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         Praise for

It’s Gone Dark Over Bill’s Mother’s


         ‘The title says it all. Close up and personal yet universal stories of childhood yearning, misunderstandings, loss and triumph. Beautifully written from inside, real people, ordinary homes. Set pieces, hilarious and tragic, the caravan site, the spring cleaning, the drinking game, crafted to perfection, short stories, to die for.’

         —Kit de Waal

         
             

         

         ‘She picks the roofs off people’s houses, then the tops off their minds and delves into the innermost heartaches and eccentricities of all of those diverse and beautiful and terrible human beings whose stories we hardly ever hear.’

         —Hollie McNish

         
             

         

         ‘Her stories combine the laugh-out-loud funny of Alan Bennett and the achingly sad of the great David Constantine.’

         —Paul McVeigh

         
             

         

         ‘Look out for this. With a sharp eye and tough warmth, Lisa Blower brings to life the silent histories and harsh realities of those living on the margins.’

         —Shropshire Star
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            For my two Nells—

from one storyteller to the next

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Barmouth

         

         Leek New Road, Stoke-on-Trent

         THE CAR WAS second-hand: a Triumph Herald soft-top the colour of my daddy’s overalls. He would drive, Mummy sitting aside of him in the passenger seat surrounded by food: barley sugars on the dashboard, sandwiches and flasks at her feet—it was the only time she was ever thankful for being short. She’d be knackered by the time she buckled herself in—baggy-eyed, short-tempered, hair rush-dyed with a home-snipped fringe—she’d been packing and shopping for weeks, filling up a box on the kitchen floor marked ‘holiday’. I’d look down on it and think, when I grow up I won’t be nothing like you. We’ll eat fish and chips twice a week.

         On the back seat were Nanny and Grandy Jack, Grandy Jack’s chest wheezing like a burglar alarm. Nanny would press a fiver in my hand for holiday spends and make a big deal out of it, say, ‘I know it’s not much but we give you what we can,’ and that chocolate would rot my teeth.

         Then there was my sister. Four years younger, prettier and carsick, she’d be passed around the car to perch on knees. Every year we’d squabble over the caravan’s top bunk and every year I’d be told, ‘It’s Looby’s turn.’ But she was even carsick on top bunk.

         As for me, I’d been fashioned a bench from a plank of wood that slotted in behind the front seat. I’d spend the first half of the journey sitting astride of the handbrake navigating—‘Second left at the roundabout’, and ‘33 miles to Shrewsbury’—as if Daddy had never been down this road before.

         The Amoco

         We’d get going and stop five minutes later for petrol.

         Why didn’t you fill up last night?

         Jen’s on the till, isn’t she?

         Dad would ask, ‘Does anyone want any chocolate?’ and we’d watch him chatting with Jen on the till. Jen would wave. Aunty Jen. Sweet-toothed Jen. Nice as you like then she’d blow up like a chip-pan fire. ‘Whatever’s she done with her hair?’ Nan would say, and Mum would tell us that Jen was going Majorca in a fortnight—all six of them, taking her mother, self-catering, only went Greece back in May—and then she’d stare out of the windscreen, her eyes filled with tears.

         Dad would be back with a bagful of chocolate—Bounty, Mars Bars, Fry’s Chocolate Cream bought special for Mum. ‘Jen’s looking well,’ he’d say. ‘Done something lovely with her hair,’ and he’d get the face. ‘For God’s sake,’ he’d mutter, pulling out of the forecourt, ‘we’re going on holiday, aren’t we?’ and we’d finally get on our way.

         William Hill’s

         We’d have gone less than a mile before we’d pull in at the bookies. The men would get out and Mum would say to her mother, ‘Can you believe this? Now, do you see? Do you see?’

         But it might pay for the holiday.

         Get the girls something nice to wear.

         Just think, we could all be going Majorca next year.

         We’re all off to sunny Spain.

         But you never win.

         Mug’s game.

         I’m the bloody mug.

         Yeah well, you know what you can do, don’t you?

         And as the car door slammed shut, Nan would start to tell us the story about the two little girls—one who had a posh pram and one who had a rusty one whose wheel fell off and rolled into the pond.

         Loggerheads

         Just past Loggerheads and my sister would be sick on the verge. Mum would be with her, holding her hair up in the air, and shouting at the car.

         It’s the way you drive, like it’s some race track.

         You took that last corner on two wheels.

         One sat on our knees, the other on a plank. We’ll get stopped one day. The police will have us, and then what? Then what? I’m pig sick of making do!

         And Dad swivels round in the driving seat and says to me, ‘Have I ever told you how I met your mum in Loggerheads?’

         He has. A million times.

         ‘She was on the back of another man’s motorbike swigging from a bottle of sweet sherry and her hair was as dark as treacle. It was love at first sight,’ though he’s not looking at my mum when he says it. He’s looking down at his Mars Bar, his stomach lurching at Jen’s fingerprints on the wrapper.

         My sister gets back in the car. Dad fiddles with the car radio. Fleetwood Mac. I want to be with you everywhere. We’d sing. We’d get back on our way. Mum reaching over to put a hand on Dad’s thigh. She pats his leg in time to the music. He flinches. She moves her hand away and makes a bony little fist she cannot use.

         Ford, just outside of Shrewsbury on the A458

         We called it dinner—meat-paste sandwiches, salt-your-own crisps, apples and pears and what was left of the chocolate. We’d sit in the lay-by, taking it in turns to wee behind the hedge. We’d have left the house almost two hours ago. Mum would be looking as if she’d walked there. There’d be dents on her knees from where the cooler box had been. I say, ‘If we stopped for fish and chips you wouldn’t have to carry the picnic on your knees.’

         Me and my mum: we become our own worst enemies and yet each other’s only friend.

         Or, Montford Bridge off the A5

         We should call and see Aunty Bobby. She’d love to see the girls.

         But they’re in their holiday clothes.

         What does that matter?

         They’ll be covered in dog hairs. Filled up on biscuits. That woman will be there. You know I don’t like it in front of the girls.

         Why do you have to be like that? If it wasn’t for Aunty Bobby and her caravans!

         Do you hear that, Mother? Married beneath him, he has. As if I need reminding.

         We don’t take the turning to Aunty Bobby’s and carry on.

         Dinas Mawddwy

         We’d see the road sign and hold our breath.

         You should’ve gone through Bala.

         You do this every year.

         The car’s too old for the hill.

         What do you want to prove?

         The car can’t take it. I can’t take it!

         Dad would shove the car into first gear, an eight-car tailback chugging behind. He’d crunch into second. It’d labour. It’d be quicker for us to pick it up, walk with it. He’d put the car back into first. The car behind us would toot, flash its lights, start to pull out.

         Lord, give me strength! We’re all going to die!

         There’d be a funny smell coming from the engine, like the front wheels were coming away. Dad would stare straight ahead, and shift into third gear.

         First one to see the sea!

         He always did want a bit better. Always did ache to overtake.

         Tal-y-bont

         Three miles outside of Barmouth, and Looby is sick again. We all get out of the car to stretch our legs.

         ‘Look at the colour of that sky,’ says Mum, and orders Dad to get the camera. He asks where it is. ‘Wherever you put it,’ she says.

         ‘Didn’t you pack it?’ he asks, and Mum closes her eyes.

         ‘I ask you to do nothing but pack the camera, fill up the night before.’

         I now know why we never have any holiday snaps.

         ‘Just go!’ Mum yells at Dad. ‘You don’t want to be here. For crying out loud, I don’t want to be here.’

         ‘This isn’t about Barmouth!’

         Nan ushers us back into the car. Let them argue in peace. Me and Looby crouch under the headlamps and count the dead insects. She takes the right, I take the left, the one with the most dead on their lamp wins.

         Barmouth

         It’s 1982, around five o’clock. We’re at war with Argentina. My dad hasn’t yet been called up. He’s waiting. The sparkies are next, he says. They’ll need sparkies to rewire the guns, keep the power running through the sockets. Grandad tells him to shut up. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. You’ve no idea what war does to a man. Dad says that’s exactly the point. He wants to feel like a man.

         Mum thumps his shoulder and tells him to shut up. She says if he got called up he’d shit himself and bend every rule in the book not to go.

         We drive along the promenade in silence until Nan says, ‘It’s gone downhill.’

         ‘It looks the same as last year to me.’

         ‘And the year before that, and the year before that.’

         I see all the things that haven’t changed and cheer at each one. The black spindle towers of the railway bridge, the flags at the top of the helter-skelter, the neon lights of the prize bingo, the Shell Shop where I’d buy gifts for schoolfriends, the Smuggler’s Rest where I’d be allowed scampi, adult portion, and cheesecake.

         We pull into the car park by the beach. I hope it’s for ice cream, a cone of chips, but no. Grandad’s legs have gone dead again. Nan has to rub at his shins. Mum sprays Ralgex. We all cough. I turn around, straddle the bench the other way, and start to help. Grandad pushes me away. ‘You’re too old for that,’ he warns.

         Mum’s face reddens. ‘Do you realise how that sounds?’ she shouts. ‘Can this family show no one any affection?’

         Dad opens the car door but doesn’t actually leave the car. He just sighs. Then he sighs again. When I look at Mum she’s crying. That’s the fourth time today. There’ll be a fifth and sixth time before she goes to bed and then in the morning she’ll bustle about the kitchen frying up as if nothing is wrong with us at all.

         Gwyn Evans’s Caravan Site

         Grandad asks for a different inhaler. The one that jump-starts his breath. He says he can’t feel his right foot and his chest heaves like a tired racehorse. We pull up at their caravan first. Dad carries in their cases. Grandad sits on the step of the caravan, wheezing. Nan steps over him. ‘We’ve only just got here and look at the state of you!’ but Grandad has no clean breath left. Mum tells him to breathe in the sea air. It’ll do him good. He does as she says but we all know that nothing can do him much good any more; fifty years of pot-banks fogging up his lungs.

         Nan’s in the caravan making tea, making the bed, bleaching the toilet, disinfecting the sinks. She tells Mum they’ll be over once they’ve had a brew and unpacked. ‘You can grill that gammon,’ she says. ‘I’ll peel some spuds once I’ve washed my feet.’

         Every year, the same blue bowl, bunions soothed, spuds peeled.

         Golygfa Glân

         It means beautiful view, or the view is beautiful. Either way, we can see the sea out of every window. I lie on top bunk and listen to the rain. It hammers down like hailstones on the roof and makes the gas bottles sing. Looby is asleep. Dad has gone down the site pub for a swifty with Roger from the caravan next door. Roger comes up from Solihull with his wife Charmaine every weekend. He sells cars, second-hand ones, and car accessories like ice scrapers and hub polish that Charmaine sells from the caravan hatch. He keeps telling Dad that if he doesn’t branch out on his own he’ll get left behind—be your own boss, cook your own books, life’s going to get a lot more selfish, squire—and as he laughs like a drain down his ear, he offers Dad a good price for the Triumph he doesn’t take.

         Mum and Charmaine kiss each other hello but they don’t mean it. Charmaine goes about in a bikini and raffia wedge heels with matching handbag. Mum covers up because the sun burns her skin and she has to lie down on her front while one of us dots her back with calamine lotion. Before Dad went to the pub, he said, ‘The girls are fine. They know where we are. Ask your mother over if you’re that worried. And we are on holiday, love. One drink won’t hurt.’

         There was a lot of quiet before my mum seethed through gritted teeth that ‘this is never a holiday for me.’

         Barmouth beach

         It’s 1984. The miners are striking back home. My dad is not a miner but he works at the colliery, tinkering, as my mum calls it, with the wires and fuse boxes that keep the lifts going up and down the shafts. He is not striking. He says we live hand to mouth as it is and if he strikes, what will happen to the men who want to work if the lift stops working? Mum says, ‘It’s going to close whether you like it or not.’

         We all lie on Barmouth beach hemmed in by windbreaks and sunbathing on pebbles. My sister’s making sand pies. Rhubarb and custard, chicken and ham, the shells she collects in her bucket are the spuds and peas on the side. Grandad snoozes in a deckchair, his breathing rugged and raspy, an old raggedy cowboy paperback going up and down on his chest. Nan is sitting aside of him covered head to toe in blankets doing a word search. Brrr, she goes, and Brrr just in case. ‘I told you we should have come last week,’ she moans. ‘Blazing sunshine last week.’

         ‘Yes,’ snarls Mum. ‘The weather is all my fault too.’ And she looks across at my dad who looks out to sea and says, ‘There’s got to be somewhere better than this.’

         He picks up my sister’s spade and starts to dig in the sand like a dog.

         The Smuggler’s Rest

         A year later and we come in August for a change, as if the time of year will make the place different. It is not. We go to the Smuggler’s Rest and my sister is sick in three napkins. She’d been allowed the scampi then had had the peach melba. The waiter brings us the bill. Mum gasps. ‘We don’t have enough cash.’ She roots in her handbag, asks Dad, ‘Have you got the cheque book?’

         ‘Why would I bring the cheque book?’

         ‘We haven’t brought the cheque book?’

         ‘Well, I didn’t bring the cheque book.’

         ‘You didn’t think to bring the cheque book?’

         And they still don’t look at each other in case the other turns to stone.

         After the strikes didn’t work and the men lost their jobs, Dad took what he could and went in the office. Paper-shuffling, my nan calls it. Head of paperclips, sarks my mum. Keeping a roof over our heads, shouts Dad. We don’t get pocket money any more and we pay for everything with the cheque book.

         Nan pipes up, ‘Well, just how short are you?’

         Mum says it’s embarrassing. ‘We’re £12 short.’ She looks down at Nan’s handbag.

         ‘Don’t even think about it,’ says Nan.

         ‘But you get a free holiday, every year, and it’s only £12. We’ll pay you back.’

         ‘I know you will, we’re pensioners.’ Nan asks for my purse too. ‘I know you haven’t spent it,’ she says.

         My mum’s mouth drops open. ‘You’re not seriously taking her holiday money?’

         Nan folds her arms and tells me that like the little girl with the rusty pram and the wonky wheel, if you want something nice you’ve either got to pay for it or go without.

         I remember that I got out my fiver. It looked so expensive in my hand. Mum cried and left the restaurant. I watched her go and felt sad. She looked so small, like she’d fit in my Nan’s handbag, and she’d tried, she’d really tried, but I was sad mainly because I wished I’d had the peach melba. It was so much bigger than the cheesecake. When we came back two years later, without Dad and by taxi, the Smuggler’s Rest was a Chinese takeaway.

         Swallow Falls

         I’m fifteen and reading a book, swotting up for my GCSEs. I don’t remember the book. I’m mediocre in everything, shine in nothing, and certainly not up there with my sister whose art is already winning prizes. Mum calls out, ‘Oi, bookworm, get yourself off up that hill, get the blood flowing, some fresh air in your lungs!’

         I carry on reading. I’ve been up that hill fourteen times. I can draw the view in my mind, tell you what shade of green goes where. They trudge off and leave me with Grandad parked up on a rock. He says, ‘How’s school?’

         I think about the girls who don’t speak to me. The one who says I copy her hair. The teacher who tells me I upset people, especially the girl with the demi-wave and the Russian wedding ring on her engagement finger. He tells me, ‘You know she hasn’t got a dad, so why are you so mean?’ I tell him I’m not mean. My dad left too and they make things up. I ask them, ‘What is it that I’ve done to you?’ They say, ‘If you don’t know then we’re not going to tell you,’ and I hide in the toilets, punching at the spots that are ruining my face. Nor do I tell him that I’ve already done it with Christian Davis because the girl with the demi-wave is doing it with Robbie Hannan, or that I’ve had a persistent sickness bug since May and no bleed.

         ‘Fine,’ I tell Grandad, ‘school’s fine,’ and carry on reading the book.

         Shell Island

         I squint in the sunshine at the dunes. I can’t remember why I used to beg to come here—sand in the sandwiches, sand in your eyes—most people my age are in Benidorm, Ibiza, Florida, Cornwall. ‘Where the fuck’s Barmouth?’ the girls snide. ‘Sounds like a shit-hole to me.’

         I think about all those coral necklaces I used to buy them from the Shell Shop. Those little pebble egg-timers, the dead starfish and pieces of sponge I’d buy as bathroom trinkets. I wonder if anybody actually kept them. Why no one ever bought me presents back from Disneyland or sent me a postcard from St Ives. I wonder how they’re all getting on at Sixth Form College without me, whether any of them care for what it’s like to have a baby and let it go without even knowing whether it was a boy or girl. My nan said that way was for the best.

         After their divorce, Mum remarried quickly. Registry office, pub grub, dress from Dorothy Perkins Petite section. We weren’t bridesmaids. It wasn’t that kind of wedding and we didn’t know most of the guests. Nan didn’t come either. They still weren’t speaking at the time. Mum had to give herself away. I said, ‘What about a friend? Don’t you have a friend who could do it?’ But after she slapped me across the face, I realised that Mum doesn’t have any friends. She finds a man and lives through him instead.

         My step-dad is called Trevor. Trefor. She met him at the site pub the year after Dad left, but we know that’s not true. Trefor was always the one who did the odd jobs on the caravan. The handyman. Tasgmon. Trefor pays for everything with ten-pound notes, but he’s never got any change when the ice-cream van comes tinkling its bell round the estate.

         I think about my dad back at home in his new flat. Turns out Jen never did feel the same way. He left anyway. Mum said, ‘It was an affair in the head.’ Dad said that wasn’t true. For a minute or two he was really in love. We see him every Saturday and then every Wednesday night. We stop over on bunk beds that he has in his bedroom and he sleeps on the sofa in the front room. When we’re not there he sleeps on bottom bunk. His feet hang over the end. The duvet covers him like a facecloth. He can only sleep on his side. He says he doesn’t mind. He just pretends that he’s sleeping in the bunk beds of Aunty Bobby’s caravan. ‘And I’ve always had a good night’s sleep up Barmouth,’ he says.

         He makes sure we have a week in the caravan every year. He says it’s important for us to get a break. He comes round the house the night before we go to fill up Trefor’s Mini Metro at the Amoco. He leaves two Bounty bars in the glovebox and, sometimes, a Fry’s Chocolate Cream for Mum as if this is enough to woo her back. It isn’t and it doesn’t. And if he doesn’t put the petrol in, Mum and Trefor won’t take us. They say we can’t afford it.

         My sister is up in the dunes sketching with gold crayons. Mum and Trefor are sat in a pair of deckchairs swigging from hipflasks, stroking hands. I go and check on Nan. She’s been sat in the passenger seat of Trefor’s Mini Metro for over an hour just staring out of the windscreen and clutching onto her handbag as if it were about to be snatched. She warns me every day—‘The world’s rotting. Never trust a man who can’t put a penny between his eyes’—and I measure the distance between Trefor’s eyes and wonder what they see in Mum.

         I knock on the window and ask if she’s OK. She looks at me. For a moment she doesn’t know me and the grip on her handbag tightens. Then she remembers. She breaks out into a smile. She calls me by my sister’s name. I don’t correct her. It’s good that she remembers one of us. I ask her if she wants an ice cream. She fishes in her purse and pushes a fiver through the gap in the window. ‘Get your grandad a 99,’ she says. ‘I love to watch him licking raspberry ripple off his chin.’

         I don’t tell her that Grandad’s been dead two years on Tuesday. I don’t take the fiver either. Mum says that death can do funny things to a woman. ‘She’ll be out the other side come Christmas,’ she says, coming towards the car. ‘Any longer than that and she’s just milking it for effect,’ and she feeds my nan a couple of aspirin and opens a flask of tea.

         93 Sharrow Lane

         I live with a boy who likes a drink, likes the ladies, comes back to me when he’s skint. I spread holiday brochures on the bed, count out my copper collection labelled ‘holiday’, and check what’s left on my Visa. We watch Ceefax on the telly, holiday hotspots and last minute deals. ‘We could go to Malta,’ I say. ‘Or stretch to Ibiza. How much have you got left on your Visa?’

         He reaches for a can and says, ‘Put your bikini on. I want to see you in a bikini.’

         I do because I can’t stop loving him and I want to be loved by someone like him.

         Mum calls me later and tells me the caravan’s free. I can have it first week of August and the forecast is good. ‘But for God’s sake take your sister,’ she instructs. ‘I’m up to here with her feminist crap!’

         My sister’s just finished her A levels. She’s off to London to study Fine Art. She’s just come back from Paris. One of her teachers paid for her to go. She’s come home swooning. Manon this and Manon that. She says it’s like they’ve met before in another life.

         My boyfriend tells me he doesn’t want to go to Barmouth. He doesn’t know where it is but it sounds shit and he doesn’t want to go with my lezzer of a sister either, and while we’re at it, I’m done with you too. This is going nowhere. You are going nowhere.

         ‘You’re dumping me?’ and I collapse on the bed panting, I can’t get my breath, and he shrugs and says, ‘Perhaps, it depends,’ and starts to untie my bikini strings.

         By the time we get to Barmouth, my sister’s full of cold, and I’m single with cystitis. It rains all week. It hammers down on the caravan roof. I sit on the toilet sobbing and rolling fleas between my fingers, breaking their backs one by one.

         We go to all the old places: Shell Island, Swallow Falls, the prize bingo. We eat Cup a Soups, mash up Bounty bars in black cherry yoghurt and huddle under the parasol to smoke. A caravan window opens across the way. ‘I remember you two,’ she says. ‘Always a smile, always excited to be here, now look at you both,’ and she shakes her head and snaps the window shut.

         The next night, we take a table in the site pub as far away from the fruit machines as we can get and still Charmaine hunts us out. She totters over in leopard-skin and says, ‘Divorce didn’t buy you Majorca then?’ and asks if we took a wrong turn at the airport. ‘You two still coming to this squat?’ she says, and she’s either drunk or she’s bored, we still can’t work her out, and she starts to quiz Looby about her purple-rimmed glasses and pink and blonde hair, and then guffaws into her Cinzano, ‘Lesbian.’

         Looby stands up to correct her. ‘Actually, it’s Louisa,’ she snaps. ‘And I’d rather live as I want than be like you living for man after man, because really Charmaine, you should charge for it,’ but by this point, she’s looking at me.

         We go back to the caravan in silence. I open the door, open a can of lager, offer one to my sister and she says no, come on, we’re done here, we’re done, and then she adds, ‘You need to sort yourself out now, because you know what you are, don’t you? You’re turning into Mum.’

         She asks me to drive her home then. I refuse. So she calls a cab, catches the train and heads off to university with the clothes on her back and not a care in the world.

         The Prize Bingo

         I call Mum from the payphone in the amusement arcade. ‘I’m going to come home,’ I tell her. ‘I need somewhere to clear my head.’

         She says now’s not such a good time. She’s taken in a lodger. Step-Dad’s a prick. Divorces are expensive. ‘You’ll like Alan,’ she says. Got a dry-cleaning business apparently, stops Monday to Thursday night in my old bedroom and when he’s not overloading her washer with his work shirts, he keeps on at her about a double bed. ‘That’s a thought,’ she says. ‘He could have mine.’

         I put the phone down knowing that Alan doesn’t sleep in the back bedroom any more. I call my dad. He lodges with a farmer now, the one who bought the land from Aunty Bobby before she died. He lives in an old bubble caravan in their backyard that reeks of pig-swill and chicken shit. He sounds just as sad on the phone. I tell him that old Mr Evans has stuck a note to the caravan door. That he’s offered to tow the caravan off site for scrap but it’ll cost. Says he’s no place on his site for a caravan that rusty, and before I leave, he tapers ticker tape around the awning, its navy blue letters warning—Dangerous—to anyone who thinks it’s not static. My dad tuts on the other end of the phone. ‘What shall I do?’ I ask.

         Because gone are the days when I could leave it with him. I was sixteen when he got laid off at the colliery, eighteen when he had his breakdown and came out of it a crumpled crisp packet of a man, muscles disintegrated into the flat tyres and tired clutch pedals of the dead Triumph he clung onto for dear life and nostalgia and which now sits rusting in Aunty Bobby’s backyard, part of the chicken coop and overrun with dead flies. He wears a pair of glum tatty eyes that only light up when he sees my mother, and his hands shake from the drink. He blames twenty years down the coalface but lift-shaft maintenance has still not made it onto the compensation lists. He says things like, ‘if you don’t put money into it, it’ll die’, and ‘there’s never any future if you’ve had your power cut’. I tell my dad I have nowhere to go. I tell him that I’ve got lost and surely he understands.

         ‘I’m not making it up Dinas Mawddwy,’ I say.

         He offers me the left settee bunk of his caravan.

         The pips run out before I decide.

         In the end I call Nan. She’s ninety-two now. She says I can have the camp bed. She’ll put it up for me behind the settee. I cry when I see it. She says, ‘That bed’s only temporary so look at it and be determined.’ And she gives me a fiver and tells me to go and get us fish and chips. The batter makes her sick and they’re old potatoes, gone in the water. ‘Nothing’s like it used to be,’ she complains. I tell her that Barmouth’s not like it used to be either, that the caravan is on its last legs. Old Evans wants it towed off site. She scolds me for being ungrateful. ‘Do you know what I’d give to go to Barmouth right now?’ she says.

         I don’t tell her what I’ve done to the caravan. How I blame Barmouth for so much. That I’m awaiting the police to charge me with attempted arson. That I’m long past caring whether I serve time or not. That only Charmaine knows that I was trying to go down with it. How she later saves my bacon in court.

         ‘Don’t you want to see the world?’ I ask my nan.

         ‘But I have my world right here,’ she says, and I’ll never forget that look on her face: the same as it was when Mum found her in the armchair, drifted off to sleep with just a fiver in her purse.

         75 Kielder Square

         The council found us a two-bed flat and we’ve sold the car for peanuts. My daughter has just turned eight. She thinks sharing her bedroom with Grandma is fun.

         Mum’s at the door – eighty-one now, keys lost again, chocolate round her mouth, Morrison’s carrier bag full of sun lotion.

         ‘What have you been doing?’ I shriek. ‘Where’ve you been? I’ve been worried sick, about to call the police.’

         I make her tea. Her hands are frozen and her feet have swelled. ‘What have you been doing?’ Mum asks me. ‘Don’t you go to work?’

         I tell her again. Redundant, last October, both of us let go one after the other and we lost the house, negative equity, awful time with the bailiffs, so humiliating on the front lawn. He’s gone to his mother’s to think.

         ‘You’ll want this fiver, then,’ she says. ‘Your dad will never forgive me otherwise.’

         I don’t know what she’s talking about. I tell her, ‘You don’t owe me £5 and you don’t have any money.’ And then because the doctors tell you to do so, I add, ‘Dad’s dead, Mum, so it doesn’t matter.’

         Mum looks crestfallen. She thought he was washing up.

         ‘No, Mum. He’s not washing up.’

         She takes four bottles of sun lotion out of the carrier bag and tells me they’re for the holiday box. I hand her tea and tell her there is no holiday box; no holiday either.

         ‘I do,’ she says, perking up. ‘I owe you £5,’ and she starts reminiscing.

         I let her. You’re supposed to. It makes her feel well, and I sit next to her and listen. It’s an old favourite. The one about the holiday in Barmouth and how we ate at the Smuggler’s Rest and didn’t have enough for the bill. She doesn’t remember where she’s just been or that she and my nan kept up a stony silence for getting on three years after that; how that £12 could’ve been cited in my parents’ divorce proceedings the humiliation was that raw, but she still remembers that she owes me a fiver.

         Mum takes out her purse and fumbles through the compartments. I take the purse off her, she’s all fingers and thumbs, and I notice that it’s more photograph album than purse. I take out the photographs and lay them on the table. We laugh at them together. We’re all on Barmouth beach, the sky is inky-black, the sea is raging yet we look so alive.

         ‘Those holidays were lovely,’ Mum says. ‘I wouldn’t change them for the world.’

         I show the pictures to my daughter when she comes in from school. I listen to Mum tell my daughter how lucky she was. Then she returns everything to her purse and removes £5. I look at it shaking in her hand. It means as much to me now as it did back then.

         No. It means more.

         She gives it to my daughter. Tells her, ‘I know it’s not much but we give you what we can,’ and not to spend it on chocolate. So I drink my tea and watch my daughter cuddle up against her, ask if she’ll tell her the story about the two little girls: one who had a posh pram and one who had a rusty one and what happened when the wheel fell off and rolled into the pond.

         As Mum talks I look at my sister’s painting on the wall. It’s called ‘Plank’, dedicated to me, given to me for my fortieth birthday. Aside of it is another painting, ‘Barmouth’, a grubby-looking block of brown and raffia she’s told me to sell. ‘It’ll get you back on your feet,’ she says. ‘And it’s not as if it’s a triumph.’ ‘Barmouth’ is worth over thirty thousand pounds.

         My mother’s voice drifts back into earshot. ‘So, you see, we all start off in a pram. It’s only when we see what the other girls have that we want what they have and that’s when things get rusty.’

         I realise what I’d like to see more than anything in the world. I head towards the phone to finally make that call.

      

   


   
      
         

            Pot Luck

         

         WHAT CAN I GET YOU, duck? Sausage? Egg? Cup of tea? Don’t worry. You’re here now, so you can stop looking at the floor. I welcome all lids that don’t fit and spouts that don’t pour. Who told you about me? Though you look familiar, duck. Like I know you. Who’s your mother? Does she live on Werrington Road? It’s the eyes, you see. I never forget a pair of eyes and you’ve big eyes, duck. They give you away. I hope you don’t mind me saying that, but eyes like yours are sad stories. You tell them whether you like it or not.

         Come and get warm. That’s it. You need some sugar in that tea—you’re skin and bone—but I haven’t got any. Food bank was that busy last week you forget what you need. Do I not get to choose? Can I not get some of that? What am I supposed to do with kidney beans? Her from number 9 chinning about the veg again: I’d rather frozen if you’ve got it, duck. Those carrots last month went black. I said to her, ‘Next time you chuck stuff out chuck them to me. I can make meals out of onions.’ She says, ‘Well give us a fiver then and I’ll see what’s on the turn.’ Course, some faces don’t want you to see them. Make out like they don’t know you when they sat aside of you in school. Others turn up with a couple of shopping trucks, next door’s baby, and barefaced cheek. It’s like there’s a war on, rationing all over again. My mother would say, ‘If there’s men in the world there’ll always be wars.’ And my father would go, ‘Hester. As long as there’s women there’ll be men and dunna forget that it only took one woman to bring down a lifetime of men.’ And off he’d go again: there was a time when you couldn’t eat a meal in any decency without the potters from Stoke. Pride of every dinner table we were till those slow boats from China promised cheap, cheap, cheap. Can’t grow a bloody teapot for toffee any more. Four thousand kilns gone later and it’s gone that dark over Bill’s mother’s you realise just how much daylight those kilns let in.

         Saw everything through sad eyes did my father. Said they’d pulled the plug on Stoke while the likes of Manchester got rewired. ‘Bright lasses want bright lights,’ he’d say. But that was emigration as far as mother was concerned. Daughters should stay at home.

         Have a sausage. Go on. It’s on me. How long have you been like this? Sorry, that’s your business. But I probably did. I probably knew your mother. Was she a redhead with glasses too big for her face? I used to know a lot of people round here but there’s that many faces with their heads down now you don’t get to know anyone like you used to. Dumping ground this road. Watched a sorry business only the other week. You’d think they’d have done it without fuss, but no. Blue flashing lights, three from the Social, kiddies crying—Mama, Mama—Ukraine, someone says. Next stop Dover. Some disused factory they’ll get held in before they’re shipped back. Makes you wonder. It’s got to be bad where they’re from to want to sneak in here. Blimey, is it dinnertime already? Hello, Benny. You’re looking brighter. Had yourself a bit of sleep have you? It’s sausage today, duck. Few mushrooms. No, that’s fine. Fifty pence is grand. Just don’t give all that butty to your dog. Me? Oh you know me, Benny, still waiting on the knee and our Keeley to call but you get ill if you dwell, don’t you? You take care now. Ta-ra.
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