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for D.


JEANNIE

5.16. There it is in square red numbers. Dawn. Fourteen minutes before getting-up time. Mouth tastes like blood and old onions. You can never pinpoint the exact second you wake up, can you? It’s not one thing or the other. It’s slow, like growing or your dreams wearing off. Is today really the day? At last? Eventually?

I reach out of bed and slide the switch to turn off the alarm. That’s three days in a row I’ve woken up before it goes off. Why does that happen, anyway? Is it like your brain’s been trained to it and you really don’t need the alarm any more? There’s black stuff, something mouldy and powdery, creeping along the seal between the window frame and the glass. It’s actually really disgusting. I lean over and slide the phone out from under my pillow. This alarm is set a bit earlier, to get me ready for the second one. As I bring it out it goes off, buzzing in my hand. Freeze for a second, then turn it off.

5.19. Getting light and the first birds tuning up but if I wake Julian there’ll be hell to pay and there’s still a dint in the wood on my door from that time he threw his mug at me when I forgot and flushed the toilet first thing. It’s maybe ten or twelve or fourteen hours until Gary gets back, depending on what the wind and the ash are doing.

Ash. It’s clogging up the sky, keeping the planes on the ground, making people live in airports for days, unable to come home, late and having to eat things like Wendy’s and send emails from the terminals in the airport, queuing for an hour or two every time. I am coming home, soon, soon, soon, all he ever says, home soon, Jeannie, can’t wait to see you, home soon.

I sit up quietly and find Lewis’s work number on my phone and press the button to dial. So early. There’s no chance he’ll be in. Apart from maybe a flood or a delivery. A backlog of work for impatient customers. Some other emergency that means he won’t want to talk to me anyway. I’d ring him at home, or on his mobile, but I don’t know the numbers. I listen to the ringing, and imagine the phone on the counter. An old-fashioned, rattly one with a dirty receiver. I’ve seen it before. Rings. I don’t count. Rings rings. He does sometimes sleep at work. Rings. I don’t let myself think of him sleeping under that horrible tartan blanket, but the thought, and then the smell of it, the feel of the fringe along the edge tickling my shin and now my stomach is working at itself as if it’s frightened, trying to get away. So I press the red button and lie back on the pillows, staring at the ceiling until the sicky feeling goes.

There are cracks and peeling paint round the light fitting and a cobweb weighed down with dust strung across the edges of the lampshade like a hammock for a fairy. I stay still. Arrange myself so I’m exactly in the middle of the bed with my arms by my sides and my legs straight out and my feet pointed right at the door like an arrow. I put my head in the middle of the pillow and pretend I’m a cancer patient in a hospital. Shut eyes. The chair by the side of my bed with the bubbly, chlorine-smelling cup of water turns into one of those lockers and the creaky-wheeled divan gets a set of a rubber sheets and a flowered curtain falls around me and visitors creep in to admire, whispering. I lie perfectly straight like this, so good, so still.

People would be nice to you. There’d be no shouting if all you had to do was lie there and wait to be dead. I want to get that feeling I sometimes get when I open my eyes after I’ve already been awake for a while – that I am in the wrong room and that my body is in the wrong place – the doors aren’t where you expect them to be and for a minute everything tips and spins and I could be anywhere and I want to be in a hospital. I blink and screw my eyes shut and try it again. No good. I’m not going to get it this time. I fell asleep with the curtains half open and the light is blue and grey and when I look at my hand lying on top of the duvet like a fish my skin looks dead.

Julian is going to kill someone. Me, Lewis. He won’t even care who. He could have killed me straight when he chucked that mug and he never even looked around to see what it had hit. Mum was screaming up the stairs and he was off to the workshop without even getting washed and I wish it had hit me and killed me and that’s a fact.

I get my journal up from down the side of the bed. Find my pen. It’s a nice big red book with a hard cover and in gold writing on the front of it: journal. The large white pages are ruled neatly, all smooth and unspoiled. I flick through the pages I’ve filled up; the space for the family tree in the front with all our names in it. This is the place to write down all my feelings. All the things that have happened to me. And when I am dead my posterity will read it and see what sort of life I had. I close it without writing anything.

My name is Jeannie and that is half my problem. Mum says that. Half your problem is. And then the latest thing. Half my problem is I think the washing gets itself done. Half my problem is I have no idea how long it takes to plan and cook a two-course meal for five (four). Half my problem is I think carpet is free and mud disappears on its own. My problem has ten, twenty, fifty halves. And is dividing, swelling itself up into thousands.

There are no Jeannies in the scriptures – whatever version you look at. Sister Williams’s first name is Ruth and Brother Fletcher’s is James. His mother is Esther. There are Rebeccas and Naomis and Sarahs with me in the Mia Maids. Even Mum, nearly, because she’s a Pauline. All good scriptural names. Gary was supposed to be Nephi and Julian should have been Enoch but Dad wouldn’t let Mum do it to them and threatened to leave her over it both times. She brings it up every single time he forgets to take the bins out. The night he wouldn’t let her have her own way over the new curtains. Curtains! It’s the first thing I’ve put my foot down with you about, Pauline, he said – very quietly. I can’t magic money out of thin air. And she erupted. O no it’s not! she went, like a pantomime, but I didn’t laugh, O no it’s not. What about the boys’ names? What about that, eh?

Curtains. I shouldn’t have gone out. I could have turned the music up. I put my own frog into that pot, though, didn’t I? Curtains. Jeannie. I wasn’t supposed to be called anything other than what I am because by the time I turned up she’d given up on the idea. I am just Jeannie and it isn’t short for anything and it doesn’t stand for anything better and although I have checked my concordance Jeannie is not a scriptural name.

When I hear Dad start moving around I get up and kneel on the floor. Put my forehead against the saggy edge of the mattress and try to listen for something. I am the temple of the Lord. His spirit dwells inside me. I wait, feeling like an old house with the doors kicked in, and hearing nothing but the wind howling through the gaps. And the kitchen taps and the back door go as Dad gets the milk in. The radio, for the news. Bovril’s claws scrabbling at the lino. Just because you can’t hear something doesn’t mean it’s not there. Tree branches moving – the leaves rippling and showing their lighter undersides – enough to show a wind. The smell of cooking, enough to prove there’s food on the way. Dad’s here and part of the family forever, all the time, even when he’s at work or out with the dogs just because of the dint he leaves behind on the couch cushions. I listen out some more. Nothing to say this morning. The carpet is scratchy under my knees.

I move quickly and get into my school uniform and check my phone – 5.32 – and grab my bag, which is already packed up because it’s always the last thing I do before bed. Need to wee but Julian’s snoring so I creep down the stairs. I’ll wait and do it at Brother Fletcher’s house even though the soap in his bathroom is always grey.

‘You’re up,’ Dad says and he is standing at the cooker looking pleased and in his work uniform already and Mum who is never up at this time is there in her dressing gown, heaped and bundled into her chair with a tray across her lap, and she’s smiling too.

‘I’m going in early today,’ Dad says, ‘take you, then out with Bovril for a quick hour, then work, and,’ he is talking to Mum, ‘I’ll be back for two so we can get the house ready?’

She is nodding but not looking at him. Scrawling on a scrap of paper with a short pencil, resting on the tray she normally eats off of.

‘I’m going to have the sisters round this morning, help me get the kitchen scrubbed out and freshen up Gary’s bed, and then we’ll cook. You do know I’m doing a special dinner and I want you home right from school, no shallying around this time?’

She’s writing so I don’t say anything. I stand in front of the sink and run myself a mug of cold water and drink it looking out at the brambles in the back, the throttled greenhouse and the nettles under the hedge. The water’s so cold it makes my teeth hurt and I know why that is from an advert I saw on telly: there’s lots of tiny holes in the surface of your teeth and through them tiny nerves poking out and getting hurt. I think once your teeth have got these little holes in them, that’s it, there’s nothing you can do about it apart from buying that special toothpaste, but we only get Morrisons own because Dad says it’s a rip-off and all you’re paying for is the label. I look down and run the cuff of my school jumper around the shiny bottom of the sink where a few drops of water have gathered to spoil it.

‘Jeannie? Are you listening to me?’

‘I’ll be back,’ I say, and she says, ‘Make sure you are, disappearing like a cat – no sign for hours, and if there’s one night Gary’s going to expect us to be all here, around this table,’ she leans forward and taps it with a long fingernail, ‘it’s going to be tonight and so that’s what he’s going to get. Special dinner, us all here. Yes?’

‘It’s Julian you want to be worrying about,’ I say, and she raises her skinny eyebrows like she’s about to start but my Dad empties eggs from a frying pan onto a plate, turns the gas off and puts the plate on the tray in front of her.

‘Pauline, don’t start it this morning, of all mornings,’ he says, ‘and whatever you’re planning on cooking, can you leave the cracked wheat out of it, please? My guts are giving me gyp as it is.’

He’s still in a good mood – they both are, and I look at Mum but she’s prodding the egg yolks with the blunt side of her knife and pretending she doesn’t hear him.

‘Worry about me doing what?’ Julian says. He’s leaning in the doorway, wearing jeans, but no socks or shirt, and digging into his ear with one finger.

‘What are you doing up?’

He pulls his finger out of his ear, inspects it, scratches an armpit and yawns. ‘They have not shut the airspace again, have they?’

‘Don’t speak to me about it, Julian. I just can’t stand it. Can’t think about it. The best thing we can all do is pray, right now.’

‘You can check the news,’ Julian says. ‘I will turn the telly on, shall I?’

6.12. He squeezes himself sideways past the table. A blast of his armpitty, sleepy smell as he passes. He says forfuckssake under his breath and no one hears it apart from me. The telly goes on, Mum fusses and mutters and hauls, forcing her chair through the gap, and we follow.

‘Put that mug down, Jeannie. You’re not bringing a drink into the front room,’ she says, without looking at me.

The early morning news is on, and there are pictures of people waiting in airports – Manchester and Heathrow and Gatwick and John Lennon. All stuffed full of bedraggled passengers sleeping on floors, using their luggage as pillows. Airport staff handing out bottles of water, and nappies, and vouchers for free meals. Queues forty long for the toilets, and all the car parks full. Mum is chewing her eggs slowly and leaning forward, looking at all the people even though Gary won’t be one of them, he’s in the air now, right over our heads in a plane. Though we can’t see it, the sky is darkening.

‘He’ll be all right,’ Dad says. They switch to a clip of Eyjafjallajökull itself. The plume of ash and dog-grey smoke endlessly billowing out of the top, as it has been doing for days now, to cover the world. That’s a funny thing, that they call the volcano a she like it’s a person, a girl or a woman, like they do with boats and spaceships. Dad says they do it to boats and other things like that, sorts of vehicles, big trucks too, because they are things that carry people, like women do when they have – Dad leans over and turns the telly off to stop Mum getting worked up.

‘All right! All right? Hand me that phone, I’m going to call the bishop.’

‘Pauline.’ Dad puts his hand on her shoulder again, takes her eggs. He moves away and his voice floats in from the kitchen. ‘Bishop Jackson will still be asleep. He’s got a long enough drive to do today as it is. You can ring him later. When it’s a decent time.’

‘Fine,’ she says, and shifts round in her chair to look at me. Julian’s got his feet up on the arm of the couch and is staring out the window at the sky. He looks like he’s going to go back to sleep any second, except he’s smiling, like he’s planning something other than a day at work.

‘Just make sure you’re all back here early tonight. No dawdling.’

‘Must we? There is a lot for me to do at work today,’ Julian says, in that funny way of talking he’s got – like he’s planned all his lines out in advance and is just reciting them. Gary said he started doing it when he got to high school, and he puts it on deliberately. No one knows why. Dad says to leave him alone; he’s not hurting anyone.

‘Anyone would think you preferred spending time with Drake than being here to welcome back your own brother,’ Mum says, and stares at Julian. Julian turns back to the window and ignores her.

‘I’ve got hockey after school,’ I say.

‘Can’t you miss it, just this once? And you,’ she waves her hand at Julian, ‘bring Drake, if you can’t be parted from him.’

I feel my hands grabbing at each other, but Julian just huffs. He knows what Mum’s getting at and he’s not going to play.

‘Stop moidering them, Pauline. He’s not going to be back until seven, at the earliest,’ Dad says, and motions over her head for me to get my bag and follow him out, ‘let her go to her hockey. She’ll be back long before Gary is.’

‘You better had be. No disappearing.’

‘I’ll be back,’ I say, ‘it was just that one time,’ and Dad catches my eye and shakes his head and I drop it like he wants me to, and before me and Dad head out the door in the usual rush she catches my sleeve and pulls me back, so close the wheels on her chair are digging into the front of my knees, and I have to stoop over her and see the egg yolk caught in the hairy corners of her mouth, and she gives me the bit of paper she’s been writing on and the list, and two folded twenty-pound notes from the pocket of her stained dressing gown, and says:

‘You will do this for me, won’t you, Jeannie? Go to Richardson’s supermarket and get them to call you a taxi and bring it all back during your dinner, then I’ll have it all here in the afternoon so I can do the cooking. Will you do that for me? Can I rely on you this time?’

I look at the money and nod and take the list and Dad is holding the front door open for me with one arm and putting his other into his jacket and I duck out past him, smelling the shaving foam still clogging the little cups in the bottom of his ears as I pass.

‘Come on then,’ he says gently as we get into the car, ‘same as usual?’ and it’s a game we have and I nod and we drive the rest of the way without speaking, his hands light on the wheel except when we’re going round corners and then he’s extra careful because winter last year he hit a cat and still isn’t over it, not really.

I like the quiet. The empty roads and us driving right through the town centre in five minutes flat, with just a couple of cars on the Flat Iron and the Richardson’s lorry (she) parked right up on the pavement as the early morning staff move backwards and forwards carrying in the bread. To Me. To You. The shutters are still down on all the shops, and their special yellow bags of rubbish haven’t been collected yet. Smell the chlorine as we go past the leisure centre, even with the windows shut. A train goes through the station, the speed of it making the yellow and red of the carriages streak to a long blurred smear in the corner of my eye. But I don’t like the way I’m trained to wake up at five or earlier even on Saturdays and get guilty if I’m ever still lying in after six. Lazy. Another half of my problem. Don’t like the class every morning either – the long, confusing sentences and verses to learn off by heart and Friday quizzes and scripture chases and the certificates Sister Williams makes on her computer and gets photocopied at the Spar place around the corner. Hole-punched with a ribbon threaded through to make a bookmark. Over-critical of others’ efforts. One more half. Don’t like having to see them all every morning – between six and eight, every day before school, and it is seeing them all so regularly that is supposed to keep you in line. To remind you, even before you get to school, that we are a peculiar people and our lifelong friends will come from inside the Church and not out of it. Sullen. Antisocial. The third half, and counting.

‘Things will be different after tonight,’ Dad says when he pulls up and he’s as glad as Mum is. I’ve seen him marking the days off on his Crufts’ Winners calendar with the marker he uses for work.

‘I know it will be,’ I say.

Gary is coming home tonight. It’s been two years. Since I was twelve. I have grown eighteen centimetres since then and wear a bra now and I need to suck in my belly when I walk and I am embarrassed at the thought of him seeing me. 6.58.

Gary, when you are home, finally, at last, eventually, I will tell you a story. Are you sitting comfortably? ‘Gary,’ I will say (I have been practising this one for three weeks and two days), ‘Gary, it wasn’t my fault. What it was, was just like when we went up the log flume at Camelot. You and me and Julian the year before you left. How old would I have been? Eleven? Maybe eleven or nearly twelve. Do you remember that day? We’d been on the teacups and the merry-go-round and the caterpillar, and we’d seen Merlin and Scoop doing card tricks, and when we watched the jousting one of the knights asked for a favour from a fair lady, and you pulled the ribbon out of my ponytail and stood up and waved it in the air. It made a pink S shape on the end of your hand. The knight rode over to the barrier and nodded and you pulled me up and we ran down the steps between the seats together and the knight took the ribbon, held it up and kissed it and then wrapped it around the top of his arm. Everyone whoo-whooed and my face went that red. My knight was the good one, in a blue and yellow uniform. His horse too. And signs, saying not to put your hand through the barriers because the horses weren’t tame and they’d bite you. The bad one, all in black, came out and everyone booed and ssssssed, and King and Queen stood up on their platform and said some things, and rang a bell, and then they made the horses charge at each other. The knights were holding poles. My knight won, course he did, and once he’d put his pole back in the rack and collected his cup, he draped the ribbon over the barriers and Gary, I made you go and get it because he was waiting there to talk to us, I think, and I was too shy.

And then later I wanted to go on the long flume and Dad said yes. Do you remember? We were wearing those see-through plastic macs and also caps with the Camelot castle on that Mum had let us get from the gift shop. And you and Julian shouted and waved your arms in the air as the log fell down the slope and after you all said I was brave because I never made a peep she never made a peep not a sound, and you and Julian shoved me on the shoulders and Dad looked pleased with me and I still couldn’t talk or smile because my cheeks were numb and my teeth stuck together with all the screaming I wanted to do. I was frozen like a stone, like I was made of cement. Something that can’t move, can’t run away, can’t make a peep. So I didn’t do anything.’

That’s the end. I couldn’t say any of that to you.

We have the seminary class in Brother Fletcher’s front room. Mum’s never been in here, but if she did she’d say this is a place that needs a woman’s touch. Thin blue carpet with no underlay and magnolia walls and a grey three-piece suite with tiny red diamonds on it and some extra folding chairs he gets out for the class. There’s a little wooden bookshelf and a plasma telly and no plants or photos but the picture of Jesus in the red cape on the wall over the gas fire and another little one of the First Presidency he keeps on the phone table, which is wooden too, but not the same kind of wood as the bookcase.

Sister Williams teaches the seminary with him every morning and because he’s not married it wouldn’t be appropriate for the two of them to be in the house together so Sister Fletcher his mother needs to come to chaperone because even though there are plenty of Beehives and Mia Maids and Laurels we don’t count because we’re under eighteen and anyway not married ourselves yet, although Joyce’s a Laurel and she’s waiting for someone to come back off of his mission next year.

Sister Fletcher usually sits in the kitchen with her knitting in a basket between her feet. She does tiny clothes for the premature babies’ box and cat blankets out of old jumpers and sometimes comments on points of scripture through the open door. Angela Williams who is only five sits in there with her, eating Ready brek and waiting for us to be finished with her mother so she can get taken to her special school and she never makes a peep, but only takes some of the wool and rubs it against her lips and she’s lovely.

I’m still not feeling well.

Sister Williams comes into the living room to start the class, stepping over the legs of the people who are sitting on the floor, and picks her way to the front next to Brother Fletcher, who is standing in front of the plasma telly holding the Book of Mormon with both hands in front of him like it is a tiny blue shield. Now she’s here he bows his head to do the opening prayer. I fold my arms and turn my face down. Eyes closed, I hear Beth breathing next to me through a nose that needs blowing.

‘Dear Heavenly Father, we thank thee for this beautiful morning. We thank thee for bringing us all safely together here to study thy scriptures and learn more about thy will. We thank thee for our health and strength, for a refreshing night’s sleep and we thank thee for letting us live in a free country where we can read and worship according to thy word. This morning we ask that the teachers of the lesson be inspired and the young men and women here are able to understand, apply and remember the precepts and principles taught here today. We ask thee to bless us that we may obey thy commandments, and in particular we ask thy blessing on the health of Angela Williams, thy daughter. And we say these things in the name of Jesus Christ, our saviour, amen.’

Beth always makes sure she says ‘Amen’ the loudest, in this strange, sort of telephone voice. On Sundays you can hear her from the back. The rest of us just mutter. When you get up so early, closing your eyes and putting your head down for the prayer is dangerous. Blinky and fuzzy when it’s over – as if wakening from another sleep. The light is too bright, the air too dry. Brother Fletcher makes a bit of a fuss of me.

‘Gary’s coming back! Have you heard from him yet, has he landed?’ he says while Sister Williams moves slowly on her small feet, lumbering, almost, in her wide cream and blue dress.

I swallow down cold spit.

‘Dinner time. His plane gets in at Heathrow and the bishop is driving him back. We’re all having a meal tonight.’

Sister Williams smiles. ‘So that means he’ll be first up on Sunday?’

I nod and she beams at me and all of us and there’s more talking and I don’t notice she is carrying a tray until she turns again and shows it to us.

There’s a murmur of interest. It’s a tray of fairy cakes. One or two of us who have been dozing or slouching sit up a little straighter. We’re not allowed to eat in the class and if you’re not naturally a morning person breakfast is cold toast that is too chewy and tastes like the Tupperware you brought it in. They look funny, they’re so perfect – like something out of a cookery book. All spotless paper cases, white icing and glossy glacé cherries dead centre on the top. Beth has been trying to catch my eye, so I turn myself around a bit and pretend I am paying extra-special attention to the lesson.

‘Each of you young women,’ Brother Fletcher is saying, ‘has a very special possession. It is something you were born with, and something that, when the time is right, you will give freely to the one chosen to walk beside you for eternity.’

Sister Williams offers the plate to Beth, who takes a cake and holds it in her hand. Rebecca and Sarah take one each, and finally the plate comes to me and I don’t hesitate over choosing because all the cakes are exactly the same. There are a few left, but instead of handing them around to the boys Sister Williams takes the plate back and puts it on top of the television.

No one speaks or moves. We know better than to start eating.

‘Girls,’ Sister Williams says, ‘your job is to look after your special possession as if it was the most important thing that you own – because it is.’

Jacob sniggers loudly, swallows, and turns it into a cough.

‘You know that in some circumstances it’s permissible and forgivable to use violence as defence,’ Brother Fletcher says.

‘Nephi himself was permitted to kill Laban with a sword in order to obtain the plates,’ Sister Williams says.

‘And similarly you young women are permitted and encouraged to defend your virtue by whatever means are open to you,’ he carries on.

They are staring at us. Our teachers and all the boys are staring at us. The cake feels sticky in my hand.

‘Your Heavenly Father wants you to know that life is precious and should never be taken but just as precious is the ability to give and nurture life, something that all you young women carry within you,’ Sister Williams says. ‘The veil that the spirits waiting in heaven pass through in order to come to earth,’ she says, properly excited, ‘it’s inside you. Can you think of it?’

She smiles. She might be thinking of Angela, who we can hear babbling quietly to Sister Fletcher – not real words, just noises, little cries, like a baby.

‘The sacred importance of that calling, that power, is the reason for this exception,’ Brother Fletcher says. He surveys us, sitting there with our cakes, and the boys lean back into their half of the room, scared to even breathe on us. ‘But even better, each young person needs to choose wisely. To use their free agency and avoid getting themselves into situations where their chastity, their virtue – even their reputation – is put at risk. It’s a sacred responsibility each of you has.’

He hands over to Sister Williams. I don’t know if they practise the lesson, or just read the prompts out of the lesson book, but sometimes it’s hard not to think of them as television presenters working on an autocue.

‘Sometimes, just sometimes, a young woman can make a poor decision and that is the object of today’s lesson.’ Sister Williams scans our faces, staring at us in our assortment of school uniforms, grey skirts pulled down low over our knees. ‘Look what happens now.’

‘You, Jeannie, go and choose one of the boys to give your cake to,’ Brother Fletcher says.

I stand up and wait, certain that I’m going to make a mistake. He’s picked me because Gary’s coming back today and the extra attention is supposed to be a treat, to make me feel special, to help me learn better and to feel like I am helping them teach the lesson, but it doesn’t feel anything like that.

‘Go on then, it doesn’t matter who you choose,’ she says, ‘these bad decisions are often made hastily, without planning or discrimination.’

Michael is nearest to me and sitting on the arm of the couch looking bored and confused, so I touch his arm and shove the cake in his face. He blinks, pushes his glasses up his nose, and takes it.

‘Go on then, Michael,’ Brother Fletcher says, ‘she’s let you have it. Her own free will. It is hers to do what she likes with, after all.’

Michael starts to unpeel the paper from the side of the cake.

‘The cake is to represent marriage,’ Sister Williams says, ‘and you’re old enough now to realise that the icing on the cake represents the sacred relationship between man and wife. Now, Michael, I want you to have a go at that icing. Get your tongue out and lick it off. I was stood in my kitchen at eleven o’clock last night so don’t hold back.’

Michael looks at her, at me, at the rest of us. He is baffled. Sister Williams and Brother Fletcher close in, smiling, and he opens his mouth and starts licking the top of the cake. The icing is thick and sweet and it looks wonderful.

‘Have the cherry as well. Why not?’ Brother Fletcher says, and laughs as if he has said something inappropriate. Michael obeys. The sugar in the icing thickens his spit, which builds up on his tongue and at the corners of his mouth. It takes him a minute or two to work all the icing off the top of the cake, which glistens moistly. The ruff of paper is damp.

‘Good lad,’ Brother Fletcher says, and Michael nods and holds the damp, flattened-looking cake. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

‘Want some more?’

Michael shakes his head.

‘All that sugar so early in the morning, out of its appropriate time and place,’ Sister Williams explains, ‘no wonder he doesn’t want it any more. You give it back to Jeannie,’ she says.

Michael looks at the mess of the cake in his hand, the gunge from his tongue caught on the paper around the rim, and at me, and I shrug.

‘Go on now,’ she says, as if he is in trouble, ‘if you don’t want it, then give it back to Jeannie. What else are you going to do with it?’

Michael thrusts it back at me so I take it and sit down. Brother Fletcher nods. Now Sister Williams takes the book, and stands in front of the television, and speaks to us for a while about white-water rafting, and how dangerous it can be, and how boat crews overcome this danger by working in a team, which is to represent the family, and remind us that eternal families are built through Celestial marriage only. Brother Fletcher, who’s never been married and it’s probably too late now unless a widow moves into the ward from somewhere else, has a large colour picture of a raft floating down a steep-looking incline, water foaming around the side and a family in matching yellow helmets and life jackets holding hands inside the boat. He stands next to her and jiggles the picture now and again.

The room is filled with her soft monotone and the click of the radiators. I sit there with the cake in my hand feeling sleepy and light-headed. We’re all in a row, holding our cakes carefully. I can see the saliva shining on the top of mine and I want to throw it away but hold it off the carpet and away from the sofa just as carefully as the other girls hold theirs. Sister Williams gives us all a little clip-art picture of a raft on a river that she’s printed on her computer and cut out with pinking shears and then laminated. She tells us to stick them to the inside of our lockers when we get to school so that whenever we open them to get our books we’ll be reminded of the important role we play in our Celestial family and how our families rely on us to keep ourselves morally clean.

The lockers at our school don’t work like that – hardly anyone has one, but the lesson book is American, printed in Salt Lake where Gary’s been and where the high-school students have lockers as tall as they are that they’re allowed to visit ten times a day. It isn’t like that for us but because the lesson book says it, Sister Williams has got to say it and we listen and hold the little pictures carefully anyway.

When it’s nearly time to leave, Brother Fletcher, as if it’s an afterthought, says:

‘Now, girls, the time has come and it’s appropriate now for you to step forward.’

We all stand up and he nudges us into rows. I end up standing opposite James, who is six foot tall and putting in his mission papers in eighteen months, and I can’t look at him. His school blazer is the blackest black I’ve ever seen and his shirts are white and perfect and he never comes to seminary with his tie on, but leaves his top button open with the tie dangling out of his blazer pocket. I’ve seen him with his collar flicked up, putting it on in the car on the way to school. I stare at a loose thread coming out of one of the buttons on his shirt. He’s in the sixth form and some nights he works at the Vue outside town.

‘Now is the time to give your gift to your young brothers, a little treat to remind them of the sweetness of the gospel while they make their way into school to learn the bitter things of the world.’

Us girls step forward and hand our fairy cakes to the boys standing in front of us, all in time as if we’ve been trained to it. Brother Fletcher looks at us as if this is inappropriate behaviour, and smiles so wide I can see the narrow gold tooth he’s got in the side of his mouth. I try to hand my cake to James but he screws his face up at it and turns his head.

‘And what do we have here?’

Sister Williams walks along the two rows and pulls the others into a circle by putting her hands on their shoulders and gently guiding them until James and I are standing in the centre on our own.

‘And why don’t you want to accept that gift?’

‘It’s him,’ James nods with his head towards Michael, who is peering through the greasy lenses of his glasses at the new cake he’s got from Beth.

‘He’s had his gob all over it. I don’t want it. It’s disgusting.’

‘Disgusting. He’s had his gob all over it,’ Sister Williams repeats, looking around at us. ‘Soiled. Second-hand.’

‘You don’t want this at all then, James?’ Brother Fletcher says, taking the cake off him and pushing it towards his face. ‘Not even just a nibble, just to be polite and not hurt Jeannie’s feelings here?’

‘I’m all right, thanks,’ James says, and shakes his head. Beth is smiling like a cat.

After the closing prayer I go into the kitchen before Beth can speak to me. The others are busy putting on their coats and hiding their scriptures in their school bags and they don’t notice me. Angela is sitting on the floor, her hands knotted into a ball of wool. Sister Fletcher looks at me like I’ve done something wrong, heaves herself out of her chair and sucks at her lips.

‘All finished?’

I nod.

‘Good. I’ll get in there and tidy up then. I don’t know how one hour and twelve youth can totally destroy a front room but it does. Every single time. And you do know that’s not what I’m here for, don’t you?’

‘Shall I help you?’

‘Look after this one. Make sure she doesn’t put the wool in her mouth.’

She closes the kitchen door behind her and I sit down on the kitchen lino next to Angela. Her chin is covered in dribble. The skin around her mouth and under her chin is red and sore. The floor isn’t that clean – there are crumbs and hairs stuck to the bottom edges of the cooker and the fridge, and drips of fat that have hardened down the front of the cooker. The lino is smudged and sticky. Someone should have put a blanket down on the floor for Angela, it isn’t right.

‘Angela?’ I speak softly but she doesn’t look up, just carries on moving her fingers slowly into and out of the wool. ‘Does that feel nice?’

It’s hard to tell, most of the time, what she can understand and what she can’t because she never talks. She’s old enough for Primary now, but the bishop said she could stay in nursery for as long as she wanted. That almost never happens, but Sister Williams had a meeting with the Stake President and asked for a special dispensation. I get a bit of kitchen roll from a holder screwed into the wall near the sink, kneel in front of Angela and dab at her face. Her skin looks raw in places and I am as gentle as I can be.

‘This’ll stop you getting sore,’ I say, ‘we can’t have that, can we?’

I smile and try to catch her eye, but she moves her head away and goes back to the wool. It’s tangled so tightly that Sister Fletcher is never going to be able to use it, so I snap a piece of it off for her and tuck it into the pocket on the front of her dungarees.

‘There you go. You can play with that later,’ I say, and I feel her chest move under my hand, her little heart buzzing like a tiny bird’s.

‘You’re good with her.’

The voice startles me. I jump, and stand up and away from Angela quickly. It’s Sister Williams – who just smiles, and bustles in. ‘She likes you,’ she says, and picks Angela up from the floor while at the same time swinging her red and yellow changing bag over her shoulder.

‘Does she?’

‘You think I can’t tell?’

‘No, I just meant . . .’

Sister Williams smiles. ‘I’m her mother. I know her better than she knows herself. She likes you. Listen,’ she coughs, ‘the lesson we’ve just had. Moral cleanliness. It’s important.’

‘I know it is.’ I have a dragging feeling in my stomach.

‘I know you know. I just mean, perhaps the lesson books – maybe they could do with updating. Maybe they’re a bit old-fashioned. I get the feeling you might have been a little embarrassed in there. With James.’

She pauses, her head on one side, smiling slightly. She wants to have one of those all-us-women-together talks about crushes, and Strange New Feelings, and Powerful Urges, but I can’t do it.

‘It was all right.’

‘Well, just so you know. We’ve got to teach what the lesson book says. But there are better ways of going about it, in my opinion. It’s a wonderful gift we women have. Bringing spirits through the veil. It’s why Heavenly Father had to give men the priesthood. So they wouldn’t feel left out, and like second-rate humans.’

She’s watching me carefully, so I smile at her.

‘I wasn’t upset.’

‘Good. So long as you don’t feel singled out. You’re a good girl, Jeannie. Angela’s really taken a liking to you.’

I suppose it’s true that Angela might be used to me. Sister Williams takes me to school every morning after seminary, and because she’s the teacher and has to wait until the very end to make sure everyone else has got their lifts safely, I’m often in here with Angela, just chatting to her, counting on her fingers, making sure she’s tidy before we leave.

‘Thanks.’

‘I mean it. She trusts you, I can tell. She’s not quiet like this for everyone.’

‘She’s never any bother to Sister Fletcher.’

‘Yes. Well. Perhaps that’s more fear than love.’ I duck my head so she can’t see me smile. ‘Jeannie, do you think, maybe you’d like to come over some time?’

‘To babysit?’

‘Well, I’ll still probably need to be there. Some of the things she needs, it’s complicated.’

‘I can do nappies.’ Angela’s too old for nappies, but I bet she still wears them. Poo and wee and things like that just don’t bother me any more. ‘I’m used to all that sort of thing. I can do it.’

‘Bless you, I know you can. But she still can’t swallow very well either. It’s better I’m there too, just in case anything happens.’

‘Okay, sorry.’

‘No, what I meant was – if you came to the house one Saturday afternoon then I could get on with things. I’ve a whole stack of ironing, and the back garden looks like a jungle. It’s hard to do things when she needs watching all the time. But if you were there, to be a friend to her and keep her company . . . What do you think?’

I look up at Angela. She’s rested her head against Sister Williams’s shoulder and has found a lock of her mother’s hair to suck. She’s so used to it she doesn’t even notice. Angela closes her eyes and smiles. I wonder what she’s thinking about. You can tell just by looking at her that she’s different. Even though she’s five, she still acts like a baby. She’s floppy – she can sit all right, but she can hardly walk at all. It’s not her fault; she was just born like that. She opens her eyes and sees me looking at her, and puts her hand over the apple-shaped pocket with the wool, and I think I’ve probably given her something that Sister Williams wouldn’t want her to have. Something that would hurt her.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I might not be the best person. What about Beth?’

She looks disappointed for a moment – but then she smiles. Probably no one ever wants to hang out with Angela, and she’s used to it. That makes me feel guilty, but she doesn’t know me well enough to want me to be a friend to her little girl, not really, so I’ve done the right thing.

‘Never mind then,’ she says, in a very high-pitched and cheerful voice. She turns away from me, swinging the bag against her hip, and speaks to me over her shoulder as she goes through the kitchen door. ‘Tell me if you change your mind. It was only a thought. We’d better get going now anyway.’

I can see Angela’s hand on her shoulder. I can tell I have hurt her, maybe both of them, and that makes me feel even worse than I started off this morning.

8.28. I tell Sister Williams I need to stop at the chemist’s before school.

‘Again?’ she says. I just smile at her and nod. Dad’s got this face he pulls when things go wrong: Well, what can you do? And I try and do it now. She knows about Mum’s trouble so she doesn’t ask me anything else, but pulls in at the kerb and reminds me that even though today is a special day for my family, it’s important to keep up with the daily readings and she’ll see me bright and early for the quiz on Monday morning, which is on the differences between the nativity narratives in the gospels of the New Testament.

She never talks to me like this. During seminary, and on Sundays, she talks like the rest of them do. Edifying. Uplifting. Watching over the youth. Those times she’s just pretending to be someone else, and the rest of the time, like during the lifts, she goes back to normal. But she’s still pretending to be the teacher now.

She must be really angry with me.

‘I like Angela,’ I say, before taking off my seat belt.

‘I know you do. Don’t feel bad. I know she’s hard work.’

‘It’s not that,’ I say. How to tell her. The words I want to say are awful – make me sound like an attention seeker.

She frowns at me.

‘Are you all right, Jeannie?’

‘Yes. I just think you need someone better to help you with Angela. Someone better than me. I might make a mistake. I might feed her the wrong thing or let her touch the plug sockets or she might get out of the front door while I’m in the toilet.’ I pause. ‘Anything could happen. Beth would be loads better at it.’

‘All right, Jeannie,’ she says, and her voice is tired. She doesn’t try convincing me that I’m wrong, and it’s obvious that I’ve made her see sense – made her remember that Angela is too precious to be left with someone like me.

Angela is sitting on her pink and green booster seat in the back of the car and I wave at her through the rear windscreen before turning away and crossing the road towards the chemist’s.

It’s calm in here and the bottles of calamine lotion and big plastic packets of nappies are soothing. I’m going to be late for school, again, but it doesn’t matter. There’s a carousel with blister packs of rain hoods and kirby grips and safety pins and earplugs and I twirl it gently. I see cars pass by through the stickers on the window about the smoking clinic. They’re only just open and I’m first in but they don’t stare at me or ask me what I want and I browse like I’ve not got anywhere else to be.

I didn’t lie to Sister Williams. I never lie. You only have to lie if you talk more than you need to, or you’re stupid. I’m in and out of chemists getting things for Mum and her trouble all the time. The big Boots in the town centre. Out on my bike at night to the late-opening one near the park if she’s caught short and Dad’s on a late shift. But this one is my favourite. The one I come to most often. No one from school comes here because it’s run by a set of Catholics and they won’t fill out prescriptions for the pill. Which means I won’t see any girls from school. I’ve been here every day for the last week without being caught out.

One of the Elders once showed me a bit in the Bible in the book of Revelation about the whore of Babylon who is dressed in purple and told me that was to signify the papal robes and I should watch out for that, but even though they are bead-twirling papists, actually the people in here are all right. They’re all old women. Sort of people you expect to be working in charity shops. The one behind the counter powers up the till and there’s a dry, powdery smell in the air. As clean as a hospital but much more comforting. Like a really nice nursing home.

I take off my school tie behind the tall shelves where the baby food is and shove it in my shoulder bag. There’s a round mirror in the top corner over the counter for the chemist to keep an eye on the shop while she’s in the back dispensing the medicine and I use it to look at the assistants come and go behind the counter until the nice one, the one I like, is standing by the till filling up the display of Chupa Chups lollies from a cardboard box she’s wheeled out on a trolley.

She’s almost too old to be working but she looks soft. A wrinkled fat baby with a halo of soft curly grey hair. She always wears this same string of plastic blue beads – so cheap you can see the ridge where the mould was around the middle of each one. She wears them no matter what else she’s wearing. They must be special to her because of something other than what they look like. They might be a sort of rosary or a present from her grandchild or a first love. I stare at the beads and drop the boxes on the counter quickly and she says nothing but lets her hands fall on them gently, scanning them in with the gun and the red laser and putting them in the little green and white paper bag.

It’s not embarrassing. The first time it was, but in the days after, it’s just like buying bread and milk. It’s the way she does it, see? She doesn’t rush and she takes Mum’s money and puts it on top of the till while she counts out my change, then folds over the top of the bag a few times and staples it closed just like she does for everyone else. Her glasses are on a string around her neck. She hands me the bag and smiles and says they work better if you do it very first thing in the morning when urine has a higher concentration of hormones, so if you’re testing early you’re more likely to get a reliable result and would I like to pop into the back because there’s a small consultation room with a lavatory I’m more than welcome to use?

I can’t talk. She said the same thing yesterday and the day before and the day before that and I don’t know if she is kind or just senile. I want to say, How reliable are these things? Can you give me a scientific percentage of how often they are wrong? Of how often nine of them in a row are wrong? When I don’t answer she smiles again. Looks over my shoulder to the person behind me, who actually doesn’t care what I am buying at all, but asks for camera film and the cheap version of Gaviscon, both of which are kept behind the counter. 8.56.


MARTIN

Most people will take one look at a choke chain and assume you’re hurting your dog by using one. I walk this same path every day – two laps of the park no matter what the weather – and if I had a Polo for every time I’ve been stopped by some biddy who knows nothing about the rearing, keeping and training of working animals, I don’t know what I’d do. A choke chain is not a corrective tool, it’s an aide-mémoire to training goals already achieved. It’s not a punishment any more than a knot in the corner of your hanky is. The fact is, dogs don’t have hankies. Any fool can see that.

Take Bovril. Until we get past the kiddies’ bit of the park, with the slide and swings and what have you, I keep her on the leash. I don’t pull her along and I don’t let her lead me. The chain lays against her throat loosely, almost decorative. The way the links tighten as she pulls forward, loosen as she drops back, obedient, to heel – it’s a constant lesson for her. It reminds her of the gold standard: I expect self-control from my dog, and because I respect her – because I love her, even – I provide her with a gentle reminder in the form of the chain. It doesn’t hurt her. She doesn’t resent it. If she did, she wouldn’t come out from under the kitchen table whenever I stand at the back door and rattle it, now would she?

We wait in front of the swings. I’ve not got a formal arrangement with Nina, not for the usual walks, but this is where we usually run into each other. A young lad getting dragged along by a boxer nods at me as he passes, and I want to ask him where his plastic bags are, offer to lend him a few, but I bite my lip. You can’t talk to anyone these days, not without getting your head half bitten off. Bovril sits nice by my leg, doesn’t pull. She knows I’ll let her off when I’m ready.

When I’m out in the quiet with the hems of my trousers getting wet from the cold grass, my bitch at my side, there’s a feeling I get that I never get at any other time. She loves it out here. We both do. I’ve got my family but these days all I need is this: Bovril’s wet nose against the back of my hand, or her well-proportioned haunches lolloping away from me as she fetches the decoy back in, always eager to please, always my own, always faithful and obedient – her coat shiny with first-thing sun.

Except that isn’t true. The cast of the morning isn’t complete until Nina’s here. She is a glossy golden retriever, plump but firm about the withers and bright eyes you could fall into. I try not to compare her to Pauline, who is an overfed, incontinent Pekinese with her wet snout forever pressed up and smearing against someone else’s window.

‘Steady on, girl. Wait. Wait. Control yourself.’

I see Nina now, crossing the grass with her own two Labs bounding excitedly beside her. She doesn’t notice me at first, and I get to watch her for a full half-minute while she strides towards me, laughing at Bracken prancing through a puddle with her tail in the air, kicking a polystyrene chip tray out of her way, tucking bits of hair behind her ears. Then she does see me and I put my hand up in the air quickly so it doesn’t seem as if I’ve been lurking here staring at her. She smiles and waves, just slicing her hand through the air once, and I wave back and then turn away from her and look through the wire fencing around the swing park for a while to avoid that awkwardness that comes when you can see someone approaching but they’re still too far away from you to strike up a conversation with them. Bovril moves closer to me. The lead hangs in a neat U from where it leaves my hand, tucked into the pocket of my waxed jacket.

‘Martin,’ Nina says, and her voice tinkles straight through me to the hair on the back of my knees. I turn. Nina’s wearing lilac and brown Karrimor boots, jeans, a purple fleece. I stop and slip the chain over Bovril’s head. My hands are cold and I make a meal out of it, keeping my head down as Nina pulls a tennis ball out of her pocket.

‘Morning.’

She clucks under her breath and her bitches come to heel. She drops a hand on each of their heads. Their great brown eyes swivel to look up at her. There’s only two occasions when you’ll see the white of a dog’s eyes. Outside of a seizure, that is. One, they’re planning to bite you and two, they’re starting the tie. Love and hate, hate and love. Two sides of the same thing: dogs know it, we all know it.

‘Glorious, isn’t it?’

Nina’s not a skinny girl. Not fat, mind, just a woman who can lift her own shopping into the boot of her car. Probably doesn’t need any help changing a tyre or putting up a few shelves either. Her long blonde hair is coiled up at the back of her head in a beautiful lump, still wet from the shower. The shower. I do not think about her in the shower for very long. This woman: she has ruined me. I used to be sufficient to myself. Not any more.

Bovril is nudging at my hand, her tail is swiping the air and I say, ‘That’ll do,’ then I laugh because Nina’s two are moving around too, and Nina winks at me and raises her arm in a beautiful slow arc, opening her fingers at its peak and releasing a tennis ball that flies through the air and bounces off the grass to roll down the hill. The three Labradors look at us, Bovril in so much agony she’s dribbling. Bracken and Heather are whining. The crooning noises coming from their soft loose throats make my heart hurt.

‘Fetch then, ladies,’ Nina says, and they are away, flying like corks, racing off in streaks of gold and brown and making scuffed tracks through the dew in the long grass. I am pleased to see Bovril out in front: Nina is a kind woman and she overfeeds those dogs. They are plump, slack and obedient but Bovril is lean and knows that if she’s first on a market day I’ll buy her a turkey neck on the way home.

‘Bovril’s always first,’ she giggles, ‘I think you don’t feed her in the mornings, just to show me up.’

‘Would I do that?’ I say, and we fall into step, walking slowly along the path.

We met on a bright day like this and I fell in love with her three weeks and two days later (I am talking about Nina, not Bovril) when I observed the way she threw that tennis ball. Her fingernails are always short and neat and even though the ball is often muddy and wet with dog saliva, she holds it firmly in her palm, nothing dainty or precious about it. She hefts it into the air like a boy, and never, ever wipes her hands on her jeans. When Nina sees a dog owner holding one of those plastic contraptions used to scoop spitty balls up through the grass and fire them through the air, she laughs at them, not caring if they hear her or not.

She stops now, and tilts her head back to look at the sky.

‘It’s what I love about April,’ she says, ‘the blue is just so glorious after all those months of grey. Don’t you think?’

‘Nina,’ I say, ‘it’s always a glorious morning when I bump into you.’

There’s an earthworm on the path, one end wriggling, the other a mess of squashed guts and soil. Nina steps over it where Pauline would have squirmed. ‘Bit of food for the birds, there,’ she remarks, and we look at the sky again then change direction, leaving the path and walking slowly over the grass in the direction the dogs have taken.

‘Today’s your big day, what with Gary coming back,’ she says.

Nina never leans into me, never takes my arm as we walk. She never pulls grass out of my hair or snaps her bobble out of her ponytail and lets the wet strands fall around her shoulders for me to touch. She never stands on tiptoe to whisper something to me, her breath hot and wet in my ear. She never lets our thighs touch each other when we sit on the wooden bench halfway round our usual route and let the dogs dither and pet. All the same, I know she knows today’s a big day for more reasons than what she’s just said. We don’t need to say it, some things are just understood between the two of us.

‘He’ll be in the air now. You must be so excited.’

‘In some ways, yes,’ I say.

‘You don’t sound sure?’

We walk slowly, her stride matching mine. Her thighs are firm and bulky inside the legs of her jeans but I have never touched them. I think about what I want to say for a long time before I speak and she gives me the room to do it in and I have never touched them.

‘He’s bound to be different. He’s been away from us in a whole other country for two years.’

‘You’ve been able to talk to him, though? His emails and that – you’ve kept up to date?’

‘His mother usually handles that side of things. He sent letters too. Lots of blue airmail envelopes.’

‘Did you never speak on the phone? It’s not that expensive.’

‘No. He’s not allowed. I think they make exceptions for Mother’s Day, but they celebrate it on a different day in America and Gary was never sure which day the exception applied to, and he didn’t want to chance it.’

‘Not allowed? To speak to his own father on the phone?’

‘They don’t want them getting distracted from the work. They don’t have any television, newspapers, no music. Nothing like that.’

‘No music? What’s wrong with music?’

‘They sing at church, of course, but nothing else. He has a day off. P-Day once a week. But that’s not really a day off the way you’d think of it. It’s P for preparation. They do all their housework that day. But he knew what the rules were when he agreed to go. It’s only fair he keeps to them. Sticks it out to the end. And he has.’

‘That’s a point,’ she says, and I can see the look on her – striving for understanding, struggling not to judge. ‘All sorts of cultures send their young men out on spiritual journeys. A quest before he comes of age. All that silence and solitude will help him to develop his spiritual side. That’s rare in a boy his age.’

‘Solitude?’ I think of Gary twinned to his companion and both pinned into their matching navy suits by their little black badges. I even laugh a bit but she doesn’t respond. Bracken is back with the ball and Nina kneels to catch it as it falls from her mouth. She throws it again, so hard the fleece rides up and she grunts as she lets it fly. So. Bovril was second. I look over the curve of the hill and see her panting and shamefaced. No stop at the butcher’s for you, my girl. I think the words at her, and her ears fall flat to her head. She knows. I don’t have time for the detour anyway.

‘They’re not allowed to be on their own. They send them out in pairs.’

She laughs. ‘Like Noah’s ark?’

‘A bit like that, I suppose. Two of them – always together. Sleeping in the same room, eating together, working from six in the morning to ten at night, side by side. He was away to that a few months after he finished his A levels. He won’t be who I remember. He won’t be Gary.’

‘Two years of that is bound to change a person. He’ll still be yours, though. Still be your boy.’

‘Nineteen when he went and taller than I am now,’ I put the flat of my hand a few inches over my own head, ‘he’ll be the man of the house when he comes back.’ My voice drops away.

There’s something else to commend about Gary. If he hadn’t turned in his papers we would never have had the farewell party. And if we hadn’t had the party, we wouldn’t have had to do a special order from the supermarket – trays of ready-made pastry cases, plastic bowls and plates for the chicken legs, condiments, salad ingredients, eggs by the three dozen. A mixed buffet plus gateaux and trifle for seventy-five. It took us four months to pay that off the MasterCard.
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