PRIVATE 
Events are seen mainly through the eyes of Hannah who feels torn between her family and her desire for justice. She joins the silverbees because she wants to stand up to the bullies who are plaguing her neighbourhood. She believes her grandson Billy is behind much of the trouble, including attacks on her sister Jessie and on her granddaughter. She secretly suspects Billy's father is not her husband's son, but resulted from a rape by Jessie's husband, which she never revealed to anyone. 

Chapter One

'A seventy-three-year-old woman has been admitted to hospital suffering from shock, after her garden was attacked by a gang of hooligans...'

Hannah could have killed her grandson. This time he had gone too far. She would never forget the look of fear she saw in her sister's eyes when she found her, sitting in the darkened room with her little brown mongrel huddled at her feet, a look that hardened into anger - or was it contempt? - when Hannah tried to approach her. Smudge growled a warning. He was normally a docile little dog who slept all day, but now he was trembling violently. His big brown eyes looked distraught.

"What's the matter Jessie? What's happened?"
"Billy," said Jessie in a hoarse voice. "I saw him." She was plucking nervously at the cuff of her blouse as she spoke.

"What are you talking about?"

"Your grandson, Billy Bean. I'll kill him I tell you, I'll kill him if I get hold of him."

Not if I get to him first! Hannah thought. "What is it, Jessie? What's he done? Tell me what happened!" 

Jessie didn't answer. She was tugging frantically at her sleeve now, almost as if she were trying to rip it from her arm. She reached out for her sewing basket which was on the table beside her but, in her agitation, she knocked it over, sending its contents flying across the room. Then, to Hannah's dismay, she slid off her chair and started crawling around the floor, saying, "I've lost a blue button. I've lost a blue button."

"Let me help," said Hannah and she, too, got down on her hands and knees, though rather more slowly - she was not as supple as her sister - to help retrieve the packets of needles and pins and spools of thread that had rolled under the furniture. When she could find no more, she stood up stiffly, saying, "I'm sorry. I can't see a blue button." Jessie did not get up but continued scrabbling around the room saying, over and over again. "Where's my blue button? I've lost my blue button." She was weeping openly now and her face was covered in grime.

Smudge whimpered at the back door and Hannah opened it to let him out. It was only then, when she saw the garden, that she realised what had happened. She realised, too, that this was the last straw. Billy would have to be stopped. Wrecking his great-aunt's garden might not be the worst of his misdeeds - that was probably the attack on his sister Helen - but it was an act of such pointless malice that she was finally convinced the boy was past curing. He was irredeemably bad. He could not bear the sight of happiness, it seemed, but he must destroy it whenever he found it. He would have to be stopped before he blighted any more lives and, if the police could not do it, then his grandmother would have to. Wasn't he her responsibility, after all? She was deeply ashamed of her failure to instil any godliness into him over the years. Now it was probably too late. He was rapidly growing into the worst kind of petty criminal and there seemed to be nothing in the world she could do about it. 

Why had he turned out so destructive? It was not for lack of love and attention, that was for sure. His parents had doted on him from the day he was born. Oh Billy! Billy! Hannah sighed. What is to become of you? She had always had a soft spot for her wayward grandson. Once she even felt there was a special bond between the two of them. Now, she wondered if that had been a figment of her imagination. Billy had been an engaging little fellow who charmed everyone who saw him, and clever too. He got his nickname, Billy Bean, from a cute little television puppet who was famed for his ingenious inventions. He was also an unusually quiet child. This was not from shyness, but from reticence. He was very self assured. At first Hannah was delighted to see him growing up so confident and without any of the nervousness that had blighted his father's youth. That was until she saw where his cleverness was leading him. Her delight turned to apprehension when she saw the damaging effect he had on the rest of his family. He seemed to be the cause of all their woes. 

Not that his mother would see it that way. In Bridget's eyes Billy was an exceptionally gifted youngster who was sadly misunderstood. She said he got picked on simply because he was different. Never mind that both his sisters were afraid of him; never mind that he had been expelled from school for corrupting his classmates, Bridget still believed her darling boy could do no wrong. She suspected he was suffering from some rare medical condition that had yet to be diagnosed and, in the meantime, she was full of excuses for him. "It wasn't him," she would insist loyally whenever Billy was accused of wrongdoing. "He was set up. I know he was." Hannah wished she could believe it.

Billy was currently being held in 'secure accommodation' as Bridget insisted on calling it. She said the authorities didn't like to use the word 'prison', although that was what it was, as far as Hannah could see. What difference did it make what you called it? Either way the boy was still locked up - thank goodness! His arrest had nothing to do with the attack on Jessie's garden. It was drug-peddling he was suspected of. 

Whatever the reason, Hannah hoped the police would find enough evidence to keep him inside for a long time. Instead, it seemed as if he had an army of social workers trying to understand him and protect him, whereas Jessie, who had not caused anyone any trouble, had no help at all.

The sound of children's voices floated in through Hannah's bedroom window. Two little girls were giggling and jumping up and down outside her garden gate. One of them was Betty O'Neill, a thin dark-haired child who lived in Number Nine, a three-storey house that had recently been built opposite Hannah's cottage. The other was a fair-haired friend of Betty's whose name Hannah did not know, although she recognised her fat pigtail which was tied with a floppy checked bow that kept falling undone while she was playing, so she had to keep stopping to tie it up again. Little Sam O'Neill, Betty's younger brother, was playing outside too, but not with the girls. He was running a fleet of toy cars along the edge of the pavement. It was a blessing that Blackling Lane was a cul-de-sac and didn't get through traffic, Hannah thought as she watched him.

Across the road Luke Dunstan was painting over some graffiti that had been sprayed on his garden wall. In a paint-spattered old coat and ancient boots he was working his way patiently from right to left along the low wall and, as he worked, he chatted to little Sam who was lining up his toy cars to form a massive traffic jam. Every now and then Sam would pick up a little car and run to show it to Luke who would put down his paintbrush and solemnly examine it before handing it back. Sam was a talkative toddler, unlike Billy at the same age who had never been inclined to share his thoughts. He was usually too absorbed in some solitary game that excluded everyone else.

How peaceful Blackling Lane looked today. Nobody would guess that it was a neighbourhood living under siege. Visitors often remarked on what a nice quiet place it must be to live in, but they didn't see what went on. The truth was that its elderly residents were being intimidated by a crowd of out-of-control teenagers who seemed to delight in spreading fear and distress just for the hell of it, knowing their victims were too frail to fight back. They specialised in acts of pointless harassment or, as Helen put it, 'random acts of cruelty and pain' such as urinating on doorsteps and overturning rubbish bins and pushing disgusting things through letter boxes. Lately they had been waiting until dark and then letting off fireworks deliberately to frighten people's pets.

The police seemed powerless to stop them, although they must know who the culprits were. Everybody else did. Helen could even reel off their nicknames: There was Ozzie Wright and Fatboy and Rocko McGuirk and Ginger, whose real name was Jeremy Cox but who was never called anything but Ginger according to Helen - or rather, Gingerpubes to be exact - because of his red hair, and the twins Darius and Saul. Darius and Saul? How strange these modern parents were, to name their children after ancient kings and then let them run wild and become a menace to their neighbours. But then, maybe that was exactly what the ancient kings were too, a menace to their neighbours. Not that the twins were the worst of the vandals. They struck Hannah as a dim-witted pair who only followed the crowd. And then there was Billy Bean.

All the neighbours agreed that the worst thing was the uncertainty, not knowing when the gang would strike next. Jasmine Walters at Number Six could not sleep at night for imagining that every little noise she heard was an intruder, even though her home was fitted with enough locks and chains to secure the Bank of England, according to Len Birtwhistle who ran the hardware shop in the High Street, and he should know since he was the one who had supplied them. Poor old Jasmine, she should stop listening to the news. It only put ideas in her head. Luke Dunstan somehow managed to ignore the hooligans. He was a retired school caretaker and the self-appointed custodian of Blackling Lane. He aimed to make it the smartest cul-de-sac in the area, an ambition which kept him constantly at work with his paintbrush.

Hannah became aware that Betty and Sam's older brother, Declan, was watching the children from his attic window. Was he waiting for Veronica to come home from her music class? She played the piano and the violin and was hoping to study music at university. According to Helen, Declan was crazy about Veronica, and was making a sculpture of her in his bedroom. "Only don't tell anyone I told you," Helen added. "He doesn't like people to know."

"And what does Veronica think of Declan?" asked her grandmother.

Helen shrugged. "Dunno. I guess maybe she thinks she's too old for him."

Hannah suppressed a smile at the thought of the soft-skinned Veronica with her baby blue eyes being 'too old' at seventeen. But maybe Helen had a point. There was something distinctly un-youthful about Veronica. She had an air of cool reserve that set her apart from other girls of her age. Perhaps that was part of her attraction. She also had a very careful way of moving, as if she were a porcelain doll and was afraid of falling down and breaking. "And how old is Declan?" she asked.

"Dunno. About the same as Veronica, I suppose.

Hannah felt sorry for Declan. The poor lad seemed a bit of a loner. Although that might be a good thing, in one way. At least it meant he wasn't one of the hooligans. He was a thin boy with deep-set eyes and a shock of thick brown hair that was always falling into his eyes - none of these modern crew cuts for him obviously - and he was so shy! She had seen him in the hardware shop buying a little veronica plant in a pot. 

"That's a pretty veronica," said Debbie Birtwhistle when he brought his purchase to the counter. "Present for your Mum is it?" There was a poster advertising 'Mother's Day' on the counter. Declan blushed bright red but Debbie didn't appear to notice. "I've got one like that and it seeds itself all over the place," she added with a big friendly smile as she put the plant into a plastic bag and handed it to him. Declan stammered something incomprehensible before rushing out of the shop. It occurred to Hannah that he probably bought the plant for his beloved Veronica and not for his Mum, although Polly O'Neill, who was a single parent, would probably have appreciated it more. On the other hand, Polly worked in a florist's shop and presumably could have all the flowers she wanted.

Suddenly the peace was shattered by the roar of motorbikes as a convoy of black clad riders came racing down the lane. There was a scream from the children as one bike separated from the others, mounted the pavement and sped towards Sam and Luke. For a ghastly second Hannah thought he was going to hit them, but the rider whizzed skilfully between the old man and the little boy, before rejoining the other bikers who by now had roared around The Close, whooping and laughing, and were heading back the way they had come, leaving Betty crying with fright and little Sam clutching the remains of a toy car that had been crushed under the motorbike. 'Biwi ga! Biwi ga!' he was shouting, as Polly came running out of the house and picked him up and called to Betty and her friend to come into the house.

Hannah turned away shakily from the window. She was filled with a sense of helpless rage, mixed with relief that nothing worse had happened, at least not this time. She could still hear the roar of the motorbikes. It was coming from behind the houses now. They must have gone down Bodger's Way. That was a winding lane that led to the last of the allotments left in the area. It also gave access to a row of old tumbledown garages. Luke once organised a petition to the Council asking them to restore the garages and turn Bodger's Way into a proper road - that was after Helen and her friend were attacked in the lane - but the other residents opposed this idea on the grounds that the lane was a gift to burglars and troublemakers. They wanted it blocked off permanently. It was like a rabbit warren in there, they said, it had so many places to hide.

