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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         Thursday
         
 
         ‘Well shake it up, baby, now!’
 
         ‘Shake it up, baby!!’
         
 
         ‘Twist and shout!’
 
         ‘Twissannshout!!’
         
 
         ‘C’mon c’mon c’mon come on, baby, now!’
 
         ‘Come on, baby!’
         
 
         ‘Come on and work it on out!’
 
         ‘Workitonnaaht!’
         
 
         In excited unison Helen and Colette dutifully screamed the responses. Two heads, one dark and curly, the other black Irish glossy, bobbed and weaved in time to the thundering beat. On the tiny cluttered stage thin leather-clad youths shook their guitars with mock menace. A gaggle of the most daring girls, their faces white in matt Pan Stik, eyes stark with eyeliner and mascara, mouths open and moist, reached up to touch their heroes who wriggled away. To each side rose banks of amplifiers, barricades between the musicians and their fans; chords powered up to the low curved ceiling, bounced back from the sweaty walls and drove into the audience like missiles.
 
         ‘Wanna dance?’ a voice yelled in Helen’s ear. The music was so loud her eardrums had gone numb and her brain rattled, but she could lip-read the offer. At her side Colette was approached by his companion and with a shrug accepted.
 
         It was too dark to identify what the lanky boy wore but that was probably a school tie – the Institute, at a guess. A sixth-former if she were lucky, nipping down like herself to spend his midday break at the Cavern’s cheaper sessions. One hand held a half-full bottle of Coke while the other gestured away towards another aisle, where couples were frenziedly jiggling in time to the overwhelming beat.
 
         ‘Yeah, why not?’ She would have preferred a Coke but he was probably as poverty-stricken as she was. A dance, provided she didn’t get too hot, would be marginally less tiring than that steamy crush so close to the stage. To be honest, she couldn’t see what was so marvellous about John Lennon. Everybody knew he was as blind as a bat without his spectacles and his reputation was unreliable. Paul with his angelic face and sweet voice was more to her taste, but he’d been in a foul mood since the first note and wouldn’t smile or fool around. George had bad teeth and seemed forever preoccupied with intricate riffs on his instrument as if the paying punters were entirely incidental.
 
         ‘Wassyername?’ The boy yelled again in her ear in a pause between phrases of ‘Long Tall Sally’. He was a determined and vigorous dancer, his tie flapping against his white shirt. That was definitely a school blazer.
 
         Yet his youth was a reassurance. Dockers came in sometimes when bad weather had stopped work. To beat the no-drinks rule they would get tanked up beforehand in The Grapes pub nearby or a Yates Wine Lodge, then leer at the girls. The alcohol emboldened their hands, too, though often they were barely older than the schoolboys. Occasionally there would be fights. They didn’t understand or appreciate the music either.
 
         ‘Helen!’ she shouted back. She had left her navy duffel coat rolled up tight under a chair in one of the darkest corners – what wasn’t visible was less likely to be stolen. Her blazer, like Colette’s, was still on its peg at school. The black polo neck sweater which concealed the rest was stifling; she tugged ineffectively at it.
 
         ‘Hello, Lynne, then. My name’s Jack.’ Or it could have been Mack. Or something quite different: it didn’t matter.
 
         ‘Yeah!!’
         
 
         The final notes twanged. Without bows or further ceremony the foursome jumped down from the stage and headed towards the food hatch which passed for a bar. Colette was already there, Coke in hand, talking to John’s girlfriend Cynthia. Rumour had it they had had to get married the previous summer – she was clearly pregnant. Given the way some fans ogled John and their hostility to their favourites’ girlfriends, Cynthia was brave to come at all.
 
         A tubby man climbed up in their place and picked a microphone off its stand. His greasy leather jacket gaped over a red tee shirt; in the red spotlight perspiration stood out on his forehead and his eyes bulged.
 
         ‘We’re very grateful to Liverpool’s fab four – the Beatles! A big hand for them, ladies and gentlemen, pur-lease!’
         
 
         The applause was acknowledged with a wry wave of a hot dog by John. George turned his back on the crowd and lit a cigarette.
 
         ‘And I hope, ladies and gentlemen, that all you good people who have seen the boys live at the CAVERN’ – wild cheers on cue from the audience – ‘have put your names down for their next disc “Please Please Me” which is due out in February. With your support their first, “Love Me Do”, sold the massive total of one hundred thousand copies and made it to the charts to number fourteen in November. It even beat – wait for it – Pat Boone!’
         
 
         Yells of derision greeted the name of the sanitised American crooner. Although the Beatles’ music derived directly from American soul and country music a huge gap existed between what was cool and what wasn’t for aficionados – which every Cavern Club member would claim to be. Their preferred singers were mainly black and had been poor: the blues were genuine enough. An exception would be made for a superior white like Jerry Lee Lewis. But Boone stood with Doris Day and Guy Mitchell in the hierarchy of the despised, as far as Helen and Colette were concerned.
 
         The DJ, sweating freely, rubbed a podgy hand over his brow. The fans were becoming restless. Behind him another band had started to erect their equipment. As plugs were tested intermittent squeaks and yowls punctured the remainder of his speech.
 
         ‘And don’t forget your copy this week of the New Musical Express and our local music mag Mersey Beat – on sale round the corner at NEMS as usual!’ Another cheer. The North End Music Store in Whitechapel was the city’s largest music shop, owned by the Epsteins; it had been opened in a great flourish four years before by Anthony Newley. In the window gleaming Fender guitars and Hoffner basses tempted schoolboys to abandon their studies. A grand piano filled the foreground, with sheet music (‘Hits of Russ Conway’) draped artistically over the keyboard. At the back were the precious racks of records where light-fingered truants hovered. The record department had been the brainchild of young Brian Epstein, an idea dreamed up in despair and boredom while running their other shop, a furniture store in Woolton. In a modest upstairs office above NEMS Brian had agreed to represent the Beatles and several other bands.
         
 
         ‘And now – the Big Three!’
 
         The lead singer, who was also the drummer, looked and performed as if he had been a docker quite recently: big, rough, loud, tuneless. But he laid down a beat that could be heard across the Mersey and was much imitated.
 
         ‘Yeah – some other guy now…’ he chanted aggressively into the mike. He was singing in a different key to his lead guitarist.  Neither seemed to notice.
 
         Colette was gesticulating towards the exit. Helen peered at her watch. ‘I have to go. Sorry.’
 
         ‘Me too.’ Jack finished his drink, put the empty bottle at the base of the wall alongside a dozen others and moved with her towards the stairs. At the entrance she stepped aside to the dark corner, found a couple snogging on the chair under which her coat was hidden, ignored them as she bent down in retrieval and was rewarded with an oath and a poorly aimed kick. Upright once more she rejoined her escort. He glanced at the ‘Ladies’ sign in polite inquiry, but the toilets here stank of carbolic and effluent and were best avoided. As they pushed their way across the dance floor he put an arm around her.
         
 
         As they emerged into Mathew Street the sudden cold made them gasp. A path had been cleared in the snow: it was said by the newspapers that this could be the worst winter for years. Breaths hung in the frosty air. The queue had lessened somewhat compared with an hour earlier. The boys were of all sizes but their haircuts were similarly slicked back, Elvis-style, with a flick up at the front wherever Nature permitted. The more daring sported check jackets with blue velvet collars and shiny winkle-picker shoes with a tendency to curl at the toes. The women stood in clumps chattering like sparrows, bodies encased in long fluffy sweaters and tight skirts just above the knee, feet cramped and frozen in pointed white stilettos. Again their hairstyles conformed rigidly – either straight as a die, a silky frame for the face or else backcombed, piled high on top in imitation of Dusty Springfield and fixed with stiff lacquer with its unmistakable cheap scent. Helen could do neither with her naturally curly hair, which caused her grief every night. Before any big event she would sleep in rollers to straighten it. Lucky Colette, when she bothered, could achieve that sleek look which enhanced her green eyes. Every girl wore the same shade of pale pink lipstick, the colour which Helen now quickly removed from her own mouth with a handkerchief.
 
         ‘Can I see you again?’ The boy shivered on the pavement.  Helen fastened the toggles of her coat. Behind them the music rose, diminished and distorted, from the dank warmth of the staircase.
 
         Helen looked him once up and down. ‘Which school are you at? I may see you around.’
 
         ‘Merchant Taylor’s. Crosby. You won’t, I don’t think. We don’t go to the same dances as you because we’re not in Liverpool. I only came into town today because I’m supposed to be going to the hospital. Bunked off,’ he grinned sheepishly. ‘Like you, I suppose.’
 
         Helen half smiled. ‘Then there’s not much point, is there? Thanks for the dance.’ She exaggerated the accent, as if she were an ordinary scrubber casting off an unwanted beau. All he could see was the black sweater and the duffel coat: surely it wasn’t so obvious that she herself was still at school. It might have been different had he bought that drink – made an effort. She walked away.
 
         The two girls strolled arm-in-arm down John Street to Lord Street, past the big shops towards Lime Street Station. The 79 bus stop was by the Adelphi Hotel. Helen’s father told lurid tales of the Adelphi, the city’s sole smart hotel, whose management were among his better clients. Its heyday had been in the years before the war when the huge Cunarders were the only way to cross the Atlantic. On embarkation eve, limousines would draw up to its broad steps and disgorge stylish women in furs with mountains of leather luggage. Men in topcoats with white silk scarves would follow, cigars clamped between their teeth. Its sumptuous lounge was a copy of the first-class ballroom of the Queen Mary and had been decorated by many of the same craftsmen. For the three-day Grand National event at Aintree the entire place would be taken over by racehorse owners and trainers; on the Saturday, the last night of the meet, the top floor penthouses were the scene of wild parties, including (it was said) cockfights with hooded birds smuggled in via the service lift. Her father would get tips on the day of the big race, but never seemed to win anything.
         
 
         When the green double decker bus arrived the two climbed upstairs and headed to the front. For the moment, the songs still jangling in their heads, the girls were quiet. It was chilly and the floor was littered with cigarette butts, but from there Helen could drift away, could gaze into back yards and upstairs windows, could fantasise on the lives so briefly observed. Why did people in tower blocks keep lace curtains at their windows, even on the tenth floor – who was there to look in? Why did others, close to railway lines or cheek-by-jowl with nearby properties, have no curtains at all? Helen glimpsed unmade beds; in one a man was still asleep, his face turned away from the light. A shift worker, perhaps – but he would have ensured his rest in a darkened room. A layabout, more likely. She frowned.
 
         The vehicle halted by the bombed-out church at the bottom of Leece Street. Five people had been killed there the night it had been destroyed in 1940. Its blackened spire had been made safe and a memorial garden laid out where once had risen nave and choir. There was no money to replace it, and no call for its services as a place of worship. The neighbourhood had long since been taken over by Chinese.
         
 
         ‘They were in a bad mood, today,’ Colette mused as the bus began to grind uphill.
 
         ‘Weren’t they just? Must be a bit tense for them – that new record could be really big. Scary.’ Helen crossed her legs. ‘Pity they lost Stu Sutcliffe. He was the best-looking one: they shouldn’t have left him in Germany. Golly, it’s only a few months since he collapsed and died. And I still can’t figure out why Pete Best was ditched last year. Ringo is so ugly and he has no personality.’
 
         ‘That was Brian Epstein,’ Colette answered authoritatively. The nuances of the group’s lives were followed assiduously by their fans. ‘D’you know he went to see the boys’ parents when he signed them up? In a suit, with his posh accent and tidy hair. Even John’s Aunt Mimi was impressed. He was the one who ditched Pete.’
 
         ‘D’you remember the punch-up at the Cavern after that? Pete’s mates were livid. George got a black eye.’ The bus lurched and Helen clutched the seat for support. ‘Something odd about Brian, don’t you think?’ she added. ‘What’s the word – effete? Though he’s supposed to be courting. But I’ve seen him look at John in an odd way, sometimes. Almost yearning.’
 
         Colette did not respond for a moment then returned to the earlier subject. ‘They’ll cope with fame, if it comes. I was talking to Cynthia. She says the boys learned a lot in Hamburg. John reckons they were innocent little kids when they arrived, but a few sessions in strip clubs down the Reeperbahn left them with no illusions.’
 
         Details from the gossip were repeated. The girls giggled at the image of boys virtually their own age struggling to find the notes as red lace panties were flung over the guitars.
 
         ‘But you can see why they’re so good,’ Helen persisted. ‘I mean, you can sing everything they play – the tunes stick in your head. They’ve started to write their own music and it isn’t like the stuff anybody else does. I think they’re fantastic. What’s amazing is that hardly anybody’s heard of them outside Liverpool.’
 
         ‘If they’re a big success, they’ll pack up and leave.’ Colette spoke softly. Her friend gave her a sharp glance but the Irish girl was staring out of the glass.
 
         ‘Typical. Everybody does.’ A pause.
 
         Colette restarted the conversation. ‘What was your bloke like? I gave up on mine pretty quickly. He smelled sweaty.’
 
         Helen tried to answer honestly but could barely remember. ‘Ordinary, I guess. Merchant Taylor’s. Wanted to see me again.’
 
         ‘And you said no.’
 
         A grimace. Colette flashed that sweet smile showing her small white teeth which Helen so envied. ‘Oh, Helen, you’ll never find a boyfriend like that. Your standards are too high – you’re never satisfied.’
 
         ‘So what?’ Helen did not feel particularly defensive. She was very fond of Colette, whose prettiness, intelligence and willingness to defy authority made her the ideal companion on their occasional forays to the Cavern. ‘If I fancied a schoolkid, we can have our pick at the Institute – over a thousand of ’em. No, thank you. I want something better.’
 
         Their destination was the first stop past the brow of the hill. Quickly Helen took off the black polo neck jumper which had concealed her school blouse and tie and folded it into an inconspicuous bundle. Colette dug in her pocket and found a tie – with more devilry in her, she had not bothered with concealment. Both knew school regulations did not permit the partial wearing of the uniform. Either it was the whole works of striped masculine necktie, blazer or belted navy mac, yellow and green scarf and hated green beret, or none of the school’s identity could be revealed. Every Blackburne House pupil dreamed of the final day at school when, in a ritual ceremony on the Mersey ferry, that reviled headgear would be cast onto the waters and would float away like so many shelled pea husks. Both girls flapped arms and ran fingers through their hair to get rid of the tell-tale odour of the Cavern.
         
 
         Helen walked back into school demure, in her first year of the sixth form, likely to be a prefect next year. With a bit of luck nobody would have missed her.
 
         
             

         
 
         Thursday afternoon. Not the best moment of the week: double period from two p.m. till three forty, to be utilised by science students on experiments in the laboratory. Monday and Tuesday afternoons were stolid drudgery, lightened only by her being still fresh after the weekend. Wednesday was survivable – the afternoon was wholly allocated to games for which Helen had little talent but which gave some enjoyment. Energetic exercise on a muddy pitch, hockey stick in hand, had its moments as long as she was not required to take the game too seriously. Friday was a short afternoon, especially in winter; she could leave early in order to be home before dusk. Thursday had none of these advantages.
 
         She sniffed as she climbed the stairs to the chemistry lab. The pong of hydrogen sulphide indicated that the juniors of the Marie Curie Club had been in there between lessons, probably trying to make primitive stink bombs. Miss Clive, the assistant teacher, thought it was fun to impart to the younger children a love of practical chemistry. Helen saw, however, as the teacher did not, that the little horrors simply adored spending their spare time on a cold day making a mess – and making life nastier for the older students who must follow.
 
         The long room was strangely quiet. A dozen girls in stained white lab coats loafed around uncertainly. Some, more daring, sat on the work benches. Near the fume cupboard where retorts and Petrie dishes should have been set out, Brenda Jones was perched. Chubby and bouncy, she was chattering to Meg Findlay, the tall intense girl who would compete with Colette for the top A grades in the year. The latter’s slight figure was seated nearby, her black hair hiding her face as she flicked through pages of her file. She had slipped in a moment or two earlier.
 
         Colette raised her head and winked as Helen entered. As ever, the greenness of her eyes was startling. Nothing could conceal Colette’s origins, any more than Helen’s own brown eyes and strong features could hide hers.
 
         ‘What’s up? No class?’ Helen asked. Brenda twisted around.
 
         ‘We have to wait. Miss Clive got an acid burn at lunchtime – one of the juniors was chucking the hydrochloric around, the idiot. She’s had to go down to the Royal Infirmary to have it dressed. And Mrs Egerton came in snuffly and has gone home with flu. We’re to stay and revise till we can make a decent escape.’
 
         Helen placed her satchel on the bench. She felt deflated after the released energy at the Cavern; the pulsing noise still vibrated faintly in her brain. Without the discipline of an adult’s supervision it would be hard to concentrate. ‘I haven’t anything much to revise, have you? My folder’s up-to-date.’
 
         Brenda considered. Light brown hair framed her rosy face. She would never attain the heights of fashion but her confidence and ebullience made her the self-appointed leader of the coterie, though Meg, bespectacled and angular, kept her in check with sardonic asides laced with veiled sarcasm.
 
         ‘You’ve been downtown, haven’t you?’ Brenda’s tone was not accusatory. ‘Who was on – any good?’
 
         ‘It was them – the best. The Beatles, of course.’ Helen sighed as theatrically as she could manage.
 
         ‘They ponce about. I prefer Gerry Marsden – he’s a better singer. Or Billy Kramer – now there’s handsome for you.’ Brenda made the remarks to tease. In response Colette clutched her stomach and made retching noises. By now the two truants were the centre of an admiring circle.
         
 
         ‘You’ll get caught,’ Meg interspersed sourly. The discussion of their favourites’ relative merits and talents continued for several moments. A small group over by the far window, who had asserted that the locals were not a patch on the real thing from America, began softly to croon the Roy Orbison hit ‘Only the Lonely’.
 
         Brenda spoke sharply. ‘Shut it. We’ll have Miss Plumb in here if you’re not careful.’ She turned to Helen. ‘You doing anything tomorrow? We have a day off, remember.’
 
         Helen was puzzled. ‘It’s a Friday. What’s up?’
 
         ‘It’s for Founder’s Day. Oh, I forgot, you weren’t in assembly last week when the date was announced. You know we’re entitled to an extra day’s holiday to commemorate Emma Holt, daughter of our illustrious founder, whose demise in 1844 at the early age of seven led to his recognition of the importance of education for girls. Have I got that right?’ Brenda appealed to her listeners.
 
         ‘Nearly. Except the child died before that,’ Meg could not help correcting. Her fingernails were bitten to the quick; when anyone looked at her hands she would slide them behind her back. ‘Still, nice of her Papa. Not many people believed in educating girls in those days.’
 
         ‘They still don’t.’ This was said with feeling from Colette.
 
         ‘Your Dad still being a pest?’ Brenda was sympathetic.
 
         Colette put down her file and pushed hair from her forehead. ‘He can’t see the point in my staying on,’ she said quietly. ‘I could have left in July and he says I ought to be out earning my keep. Nobody in my family has ever stayed at school longer than the law required, ever, and most skipped off long before that.’
 
         ‘Can’t he see that you’ll end up maintaining the entire household if you go to college and get a good job?’ Meg spoke with a hint of superiority. ‘Anyway, what does he want you to do? You can’t exactly end up working in the docks like him or your brothers.’
 
         ‘There’s nothing wrong with dock work.’ Colette’s response had a touch of irritation.
 
         Meg could not restrain herself. ‘Except there’s less and less of it. If your brothers want to be sure of wage packets in ten years’ time, they’d have been better off staying at school themselves.’
 
         ‘Fat chance. They weren’t learning much at Paddington Comprehensive, were they? But our Billy’s applied to the new factory at Ford’s. The first cars roll off in March – if they’re on time. He says he’ll hate being indoors the whole day and the moving track will drive him crackers but the money’s great, and steady.’
 
         Helen moved to the large sash window whose design revealed the Regency origins of the grand house that Mr Holt had purchased for his pioneering school. The Anglican Cathedral towered nearby, its red sandstone creeping inch by inch to the sky, still unfinished after half a century. A solitary crane stood gaunt, its small load being raised with infinite slowness up to a solitary workman who sat on the scaffolding, his feet dangled over the edge. Nothing would happen till he had finished his cigarette. When the foundation stone was laid this area had been wealthy and snobbish, the perfect location. Now it had become run-down; the handsome old properties had slid into multi-occupation as the more affluent headed for suburbs and to smart mini-towns over the water. It was not safe to wander around Canning Street and Blackburne Terrace after dark.
 
         Beyond the cathedral the land dipped away steeply down past the old cemetery towards the river. On a fine day Birkenhead and Cammell Lairds were clearly visible. But this afternoon the damp chill made the light soft and misty so that the mythical Liver birds on top of the Cunard building seemed to float, unsupported and ethereal.
 
         The river. You can always leave, murmured the river, as it had to generations of young Merseysiders who had watched its grey-green waters surge and lap on the boards of the landing stage. Each sluggish wave would leave a dirty scum on the rotting wood. You don’t have to stay. You can go for a short while or for a lifetime; sail round the world or merely to New Brighton or Hoylake. See New York, or Cape Town, or Zanzibar. You can taste the delights of another life, more exotic, more exhilarating while others, the timid, linger and console themselves with their fear of the unknown. Let them languish, you need not. Nor need you have any fear that you will have burned your boats for ever, for I am the river and I do not change: I will always be here, should you need me, to bring you home.
         
 
         ‘Helen! You’re miles away. Your parents aren’t being difficult, are they?’
         
 
         Helen turned back to the room. ‘Yes and no. I wouldn’t be the first to have an education but I’d be the first girl. They’re so conventional and strict. My worry, Bren, is how to convince my Mum in particular – I know she’d be proud of me, but still she warns me off with comments like “Remember, boys don’t like clever girls”. It sends me spare.’
 
         Brenda grunted. ‘Stuff. Tell her you’ll find a clever boy. You will, too. Provided your father doesn’t interfere too much. Honestly, Helen Majinsky, I don’t know how you put up with it – all those restrictions. Can’t go into assembly in case the word “Christ” is spoken or the Lord’s Prayer is recited. Can’t eat proper food. Can’t go out Friday nights ever – I ask you! And your beady-eyed parents vet your friends for their race purity. It must be horrid, being a Jew.’
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘We have a day off tomorrow. Founder’s Day.’
 
         Helen rose from the table, collected the used dishes and helped her mother clear the table. The tzimmes – a sweet carroty stew – had been substantial and filling. Her father picked up the Liverpool Echo and began silently to read; Barry had speedily disappeared up to his bedroom from which warbles of Del Shannon (‘Run run run run-awayyy!!’) soon emanated. He insisted on doing his homework to musical accompaniment, which in Helen’s view explained his poor marks. Nor did she share his taste. When it came to exams however, he sailed through. That didn’t seem quite fair: another minor example of how males were favoured in life, especially younger brothers.
         
 
         ‘Oh? D’you have any plans?’ In the back kitchen her mother swished soapy dishes in the bowl, rinsed them under the tap and laid them out in an order known only to herself on the plastic rack. This year Annie Majinsky would be forty-five. Her daughter was already an inch or two taller, for Annie was a tiny woman who ate sparingly. Her hair, formerly thick and black, had become straggly and pepper and salt in colour. The face showed fine lines and – at home at least – she wore only a little lipstick.
 
         ‘Well: I thought I’d spend a couple of hours in the Central Library then maybe go to Dad’s at lunchtime if he’ll let me. Later I can cadge a lift home with him. I like it when he calls at Mrs Quilter’s and the other ladies with the outwork.’
 
         Annie Majinsky sniffed. ‘They keep him talking.’
 
         ‘I won’t delay him, Mum.’
 
         It occurred to Helen that her mother was a little jealous. She had solely her husband Daniel’s word for it that he stopped merely to collect the bundles made ready with buttonholes or hand-turned collars, to pay for jobs done and to drop off the following week’s batch. A quick cup of tea might be shared and pleasantries exchanged as the more intricate tasks were discussed. That he was inside the shabby hallway of a divorced woman’s home, or – worse – close to a lonely widow, was enough to worry her. They were shikses, known to have fewer moral scruples.
         
 
         ‘You could come instead with me to get the chicken for shabbos dinner, if you like,’ Annie offered. ‘You haven’t been for ages. They’re going to close the Great Newton Street market soon – they say it’s not hygienic, though I think it’s better to choose your bird yourself, then you know what you’re buying. It’ll mean we’ll have to buy our chickens from Patsky’s at twice the price. A real gonif, him.’
         
 
         Helen resented the implied rivalry between mother and father vying for her limited free time. She tried to love them both equally. So why did her mother think up objections to anything her daughter suggested – why couldn’t she for once say, ‘Great idea, darling, go ahead’? What was there to be afraid of? She finished drying the dishes, but as she lifted a pile of plates Annie stopped her with a yelp.
         
 
         ‘Not there! Those are milchich plates. That pile is fleischich. Don’t you know the difference yet? Put them in the cupboard by the sink.’
         
 
         ‘I do know the difference.’ Helen was cross with herself for her slip. ‘I keep forgetting because I can’t see the point. Christians cope perfectly well without separating milk and meat crockery and cutlery, and I don’t see them coming down with weird diseases. Lots of Jewish people don’t bother these days, either.’
 
         ‘Helen! That’s enough. You know perfectly well why we do it. It says in the Bible that you should not boil a kid in the milk of its mother. As for the goyim, I wouldn’t want to eat anything that comes out of their kitchens, thank you very much.’
         
 
         ‘It says in the Bible, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”, but we don’t do that these days either,’ Helen retorted, but she was not in the mood for a fight. To placate her parents she kept the rules of a kosher home and would not have indulged in secret violations or upset them more than she dared. The concepts of duty and filial respect she accepted, at least for the moment.
 
         The altercation had brought her father to the kitchen doorway, newspaper in hand. ‘You may not like it, Helen, but as long as you live in this house you will keep the rules. When you have your own home you can do what you like.’
 
         No, thought the girl savagely. I’ll never be able to do what I like: all my life, what I fear and shrink away from will have been determined by the taboos I was forced to accept here. It’ll start with food – I will always wrinkle my nose in distaste at the smell of bacon. I will never be able to touch an oyster or lobster. I will wince whenever I hear the word ‘Christian’, as my mother did a moment ago. But it’ll continue in my reaction to Christmas and my horror of the Pope, a foolish old man in a gold-trimmed robe who has never known sex but tells half the world what not to do. I’ve been brought up in a certain way and most of it’ll stick. And even as I love you, I resent and hate you for it, you and every mad old rabbi in the last twenty centuries who dreamed up the entire crazy edifice of laws out of nothing. And the rabbis’ wives with their shorn heads and their wigs so no other man should gaze carnally at them. Dirty-minded lot. Most of all I loathe everybody’s insistence that I have to observe whether I believe in it or not. But what can I do?
         
 
         For the present she had no choice, but acquiescence did not improve her temper. Barry’s reaction was different, but then he was only twelve to her sixteen. He would shrug: whatever he was asked to do, he performed, with just enough enthusiasm and plays to the gallery to win plaudits. When he was with his pals, she suspected, it was a different matter. As they grew older they would egg each other on to increasing acts of sniggering defiance. It would start with minor peccadilloes – an illegal hot dog from a stand in town, or bars of Cadbury’s when they were supposed to be fasting on Yom Kippur – and could finish when they were big enough by getting some shikse pregnant. They’d try things with a non-Jewish girl they wouldn’t dare with one of their own. Self-preservation, of course; a Jewish girl would have a brother to complain to, or, if the worst threatened, she could tell her mother. The wrath of such a parent and the curse of the community were not to be hazarded.
         
 
         Her father retreated to the cleared table, his paper and the inevitable packet of Player’s to hand. The dishes finished, and trying to avoid any further errors, Helen followed meekly. She watched his broad shoulders, her face controlled. He was nearly bald now, though the moustache was as luxuriant as ever. It gave him an old-fashioned air, and was worn in imitation of his father whom the photos on the sideboard showed he closely resembled.
 
         Daniel held the pages away from him as if he needed glasses. He was a good man, and more intellectual than most of his contemporaries. Like them he had opened at the sports pages first. Unlike them, he then turned to the national news. He pointed at a photograph.
         
 
         ‘Government’s in trouble. General de Gaulle’s said “No”, and the polls are terrible. They seem to be dogged by scandal which doesn’t help. Will you have to know about this for your A levels, Helen?’
 
         ‘Might, for General Studies. I don’t have to know what John Vassall got up to, but I may get a question on the economic implications of our not being able to join the Common Market.’
 
         ‘Macmillan is one of your heroes, isn’t he?’ Daniel laid down the paper and gazed at his wayward daughter. Was he aware that with that moustache and the quizzical eyebrows and big forehead, he quite resembled the beleaguered Prime Minister?
 
         ‘Sort of. I like the way he tries to look to the future. New bodies like Neddy and Nicky – the National Economic Development Council, and the National Incomes Commission – I have to be able to write essays on those. And his attempt to get us into Europe. Not all his ideas will work, of course, but at least he tries. And he’s friends with President Kennedy. Now there really is a man to inspire people – especially young ones like me.’
         
 
         ‘All piss and wind, seems to me, Kennedy. And his father was a great anti-Semite when he was ambassador here before the war.’
 
         It was a signal between them; if father and daughter could not easily communicate about personal matters, they could nevertheless dispute energetically and amicably about current events. With her mother such elevated conversations were not possible; her brother was too young but showed every sign of shallowness. Her father made a point of using colourful language in these discussions, a watered-down version of what she could hear on any street corner in town, as if preparing her for the outside world – though he would not let his daughter do the same. It was like his smoking: he had started young and couldn’t help it, he declared, but as long as possible he would ban his children from the habit. Helen folded her arms in mock belligerence.
 
         ‘Well, President Kennedy saw Khrushchev off and nobody else’s done that, ever,’ the girl countered. It was important to use adult phrases and references with her father, to repay his compliment to her. ‘I’ve never been so petrified as that weekend of the Cuban missile crisis – I thought we’d had it. But the President showed huge courage and leadership.’
 
         Daniel Majinsky considered. ‘Easy to do it when you’ve got half a million soldiers at your disposal. He wouldn’t hesitate to put those boys’ lives at risk.’
 
         ‘But you’re no pacifist, Dad. And you wouldn’t have wanted him to back down.’
 
         Daniel chuckled. ‘Right. And if we had to choose between the Russians and the Americans, we know which side we’d be on.’
 
         Helen changed tack. ‘D’you ever regret not going to America, Dad?’ The family photographs showed his elder sister Gertie, his sole sibling, who had emigrated in the hard years before the war to New York. Cousins Miriam and Eva had fled there at war’s end, married to Jewish GIs. Only Daniel had hesitated.
 
         ‘I was a bit too old.’ He looked at his hands. ‘That sounds daft – I was thirty-two. I could have gone: Gertie and her husband Joe would have stood surety for me. But I’d decided to marry your mother and set up my own business. My plans were made. Ten years earlier, maybe, it’d have been different. But it wasn’t.’
 
         But a decade before he would have faced the same choice. He had never explained why he had opted to stay then, either. Whenever the question arose he referred to the time of decision as the end of the war. So did her mother.
 
         ‘You’d been ill, though, hadn’t you?’ Helen ventured.
 
         ‘That bout of TB didn’t help, that’s for sure. No penicillin in those days. A man with damaged lungs is hardly prime material,’ Daniel admitted. ‘But I didn’t bother. I wasn’t in the army – passed unfit. My war was spent cutting out khaki battledress and on fire-watch on the factory roof. Mostly falling asleep on duty, to tell the truth.’
         
 
         She waited. Her father seemed momentarily lost in a faraway world. Suddenly he looked up and grinned. ‘Right! Haven’t you got an essay to write? And I heard you say you’re coming to the workshop tomorrow. Tell your mother to do tinned salmon sandwiches. They’re your favourite, and mine.’
 
         Helen left the room as her father resumed his perusal of the Echo. His jocular dismissal had been as close as he would get to an expression of affection. He had made time for her, talked to her as an adult and had accepted a point she had put, the greatest compliment he could pay.
         
 
         In this family nobody hugged; there were few spoken words of regard. No one had ever said, ‘I love you, Helen,’ directly to her. Nor could she recall an occasion on which she had heard her parents exchange words of endearment. Once in a cinema an explosion of passion had erupted on the screen; she had sensed both Annie and Daniel squirm with embarrassment.
 
         Nor could she hope for verbal encouragement. The most she could expect might be an overheard remark: ‘She’s not a bad kid, on the whole.’ If any member of the clan were lauded by an outsider the listener would become deprecatory. It wasn’t mere modesty. It was as if praise were dangerous, would expose its recipients to undue attention, make them swell-headed, put the whole fellowship at risk. Complacency might set in, effort might slacken too soon. Jews had learned to keep their heads down.
 
         Her father took his reserve to extremes. He didn’t believe in cards and presents at birthdays and anniversaries, and naturally Christmas was forbidden. The result was a fearsome kind of puritanism against which the rest of the Majinsky family would cautiously rebel. Annie in particular looked forward to Mother’s Day in March and expected a bunch of daffodils from her children over which she would exclaim with pleasure, though in the same breath she would chide them for the unnecessary expense. She had absorbed from her husband a harsh inability simply to appreciate a gift, or to express thanks without criticism, as if either she or the donor were unworthy.
 
         
             

         
 
         The street lamps cast a bluish glow as the crowd spilled out on to Hope Street and, taking care on icy pavements, headed for cars and bus stops. It took a long time for two thousand people to find hats, coats, gloves and exits, and to disperse into the inhospitable gloom. Their breaths hung on the frozen air like a misty curtain. Behind them shone the bright lights of the Philharmonic Hall and the hubbub still within.
 
         Rita Nixon linked arms with her sister Sylvia Bloom, as much for the warmth of the latter’s fur coat as with any sisterly affection. On a winter’s night she was exceedingly thankful for Sylvia’s money which had brought in addition the Hillman Minx parked around the corner.
 
         The two women were much the same shape, or would be when Rita, the younger by several years, had caught up. Both had married men they did not love, since marriage was what was expected of them, and was all that was on offer. Both had endured hurried and joyless sex sufficiently long to produce a single child, both girls: first Sarah for Sylvia, then, much later on, Roseanne for Rita. At that point their paths diverged, for once he had carelessly provided cause, and Sylvia had divorced her husband with relief. Rita merely ignored hers. Scathingly she dubbed him ‘Nix’ even to his face. Sylvia dreamed of affairs which never materialised but earned her keep encouraging others as informal proprietor of a Jewish introduction agency: a shadchan, or matchmaker.
         
 
         Both doted on their daughters but suspected that the sentiment was not returned, though Roseanne, everyone declared, was the spitting image of her mother both in looks and personality. Rita was not sure this was a compliment and Sylvia was certain it wasn’t. Her job meant she understood such nuances.
 
         The sisters had many tastes in common and would frequently meet for a day out, or to keep company at the type of event where a husband was useful if he could be persuaded to appear (or were available), but where a lone woman might find herself out of place. Such an occasion had just finished. The Liverpool Conservatives had welcomed their Leader and Prime Minister. In the heart of the city he had spoken to them, to a rapturous and uncritical welcome. Rita and Sylvia felt quite inspired.
         
 
         ‘I didn’t think he seemed well, I must say. I don’t think that Lady Dorothy looks after him properly,’ Rita remarked.
 
         ‘Not her role, is it? They have servants. She was a Cavendish, you know. Devonshires. Chatsworth. Lovely place,’ Sylvia added airily.
 
         ‘No, he seemed – unhappy, somehow.’ They had reached the car. Rita ruminated further as her sister fumbled in the chill air for the keys. ‘I suppose it’s understandable. President de Gaulle’s given him a real brush-off.’
 
         ‘What did he say to us? Oh, yes, I remember. “If the objections to our entry to the Common Market were so strong in principle, why weren’t we told right from the start?” He’s got a point.’ Sylvia opened her side, slid into her seat and reached over to unlock the passenger door.
 
         ‘Nothing he can do about it, though.’ Rita regarded herself as the more practical of the two. She climbed in, held her coat clear of the door and slammed it hard. ‘We’re not going to gain entry, and that’s that.’
 
         ‘Would you want to?’ Sylvia pulled out the choke and pumped the pedals. She hoped that she could get the engine to start from cold without too much trouble. Although plenty of fit-looking men were milling around who could be asked for a push, their jokes about women drivers would be a pain. With a grunt of satisfaction she heard the motor cough into life on the third try and revved it for a few moments. Her next car would have a heater.
 
         The question took Rita into realms where she preferred to be told what to think.
 
         ‘After everything the Germans did to us, any links with them leave me uneasy. On the other hand we know what’ll happen if they’re left to their own devices.’ Her face brightened. ‘I suppose that’s why it’s a good idea if the British join. Keep our eyes on the Krauts, and on the Frenchies. Maybe that’s what Mr Macmillan has in mind, though he couldn’t come out and say it.’
 
         The car moved jerkily away from the kerb. Rita had never learned to drive but had watched her husband Nix many times. She debated silently whether to point out that the handbrake, if that was what it was called, was still on, but fortunately her sister noticed in time and let it down with an unladylike expletive. The Hillman skidded briefly then settled into a slow chug over the slushy snow towards Canning Street.
 
         ‘You’re right, though,’ Sylvia concurred. The sisters prided themselves on not quarrelling. ‘He was peaky. Drained. Not been a good start to the year for us Tories. Let’s hope there’s no more bad news to come.’
 
         
            *

         
 
         Helen picked up her bag from the hallway and climbed the stairs to her bedroom at the back of the house. It was too small for a desk as well as two narrow beds, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. She sat cross-legged on the bed by the window and arranged textbooks and files around her.
 
         The bed swayed and creaked. It had been her father’s in his bachelor days. He had told her how he had been pulled out of the Hayworth Street house in the autumn of 1944 when for the fourth time his home suffered from bombing. That last occasion it was a direct hit; Helen had seen the gap in the row of terraced houses, like a pulled tooth. Daniel had survived because he had been asleep on the sofa near the fire. The chimney breast had fallen intact across him. He had emerged black as the ace of spades, coughing and wiping the soot from his eyes, but his father – her grandfather – had suffered shrapnel wounds which turned to gangrene. Three weeks later, delirious with pain, the old man had died in the Royal Infirmary surrounded by dozens of similar cases. So when did the bed appear? This narrow bed with its ancient noisy springs? Probably from a second-hand shop soon after, when Daniel must have been taken in by an accommodating friend. It felt older than he was.
         
 
         This family, Helen sensed, had been affected more by the war in Britain than by the genocide. True, Annie’s cousin’s family had been wiped out in Auschwitz; a survivor had made his way to Israel after terrible privations. But both Annie and her daughter, like Rita and her sister, were far more aware in their daily lives of acres of bomb-blasted devastation which had not yet been cleared and of the huge effort to restart the economy and to catch up both with overseas competitors and the expectations of ordinary people. All had a sense that the country was falling behind. They were probably culturally closer to their Christian neighbours than to distant relatives in Tel Aviv or Tiberias, though the older generation would have denied it. For them, assimilation was to be fought not welcomed.
 
         Yet despite the tribulations, her father had refused to quit the shattered city. Helen admired him for that. The promised lands – Canada, America, Australia – beckoned. Others couldn’t get away quick enough. That was her mother’s verdict on the speedy captures by Daniel’s cousins of clean-cut young men from the nearby USAF air-base at Burtonwood. The double wedding photos showed both girls smiling triumphantly, their soldier bridegrooms clean-cut in their uniforms. One bride had a baby in arms by the date the ship sailed. At this point in the narrative Annie would sniff audibly. If Gertie her sister-in-law was mentioned Annie would raise her eyes to heaven and mutter. As these women were close relations she could not express outright disapproval, not in her own daughter’s hearing. Helen would speculate to herself whether any of her female relatives had behaved scandalously, but suspected it was simply that their choices were far more adventurous than her mother’s.
 
         Had Daniel emigrated she, Helen, would have been born in America. Probably in Brooklyn. Gertie boasted an address in Queens, on Little Rock Parkway which sounded like a proper road. An open invitation was extended but the fare to New York was prohibitive. Nor had these newly naturalised Americans, who boasted of having done so well stateside, raised the funds to visit in the eighteen years since: not one of them.
 
         It was dark. The curtains should be drawn, but as with the bus she relished her vantage point. Down in the lighted kitchen of the house across the garden, plump Mrs Williams was lifting a large dish out of the oven. At her side a pile of plates, indifferent to meat or milk, awaited the casserole and potatoes, the cabbage and gravy, the suet pudding and custard. Mrs Williams, who was Welsh, was a better cook than her mother; or at least, a more generous one.
 
         A footstep came on the landing; her mother opened the door, her arms full of clean laundry. ‘Excuse me. I have to put this lot in the airing cupboard.’
 
         As sheets and towels were folded away Annie chattered inconsequentially about Friday’s activities while for a moment Helen continued to gaze out of the window. Her mother paused, hands on hips. ‘You’ve not heard a word I’ve been saying.’
 
         Helen relaxed. It was the second time that day she had been caught daydreaming. ‘I was watching Mrs Williams, Mum,’ she explained. ‘She seems so settled, like she’s been in her kitchen a century and will always be here. Yet she was born in a Welsh village.’
 
         ‘Here’s not a bad place to be,’ Annie countered. ‘You could do far worse. Liverpool people – Scousers – have some fine qualities. Even the goyim.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, I know. Nowhere else are people as warm, as friendly, as kind-hearted. Nowhere else do citizens have the same sense of humour, the same cheeky way with words, the same wisdom. Isn’t that right?’ Her mother looked puzzled: Helen was teasing. The girl continued, waving her arms as if on a television show, ‘Scousers have a keen sense of balance; in particular they know when to work and when to play. It is held to be wrong to work a moment beyond absolute necessity. Oh, quite.’
         
 
         ‘That’s true,’ Annie said, a little uncertainly.
 
         ‘The trouble is,’ Helen continued, her brow furrowed in best Cliff Michelmore style, ‘outside, these sensible attitudes are misrepresented. Scousers are regarded as a bit of a joke. Their rich accent, thick as soup in a ladle, is a source of mockery. Their attitudes and drinking habits are held up to scrutiny. Their preference for football over hard graft is inexplicably seen as a fault, not as a mark in their favour.’
         
 
         Annie shrugged and folded the tea towels. ‘So stay put. Everything is familiar, everybody talks the same. Nobody’ll laugh at you here.’
 
         It dawned on Helen that two kinds of restrictions faced her: being Jewish and coming from a working-class background in Liverpool. Two systems, each elaborate, complete and consistent, separable yet interlinked; two thickly woven blankets intended to protect her. Yet the overall effect was of suffocation.
 
         If Brenda and Meg were correct a third limitation existed. Should she want her own life it’d be much harder as a girl. She hadn’t given the question much attention; these were obstacles she had tended to take for granted. Girls were not barred entirely: they could try for Oxford, with its thirty colleges for men and only five for women. Cambridge was worse – only three took women. Even Liverpool University would accept far more men than women entrants and set secret quotas to ensure that outcome. But that was a big improvement on times when women couldn’t be admitted as undergraduates at all.
         
 
         So far Helen had regarded it as a matter of ensuring she at any rate was good enough to surmount the barriers. That the existence of the barriers was wrong in principle she knew, but ignored. Hence her preference for science. However tough it might be for a northern grammar-school girl to gain entry to a top university to read chemistry, it’d be ten times harder in English and nigh impossible in politics or history: unless one’s education to date had been paid for, and Daddy was a baronet.
 
         She laughed softly. Annie stopped and looked at her, the wayward one. Helen knew her mother found her a mystery: the element of distance between them was increasing.
 
         ‘So?’ her mother demanded defensively. ‘What did I say that was so funny?’
 
         ‘No, it wasn’t you, Mum. I was thinking how much easier it’d be to take the next steps if my father were a lord or a baronet. Sir Daniel.’
         
 
         ‘Well, he’s not. Nor am I Lady Majinsky, or Lady Muck. You shouldn’t go round wanting what you can’t have, my girl.’
 
         Yet Helen continued to smile, if ruefully. As her mother left, arms emptied, the girl picked up a file, then rose and closed the curtains.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         Friday 
         
 
         Annie gazed dubiously at her daughter. ‘I’m not sure you should wear jeans, Helen. And that angora sweater. We might meet people we know.’
 
         ‘So? They’ll think you have an utterly modern daughter, Mum, and congratulate you. Anyway it’s cold and that’s a miserable damp place. I’ll put my duffel coat on top. Are you ready – shall I carry the bag?’
 
         One outcome of Helen’s musings of the night before had been a resolution to be as well mannered as possible. Unlike both Meg and Colette she had a stable home. It was not her place to attack its foundations.
 
         Annie continued to issue a stream of somewhat disorganised instructions. It was, Helen reflected, as if nobody could close a window nor lock a door without having been told. Or maybe this was a ritual affirmation of her mother’s role as mainstay of the household. Not that Helen wished to rearrange that, either.
 
         The girl waited on the pavement as her mother locked the front door. It was a semi-detached, pebble-dashed house like its siamese twin to the left, one of millions of suburban properties built in a wave of 1930s speculation. In the small front garden a few rose bushes straggled behind a dank privet hedge. How Helen hated that hedge. Nothing much would flourish near or beneath it, not daffodils nor lily of the valley; yet privet, as high as it could decently be grown, was a mark of respectability. Too high or straggly or uncut, it would indicate wildness or undue suspicion of neighbours. A hedge too low or viciously pruned revealed a mean streak. Breast-height bushes conferred privacy and confirmed moderation. Her mother joined her at the gate, closed it and glanced back with a nod of satisfaction.
 
         ‘This is all I ever wanted, you know, Helen,’ her mother commented, then turned away with her towards the bus stop. Compared with many at her school the Majinskys were comfortable, though life could be uncertain. They owned their home, albeit on a mortgage. Her father had his own business in the city’s heart with a diverse and largely wealthy clientele. Most precious and unusual of all, they possessed a small car, a second-hand black Vauxhall. Daniel drove it, as was normal. Few women learned to drive; the prevailing opinion which Annie shared was that females did not have the right temperament. The fact that Sylvia Bloom drove, a divorcée, served to confirm her prejudice.
 
         A short bus ride would bring Annie and her daughter to their objective behind London Road. On the brow of the hill overlooking the river, the city had once ended at this point. Main arterial trunk roads then wound out into open country before linking up with the villages of Childwall and Gateacre, Aigburth and Prescot, which had been incorporated about the time Annie was born. Just as an ancient tanyard would be banished to the edge of a village because of the smell, so the old slaughteryard stood at the city’s original limits, not far from the railhead.
 
         They sat downstairs. Annie paid the fares – ‘One and a half to London Road’ – and handed over the exact change.
 
         ‘You going to Harold House on Sunday, Helen?’
 
         ‘Yes, probably.’ That was the youth club to which Helen and most of the city’s Jewish youth belonged. Its home was a scruffy Victorian house scheduled for demolition near the town centre.
 
         ‘It’s nice for you there.’ Again that nod of satisfaction. As if she might have added, Helen thought, ‘God’s in his heaven and all’s right with the world.’ But, faithful to her new-found ordinance, she said nothing. Her mother persisted.
 
         ‘Does Jerry Feinstein still go? And what about Roseanne?’
 
         ‘Yes, but we’re not close friends, Mum. We happen to go to the same school. We don’t even do the same subjects.’ She ignored the reference to Jerry. Her mother was endlessly inquisitive about boyfriends.
         
 
         ‘Your brother is happy at the King David.’
 
         Helen tried not to scowl. It was not difficult to follow her mother’s train of thought. As an eleven-year-old sitting the city’s selective tests she had prayed her name would emerge near the top of the Liverpool-wide lists. That guaranteed her entry to the top girls’ grammar school instead of allocation to the new comprehensive. As far as she could see the King David’s sole advantage – its location close to her house – was more than outweighed by its oppressive religious bent.
 
         ‘I have to start thinking soon about which university,’ she ventured. Annie folded her hands firmly in her lap.
 
         ‘Plenty of time yet. They tell me Liverpool’s very good, if you must go to university. Then you can stay with us.’
 
         ‘Would you say that if Barry wanted to go away?’ Helen was genuinely curious.
 
         Annie sniffed. ‘It’s different for boys. Now don’t start arguing with me, Helen, you know it is.’
 
         ‘I don’t see why. Come on, Mum. You’re not thick. If you’d had the chance, wouldn’t you have wanted to go to college, and start a new life?’
 
         ‘I didn’t have the chance. Nobody did in those days before the war, not from our street.’
 
         Helen wondered briefly whether she herself might talk similarly some day, with her ideas stuck in the groove established in her youth.
 
         ‘But if you had?’ the girl persisted. Then she remembered. ‘You said “nobody” and that’s not true. Didn’t one of the family qualify as a chemist?’
 
         ‘Right,’ said Annie, but there was a steeliness in her voice. ‘Our David. Fat lot of use that was. We had to make such sacrifices so he could go, and then he ups and marries a non-Jewish girl. Not the best example you could have chosen.’
 
         ‘He lives in London, doesn’t he?’ Helen was conscious of treading on thin ice. She had never met this uncle whose behaviour had marked him as a black sheep. Her mother was twisting her gloves in her lap. ‘Why don’t we see him – is that his choice, or ours?’
 
         ‘We see everybody else,’ Annie responded shortly. ‘Your uncle Sammy and uncle Abbie in Manchester. Both have nice homes. They’re the nearest. My sisters are all over the place. We’d see more of our Becky if her husband wasn’t Reform.’
 
         ‘But we’re not close,’ Helen mused. ‘Not physically or – as friends. You and Dad are the only members of your families still here where you were born. The rest have scattered. It’s as if you two are still in the life raft after a storm when everyone else’s been rescued.’
 
         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Annie shot her a suspicious glance. ‘I don’t see it like that. I don’t hanker after what I can’t have and I count my blessings. That’s why I’m content. I said it last night. Be content with what you’ve got is my maxim. Don’t turn your nose up, Helen. You could do a lot worse.’ She peered out. ‘It’s our stop soon. Fasten your coat.’
 
         The bus left them a short distance from their destination. A chill wind whipped through the street. Helen pulled the duffel coat closer. Even a hundred yards away, cattle could be heard lowing in fear, and behind them the screech of chickens.
 
         Underfoot it was wet and slimy. Annie steered her daughter and began to pick her way fastidiously round dollops of manure. ‘I’m not sure it won’t be a good thing when this place shuts,’ she remarked defensively. ‘I’ll have to wipe my shoes with a bit of newspaper before I get back on the bus.’
 
         Soon rows of steel pens came into sight. Within their confines were pressed dozens of cattle, black and white or reddish brown, their broad cream noses wet and slobbery, eyes wide and rolling. Men in dungarees and donkey jackets, cigarettes on lower lips, prodded the beasts, indifferent to the steaming odours of faeces and fear. The animals were being herded steadily towards a vast corrugated-iron shed. Its doors gaped open; a sickly yellow light from inside shone fitfully over the yards. From its depths clanging metallic noises came with a thumping regularity.
         
 
         ‘They don’t kill them our way,’ Annie asserted. ‘This lot’ll be stunned first. We don’t allow it.’
 
         The girl shivered but it was as if her mother wanted to press home an advantage. ‘See, the rabbis say our animals have to be free of blemish. So we wouldn’t take that one there.’ She pointed at a gaunt specimen with a gash on its flank. The dried blood attracted flies even in the cold weather.
 
         ‘Then for us they have to be put in a sort of cage and turned upside down so that the throat can be cut in a single stroke. That’s also so that the blood can drain out; we’re not allowed to eat any blood, remember.’
 
         ‘I think it would be less cruel to stun them,’ Helen commented.
 
         ‘Nonsense,’ said Annie firmly. ‘The animal dies the moment its throat’s cut. It’s the best way. In biblical days they’d cut flesh from the living animal.’
 
         Again that reference to ways of life thousands of years ago, still with contemporary force. Helen had scarcely thought about it but the need to be relevant to her own time was beginning insistently to assert itself. ‘Something like that still happens,’ she said. ‘With lobsters and crabs. They’re cooked live.’ Both women shuddered.
 
         ‘I couldn’t touch them. And people who eat them claim to be civilised!’ Annie continued. ‘Anything which crawls along the sea bed is dirty. Fish are permitted if they have gills and scales but no shellfish. Winkles and cockles: ugh. No thanks.’
 
         They had left the cattle sheds behind and entered the area reserved for fowl. The noise was as loud, more urgent, more of a shriek than a bellow. On one side fat farm-raised chickens with glossy brown plumage sat eight or ten to a wicker basket; their vendors resembled the birds, plump men or women in tweeds from the dunes of Lancashire. Nearby, lorries unloaded their wares, banks of metal cages crammed with scrawny ex-layers with white feathers and raw patches around their necks. The air was more sour than near the cattle, less earthy, acrid.
 
         Women worked around here, some in black aprons, their heads swathed in scarves, hands cold in fingerless gloves. An auctioneer in a white coat moved down a wall of cages prodding chickens and uttering a steady stream of prices. He was followed by three attentive men. One, young and thin, the auctioneer’s clerk, took notes; the others, evidently more prosperous, were buyers for local shops. Whatever was purchased would shortly grace marble slabs decorated with plastic parsley in emporia throughout the region, and appear on dinner tables with roast potatoes and mushy peas on Sunday.
 
         ‘This way.’ The buyers ignored Annie as she threaded her way past. Just one more housewife with an old leather carrier-bag, off to fetch her dinner cheaper than she could get it from them. Wanting to see the live bird for herself: as if that were any guarantee of its quality. How could she know more than they did?
 
         In a moment the two arrived at a roped-off area arranged as a small yard. On one post hung a white plastic notice with lettering in blue, English and Hebrew, plus the six-pointed star of David, the same as was exhibited in every Jewish food shop. It indicated the jurisdiction of the Beth Din, the guardians of kashrut.
         
 
         A corrugated awning provided shelter from rain or snow but not from the wind. Underneath sat several ancient hags dressed in black each with a leather apron covering the lower body. Behind, acting as an inadequate wind-break, was a double row of black iron pots, like chimney funnels. Helen suspected they were exactly that – liberated in a job lot from a builder’s yard, exactly the right shape and size. The bottom of each pot was open; each was nailed to a metal bar and suspended over a small open drain filled with black blood which oozed in sluggish rivulets. Some of the pots held chickens, upside down, their legs sticking up helplessly, red or yellow, the long claws packed with grime. The smell was overpowering and made her want to retch.
         
 
         ‘Good morning, Mrs Ginsberg.’ Annie greeted the nearest old woman with deference. The sticky eyes peered back at her glumly.
 
         Mrs Ginsberg was completely bundled up in black from top to toe. Under her apron and stained skirt thick stockinged legs could be glimpsed which disappeared into heavy boots laced up past the ankle. Like the other women who glanced up in momentary curiosity then returned to their tasks she wore black fingerless gloves stiff with blood, mucus and feathers. The fleshy face was wizened and red with cold; a headscarf was tied tightly around her head but wisps of grey hair had escaped unnoticed. A couple of small white feathers had lodged in the tendrils. On her lap lay a headless chicken which she plucked with speedy ferocity, the feathers dumped in handfuls in a sack at her side. The other women were similarly engaged but worked more slowly.
 
         ‘Mrs Majinsky. Not a good morning. Bloody freezing.’ Mrs Ginsberg sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. ‘Go choose your chicken. Brigstone’s got some nice ones. Watch out for the old man.’
 
         That meant the wily old Rabbi from the Beth Din was in the vicinity. Like a malevolent vulture he would scrutinise as animals and chickens were dispatched. If he did not like what he saw he might declare the carcase not kosher. Then a noisy row could ensue as the purchaser demanded her money back and the vendor, the sale completed as far as he was concerned, refused. Customers had been known to come to blows. On one occasion a butcher, driven to distraction by the Rebbe’s pernickety ways on a singularly bad day, had grabbed his beard and threatened him with his shochet’s knife. He had been heavily fined by the Beth Din for that.
         
 
         Mr Brigstone stood nearby, a wicker basket at his feet. He came in from Formby. Annie preferred his birds as they were mature and healthy, as was evident from the red wattle and clear eye; often several eggs would be found in the oviduct, semi-formed and delicious. Once the abattoir was closed, these opportunities would vanish too. Whatever was inside the live bird at the moment of purchase was hers to use – giblets, liver, heart: all except the gizzard, solid with stones and half-digested corn, which must be discarded, along with the guts. That was a skilled task. A careless hand would yank out the intestines and break the bile sac or duct; then the flesh would be tainted and useless. But the remaining innards made excellent soup, and by family tradition were Annie’s own to nibble with the meal.
         
 
         For a moment, for the sheer pleasure of it, Annie debated with Mr Brigstone the virtues of each of the six hens remaining in the basket, then chose the middle-sized one as she usually did. A ten-shilling note was handed over, change counted and put away. Chickens were not cheap, but they were essential for a proper Friday night dinner.
 
         Respectful of her delicacy the farmer reached into the basket and hauled the squawking bird out by the legs. With it held firmly in front of him as it struggled he marched straight over to the butcher and put the hen into his hands.
 
         It was now the turn of the butcher to nod amiably to his customer. He was a fat but muscular man, in shirtsleeves despite the cold, his blue striped apron tied twice round his middle and streaked with gore. On his head was pinned a yarmulkah. Annie knew him to be a robustly religious man who would take no chances. He had to be so, to hold down the key job at the heart of the Jewish community.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Majinsky! A fine one here.’ So saying he quickly examined the hen thoroughly. Then in a swift movement he tucked the flapping bird under one beefy arm, bent back the neck and with his knife cut the head clean off in a single stroke.
 
         Blood spurted from the wound. The thing continued to jerk about. As Helen watched in horror it suddenly leaped out of the butcher’s hands and jumped awkwardly around in the mess at his feet. Other faces turned around at the commotion. The butcher, hands on hips, began to laugh heartily, then spotted the alarmed faces of the Majinsky women. Quickly he scooped the creature out of the mire, holding it firmly in both hands till suddenly it flopped. ‘Poor thing – I know just how it feels,’ he murmured, and stroked the quivering plumage.
         
 
         Then the corpse, its golden feathers muddied, was turned upside down and unceremoniously dumped into one of the metal chimney pots to drain alongside half a dozen others.
 
         Helen felt exhausted: by the stink, by the racket, by the savagery of the headless bird as it clung unknowingly to life. The butcher was already joking with a fresh lady customer who clutched another wriggling chicken by the legs as he deftly stropped his knife. But his hand shook slightly.
 
         In the distance she could see the skinny, black-coated figure of the Rebbe. Head bowed, eyes restless he swung this way and that and muttered into his beard. His presence chilled her. His piety seemed to encompass not love but inhibition, ritual observance and denial, without room for compromise or compassion.
 
         Two more tasks remained. Old Mrs Ginsberg rose, tugged the bird out of the pot with an audible plop and shook it so that a last few drops of blood spattered the floor. Then she settled it lovingly on her knees as if it were a baby about to be fed and plucked it thoroughly. Small under-feathers floated up in the air and made Helen sneeze. As the naked flesh emerged the hen was transformed into its oven-ready state. The pinkish yellow skin stretched over the rib cage and the fat curved thighs reminded her of the torsos of half-nude women she could sometimes glimpse on hidden magazines in the station bookshop. Such material was banned, of course, but merchant seamen brought it in from abroad; it was easy to find if you knew where to look.
         
 
         The old woman finished her plucking with a last determined tug at a broken feather stub on a wing. ‘Clean it out for you?’ she offered. Annie assented gratefully. That was a task she did not care to do herself. Mrs Ginsberg carried the bird to a wooden block and eviscerated it with firm neat strokes. The slithery discards, still steaming, were dropped into an overflowing bucket at her feet. A smell of hot chicken faeces filled the air. Helen shut her eyes.
 
         There was no point in being squeamish, she chided herself. As long as she ate meat and enjoyed it, the brutality of its preparation was unavoidable. Butchers! Horrible word. The men who ran the concentration camps were called butchers. Their victims were dispatched with similar attention to orderliness and rather more to record-keeping. Yet she knew she would eat the food, suitably cooked and trimmed, without a second thought, and wondered what hardness lay within her that made it possible.
 
         The chicken, gutted and wholesome, was wrapped first in white paper then several layers of newspaper in case it leaked, and deposited in the carrier bag. Annie patted it in triumph and relief. It would make an excellent dinner.
 
         
            *

         
 
         Daniel Majinsky tweaked the worsted cloth across the broad shoulders. ‘That shoulder wound made you slightly lop-sided, did you realise?’ he commented, and pinched a fingerful of excess fabric by the right armhole. Instantly the overcoat sat better.
 
         ‘I never noticed, but you’re right.’ Captain Armitage turned sideways and breathed in his abdomen. He smoothed the material appreciatively. Only one sleeve had been pinned in for the session. The vacant armhole revealed layers of brown bindings and stiffener; on the front, white tacking stitches ran like tram lines down the chest. ‘Hand-stitched lapels, Danny, as usual. If I’m going to pay good money for a tailor-made Abercrombie I might as well let everybody know it.’
 
         The tailor was as tall as the sea-captain. He inserted a pin, then deftly marked the neckline with white chalk. ‘You wouldn’t get a good coat cheaper in Owen Owen’s. Not one that would last.’
 
         ‘True.’ His client preened himself in the full-length mirror. ‘And it’ll have to. This next voyage is the end of the line for me. Could be the last new coat I can afford.’
         
 
         Daniel straightened up, measuring tape in hand. Although the garment was designed to last a decade or more, the loss of a good customer would be a blow. ‘But you’re not yet sixty!’
 
         ‘Yes, but the shipping company is beginning to reduce its British flagged fleet. Cheaper to get crews from Panama or Hong Kong. And even where captains are British I don’t fancy the life – sailing around the tropics with a crew you can’t talk to isn’t an old man’s game. They made me a fair offer and I’ll take it.’
 
         ‘But you don’t want to leave the sea, do you? It’s in your  blood. Four buttons or five?’
 
         ‘Four. That’s true, but it also makes sense to get out while the going is good. There’s change in the air. Look, Danny, the Red Book lists seventy-four shipping companies registered in Liverpool this year. Within twenty years there’ll be hardly a dozen. Men like me with maximum seniority are too expensive these days. Our seamen on union rates are ten times dearer than the Chinks who work harder and do what they’re told. The company has no option.’
 
         ‘Bloody unions.’
 
         ‘Couldn’t disagree with that, but our blokes couldn’t live on those wages, union or no. Can’t blame ’em: neither could I.’
 
         The two men talked on. Daniel remembered the first time Armitage had climbed the stairs into the first-floor showroom. He was not likely to forget: the Captain had been one of the early patrons of the new business in the days when the tiniest piece of cloth had required reams of clothing coupons. Like many seafarers Armitage picked up his requirements overseas and had carried a mysterious bolt of Harris Tweed into the workshop with him.
 
         The master mariner had spent the war years in convoys from the States dodging U-boats. Miraculously he had avoided trouble until the last few months of 1944 when a maverick destroyer, far from its wrecked Bremen home, had fired a few desperate salvos. The bridge of his vessel suffered serious damage and so did its master. But Daniel suspected that had the Captain emerged unscathed when so many brave Liverpool men had been lost in the merchant navy he would have felt guilty at his own good fortune.
 
         Daniel stood back, brushed an imaginary hair from the sleeve and admired his own handiwork. ‘Buttons on the cuffs as usual?’
 
         ‘As usual. You know me, I don’t like change.’
 
         It was only the third coat he had made for Armitage, who was also regular in his order of two suits every other year. Change nevertheless revealed itself in the slowly expanding measurements in that small notebook on the workbench. Not that Daniel Majinsky would have been so tactless as to mention it.
 
         Steps could be heard. Daniel helped the Captain off with the precious half-finished coat. The two men turned as Helen hesitated at the door.
 
         ‘Have you met my daughter? Come here, Helen, and say hello.’
 
         It did not occur to Daniel to name his customer to his daughter. The confidentiality of his clientele was vital, partly for business reasons, for such a list of names and addresses was worth real money, called goodwill, if ever he sold the firm; and partly through an innate sense of decency, for he had seen these men in their underclothes at moments of great vulnerability.
 
         The girl approached, murmured ‘Good afternoon’, shook hands and withdrew quickly to the back workshop. She heard the two men laugh. Probably they referred to her, or young people in general, whose tastes in mass-produced garments were Daniel’s bane.
 
         At last solid footsteps retreated down the stairs. The street door clicked. In a moment her father came in, a pack of sandwiches in hand. He indicated the gas ring in the corner. ‘Put the kettle on.’ He lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘So: how was the abattoir?’
 
         Helen grimaced.
 
         ‘I can’t stand the place either. Something else that’s about to disappear. Have a sandwich.’
         
 
         She accepted and began to eat hungrily: the cold air and an early breakfast had left their gap. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t properly dressed, Dad. I didn’t know you’d have a customer.’ A tailor’s daughter should proudly wear his handiwork.
 
         ‘Oh, you youngsters! I shouldn’t complain, though. Look what walked in this morning.’
 
         He pointed at the far corner. A large roll of green velvet rested upright, its edges wrapped in tissue paper. In the soft light through a grimy window its surface shimmered.
 
         ‘Ever heard of the Remo Four? They’re one of the groups Brian Epstein’s signed. He told ’em to smarten themselves up, so one of them went down the market and bought that. It’s lovely stuff, fine silk velour, and they want four suits out of it.’
 
         Their eyes met and both giggled. ‘They’ll look like a bunch of frogs.’ Helen helped herself to another sandwich then started to make the tea.
 
         ‘Won’t they just. Exotic, but that’s the effect they want. One of them’s portly so I’ll put a couple of hidden elastic panels in his trousers. Sewing it is a bugger. Every needle mark shows in weave that fine – no room for mistakes. I’ll probably make a toile first to get it right. That’s an old dress-making technique – haven’t done it in years.’
         
 
         As she poured tea from the chipped teapot and stirred in milk and sugar Helen saw that the musicians’ need of his highest talents delighted her father. He continued, ‘They’d have done better with curtain material – damask or whatever, which would have taken some wear. Those outfits won’t last five minutes, but they’re for a TV programme. I told ’em it’d cost. They just hooted and said Brian’d pay.’
 
         ‘Customer is always right.’
 
         ‘Absolutely.’ Daniel reached for the notebook and scribbled a reminder to himself. He would ring NEMS before he laid a finger on the fabric.
 
         Helen bit into a small apple. The discussion at school came back to her. Brenda’s careless remark that it must be ‘horrid’ to be Jewish, reinforced by her mother’s demand for conformity to rules – rules that produced that disgusting slaughterhouse – plus an increasing necessity to establish herself and her family in some sort of context, led her on. ‘Did you always want to be a tailor, Dad?’
 
         ‘God, no. I dreamed of being a draughtsman. At Cammell Laird’s. But that apprenticeship cost money – you had to buy your own tools if you didn’t have your father’s – and tailoring didn’t. So here I am. But I’m not a tailor, child. The tailor is Mr Mannheim upstairs. A tailor sews. I’m a tailor’s cutter – much more skilled. And more important: if the tailor makes a wrong stitch he can unpick it. If the cutter makes a mistake he ruins a whole bolt of cloth.’
         
 
         He accepted the mug of tea. On its side was a faded coat of arms flanked by the two Liver birds and the legend ‘1207–1957’ underneath, a relic of a civic celebration. ‘In the factories it’s done by machine now. The jeans your pals wear: they’re cut fifty at a time by automatic knives, each pair identical. Don’t need an apprenticeship to learn that.’ He paused moodily. ‘But there’ll always be customers who like a jacket that fits, a pair of trousers which sit well, and who’ll pay the extra. I hope.’
 
         With a hint of weariness he rose and went out on to the landing. Helen could hear him use the tiny smelly toilet and wash his hands. Quickly she gathered up the remains of their lunch. The greaseproof paper was folded and could be used again.
 
         She settled herself in a corner. ‘Can I watch?’
 
         ‘Sure.’ Daniel lit another cigarette and balanced it carefully next to the previous stub which had gone out. On principle he would not relight a cold butt; he declared that they tasted awful and that he was not yet reduced to such penury. The hot raw smoke caught his chest and he coughed. In the morning he would rise and torture the family with much clearing of mucus. Since that happened in most homes it excited no concern.
 
         He whistled softly under his breath as he switched on the worklight, a large oblong contraption below head height. At once the bench was bathed in a golden glow, like a billiard table, while Daniel’s face remained in shadow.
         
 
         The workbench was covered in linoleum and was some twenty feet long, roughly the length of a piece of fine wool fabric, sufficient to make a man’s suit, trousers, jacket, waistcoat. Daniel selected a roll of suiting to which was pinned a scrap of paper with his back-slanted scrawl. With a flourish he spread it out and matched the edges double, for each piece had to be cut with its mirror image, left to right, trouser to trouser, cuff to cuff. He ran his hand lovingly over the cloth, relishing its softness and fine weave. A flaw was checked and marked with chalk, to be avoided during the process of cutting out.
 
         ‘Pure wool, this, Helen. Here, let me show you.’
 
         He pulled a single thread from the cut end, held it up and put the flame from his lighter to it. The thread twisted and sparkled but did not catch fire.
 
         ‘Pure wool smoulders. Cotton will burn. Terylene, now, and artificial fibres are another matter.’ He dropped the burned thread on the floor and stubbed it out with his toe, then rummaged under the bench and pulled out a scrap of blue. Again he lifted a thread high between finger and thumb and put the flame to it; this time it melted and he dropped it quickly.
 
         He kicked the rubbish back under the bench. ‘These mixtures are the devil. I can get a fair payment for trimmings from wool – they’re shredded and used for cheaper cloth. But the offcuts from Terylene blends are practically worthless.’
 
         At the end of the room hung a horizontal pole laden with stiff pieces of cardboard turned yellow with age. The templates were as essential to the business as were his shears: had the premises been destroyed Daniel would have tried to replace these before anything else. He checked the details of the order, looked up the name in his notebook, chose several boards and began to arrange them on the cloth, ensuring that stripes matched exactly. The task took several minutes. When satisfied he began with swift sure strokes to draw a line around each in pink tailor’s chalk.
 
         ‘You draw with your left hand, but you use the shears with your right,’ she commented. She had not considered it before. ‘Are you left-handed, or ambidextrous?’
 
         Her father rubbed his left shoulder. ‘Wish I were. No, I was taught to cut with my right hand. When I was younger than you.’ He did not elaborate.
 
         Helen watched quietly. Her father was a craftsman, the finest level of achievement a working man could reach. Other men might be better paid, but they could not function with such grace and pride. His knowledge was such that men, and the handful of women customers he worked for, felt comfortable and looked smart in what he created. To watch him was a wondrous thing. Whatever she might attempt in the unclear future would never have this flowing elegance, this artless match of hand and eye. Daniel, a well-read man, had once remarked that the poet William Blake had been a craftsman and had never let his trade be derided. There was poetry here, too, and beauty, and manliness.
         
 
         Yet he enjoyed discussing politics with her. That, too, was a tradition: the working man who took a close and learned interest in the world beyond his workshop. He might have made a politician himself, had the means been available. Helen blinked. Once more, she realised, her parents’ lives had been stymied years ago by their exclusion from mainstream society – by lack of money. Yet the options facing Helen were much wider. The problem might be to get her parents – Daniel and Annie both – to see that what had stopped them would no longer stop their daughter. As long as their imaginations had not been destroyed as well.
 
         Daniel straightened. ‘This one’s a bit tricky, Helen. He’s a disabled man, not a standard fit. I’m going to have to concentrate. Sorry.’
 
         A dismissal, again. It was as if a master surgeon had barred students or Michelangelo had told a novice to leave him in peace. She could not help, only get in the way. The girl rose without demur, picked up her coat, and went out into the cold square, where shoppers laden with carrier-bags silently trudged past her.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Later, Helen returned to the workshop for the promised lift home. She was tired, more so than had the day been spent in class. Visits were paid to the out-workers, but mostly she stayed put in the car, declining invitations to cups of tea. Her father took a long time in some houses.
 
         At last she snuggled down in the front passenger seat of the elderly Vauxhall as it pulled away from the kerb, turned left into congested Wavertree Road and headed for home. On the back seat was a tumbled heap of finished out-work: it comforted her, this reminder that the system functioned and brought honest cash into several households, and that the hand-made buttonholes with their small neat stitches, the exquisitely turned collars without a ruck or wrinkle, her father’s trademarks, would continue.
 
         Ahead a green Crosville bus stopped to disgorge buttoned-up figures who scurried away with children. Street lights were coming on; it was nearly dark.
 
         ‘Mrs Quilter looked upset when she came out on to the step,’ Helen remarked, to start a conversation. ‘She usually asks me about school and whatnot and tells me about her Sandra, but not tonight.’
 
         ‘Her daughter’s the same age as you.’ Daniel had been regaled indoors with the story. ‘Bit of a minx, from what I hear. Left school last summer, then threw up her job at Littlewood’s Pools. Now she’s running around in town at all hours. Mrs Quilter’s worried sick.’
 
         The quiet cosiness of the old car, the background chunter of its engine, her father’s concentration on overtaking the bus, made intimacy easier. During this brief journey undertaken about once a month Helen could broach subjects with her father which might have been awkward at the dining room table.
 
         ‘You glad I didn’t leave school like Sandra Quilter, Dad?’ Daniel looked in his mirror and adjusted his speed. His legs were aching; a calf muscle cramped. The quack called it atherosclerosis or some such and said he should cut down his smoking.
 
         Helen was waiting.
 
         ‘Well: if it benefits you or your brother, we’ll find the necessary to keep you, if that’s what you mean.’
 
         The girl tried again. ‘I have to start deciding what to do next. Miss Plumb wants me to try for university.’
 
         Daniel grunted and changed gear so clumsily that the car protested. He worked the pedals with a muttered oath.
 
         ‘Sorry. Your mother and I are in two minds about your plans. You’ll need to persuade me. Why don’t you go to the College of Commerce and do shorthand and typing? You could earn a fair wage as a secretary. Or teacher training.’
 
         ‘I’m not sure I’m cut out to be a teacher, Dad. And I know I can do better than a shorthand typist.’
 
         ‘Now, don’t you go being snobby about typists. Mrs Quilter’d be delighted if her Sandra had a well-paid office job at the Royal Liver Insurance instead of – you know.’
 
         ‘I’m not being snobby, Dad. It isn’t snobbish to want to do the best you can, is it?’
 
         She is as stubborn as I am, Daniel realised. Without reply he steered the car around the Clock Tower roundabout and turned into suburban Childwall Road. Not far now.
 
         ‘In some circumstances, it is,’ he answered quietly. ‘We’re born into a certain strata of society. We can dream, of course, of bettering ourselves. But often it’s wiser to stay close to what you know. Wiser and safer.’
 
         ‘Stratum,’ she corrected without thinking.
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Stratum. One stratum of society, two strata. It’s Latin.’
 
         ‘Oh, it is, is it? You see what I mean. I never did Latin. Now you correct the way I talk. That’s snobbishness. And I don’t want a daughter of mine looking down on her parents.’ He was annoyed.
 
         She took a deep breath. ‘Maybe an education would make me appreciate you more, not less. Oh, Dad, don’t hold me back. I asked Mum this morning whether if she’d had the chance of university she wouldn’t have wanted to seize it, but I don’t think she had a clue what I was talking about. She said we should be content with what we’ve got.’
 
         ‘It’s not a bad recipe for life, you know.’
 
         Helen suddenly felt self-conscious. ‘It can become a recipe for – for ossification. And it’s hopeless if the world about us is changing. We have to adapt.’
 
         ‘Not if it means losing your grasp of what truly matters in life. A home, family. Roots. That’s especially important for you as a woman, and for us as Jews.’
 
         She was silent for a moment. Then she stirred herself once more. ‘But you would sign the papers, wouldn’t you? For the entrance exams?’
 
         How could he refuse her? He stole a quick glance at her then as quickly regretted it for he saw that she caught all the mixed emotions of affection, anxiety and distaste in his face. He was not a man to express his feelings, nor to analyse them, nor face them. But Helen could. She’d drive him hard as Annie did not, as Barry never would. She was a chip off the old block. Daniel shivered.
 
         They stopped before the house. ‘Open the garage doors, there’s a good girl.’
 
         Helen did not budge. ‘Will you sign? Please, Dad.’
 
         Both hands on the wheel, Daniel stared sightlessly ahead. The residential street was quiet in the dusk. He bowed his head and listened as the engine idled.
 
         ‘We’ll see,’ was all he could offer, but she grinned and  squeezed his arm.
 
         ‘Thanks.’ The implication was that a deal had been done. As the girl opened the wooden doors and stood helpfully by, Daniel had the sense of being outpaced.
 
         In the house the lights were on. A fire had been lit in the grate and carefully banked. Once the evening drew on and shabbos had commenced the humping of coals was not allowed. Strictly speaking, to carry anything was forbidden, especially if it smacked of work or labour. In the morning, should the family want a fire, they would have to ask their young neighbours John or Marie from next door to clear the grate, lay and light it: a dirty task nobody undertook willingly, a servant’s job. That required knocking while the young couple were still abed and enduring their vaguely hostile mutter. It was impossible to explain to such people why to break the sabbath was a sin. Only on a very cold day could Annie bring herself to put the request.
         
 
         Helen took off her coat and hung it up with her father’s. The sudden rush of warmth after the chill air made her cheeks tingle. From the kitchen came a tantalising smell of roast chicken. As she entered the living room she bit her lip.
 
         On the table was outspread a white linen tablecloth which had belonged to Annie’s mother. In the exact centre, on a mat to save the wax, stood two tall brass candlesticks, a wedding present, which Annie had polished as usual that afternoon. She was in the act of fixing securely the plain white candles while Barry watched idly from the sofa. Next to the candlesticks was a small silver tray with a bottle of ‘Palwin’ Israeli wine and four crystal glasses. A bowl of hyacinths on the window ledge gave off a heady perfume. The light of the fire flickered lovingly over brass and silver and cast a glow on a nearby dish of oranges and bananas, the weekend treat.
 
         Daniel reached in the top drawer of the sideboard and took out two yarmulkahs, one black for himself, one silver, white and blue, embroidered, for his son. Lazily Barry came to his father’s side and slouched, lop-sided. ‘Go on, Mother.’
         
 
         Annie picked up a patterned headscarf and covered her head, tying it peasant style at the nape of her neck. Women too had to cover their heads. She, who had lived in a city since her birth, could not explain why she tied it this way; only that her mother had when she was a little girl, and her aunts, and every woman of her acquaintance. Helen knew she ought to do the same but retreated behind her father and deflected her mother’s glance.
 
         Inside Helen something sighed. It was as if the room had been transformed into a place of worship, the ordinary table into an altar. Jews did not have churches or altars or incense. Nor priestesses. Yet the impression of a holy place, presided over by her mother, inviolable, matronly, was very powerful.
 
         ‘Ready?’
 
         Husband and children gathered around.
 
         Annie took a deep breath. Erev shabbos, the eve of the sabbath, was so precious. The sanctification of the candles, the Friday night meal when the whole family was present without fail was the high spot of each week, but more, of her very life. No guests tonight; ancient law said that any stranger of whom they were aware must be invited and made welcome. Jewish strangers only, of course, which meant they were probably not entirely unknown but distant relatives or contacts. To do so was a mitzvah, and thus a step forward on the path to heaven. It was a splendid custom. No Jew was ever without shelter or friends. A Jew always had family, somewhere.
         
 
         And here, for a few moments, the woman stood supreme. This was her realm – hers and nobody else’s. Though men governed in all the great decisions, although in an orthodox synagogue men took charge and relegated females and children to the gallery upstairs, in a Jewish home the mother was the head. Especially on Friday night. Deference and respect were expected and freely given. For in the end the mother, not the father, held the key. Who was a Jew – how was that precious Jewish identity secured? Through the mother, not the father. As the rabbis pointed out, you could tell absolutely who a child’s mother was. You could not be certain of its paternity.
         
 
         Daniel shifted impatiently. Annie picked up the match box, struck a light and put the flame to the candle wicks. It seemed to presage good luck that they caught immediately. The bright flames rose, swelled and settled.
 
         She reached out her hands and passed them in a circular motion over the candles, three times, then covered her eyes. She paused as was traditional for a few seconds of private prayer. Then together the family spoke the blessing of the lights.
 
         ‘Boruch atoh, Adenoi elohanu…’
         
 
         Blessed art thou, oh Lord our God, King of the Universe…
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
            

         
 
         Sunday 
         
 
         Nellie McCauley opened one eye and peered out resentfully at the alarm clock. She reached an arm from under the covers to hang its top button and stop the noise, then groaned. It would be easy as pie to drift back to sleep, but she needed the job. Who didn’t?
 
         Five o’clock in the morning! What kind of time was this to be woken up? And on a Sunday too. Not that there was anybody to keep her, no one to whisper insistence that she stay buried in the warm nest of blankets and pillows. With a grunt of resolution she swung her feet over the edge of the bed and felt for her slippers. The room was dark and freezing cold; her teeth chattered as she pulled on a robe and padded to the bathroom.
 
         Sunday: the busiest day at Feinstein’s Famous Delicatessen. Between opening time at seven and lock-up soon after two in the afternoon takings would nearly equal those of the rest of the week put together. Mad busy, they’d be. And were she to be late Mr Feinstein would yell at her, and customers would be banging on the door and cursing her as a lazy shikse.
         
 
         Damn Jews. Why couldn’t they treat Sunday as a day of rest like everybody else? They took Saturday off instead, they claimed. Nellie sniffed: many were the familiar faces she had seen in town laden with packages on a Saturday morning when they were supposed to be at prayer in their synagogue. If she were recognised she would be greeted with a curt nod; the guilty party would scurry away faster, usually in the direction of a car park. Not supposed to use their cars on the holy sabbath, either. She knew the laws. She’d worked for them long enough.
 
         It had to be admitted that many of the locals patronised the shop. The big convent down the road was a prime source of business as people stopped on their way to or from Mass to collect fresh bread, smoked salmon, bagels, soft cheese or roll-mop herring. It was amazing how readily these savage tastes had been assimilated by wealthy Catholics who drove such a distance to hear the Sisters’ fine choir. The deputy Chief Constable and his lady, last year’s Lord Mayor, the city’s Medical Officer of Health:
 
         Nellie knew them all, and their preferences in dill pickles or kosher garlic sausage. Their cars blocked the drives of neighbouring property and regularly caused complaints. Nothing could be done: word had gone round at the city’s most exclusive Masonic lodge that Feinstein’s was the place to go. Nellie checked the clock and began to speed up. On went lipstick, bright red, her trademark. Then dangly earrings, like a pub landlady’s. Not much point in gay clothes when a white overall covered everything, so a woolly sweater and trousers would suffice and gumboots with men’s socks down below – it was cold out in the yard. A quick tug of a hairbrush through jaded yellow hair: the dark roots were showing. Back to the peroxide bottle tomorrow night. If she were paid what she was truly worth she could’ve afforded to have it done properly at a salon in Bold Street.
 
         The boss wasn’t mean by nature – far from it. But did he realise how much he depended on her? If the shop were clean – and as a food shop it had to be, spotless – it was because she harried the dull sloth of a cleaning woman, chased her to reach into every corner, to shift boxes and wipe lino and walls behind, to rub counter glass with vinegar and old newspaper until it sparkled. The big fridge in the back room she defrosted herself every Monday morning – a grotty job but it must be done. And if the shop’s reputation for high-quality fresh specialities were renowned that was to her credit too – she it was who dealt with the reps, insisted on the best, tried the samples, checked the deliveries, threw the rubbish back at them, and – if Mr Feinstein but knew it – haggled hard to get better prices than rivals in Manchester and Leeds. Yet he still saw her as a common shop assistant, only a cut above the dim-witted cleaner and the student who came in to help. It set her teeth on edge.
         
 
         The customers, though. They knew her value. They would ask for her to serve them, would stand patiently until she was free then ask for their ‘usual’, confident that Nellie had everybody’s habitual order secure in her head. She had, too: she could reel off the names and purchases of a hundred regulars and price their totals almost to the last penny. And she retained in the depths of her sharp memory who was to be trusted to pop in with a pound note later in the week and who wasn’t. Feinstein, the big soft dope, would have given everyone credit, then wondered why the shop was packed but making no money.
         
 
         Feinstein wasn’t a bad boss. In his bumbling way he was kind and often put upon. He would accept her suggestions and allow her to do with the shop much as she saw fit. When he disagreed with her it was with a hesitant and apologetic manner. Her exasperation towards him was at its worst in the ghastly grey light of dawn but would dissipate later as they worked side by side. In truth she felt a little sorry for him, and treated his slapdash errors with affectionate respect. He was easier to cope with than most bosses she might have had. In all probability, that was why she stayed.
 
         So much to do. The bread man would arrive at six with his first fragrant loaves and buns. It was a moment she adored. She would check and count, every time: the baker was an honest man but his delivery boys could be light-fingered. Sometimes she would pick out a damaged cuchon or slightly burned loaf, deduct it from the total and make the man sign for the number accepted – but the offending article tasted just as good for elevenses with salty Welsh butter, if she could grab a few minutes. Some customers, Sunday papers under their arms, would time their arrival to coincide with the second bread delivery about ten. Then would appear Danish pastries stuffed with almond paste and stewed apple or half an apricot, and cinnamon rolls and marbled cakes with their swirl of coffee and cream sponge, and best of all warm chalahs, the sweet milk loaves perfect for Sunday afternoon visitors, shaped like a plait of burnished brown hair, queenly and womanly; so much more tempting, in her view, than the masculine hardness of the pale bagels which had to be dunked in a cup of tea to make them chewable.
         
 
         Five-forty. Not too bad. Time to pull the moped out of the shed and kick it into life – no buses at this hour. Still dark out, and would be for hours yet. But a bird could be heard somewhere down the park, singing sweetly if slightly desperately, totally alone. Bit like her own position in life: doing her best according to her lights, even if nobody took a scrap of notice.
 
         
             

         
 
         Helen rose at seven. She could earn more if she arrived as the shop opened, but in truth her presence was not needed until the first rush. And Nellie was so irritable early on that it was wiser to keep out of her way. By eight-thirty the manageress, as Helen thought of her, was metamorphosing into a more human creature and could be expected to greet her cheerily, and slip her a knob of Cheddar for her breakfast.
 
         She would see Mr Feinstein twice that day, for he would come to her house at night to play bridge with her father and other friends. Not that she would be around, of course: Sunday evenings were reserved for Harold House, the youth club.
 
         The shop was close enough for her to walk to, though had it been wet she would have begged a lift from her father. As she arrived it seemed the cold bright weather had drawn more custom than usual, until she remembered that today was a Catholic feast of some kind and the convent would have laid on extra masses. From a hundred yards away she could hear the chatter inside.
 
         Feinstein’s Famous Deli stood in the middle of a row of suburban shops, its double frontage proud and disordered all at once. To one side was a newsagent’s run by a recently arrived Pakistani, to the other a barber’s: all three were busy in these few hours. Painted in white on Mr Feinstein’s window were that week’s special offers – Canary Island bananas at l0d a pound, Norwegian salted fish at two shillings a quarter. Outside rickety trestles covered in green plastic carried boxes of fruit and vegetables, onions in three sizes and colours, potatoes and carrots and pale cabbage for sauerkraut. Labels on oranges and tangerines proudly proclaimed their Israeli origin. Mr Feinstein would not buy from South Africa. His cousin in Jo’burg had recently seen a sign on a golf clubhouse door: ‘No coloureds, dogs or Jews’.
         
 
         Helen pushed her way inside and hurried into the tiny back room where she hung up her coat and collected her overall. With a twinge of disgust she noticed it had not been washed since the previous week, though Mr Feinstein had promised. No sooner was she installed behind the counter than the calls started.
 
         ‘Oi! Young lady! I’ve been waiting ten minutes. You gonna serve me or not?’
 
         He was a fat elderly man, red in the face, a large string hag in his outstretched hand. Nellie was absorbed with another customer with a long hand-written list. A brassy woman next to the shouting man poked him indignantly and announced that she was first. Some half-hearted pushing ensued. Helen ignored the fat man who was often at the centre of a fuss, as if it were a necessary adjunct to his shopping. Instead she addressed the woman: Sylvia Bloom, another regular, in a red coat, as stout and florid as a jar of jam. The racket in the shop was deafening as bodies shoved and shouted.
 
         ‘What can I get you, Mrs Bloom?’
 
         ‘A carton of smetana, a dozen bagels, and a quarter of smoked salmon.’
 
         ‘Bagels over there on the rack – help yourself. Big carton or small?’ The soured cream was a favourite over fruit, or eaten greedily by itself, sweetened with brown sugar.
 
         ‘My doctor says I shouldn’t – make it a small one. Full up, mind. And take the salmon from the centre, not the end – I don’t want any skin or brown bits.’
 
         Mr Feinstein loomed close, stropping the thin blade of the salmon knife. ‘I’ll do this, Helen. Morning, Sylvia. How much did you say you wanted – half a pound?’
 
         Sylvia, hands full of bagels, dimpled immediately. ‘Morry, you’re a card. You know I live by myself. For what would I be wanting half a pound of salmon?’
 
         Feinstein grinned, half roguish, half shy. In the shop as proprietor he felt confident with women, could tease them and bask briefly in their admiration. It was a totally different matter away from his beloved almond biscuits and Rakusen’s Matzos. With any female he met outside he would become tongue-tied, would not know what to say, would shuffle his feet and stare at the ground, then flee back to the sanctuary of his solitary bed and sigh with relief at his deliverance.
 
         There had been another time, of course. There had been Rosetta, as timid as himself; he had been a gawky youth, pushed into early marriage by his parents who wanted the joy, they said, of grandchildren, to see their seed sown. Rosetta and he had obliged though the whole exercise had been deeply embarrassing to both. The result was Jerry, who was supposed to come and help when the shop was busy but who frequently had better things to do. The degree to which the pregnancy and birth had weakened Rosetta’s already frail constitution had been apparent to nobody; when she had fainted one day after taking the boy to school it had been a shock for which neither was prepared. Heart disease, the doctor said. Must have had rheumatic fever as a child, though her mother stoutly denied it: for a girl with such a condition, had it been known, would not have been marriageable.
 
         And so one cold winter day his wife had collapsed and been rushed to hospital, and with a husky whisper had slipped away from him a few days later.
 
         Her death had come when the boy was about eight. The child’s grandparents had rallied round and the boy had been dragged up, one way or another, in the homes of various relatives nearby. In his teens Jerry had elected to live permanently with his father, more for the freedom that promised than through any excess of affection. Nevertheless Mr Feinstein was grateful. The boy’s presence gave him an excuse to love something, and the occasional glimpses in his son’s face of Rosetta, her wistful smile, her large dark eyes, bound him to his wilful offspring as nothing else could.
 
         That Jerry lived at home in the flat over the shop gave his father another useful shield, this time against the army of unattached women who wanted to improve on his widower state. Sylvia was one, a divorcée, and not at all to his taste. She claimed to be his age – fortyish – but had a daughter much older than Jerry, so that seemed unlikely. She simpered, she wriggled, she batted her eyelashes, but Mr Feinstein kept his eyes on the razor-sharp knife as it slid beneath his fingers over the pink oiliness of the salmon. He wished she would stop. Yet his shopkeeper mentality would keep pushing itself to the fore. Sylvia was a wealthy woman and would not miss a few shillings. If by a little harmless flirtation he could persuade her to spend more, particularly on the most expensive perishable items in the shop, then he would not hesitate. And it was part of her trade as a matchmaker, to get him into the mood. It was a game played out every occasion they met. In truth both enjoyed it, along with the flicker of hope it brought.
         
 
         He weighed out six ounces until she began to protest. With a heavy sigh of regret he wrapped the delicacy carefully in greaseproof paper and wrote the price on a corner. He should count the bagels she had dropped into her bag, but she was a good customer. If she intended to eat the lot herself, nevertheless, it was no wonder she was so tubby. His Rosetta had been tiny. He should have guessed she was not robust, but her slimness had established his predilections from there on.
 
         ‘How’s Jerry – how’s your boy?’ Sylvia had not finished yet, though the protests behind her rose to an indignant crescendo.
 
         ‘Fine – still in bed, I think.’ Feinstein jerked his head in the direction of upstairs.
 
         ‘So idle, the younger generation,’ Sylvia commiserated loudly, ignoring Helen who counted her change into a beringed hand. ‘He should have a mother, poor boy –’ But her words were lost as the fat man succeeded in elbowing his way to the counter.
 
         Helen worked hard and steadily until about eleven when there was a lull. As she stood brushing hair from her eyes the door opened. Her face broke into a smile: her favourite ‘uncle’, Simon Rotblatt, had entered the shop.
 
         He was not a relative but her father’s oldest friend. The squat, solidly built figure in the camel-hair overcoat came towards her, a rolled-up newspaper in one hand, car keys in the other. Despite living barely a quarter of a mile away he would usually drive, though he handled the big car with difficulty and could not park straight. He did it, as everyone knew, to show off: but so good-natured and beguiling a character was he that none but the most spiteful would criticise.
         
 
         ‘And how’s my gorgeous girl this morning?’ He came to the corner of the counter and gave her a hug, then held her back to examine her. ‘So tall. And beautiful, like your mother.’
 
         Only Simon Rotblatt had ever called Annie ‘beautiful’ and it had more than once made Helen ponder; she took it that there was no adverse intention in the remark, only an oblique compliment to herself.
 
         ‘I’m fine, Uncle Simon. You look well. What would you like?’
 
         Simon considered. ‘You got a new delivery of schmaltz herring? Yes? I’ll have two small ones, there’s a good girl.’
 
         He turned to a neighbour and began to swap comments on the previous day’s football game. Although nobody in the shop would admit it had a rabbi challenged them, several had witnessed Everton’s defeat of Manchester City at Goodison Park and revelled in the fact.
 
         Helen retreated into the chilly yard. Fetching herring from the barrel was the one task she loathed, for the fish were pickled deep in brine with oil which in this cold weather became a horrible caustic mush. Yet intelligent people like Simon Rotblatt adored the result. She pulled on rubber gloves turned brown and brittle by contact with the liquid and manfully wielded the wooden tongues, but still it was an effort to entrap the slippery silver bodies and remove them into the plastic bowl at her side.
 
         ‘Need a hand, Helen?’
 
         She ignored him. Jerry had not arrived to assist her; he must have seen her struggles through their kitchen window. In an ideal world it would be he balancing a dead fish between barrel and bucket and not herself. Instead he stood in the way with an amused smirk on his pimply face, hands on his hips.
         
 
         The youth had other ideas, as his flushed cheeks indicated. Casually he sloped closer as Helen was forced to bend over the barrel for the second herring. Standing behind her, he moved to put his hands around her waist. She glanced over her shoulder in annoyance and with her free elbow gave him a dig in the ribs but he was only momentarily dislodged. He was dressed warmly in jeans and sweater but had moccasins on bare feet. Without meaning to she slopped a little brine on his foot.
 
         ‘Damn!’ Jerry rubbed ineffectually at the stain, then yelped as the salt found microscopic cuts in the skin of his fingers.
 
         Helen had completed her task and was heading back inside.
 
         ‘Sorry, Jerry. If you really want to help, come and put an apron on and cut up some cheese.’
 
         ‘You’ve got to be bloody joking,’ the youth muttered, sucking angrily at a cut in his palm. He slouched in after her but slipped back upstairs. He had no intention of becoming a grocer; nor did he like being humiliated by a girl, even if nobody had witnessed it.
 
         In the tiny bathroom Jerry ran his hand under the cold tap and winced with pain. He’d bide his time. What a stuck-up minx that Helen Majinsky was. Every Sunday he tried, and each time she slipped from his clutches. Her resistance didn’t make her more sexually attractive but did increase his determination to have it off with her, sooner or later. Then he could boast about it, and that alone would pay her back. If the opportunity came to show Miss H a thing or two, he’d grab it. And hang the consequences.
 
         
             

         
 
         Sunday. January. If I don’t talk to somebody I’ll go mad. 
         
 
         
            That’s no way to start. Do it properly. My name is Colette O’Brien, I am sixteen years old and this is my diary. Not a proper diary with dates and space for addresses and phone numbers – just a spare exercise book with a blue cover nicked from school. 
            
 
            I shall write in it when the thoughts in my head start to scream at me. I’ll pretend the pages are a special friend, somebody in whom I can confide but who’ll never tell my secrets. 
            
 
            Of course it’d be better if I wrote nothing down at all but there are limits to human endurance. I’ll hide the book carefully at the back of the cupboard. Nobody’d find it. It isn’t meant to be found. 
            
 
            But I promise myself I’ll be honest in this book. Daft, you could say, but it’s the only place I could be honest. I won’t describe exactly what happens – even I would find that difficult – but I will set out how I feel about it. It might help me come to terms. Help me work out if there’s any solution. 
            
 
            So all I’ll say for now is that it started when I was about twelve, after my mother left. She had been pretty when my brothers and I were younger. I’m supposed to look like her a bit. They say I get my brains from her too. Certainly not from him. She got fed up with his drinking, and being skint and kidding the National Assistance. He’s not bad when he’s sober – calmer, more rational. But he needs the drink to give him courage. Then he’s a big man. 
            
 
            One day there was a big row and she put on her coat and left. She didn’t kiss us goodbye. And that was it; we’ve not seen her since. She might be dead for all we know. She doesn’t write, but then we’re not a writing family. I’m the first O’Brien who likes putting pen to paper. Then I’m in a different world. 
            
 
            A better world than this one. 
            

         
 
         Throughout Liverpool the day of rest slid by with the afternoon spent reading the newspapers and sleeping off the week. The weather was predicted to worsen. By four it was dark and snow flurries drove people home. Teatime – a high tea of tinned Canadian salmon with a garnish of lettuce leaves, a sliced tomato and half a boiled egg – was eaten throughout the city, followed by jelly and fruit cocktail if there were visitors, or a sliced banana with custard otherwise. None but the most intrepid would venture out after seven o’clock.
         
 
         Or the young and foolish, who recognise no risk. Jerry parked his father’s Ford under a street light, climbed out, forgot to lock it, walked half a block across brown slush, remembered, and with an oath returned to ensure its security. His father may be an easy touch but the use of the car was a privilege not to be abused.
 
         The streets around the neglected square were gloomy and deserted. Dirty snow still lay underfoot, uncleared and neglected. Nobody much lived in the neighbourhood, though once these great Georgian houses with their porticoes and pillars had rung to the sound of balls and splendid dinners. Some had been bomb damaged; others were shored up and awaiting demolition. Jerry skirted the wooden stanchions which kept one frontage upright and kicked litter out of the way. A cat yowled in the distance.
 
         The expanding university had purchased the land and as many leases as it could lay hands on. All it required was the wherewithal to rebuild. A veterinary laboratory and graduate school were planned for the site, it was rumoured. That left Harold House on the corner as an oasis of former grandeur, and perfect to be wrecked in its turn, albeit more slowly, by the coterie of Jewish teenagers whose parents had clubbed together to buy it. Lost in the mists of time was the ‘Harold’ whose name was thus commemorated.
 
         The main door at the top of the imposing steps was shut fast; nobody knew when it had been opened. Probably for the funeral of the last occupant, Jerry supposed. The steps were covered in rain-pitted snow disfigured by the footprints of a couple of dogs. Nobody had bothered to sweep or salt the pavement. He went around the side and clattered down a metal staircase to the former tradesman’s entrance and pushed open the door.
         
 
         To his irritation Helen was already there, at her post. He had to hand it to her: she was reliable. Since she was smart at figures she had been appointed as assistant honorary treasurer – the real ‘hon treas’ was somebody’s father who did not like coming out on a cold Sunday night. Her job was to check membership cards and collect the evening’s half-crown entrance fee from each arrival. At the night’s end she totted up the whole takings, plus receipts for crisps and soft drinks, signed for the total, and sent the small sums off to the nearest night safe with one or two of the biggest lads. No one minded that she was the brains of the operation, but carrying money was a man’s job.
 
         For two years Jerry Feinstein had been secretary of the club. That was because nobody else was willing to volunteer, and Jerry liked to feel important. The duties were unclear but hardly onerous. They included, when he felt like it, imposing his choice of music. He headed for the main room where the record player was as yet silent, rifled through a pile of singles, chose six and put them on the automatic turntable. In a moment the pure country sound of Connie Francis warbled through the building.
 
         A hand touched his sleeve. ‘Hi, Jerry. Howya doin’?’
 
         The mock Atlantic accent heralded his girlfriend, Roseanne Nixon. Sweet sixteen. She was short and pretty, her nose turned up, a smaller version of her formidable mother Rita. Her brown hair was sleek and firmly controlled by lacquer. Had Jerry touched it, it would have felt like spun sugar, hard and brittle.
 
         ‘It’ll be quiet tonight, I reckon,’ he offered by way of reply.
 
         ‘Yeah, we could do with some life here, y’know?’ she grumbled as she traced the title on a record cover with a pink varnished fingernail. The record ended, clicked; the next one fell neatly on top and began to play Eddie Cochran, King of rock’n’roll with ‘C’mon Ev’rybody’. The beat rhythm set his pulse a-tingle.
         
 
         ‘Wanna dance?’ he asked, and without answer took her hand and whirled her into the middle of the floor. Another two couples followed their lead. Jerry and Roseanne were the best jivers and enjoyed showing off their skills. That didn’t stop him talking at the same time.
 
         ‘The problem is,’ he pointed out between twirls, ‘we don’t have a drinks licence. Not likely to get one either as there’s no adult here, mostly. And that’s how we like it. So anybody who wants booze has to go elsewhere.’
 
         ‘We’ve debated that in committee a dozen times,’ puffed Roseanne. She was neither as lean nor as fit as her partner. ‘Alcohol’d bring in the wrong sort. Rough area, this. We’re lucky we’ve had no trouble.’
 
         Jerry concentrated for a moment as he grasped both her hands and conducted a complicated movement which required both dancers with split-second timing to pass under the arch of their arms.
 
         ‘And we only want Jewish kids, remember that.’ As she spoke Jerry recalled his promise to himself that he would go out with her officially for only six months. Otherwise Mrs Nixon would have him a marked man, and would be planning the ceremony.
 
         ‘My Dad had some American customers the other day,’ he answered. The tune ended and was replaced by Chubby Checker singing ‘The Twist’. Jerry had picked it though he regarded the silly dance as suitable only for simpletons: but the younger members loved it. The floor filled as he moved a disappointed Roseanne over to the bar and opened a Coke for her.
 
         ‘So? Where were they from?’
 
         ‘Dunno exactly. New York, I think. From that air force base on the East Lancs Road. But they were chuffed to find what they called a real deli in Liverpool. Dad hopes they’ll come again.’
 
         ‘Were they young? Did you see them?’
 
         Jerry noted sourly that Roseanne’s eyes were shining at the faint possibility of James Dean lookalikes in his father’s shop. He affected indifference.
 
         ‘Haven’t the foggiest. American national servicemen are usually a bit older than us, though not much.’ He had reached the limit of his knowledge. He recognised the first chords of his favourite, ‘Peggy Sue’, and held out his hand. ‘C’mon – we’re wasting good music. Tell you what. If they come in again we’ll invite them here. If they’re Jewish, that is. That’ll make the place jump.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The Majinskys’ bell rang, once, then again. Outside could be heard stamped feet then a muffled shout: ‘Danny! Hurry up. It’s effing freezing.’
 
         Annie untied her pinafore, hastened to the door and opened it wide. Two figures stood on the doorstep, shuffling their feet and breathing gusts of white breath into the night air. A vast silver car, parked askew, blocked the drive; beyond it another vehicle drew up, headlights ablaze. Annie peered into the gloom.
 
         ‘Hello, Simon, Mr Mannheim. Come in, come in.’
 
         Old Mr Mannheim entered first, shown respect by the others, a bowed, slight man with a gaunt face. He worked upstairs from Daniel and was, strictly speaking, his tenant. He smiled and shook Annie’s hand as he spoke: ‘Good evening.’ Gut efening.
         
 
         ‘Annie, my dear.’ Simon Rotblatt was the same age as her husband. As genial as ever, it was a puzzle that he had never married, though his courtesy with women was legendary. He placed big hands firmly on her shoulders, looked her full in the face and kissed her on the cheek. ‘You look adorable as usual.’
 
         Embarrassed but flattered she moved deftly away and helped Mr Mannheim with his coat. Daniel came into the hallway and ushered his guests inside the living room. The dining table flaps had been folded down and it had then been pushed aside. On it cups and saucers waited, and a bottle of whisky, glasses and a plastic ice bucket on a tray. Pride of place was reserved for the square baize-covered card table. In its centre stood the big cut-glass ashtray and two packs of new cards with a sharpened pencil and bridge notepad at each place. With so many occupants the modest room soon became overcrowded and stuffy.
         
 
         The last to arrive, in a flurry as ever, was Maurice Feinstein. He too kissed his hostess but with a noisy smack, a brotherly greeting which made Annie dimple. ‘Go on in, they’re waiting.’
 
         It would not have occurred to the players to ask the lady of the house to join them. Women did play bridge just as they played golf, but Annie was reckoned not one of those fearsome viragos with nothing better to do than muscle in on men’s pleasures. Instead she would sit in the adjoining room in front of the television and would regard herself as clever if she guessed most of the occupations on What’s my Line?. At about nine-thirty she would intervene with tea and home-made madeira cake. Soon after she would go to bed; the boys would tidy up, after a fashion, and kindly leave the dishes for her in the sink.
         
 
         ‘Cut for partners.’
 
         Danny liked to do everything properly. The four men bent over the spread pack. Each withdrew a card and turned it up.
 
         ‘Two of hearts.’ Maurice Feinstein.
 
         ‘Jack of hearts.’ Mr Mannheim, with a wintry grin.
 
         ‘Four of diamonds.’ A shrug from Simon.
 
         ‘Queen of spades.’ Daniel. Highest card, highest suit.
 
         ‘Fix!’ laughed Simon, and the men arranged themselves around the small table, Simon at west opposite Maurice, Mannheim at north with his back to the window, facing Daniel. Their host poured whisky for the two drinkers, Maurice and Simon. He and the old man would wait for refreshments. That the cards had deemed them partners meant they would probably win.
 
         Daniel dealt. He noted pleasurably that he held a moderately strong hand with an ace, a king, two queens and three jacks spread around the suits. Mannheim opposite also looked pleased – that meant at least a second ace, possibly more. When movement ceased Daniel started the bidding.
 
         ‘One no trump.’ Safe: and ‘no trump’ would beat any suit.
 
         ‘Two of spades,’ Simon followed. He had noticed the quick glance between his opponents, their comfortable demeanour.
 
         ‘Two no trump.’ Mannheim was curt, cool. The raise was the lowest possible: so his hand was not brilliant.
 
         ‘No bid.’ It might not be that Morrie Feinstein had such poor cards, Daniel reflected. It was more likely that he could not work out what to bid.
 
         How Daniel adored his bridge. It was the one moment in his life when his mental agility made him supreme. All week his livelihood came through his fingers; though he had to concentrate on the line of a jacket, the jib of a lapel, yet half his brain was not engaged and would niggle in its inactivity. In his youth he had been an avid reader, mostly of works with a strongly political theme. Before he was twenty he could quote passages of Robert Tressell’s The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, much of it learned during a long illness. Tressell was buried in a pauper’s grave in Walton. Blake was another favourite. Had it not been for the war he might have aspired to a political life, but fate had not dealt him the best hand. Nor could he have easily campaigned for a pacifist Labour Party with that idiot Lansbury in charge, a man who forswore resistance despite those terrible stories which filtered from Germany. As for Churchill –
         
 
         Under the table Mannheim kicked him gently. Daniel jerked upright. He was in danger of forgetting his task. He bent his head to the cards. In a moment South (himself) had won the contract at Three no trump – a bit risky, for it meant a promise to take nine out of the thirteen tricks – and was declarer. Mannheim as partner laid down his hand, face up: the dummy. Splendid – that added two aces and a king to the arsenal.
 
         Simon led with a low spade and his partner, delighted, threw down the ace of spades. Aha, thought Daniel, that’s where it was. Nice to get it out of the way so soon. Feinstein took the trick with a flourish, laid it face down and tossed in the nine of spades. Daniel offered his Jack, and took the trick. One each.
         
 
         Then Daniel took a chance and switched to diamonds, playing the Queen. But Feinstein gurgled happily and threw down the King. Daniel had been right – the chap held a hand whose value he could only grasp once in play. Fool: far more spectacular results could be obtained by thinking ahead. A grocer didn’t need to, a craftsman did. Yet Feinstein’s impulsiveness was part of his rather feckless charm.
 
         Simon took the next trick with a King: they must’ve had one each. Then Simon threw down his ten of spades and took the trick with competent satisfaction. Four tricks to one. 110 points’ worth to only 30. They’d have to play every single card to the bitter end. The air was vibrant with effort.
 
         The balance shifted back. The next three tricks were Daniel’s with more high diamonds. Four each. But to match his bid he had to take all five which remained. He could call on the two aces, two Kings and Jack in his combined hand – that made another four. In a moment they’d be down to one card each, with eight tricks to four on the table. The question was, should he take a chance by leaving himself the Jack of Clubs? The last trick would depend on clubs. Who had the Queen?
 
         Simon was staring at the ceiling, forehead furrowed. No clue there. But Feinstein was shifting about, mouth a-twitch. Daniel looked at Mannheim who flicked his eyes in Feinstein’s direction: so he too reckoned the grocer must hold it. That meant Daniel should hang on to his best card. He could feel himself sweat as he played steadily, competitively. Then, to his delight, suddenly he had it: one card remained in his hand, the King of Clubs.
 
         He paused, then threw it down with a flourish. Feinstein tossed in the Queen with an oath.
 
         ‘You bloody did it! Amazing,’ the shopkeeper congratulated.
 
         ‘Close run thing.’ Daniel grinned in relief.
 
         ‘I wanted to keep a good card to the end.’
 
         The winner chuckled. ‘Yes, we could see that. Written all over your face. Good job you don’t play poker, Morrie.’
 
         The evening continued. The air became pungent with blue smoke as Simon lit a cigar. The heavy ashtray began to fill with curls of ash. It was an absorbed four that eventually greeted Annie as she cautiously brought in the tea. Feinstein went to the bathroom; Simon drew out a large handkerchief and blew his nose. Under its cover he watched Annie’s movements wistfully but did not speak as she put down the tray, poured tea and handed it out, left the room and closed the door behind her.
 
         ‘She’s a wonderful woman, your Annie,’ Simon remarked at last. ‘She puts up with all this’ – he indicated the littered table, the fuggy air – ‘with not a murmur of complaint. I live alone, like Morrie, so I can do what I want in my own house, but my daily cleaner moans at me like a fishwife. And when I go to my sister’s – oy! It’s “Don’t put your feet there”, and “Pick your newspaper up”. She makes my life a misery.’
 
         Maurice grunted. ‘Most important, she puts up with him.’ He jerked a thumb in Daniel’s direction. ‘You’re such a stubborn bugger there must be moments. Don’t you ever fight, eh? Doesn’t she ever chuck a plate at you? Or is it all domestic harmony?’
 
         Simon continued the teasing as Mr Mannheim added sub-totals. ‘Got her under control, Danny, is that it? But beware of hidden depths. Mind she doesn’t end up like my sister. When my brother-in-law was alive, olvershalom, his wife once got so mad at him she tipped a whole pan of hot chicken soup over him. He had a lot of explaining to do down the Royal Infirmary.’
         
 
         ‘He deserved it,’ Maurice defended stoutly. ‘He’d been playing around with a shikse at work and she found out. She should have finished him off.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, but he wasn’t insured. She’d found that out too,’ the devoted brother revealed. The men laughed contentedly. ‘Funnily enough, she did make him take out insurance after that, so when he died of his heart attack a year later he left her very comfortable.’
         
 
         ‘Got a good business head, your sister. Ever thought of taking her into the firm?’ This from Daniel as he stubbed out a cigarette. Rotblatt’s made jeans and men’s trousers for Marks and Spencer. The company was a substantial commercial success, which explained the gleaming three-litre car strewn across the path.
 
         In answer Simon placed a palm on each side of his head as if in pain and rocked to and fro. ‘My life! The very idea. It’s bad enough eating shabbos dinner there. I wouldn’t wish her on my worst enemy.’
         
 
         The play continued for a further hour with the more able pair, Daniel and Mr Mannheim, steadily amassing a huge lead in points. That much of the exercise was a mystery to Maurice Feinstein was repeatedly evident. When within a few minutes of the start of one rubber Mannheim calmly claimed ten tricks before he had played anything Feinstein threw down his hand in disgust.
 
         ‘I don’t get it. How do you know? You haven’t played ’em yet. How can you be so sure?’
         
 
         Mannheim said nothing but looked up quizzically at Daniel. It was understood that the old German, who could converse with rapidity and elegance in Yiddish and his native language and several others, and who, it was believed, had once been a physicist with Werner von Braun, did not feel at ease in English.
 
         Daniel started the cut for the next deal.
 
         ‘Look: it’s all logical. In this hand, Mr Mannheim won the contract, so I as his partner had to lay down my hand face up as the dummy. Then he plays with both, see? That means he also knows which cards you two hold. He can make an intelligent guess at the split. Your bids earlier demonstrated where you’re strong – say, a run of five cards in a suit – and where you’re weak. It doesn’t take a genius to work it out.’
 
         Feinstein grumbled cheerfully but Daniel allowed a tinge of impatience to enter his voice. ‘The trouble with you, Morrie, is you won’t concentrate. You’d prefer to have a conversation.’
 
         Feinstein leaned forward and pointed his lighted cigarette at his host. Three whiskies had loosened his tongue. It had been a long day. ‘And the trouble with you, Danny, is you like winning. You’re really aggressive at the table, you know that?’
 
         The atmosphere turned cool. Mannheim began to deal, clucking softly between his teeth. The intrusive sound obliged the others to return to the cards.
 
         Daniel did not want Feinstein to have the last word. ‘No, I’m not aggressive. I’m an ordinary bloke. Why, if that were true – if I’d been a hard man in business – I’d be rich as Croesus like Simon here, and could afford a Bentley and have my name inscribed in the book of donors at the schul.’ But he laughed as he said it, and Simon took the remark as a compliment.
         
 
         Soon it was nearly midnight and long past the point at which the children had been heard to return home and Annie had trudged upstairs. To restore harmony Daniel had allowed Feinstein to win a rubber; the man had bragged happily as a child as he had loudly reckoned his total. Humiliation had been avoided. Simon Rotblatt, who did not think deeply about his play but had a natural aptitude and a good memory, had instantly spotted the courtesy and liked it. Only Mannheim had frowned but his host’s quickly shaken head had deflected any rebuke.
 
         At last they rose and stretched. Glasses and cups were drained and the last slice of cake nibbled as the friends prepared to depart. Mr Mannheim collected tea plates and tried ineffectually to stack them. His hands were not strong and the pile suddenly tottered. Before anyone could reach it the large dish with its floral pattern slipped and broke. Crumbs scattered on the rug.
 
         The old man mumbled disjointed pleas as Daniel bent to retrieve the pieces. He had seen a fleeting look of terror in the watery eyes, as if some nightmare had returned. He laid a reassuring hand on the thin arm.
         
 
         ‘Your wife is so good and she will be upset,’ Mannheim persisted. She vil pee oopset.
         
 
         Daniel murmured, ‘No, don’t worry. Not the best china,’ though Annie would rant a little. Their stock of crockery was not so extensive that such a loss could be ignored.
 
         ‘You don’t understand women, Mannheim,’ Feinstein joked gruffly. ‘When you’re not a married man –’
 
         ‘I was a married man.’
 
         The sibilant vass startled his listeners. It had long been assumed that Mannheim who had fled from Berlin in his twenties had been single. Whenever the wedded state of Daniel as the only one of the four was aired, Mannheim had never demurred.
         
 
         Daniel straightened, the broken dish in his hands. He spoke slowly. ‘What happened to her?’
 
         ‘Ach! She went up in smoke, like the rest of them. Buchenwald. After she broke a dish. She worked in the kitchens –’ Mannheim stopped.
 
         All eyes swivelled as one to his right arm as if to pierce through the fabric to the parched skin, to the tattoo which now each of his friends was certain was there. His other hand moved protectively as if to hide the mark, but in so doing answered their unasked question. He grimaced and turned away.
 
         We will never get away from it, thought Daniel moodily, as he let his companions out into the night and shut the door. The shoa, which others call the Holocaust. The Final Solution. Genocide: the determined attempt to rid the world of the Jews, to cleanse it of my blood.
         
 
         His eyes caught a photograph on the wall, of himself and Annie dressed in their finery at somebody’s wedding, a showy orchid corsage on her tailored suit, the children at her feet.
 
         Yet my flesh and blood do not know any of this. Ah, yes, they are taught at schul and cheder, but they do not know. How can they know? They are not touched by the horror. It is not they that cannot shake off the memory, that pay the price: it is my generation, who will never be free of it.
         
 
         By the waters of Babylon Rachel sat down and wept: yeah, Rachel wept for her children. 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Across the city another front door opened and then banged closed. Booted steps could be heard along the uncarpeted passage, dragging and irregular: two sets, her father and a brother, or perhaps one of them with a drinking mate. The rancid waft of fish and chips entered with them. In the kitchen a plate was banged on a table. Somebody clouted a shoulder hard on a door jamb and muttered a curse. So thin were the partitions which passed for walls that the jarring could be felt throughout the flat. On her dressing table a dish rattled.
 
         The bedroom was in blackness. Street noises came up to it fitfully – a youth shouted and was answered by a raucous female, a lone bus ground its way up the hill. The little room was, for once, not cold. Heat came from a single-bar electric fire plugged into the wall. That cost money, but for the moment the meter had been successfully by-passed so the power was freely squandered.
 
         At the window the curtains were thin and ragged. Through their open weave and holes a neon street lamp flickered. At midnight it would be extinguished. Then he would come.
 
         Colette shrank under the bed covers and drew her knees up to her chin. Her thin arms pulled the nightie down over her legs, then wrapped themselves around her limbs like a parcel. Despite the warmth her teeth began to chatter.
 
         She made herself think of school in the morning. Double physics followed by maths: God, what a grind. She would have to force her mind to it with the utmost dedication. Those subjects did not permit guesswork, however tired she might be. She had to know the procedures and get them right. Accuracy was all. How she envied the girls in the arts classes. It didn’t matter if they couldn’t produce quotations absolutely spot on – what counted was to present a convincing argument. Not that she was confident she could do that, either. What if there were several opinions about an extract, apparently of equal value? Some of the better students could judge for themselves which was right. Teachers declared those girls had natural taste and judgement. Faced with competing passages of English, however, Colette was frequently stumped. She could grasp their sense: she could join in a discussion about their quality. But left to her own devices, without guidance or hints, she could make little headway in picking out which was ‘best’. In that sense, therefore, the rigid certainties of science were much easier for her. Its rules created a known territory which she could memorise in detail. The way it was taught for A level meant no debates. Only one line was correct, and it was a straightforward matter to learn –
         
 
         ‘Ah, Colette darlin’.’
 
         The whiff of vinegar had entered with him, and the smoky smell of the pub. And the unspeakable sourness of undigested beer on his breath. Once he had been so drunk he had needed to vomit first; he had leaned over the bed to try to reach the floor, but his aim had been so bad that some had landed on her shoulder. Its acrid stink had barely made things worse. He had been clumsily apologetic. He had not meant to do that.
 
         He did not mean to do anything: he could not help it. That was the most he ever said by way of excuse.
 
         She shrank away and curled up as tightly as she could into a ball. Her breathing became shallow and rapid and she strove to make it silent. If he thought she was sound asleep, mightn’t he stop and think again –?
 
         ‘Ah, no, Colette, don’t be like that. Be a good girl for me.’
 
         A hand on her shoulder pulled her roughly on to her back. She could not see his face in the shadows above her. She would not look at him and kept her teeth and lips clamped shut. She would not give him the satisfaction of acknowledging him. That would recognise him as a human being. He wanted that.
 
         He fumbled in the dark with his clothing. She heard the clank of a belt buckle as it hit the floor.
 
         Then he climbed roughly on to the bed and thrust his hand under the bedclothes. Rigidly she resisted him, but tonight it was no use. If she fought back, as she used to, he would hit her hard across the face until she subsided, sobbing. Or he would reach for the belt and strop it across her body, creating weals she’d have to conceal for days. Then he would carry on, so there was no point.
 
         No point in resistance. No escape. Nowhere to go. What idiots those kids at school were. How little they knew.
 
         Yet school was the only way out. If she could take those exams next year – if she could hold on – she could get away –
 
         He had it in his hand. He seemed to be testing it for size and strength, and little grunts came from him. She suppressed a scream and turned her face away, but tonight he didn’t want that. He tugged the bedclothes back and knelt up over her.
 
         ‘Now then, little girl. Open up.’
 
         She was trembling violently, all over, as he pushed his other hand roughly between her knees to make room for himself. The skin on his fingers was rough from his work and the endless exposure to cold and wet. Big fingers. Rummaging around inside her. If she were too dry he complained she made him sore. He seemed to think that was her problem, not his. He’d have been pleased if she had done something about it, like Vaseline. Mostly, like tonight, he was in too much of a drunken hurry to care.
 
         Then he was inside her, and his heavy body flopped down on hers as he grasped her bony shoulders and heaved himself in and out. His breath came in rasping spurts, interspersed with a loud belch which interrupted his rhythm. For a moment she was terrified that he might be sick right there on her face, but he wriggled deeper inside and carried on. She tried her hardest not to move with him, but the momentum of his body made the bed rock and creak for them both.
 
         Then suddenly he shuddered, and shook himself like a dog. In a moment he had raised himself up. A sliver of light from under the door glinted on his teeth. He must be smiling.
         
 
         ‘God, Colette, but I needed that.’
 
         She was shivering, lying there exposed. With a shamed movement he shoved the blanket roughly over her. She clutched the edge and pulled it up to her chin. She had made not a sound.
 
         At the bedside he pulled his trousers on again and fastened buttons and belt. Then he bent and kissed her wetly on the cheek.
 
         ‘It’s good for you too, little girl, don’t forget that. In fact I’ve a treat for you tonight.’
 
         He had never spoken that way before. Usually he was shamefaced, almost despairing. He would slouch off mouthing phrases about mortal sin and his doomed soul. This bravado was new, and no change for the better. She wondered dully who had been talking to him at the pub. Who had he come home with?
 
         He went to the door, opened it and went out. The light-bulb in the hallway illuminated his sweaty unshaven face. A bubble of spittle hung on his chin like foaming pus. He was not looking in her direction. Then she heard him call out, and froze in horror.
 
         ‘So, Jimmy, my man, are you ready? She’s here and waiting for you. Got the hots tonight, has my little darling. Come on now.’
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