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Let us start right here …





Let us start right here, with a man and a woman in bed by the sea. The woman is Ursula. She and the man are gazing into each other’s eyes, astonished by the love they feel, and as they move together, without speaking, everything around them dissolves; the thin yellow curtains of the bed and breakfast, the polyester sheets, the two white teacups and tiny kettle all fly away to nothing. Ursula sees only this man. She is grateful it is him after all this time, and as they crash on to the shore of each other they touch the earth, the moon and stars.


It is not possible for you to feel this. All this astonished gazing, sea gushing and planetary union is too much, too intimate, too soon! – but I long to communicate love to you. These pages are so dry, the flat of your reading device so cold! If I could I’d jump out, strike you with the full weight of my arm, make your heart pound, tickle you, caress you, do anything in my power to make you feel it. I want to reveal love in all its forms, in a girl skipping, a boy reading; in a time before Ursula, with a laundry worker singing at her tub, or a woman alone on a hill, where a tree rears up, its roots alive, its branches stripped bare like a claw raking the sky, and in a single moment, she is hollowed to nothing by a blast so bright the world will ever after seem dark to her. I want to show you all this, and more, even the great failure of love, so this is a ‘poor do’ as Mary would say, and we must begin again, not with lovers by the sea, but at the root of the thing, in another time, or perhaps the same one, when Ursula is at the very beginning of herself, under the ash tree in the garden of 35 Eslington Road, Newcastle. She is only six months old, but already she has done much to be here; existing for billions of years in secret codes, imprinting herself on her infinite family, generation to generation, mud-crawler to bushbaby, hominid warrior all the way to Hubert Tate of Tate’s Laundry, Padiham, waiting until her own double helix clicks into place making all her pasts present. Then the inevitable begins, cells slipping, splitting, silently dividing in the warm darkness, heart pulsing within membrane, the sudden bloom of liver, kidneys, lungs, soft sponges of blood, the astonishing hardening of bone, the skin clouding round, the wild free-fall into senses, briny sweetness, murmurs, muted fireworks, and pushing through unyielding skeleton to the shocking air, into the feel of skin, the smell of milk, and Ursula is suddenly material.


She inherits her pram, a wondrous vessel, in which she now lies, oblivious to all that’s gone before, gazing up at branches veining the sky like spilt ink. Her blankets are wrapped tightly around her. She strains against the wool, her torso rolling this way and that until, with a surge of force, she reaches out for the black lines of the branches with their black buds swelling from their twigs. She knows them, reaches out to guide them inside her, but the wind blows them away. She gurgles, a light easy splash. They are playing with her! She’ll get them next time. She reaches out again but cannot touch them. Sadness mists her and is gone as quickly as it came. She gurgles happily as the branches thin into whiteness, and she senses distance for the first time, the deep wonder of it, the space between things.


Her mother is apart from Ursula, in the basement kitchen, putting an elastic band around a stack of CND leaflets, Save Our Future: Stop The Madness! This is Joyce. Her mind is always busy with the future. She intends to save the world from nuclear attack, singlehandedly if she has to, but she is also thinking about the children’s supper, Peter’s meeting, and the best six arguments for non-proliferation. Bethany (seven) and Jonathan (four) are at her feet playing with dolls and saucepans, busy at their tasks, as Joyce tips peelings, plum stones and burnt toast on to newspaper and folds it into a parcel. She opens the back door and puts it outside. There’s an old veg box there already with another parcel in, ready to take down to the bins. She looks over at the pram beneath the ash tree, as big as a boat in a bay. She puts baby Ursula out in the garden every day. The fresh air helps her sleep, and if she’s inside Jonathan can’t be trusted not to reach in and hit her. It’s best to keep the children separate; Bethany with her dolls, Jonathan by the radiator with his pans, Ursula outside under the tree.


Inside, she starts a list at the table: Osborne Road, Tankerville, Holland Road, Oak Lane, the route she will take with the leaflets. The children can help put them through the doors, and on the way back they might stop at the park for half an hour. If it wasn’t for the baby, she could take them further afield, Heaton, Byker, Wallsend perhaps. Joyce is anxious to raise people’s consciousness. Raise them up! Everyone in the city must know about the CND. Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. Seee Unnnn Deee. Even baby Ursula knows this sound. Joyce talks of little else; the Aldermaston March, Maralinga 1956, Monte Bello Island, Christmas Island where the servicemen were told they could simply wash the radiation off with soap.


In her pram in the garden Ursula follows the black lines of the tree. They are nothing more than herself, broadening and hardening, stretching outwards. She hears the sweet shushing sibilance of the wind. She is creating it all, blowing through her lips, making the wind blow, the clouds scud, the branches sway. The ash tree loves her and she loves it. She hears the click-shush of the back door. Her lips start to open and close, making plosives, suckings, kisses, coaxing the kitchen faces closer. She senses life, pans, intentions, voices, and her mother soft in woollen green with brown moons and milky skin. She wants her to come. No one comes. Great howls rise from inside her. She has heard them before. They come from deep within. She is a wonderful siren. She cannot stop the cries. They leap out of her, twisting her body, contorting it, searching for certainty. She reaches her arms high towards the branches. They are widening cracks in the sky. Something is changing. The branches are spreading. The branches fatten and flap, cawing and shrieking.


Mummy! Look! shouts Bethany, looking up from her dolls.


Jonathan pulls at Joyce’s skirt at the window, Birsss! Birsss!


Joyce looks out into the garden. The hood of Ursula’s pram is blown out of shape, jagged like a broken umbrella. Shreds of black stick out, jostling. A crow is on the baby. Joyce’s body moves before her mind, up the steps and down the path. The crow is pecking, flapping, positioning itself. She runs, arms waving, her screams as primitive as the bird’s.


Aaaaaaaaagh. God …! Shoooooooo!


The bird lifts into the air, pumping oily wings. Others wheel down from the branches, and they fly off screeching across the Town Moor. Joyce clutches the baby to her, half expecting the woollen bundle to burst with blood. The bird has killed her. Joyce’s heart pounds as she runs back to the house. Jonathan stumbles to meet her, watching, frightened by her mask of horror. She looks like the women on the statue on the walk home from Fenwick’s, he thinks, frozen in black bronze, wailing for their dead. He starts to cry.


It’s alright, my darling … It’s alright.


She pushes past him down the steps. Under the orange lamp, she uncurls her arms. Ursula stares up at her, her mouth shut tight, a short straight line.


There there … they’ve gone now, Joyce rocks her.


Is she dead? says Bethany.


She will make a bottle and comfort her. Thank God. No harm done. She’ll put the pram nearer the back door next time.


Bethany leans in close.


Caw caw! she croons.


Ursula is stiff as a corn dolly.


There there … says Joyce, and starts to sing, Ride a cock-horse to Banbury Cross, to see a fine lady upon a white horse, rings on her fingers and …


As she holds Ursula close, her voice is high and soft. She puts milk into a pan. Strands of hair fall on to her face and she pushes them away. She lays Ursula gently on the draining board, and cuts thick slices of bread. She gets butter, breaks two eggs into a saucepan, puts a match to the grill, lowers the hissing blue jets.


It won’t be long, not long, she sings, sliding the slices under the grill. This is the way we make the toast, make the toast …


She pours warm milk into Ursula’s bottle, turns on the radio, serves the eggs to Jonathan and Bethany, sits in the armchair, and in one arm Ursula nestles, her little fingers gripping the bottle as she sucks. Listen with Mother begins. Ursula’s eyes start to close. The wildness of the crows dims in her and she sleeps.


The attack by the crows is Ursula’s first experience of the world as utterly separate. You might think it will stay with her, haunt her as she grows up; that some irreparable damage has been done to her that will influence her life and how she lives it, but the truth is she will remember nothing of it. She will grow up in what you might call a reasonably ordinary way. Far bigger birds will come for her in time; one greater than the rest, it will carry her clean away, and strip her of everything. This bird will be far harder to survive, but for now Ursula is sleeping, and the telephone is ringing in Eslington Road, and Joyce is answering it, Ursula still held in her arms …


Joyce …? Oh Joyce! Oh … the voice is desperate.


Mum, what is it?


They’re here again … They’re in again. I daren’t go downstairs. Oh Joyce.


Call the police, Mum!


Oh God …! I can’t … I …


I’ll call them.


Joyce …


I’ll call them, Mum. I’ll tell them to come. I’m putting the phone down now …




*





Hurry, says Mary as she sinks back down into her bed. She cannot move. The eiderdown is pulled up to her nose. Her round face stares up at the ceiling, searching for help in the cracked plaster. This is Joyce’s mother, Ursula’s grandmother, two hundred miles away in Padiham, Lancashire, with unknown men downstairs. They have put her under their spell, robbed her of movement. If she moves the ceiling will crash down, the floor open up, she’ll be dragged under Pendle Hill itself and sucked into the bowels of the earth. Their noise entered her dreams, woke her, in the early morning. She heard them downstairs prising open chests and cupboards. She’s been lying there ever since. Last time they broke down the back door. Dennis and Iris from next door had called the police. Dennis and Iris had moved since, left their house unoccupied, retired to a bungalow in Morecambe, damn them. The sea air was good for Dennis’s respiration, Iris had said. The way she said it, pompous. Curse them. Curse his bloody resp-ir-a-tion. Without them, she’s easy pickings.


She longs for sleep, to stop what is happening happening, to let the past flow through her, so wonderfully light, while her body lies heavy in the hollow made in the mattress, fifty years her burrow. She can’t tell if they are still down there, poking about, opening the walnut chest, rummaging amongst bags, touching her china. A church bell peals feebly in the distance, barely penetrating the thick velvet curtains at the window. Damn God. He’s not coming for her. She moans aloud. Joyce said she’d call the police. She must get up, do her hair. She heaves herself to sitting, swings her legs to the floor, and shuffles along the worn path to the dressing table. She opens the curtains a crack. The sunlight is a blasted reminder of her darkness. The church steeple postures like a witch’s hat against the sky. She lets the curtain fall, slumps to the velvet-covered stool, and feels for her ivory comb in the gloom. She parts her hair, scoring a line down the back of her head. Her thoughts prick as she starts to plait, her fingers snappy like knitting needles. What have they taken? The Chinese vases? The glass pictures? The ornate Chinese dogs? All her beautiful things. She is afraid to think of it. As she plaits, her thoughts turn in on themselves, repetitive and entangled as her braids. Nothing has ever been right. The man from the corner shop didn’t give her a bag for her chocolate yesterday, Dennis and Iris had taken the magnolia tree with them when they left, dug it out of the ground and put it on a truck though she’d begged them not to, done it to spite her, she’s sure, to rob her of its brief, astonishing flowers, and Wally, blast him, dead twenty years, never had ambition, never gave her more than the housekeeping, never paid for the luxuries she craved. All her craving had been for nothing; it’s why she started the shop but nothing sold, Padiham folk had no taste. It’s why her house was so stuffed with beautiful things, they were all from the shop, the remainders; filled her heart they did, and now the robbers were taking them, sadness and anger fold into her like the outer strands of the plait returning to the centre, the raw hurt of her. Life is unfair. Joyce is to blame. She should have stayed at home with her, her own mother, but she ran away, married a runt, spawned a brood, and lives like a slave looking after them and her no-good husband, wasting her time with politics. What’s it to her?! When will it all end?


Her twisting fingers reach the bottom of her hair. The plait reaches to her waist; she secures it in her left hand, unwinds a length of cotton with her right, pinches the thread tight against the hair, wraps it five times fast around the plait and bites off the cotton with her teeth. The police will be here. She coils the two plaits carefully and pins them into buns.


Next the hat: secured with the pewter pin. Not her best silver one with the gemstone head, that’s in the lacquer box in the front room wrapped in tissue paper with an elastic band round it waiting for things to be different.


The doorbell rings. She opens the bedroom door, hair done, hat on, still in her vest and bloomers. The air is cold. The front door is open wide, her house exposed, violated. She grips the banister and shuffles downstairs. She can see an empty space where the ornate dogs stood. The drawer in the sideboard’s open. The hall cupboard has gone. The whole thing. Good God, they’ve taken furniture. Huge pieces, spirited away. Two policemen appear in the open doorway. Mrs Paige from the paper shop is behind them, her sweet face appalled. Oh Mrs Morely! Oh what have they done? A face of hypocrisy and contempt. Mary can’t stand her.


My beautiful things! Oh …


Tell us what has happened, Mrs Morely.


They must have had a bloody lorry. What is to become of me? All my bags!


She’s kept all of them over the years, in drawers, stockpiling them as though they were pound notes, little green ones from Grainger’s, white paper ones from the corner shop, brown from the fruit shop, plastic from Benham’s. She likes to lay one out on her knee, iron it flat with the palm of her hand, fold it neatly and return it to a drawer. Bags have comforted her over the years, but now the robbers have got them all. The policemen take her into the kitchen. Her chair and table are still there as they were, covered in newspaper. Mary never wipes a surface. It is a low slavish task. Her resolve never to engage in domestic cleaning is integral to her. She lays down newspaper to cover any mess. Her living space in the house has dwindled to worn pathways from bedroom to bathroom, kitchen to front corridor. She opens the drawer in the newspaper table and rummages inside.


My father’s watch! His pocket watch! Gone! Gone …! Oh …


One of the policemen crouches next to her.


Now, now, Mrs Morely. Let’s go through everything slowly.


The policemen make notes as Mary lists everything that’s been taken in exact detail – the Peking China dogs on either side of the fireplace, the magazine rack of carved walnut, the Poole pottery filled with roses made of stiffened silk, so lifelike, the brass monkeys with the Indian faces, the Wedgwood clock, the glass paintings from Holland, the chaise longue, the glass lamp, all thick with dust but the robbers knew what they were doing, the lacquer box with the gold sovereigns, the Chinese fan, the German chest, her corn plasters! She cries out, thinking of them. They were unused. She left the rings of pink lint on the handle of the walnut cupboard. The bloody thieves’ll have their hands on them now.


The policemen exchange glances. They’re not sure whether to call for an ambulance. That glazed look. They’ve seen it before.


Why have they done this to me? What did I do to deserve this?


The church bells ring out in mockery. Mary hears the voice of her mother in them. You deserve what you get, Mary. You were not put on this earth to be happy. The sound blows her backwards through the years. She sees her mother’s face, the deep lines carved out of something sterner than flesh, her grey disapproving eyes, Annie Tate, fierce and furious in her sudden hatred; her dreadful love of God.


Mrs Morely, says the older policeman, you can’t stay here any more.


She’s a daughter in Newcastle, says Mrs Paige, her number’s in the table drawer.


May I use your telephone to ring your daughter, Mrs Morely?




*





Mary is coming crashing into Ursula’s story. What has this old bird to do with love? With anything? Ursula doesn’t want her; she doesn’t need a bitter grandmother in a mushroom hat, with her bitter chocolates, and her bitter past. If she could she would unclasp herself from her mother, step down from her lap, take the train across the Pennines and give those police a piece of her mind. No! You can’t ring anyone! Stop! Don’t send her to me! This fearsome old vulture will corrupt and poison me. Keep her in her broken house of knick-knacks. Nail her in! She will crush me. She will suffocate me. The slim strands of Ursula’s beginnings have survived the crows but may not withstand this. But no one can stop Mary, not Ursula, not even Joyce. She is coming. She is storming into Newcastle like a dark cloud, making the sky spit with rain.


Ursula is in the garden of Eslington Road when she arrives. Five painted beads are tied to either side of her pushchair. Purple, yellow, pink, green and blue. Ursula watches them, all at peace. Purple and yellow fall against each other, green and pink fall against each other. Blue is separate. She moves it to join green and pink. It drags against the string. She shunts purple and yellow along to make a tight row, a caterpillar, five painted knuckles. She slides the blue away, and moves it back. Away and back. Sometimes it seems like the head of the caterpillar, sometimes the tail. Sometimes all the beads seem joined together even when they are separate. Sometimes beads, string, pram, and her own hands all seem joined as one.


Her mother’s voice is coming closer.


Ursula, say hello to Ganny Mary.


Bulging eyes, bulbous nose, loose and sagging cheeks push into the pushchair. A smell of sweet caramel and face powder. A voice coos softly.


What a chicken …!


Mary pops something dark into her mouth. Ursula stares up, watching her chew and suck.


What a little chicken!


Mary places a small dark rectangle in Ursula’s mouth. A black, intense secret. Ursula is astonished.


Bournville, whispers Mary, and starts to cry.


Ursula cries too. The darkness of this secret is dreadful. She tries to get it out of her mouth with her fingers.


There, there, says Mary, something sweet, for a sweet girl.

















Skip! Jump! Land! Turn!





Skip! Jump! Land! Turn! Ursula is eight now, in a windswept playground in a grey corner of Newcastle. A loop of elastic is strung around the ankles of her friends, Ashley Freckles and Jeanette Pug-nose, making two parallel lines for Ursula Moon-head, to negotiate with a complex sequence of jumps, pings, and two-foot and one-foot landings. She is wild with enthusiasm. Higher, higher! Her jumps are impossible. No run-up, a standing start, hoisting her legs up into a tuck, just enough to clear the elastic. Higher! she cries. Inch by inch, centimetre by centimetre (Ursula’s world is on the cusp of metric), the elastic moves up Ashley’s and Jeanette’s legs, up to the thighs. Thighs thighs! Thighs high skies!


Wooooeee! She does it!


The bell rings for the end of playtime. Children funnel towards the classrooms. Jeanette and Ashley run off to join a last-minute game of tag around the prefab building. A teacher bellows from the doors. Two boys, Howard and Daniel, in anoraks, skulk at the edge of the playground, watching Ursula as she gathers up her elastic. It’s a new one and she winds it carefully round her hand. She’s wishing she’d stayed with Jeanette and Ashley. She doesn’t want to walk in with Howard, no matter how coincidentally. Not that she is in love with him. Love is far from Ursula’s mind. When it does come it will be with a different boy. Her discomfort about Howard is that his home, like hers, bears the special and confusing sign in the front window: a friendly, flowery sun that politely warns of total annihilation. Nuclear Power, it smiles; No Thanks. Howard makes Ursula think about the nuclear holocaust. He attends CND rallies with his mother like she does. Ursula thinks Howard’s mother looks somehow smudged like a painting in the rain, but does not know why. She cannot know that his mother has acute depression and will one day take her own life on the Newcastle-to-Edinburgh line. All Ursula knows is Howard reminds her of things she prefers not to think about.


He’s coming towards her across the playground, carrying conkers on strings. She is afraid he might want to talk about the exact position of the nuclear missiles in Russia and how long it will take for them to reach Newcastle. Once he told her radiation would cook her from the inside. To silence him she gives him her special slanted look. It says, what we know is secret, stupid. Don’t talk about it.


Hello, Ursula, he says. His voice seems to resonate with the whole nuclear issue.


Hello, Howard, she replies quietly.


She gives him another look, then turns and walks quickly away, satisfied she has averted disaster.


Ursula is constantly developing new tactics for keeping at bay the things that trouble her. Not just the nuclear threat but more private tensions at home. Toast is one of her tactics. Buttered, it comforts most ills. Another is television.


Here she is on an ordinary Saturday, a seed of herself in the dark house, invisible to the outside world, eating toast and watching Saturday-morning TV. It is the seventies, more or less, a time in the history of humans when an eight-year-old girl can watch the fluttering box in a darkened room, all on her own, for hours, without her parents knowing or caring. Ursula is neither happy nor unhappy. She is in her favourite position, in a headstand on the sofa, her legs stretching up the wall between the frilly-edged mirror and one of her mother’s CND posters. The top of her head presses into the bright cushions, their floral pattern so close its tulips splash and blur before her eyes. She adjusts her gaze to follow them as they continue up along the sofa – red, blue, orange – red, blue, orange – until a seam interrupts the sequence and rides roughshod through the blooms, cutting their hearts in two.


On the television a man is standing in a muddy field holding a cow on a rope. Ursula has been here for hours like this, losing track of time, moving on and off the sofa, in and out of different inverted positions. She gazes around the room, imagining that she is the right way up in an upside-down world. She pictures the floor as the ceiling, the patch of sky outside as the ground, but she’s unconvinced: the windows are too high up on the wall, and if the room were really upside down her feet would be on the ceiling but they don’t reach that far. The mantelpiece, the TV and mirrors stubbornly remain unchanged in their correct place, telling Ursula that it is she who is upside down in a perfectly normal sitting room, until suddenly it comes, as it sometimes does, like a miracle; something slips, her mind gives up, and there it is, a whole new world where everything is brilliantly topsy-turvy. It makes her laugh. It had been there all along! The knowledge delights her, and instantly cancels out the topsy-turvy tensions at home, not least that of the mirrors.


Four years ago when Ganny Mary – Bethany’s attempt to say Granny that stuck – finally accepted that she could never go back to Padiham and sold her house, the mirrors followed her to Newcastle. All forty-three of them. Ganny Mary has told Ursula a hundred times why she has so many. Wally’s wet batteries wouldn’t provide her with the income she deserved, so she continued with her half of the shop selling antiques and laces. One side of the counter for wet batteries for the factories, the other for ‘beautiful things’. At first she had dreamed of customers in fur coats coming and going, ladies of the county, sophisticates from Manchester who knew quality when they saw it, but they never came. Padiham people had no money for luxuries. The shop was badly situated on the edge of the town, just where the traffic picked up speed heading into Burnley.


They were bankrupt, and forced to close. Mary couldn’t bear to be parted from all her beautiful stock – the ornate dogs, the Chinese vases, the Indian lace, the lacquered cabinets. Her biggest passion, the lovely mirrors, gilt-edged, mahogany-framed, ivory-backed, were brought back to her house to gather dust. Burglars took most of them over the years, but Mary had kept forty-three hidden in the attic, and now Ursula’s dark house glints with them from top to bottom. They are in the bedrooms, the sitting room, the toilet, on the backs of doors, along the corridors. In the bathroom alone there are seven. Even now from her headstand on the sofa Ursula can see at least two. There’s one above the mantelpiece in which she can see her feet up the wall and one tucked into the bookshelf in which she can see the CND poster of a woman in front of a mushroom cloud screaming tell us the truth!


The mirrors often show things Ursula does not want to see, like this distressed woman. They also show her Ursula herself. There is no avoiding her face and body in them. She sees herself leaving the house in the vestibule mirror, senses her movement in the front hall. In the kitchen she sees the crown of her head, her waist, her feet from three differing heights. An arched mirror like a church window with a golden frame stands at the top of the stairs to the basement. There is a mirror on every landing and half-landing. On a trip from the basement kitchen to her bedroom at the top of the house she sees herself a total of twenty-seven times. It is hardly surprising she has developed a habit of looking for herself, for anticipating Ursula-ness. Here she comes, there she goes, arriving, leaving, standing, sitting. Ursula with sly look, Ursula with a swish. She is not alone in this; everyone in the house has developed a unique relationship to the mirrors. For Ganny Mary the mirrors represent beauty and the possibility of happiness. For Joyce the mirrors are a reminder of Wally, her mild-mannered father. He used to enlist her help to paint their chipped gilt edges. They’d work silently together on them with a pot of gold varnish. Even Mary had smiled to see them. For Peter mirrors are a reflection of the bourgeois obsession with the self. He wants them taken down. It is bad enough having to live with his mother-in-law without having to have her dusty things. Joyce wants them kept up and wins the argument. They live in a dark north-facing house, she says. Jonathan, at age ten, good at maths and science, works out that 43 mirrors = 1067 cubic feet of much-needed reflected light.


On the TV John Craven is riding a bicycle. Ursula is still upside down. The blood in her head is pulsing. Her legs fall akimbo on the wall. She doesn’t like programmes in which real people talk about real things. They make her feel stupid, like when she hears her mother and father say important things like foreign policy, unilateral, non-proliferation, or annihilation. She likes cartoons, though she can never admit this to her mother. She can hear Joyce now, speaking on the telephone, using her serious nuclear voice.


If Sarah and Chris agree, Ernst, we can get this through at national level …


Ursula is surprised to hear her mother. She thought she was out at a meeting. She lets her body slide down from the sofa on to the floor, lies horizontal with her face against the carpet, and looks through the door. In a series of reflections in three mirrors, she sees her there, legs crossed, head cocked to the receiver, chewing a pencil, notebook in hand.


They have to understand, she says. They have to! … The Americans are going ahead no matter what … I’ll talk with Sarah and Chris …


Sarah and Chris are her mother’s CND friends. They are married but look like brother and sister. Ursula is wary of them because when they come to the house, her mother often looks worried after they have gone, and says things to her father like ‘it’s going to be tricky now’. It upsets Ursula that her mother is trying to save the world, and people like Sarah and Chris are getting in her way.


Over the past eight years her mother’s CND activities have intensified. She is no longer a humble volunteer posting leaflets, but a prominent local figure, addressing rallies, organising marches, and attending something called strategy meetings. She often meets with anti-nuclear colleagues like Jane, Ernst, Chris and Sarah in the front room. Ursula can hear the urgency in their voices as they discuss how long it will be before the inevitable happens. From hiding behind the sofa Ursula knows exactly where the SS-22 missiles are stationed in Russia, and how long they will take to fly to England. She assumes one is aiming directly at Newcastle, or her mother wouldn’t be so worried. Howard once told her that it would only take an SS-98 missile twenty-seven minutes to arrive in the town centre from Minsk and that it would incinerate the entire city as far as Wallsend in exactly five seconds.


The rest of Ursula’s knowledge is patchy. She knows a pasty-faced man called Callaghan, prime minister of England, Pershings. The Americans are behind it all apparently so Ursula hates them most of all. They are all men, her mother says, bad men, provoking attack. Callaghan might as well have put a target over the country.


She often accompanies her mother on marches to stop the madness. The last time she made a nuclear missile by painting a carpet roll, and they carried it on their shoulders wearing boilersuits and skull masks. Howard was there with his mother. She was still looking smudged, wearing a poncho, black eyeliner running, smoking a roll-up. Joyce addressed the crowd from a podium. We are not a peace movement, she said. We believe in armed struggle when it is needed, we understand the need to defend ourselves, but the threat of total annihilation is wrong. As right-thinking people I urge you all to rise up and be heard, to tell our government it must forgo!


Ursula is so proud of her mother’s crusade for survival, but her nights are often filled with nightmares. She has the same one over and over again. A bomb is dropped in the centre of Newcastle. She and her mother are trying to leave along the Great North Road to Morpeth when Ursula loses hold of her mother’s hand and wanders on to the wide empty coast of Northumberland. The death powder from the bomb is coming for her, airborne, and inescapable. She must find her mother before it’s too late. Deep down Ursula knows that her mother is already dead. She wakes up shaking and silent, but never allows herself to cry. Her mother says crying is for spilt milk.


She is still upside down. John Craven’s Newsround is still on. John Craven is a talking puppet. Once he mentioned Pershing missiles in his bland voice. Ursula does not trust John Craven. There is nothing bland about Pershing. She launches into a back somersault. Her head narrowly misses the floor and she lands on her coccyx with a thud.


Who’s that? Who is it?


It is Ganny Mary shouting.


Ursula lies motionless, waiting for the pain to subside.


Joyce? Is that you?


Ursula jumps to her feet. She’s upright for the first time in hours. The room swims. She runs into the corridor, expecting to see her mum there on the phone, but there is only her own reflection in the hall mirror. It is often like this. Her mum comes and goes without warning. There is no sign of Jonathan or Bethany either. It is hard to pin anyone down in the house. The only person Ursula can be sure of is Ganny Mary, who is always there.


She runs downstairs, three at a time, veers round the newel post, skips along the back corridor and there in the toilet, on the seat, like an old toad, is Ganny Mary, a tear of paper in hand, grunting gently. Ursula steps back, disgusted. Ganny Mary never closes the toilet door. Ursula retreats into the kitchen and quickly flips upside down, her feet against the crockery cupboard. She watches the mirror on the back of the kitchen door for signs of her grandmother, hears a flush, and Ganny Mary emerges, buttoning up her fawn skirt, pulling down the brown housecoat.


Who’s there? she says crossly.


Me, shouts Ursula. This me of Ursula has learned that her grandmother’s past, with all its great failures, means toffees.


Ganny Mary sits back down at her place at the end of the long table. Apart from trips to the toilet, she is glued to this spot all day in all her brownness, like a swollen teabag, stewing in her misery. Her big hat provides a perfect circle of gloom from which she glowers at the world.


Where is your mother? It’s not right! Good God! she sighs.


She looks at Ursula in her handstand against the wall, an upside-down slither of a girl.


It’s all wrong, she says reaching into her cow-hide bag for a paper bag. Ursula kicks down, and walks forward with her mouth open.


What is all wrong? says Ursula, as a toffee is popped in, knowing what will follow, and how to play the game. Ganny Mary’s outpourings can take her into the jaws of death: sometimes to places so deep and wretched with anger that Ursula’s shocked to the core. She enjoys feeling breathless with injustice at Ganny Mary’s stories of betrayal, while anticipating the next toffee.


Is it the robbers? says Ursula, unlocking her grandmother’s bitter box.


Oh Ursy, I still think of that green bucket, cries Ganny Mary. What could they want with it? They took my life away. Oh it should never have happened! I should never have been left like this. Families should stay together. Your mother should be with me, she should never have left. Oh the things I’ve lost, the bird pictures, the Chinese silks from Manchester, my daddy’s watch …!


Never mind, says Ursula, in her best comforting voice. Her toffee is diminishing rapidly in her mouth and she wants another. I’m here, Ganny Mary … never mind!


Ganny Mary is reaching into the toffees again. Ursula steps forward with her mouth open. The old woman strokes her face, and pops another one in.


And the photographs, Ganny Mary! says Ursula, prompting, her mouth full.


All gone, Ursy. All the people from the laundry. They were all that was left of them. What could they mean to anyone else?


Ursula watches her grandmother’s tears, amazed at the sheer wetness of her face.


The frames were worth money too … and oh my father …


Ganny Mary can see the space on the sideboard in the Padiham kitchen where the photographs sat accumulating dust and grease until it was impossible to see the frames were silver. Her father. Her mother. Wally, her husband. All gone. She feels her own death, the sadness of a life without sufficient joy.


What did they want with those things? Ursula chimes in. Those robbers must be … she tries to find a word powerful enough for the utter perplexity of it all …


… mad! she concludes.


Ganny Mary has described the photographs so many times and in such detail that Ursula feels she knows each of her dead relations personally. Her great-grandmother, Annie, stern in her starched blouse, a woman of great religious devotion, full of fire and brimstone. Her great-grandfather, Hubert, loving and kind, everything a man should be, the foundation of all good things, who started the laundry from nothing, who wore the gold watch, and whose blue eyes sparkled with Lancashire sunlight.


Ganny Mary sighs.


Oh my daddy …! He was a man.


Ursula knows the doorsteps of Padiham gleamed like rows of bright teeth because of Hubert Tate. From the age of sixteen, he sold donkey stones door to door for the housewives to whiten them. He would offer to do the polishing himself, drop on to his knees in front of them with all the swagger of a musketeer. He was born with the power to transform, Ganny Mary told her; he changed the look of the very streets around him. It was his way, to brighten things, make them better. He’d saved fifty pounds by the time he proposed to Annie Featherly, the prettiest girl in Padiham, and he used it to build a laundry by the river.


He knew about progress, says Ganny Mary.


He brought in the labour-saving machines! rejoins Ursula. The iron warmer, the flat press …!


He was handsome too. And tall.


And he was the first man in Padiham to have an upstairs bathroom with a flushing toilet!


My mother was the prettiest woman in the town too. Until God made a hatchet of her face.


Aunt Sissy’s doing, says Ursula, repeating what she’s heard Ganny Mary say. She was a wrong ’un.


Obsessed she was. With bloody religion. She influenced my mother.


She made your mother hard. That’s the trouble with religion! says Ursula, shaking her head and pouting slightly.


Oh Mary, says Ganny Mary putting on a high supercilious voice to mimic her mother. Cry if you must. Cry child, cry! You’ll pee the less!


Ursula is captivated. She loves it when Ganny Mary puts on voices. Her language becomes strange and bristles with a kind of rudeness.


Your mother wouldn’t let you have toys, would she, Ganny Mary? she says, stoking her fire. She wouldn’t let you go to dances, not even when you were older.


Nothing gay or giddy, that’s what my mother used to say.


Not for Mary! says Ursula, taking over the posh Lancashire voice, full of airs and graces. She jumps on to a stool, gesticulating theatrically. You are on this earth to suffer, child! Suffer!!


The toffee is sticking to the roof of her mouth. She waits for Ganny Mary to stand up and join in, to become her mother Annie again, to pound the table with her fist, and shriek Ursula’s favourite line, ‘Go to your room until the Lord comes for you! Begone child! Begone!’ but Ganny Mary bows her head. Ursula knows she has gone to a place where she cannot follow. Disappointed, she jumps off the stool, and quickly puts a slice of bread in the toaster. She flips upside down again, hands on the floor, legs up the wall above the radiator as Mary fractures with memories, seeing the laundry photograph in her mind. Her father stands proudly in front of twelve laundrywomen in white aprons, the delivery boy at the end, his white terrier by his side. How fine he is with his thick moustache. A beacon of hope. Her mother, Annie, stands next to him, her arm through his, also smiling, and in between them is Mary, her little head poking out with a cheeky smile. She remembers how she wasn’t to be in the photograph. It was official, for the laundry, her father had said, but she’d snuck in nevertheless; the laundry, her father’s great enterprise, was everything to Mary. She intended to help him with the ledgers, understand the machines as she got older. She believed her parents were schooling her to work alongside them. Those were the good days, each one bringing happiness, whether learning numbers with her father in the laundry office, or walking with her mother to Tythe Farm for eggs and milk. Everything changed after. Her mother went up Pendle and lay down, and when she came back she was different. The women in the laundry whispered. Mary’s home was shattered …


The toast pops up. Toast! Quick Ursula take it. Action! Don’t get sucked into the cycles of Mary’s past. Agh! It burns her fingers. She drops it.


Bloody hell! What are you doing there? snaps Ganny Mary, glaring at the fallen toast as though it might answer.


Nothing, says Ursula.


Mary groans, wrenched back from the storm of childhood, just as she was on the brink of being swept away, taking everything along with her. She looks around, registering the disappointing fact of her life now, in Eslington Road.


Where’s your mother? she exhales reproachfully.


This is the question that nags Ganny Mary night and day. Where has her daughter Joyce gone? Ursula rarely knows the answer. Her mother’s whereabouts are the great unanswerable question. Even her father seems mystified by it. Ursula picks up the toast, butters it, and bites into it with relish. Making toast, like going upside down, alleviates worries such as not knowing where her mother is, or the violence of Ganny Mary’s temper. The taste of the buttered toast is utterly delicious, and always will be. Ursula will outgrow television and going upside down, but her love of toast will stay with her for ever. In her teenage years with Jerry, she will discover the art of combining toppings: Marmite and peanut butter and jam, processed cheese and tomatoes and ham, marmalade and Marmite. During her ghostly twenties, toast will be her staple, eaten fast, on the go.


Bugger you all! shouts Ganny Mary, suddenly banging the table, which rocks on its uneven legs. Bugger you! Ursula’s heard it all before, and it’s time to go. She wolfs down the toast, and flees into the TV room, flips upside down against the big mirror behind the door, and hangs there, the toast and toffees making her momentarily nauseous. An idea of an exciting challenge slips into her like a breeze. Could she get from the bottom of the house all the way to her bedroom at the top without turning upright? She’s about to try when the front door opens.


I’m back!


It’s Joyce. She was out. She had been in earlier, but she must have gone out again. Now she is back again. Ursula can hear her with her brother Jonathan. He’s got a friend with him. She wonders where they have all been, and feels a prickle of emptiness, aware how long she has been alone. An upside-down version of them is reflected in a series of mirrors. Her mother in solid walking shoes, wearing a long cardigan over a brown-and-yellow-checked skirt. Jonathan with his friend Ian Poole are standing in front of her, grinning. They both wear anoraks, and carry small HMV bags. They rush past her, crashing down the stairs, as Ursula’s father calls from upstairs. Joyce?


I popped out, she calls up, to chat through the vote with Sarah and Chris! It’s going to be tricky …!


Mum? Mum, I really need some money …!


Bethany is calling from somewhere upstairs. Ursula hadn’t known she was in. She rarely sees her sister. She knows very little about her, or what she does with her time, just glimpses her going up the stairs. Long hair, embroidered sheepskin, platform shoes, a flash of eyeshadow.


Have you got someone up there, Bethany? calls Joyce with disapproval in her voice.


Only Jack, says Bethany. Her door closes.


Jack is Bethany’s friend, a denim presence glimpsed occasionally, carrying cider.


What can we do about Jack? says Joyce to Peter as he joins her outside the TV room.


Not much I expect, he says.


And I just caught Jonathan with Ian Poole, smoking, says Joyce.


She puts her hand on his arm. Ursula wonders if they will hug. Sometimes in one of the plethora of mirrors, she catches sight of them in an embrace, whispering to each other. Ursula imagines they are speaking about the nuclear threat, anxious to hide it from the children.


Marijuana, whispers Joyce. It’ll ruin his brain.


They are only experimenting, says Peter, kissing his wife on the cheek.


Ursula’s head is filling up with blood, and her arms are aching. She buckles and falls against the TV-room door, making it bang against the wall.


Ursula! What are you doing? says Joyce brusquely.


A handstand, says Ursula.


Have you been watching cartoons?


Ursula looks down.


You know when you’re on your deathbed you won’t wish you’d watched more cartoons, says Joyce with a funny sort of smile. Ursula knows she is letting her parents down. She cannot admit how much she loves cartoons. She has gorged herself all day on Hong Kong Phooey and Yogi Bear. Her favourite is Top Cat. She wants to share with her mother how hilarious the last episode was, how Benny, one of Top Cat’s deputies, didn’t want to tell his mother that he was just an alley cat, so he boasted to her that he was the mayor of New York – but then she came to visit from out of town so the gang had to make it seem he really was the mayor. Ursula loves their voices, the upward inflections, the mischief, the way that audience always laughs on cue. At the end of each episode, no matter what happens, the gang ends up back in the alley, without money or food, but together, like a big happy family.


Her mother looks at her watch, and moves on down the hall. Ursula has missed her chance to say anything at all.


Let’s make something to eat, she says, starting down the stairs. Come along …


Ursula squeezes past her, leaping downstairs four steps at a time, pitching wildly over the banister at the bottom and landing hard on her knees. In the kitchen Ganny Mary is giving toffees to Jonathan and Ian Poole. They are giggling in a strange sort of way.


Mum! Don’t give them sweets, says Joyce, putting her briefcase on the bench. It’ll rot your teeth, boys.


Sorry, Jonathan’s Mam, mutters Ian Poole in his thick Geordie accent, his mouth full of toffee. Jonathan smirks and leads him away into the gloomy dining room, tugging his shirt. Ursula watches them through the open doorway as they hover over the record player tittering and snorting. What they are doing is not funny but their hysteria is contagious and she can’t help but grin.


Oh Joyce, where’ve you been? cries Ganny Mary. When will it end?


I can’t talk to you now, says Joyce breezily, getting a pan, chopping carrots. I’ve got a big meeting this evening.


You’ve just been at a bloody meeting!


No, I just popped out. I did tell you that you’d have to fend for yourselves today.


You say that every bloody day. Bloody hell. I wish I’d never come …


There’s stew in the oven. The carrots are going on now.


It’s not right. You should be here, with me. When is it going to end?


The kitchen door opens, and Peter creeps in. Ursula stands behind the chair, knowing it will end badly. Her father shouldn’t come in now. Ganny Mary tuts loudly in his direction. Ursula feels tempted to go upside down. Her father takes two wine glasses from the high cupboard and carefully places them on the kitchen table. Two glasses, not three. Joyce’s mouth tightens into a thin line. The boys chortle in the dining room. Joyce flicks a wall switch. Five strip lights flicker and hum, flooding the room with brightness.


Jonathan, you and Ian should do your homework, says Joyce, looking into the dining room.


It’s Saturday, Jonathan’s Mam, says Ian Poole. We’ve not got none.


Ursula’s father quietly opens a bottle of wine. Ganny Mary turns the page of the newspaper noisily and glares at him. The table rocks on its legs.


This bloody table! she cries. Bloody hell!


The table is another daily reminder for Ganny Mary of how life has gone against her. When I think of that mahogany table! The beauty of it! she says.


Ursula’s heard it many times, how Ganny Mary offered her parents the mahogany dining table from Padiham. Joyce had rejected it, telling her they didn’t want it, Peter had salvaged a single piece of sycamore from a skip, and commissioned a welder to make a frame and legs for it. It was a table of their own, she’d said. The mahogany table with its shapely legs had been sacrificed and sent to auction. Ganny Mary can’t forget and will never forgive.


Bloody man! says Ganny Mary, turning to Joyce as though he was not in the room. You were normal before you met him, Joyce.


Ursula feels tension flooding her body. Ganny Mary is contravening the universal law that fathers and grandmothers should never speak of each other while in each other’s presence. If they are to be in the same room, they must, at all cost, ignore each other.


Joyce, says her father, holding out a glass of wine to her.


Oh I can’t drink now, Pete, she says quietly.


Of course you can’t. For God’s sake. What’s the matter with the man? says Ganny Mary.


Stop it, Mum, says Joyce.


But Ganny Mary is just warming up.


He’s ruined you. Look at you! You are harassed to death. This house! This bloody house. He put a motorway next to your own home! People must laugh at you!


According to Ganny Mary, Ursula’s father is bad through and through. He not only stole her daughter, and nurtured in her an obsession with politics and CND, things that really shouldn’t concern a girl who might have stayed in Lancashire and become a respectable teacher at the grammar school, but he brought her to this north-facing house in godforsaken Newcastle. Then, as town councillor, he encouraged the building of an urban motorway right on their own doorstep. He’s not only bad, he’s stupid.


Joyce takes the glass of wine from the table and sips it, preternaturally calm. Ursula is panicking. There are too many ambivalences, and hidden anxieties. The Cold War is taking place in her own house. One wrong move could mean utter devastation.


The man is a runt! says Ganny Mary.


That’s enough, says Peter, smiling in a fierce way, and looking directly at Ganny Mary.


Mum … whispers Ursula.


She must say something, do something, step in to stop what is happening. Her father is directly addressing Ganny Mary. They are actually looking at each other. Ursula must do something to defuse the tension before it tears them all to pieces.


Mum …! says Ursula more loudly. Mum! MUM!


She knows not to distract her mum from saving the world but what else can she do?


I want pocket money! Bethany has it! And Jonathan has it, Mum! Why can’t I have pocket money too?


All the significant adults in her life turn to look at her.


Ursula, says Joyce sternly. This is not the time!


Ursula’s blood rushes to her cheeks in shame. She hangs her head, but her heroic gesture has worked. Ganny Mary goes back to the small ads. The tension dissipates. Her father shakes his head at his daughter slowly, gives her a strange crooked smile, and slopes from the room. Ursula once saw a cartoon on TV about a yeti. The creature had the same heaviness she notices occasionally in her father. If he had hair growing all over his body he too would be an abominable snowman.


Sound explodes into the room, a new sound, raw and violent and ugly, chords like fists to the face, smashing the world as it is, calling to destroy, an anti-christ screams anarchy.


In the dining room, the boys stand mesmerised by a vinyl single on a turntable. They start shaking their heads, a revving energy in their bodies.


Too loud, Jonathan! calls Joyce. I have to go. I’ll be back later. Lunch will be ready in half an hour. Ursula, no more cartoons! Peter, are you there …?


She goes out. Ursula hears the door slam.


Her father, the great mystery, has gone too, absorbed back into the rest of the house. Or perhaps he has gone out with her mother. Ursula is not sure. It is hard to find the centre of things. On the kitchen table a paper bag. Inside a copy of Bunty, and a new skipping rope. Her mother must have bought them for her. She takes them out. A feeling like love fills her.


She had no business getting involved with that bloody man! spits Ganny Mary. She’s a sponge in water!


Ever since she was a baby, Ursula has heard these words about her mother, and tried to fathom their meaning.


She’s not a sponge! She’s saving us from nuclear attack, Ursula says fiercely.


Mary looks at her. She hates the child, all that stupid innocence.


Bloody hell! When will it end? she cries.


It won’t, says Ursula defiantly, not quite knowing what she is saying. It won’t ever end! So there!


She married a runt, says Ganny Mary, pounding her fists on the table. Your mother is a skivvy and a slave. She’s harassed to death. You are all wrong. It’s all wrong. You …


Ursula steps forward, bravery shining in her eyes, Shut up! Shut up shut up shut up shut up!


Ganny Mary turns on her.


You little bugger! You harass your mother to death! You ruined her life! You should never have been born!


Her poisoned arrows land deep in the small of Ursula but she does not fall. Instead, hot indignation lifts her up.


I should have been born. I am born! I’m standing right here in the kitchen! If I hadn’t been born I’d have kicked and kicked until I was!


She dances from toe to toe.


And if you’d tried to stop me I’d have kicked you into outer space! And when the nuclear bomb gets dropped, you’ll be right in the middle and you’ll be incinerated and turn purple and evaporate into radioactive dust!


Pow pow pow! She’s cowboy Ursula, Hong Kong Phooey, firing on all cylinders, blasting her grandmother to kingdom come. That’ll see her run out of town!


Ganny Mary groans and turns away, her appetite for a fight gone. She looks back at her paper as though Ursula is no longer in the room, losing herself again, the cracks in her widening, like dried mud before the tide.


Ursula feels suddenly sorry that she might have hurt Ganny Mary. Her frustration exploded before she could stop it. She doesn’t know where these feelings come from. She runs up the stairs, passing her siblings’ rooms – incense from Bethany’s room, dank mushiness from Jonathan’s – to her bedroom at the top of the house, and closes the door behind her. She stands on her head with her feet against it. Her blood rushes into her skull, forced through her capillaries, making her eardrums fill with soundless hush. Things make more sense upside down. It’s calmer, and the upset swims through her and subsides.


The moon is on the floor as she stares out at the upside-down night. The traffic roars on the new road. Ursula blinks: she does not know it yet but she is searching for love. A boy is not far away, but she knows nothing of him; Jerry with the soft sudden smile, like her, is barely formed. He’s eight years old, at home inside the Byker Wall. It is not a real wall but the idealistic vision of the architect Ralph Erskine who was employed by the Labour Council to clear the slums in the Byker district of Newcastle and replace them with compact social housing. He built a wall, a long unbroken block of 620 council flats. Rows of back-to-back houses were torn down to make way for it. One was Jerry’s home. The family was rehoused in a brand new flat on the sixteenth floor of the groundbreaking Byker Wall. When it was done, the people of Newcastle said it could be seen from the moon.


He sits on the small balcony now, wrapped in his duvet, doing a drawing for a school project. Draw a picture of your own home, Miss Summers has asked. Her pupils do so every spring term. Over the years she’s seen hundreds of pictures of the Byker Wall, but none quite like Jerry’s. He looks out, surveying the banks of windows, jutting balconies, all set in concrete, and thinks about how all the little units are filled with people. He thinks about how each person is filled with dreams. He does not draw a building, but a landscape of minds, each different from the other. He draws people’s thoughts. When he hands it to Miss Summers at school, he will say, It is a time collage, Miss.


What do you mean, Jerry?


Just because a picture is flat, he will say, it doesn’t mean it can hold only one moment in time. The Wall contains a million lives, so all these are millions of experiences at the same moment in time.


I like it, Jerry, Miss Summers will say.


So do I, Jerry will say, smiling suddenly. It’s why I drew it.
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