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He had been dying to tell them all day. But, also dying for his tea, he had saved his announcement for later, as one might reserve the best bit on ones plate until last. Now replete, Niall Doran gave a little groan of satisfaction, a leisurely stretch, and prepared to regale his family. Then he remembered what day it was.
Perhaps this was not the time for frivolity. His thoughtful blue eyes moved to the fireplace, half expecting still to see the old Yorkshire range, but that had been ripped out weeks ago and replaced by a modern one with shiny beige tiles. Upon its mantelpiece, twixt two posies of flowers, stood a soldiers photograph. Today marked the eighteenth anniversary of Brendans death; killed one week after his birthday on the Somme in 1916, forever twenty-five. Twenty-five, thought Niall with a mental shake of head  why, even the blasted sideboard had been allowed to survive more years than that! Without turning his head, he felt its dark presence. It seemed to glare at him, as if knowing he had always hated it  this heavily carved Jacobean-style monstrosity that took up an entire wall, its funereal bulk alleviated only by scraps of white lacework and the photographs of his children at their confirmation. Having his mother-in-law living here was oppressive enough, without putting up all her old-fashioned stuff too. It felt like a blasted funeral parlour 
Still, he noted, the occupants of the household didnt appear overly sombre. From the front room came the sound of female muttering: his wife, Ellen, her younger sisters, Harriet and Dolly, and their sixty-five-year-old mother having converged there a few moments ago, probably to spy on some neighbour, as women were prone to do. But Niall would soon have them pricking up their ears.
Youll never guess what I saw today, his deep Yorkshire voice called teasingly, not even in a million years.
Seated at the table alongside him in the living room of their small terraced house, five brown-haired, blue-eyed children waited expectantly.
A wolf! came their fathers grandiose announcement.
Whilst his offspring gasped in awe, only a half-amused reply came from the other room. I thought they were extinct in this country? Ellen remarked.
Obviously not, for I saw one today with me own eyes! Niall sounded pleased with himself.
You know what happened to the boy who cried wolf, jeered Nora Beasty, his mother-in-law, her concentration still fixed on the street beyond the window.
Im not having you on! objected Niall, with a laugh. I swear I saw it. And he began to recount todays adventure on the country line, all five children leaning on the table, their pixie-like faces holding him with rapt attention  the girls, Honora and Judith, with their delicate bone structure, the youngest, Brian, too, whilst the remaining pair of boys were more robust  all paying respectful heed. Id just chased an old moorjock off the line
Whats a moorjock, Dad? interrupted Bartholomew, a rascally-looking five-year-old.
Its a sheep, Batty  and I were bending down with me spanner to tighten a crossover rod, and I looked up and there was Mr Wolf, jogging across the line as bold as brass! His thrill conveyed to the children, Niall delighted in watching them hang on his every word. There came a display of excitement from the women too, but not because of anything Niall had said.
See! I told you  hes off to meet a woman! declared Nora, her flint-like eyes piercing the lace curtain and following the suspects passage up the terrace.
The three younger females, who craned their necks beside their mother, gave angry murmurs of agreement. Then one of the disembodied voices manifested itself: Dolly thrusting her toothy, unattractive face round the brown varnished jamb to summon her brother-in-law. Go after him, Nye, and see where hes off.
Who, in Gods name? He showed slight exasperation, which was mirrored by his informant.
Your Sean!
Spy on my own brother? Thats a bit devious. But Niall had turned grim, annoyed as much that his own bit of glory had been spoiled as over his brothers purported wrongdoing, though he spared a warm and grateful smile for his eldest, who removed his empty plate and brought him the evening newspaper.
Theres your press, Dad.
By, youre a good lass  thanks, Honor. He touched her affectionately. Quiet and conscientious like her father, the eleven-year-old merely smiled back, as Niall raised his voice again for the benefit of those in the parlour. Anyhow, he said hes off to play billiards with a chap from work!
This drew sounds of faint contempt from the other room, his mother-in-laws answer relaying a sneer. I heard what he said, but you dont get dressed up like he is to knock a few balls about  and he couldnt look us in the eye when he said it. Its a woman, Im telling you.
Itd bloody well better not be or Ill flatten him. Despite the Irish name and facial characteristics, the Celtic knick-knacks and shamrock-laden, proverb-bearing plaques that dotted his house, Niall was Yorkshire personified in his tight-buttoned, blunt-speaking manner. Irritated, he snatched a mouthful of dark brew from his glass and unfolded his newspaper. It had been a long hot day, he had laboured hard on the railway and, with his tale about the wolf overshadowed, all he desired was to be left in peace to finish his Guinness and read the press. Trained to accept this, his boys scrambled off their chairs and went to play outside. But, as ever, the women wouldnt let him rest.
Ellen broke off spying to bustle in and urge her husband persuasively, Go on, darlin, before he gets too far ahead. Hes the one whos devious  he knows hes in the wrong otherwise why would he lie?
We dont know he is lying. But at the back of his mind Niall knew they were right: his brother had looked shifty when questioned as to his intended whereabouts. Sean had rarely ventured out since his wife had died three months ago; then, last evening when he had come over for tea  which Nora had kindly taken to cooking for him since his bereavement  he had made an announcement that he wouldnt be over the next night, would just grab a quick bite at home as he was going to meet a friend from work. Niall recalled how he had offered to accompany his brother, for he felt like a night out himself, but had been met by a hasty refusal, Sean explaining that his workmate was not the sort to welcome such an intrusion. Niall had put little significance on this at the time, for past experience had shown that Seans choice of friends was not his. But now, with his glass of Guinness only half drained, he abandoned it, wiping the froth from his long upper lip and casting aside the newspaper as he went to join the suspicious tribe by the window.
The front room was strong with cocoa, emanating from Harriet and Dolly, whose clothes and hair  even their skin  seemed impregnated by the factory in which both worked. The grey head with its severe parting, and hair tied in a bun, moved aside so that Niall could take her place.
Now will you go after him? bawled an impatient Nora, once he had seen for himself.
Far from being cowed, he responded with sour amazement. Dont me legs carry me enough miles a day? But even as he said it he knew he would cave in for the sake of a quiet life, as he always did against this unforgiving wall of women.
Still, he vacillated, unwilling to do their underhand bidding, yet inquisitive to know himself. Well, I might just go 
Can I go with you, Daddy? Unnoticed, six-year-old Judith had followed him in here and, fond of such cloak-and-dagger shenanigans, dragged at his legs and tilted her face at him pleadingly. Aw, can I?
Eh, Juggy Doran, what are you doing creeping up behind me? Youre as bad as this lot! Much as he joked, he did not care for the example being set for her. You should be out playing on a lovely night like this.
Go on! nagged Ellen with a helpful push. Youll lose him.
Niall was still looking down with fondness at Juggy, whose warm little body was clinging to his thigh. This morning she had sported a neat bow in her long, dark brown hair, but the latter was now tousled from play, and the ribbon dangled loosely about her face as she tried to seduce him with those shining blue eyes. Please! I want to hear about your wolf.
I should be glad somebody does! growled her father. Judged on this unsmiling appearance Niall could have been a wolf himself  sharp of feature, keen and intelligent of eye, his dark, wiry hair grizzled around the temples, at thirty-three in his prime, lean and raw-boned and rather menacing. In nature he was quite the reverse. Not exactly a sheep in wolfs clothing, and as far from being meek and mild as one could be, he was nevertheless as moral a fellow as ever stood, anything untoward or underhand offending him deeply, and he was not averse to using his fists in defence of those values. However, this side of his character was never visited upon his womenfolk, whose every whim he chose to grant in order to enjoy the quiet life he yearned. All in all a soft-hearted soul, especially at the hands of his children, Niall would take much goading before his teeth were bared. Yet here now before him was the one thing guaranteed to raise his hackles, and it was his brother who provided it.
For heavens sake, will you stop faffing and get after him  please! This addendum was swiftly issued, for Nora knew him well enough to know that he did not respond to bullying. But she could not hide her exasperation and, unlike her son-in-laws, Nora Beastys appearance was not so deceptive. With those cold grey eyes, she looked as if shed enjoy torturing people and, by God, Niall knew if he didnt do as she wanted now shed make his life a misery for weeks in all manner of small ways.
But it was from a sense of curiosity rather than obeying Nora that he finally agreed to act, and, with a gasp of aggravation, also to take Juggy with him. Flamin eck, if it means Ill get some blasted peace, all right Ill go! Juggy laughed in triumph. But keep your gob shut, he warned her. We dont want Uncle Sean thinking were after him. Even if we are, he fumed to himself. Still in his grubby shirtsleeves, he hauled his grinning little daughter by the hand and left.
Outside, he paused only to sling Juggy onto his shoulders, then set off after his brother. She was a delicate, gangly creature, and no more than a featherweight to bear. On consideration he was glad to have her with him for it might look less suspicious. If Sean should turn and confront his pursuer the latter could always say he was only taking his child somewhere  though why he should lie when Sean was obviously the one at fault  However, he had not been found guilty yet and must be granted the benefit of the doubt.
Employing the bat his father had painstakingly carved for him, Dominic was now involved in a game of cricket with a dozen other raggle-taggle young residents of this slightly impoverished but happy area, his smaller brothers hovering in the avid hope they might be allowed to run after the ball. So concentrated, none of them noticed as their father went by with their sister on his shoulders.
Ooh, just the very fellow! old Mrs Powers accosted him as he was passing her open doorway. Mr Doran was a man who kept himself to himself, but knowing him to be charitable too, she entreated him, Could you just give us a hand to get a lid off, if youre not in too much of a rush?
Unable to ignore the elderly widows smiling plea, the chivalrous Niall turned to follow her lame figure indoors, only remembering he had Juggy on his shoulders when she yelled in alarm, and ducking swiftly to avoid injuring her.
With the lid removed, and the old ladys thanks ringing in his ears, Niall did not tarry but called over his shoulder, Youre all right, love! Then he hurried to regain surveillance of his brother, who had now turned a corner, the bony little buttocks grinding his shoulders as he jogged.
Thenceforth, he loped along Walmgate in the manner of the wolf that he had seen crossing the railway line that morning, occasionally responding to his daughters questions about his encounter with it, though his mind was on other things now.
Well, Sean wasnt going to play billiards, that was for sure. He was travelling in the wrong direction. Still, Niall conceded that the local billiard hall was not the only one in York, and to be fair to his brother he tried his best to keep an open mind as, with the ancient limestone bar to his rear, he shadowed him towards town.
A tram came gliding past, the odd motor car, and argumentative voices from the Chinese laundry, but apart from these intrusions the way was quiet. If not for the task in hand it would have been a very pleasant walk. This evening, with its occupants basking peacefully in the sunshine  gentle old Irish grandmothers in black dresses, shawls and bonnets, seated upon chairs on the pavement and puffing on their clay pipes  it might be hard for a stranger to imagine that he was in one of the roughest quarters of York. Contained on two sides, the east and the south, by a medieval limestone wall, the rest of the area was enclosed by the River Foss, as it snaked its way to meet the Ouse at Castle Mills; the road that Niall trod was its main artery, a network of veins to either side.
Notwithstanding the garish posters daubed on every space, the odd smashed windowpane and derelict property, Walmgate itself did not look particularly rough. In fact many of its structures were immensely graceful, and it boasted a fine array of shops. Even the dosshouse looked genteel nowadays, the dirty crumbling stucco Niall remembered from his youth having been removed to expose fifteen-century timbers, and the gaps between them whitewashed. But Niall kenned that, with a few drinks down them, those same old grandmothers who waved to him so benignly might be tearing out each others hair, and their sons trading blows. Likewise, behind those Victorian establishments with their sedate awnings to ward off the sun, and the symmetrical Georgian faades, at the other end of those narrow, urine-reeking alleys that ran between them were the most appalling courtyard slums.
However, of late there had been a definite change in the air. Along his way, Niall was pleased to note that a few of the worst offenders had gone, others in the process of being razed too, though the awful smell of their midden privies lingered on, overpowering the more pleasing aroma of fish and chips. Such dwellings had been there since he was a boy  his father and mother had said the same  and he would be glad when all were finally eradicated. How sad that it had taken a world war to instigate progress. Holding his breath and warning Juggy to do the same as they passed one such demolition site, he hurried on up Walmgate.
Linked to Fossgate by a small stone bridge that lay some way ahead of him, this was one of the longest thoroughfares in the city, its thriving commercial premises interspersed by ironworks, forges, breweries and tanneries, all of which emitted a sooty effluvia that was indiscriminate in its resting place, coating elegant Regency pediment and sagging medieval beam alike. Amidst these grimy edifices were butchers shops with attached slaughterhouses. A few ancient churches were outnumbered by public houses: the King William, the Spread Eagle, The Clock, and eleven others. The combined smell of beer fumes and unsanitary middens billowed out from every entry on this warm summer evening  too warm to be dressed up like a dogs dinner, came Nialls inner pronouncement, as he noted the carefree manner in which his brother walked. The bouncing, cocksure gait of his grey-flannelled legs, the swagger of his shoulders under the best jacket, the cap at a jaunty angle, the rhythmic clitter-clatter of his steel-tipped soles as he danced off the pavement and onto the cobbles in order to get round the small crowd that had gathered to hear the tingalary man  hardly the demeanour of a fellow recently bereaved.
Involuntarily, Nialls mind was cast back to poor Evelyns death, for which he held himself partly responsible. It was from one of his children, the nephews and nieces on whom she doted, that Seans wife had caught chickenpox. Whilst the youngsters had been barely incommoded, other than by an irritating rash, Evelyn had become critically affected. Her death had come as a complete and terrible shock. Niall remembered how devastated Sean had been and unable, as some might, to take solace in his offspring, for, despite being with Evelyn several years, their marriage had been unfruitful. There was no sign of that devastation now, thought Niall with disgust, as the gay tune from the tingalary affected his brothers gait.
He shouldnt have been surprised. Sean had always seemed to get over things quicker than he himself did  he could still weep over the death of their mother if he thought about it too deeply, though she had been dead more than thirteen years. But then hed always enjoyed a closer relationship with her. His father had died when he was twelve and Niall had become the man of the family, insisting that he leave school and get a job to support his mother and younger brother  younger by only three years but it made all the difference between their levels of maturity. Even in adulthood Sean had continued to be the less responsible of the two. It annoyed Niall slightly that their mother allowed the younger brother to get away with it, whilst demanding a more grownup attitude from himself and going mad at him if not receiving it. Still, he had adored her and had been heartbroken by her death on his twentieth birthday.
Then, soon afterwards had come Ellen to stem his grief. Susceptible to her comforting arms, deeply grateful for someone to organise his domestic affairs  for there was no way this clumsy labourer could do justice to the house he had inherited  he had married her within weeks of their getting together, their first child conceived on honeymoon. Yet, maintaining filial responsibility, he had not abandoned Sean, nor even tried to buy him out, but had welcomed him into the fold of newly wedded bliss, until, a few years later, Sean married one of Ellens sisters. But even then, Nialls supportive role was not over, for, with great financial hardship to himself, he had taken out a mortgage in order to release Seans half of the inheritance so that his younger brother could buy a house of his own. And, when Ellens father had died, who was it took care of his widow and two unmarried daughters, and invited them to come and live under his roof, even though it was overcrowded already? Certainly not Sean.
With a snort of annoyance, Niall became aware that his little rider had slipped on his shoulders, and with one deft movement jerked her back into position. Sit straight, darlin.
Sorry, Dad. Juggy sat bolt upright, her hot little hands pressed to his skull.
The glazed brick frontage of the Lord Nelson signified that Walmgate was almost at an end. Thereafter came only a few shops, and two more public houses. Then, beyond the jagged, moss-coated roofs of derelict warehouse and broken Dutch gable that nibbled the skyline like rotten teeth, the Minster rose into view, its gargoyles and pinnacles defaced by the same centuries-old grime, yet still towering spectacularly over all. Niall, barely aware of this colossus or any other antiquity, was deep in thought about his relationship with his brother, when a sudden cry made him jump in alarm that he had been found out.
But Sean was only calling to a woman on the other side of the street: Charlies dead!
Immediately interpreting the phrase to mean that her petticoat could be seen, the recipient of Seans impudence automatically glanced down at her calf-length skirt, and made deft adjustment of its waistband, and the show of underwear was gone. Then, with an embarrassed laugh for her grinning informant, she minced off with a click of high heels. Niall scowled. What sort of respect was that to show a dead wife? Similar in looks, maybe, but the antithesis of his elder brother, Sean had always been a flirt; even when he had been married it had not stopped him. No, it hasnt taken you long to get over her, has it? Niall noted grimly.
Had this been Seans only transgression that evening, it would have been bad enough, but he had just walked straight past another billiard saloon. As the tramlines and their overhead wires veered left, Niall carried straight on, his face even grimmer as he hurried across the road to avoid being run over by a car, his little passenger clasping tightly to his head. The street became narrower now, flanked by bulbous stone balusters, between which flashed glimpses of an oily river. The muscles in Nialls thighs tensed effortlessly as they met the incline of Foss Bridge, and thereby began another series of pubs. Kings Arms Hotel, Parties Catered For, shouted the huge advertisement painted on an end gable; whilst some fifty paces ahead, Sean was passing beneath a sign for Magnet Ales. And in between were narrow jetty-fronted shops and grand emporia, an exotic-looking picture house, a barber and a confectioner, fresh fish and ironmonger, wagon repair, garage and cycle dealer 
Finally reaching the Army and Navy Stores, which marked the end of the thoroughfare, his quarry rounded a corner. Niall rushed to catch up, and his mood darkened into fury. Nora had been right. Waiting beneath the gold-painted carving of a ram, which dangled from a bracket and was an emblem of the Golden Fleece public house, stood a pretty young woman, obviously well acquainted with Sean. At his arrival her face lit up, and she touched his arm with such familiarity that there could be no mistake.
Sorry Im late, Niall heard his brother say as he himself made a swift diversion to avoid catching up with them, almost dislodging Juggy in the process, and pretended to be looking in a shop window.
Youre not, Im early, the woman replied. Then, to Nialls horror, she added curiously, Is that little girl waving at you?
As Sean wheeled to face him with a guilty look on his face, a childish voice hissed, Theyve seen us, Dad! But dont worry, Ill fix it. And she called cheerfully from her fathers shoulders, Its all right, Uncle Sean, were not following you! Me dads just come to buy summat from this shop!
Since when has he worn womens corsets? muttered Sean, glaring knowingly at Niall.
For a few angry seconds the brothers faced each other, sharing the same defiant pose. Then, as ever, it was Sean who turned away first, steering his bemused lady friend from the scene and leaving an equally disgruntled Niall to return home.
 		   

 		 	And where did they go? demanded his outraged wife and in-laws, when he had reported all this to them several minutes later.
How do I know? Divested of Juggy, who had gone to get ready for bed, even though it was still light, Niall flexed his cramped shoulder muscles. I stopped following them.
Clot! accused the cold-eyed Nora, to supportive murmurs from her daughters, who were gathered round him.
Already simmering, Niall fixed her with a warning glare. I wasnt going to have an embarrassing confrontation in the street!
Ellen recognised that her mother had tested his good nature too far, and said hurriedly as he carved a passage through the women, Well, its sufficient to know that Sean was with that woman, Mam. It doesnt really matter where they went, does it?
No, indeed, the snake-eyed traitor! Nora backed off from Niall, though it did not stop her venting her disgust on his brother.
Harriet too spoke her piece, obviously expecting Niall to listen. With strained patience he beheld her objectionable face, which was shaped like a cardboard shoe box, its expression and features similarly hard. So what are you going to do about it? she demanded.
Dont fret! The minute he gets home Ill be waiting for him. Im not having this family brought into disrepute. With a look of grim determination, Niall finally got to rest his aching body in an armchair, the brown artificial leather creaking as he slumped upon it. Purchased in a moment of rebellion against having his home cluttered with Noras belongings, aside from the fireplace it was one of the few tokens of modernity about the house. Faced with that looming monstrous presence that was the sideboard, Niall bent to remove his boots, then thought better of it. Nora would no doubt start wittering at him, and besides, hed only have to put them on again when he went to confront Sean. Contenting himself with loosening their laces, he threw an abstracted smile of gratitude at Ellen, who had replenished his glass with Guinness, and whilst she herself supervised the childrens bedtime prayers, he opened the evening newspaper.
But, as before, he found himself reading the same line several times due to the angry commentary of his mother-in-law as she waited by the front window for the perpetrators return. Normally he could ignore her, but tonight his own annoyance with Sean made this impossible, and eventually he left the room to seek refuge in the outside lavatory. How could someone of five foot two make her presence so felt? For if there was one anomaly about Nora Beasty it was that she looked much larger in photographs than in real life. Niall recalled his first sighting of her, when his relationship with Ellen had grown serious and she had produced a family snapshot as a preview to what Niall could expect upon making their acquaintance. If he had felt intimidated then by those steel-grey eyes, the iron jaw and hawkish nose, he had felt even more so at meeting Nora in the flesh, for her personality filled the room  much like her sideboard. Yet he had been astounded at how short she was. Short and stout and determined. Wide those hips might be, yet there was barely a hint of femininity about Nora, rather an armour-platedness; and despite the scallops of lace at collar and cuffs, the delicate chain of the locket she wore, and the slender gold band of her wristwatch, there was a mannish strength to her arm. Niall had been quite alarmed, for was it not said that a woman grew into her mother?
Thankfully, Ellens jaw was not so square, her face softened by a fringe of brown curls; she had a maternal tenderness in her clear blue eyes that Nora could never have possessed, even in girlhood. For although Nora had been very good to him in many respects, there lurked behind that initial smile of welcome the hint of a nastier side, which he had quickly discovered could be evoked at the drop of some harmless comment, and woe betide anyone who crossed her. A much younger man then, he had avoided doing or saying anything that might upset his mother-in-law  not that Niall was the type to go around upsetting folk just for the sake of it, nor was he someone who shrank from a fight, it was simply that he couldnt see the point in disrupting an otherwise ordered life by indulging in petty squabbles with the matriarch, even if she did regularly test his patience. But short of hitting her, he could not alter her wilful character  and one could not hit a woman. So for the sake of keeping everyone happy, if things got too much he would simply leave the room, and for the next thirteen years this was the way he had orchestrated his marriage. He could not say that he himself was ecstatically happy  what labouring man could boast contentment with his lot?  but so long as he had a steady job, a roof over his head, and his children were healthy and well fed, he would never complain. It could have been far worse. The rest of the daughters  not just the younger pair, Dolly and Harriet, but also the other two who had flown the nest  all were quite plain, their eyes slightly protuberant and grey like their mothers, their hair nondescript and their figures unappealing, and he counted himself lucky to have landed the only one amongst them who was reasonable-looking. Whilst no raving beauty, Ellen had the ability to look clean and trim, even when she was up to her eyes in housework, always having a tasty meal ready for him, and she was a wonderful mother to his children. The only characteristic she shared with her sisters was those thin lips, which showed a proclivity for intolerance and spite. Niall had come to know that this was not mere fancy, the amount of times they had ganged up on folk over the years. For a second he rather pitied his brother, who looked set to experience the full strength of their wrath; but for only a second. Never by any stretch of the imagination would he himself behave in such an overhasty manner should anything befall Ellen.
Which was why, the instant his lookout gave warning that Sean had arrived home, Niall was out of the door and over the road in the time it took to tie his bootlaces.
Dont try creeping in!
About to cross the threshold, Sean jumped and spun round, then retorted in anger, Why should I creep into me own house?
You know bloody well why! accused Niall.
Sean scoffed in disgust. If you think Im going to explain myself to you  youre tone who should be explaining, spying on me like that!
I wouldnt have to spy if you had any sense of right and wrong! Nialls dark, shaggy eyebrows were arched in disbelief. For Gods sake, your wifes hardly cold!
Three months is a long time when youre on your own! There was a hint of supplication in the face that was very like that of its accuser, with dark hair and vivid blue eyes, if slightly younger and not so healthy, for Sean worked in a factory. You dont know what its like coming in to an empty house 
But Niall was not to be won over. If thats your only excuse then get a lodger.
All vestige of peace-making drained from the younger brothers face, usurped by contempt. You clever sod! You know what your trouble is? Youre just jealous because you resent me having a bit of happiness when youre so bloody miserable.
A second of stunned silence  then, Dont talk bull!
Its bloody right! Youd love to escape from Ellen and her lot, given the chance.
Right? sputtered Niall, angered by the insult and coming dangerously close to his opponents face. What would you know about right?
I know whats right for me, parried Sean, and I intend to get on with it, so you can go back and tell that to the ones who are pulling your strings!
Now totally incensed at being portrayed as only here to do the womens bidding, Niall returned fire, dappling his brothers face with saliva. Its not just them as thinks youre a traitor! For Christs sake, cant you even do the decent thing and wait a year at least?
A year  whos to say whats a reasonable time? This penchant for sticking to the rules had always annoyed Sean. Why do you always have to do things by the letter? Why cant you take into account that some people arent as regimented as yourself and might just happen to fall in love?
Love  you? Pff! Niall laughed, but his eyes bulged with danger. We both know what youre after!
I dont give a damn what you think of me, but dont you dare insult my friends with your mucky insinuations! Restricted by his collar and tie, Seans brow had broken out in a sweat, his face cherry red, his eyes brimming with fury. Emmas a good, decent woman and that was the first time weve walked out together.
Well  I meant no slur on her. Blood still pounding through the veins in his temples, Nialls reply was tempered by remorse, though only for the woman who might be innocent. Maybe shes unaware of your position; maybe you misled her like youve misled us.
She knows all there is to know about me, retorted Sean to this double-edged apology, he too becoming less vociferous now, if no less firm. And I didnt lie to you. I said I was going out with somebody from work. You just assumed it was a bloke.
It was natural to assume it when you said you were off to play billiards! countered Niall.
Women can play billiards too, you know! As a matter of fact shes a very good player, and we did go for a game. Normally a much less volatile character, Sean managed to bring his annoyance under control and tried reason instead. Look, I dont want to fall out with you, Nye. Cant you just be happy that Ive found someone again? Shes really lovely. I know youll like her when you meet her.
I dont want to bloody meet her! Niall exploded again and, one foot on the doorstep, he dealt his brothers chest an angry shove. If she knows everything about you she must think its all right to go out with a man so recently widowed, and that doesnt constitute decency in my book.
Then bugger you and bugger your book! Equally angered, Sean pushed his assaulter back into the street. Im seeing her whether you approve or not. You might be an angel, but Im just a normal bloke. The trouble with you is you cant put yourself in anybody elses shoes, youve got no bloody imagination! And thus saying, he slammed the door in his detractors face.
Absolutely fuming, Niall dealt the barrier a vicious thump, then wheeled away. No imagination indeed  how little his brother knew him. Oh, he had imagination in bucketsful! But it was not the sort that could be disclosed. What kind of man had daydreams of his wife being killed in an accident and tried to imagine how hed feel at the news?
He felt this way now as he strode back to his own house and saw those tight-lipped expressions at the window, knew that the moment he was through the door Ellen, her mother and sisters would be pestering to hear what Sean had had to say, and demanding that he do something about it. For, since marrying into a family that came to lose all its men, Niall had been bestowed with the mantle of leader; in name at least. There was a time when he had been flattered to act as surrogate for Noras dead son, Brendan, to be treated like a king in never having to lift a finger, his every requirement brought to hand. But callow vanity had soon been ousted by a truer sense of place. Now he was mature enough to see that Nora and her daughters regarded him as just another child to be manipulated, that he held no real importance for them other than to be the provider; for if ever he was to offer an opinion on anything they would regard it with amusement or, even worse, might scoff. Only in time of crisis, when there was some onerous duty that they could not perform themselves, did they deign to treat him like a man  yet even then instructing him how to do it.
So, yes, perhaps Sean knew him better than he cared to admit. At times like this, when all he wanted was to sink into bed after a hard days labour, he did regret marrying Ellen  yearned to be free of those carping bloody women. But hed never do it, for it wouldnt be right to walk out on his kids. And so he dreamed instead that one day she would just be taken from him, and tried to imagine how hed feel upon hearing the news, and how long it would be before he could get shot of her mother from his house. And then, of course, being the moral soul he was, Niall felt guilty and sad because there was no valid reason for wanting to be rid of Ellen, apart from her clan. There was a certain affection between them, they shared five children to whom she was a good mother, and she was a good housekeeper. He was sure he and his wife would have been fine if not for others influence. But he could not fight all of them. And so he was left to his imagination 
But imagining something wasnt the same as reality, Niall told himself angrily upon reaching his door, nor was it a crime. Had he been in his brothers shoes he knew he would never choose to act like Sean. He would do the right thing. He cared what people thought of him, cared about his good name. And by association with his brother, that name had been plunged in the mire.
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Steeped in such troubles, Niall had almost forgotten about the wolf when he saw it again the next day, bounding across the stretch of track he and the gang had just laid, not ten feet ahead, and making him cry out in alarm so that his companions dived onto the embankment thinking he was alerting them to danger. As before, it caused quite a stir amongst the labourers, many of whom dropped what they were doing to scramble up the grassy embankment. One of picked up a stone and hurled it with such accuracy that it drew forth a yelp. Objecting to this, Niall preferred to stand and watch the wolf escape across a pasture, scattering cattle as it ran, and leaving tufts of moulting hair in its wake from a coat that seemed almost red in the sunlight. One would have expected the noise to deter a wild animal, he thought, all that steam and clanking from the locomotives and the cranes, the grinding and hammering  not to mention the human activity. One would have assumed the wolf would take a wide berth, but no, there he was, giving his observers a devil-may-care backwards glance over his shoulder as he finally vanished into the trees.
Their excitement dying down, the labourers were ordered back to work by their foreman, and soon all were busy again renewing the track. Around fifty in all, some worked with picks, some in a wagon casting down shale with their spades, others shovelling earth into corves, yet more manoeuvring the girders and tracks that were suspended from the crane, guiding them into position, whilst a host of others worked with spanners and hammers to secure it, the whole site a cacophony.
His boots crunching the ballast, his ears ringing with the sound of steel upon steel, Niall narrowed his eyes against the smoke from the cigarette that now dangled from the corner of his long Irish lips, as he squatted to wrestle with metal and timber, and his thoughts turned once again to his errant brother.
A fair man, after a nights sleep he had pondered Seans dilemma more objectively, yet for all he tried to put himself in the others shoes he could not condone such behaviour. Sean might like to think that the matter was ended, but he had another think coming. From now on Niall would be alert to his every move.
 		   

 		 	Thus, that evening, tipped off by a watcher that Sean was heading out again, he pre-empted Noras instruction to follow him by dashing straight out for confrontation.
Youd better not be going to see her again!
Clean-shaven, his hair slicked with brilliantine and smartly dressed in tweed jacket, white open-necked shirt and grey flannels, Sean merely eyed the challenging stance with disdain before continuing on his way up the sunny terraced street.
Hark on! Niall barked after him. If you do this you wont be regarded as part of this family any more! This is the last time Ill be talking to you.
Once there was a time when Sean had worshipped his big brother, but with Niall become so judgmental and strait-laced, all respect vanished in a trice. Still walking, he flung a nonchalant reply over his shoulder. Ill consider meself told then.
His threat so blithely unheeded, Niall strangled his intended retort, wasted no time standing there fulminating, but returned to his womenfolk, immediately to form a pact of war.
 		   

Henceforth, the women took it in turns to stand by the parlour window, noting what time Sean left and what time he returned, no matter how late. Even whilst detesting such methods, Niall was to play his part too, refusing to speak to his brother and darting him arrows of contempt whenever they came face to face.
It was a measure of their combined depth of loathing, their desire to arrest Seans wicked descent, that these tactics were to be maintained for eight tense weeks. Until, one Friday evening in late August, when a day of high wind had already whipped up tempers, the lid of restraint was about to be blown clean off: Sean arrived home with his scarlet woman in tow.
Following the collective gasp of outrage, Nora blurted, He cant do that  thats our Evelyns house!
But Sean could and did proceed to escort the woman right to his threshold, both of them laughing as the wind swept her hair from back to front so that it totally obscured her face, then whipped Seans cap into the street, causing him to make an acrobatic leap for it, before they finally managed to slam the door.
His mother-in-law was almost apoplectic over this presumption. Well, Im not having it! Heaving her solid carcass forth, surprising nimble of foot, she rushed outside to stand on the pavement and glare, closely followed by her daughters, all bracing themselves against the gale, whilst their hair was whipped and their pinafores billowed and ruffled, and paper flew all about the street.
Unable to see how this would help matters, Niall chose to remain indoors, as disgusted as the rest, though not so vocal. But no matter that Sean and his lady friend had gone inside, Nora and her deputies were to brave the elements for extra moments, standing firm and Medusa-like in the gale, so as those looking out could be under no illusion.
Theyll have to come out sometime, declared Ellen, eyes narrowed and watering, arms folded under her indignant bosom, whilst her clothes flapped about her.
What if they dont? enquired Dolly, the least forceful of them, trying to keep a wisp of hair from her mouth. Whatll we do then?
Theyll have to! From inside, Niall heard his wife reiterate.
Not if she stays the night. When they all turned to frown at her, Dolly explained quickly, Well, if shes the type of brazen article who takes up with a man whose wifes barely cold, shell hardly have qualms about anything else.
Just let her try it! Nora propelled this verbal gauntlet at the wall of the house opposite, before leading the return indoors to maintain her surveillance in comfort. Ill be over there and drag her out by her frizzy hair.
Inwardly balking at such a bad example for a grandmother to set the children, Niall sought to distract them, especially the older ones, who were exchanging knowledgeable looks of concern.
Is that your homework youre trying to do on the edge of that newspaper? Recently turned twelve, Honor was seated at the table chewing the end of a pencil, as if more concentrated on the row from outside.
She broke away from her trance and went back to studying the pencilled words that were crammed into the white border around the newsprint. No, Im just making a list of my sins for confession.
Her father smiled. I thought school had run out of money for books. Sins, eh? Youd better get a bigger piece of paper then, all the things youve been up to.
Her serene posture was cracked by a laugh of quiet outrage. Dad, stop it, youre putting me off! Then her face became serous again as she tried to recall every offence committed during the week, for an imperfect confession meant damnation.
Sorry. Her father smiled and stopped teasing her, knowing how seriously she viewed the act of confession. Then he turned his attention to three-year-old Brian, who was pressed to one of his knees, unnerved by the howling of the wind through the gaps in the windows, and he pulled the child onto his lap. Dont worry, Bri, its just the silly old wind making that noise  you know like your dad makes when hes eaten pea soup.
There was collective laughter from his children.
That doesnt hurt you, does it? reasoned Niall.
I dont know about that, Dad, laughed Dominic, holding his nose.
Oy, mister! His father levelled a threatening finger, but his eyes were full of fun. You want to watch it or Ill be confiscating all of that five bob youve lined up for yourself tomorrow, instead of letting you keep some of it.
Dominic adopted a non-comprehending frown. Dont you mean half a crown? He would be performing his duties as altar boy at a wedding ceremony.
I mean five bob! Niall was stern but amused. I happen to know there are two weddings tomorrow  thought youd pulled the wool over me eyes, didnt you? Well, think again! Youll have to get up early to hoodwink your dad. He projected a grin of rebuke at his son who, in feature, took after Ellens side of the family, and could be sly, but was redeemed by possession of a charming smile, which bounced back at Niall now.
I only just found out myself there was another wedding! protested Dom with a laugh.
Momentarily reassured by the smiling banter, Brian rested his head on his fathers chest, though his ears still adhered to the external noises  as did Juggys.
Has Uncle Sean been naughty? she finally dared to ask.
Thats none of your business, retorted a stern father, but Niall felt the sharp eyes of his eldest son on him, and, annoyed at Sean for putting him in this position, sought to let Dominic know, without giving too much away, that this was no way for a man to behave. Suffice to say that a mans good name is everything, he declared to all.
I think Dorans a good name, mused Juggy, kneeling by the fire and cradling her doll. Though Id quite like to be called Pretty  thats what they call the girl who sits next to me in class.
Niall responded with a chuckle and a compliment. You dont need to be called Pretty when youre already pretty.
Father didnt mean it sounded good, Honor broke off her list of sins to explain quietly to her little sister. He meant that when people hear your name they think of you with respect, for the way you behave, and that youve got nothing to be ashamed off. She looked to Niall for confirmation, and when he gave a pleased nod, she added, And Fathers got a very good name.
So, is it the lady whats got the bad name? persisted Juggy, having received more than an inkling from the angry voices that competed with the gale outside.
Her father decided enough was enough. None of that need concern you, he said firmly, and designing to take his childrens minds off this, and also the eerie whistling of the wind, he instructed Batty, Chuck us that book, little un  well have a story before bed! Opening the tome, he set upon imbuing them with one of its moral tales in an effort to drown out their grandmothers voice.
I will! If theyre not out in five minutes Ill go in and drag them out!
However, the threat was not to be carried out.
A couple of hours later, around nine, when the youngsters were safely upstairs, Sean and his partner in crime finally emerged. Immediately the Beasty women rushed out to hurl insults.
Well, Im glad she has the grace to blush  Ah say, you do right blush! scathed Nora from across the street, amid a mass drawing-in of chins and glaring and huffing from her equally irate daughters.
Struggling to pull his door shut against the wind, Sean did not even look at them as he took a protective hold of his companions arm.
Thats right, take her home  take her back to her sty, and good riddance! This from Harriet.
I like your hair, love! Dolly mocked loudly, then declared to her abettors, Nobody has hair that colour  she must dye it!
With a bucket of rusty water by the look of it! brayed Harriet. Even as she spoke the words were ripped from her mouth and dispersed on the gale along with a noisy collection of debris, yet a few of them hit their target.
The cheek of them! an indignant Emma told her companion, all windswept and troubled as they made their departure. Its my own natural chestnut.
I know that. Theyre just jealous, ignore them  and dont take any notice of their threats neither; theyre all mouth, advised Sean. He put a firm arm around her and quickly steered her away from further insult. They can just get used to it.
 		   

Alas, far from growing used to it, tireless in their determination, one or another of the Beasty women was there to mutter and to scowl on each future occasion that Seans lover came to visit. Even more humiliatingly, the neighbours had become aware of the rift. At his current arrival, there was a small audience to witness the antics of his reception committee. Worst of all, though, for an uncle who loved them, Nialls children were being indoctrinated by this bitterness.
Dont do that! Ellen slapped a hand that had come up to wave as she and her mother took their turn at observation, crammed into their doorway in an effort to shield themselves from providing entertainment for the neighbours, whilst at the same time maintaining their vigilance towards Sean and his fancy piece.
I wasnt waving at the lady, protested a forlorn Juggy, rubbing her hand, her skinny body squeezed between mother and grandmothers hips. Only at Uncle Sean.
You dont wave to either of them! her mother bent to warn her in a manner and tone that could not be misinterpreted. And shes certainly no lady!
Though Sean translated the comment only too well as he closed the door upon it, his little niece asked innocently: What do you mean?
Never mind! Ellen shoved her daughter back inside, she and her mother following. You do as youre told and dont say a word nor make a gesture to either of them. Hes not your uncle any more.
The childs father was to endorse this, both in word and deed. In a change of tactic, from then on whenever encountering his brother, Niall would simply walk past as if the other were invisible. Hence, his children were to act by example. It was all very sad for one who had doted upon them.
Yet however some might like to pretend that Sean did not exist, others continued to watch and to criticise his every move. Which was how they were to discover that the hussy had finally stayed the night.
This was the ultimate outrage. At the sight of Sean and Emma emerging together at eleven thirty that Sunday morning, Nora abandoned her sentry duty and charged like a rhinoceros from the house, running directly across the street and arriving at such a velocity that she almost bowled her son-in-law over in her attempt to slap his face. She would have struck Emma too had Sean not quickly recovered from his shock to grab her arm.
Youre disgusting, the pair of you! Nora was snarling at them by the time Niall rushed over to referee, and to try to hold her back as she strained to be at those who had demeaned her kin. Ellen, Dolly and Harriet had rushed to join in the hounding, forming a barrier around Sean and the woman so that they could not escape. Besmirching my daughters memory with that guttersnipe  where did she sleep, thats what I want to know!
Though deeply embarrassed by the attention this was drawing  everyone dressed for the performance in Sunday clothes  Niall wanted to know too.
The mark of retribution glowing on his cheek, an angry Sean tried to disentangle himself, whilst at the same time trying to protect Emma from Harriet, the most dominant of his sisters-in-law, who kept aiming vicious prods. We dont have to put up with this!
But Niall caught his arm, Yes you do! You owe Nora an explanation as to how youve got the gall to have another woman in your wifes bed!
Cornered, Sean managed to wrench his arm free, then drew a frightened Emma closer to him, barking at his accusers, If youd have been talking to me you might have found out before this  might have been invited to our wedding!
Totally shocked, they stopped to gawp at him, lending him the chance to carve an exit from their oppressive circle, though once free he did not run but stood his ground and faced them.
Nora was first to recover, her accusation shrill with disbelief. You cant be married. Wed have heard from Father Finnegan!
Ruffled of temper and clothing, Sean was still putting them to order as he explained, We got married at Emmas church.
Wheres that then? grilled Niall.
St Oswalds.
There was a consensus of derision over the Protestant venue. Well, youre not really married then! countered Nora.
Sean remained firm. The certificate says we are.
If you think Im letting you bring your floozie to live in my daughters house
Nora! A lock of black hair tumbling over his brow, Sean leaned towards her with an expression of determination. Im very sorry but Evelyns dead. She isnt coming back. I loved her but I cant keep the house as a shrine. Ive got to get on with my life. So it isnt Evelyns house any more, its Emmas. Taking advantage of their stunned faces, he dashed his hair back into place, straightened his spine, then said, with more equanimity than he felt, If youd like me to introduce you ?
No, we bloody wouldnt! yelled Harriet who, at twenty-five, might be the youngest, but had inherited the lions share of her mothers obnoxious character. Whilst there might be name-calling from Ellen and Dolly there was the definite threat of violence here, and Sean had no wish to hang around and sample it.
In an act of finality, he turned his back on them all, muttering, I knew itd be a waste of time, as he and his wife escaped up the street, shoulders braced against a tirade of insults.
You neednt think youre getting away with this!
I dont see as theres much you can do about it, sighed Niall to his mother-in-law, who was to repeat this threat as he shepherded her and everyone else indoors. Im as angry as the next person. I think hes despicable, but
Theres one thing I can do about it right now! declared Nora, in warlike form, gathering her daughters. Come on  you an all! And her hand made a graphic summons at Niall as she led the procession back to Seans house.
No one locked their doors around here for there was nothing to steal; Nora found something though, as she barged straight in and made for a cottage piano. Well have this, for a start! Ellen, grab that end. She herself took hold of the piano and started to heave it, groaning and squeaking, across the brown lino, her daughter shoving from the other end. Dolly, grab them Staffordshire dogs! Hat, you do the kitchen!
Youre taking all his stuff? questioned a slightly amazed Niall, for the moment hanging back.
Its not his property, its ours! Nora grunted and grimaced over the shifting of the piano, banging her shins as she fought to manoeuvre it over the bunched-up carpet that acted as a wedge against its wheel, her anger anaesthetising the pain. I gave our Eve most of the things in this house when she got married, and Im damned if that little bitch is having the benefit  now are you going to help us or just stand there gawping?
It took Niall only a few seconds to realise that what Nora said was quite true: she had donated most of the furniture here and many of the utensils, for she had done the same for all her daughters. With only the briefest qualm that Sean would come home and have no chair to sit on  but had he not brought it on himself?  he began to assist with the removal. Nudging Nora aside and telling his wife to leave this to him, he freed the piano from the bunched-up carpet, then hauled it along the passage, its castors emitting an ear-splitting squeal of protest before he hefted it over the doorstep, bumped it onto the pavement, down the kerb and across the street, eventually to install it in his own front parlour alongside Noras bed  for this was where she slept.
Id rather have to climb over the blasted thing to get to me bed than let him keep it! rasped his mother-in-law.
Then, under the curious eyes of the neighbours and anxious children, he and his angry female bandits proceeded to travel back and forth, transporting piece after piece of furniture, box after box of utensils and pictures, until there was no further room to cram in anything more. All that remained in Seans living room was a table, an old sofa, and the echo of contemptuous voices.
 		   

For once, having washed their hands of the affair, Niall and his womenfolk were not outside to meet Seans return. Had they been so, they might have glimpsed through that window, denuded of its lace curtains, the heartbreaking scene of a man come home to such wanton pillage that he broke down in tears.
What have we done to them thats so bad, Em? he sobbed quietly to the wife who tried to comfort him. My own brother treating me like this  I know he was in on it  leaving you with not even a kettle.
Emma crooned and patted him tenderly, donating her handkerchief. Dont worry about me, dear. Look! Temporarily she rushed away, trying to sound cheerful and to salvage a ray of hope. Theres a little pan here we can use to boil some water, then well have a cup of tea and make a list of the things we need to buy.
Its hard to believe, isnt it? Seans tone was desolate as he looked about him at the plundered room. Yesterday was the happiest time of my life 
Aw, mine too! Teary-eyed, she hurried back, linked his arm and squeezed her support, trying to bolster him. It still can be if we refuse to let this get us down. Im sorry about all your things, but we can get some second-ha
Its not pots and pans Im bothered about! He dashed away his angry tears. What gets me is the spite thats behind it  that they left you with nothing to manage your house with!
I think thats the whole point, Emma told him quietly with a sad little smile, knowing he was not cross with her but with them. They dont see it as my house  and neither do I, truth be known.
He dealt a rapid nod of understanding. Well, we can soon remedy that! After weve had our cup of tea, Im off back out to put it up for sale  in fact I dont think I can even bear to spend another night near that wicked lot.
You might not have to, came the sardonic reply from Emma, and she made for the stairs to check whether Nora had taken their bed too.
But no, it was still there, scorned and all alone in the bedroom.
Well, she wouldnt take that, would she? scathed Sean, wandering up to join her, his face bleak.
No, but shes pinched all the spare linen. Having opened a cupboard, Emma quickly closed the door on empty shelves, again trying to make light of the incident. Theres one good thing: we wont have much to shift, will we?
Sean tried his best to raise a chuckle, saying as he embraced her tightly, As long as Ive got you Im not bothered about owt else. But it was only half true, for he just could not get over the fact that such a deed had been perpetrated by his own flesh and blood. He doubted he could ever forgive that.
And upon leaving to throw themselves on the charity of Emmas parents, for however long it might take to sell his house, he threw one final look of disgust at Nialls abode.
Well, thats me and him finished. As far as Im concerned hes dead. I wouldnt even go to his bloody funeral.
Dont say that. Its not Christian, his wife scolded softly.
Neither is reducing your own brother to a pauper, muttered Sean. From now on, hes no kin of mine.
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