishing. I told him to fetch our tea back, but I bet he’ll catch nowt. I reckon he’ll call in at the Jubilee shop on his way home and buy a couple of steaks of silver hake. And he’ll expect me to believe he’s caught them, all cut up nice and ready for a bit of seasoned flour and a hot pan. Still, I shall get my tea, so don’t you fret. Now, let’s think on and decide what we’re going to do with all yon stuff. Because you can’t carry on, not without being caught. And, more to the point, them folk you’re robbing don’t deserve it, do they?’


  He shook his head.


  ‘Give it to me,’ she said, ‘I’ll get shut of it.’


  ‘But … but how?’ he asked. ‘And if you get caught—’


  ‘Eeh, they’ll not catch me, son. See, hang on while I tell you summat, a thing I’ve never told nobody in all me life. I married a bad lad, the best shoplifter in Lancashire. He could pick a pocket and his nose at the same time, could Seth – and I’m not joking. But I straightened him, no danger.’


  ‘How?’


  Tilly stretched her spine and looked him right in the eye. He was a good-looking boy, dark like his mother and with the same bright eyes, so blue that they looked almost purple at times. He was ready, she judged. Young, but ready. ‘I put a bolster down the middle of the bed, Mark. If he went wrong, he got no time with me, no private time. So he soon learned. Men are like children. You have to teach them to behave.’


  He struggled not to laugh. It was strange that he had never noticed how funny Mrs Povey was. She looked so fierce, plain and businesslike, a no-nonsense style of person, wrap-around aprons, hairnets and scrubbed face. Yet here she sat, humour on show, the usually savage lines of her face relaxed as she said her piece.


  ‘Now, you’ve got to learn,’ she told him, ‘because if you carry on bad ways, you’ll end up worth nowt a pound, not even fit for weighing in with all the scrap down the rag-and-bone yards. That’s not what you want.’ She paused, thought for a moment. ‘What do you want?’


  No one had asked him that question before. He could see that she was genuinely interested, that she wanted to hear the answer. ‘I want to go into the business,’ he replied. ‘I’m not one for books and I shan’t be queuing up to get into university. No, I’d be quite happy learning about antiques. Mother used to—’ He stopped short, gulped back a lump of emotion. ‘She used to talk to me about china, porcelain, what she called small collectables. That was before she got the cancer on her brain. After that …’


  ‘After that, she was well on her way to heaven, love. And your dad, well, he were too tied up in what he could see happening to her. Nobody neglected you on purpose, Mark. I mean, there’s been times when my kids didn’t see much of me or their dad. We had to get on with earning money. He still works shifts, so we never know when we’ll see him, but that’s the way life is. It’s cruel, Mark. And you’ve had to learn that while you’re still very young.’


  Mark bowed his head. He didn’t want Tilly Povey getting into trouble, yet he needed a way out, a lifeline. ‘I wanted them to notice me,’ he said quietly. How many times had he knocked on the door of his mother’s ground-floor bedroom only to find them in there together, Mother flat and white against her pillows, Father with a hand to his lips? ‘Go away or you will wake her,’ the unspoken message had read. So Mark had slipped away, unremarkable, unnecessary, an intruder.


  ‘I know,’ answered Tilly.


  ‘The things for the shop, I thought they’d—’


  ‘You thought your dad would be grateful.’


  ‘Yes.’


  Tilly inhaled deeply. ‘See, it’s this road, pet. No use getting yourself noticed for the wrong reasons. My Seth used to do that. Lucky not to get caught, because it’s the getting caught that changes your life, sends you down a different road. Once you’ve been to prison, it’s all over and done with, no life any more, no chances. Now, get all the stuff in your bedroom and pack it up. Wipe it all and wear gloves, then you leave no marks. I’ll put it back where it belongs.’


  His face whitened. ‘But I can’t remember all of the addresses—’


  ‘No need. I shall dump it outside the main police station in town.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘Let me do the butting.’ She took his hand. ‘This day is like a bookmark in your life, son, something you’re slipping between pages so as you’ll know where you’re up to. Your mam went under, so you’ll not forget the date. But your mam would want you to do this other thing. Do it for her, for her memory.’


  He cried then, noisy sobs that fractured the air and caused Bess to stiffen. Tilly Povey held her master’s son to a bosom that had never been much of a cushion, yet the heart that beat beneath that thin chest sent out all the comfort it could muster. She blinked back her own scalding tears and sent a prayer to Mrs Richards. ‘I think I’ve saved him, lass,’ she said silently. ‘Go with God, Mrs Richards.’


  Outside the door, between kitchen and hall, a widower stood. He heard his son’s grief, could not walk towards it. Like one in a dream, he moved to the staircase and raised his head, looked at the obstacles before him. Each step was a mountain to be climbed, each minute a lifetime. He no longer wanted to see, hear, touch, smell, talk, exist, function, remember. Yes, it had been time for Molly to go; no, she should not have suffered for a single moment longer. And yet …


  Why her? Why not some of the evil people, those who deserved to suffer? Had his thinking mechanism been in order, Matthew could have nominated a legion of people who should have taken Molly’s place on the list of the damned. But no. He had to put one foot in front of the other, was forced to climb. And it mattered not what was at the top of the stairs, because Molly would never breathe again.


  Stella Dyson brushed a tear from her face, pretended to tidy the curtains, her eyes fixed on the house across the road. But Coniston, named after her dead sister’s favourite lake, was as impassive as ever. Not for over two years had Molly been visible. Before the cancer had removed all bodily control, Molly had been good company, but the brain had deteriorated and poor Molly had floated away on a sea of morphine, clawlike hands finally relaxing, some semblance of beauty returning briefly to a face that had become no more than a parchment-covered skull.


  Molly Richards’ younger sister sat at her desk and waded through some notes. Surgery would open in half an hour, life must go on. At the age of thirty-three, Stella was new to general practice, had qualified late, because the whole process of becoming trained had been funded by herself and a small pittance from the government. Mam had made encouraging noises from time to time. Dad had not wanted to know; Dad had required his children to work from the age of fifteen, get the money in and to hell with the future, because Joe Dyson needed his drink.


  So Molly had married a future, while Stella, determined to succeed off her own bat, had worked endless hours in cafés, pubs, shops and nursing-homes. Now, with her apprenticeship well and truly served, she had borrowed enough to enter this practice as a junior and was in possession of a flat upstairs, no rent to pay, but longer than average periods on call evened out the score. She was content with her lot, lived opposite her sister … lived opposite the house in which her sister had died.


  She stopped writing, lifted her head, thought about that ghastly funeral. Mam and Dad, the former trying not to weep, the latter hopping from foot to foot, his body screaming for the alcohol on which it now depended. Matthew’s parents, tight-lipped, controlled, no emotion visible on their features even when their son had screamed his fury into the pale September morning. Mark, poor Mark, only the dog to comfort him, his father careering about the place like a psychotic, his mother cold, his companions colder than poor Molly had been. ‘I am cold,’ she said aloud. Yes, she could think ‘poor Mark’, but had difficulty in feeling it.


  The pencil snapped. Stella, unaware until now of the tension in her body, jumped when wood and graphite cracked. God, she was a mess. Unmarried, unloved, her brief contact with her fellows achieved through medicine, she felt only guilt when she thought about her dead sister. Yes, she had loved Molly, of course she had. The guilt remained all the same.


  Because Stella Dyson, General Practitioner, respected member of a respectable profession, was not normal, was not like ordinary, decent people. While cut to the quick by her sister’s death, a small flame of hope drew oxygen from a forbidden source.


  He was free now. There would be a period of mourning, a year or so during which a new liaison would not be appropriate, but after a decent interval Matthew Richards would return to life. And he might well look to a familiar face, one he had always known, a comforter, an established friend. And Stella Dyson would be there.


  She rose from the desk, played with the curtains again. That Povey woman was in there, as was Mark, as was the dog. The car had been there all the time, because Matthew and his son had travelled in the undertaker’s vehicle. Where was he? Yes, he had loved Molly desperately, but surely he would not damage himself? No, he would be safe, would be inside Coniston with his son and his housekeeper.


  For a few moments, she stood by the window, wondered whether she should go across after surgery, wondered when, if ever, he would notice her. She looked very like Molly, dark hair, blue eyes that were a little less bright, good skin, a slender figure, similar facial features. But she was not Molly. Matthew had adored Molly’s vulnerability, her childlike innocence, the joy she had derived from everyday pleasures. Whereas Stella, the fighter, had toughened up while travelling the long, solitary road towards medicine. She remained a virgin, her heart, such as it was, claimed many years ago by her own sister’s husband; she had been unwilling to experiment with sex, was certain in her soul that only the very deepest love would induce her to make intimate contact with a man.


  So. He was there and she was here, and there was a surgery to run. Sighing, she picked up Mr Arthur Bowles’ notes and read about his hernia. The secret was to be busy, to engage her mind in something positive, something achievable.


  Tonight, she would visit her brother-in-law.


  Emily and Joseph Dyson lived in Eldon Street. Their house was a potentially comfortable one, set in the middle of a council-owned terrace, three bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs, a decent living room and kitchen on the ground floor. Here they had been placed when their names had risen to the top of the list, which happy incident had released them from the slums at the bottom end of Deane Road, a more industrialized sector of Bolton.


  There had been five children, three boys who had gone straight into manual jobs, followed by Margaret, who was commonly known as Molly, then Stella, who had become a doctor. Both girls had thought a lot of themselves, too much, in the opinion of their father. One had married above and beyond her natural reach, while the other had educated herself into money. Now alone, the Dysons lived back-to-back with Tilly Povey, their rear garden abutting the alley behind Tonge Moor Road.


  Joe Dyson, retired on health grounds from a Westhoughton coal mine, had acquired for himself a little window-cleaning round, which job enabled him to come and go as he pleased. What pleased him most was best draught, so he made enough to put some meat and bread on the table, then sufficient extra to buy himself a pint when he needed one. As he needed one most of the time, the food money was barely enough to keep the two bodies and souls together, so Emily worked part-time at the Co-op stores on Tonge Moor Road.


  She returned alone from her daughter’s funeral, leaving Joe to drown his sorrows at the Starkie. Once inside, he would weep crocodile tears, thus encouraging other customers to buy his ale until the pub closed; after that event, he would pick up his ladders and work, drunk or sober.


  Emily took off her navy coat and hung it from a peg on the kitchen door. She didn’t know how to feel. Lonely, she supposed. The rearing of five children had not been easy, especially when their father had drunk most of the housekeeping money. It was as if there had been no time for love, no time for anything, as Emily had been forced to work, children deposited wherever she could find a niche, body too tired at the end of a day, too weary for games and for demonstrations of affection.


  Poor Molly. The girl had certainly suffered, though Emily had seen very little of her in recent months. It wasn’t fair; none of it had ever been fair. Married to a man who was married to his ale, Emily Dyson had led a sad, lonely life, money worries plastered in front of her brain, money on her mind morning, noon and night, money, bloody money.


  She sat at the kitchen table, a wonky affair with a bad leg, an item that had been on Joe’s list for at least two years. He never did anything properly, never did anything at all. He was useless. Something rose in Emily’s gorge and she rushed to deposit it in the sink, heaving for breath once her stomach was evacuated. She stood there, hands gripping porcelain, a terrible anger rising in her chest, rising just as her stomach had risen. ‘I hate him,’ she told a surprised face in a small mirror pinned to the window-frame. ‘Aye, that’s it, I bloody hate him.’


  Dragging herself back to the table, Emily mopped her face with a tea-towel. ‘Why didn’t you visit her?’ she asked herself. Why? Because … because none of these were her children. She had given birth to them, but Joe had turned her into a husband, a provider. So busy had she been catering for the family’s needs that she had not noticed her own flesh and blood.


  Her skin crawled. He had stolen her children away from her, had dedicated himself to drink. And now, with Molly dead, everything was suddenly meaningless. ‘You do love them,’ she reminded herself, ‘you do, but they grew away, especially the girls. Aye, girls are quicker than lads, cleverer, more sense. So they buggered off and made a life for themselves. I lost them. Then I lost the guts to go back and find them. I should have told her I was sorry. He lost me my children.’ She threw back her head and called to the ceiling, ‘I’m sorry, Molly. I did it wrong. He made me do it wrong and, in the end, I didn’t know you.’ She didn’t know Stella, either.


  It was as if all the damped-down fury had reached boiling point and she could find no valve, no release point. Wild-eyed, she gazed around this kitchen with its meat safe, its cracked lino, the cheap pots piled on shelves, pans hanging from hooks next to the window. It was time, time to stand up and – and get rid of it all. She jumped up, grabbed plates and cups, smashed them into a thousand pieces. From the pulley line, she ripped clothes and towels, rending them apart with a strength of which she had never been aware.


  He had destroyed her. Now, she destroyed all that she remembered of him, every cheap ornament, every chair, every item of clothing. She went through the bedroom, the bathroom, the living room, larger items dragged out into the garden where she applied paraffin before throwing a match into the pile. There. All up in smoke, all gone.


  The neighbours were suddenly out in force, heads peering sideways out of windows and doors. ‘Got your eyeful?’ she screamed. ‘They buried my girl today and – and it should have been him.’ She tossed one of Joe’s shirts into the inferno. ‘Send your kids round,’ she yelled, ‘tell ’em bonfire’s early this year, give ’em a slice of parkin and a baked potato.’ She wasn’t herself, didn’t know herself, didn’t care, either. There was a job to do here and she was going to finish it good and proper.


  Tilly Povey, on her way back from her visit to Chorley New Road, was just about to lift the latch on her back gate when she noticed the commotion. So absorbed had she been in her own thoughts, she hadn’t noticed that Emily Dyson was doing a fair imitation of the Great Fire of London. Quickly, she stashed Mark Richards’ ill-gotten gains in her own yard before crossing the street to Emily Dyson’s back garden.


  As she approached the little green gate, she noticed the state of Emily, eyes as wild as a trapped tiger’s, face covered in smudges, hair sticking up all over the place. Tilly had never had much time for Emily, because the woman had ignored that lovely dying daughter but, oh, she looked to be in a bad way. ‘Emily?’


  Emily swung round, the remains of a plaster Alsatian dog in her hands. ‘What?’


  ‘What are you doing?’


  ‘What does it look as if I’m doing? I’m frying bloody pancakes.’


  ‘Eeh, well, that’s a fair blaze for a Pancake Tuesday in September,’ commented Tilly drily.


  Emily lifted her tone. ‘I’m only doing what I should have done years ago, that’s all. Cleaning up, Mrs Povey.’ She picked up two bottles of brown ale and smashed them, together with the Alsatian, on the path. ‘I’m doing what my son-in-law did this morning, Mrs Povey, I’m sorting out the dead, burying him, getting bloody shut, wiping him out, cleaning the slate, trying to remember who I was before I got tied up with that useless, drunken bastard.’ The usually quiet woman paused for breath; she was beginning to frighten herself.


  Tilly opened the gate and stepped on to Emily Dyson’s property. Although Tilly had worked for this woman’s daughter, there had been little or no contact over the years. Emily Dyson was somebody who lived back to back with Tilly; she wasn’t even a neighbour in the true sense, was certainly not a friend. ‘You’re making a right mess,’ she said quietly.


  ‘And what’s that got to do with you? Are you in charge or summat? Just because you go cleaning up the posh end, that doesn’t mean you can throw your weight about round here. Just leave me alone.’


  ‘Where will you sleep?’


  Emily blinked slowly. She hadn’t thought, hadn’t got that far. She would go to her son’s house, she supposed, because she didn’t know Stella, hadn’t known Molly. She fixed her gaze on Tilly. ‘I were ashamed,’ she said, ‘I couldn’t face me daughters, because they’ve got … they had … Stella’s still got a decent life.’


  ‘All right, all right,’ soothed Tilly.


  ‘They got out and I never tried to stop them. I didn’t know them, you see, because I had all to do and he never pulled his weight, so my kids were strangers, then it got too late and I didn’t want him traipsing after me up Chorley New Road begging for beer money.’ She stopped for breath. ‘And today, when our Molly went under, it all boiled up. What have I done? Oh, God, look at all this – there’s nowt left.’


  Tilly clicked her tongue encouragingly.


  Emily stopped, stood dead still, then folded slowly on to the grass. Her mouth opened in a perfect O and she cried, ranted, used language that seldom emerged from the throat of a woman. She screamed at the Almighty, berating Him for the hand she had been dealt in life, a load of deuces, not a single ace, just a knave where the king should have sat. She mourned her children, those long-ago tiny humans, white-faced and ill-clad as they queued for free milk, free dinners, for the nurse to find unwelcome visitors about their little persons. Most of all, Emily Dyson shouted at herself.


  Tilly’s eyes pricked. She rushed to the grieving woman, squatted down beside her, drew the head into her own bony bosom. Well, her Seth might have started out a right pie-can, might still enjoy the odd pint, but he was a saint when compared to Joe Dyson. ‘Come on, lass. See, let me look after you, eh? I’ve a nice bottle of sherry indoors, still sat there since last Christmas. Ooh, and I think I’ve a couple of teacakes – we can toast them. Please, Emily, please.’


  Emily dried her face. ‘I kept me own stuff,’ she said, suddenly calmer. ‘Me clothes and that. But I can’t stop here now, can I?’


  Tilly thought about that. ‘No, I reckon you’ve burnt your boats and most of his shirts as well. I think it might be a good idea if you weren’t here when he comes back. Let’s get your things and go across to my house, then we can put some thinking caps on. Unless you’ve set fire to them and all.’


  Emily stared at Tilly as if seeing her for the first time. ‘You’re all right, you are,’ she declared, the words wearing the edge of truth that arrives with deep emotion. ‘Aye, I reckon I could put meself in worse hands.’ She stood up, steadied herself by placing a hand on Tilly’s shoulder, then went inside to retrieve her few paltry possessions.


  Tilly checked the fire, made sure that it was not about to spread, then stepped back to address the neighbours. ‘Show’s over, girls. And if Joe Dyson comes across to my house looking for his missus, I’ll know who sent him, won’t I? Well, won’t I?’ She stood, hands on hips, until all the heads had shot back inside their shells of bricks and mortar. ‘Load of flaming tortoises,’ she muttered to herself, ‘just the head out, no bloody belly to them.’ Yes, they would have left Emily Dyson to her fate, would have taken the usual policy of non-interference to its limits. Bloody cowards.


  Emily staggered out of her kitchen, her possessions tied in a sheet.


  ‘Shall I shut the door?’ Tilly asked.


  The burdened woman allowed a grim smile to visit her lips. ‘Please yourself,’ came the reply, ‘there’s nowt in yon worth pinching.’


  Tilly led her shaking companion across the narrow alley to the back gate of 301 Tonge Moor Road. Bolting the gate firmly, she picked up her own parcel and ushered Emily into the scullery.


  ‘What’s in that?’ Emily asked.


  ‘Somebody else’s sins,’ answered Tilly. She wasn’t going to tell Emily about her grandson’s bad habits, so she hid the evidence under the sink. Yes, there was that to deal with, too. But for now, Tilly concentrated on the mending of Emily Dyson. Emily would sleep in the attic while Tilly thought on.


  One way and another, there was a lot of thinking on to do …


  Two


  Jack Richards did not approve of public displays of emotion.


  His son’s behaviour at this morning’s funeral had left him embarrassed, ashamed and thoroughly annoyed with him. If a person insisted on becoming hysterical, then such self-indulgence should be allowed only in privacy, in a bedroom or a bathroom, door firmly closed, curtains pulled across the window, handkerchief employed as a muffler against unseemly sounds.


  Jack poured a double Scotch from a crystal decanter, then a gin and vermouth for his wife. He wondered where they had gone wrong, how they had managed to produce a son so demonstrative, so uncontrolled. What would his friends have made of such behaviour? Would it get out? Would Matthew’s collapse become general knowledge, an item to be discussed at the Conservative Club, the golf club, at church?


  Irene took the proffered drink and sipped elegantly. ‘Well, it is my belief that poor Matthew went wrong from the very beginning. She was clever, my dear, far too clever.’ Irene Richards wanted to defend her son at all costs, so it was easier to blame the dead wife. Unfair, perhaps, but certainly more convenient. Though Irene nursed a secret suspicion that Molly had been quite good for Matthew, she dared not express that thought to her angry husband.


  ‘She was brainless.’ Jack hitched up his trousers from just above the knees before sitting. ‘Empty-headed, stupid sort of a woman, wrong calibre, wrong type altogether.’


  Irene agreed, yet differed. ‘In the academic sense, yes, she was rather barren. But her brains came from the power of great beauty, Jack. Women like that know how to comport themselves. Also, she did become useful in the business and she was always pleasant with customers.’


  Jack Richards acknowledged the comment with a grunt. An ex-major in the Coldstreams, he was a man of few words, was apt to speak staccato, like a man barking orders. ‘Sometimes wish we hadn’t wandered into antiques.’


  Irene glanced round her beautiful drawing room and disagreed, though she did not air her views. The pieces had all come together so delightfully in Eagley Farmhouse, each article a gem, the setting subtle and well considered. No, Irene nursed no regrets about her history in antiques; the furniture here was probably worth more than the building. Yes, it had all turned out terribly well, she with her perfect home, Jack with his horses. And yet, there was so much missing from her life …


  ‘Hard to know what to do about the boy,’ said Jack. ‘Damned shop did it. The minute he gave Molly Dyson the job, she had him hooked and netted like a salmon. Far too easily led.’


  ‘Hardly a boy, my dear – he is forty now. But I understand you perfectly. Matthew is not a man for the single life.’ She placed her glass on a coaster on the surface of an inlaid side-table. ‘I wondered about Caroline Hunter-Jones.’


  The major shook his head. ‘Rides well, but looks like a horse. No, can’t see him taking to Carrie, not for one moment. To be fair, she probably smells like a horse, never away from the stables. Matthew wants something … feminine.’


  ‘Lucy Pemberton? We might give her a try, get Matthew to come up here for a weekend – he could bring young Mark. We might chivvy him up at the same time, find him a mount.’ Yes, then she would see them again, would be able to reassure herself that Matthew would be fine. Of course he would. His behaviour today had been born of grief and that would pass in time.


  The major grunted his approval and they settled back to await dinner. Scotch and gin would smooth their feathers, then a good chunk of rare beef would fill the gap nicely, bridge four this evening, drinks with the Pembertons, cosy, predictable, the organized life.


  Irene Richards thought about her poor son for several minutes, such a sad day, such a dreadful display of emotion. A part of her wanted to rush to his side but, as the dutiful wife, she knew that her place was here, with Major Jack. Wasn’t it? Oh dear, she felt so ruffled. How furious Matthew had been this morning, how uncivilized. Yet she managed to curb her feelings so that they stopped short of actual shame. It had happened, it was over and she hoped that Matthew felt better for it.


  Then she distracted herself with a copy of Vogue, immersed herself in fashion and dismissed all unpleasantness from her mind. This was how she had been reared by her husband, to make the right noises, to show just the correct amount of interest, to be feminine, available for bridge, good with horses. She dropped the magazine. Something was tugging at her chest and she felt … lonely. But time was a great healer of wounds …


  Stella Dyson looked at herself in the mirror, studied the understated makeup, the dove-grey suit, pale blue blouse, black leather shoes. Yes, she would do, not too overdressed, not too funereal. She had taken her hair back into a French pleat, sensible, tidy and very unlike Molly. Molly’s hair had hung free for much of the time, though illness had dictated a change in style, shorter, easier for staff to wash, manageable.


  It was not yet time to look like Molly. That would come later, when she could coax him out of the house, a ride on the moors, visits to little country pubs, a concert, a play. Subtlety for now, she reminded herself. Concern for her nephew, for her brother-in-law, meals to be served, shopping lists to create. The mistress of Coniston was dead and Matthew would soon be in need of help and companionship.


  She picked up bag and keys, emerged from her top-floor flat, skipped down the stairs. Calls were to be redirected by the post office to the home of another junior doctor, because Stella was in mourning. She stopped in the hallway, guilt colouring her view yet again. At the old coat-stand, she steadied herself, spoke to herself. ‘You love him, so stop this now. You didn’t ask to love him, never wanted to hurt Molly. She is dead and that is terrible. Look after him, look after them both.’


  Thus fortified, she left the house and walked down the short path. Chorley New Road was a wide thoroughfare with aspirations. At the lower end, where it neared the township, it was ordinary enough, as were some of the streets of large terraced houses that ran down to the road. But after a mile or two’s travel out of town, the place gave itself airs – a sweep of lawn in front of the very grand Bolton School, houses set back, old trees preserved, long driveways reaching out towards large houses, each of unique design.


  Stella and Matthew lived somewhere around the half-way mark, Middlesville, as Stella termed this stretch. The houses on her side of the road were huge, but in terraces, while those opposite, of which Coniston was one, served as a precursor of things to come, detached, medium-to-large gardens, individual styles. Matthew did not aspire to grandeur, so anything higher up Chorley New Road would have been too precocious, too nouveau riche for his taste. Was he an inverted snob? she asked herself. No. He liked decent furniture and plain rooms, wanted the pieces rather than their container to stand out. And Molly had agreed with him. But Molly had always agreed with him. Completely.


  She crossed the road, walked up the path and round to the back door. Bess greeted her, tail waving madly, the short, sharp barks friendly. Well, the dog seemed to have bucked up, at least. She opened the back door, walked into the kitchen. It was empty. ‘Mark?’ she called. ‘Mark?’ There was no reply.


  Cautiously, she ventured into the hall, admired for the thousandth time the ancient grandfather clock, crept into the room in which her sister had died. No one. The drawing room was empty, as was Matthew’s small ground-floor study. Perhaps he was upstairs, then, in the larger office? Mark often went out in the evenings, though Matthew had tended to stay put since Molly’s ability to go out had been curtailed.


  Upstairs, then. His car was outside, so surely he was in? She climbed quietly, ears alert for the slightest sound. From the kitchen, Bess whined. Stella froze, wished that she could shush the dog. Yes, there was a small sound, a rustling that came from Matthew’s room. On tiptoe, she approached the door, opening it an inch at a time.


  He looked up. ‘We all begin with M,’ he said, ‘Matthew, Molly and Mark.’


  Like a statue, she stood in the doorway, unable to move or speak. She was a doctor, for goodness’ sake, she could cope. Couldn’t she?


  He sat on the floor in the centre of the room, Molly’s belongings scattered around him. On his face he wore an expression of confusion, staring at her as if she were a stranger. Scarves were entwined about his fingers, bottles of perfume had spilled their contents on to the carpet, sweet scents mingling to produce an odour that was sickly and unpleasant. ‘Ten green bottles,’ he said.


  Stella coughed nervously. ‘Matthew?’


  He nodded. ‘And Molly. Molly is asleep.’


  ‘Asleep?’ She felt stupid, knew that her question was insane. Molly was dead, while Matthew … Matthew was in shock. ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked.


  ‘On the wall,’ he replied, ‘ten green bottles, hanging.’


  Stella swallowed a huge lump of anxiety, riffled through the textbooks in her mind, photographic memory, ‘Dealing with Emotional Trauma’, chapter seven. Shock. Questions. ‘What’s your name?’ she managed.


  ‘Matthew.’ He frowned like a five-year-old whose teacher did not value him. ‘Matthew Richards.’


  ‘And … er … where is Molly?’


  ‘At the shop,’ came the immediate response, ‘doing the books. She has a very good head for figures. Nine green bottles.’ So the Molly he had recently believed to be asleep was now doing books at Richards Antiques.


  Oh, God, oh, God. One of Molly’s lipsticks had rolled off under the dressing-table and he advanced like a crawling infant, jaw hanging as he concentrated on the gilded cylinder that was his prey. She did not know where to start. Who was his GP? Yes, of course, it was Simon MacRae, Mornington Road. Should she run down there and fetch
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