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Prologue: 
Undercover


	 

	It’s squid-ink black, warm and quiet. All the outside sounds are muffled. Sunlight shines orange, almost red, dimly filtered under the soft, heavy, crimson blanket. I’m playing my game, counting my fingers and toes, marvelling at how they work, flesh, bone and blood, see-through fingernails peeping out into the world.

	I’m curled up, legs crossed, knees tucked under my chin, sucking my thumb. My eyes are closed. I’ve grown accustomed to my own little make-believe world. No one is allowed in, no matter how much they tappety-tap tap at the door.

	It’s just me and Mummy. Mummy and me. Tee hee hee.

	I can hear Mummy’s voice drifting down as she sings. Mummy sings like a lark, all swooping and fluttery. I’m close to Mummy, in her lap, face pressed up against Mummy’s chest, hearing the kettle-drum heartbeat that drowns out the world outside with its regular, soothing thumpety-thump. Sometimes, after Mummy has eaten, her belly gurgles like the emptying of a bath, loud liquid squeezing through a small opening. I wish we could stay here forever and ever wrapped up warm and safe. But I know that I’m going to have to come out and face the music sooner or later.

	For now, I can dream and imagine a world with fairies and glow worms and people without edges who laugh like flowers and sing like birds. Sometimes I can feel the tension of other deeper voices, but I curl up tighter and squeeze my ears completely shut and the other voices are sent away. I flex and extend my toes, delighting in the way that the soles of my feet alternately crinkle and stretch. I’m discovering my limbs for the first time, testing my strength and finding my range. I’m impatient but I know that wishing won’t make it happen. Nothing before its time. The world can wait until I’m good and ready to make my entrance. Regal, poised and battle-ready. Armed with my shield and buckler. Well, fingers and toes to begin with. The rest, I know, will come.

	One snow-cold day, with little notice or fanfare, it is time. Mummy is moaning. I try to ask her what is wrong, but the words do not form. The moaning gets louder, bouncing around inside my skull until it gets tight and too suffocating and I shit myself. Oh oh, not good, not the way I had planned this. Quite frankly embarrassing. This will not do at all. I have to pull it back, recover my composure. All dressed up for the play, ready to make my ‘Ta-da’ entrance, then tripping over my too-big shoes. I’ve got to style it out, to get the audience laughing with me, not at me.

	The jumper is being pulled over my head, but the neck is too tight and it’s stuck. I can’t hear and I can’t see. I’m being squeezed by the poloneck. My eyes are held so tight they’re getting all bloodshot. I’m going to look like I’ve been crying, damnit. My little heartbeat is thundering in my ears, ten to the dozen. I can’t think straight. I want to shout ‘Stop. Not yet. I’m not ready, wait, wait until I’m . . .’

	I’m imprisoned. The blanket is now a straitjacket inside a cell, inside a prison. But it’s alive and pulsing like too many rubber bands cutting off my circulation. Underneath the brown skin I’m turning blue. No one said it was going to be like this: endless squeezing, screaming torture. It’s a bloody outrage. The ink and the squid are merging, the fleshy tentacles constricting the life out of me. And finally the jumper is over my head and I’m furious. How dare they! I did not agree to this, I did not consent. I want to tell them, ‘You do not have my permission’. I want to write an angry letter to The Times, signed ‘Disgusted of Bradford’, but I can’t speak and I don’t know how to write.

	Me and the squid and the ink have slithered onto Mummy’s legs. My eyes still squeezed shut, my legs kicking in fury. I want to go back. I want my warm blanket and my squid-ink and my diluted sunshine. I want calm and red-orange and the gentle rocking from side to side when she walks, carrying me in the cradle of her hips. Safe, secure, protected. But I know there is no going back. And for the first time in my life, I cry. Valves shut like doors slamming, others swing open and blood gets diverted. I will have to circulate it round my body all by myself now with no help from Mummy.

	The high-pitched shrill wail of grief, pain and anger, of lungs suddenly press-ganged into action, sucking in harsh cold air and stripping the oxygen from it. Alveoli blow up like little balloons as, for the first time, outside oxygen crosses into my blood. This breathing malarky is hard work. This is going to be my life from now on. No one will breathe for me. No more swoosh and gurgle. Mummy’s heartbeat is no longer in my head. I dare not open my eyes. I dare not look at the new world order. Bring back the orange and yellows and reds.

	I’m lying on Mummy’s chest on the outside now. 

	Mummy and me. Boo hoo hoo.



1. 
Knock Knock


	 

	It’s thigh-deep snow outside. December 1962, the coldest winter of the century. Mercy has come too early. They are alone. Mummy is too weak to walk. But after the four left Back Home and the two born here, this is her seventh child and she knows the routine. The cord is still attached, thick, twisting and pulsing, a sturdy rope attached to a lifebelt, connecting them forever. Mummy waits until the plate-sized, liver-coloured afterbirth slithers out, following Mercy like a shadow. Mummy can’t reach the scissors, so she leaves it still attached to Mercy, but not to her. She can’t leave Mercy because it’s too cold. There is no phone and Mummy is too tired to shout for the neighbours. Wrapped in a towel, they wait while Mercy plans how to get back to the perfect make-believe world inside her mother.

	*

	The door slams.

	‘Liv,’ he shouts. ‘Ah wheh you deh?’ He’s dog-tired from the foundry. Ready for a hearty meal. He finds them in the bedroom, blood and guts everywhere, mattress ruined. He looks at Mummy, sweaty and tired, clutching another pickney. He uncrosses Mercy’s legs and peeps between them.

	Another girl.

	*

	The upstairs bedroom, on the first floor at the back of the old Victorian house, faces north so the February light is cold and anaemic. The paraffin heater standing to attention in the middle of the room throws out almost as much poisonous fumes as heat. Mercy has barely left this dark, damp space since she came into the world six weeks ago.

	Daddy is tall, very tall, a proper giant. But also skinny, sinewy with muscles like knotted ropes. There is a wisp of a moustache, and between thick black eyebrows, the bridge of his nose is pronounced and his nostrils flare out. Cheekbones look like they have been cut with a machete and the whites of his eyes are slightly yellow. If he took off his hat you would see that his hair comes to a dramatic widow’s peak at the front with deep recesses at either side. The Trilby makes him go on forever. The grey double-breasted jacket swings open to reveal a pale blue shirt and the matching suit trousers that flare out before coming back into a turn up at the ankles. They are held up with a belt and, to be on the safe side, a pair of black elastic and leather braces.

	He takes a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket: Capstan Full Strength. He taps the box twice on the side of the cot before grasping the little gold strip between his thumb and forefinger and circling it to open the pack. He takes out a cigarette and places it between his lips in the corner of his mouth. Long fingers fish into the left-hand trouser pocket and wrap around a chrome cigarette lighter, two inches square with slightly rounded corners and etched with paisley pattern markings, blackened with the oil from his fingers. With a practised thumb, he flips the lid and a small leaf-shaped flame hovers, flickering yellow at the top.

	He leans forward, cups his hand around the cigarette, inhales, and the tip catches fire. The cigarette glows red and the paper begins to burn. He sucks more deeply and then blows the blue-grey smoke out of the side of his mouth, away from the baby. He picks her up.

	‘Shhhh,’ he says. ‘Hush noh pickney. Yuh madda soon-come, soon-come.’

	‘Eeeyaah, yaaah!’ Right in his face. Her cheeks reddening, her eyes shut tight, her mouth a trembling oval. The cry hammers on his head. Where did this one come from, this screaming bundle, weeks early, angry and demanding? He puts her back down in the crib and stares at her, astonished at the intensity of her cry. The two of them face off. She will not stop. He cannot bear it.

	‘Shut up,’ he says in a low, threatening whisper. ‘Shut up.’ 

	The sound penetrates her soft skull. Loud and insistent. 

	Knock-knock. Knock-knock.

	‘Shut-up. Shut-up.’ 

	This isn’t right.

	Mummy opens the bedroom door to see Daddy bending over the crib. What is he doing?

	‘Shut-up,’ he says rhythmically, ‘shut-up,’ knock-knock, ‘shut-up,’ knock-knock.

	‘Lord have Mercy,’ she screams. ‘Sonny, leff de baby.’

	She can’t run or even walk quickly. She has to hold on to the furniture to get over to the crib. He is so intent on his task that he barely hears her, the cigarette lighter held like a pen in his right hand, the corner pointing at Mercy.

	‘Shut-up.’ Knock-knock. ‘Shut-up.’

	She swoops and pulls Mercy out from under him.

	‘Puppa Jesus on the cross,’ she cries, as she puts the baby to her chest. Mercy’s head jerks to the left, automatically rooting for the breast: the milk and the warmth and the slightly curdling smell. Mummy gazes down at her, her thumb gently brushing the bruise blooming on Mercy’s forehead.



2. 
New Monya


	 

	Still winter, snow piling ever higher. Ploughs heave, push and struggle against it. Radio cackles with news about shutdowns and blackouts. Cars are buried in the drifts. Occasional footsteps crunch but mostly no one goes anywhere. It’s light even at night from the reflections bouncing off the crystalline snow. The bedroom is old and cold and the air is thick with paraffin and cigarette smoke. Not ideal for a sickly baby. It’s deathly quiet outside and also inside Mercy’s chest. She makes a noise. Mummy smiles at her, but Mercy is drowning, not gurgling. Mummy looks closer at her watery eyes.

	Puppa Jesus. Sick pickney.

	Mummy rubs her chest with Bay Rum, but it doesn’t help. Mercy won’t take the breast. She is barely breathing. The skin on the inside of her lips is turning blue, arms and legs all floppy. Quick-quick time, Mummy wraps Mercy up in towels, herself in a woollen coat, hat, scarf and boots, and takes her to the hospital. Bradford Royal Infirmary. The green-and-white bus is struggling, skidding and sliding up Toller Lane, churning up slush; it can’t manage the hill. Mummy has to get off and walk through undulating snow to Duckworth Lane to get a second bus to the hospital. She keeps patting Mercy, singing to her and praying.

	‘Not my will but thine. Jesus tek the case. Have mercy, keep her breathing Puppa Jesus.’

	By the time they get there, Mercy is blue-lipped and floppy, barely swallowing sips of air. It’s not enough.

	The white nurse in the starched uniform says, ‘When they come in looking like that, they don’t usually live.’

	Mummy wails and the nurse tells her to calm down.

	The doctor listens to Mercy’s tiny chest and shakes his head. ‘New Monya,’ he says. The nurse takes Mercy from Mummy, dropping the towel on the floor. Mummy watches as Mercy is whisked behind swing-doors that say, ‘No Admittance’. She picks up her good-good towel and heads home.

	They put Mercy behind glass. Every other day Mummy comes to visit and every other day Daddy comes. But they are not allowed to hold Mercy or even touch her. Mummy tries to sing to Mercy but the nurses tell her it is forbidden and Mercy doesn’t even know she is there. Mummy can only stare and press her hands up against the thick green-blue panes.

	*

	The cord is stretched thin like a violin wire made of drawn-out guts, all the way from the hospital to home. It takes everything that Mercy has to keep it vibrating, to keep the music going between her and Mummy. It’s more like a high-pitched wail than chamber music because Mercy is not Mozart. But she does her best to keep the connection.

	Her senses are starved, nothing to see but white walls, nothing to eat but milk and then bland baby food, nothing to touch but the blankets, but there is sound. Not the machines, they are boring, but the people. They change every day; they have names like Sheila and Doreen and they talk in low sing-song voices. She can make out words and knows that they have meaning. Mercy wraps her mouth around ‘eela and ‘oreen and they come to coo and listen to her when she says the words which are their names. Words have power, they can make people stay, they can make them bring their friends to listen to the wonder baby who can barely breathe, but yet say ‘hello’ and ‘bye’ and ‘tea’. She listens very carefully but she can never hear Mummy.

	She keeps fighting for every burning breath. It takes months and months, all the way to spring with birds chirping at the windows and daffodils pushing up the infirmary flower beds, then the long days and short nights of summer.

	Slowly, her lungs get better.



3. 
Mississippi


	 

	High-sided with chrome bars and a mattress covered in flower-printed plastic, the cot makes a squishy noise when she moves. She’s made it into double digits. At ten months old, Mercy hasn’t got the hang of walking yet but she can pull herself up and wobble onto her flat little feet. The wallpaper is covered in blousy fading pink roses. In the damp corners it has started peeling, revealing sickly porridge-coloured plaster underneath. The curtains are purple satin, swooping and dipping where some hooks are missing. The light, such as it is, that comes from outside is watery from being diluted too many times. She is not tall enough to see over the bars but she can look through them with her wide round eyes in her wide round copper brown face.

	Her wispy hair is tied up in ribbons. The fluffy terry nappy makes her look bow-legged.

	Mercy is holding court. Mummy’s friends are standing around marvelling at her.

	‘My word!’ says Sister Norman. ‘An’ she just turn ten month old!’ 

	Mummy smiles her big-toothed smile, compère to the stars.

	She clears her throat. ‘Say Elephant, Mercy!’

	‘E-le-fant,’ says Mercy slowly, pronouncing every syllable, twinkling her eyes at them all.

	Oohs, ah, coos and chucking of her apple cheeks duly follow. Mercy is so excited at their reaction that she bounces up and down on her little legs and shakes the bars with her hands and squeaks.

	‘Say Petroleum Jelly,’ says Mummy.

	‘Pe-tro-lee-yum Je-lly.’ She’s just warming up. 

	Another round of applause. The audience is rapt.

	‘Nevah,’ says Miss Mary, ‘I nevah hear a baby talk before dem can walk,’ and she picks her up and Mercy snuggles into her neck; it smells of sweet sweat and talcum powder. Miss Mary’s baby Joy is the same age as Mercy but she hasn’t said a word yet, she just stares at Mercy with her unblinking, knowing eyes.

	Miss Mary plonks her back in the cot. And now – dun-dun-duuun! – for the finale.

	‘Say Mississippi!’ says Mummy.

	Mercy pulls herself up to her full height, looks around the room eyeballing them one by one. ‘Mi-ssi-ssi-ppi!’ Slow and clear consonants and vowels. Flawlessly executed. Rah Rah Rah!

	The room erupts. Mummy gets to her first and lifts her up high out of the cot. She throws her in the air and catches her. Mercy stretches out her arms to grab Mummy’s cheeks but misses and grabs her big teeth instead, trying to climb back in through Mummy’s mouth. While she was away, the cord became as thin as gossamer, invisible to everyone but Mercy, but she held onto it and she used it to find her way back home. She pulls Mummy in for the most delicious hug-and-cuddle. Her head is patted, fingers are pulled, and her chubby little legs are squeezed. She is in her rightful place. The centre of attention, being reminded that she is the cleverest of them all. There is general agreement on that point, even from Miss Mary. Joy finally blinks, or is she slowly cutting her eye at Mercy?



4. 
Missing


	 

	Mercy is thirteen months old. Talking and walking she can do with relative ease. Her bowels are now firmly under her control. Home is cold, dark, damp and full of people. As well as Daddy, there are Ruby and Janie. Ruby is slim, dark, severe. Any efforts to teach her to smile have been wasted. Janie is entirely circular. Her eyebrows are constantly raised in surprise, lips flare like tulip petals. Her eyes are two wide, innocent circles, planted too close to each other in her perfectly round face. Janie is not very bright, even now she can’t say ‘Petroleum Jelly’, never mind ‘Mississippi’.

	*

	Mummy is missing and Mercy is wretched. She searches the house from down in the cellar to the middle floor where the strangers live and upstairs to the bathroom. All those stairs are not an easy obstacle to overcome when your legs are as short as Mercy’s, not to mention the bulging, and quite frankly malodorous, nappy in the way. But Mercy is not to be deterred. She eventually finds Mummy in the toilet, but the door is locked. Mercy can hear Mummy groaning in there but she can’t get inside. To be so near and yet so far is torture. All she can do is hammer on the door and scream, ‘Mummy, Mummy, Muu-maay!’

	Mummy begs her to wait, but patience is not Mercy’s strong suit and the waiting goes on forever. What is she doing in there? After Mercy has screamed herself hoarse and banged so hard on the toilet door that she has begun to strip the skin off her knuckles, she hears the latch click back. Mummy is still sitting, sweating on the toilet. Mercy clings to her leg and looks up at a drained face. Mummy looks like an angel with her apple cheeks and big teeth and wispy eyebrows. A tired angel, but an angel nonetheless.

	Nothing needs to be said because Mercy knows. Mummy is crying, her pain refracted in every tear. Did Mercy do this? Eject the new one from her old home? Mummy rests a tired hand on her belly. Mirror-neurons fire and Mercy ignites with the pain of Mummy’s loss. The one that got away. Mummy holds Mercy’s face, a hand on either side of her cheek and they lean forehead to forehead. Mummy’s tears drop onto Mercy’s face and mingle with her own and roll around her mini apple cheeks and into her mouth. She can taste the briny mix of salt and sadness from both their tears.

	‘I loss this one,’ says Mummy.



5. 
Evie


	 

	It happens again, just a few months later. Mercy can tell Mummy is different: softer, rounder, plumper. This time she grows and swells and sighs a lot. Daddy mutters that she ‘ah bring belly a-gain’. But she still goes to work and she still cleans the house. She still cooks and irons, prays every night and goes to Church every Sunday. She still finds time (though not enough) to pick up Mercy and balance her on her hip when she cooks and she still reads the Bible to her. Mercy wraps her arms tight around Mummy’s neck to see if she can cross the barrier and become one with Mummy again, but another one is taking up the space.

	This one is supposed to be a spring baby but she has other ideas. She arrives in a tearing hurry at the back end of January. Just like Mercy, she’s born at home. Miss Iris, the tenant in the front room, comes upstairs to stay with Mummy while they wait for the hambulance. Daddy takes Ruby and Janie downstairs but Mercy clears her lungs and screams blue murder at the thought of being separated, so Mummy says, ‘is aright, mek Mercy stay wid me’.

	Mummy moans and Mercy sits close and pats her head with the wet flannel. Miss Iris suggests that Mercy goes to get water for Mummy but Mercy is wise to that trick and refuses to leave Mummy’s side, respectfully suggesting that Miss Iris go and get the water herself instead.

	‘But what a faisty pickney eh?’

	In between contraptions, Mummy and Miss Iris talk about how, the more babies you have the quicker they are born and this one is number eight. Even though the baby is the wrong way round and months too early, they manage. Mummy just stays very calm, leans on the chest of drawers and keeps saying, ‘not my will but thine O Lord. Not my will but thine’. But even though she is hanging by her neck with her body on the outside and her head still on the inside, the not-spring baby is kicking for all she’s worth. Mummy and Miss Iris let gravity do its thing and eventually her head slides out like a lollipop, complete with a loud ‘pop’ and a gush of liquid. Mercy has to scamper out of the way.

	Girl number eight is slick with slime and blood. A head full of shiny black curls and a mouth as big as a whale. She shrieks her way into the world, eventually opening diamond-hard eyes to glare at Mercy, saying, ‘what on earth are you doing here?’ The vein in her neck bulges like a demented snake and Mercy is sure that any minute now she is going to explode. She is both frightened and awestruck, the new one has shown her a thing or two about making an entrance.

	Ta-da indeed!

	And then, exhausted from her bravura performance, the new one crumples, exhausted, on Mummy’s belly and decides to stop breathing. She’s overdone it with all the melodramatic crying. She’s only been on the inside for seven months, not nearly long enough. Miss Iris starts patting her, rubbing her back and singing to her while they wait for the afterbirth.

	We’ll soon be done, 

	With troubles and trials. 

	When I get home.

	On the other side.

	Miss Iris can’t sing as well as Mummy and Mercy doesn’t think Jesus is a friend of this new baby’s but she keeps her thoughts to herself as she has upset Miss Iris once already today.

	Nee-naw, nee-naw. The hambulance finally arrives with big, bustling, white people in uniforms who smell of antiseptic as they march into the house. The midwife cuts the cord, delivers the placenta – that’s its proper name by the way – wraps up the new baby and says they have to take her away because she is underweight. Miss Iris helps Mummy into the hambulance. Mercy trots along behind, convinced that her services are still required, until the midwife says she is definitely not allowed.

	What?

	She is shoved back into the house.

	Mercy screams and screams and screams and the cord vibrates but Mummy can’t hear her. Miss Iris picks her up and hushes her for a while but when Mercy won’t stop screaming, Miss Iris gets fed up and gives her back to Daddy. Daddy, like Mercy, is not renowned for his patience. He gives Mercy two good slaps and that stops the screaming dead in its tracks.

	They name her Eve, or Evie for short (for long?). Mercy wonders if it’s really short for evil. How long before Mummy and baby Evie come back from the hospital? Mercy doesn’t know. It could be days or weeks, but it feels like years. All she knows is that the light went out of her life the moment the hambulance-men shut the front door. All she can do is spend all day sitting in the cellar kitchen, gently banging her head against a door. The hollow thud of forehead on wood reverberating around her body deafens the pain. it’s like New Monya all over again, except this time she is home and Mummy is in hospital and she doesn’t know if her messages are getting through because the cord might be broken.

	Thud, thud, thud. Daddy takes a well-considered course of action and ignores her. He puts food on the table and if she wants to eat it, ‘dat ah fi ‘ar business’. Janie tries to give her something to eat and tells her Mummy will be back soon, but she doesn’t believe stupid Janie with the big, round eyes. Eventually it’s Ruby, severe serious Ruby, who comes and sits next to her. Mercy says nothing. Ruby says nothing either. Mercy turns her back on Ruby and Ruby does the same. They sit there back to back. Mercy can feel Ruby’s bony spine pressing into her. It’s not the same as Mummy’s softness but it’s something.

	Mercy shuffles around so that her back is against the wall again, and after a while Ruby swings round too. Slowly and casually, nothing to do with Mercy, she just, you know, fancied moving. Now they are touching at the shoulders, arms and knees. Mercy wouldn’t go as far as saying she likes Ruby but there is something about her silent presence that kind of helps.

	*

	And then, one day, abracadabra, like magic, Mummy comes back. She’s carrying Baby Evie wrapped up in a shawl. Ruby and Janie run over to see the new baby and touch her fingers and toes. Mercy stays at the door. She is not on speaking terms with Mummy. As far as she is concerned, I have no mother. She is deserted and left for dead. From this day forward she will be all alone in the world. A solitary soul trudging remorselessly through life. In her mind’s eye she experiences many years of living the life of a hermit, never speaking to another living soul until she shuffles off this mortal coil. The injustice of Mummy’s betrayal burns her soul to a shiny, little block of anthracite.

	Mummy sings to her, strokes her head and calls her ‘Mercy-Percy,’ and ‘Moom’. She turns her face to the wall and her back to Mummy, but Mummy keeps on singing. I shall not be moved, thinks Mercy resolutely. Five minutes later, she relents and deigns to allow the traitorous Mummy to cuddle her.

	It is not long before Evie reveals herself to be Evie by name, evil by nature. Mercy wonders if it is because she is actually a little dragon who is used to breathing fire and is struggling with boring old air. Last time Mercy saw her, she was limp and slimy. Now she reigns like a queen. Her arms stick straight out sideways from her body like Jesus on the cross. Her hair is all fluffed like it’s been in rollers. She has a dramatic widow’s peak just like Daddy’s. She even has his frown with the two scowling vertical lines between her deep-set eyes.

	If Mercy was born indignant, Evie is born angry. Her fury at the world into which she was so unexpectedly ejected knows no bounds. Every time she wakes she cries seemingly in shock that she is on the outside. But there’s no sending Evie back. She’s here for good. Her skin is slightly lighter than the others and her hair less tightly coiled. Mummy says Indian people come up and talk to her in their language because Evie looks like a little Indian baby.

	Daddy delights in this one who looks just like him with a temper to match. Evie’s eyes are watchful and wily. The whites are so white that she looks like a cartoon with her Betty Boop cheeks. She doesn’t move her eyes, just swivels her whole head from side to side like an owl. Where on earth did this one come from?



	




	
6. 
Dolly


	 

	Mercy is two years old today. It is the middle of December and she is heartbroken. No celebration, no birthday present, nothing. It’s like everyone has forgotten, if they ever remembered in the first place. She goes to sit on the step to have a good and proper sulk. Mummy comes to find her and says never mind she will get an extra big Christmas present and kisses her on both cheeks. Mercy tries to smile but it comes out all wobbly. She counts every one of the days and every one of the fourteen nights, wondering what she will get for her Extra Present. A new dress (not something that Janie has grown out of), a pair of shoes or a hat.

	Christmas morning and Mercy is almost exploding with excitement. But she gets exactly the same Christmas present as the others: a blue cardigan from C&A that makes them all look like a matching set. Mercy is so mad she trembles with the injustice of it all. She wants to cut the silly blue cardigan to shreds. Instead she has to line up with her sisters and have a picture taken to record the exact moment of her humiliation. She tries to be a good girl because Mummy likes her when she is good. But her brow furrows and her bottom lip pouts and wobbles and she feels her face get hot. She dare not look up in case they see how she feels. Keep it inside, she tells herself. Don’t let them see. But her blood fizzes like pop and she begins to shake. She tries to pinch herself to stop the shaking but it is no use. She can’t smile for the picture.

	Daddy sees. ‘Pickney-gyal,’ he says, ‘stop knit up yuh brow.’

	Daddy never calls her Mercy. It is always ‘pickney’ or ‘dat one’. She hates Daddy. One of these days she’s going to escape. She’ll wind in the frayed cord and take Mummy with her; he can keep the others. Mercy doesn’t know what knitting up her brow is or how to stop it. She forces her lips apart over her teeth but that’s worse. Whatever face she pulls is the wrong one. If she doesn’t get it right, Daddy’s big hand will come down in a slap.

	Mercy makes a plan. She will remind Mummy every single day that she is supposed to get her very own birthday present. After all, Mummy did promise. She must have forgotten. And in that case the solution is easy: keep reminding her.

	At first Mummy says, ‘Soon, soon.’

	But the days turned into weeks and still no present. Mummy gets less and less grateful for Mercy’s daily reminders. Eventually she says children should be seen and not heard. When Mercy asks why, Mummy says, ‘because I say so’. But that isn’t a good enough reason for Mercy.

	‘But why do you say so Mummy?’ she asks, thinking that adults should, at the very least, make sense.

	Mummy says, ‘Beca’ me ah yuh madda!’

	There is no coming back from that one. At least no comeback that doesn’t involve getting beaten and Mercy’s desire not to get beaten outweighs her desire for a birthday present. For now.

	When September comes around, Ruby and Janie get birthday presents. Although Mercy feels slightly sorry for Ruby because she gets a school uniform for her birthday, and Mercy is sure she would have gotten that anyway. Mercy got to go with Mummy to the uniform shop. First, they had to go to the Govament Hoffice and fill out ‘one big, long, everlasting form’. She had to say what school Ruby was going to, what size she is, when she was born and all kinds of foolishness.

	The lady behind the desk reads back the form slowly and loudly to Mummy and says, ‘Do you understand duckie?’

	Afterwards, Mummy kisses her teeth and says, ‘Cho! Of course mi understand de Queen Hinglish. And she can well see dat I am not a duck.’

	The lady gives Mummy a thin, pink Serfi-ticket. She has to take it to a huge warehouse off Manningham Lane. The best bit about that is taking not one but two green-and-white trolley buses all squashed up between Mummy and the window like they are one person again, watching the world go by. The warehouse is behind the grammar school, a pointy Victorian building that looms over Manningham Lane like a strict headteacher.

	Mummy is allowed to pick two shirts, one cardigan, one pinafore, two pairs of socks and one pair of shoes. Along with that she is also allowed to get a P.E. kit, which consists of a pair of black cotton shorts, two pairs of ankle socks, a pair of black plimsolls and a yellow P.E. top. Back home, Ruby tries on her uniform and struts around like a model. Mercy wishes with all her heart that she could go to school so that she could wear the uniform and march up and down.

	*

	After many lifetimes of waiting, December comes around again. She has dropped as many subtle hints as she dare about Barbie dolls, which has resulted in many kissings of teeth, a couple of shoutings and one light slapping from Mummy.

	Birthdaaay!

	She wakes up and bounces out of bed like it’s a trampoline. She needs to know if her year-long campaign has borne fruit. She helter-skelters down the two flights of wooden steps to the cellar living room. After breakfast, Mummy tells her to wait and comes back with a box. Then Mummy sings ‘Happy Birthday to You’ to Mercy in her high, clear voice. She gives it a Jamaican lilt because Mummy just can’t sing bland like Hinglish people, no matter how much she tries. Even when she sings ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, it makes you want to dance. The others join in, all except Daddy, who sits on the sofa, head down, marking his pools coupon.

	The box is wrapped in newspaper and too much Sellotape, which Mercy rips open like a starving child. And there she is. Dolly. It’s a Sindy not a Barbie but that doesn’t matter. It’s still her very own doll. Mercy just stares at it. She forgets to say thank you. She forgets to smile; she forgets to say anything. She just gazes into the painted-on blue eyes with the three eyelashes at each corner. She can’t bring herself to take it out of the pretty, pink cardboard box.

	It is minutes before she hears anything.

	‘Lost in her own little world,’ she hears Ruby say. And she sees that they are outside her bubble, trying to get through to her. She looks up, hoping that her eyes are big enough to hold in the tears.

	‘Thank you.’ Her voice is barely audible. 

	Mummy beams at her.

	*

	Mercy is sitting on her step, third one from the bottom, opposite the front door with Dolly on her lap. She sits there so often it has become known as the Mercy Step. The others know to walk around her when she sits there as she never hears a word anyone says. She is mesmerised by the little, red, plastic comb, pulling it through Dolly’s long, blonde hair. Soothing and sweet, Dolly and me.

	Dolly has lost a lot of hair by now due to Mercy’s repeated combings but it doesn’t matter. Mummy has also lost a number of tea towels, which Mercy has had to cut up to make dresses for Dolly. That does matter. She once cut up Daddy’s pools coupon to make a pirate hat for Dolly. That mattered a lot; it was a good few days before she could lower herself onto the Mercy Step again after that.

	Part of Mercy knows that she is staring at a piece of pink plastic but that part is small and getting smaller every day, and if Mercy concentrates, she can make it go away completely. The other part of Mercy, the important part, knows she is communing with Dolly, and Dolly is her bestest friend in the whole wide world. Dolly will never criticise her, Dolly will never shout at her, Dolly will never hit her and Dolly will never mock her. They can live together forever in a light, bright, shiny, plastic world.



7. 
Bwoy


	 

	Mercy is warm in the middle of the bed between Ruby and Janie. Evie is in a little white cot pushed up against the bed. Almost eleven months have passed since the little bundle of disruption arrived. Fat and forever furious, Evie doesn’t smile. Mummy says it is because she is premature, and she is still angry about it. Evie pulls herself up and shakes the bars of the cot. She wants to be taken out of baby jail and put in bed with the rest of them.

	Evie’s face is heart-shaped, her eyes are now huge and her widow’s peak at the front of her hair is even more dramatic, just like Daddy’s. Does he like her so much because she looks just like him? If he was a little girl-baby, that is. Mercy feels a strange pang in her belly when she sees Daddy feeding Evie. One time, when it was empty, Evie hit Daddy with the heavy glass bottle, right between the eyes. Mercy thought, all hell is going to break loose. But Daddy just laughed and laughed and said, ‘Dis ya one have a temper, to juice,’ even as the blood trickled down his face.

	After more rattling of the bars and stamping of furious feet, Janie and Ruby give in and pull Evie over the side of the cot and into the bed with them. She flops over the top with her nappy-covered bottom in the air and lands on her head, but that doesn’t seem to bother her because she has finally escaped. The warm bodies wriggle and kick; they shuffle and argue over the blankets. Evie gives off that pukey-milky-baby smell, but Mercy still likes being in bed with her sisters, even if Evie does keep kicking her in the head.

	Mercy sings, ‘And the little one said, “roll over”.’ Maybe Evie will roll right out of the bed?

	But where is Mummy? Where is Daddy? It’s happening again. Mummy doesn’t cook and clean as fast as before. She has still been going to work in the early early morning and coming back to rub their faces with Vaseline and comb their hair with Mercy clamped between her thighs, then Mummy goes back to work. Sometimes she brings cake from the hospital. Mercy doesn’t like Hospital Cake because it tastes of disinfectant, but she eats it anyway because it’s better than no cake at all.

	Daddy is complaining again that Mummy, ‘ah bring belly pon him’. Voices are raised, then there is shouting and Daddy hits Mummy and Mercy wants to fight him, but she is too small to fight a giant. One day, when she is big enough, she will fight him and rescue Mummy and they will become one again and make good their escape.

	But now Mummy is gone and Daddy is gone. Mercy wonders if the Belly has been brought. Where did it come from? Is Mummy sick? Maybe her belly is hurting because she ate Yaakas. Could it be marley-gripe or fluxy-complaint? Mummy and Daddy are always eating things that hurt their stomachs bad and then they hold their bellies and complain about Hinglan-food and spend ages in the toilet.

	The night trundles on with the warmth and the kicking and the pushing. Then somebody wets the bed. It’s not Mercy but she can feel the warm liquid catching around her knickers. Probably Janie. It’s usually Janie. Wet-a-bed-Janie. They have to get up and change the sheets. In the middle of all the bed-changing kerfuffle something else happens. Blam! Two floors down, the front door is flung open then slammed. The whole house shakes. Mercy can’t work out what Daddy is saying, but his scary shouting gets louder and louder.

	‘A Bwoy!’ he says. ‘She have a Bwoy! She have a Bwoy!’

	What is a Bwoy? Must be something wonderful. Must be something marvellous. Must be something magical. Why has Mummy got one and where did she get it from? Mercy is dying to see the Bwoy. It must be amazing because Daddy is so happy, shouting and banging into things. She doesn’t want to go downstairs while he is still shouting because he might get mad that they are awake in the middle of the night and take off his belt.

	Mummy will come back like she did last time. Mercy can feel the little vibrations in the cord so she is not as desperate as before. When it’s been quiet for a while, Mercy tiptoes down the two dark flights of stairs from the attic to the cellar, hoping to see the Bwoy. But it’s not there and Mummy’s not there either. Just Daddy snoring like a dragon in his chair-lair. His big grey jacket is also sleeping, draped over the back of the chair dragged down in one corner.

	Last week, she saw Ruby sneak the little silver flask out of his pocket and screw up her nose after she drank some of the amber liquid. She said it tasted like fire. Could Mercy be as brave as Ruby and drink fire? Of course she can. She holds her breath and creeps over. There is a slightly sweet smell buzzing around him. Her heart has drumsticks and they are banging on her ear drums, but she is brave. She dips her hand into the pocket and feels the cool, silver flask, curved to fit Daddy’s hip.

	She unscrews the cap, tips it back and feels it spread out on her tongue. It’s all heat, Dragon’s breath, but she swallows it all. After the last drip-drop has tipped onto her tongue, she screws the cap back on and slowly slides the flask back into his jacket pocket. Now how to make her escape without waking the Dragon? Afraid to turn her back on him, she walks backwards, feeling behind her for each step. She’s not light-footed anymore; the gold has addled her brain. She trips on the edge of the rug and falls flat on her tailbone.

	Ow! It hurts but she does not make a sound. He shifts in his chair, grunts and rolls his shoulders. She is a fly trapped in amber. Mercy tries to breathe again but she chokes on her heart because it has climbed up into her mouth. Why won’t it stay in her chest where it belongs? He doesn’t move again, apart from the snoring, which sounds like it’s coming up from underground. She eases herself up and this time turns sideways, one eye on the door and one on the Dragon, moving each foot ever so carefully. Leaving him in his lair, she heads upstairs to find clean clothes. But she is wobbly and has to hang onto the bannisters as each stair keeps changing shape like a carpeted cat, moving from under the spot where she puts her foot.

	She finds clean clothes and sheets in Mummy’s bedroom and drags them up to the attic. The three of them just about manage to change the bed. Ruby and Janie try to put Evie back in the cot while they do it, but she’s not having any of it. So they have to roll her one way then the other to get the wet sheets out from under her. She kicks at them but it doesn’t hurt because her legs are so soft and pudgy. They roll up the wet sheet and stuff it under the bed. Ruby changes Evie’s nappy, making sure she does not prick her with the nappy pin like she did before. Ruby is all of five, but she’s still not very good at changing nappies. When she has finished, Evie’s legs stick out sideways.

	In the morning, Daddy has to get them all ready to go to the childminder’s. Mercy braces for trouble, but he doesn’t say anything about the wee-wee sheet. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He gives them three Weetabix each and insists that they don’t waste Govament Food. But nobody can eat three whole Weetabix. He creams them up and down with Vaseline, his hands rough like a cheese grater across their faces. Mercy feels sorry for him. Without Mummy he hasn’t got a clue.

	But even so he’s smiling, still smiling.

	‘She have a Bwoy. Yes man! Dis time she do it. To Juice!’

	*

	Ten long Weetabixy days later, Mummy comes home. She takes tiny, shakey steps. In her arms, wrapped in a big blue shawl is the Bwoy. Is that it? Mercy’s face falls. It’s just a baby. She thought it was going to be magic like a unicorn, a fairy or an elf. Why did Mummy bring home another baby? There are already four of them. Not to mention the ones Back Home, the ones Mummy left behind, although Mercy is not supposed to know that. There isn’t enough love to go around. The last thing they need is another bloomin’ baby.

	She is not sure why Daddy is so happy about the Bwoy but she knows that she is hurt. He never said anything good about having four girls (gyal-pickney-dem). Girls are sugar and spice and everything nice. Boys are slugs and snails and puppy dog tails. It’s bad enough that Daddy is so happy about the Bwoy, but Mummy? Mummy is a traitor, constantly cooing about her ‘One Bwoy Pickney’. Evie scowls at him all day long. Mercy sends angry little messages along the cord but Mummy doesn’t pick them up.

	Mummy goes back into hospital to have her Tubes Tied. Now that they have their precious One Bwoy Pickney, they don’t want any more. Mercy wonders which tubes are getting tied. When she asks, Mummy tells her not to push-up herself in Big-People Business. This time, though, Daddy has Learned His Lesson and only gives them two Weetabix each.

	*

	As soon as Evie learns to talk, she tells Mummy that she should have left Devon in the hospital and asks, is it too late to take him back? Mummy laughs out loud, her floaty bird laugh, because she thinks Evie is joking. But Evie doesn’t joke.

	One day, after baby Devon has learned to sit up, Mummy pops across the road to see Miss Mary. ‘Unu mind di baby,’ she says to no one in particular. ‘Me soon come.’

	But she doesn’t come back soon. She’s gone for ages. So Ruby goes to find her.

	‘Unu mind di baby,’ she says to no one in particular. When she doesn’t come back soon, Janie goes to find them.

	‘Mind de baby,’ she says. Mercy gets fed up of minding the baby, so she goes to find them. ‘Mind de baby,’ she says to Evie, and she goes across to Miss Mary’s house. She waves at Joy. Joy gives her a little piece of bun and cheese. Mummy and Miss Mary are drinking tea, laughing and chatting, horse dead and cow fat. But Mercy doesn’t even get a chance to eat the piece of bun.

	Mummy takes one look at her and asks, ‘is who ah mind de baby?’

	Ruby looks at Janie. Janie looks at Mercy. Mercy shrugs and says ‘Evie?’

	‘Lord Jesus Christ!’ Mummy drops her piece of bun races back to the house with the girls trailing behind her like three blind mice.

	Evie is standing in front of the cot holding a fork. There are four little holes in Devon’s forehead. Two are white dots against the brown skin and the other two are slowly dripping blood. His hands are held like when the cowboys say, ‘put em up!’ His eyes are wide open and his mouth makes the shape of a perfect little ‘O’.



8. 
Stitch in Time


	 

	The dark stone Victorian terraced house is on a street called Hill View. There are eight big stone steps leading up from the sidewalk to the garden and another four wide stone steps leading from the garden to the door. Just climbing up all those steps is an adventure in itself and Mercy can see almost the whole of Bradford laid out like a ruffled blanket below them. The front door has thick wood panels at the bottom and glass with bubbles in it at the top with stained glass panels on either side of that, decorated with red roses wrapped in thorns. Once upon a time, the front door was painted green but the colour has now faded and flaked. There is a dull brass Yale lock halfway up the door. Mercy loves the feel of the oval brass knob, which, when turned to the left, ratchets back the latch to open the door.

	Each pair of houses shares a set of steps. Their next-door neighbour is a Cairo-Tractor, although they hardly ever see him because soon after Mercy’s family moved in, he built a zigzag fence down the stone steps from his front door to his garden. He even dug out a whole other set of steps from his garden to the street. They weren’t as pretty as the original steps. They were the honey yellow of new stone unlike the dark smoke-black ones leading to number eight. But it meant Mercy’s family had the big steps all to themselves. Whenever she sees the chiropractor, he always frowns and disappears into his house. Silly man. Once when Daddy’s back was bad, he went next door and paid Good Money to the Cairo-Tractor but he came home with his back hurting worse than before. Daddy called him a ginnal.

	Their house has two faces. The front looks downhill, sunny and bright all day long, even the cellar living room gets a few shafts of afternoon light in which you can see the dust dancing. In the summer, the stone is warm and Mercy likes sitting on the steps by the front door watching the others playing in the garden and the city centre in the distance. The back of the house is scary and dark. The steps from the cellar door up to the backyard are always slick and dark green, dripping with moss and bugs. The uneven stone slabs in the yard are slippery. When it rains, leaves block the little round iron drain at the bottom and Mercy thinks she might trip and fall into the smelly puddle. If she is going in the back door, she tries to skip across the soupy water with its oily, rainbow film.

	The backyard opens out onto a narrow, cobbled alley with a drain running down the middle. Sometimes she plays in the back alley with Joy. They race up and down the alley, all out of breath by the time they get back.
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