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For


Sheila Doyle and Arthur O’Loughlin,


with love









Names and details have been changed
throughout this book to disguise and protect
the identity of certain individuals.











‘We never shall have any more time. We have, and we have always had, all the time there is’


– Arnold Bennett, How to Live on 24 Hours a Day
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I will die.


I will die for wanting Christmas, for the slip of red ribbon from a huge box, for dreaming of the presents inside: Fry’s Chocolate Cream, things off the telly, other children’s presents. I will die because I want to pull a cracker, because I want to wear a hat. I didn’t know about the jokes inside, I didn’t know about the little gift inside. I will find out about them when I am seventeen.


I will die for my grinding embarrassment when the teacher halts the school assembly before the worship bit starts, so that me and my sister can walk out.


I will die because, while I sit outside assembly and they sing ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’, I sing along but only in my heart. Worst of all, in my heart.


I will die when the earthquakes start. I will be walking to school and the pavement will rumble and hiccup. A crack will start under my feet, small at first, but I will know that the end has come.


I skip the cracked paving stones on my way to school because it can start at any time, the Wrath of God, any moment, without warning. ‘Stay on the watch! You do not know the day or the hour.’


Three times every week I am reminded that the world will end and I will die. Only Kim wants to go and worship. She’s older than me and seems to understand better than the rest of us. She has let it into her heart and it has made her good. We each have a Bible and our Awake! or The Watchtower magazine.


The Kingdom Hall of Jehovah’s Witnesses, an old building halfway up a narrow road in a shabby part of south Birmingham, is cold and damp. It begins with a song.




Jehovah made a promise because he loves us so


To cleanse the earth of evil, of pain, of sin, of woe


He’ll usher in a pure clean world for all of us who sigh


A Paradise, a Paradise, where we will never die!





Our mother croons and raises her chin to the Lord. This is the highlight of her week. She closes her eyes and lingers on the last note. Too loud, too long. Someone turns round and looks. I crumple inside.


Two hours on a Thursday, two hours on a Sunday, we repeat the trip to the Kingdom Hall. And then every Tuesday there’s one dreaded and intimate hour of House Meeting in the cramped, airless front room of a faithful family.


I sit and fidget and cough and turn the pages of the Bible to and fro, to and fro, until I am stretched to the edge of my patience. I am missing Top of the Pops. I am missing Monty Python. I won’t know what to say at school when everyone else talks about the dead parrot.


I live with the dread that one day when my young muscles rebel, can take no more stillness, I will stand and strip naked and burst out of my skin.


I won’t burst out of my skin until I am twenty-one.
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Black Nana’s favourite place is sitting on a rocking chair with Tracey on her long lap. She lets the baby play with her beads, and bounces her gently up and down.


Mom goes to work really early, so Black Nana has to get us up for school in the morning.


Black Nana carries Tracey downstairs even though she’s nearly three, and me and Kim have to follow her down and into the back room by the kitchen.


Black Nana puts a dish of porridge on the table for each of us and we watch with desperate eyes as she sprinkles a pinch of sugar on the skin. I scoop all the sugar off in one go and eat it in one beautiful, sweet moment of joy. Then comes the misery of finishing it all up.


I have to concentrate on swallowing and not thinking, not even tasting it until it’s all gone. I show Black Nana my dish.


‘Good,’ is her answer as she weaves my plaits extra tight to stop the wispy bits escaping. My whole forehead stretches and stings, but I am silent.


Black Nana walks us to the front door and then stands by the gate to watch us cross the busy road. Tracey is in the crook of her arm sucking her thumb. Black Nana is tall, tall like my father. She could watch us until we disappeared if she wanted to, but when we turn round she’s gone.


My teacher at Springfield Junior and Infant School is Mrs Hunter. I do as I am told. Every single child is bigger than me, and I have the feeling that I will never catch them up.


I have a desk all to myself next to a girl with a funny name, Cressida. Cressida has the widest smile I’ve ever seen and she has freckles. We both get a small bottle of milk with a white paper straw, and have to line up to get a biscuit from Mrs Hunter.


At four o’clock Kim is waiting for me outside school, and Mom is waiting for both of us with Tracey in the big pram. It’s feels like a special treat to have Mom come and collect us from school because I know that she is always at work.


Black Nana wears a headtie like a pirate and has a pirate’s walk too. One leg is three inches shorter than the other. She sways when she walks, her built-up shoe stamping on the lino so we always know where she is.


I am scared of her, but Kim is not. I think it’s because she’s so much older than me, two years nearly, she’s a whole six years old.


When Black Nana tells Kim off sometimes, she doesn’t say ‘Yes, Nana,’ like I do. She makes her eyes go narrow and just lets them do all the talking for her.


Black Nana takes Tracey upstairs for her nap and sometimes she forgets to come down so me and Kim have the middle room to ourselves. We drag the broken clothes prop in from the garden and rest it between Nana’s rocking chair and the sofa. We’re playing horse racing. First Kim neighs and clip-clops over the prop. Then me. Clip-clop, hop and I’m over.


‘Quicker!’ says Kim and we chase each other over the prop until we’re screaming. I’m winning because I’m in the lead and we’re pulling each other and pushing, trying to get over the jump the most times. I trip. I fall. My head hits the edge of the prop and I go down crying. Kim kneels down next to me.


‘Are you all right?’


But all I do is cry and Kim says ‘Shhhhhh!’ but I cry loud enough to bring Nana downstairs, to bring her hand across the back of Kim’s legs, slapping her three times, hard and quick.


Mom comes back from work really tired and always goes to Kim first. She snuggles her first and cuddles her first because she knows about Black Nana. Then she snuggles me and I try to make it last.


Black Nana holds the baby out for a single minute before bedtime and then Mom has to give her back. Black Nana clasps Tracey to her chest and climbs the stairs to her room. We feel a kind of triumph in her retreat. Mom is back and Black Nana can’t tell us off. But we’re not sure who is the boss of whom and who is winning the silent war for Tracey.
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I’m always on the lookout for Dad because, when he comes in, I have to be first. I have to keep my ears open for the exact moment that he opens the front door and then I start running.


‘Patches,’ he says. He’s the only one who calls me Patches because I have patches of pale skin and patches of brown skin on my face. I feel like Patches is our special word.


One day, I hear Dad in the kitchen talking to Mom. I creep to the door and listen. I can hear the clink of his spoon on the Pyrex dish.


‘Kim was crying when I got in, Arthur. It’s happening all the time these days.’


‘Mmm.’


‘And do you know what Chrissie’s done with the washing?’ Somehow Mom makes Black Nana’s name sound like she’s swearing. ‘She’s picked out your clothes and her clothes and Tracey’s clothes. And left all the rest for me. Mine and Kim’s and Mandy’s.’


I know he’s cutting the soft meat with the edge of the spoon.


‘She do it tomorrow,’ he says.


‘She’s supposed to be helping out while I’m at work, Arthur. She’s living in my house.’


It’s ages before he speaks. The spoon against the dish. The scrape of the chair legs on the lino. The dish in the sink. Then he speaks.


‘I say she do it tomorrow. You don’t hear?’


That’s the voice she never answers. He’s the boss of her the way Black Nana is the boss of him. I creep away, back upstairs, silent as a spider.


It’s my birthday. The last I will have. I am five. A few doors away lives Jane, a big girl, eleven at least, who comes to our house to play with us. She has blond hair that falls all over her face, and she’s always shaking it away like a wild horse.


It’s a summery day, July bright. Black Nana calls to me from the front door.


‘Come, Mandy!’ she says. Jane is standing there with a little box wrapped in pink paper and a big pink envelope. She holds them out to me.


‘Happy birthday,’ she says. ‘I can’t come round today because we’re going on holiday. Bye.’


She skips down the path and I watch her get into one of the only cars on the street with her dad. She waves from the back seat and I wave, too. Then I run inside as fast as I can to open my present. Black Nana stands over me while I carefully pick at the Sellotape on the special wrapping paper. It’s just the two of us.


Inside is a golden necklace with a little bird dangling on the chain. It’s displayed on a piece of puffy cardboard and wrapped in cellophane.


‘Make I show you where I put it,’ said Black Nana, snatching it from my hand.


‘No! I want it, Nana!’ I reach up but it’s way too far away.


‘Me put it safe,’ she says, padding and stamping her way up the stairs.


‘But I want it, Nana,’ I cry, running after her with my arms outstretched.


Pad, stamp, pad, stamp, good foot, bad foot, good foot, bad foot, up the stairs. She takes me into her forbidden room and puts her hand on the top of the wardrobe. I hear it drop.


‘See it there? I look after it.’


She’s so tall she can look down at the top of the wardrobe. I cannot. I just can’t get up there.


She prods me back down the stairs and outside into the garden.


‘Go and play,’ she says and I sit on the back step to wait for my mother. I tell her. She does nothing. I try Dad. He does nothing. I ask and ask and ask and then one day Black Nana grabs me by my upper arm. She pulls my face close to hers.


‘It gone,’ she says. ‘I send it home.’


I try to do Kim’s trick of telling her I hate her with only my eyes, but they water over and her terrible face begins to blur. I watch her stamp away, good foot, bad foot, and I hate her even more.


Then Black Nana sets fire to Kim.


It’s a Saturday and Black Nana is in the kitchen with her back to us.


We sit at the kitchen table colouring in quietly while Nana cooks eggs in a frying pan, spooning boiling lard on them over and over. Kim gets down to watch.


‘Move,’ Black Nana hisses. ‘Move back before you get burn.’


But Kim is fascinated by the slow whitening of the yolk, the rhythmic flick of the spoon in the silver oil, the slight tip of the pan, the blue-and-yellow flames that lick up the side of the cast iron.


‘Move!’ she says again. But it’s too late. All of a sudden Kim’s hair is on fire, all the little curls at the top and sides are glowing, sparkling, and bits of hair are floating up to the ceiling. She screams, loud. Black Nana is quick, two slaps of her big hands and the fire is out. She grabs Kim, turns her front and back, claps again. She flicks the blackening, singeing curls, but she’s not quick enough. The door flies open and there is Mom with Tracey in her arms.


‘What happened?’


The smell tells the tale and Kim buries her head in Mom’s skirt.


‘You’re supposed to be looking after them, Chrissie. All of them.’


My mother’s voice is trembling and quiet, not like the voice that’s been moaning at Dad for weeks. Chrissie turns her back and flicks the oil over her eggs.


On the day she leaves, Black Nana stands stiff and tall in her uneven shoes, facing my mother in the kitchen. Tracey is cradled in my mother’s arms.


‘I beg you one more time, Sheila.’


I hear my mother swallow. ‘No.’


‘Is already two more children you have, Sheila. Two girls. And you not finished having children yet. Give me Tracey.’


Nana’s voice takes me by surprise. It’s soft, soothing, kind. I shudder.


‘I can’t do that, Chrissie,’ says my mother, holding Tracey tighter, taking a step backwards.


‘I love the child. Let me take her. Please.’


My mother says nothing.


When Tracey begins to cry and holds her arms out, Black Nana puts her hand on the door jamb and steadies herself. She looks like she might fall. One final begging look at my mother. Then she turns slowly, awkwardly, and walks down the hallway.
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