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Saturday 18 April 2015, Chester-le-Street, County Durham

      As she wiped her feet on the welcome mat outside her front door, Kathryn Casey had no sense of the danger that lurked inside her house. Instead she savoured the feeling of coming home, as she always did, no matter where she’d been or for how long. This was her haven, her place of peace and safety – even when it was full of grumpy teenagers.

      There was nothing grand about living in a modern red brick semi on a residential development just outside town. You couldn’t swing a cat in the upstairs rooms, at least two of the taps were leaky and the paintwork needed redoing. But even after all the years she’d lived here, it still felt like a palace to Kathryn. Compared to the cramped, boxy flat she’d grown up in, it was a bloody mansion.

      Brett was always saying that a home was more than bricks and mortar. It was part of his sales patter, but it was true. In this house on Totteridge Avenue, their family had blossomed, the kids had grown up and she had matured along with them. In some ways it had shaped them. Maybe its layout had even influenced the ties between the children – the boys in their side-by-side bedrooms and Flora slightly cut off. In turn they had changed its structure to suit their needs, by extending the kitchen and adding a sun lounge off the living room.

      Would they be the same family in a different house? she wondered. Would there still be a room known as ‘Flora’s rabbit hole’? There was no way of telling. All she knew was that, after twelve years of Christmases, birthday parties and gatherings – after nearly a decade and a half of stories and dramas – who they were and where they lived seemed inextricably entwined, like a knot that could never be untied.

      It only felt like yesterday that they had moved in. She would never forget the looks on the bairns’ faces as they burst gleefully out of the back door into the garden. There had only been a small patio at their previous address, a house that Kathryn had never been fully able to consider her home. But when they moved to Totteridge Avenue, all of a sudden they had a lawn. They had trees and borders. They had space.

      ‘Can we have a trampoline, too?’ George had pleaded. Kathryn smiled at the memory. That boy never missed a trick.

      Their new house had filled her with wonder. In the first days and weeks after moving in, she could happily have spent twelve hours a day at the kitchen sink, looking out of the picture window while she washed and dried the dishes, marvelling at their big green garden.

      Twelve years on and I’m even more of a homebody, she thought, smiling again as she unlocked the door and stepped into the hall. Thirty-seven years old and already middle-aged, in attitude if not in years.

      ‘I’m back!’ she called out. ‘Photos and all.’

      She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a small envelope. They were going to laugh at her latest attempt to get a decent passport picture done. This one was even worse than the last, a proper criminal mugshot, grim and staring, with mad eyes that looked almost black, instead of their usual dark blue. And was her hair really that straggly? It had looked so sleek and shiny brown at the hairdresser’s the week before.

      To her shame, she hadn’t even said thank you to the Saturday girl-turned-photographer who had snapped her in a booth off to the side of the pharmacy. ‘That’ll do,’ she’d said, pretending she was in a hurry.

      ‘Are you sure?’ the girl had said, sensing her dismay. ‘I can try again if you like.’

      ‘Don’t worry, love. You know what they say – if you look like your passport photo, you’re too ill to travel!’

      Hers was even worse than most, though. Was there anybody in the world less photogenic? She knew what George would say. ‘Mam, don’t take this the wrong way, because you’re not bad looking – you know, for a mam – but the camera definitely does not love you.’

      She heard voices coming from the kitchen as she hung up her coat. Better get the tea on, she thought, glancing at a framed photograph of Brett’s first wife playing with George and Flora in the garden.

      ‘We’re in here, love,’ Brett yelled.

      She made out George’s voice and someone else’s too, followed by a burst of laughter. She frowned. ‘Is Steven home?’ she asked. Steven was supposed to be poring over his maths books at a school study session.

      More laughter. He’d better not have come back early, she thought, steeling herself for a row.

      She felt a gust of cold air around her ankles and whipped around to see if she’d left the front door open. But it was firmly closed. So where was that draught coming from? She checked the downstairs toilet, but the window was shut, and by then the draught had disappeared.

      Brett and George were in the kitchen, tracksuits unzipped, beers in hand, faces glowing from cold air and exercise. Standing next to them was one of George’s mates, who looked vaguely familiar beneath the shadowy rim of his baseball cap, although she couldn’t see his face properly and God knew what his name was. The kitchen was always full of George’s mates – it was hard to keep track of them all. It wasn’t Steven, at least.

      ‘Kath,’ Brett said, coming over to kiss her. ‘They won! They’re finally turning things around, can you believe it?’

      ‘And here’s the reason,’ said George with a boyish grin. ‘Mam, this is Rory, our new coach, the man who is single-handedly turning the Steelers into champions.’

      ‘Rory?’ she said hesitantly.

      Don’t be silly, she thought, it couldn’t be him – even as she realised it was. Her heart started pounding. Her cheeks felt flushed and hot.

      ‘He’s studying sports management at uni,’ George added.

      George’s mate stepped forward and took off his baseball cap in a gesture that could easily have been interpreted as old-fashioned politeness, if you didn’t know what was really going on.

      ‘Hello, George’s mam,’ he said, looking her boldly in the eye.

      An electric charge of fear shot through her. She had dreaded this. It had kept her awake at night. It was a bad dream made real, a daytime nightmare. What was Rory doing in her kitchen, sharing a beer with her husband and stepson – as if he had every right to be here?

      But I told you never to come to my home! she screamed silently.

      Typically, Brett noticed something was wrong. ‘Every­thing OK, sunshine?’ he asked, putting his arm round her.

      She tried to keep her face blank as she groped around for an excuse. She had to remember that George had asked Rory into their house. Even though he was an intruder in her eyes, to the others he was a guest.

      By a miracle, it came to her. ‘I’ve only gone and left my passport photos at the chemist,’ she said, giving her forehead a light slap to emphasise what a wazzock she was. She looked at the clock on the wall. ‘If I nip back now, I might catch them before they close. Nice to meet you, Rory,’ she added, hoping that no one could detect the tremor in her voice, the suppressed swell of liquid terror.

      She swayed slightly as she made her way back towards the hall. The shock of seeing him there, in the kitchen of her home, had left her punch drunk. She grabbed her coat and keys and swiftly got into the car. In a blind panic, she turned on the ignition, over revved the engine, shot along the road, braked sharply, opened her door, leaned out and was sick on the tarmac.

      Rory had come to ruin her. He had come to destroy everything she had worked so hard to build, everything she held dear in the world. Somehow she had to stop him before he smashed her home and family to smithereens – if it wasn’t already too late.
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October 1994, Byker, Newcastle

      Kelly Callan wasn’t surprised to hear a key turn in the lock, even though her nana wasn’t due home for a couple of hours. She had been expecting a visit from Mo since the previous evening, when Jimmy Fry on the eighth floor had called her upstairs for a word, ‘in private, like’.

      As she’d climbed the grubby flecked stone steps to Jim’s flat, she’d felt sure he was going to impart some news or other about her mam. He always seemed to know where Mo was and what she was up to.

      Nana said he was secretly in love with her. ‘Poor shite, on a hiding to nothing,’ she added with a bitter smile.

      Jim’s complexion was the colour of the tab smoke that fogged up his flat. He stared flatly at Kelly out of eyes that looked like a couple of week-old fried eggs. Nana said he was in his forties, but to Kelly he looked about eighty. His yellowish white hair and jowly cheeks said it all, she thought. He wasn’t long for this world. He was on the way out.

      ‘I saw yer mam in town yesterday. I thought you should know,’ he said, narrowing his eyes as he sucked on a roly.

      Even though it was what she’d been expecting him to say, Kelly’s heart began to beat faster. It was her mam, after all. She hadn’t seen her in months. ‘Was she down the shops?’ she asked.

      He broke into a grin. ‘You know Mo. Loves a gamble.’

      ‘Hope she wasn’t caught,’ she said.

      ‘If she was, she’ll have given them the slip. That’s all part of the buzz for her.’

      Kelly didn’t smile. Suddenly it felt uncomfortable to be discussing her mam’s fondness for nicking stuff.

      ‘Maybe we’ll see her this time,’ she said, with a hopeful note in her voice.

      ‘If you do, tell her to come and say hello. Say Jim’s got a present for her, something special.’

      ‘OK.’ She turned to go.

      ‘How’s the studies?’ he asked.

      She shrugged. ‘The maths is hard, but I like geography. I’m applying to uni now.’

      ‘What’s the course?’

      ‘Travel, Tourism and Hospitality Management.’

      ‘Good for you.’ He stubbed out his tab. ‘Get away from this stinking pisshole and make a life for yourself.’

      She stopped in the doorway of his flat. ‘It’s not so bad,’ she said.

      ‘You say that because you don’t know any different, lassie,’ he said. ‘Now get back to your books and make good your escape.’

       

      Kelly was trying to make sense of the Canary Islands’ population statistics when she heard the scratch and rattle of a key in the lock. Next door had just stopped blasting Nirvana at full volume, otherwise she wouldn’t have noticed.

      Her pulse quickened as her mother came through the door carrying several bulging carrier bags.

      ‘You see? I told you the bairn would be here to ruin our fun,’ Mo complained, dropping the bags with a thud. ‘Little Betty Bookworm, never leaves the flat.’

      Kelly felt like she’d been slapped. Typical, she thought. The first words I hear her say in nearly five months and she’s not even talking to me. Hello, Mam, she said silently. Remember me, Kelly, your daughter?

      Mo had a bloke with her, as per normal, although he wasn’t her usual type. She tended to go for men who had dark broody looks and short tempers to match, but this one was pale and pasty, with a moon face and soft mousy hair. So hopefully he wasn’t her boyfriend, because there was nothing worse than watching your mam sloppy kissing her fella on the settee. God, it was gross. It didn’t matter how many times she’d been there to see it, she couldn’t get used to the sight – or sound – of it.

      ‘What did I tell you, Paulie? She’s like a piece of chewing gum stuck to the carpet,’ Mo went on in her unmistakable rasp, the smoker’s croak that Kelly would have recognised anywhere, even with her eyes closed.

      Mo claimed it was a sexy drawl, a magnet for the blokes. ‘Don’t be daft,’ Nana would say, creasing up. ‘What kind of fool wants to go out with a frog?’

      Kelly inspected her mam’s face for signs of wear and tear. Mo could be quite pretty when she didn’t look like something the cat had dragged in – although she always had an unhealthy pallor. Even during the summer months her complexion was the colour of undercooked chips – and you could tell she wasn’t one for eating vegetables, ever. Broccoli was for wimps, spinach was for tossers and if you offered her a simple glass of water she’d push it away and screech, ‘Fuck off with that poison!’

      Today she wasn’t looking too bad. A bit tired and hollow-eyed, maybe – and her scraped-back hair ended in a choppy bleached ponytail that hadn’t been near shampoo or water for a while – but it was safe to say that she hadn’t been up for three days on some insane speed and cider bender. Still, anything could happen at any time, Kelly thought. She didn’t doubt that today’s bloke had a little something stashed in his wallet.

      Mo started feeling around in her pockets for her packet of tabs. She smoked without restraint, like one of those small industrial cities in the former Soviet Union that Kelly had learned about in geography. ‘How old are you now, our Kelly? Seventeen, eighteen?’ she asked accusingly. ‘Too young to hide away and shite, poring over your books. When I was your age, I was out on the town, having a laff, shagging myself silly.’ She turned to the bloke and winked. ‘I remember doing it in phone boxes when we couldn’t find anywhere else. We all did it, didn’t we, Paulie?’

      Paulie squared his beefy shoulders. ‘Phone boxes? Niver. Cramp my style.’

      ‘Big man all over, eh?’ Mo said, grinning.

      Kelly winced. Seeing her mam flirt with a bloke was almost as bad as seeing her snog one.

      Mo lit a fag and jabbed a finger at her. ‘Look at you, sitting there with a face like a slapped arse! Aren’t you even going to say hello to your own mother?’

      Kelly smiled, despite herself. ‘Hello,’ she mumbled.

      Mo rummaged through a Tesco bag and pulled out a bottle of wine. ‘Get some glasses. Let’s have a jar to celebrate the return of the prodigal mam.’

      Paulie sat down heavily on the brown velour settee, which creaked under his weight. ‘Careful you don’t break the fucking couch, man!’ Mo hissed. ‘I’ll be sleeping there tonight.’

      He smiled and sniggered. ‘Room for two?’ he asked.

      ‘That’d be telling,’ she shot back.

      Kelly went into the kitchen, where she found two water tumblers at the back of a cupboard. She gave the cracked one to Paulie.

      Mo’s lip curled. ‘What, no champagne glasses?’ she said. ‘And where’s yours?’

      ‘Not for me,’ Kelly said.

      ‘Whaa?’

      ‘I’m studying.’

      ‘Well, stop fucking studying.’

      ‘Mam, I need to complete this module by tomorrow.’

      Mo popped open the bottle. ‘Go and get yourself a glass or I’ll nut you.’

      She obeyed, because you never knew with her mam. ‘Is it real champagne?’ she asked, holding out a pint jug that Mo had filched from the pub a couple of years back. She was being careful not to use Nana’s best glass goblets in case one of them got broken.

      ‘As good as,’ Mo said. ‘Mouthful of bubbles. What’s the difference?’

      Kelly took a sip of the sweet frothy liquid and put her glass down.

      Mo looked at her with narrowed eyes. ‘You’re a stuck-up little bitch, aren’t you?’

      Kelly said nothing. Had she already been drinking? It usually took more than half a glass to turn her nasty, but maybe champagne worked quicker.

      Paulie took a small bag of powder out of his pocket and emptied it onto Nana’s gleaming smoked glass coffee table. ‘Blaster-bomber,’ he said. ‘Ultimate.’

      ‘Come on!’ shouted Mo, clenching her fists with excitement.

      Using the edge of Mo’s fag packet, Paulie tidied the powder into piles, rolled up a fiver, bent down and sniffed. Mo followed suit. ‘Magic!’ she said, offering the fiver to Kelly, who dumbly shook her head. Mo had been trying to force drugs on her for years, even though it was clear she wasn’t interested. Her mam was like a great empty hole of darkness that she was constantly trying to pull people into.

      She hasn’t changed, Kelly thought, watching in silence as Mo dipped her head again and sniffed more powder off the table top. Why do I waste my time hoping?

      She packed up her books and retreated into her bedroom.

       

      That night Kelly had her old nightmare, her ‘scream dream’, she called it, because it always ended the same way – screaming her heart out until Nana came running. It wasn’t your usual kind of nightmare filled with monsters and quicksand, the sort that left you gasping with relief when you woke up. Those she could have coped with, because she wasn’t a nervous wreck or anything. You gritted your teeth and got through nightmares like that. No, the terrifying thing about this dream was the way it stuck to real life, forcing her to live through the hours and days she’d spent in Bobby’s bedroom, locked up with a potty and a packet of biscuits.

      It always began with a familiar feeling of dread. She and Mam would be climbing the stairs up to Bobby’s room, and Mam would be giggling and saying, ‘Do you want to see Bobby’s bunnies, and all his lovely things?’

      ‘Yes, Mam,’ she’d say.

      But at the top of the stairs, which seemed to go on forever, Bobby’s room would be strewn with broken trains and mangled Action Men torsos – not a fluffy toy in sight.

      ‘Where are the bunnies?’ she’d ask, already fearful of what her mam might say in reply.

      ‘Not bunnies, biscuits,’ Mo would laugh, her eyes glinting with secret intent.

      ‘No, Mam,’ she’d whimper, as she felt Mo’s hand slip out of hers and watched her dart out of the room. ‘No!’ she’d shout helplessly, as the bedroom door banged shut and she heard the key turn in the lock. She’d run to the door and hammer on it until she heard the front door of the flat click. Mam was gone.

      Shuffling around to face the room, she’d notice a packet of fruit shortcakes on the floor and see Bobby in one corner, snot-nosed, smiling cruelly. And then she’d wake up drenched in sweat, screaming in terror until Nana ran in to comfort her.

      Bobby and his dad were long gone, but they constantly returned in her dreams. Bobby’s dad was called Si Crowther and he had once mistaken Mo for a prostitute in a pub on the Northumberland Road. Of course, Mo had turned round and given him so much jip at the very fucking thought that he’d finally bought her a drink to shut her up. They’d gone on to spend two nasty, drunken years together, fighting like bull terriers and boozing themselves rotten.

      Si was a single parent, which was unusual for a man in those days. He claimed that Bobby’s mam had upped and left the country with a Greek waiter, but Kelly had visions of him killing her and burying the body, because Si was the most frightening man she’d ever met. As tall as a doorway, with a sharp face and dark slit eyes, he had such a short temper that even the soft creak of a footstep on lino could send him flying into a rage. Kelly often imagined him towering over Bobby’s mam and strangling the life out of her. More than once she’d seen him beat Mo black and blue, so murder was probably second nature to him.

      Mo and Si used to shut the kids in Bobby’s bedroom while they went down the pub. ‘Council house babysitting,’ Mo would cackle. ‘Safe and fucking free.’

      Mostly it was for hours, sometimes a whole day. Twice – or maybe three times, she couldn’t be sure – she had spent a whole weekend trapped in Bobby’s spartan bedroom, cowering in fear behind his bed. She had tried to block out the memories – the whine of her voice as she pleaded with him not to hit her, the sharp kicks that dented her legs and left huge purple bruises, and the biscuits they shared in the miserable stretches between his bouts of viciousness. She still felt sick every time she saw a packet of fruit shortcakes.

      Nana came running in. ‘Bad dreams again?’ she said. ‘Don’t fret, love, you’re safe now.’

      ‘Nana,’ she sobbed. ‘Sorry to wake you.’ She inhaled a heaving gulp of air and her teeth began to chatter as the sweat cooled on her skin.

      She had never told Nana what had happened at Si and Bobby’s house. Mo had warned her not to, or Si would come after her, or she’d get him to adopt her and she’d have to share a bedroom with Bobby for ever. It was all drunken babble, but the idea of Bobby becoming her brother, with a licence to do what he wanted – and of Si being her dad – scared Kelly so much, even all these years later, that although she knew Si was in prison and Bobby had left Newcastle, just thinking about them set her teeth on edge.

      I’ll never tell, she thought, just in case.

      Nana sat on the bed and put her chubby arms around her. Kelly sank into her cushiony softness. Nana was the person who made everything all right. You felt safe when you were near her. The world started to make sense again.

      ‘Is Mam still here?’ she asked.

      Nana pursed her lips. ‘She’s gone out with the fella – but says she’s staying tonight, although there’s not much more of the frigging night left now. I said, “Fine – you can stay on your own.”’ Nana went on. ‘But I hope she doesn’t come back – or if she does, that she’ll be gone for good again soon. Even though she’s my own daughter. I’m sorry, love, I know she’s yer mam, but she’s a wrecking ball, always has been.’

      ‘It’s OK,’ Kelly said. She wanted to tell Nana that she felt the same, but she couldn’t find the words. You were meant to love your mam, weren’t you? Come what may? And she did. Only, it wasn’t the kind of love she felt for Nana. It wasn’t happy love, it was something more desperate, like having a lifelong crush on someone who didn’t even like you, or longing for something you couldn’t afford.

      ‘Hush, now,’ said Nana. ‘Lie down again and I’ll hold your hand until you fall back to sleep.’

      ‘Reminds me of the storm night in Benidorm,’ Kelly said with a sleepy smile, as her head sank into her pillow.

      Nana chuckled. ‘What a night that was! I thought the hotel was going to blow away. But we were still there in the morning, weren’t we? Just like we’ll still be here tomorrow, love. Nothing to worry about, Nana’s here. We always get through.’

      Kelly sighed softly and her breathing fell into a regular rhythm as she drifted off into a sunny dream about their one and only holiday abroad, in Benidorm, three years earlier.

       

      Mo was flat out on the settee the following morning. Her mouth was open and she was gently snoring, loose strands of hair rising and falling over her face with every noisy breath. Her head was wedged in the crevice between cushion and settee back, her legs splayed and propped up over one arm. She hadn’t bothered to remove the Lycra dress she’d been wearing and she still had her shoes on, a pair of red plasticky high heels.

      Kelly popped her head into the lounge and scanned the floor for a sleeping Paulie, but he had obviously found somewhere else to crash, because he was nowhere to be seen. She wondered whether her mam had sent him away so as not to incur Nana’s fury, or whether he had decided for himself that the chance of a shag wasn’t worth the hassle. Kelly didn’t care one way or another. She was just glad that there wouldn’t be a scene about it.

      As she washed up her cereal bowl in their tiny kitchen, she looked out of the window across a mass of grey houses and wondered where she would go when she finally left Byker. She had lived in Flat 74, Edison House for so long that it was hard to imagine what the world beyond held for her. But next year she would be leaving for good. First, to go to uni, and then, she hoped, abroad – somewhere carefree and sunny, where you could kick back in a clifftop bar at the end of the day and watch the sunset over the sea. Benidorm, maybe – although the travel rep who’d befriended her on their holiday had said that the Costa del Sol was a hectic place to start a career in tourism, and she should try other parts of Spain first, or one of the islands, like Menorca or Ibiza. Just the sound of their names set her off daydreaming.

      Nirvana started up next door, vibrating through the damp shared wall. Kelly heard Nana thumping her fists to get them to turn it down. She rinsed off the dishes. As usual, the foamy water wouldn’t drain – the sink was bloody blocked again.

      ‘Morning, love.’ Nana came into the kitchen wearing her peach velour dressing gown and matching fluffy slippers, her hair done up in curlers. Somehow she always managed to look glamorous, Kelly thought, even first thing in the morning, even with her curlers in. It was a knack, almost a talent. If they had a version of Crufts for humans, Nana would win the ‘best groomed’ prize by miles – with a special commendation for her nails, which were amazing, every bit as pointed and polished as Joan Collins’s.

      ‘I’ve been through yer mam’s pockets and found her front door keys,’ Nana announced. ‘I’m taking them back. I don’t want her coming and going as she pleases any more, especially not while you’ve got exams to do.’

      A tiny shock of fear went through Kelly. ‘She’ll go mad when she finds out,’ she whispered.

      ‘Not if she thinks she lost them last night while she was out on the razz. So don’t say a word, love.’

      Kelly saw a shadow cross the doorway behind Nana. ‘Like a couple of old crones, you are. What are you plotting?’ Mo asked.

      ‘You up already?’ Nana turned to face her. ‘How’s your head?’ she added loudly.

      Mo recoiled. ‘Not too funny, Mam. I’ve hardly slept a wink. That settee’s killed my back all night.’

      ‘Oh, the settee, is it?’ Nana said. ‘Nothing to do with those bottles of wine you were drinking, or the company you were keeping till the early hours?’

      Nana was the one person in the world who could snipe at Mo without getting shouted at, or worse. But Mo couldn’t help answering back. ‘I said I’ve got backache, Mam, not AIDS or fucking liver cancer,’ she said.

      ‘And no headache at all?’ Nana asked, raising her voice again.

      Mo winced and narrowed her eyes. ‘Backache,’ she insisted. ‘Anyway, I’ll slip into our Kelly’s bed now, have myself some cushty while you’re out,’ she added, as if it was her territorial right to take over her daughter’s bedroom.

      ‘You’ve forgotten that I don’t work on Fridays,’ Nana said. ‘So I’ll be here doing bits and bobs until our Alan comes to take me for lunch.’

      Mo’s lip curled. ‘Big Al’s coming over? The golden boy, the apple of everyone’s eye? Doesn’t my little brother work on Fridays, either? Lazy bugger!’

      Nana smiled. ‘He’s his own boss now. He can work the hours he likes – and believe me, he doesn’t shirk.’

      Mo made a face. ‘I could have had a great job too, if I hadn’t been saddled with a bairn,’ she said defensively.

      ‘Yeah, you would have probably been a brain surgeon by now,’ Nana said, nodding her head sarcastically. ‘Only you gave it all up to be a mam.’

      There followed a short silence, and Kelly wondered which of them was filling it with the darkest thoughts. The truth was that Mo had given up almost nothing to have her baby, at least when you compared her to other mothers. Kelly couldn’t remember her infant years and a lot of the rest was patchy, but she knew what she knew, no matter what Mo sometimes claimed – her nana had brought her up.

      Nana used to tell it like a fairy tale. ‘Yer mam had you too young,’ she’d say with a wistful sigh. ‘She was a tot with a baby. You were just two bairns in the wood, lost and alone.’

      Nana had saved them, the innocent children. But then Mo had gone astray, like the boy with the ice splinter in his eye in the Hans Christian Andersen story. That was the way Nana had originally told it to Kelly, anyway. In later years, when she thought Kelly was out of earshot, she’d tell people that Mo had ‘always been a bad’un, from the day she was born’.

      Kelly grew up worrying that an evil snow queen or fairy had put a spell on her mam. Which was probably better, she decided on reflection, than knowing that yer mam didn’t want or love you. When she grew older and got into Catherine Cookson novels, she started hoping that the moment would arrive – perhaps when she ‘came of age’ – when Nana would sit her down and reveal that Mo was actually her sister, not her mother – and that Nana was mam to them both. But her sixteenth birthday had come and gone with no such announcement – and she wasn’t sure it would matter by the time she was eighteen. After all, everybody apart from Mo agreed that Nana was her real mam, even though it wasn’t a biological fact.

      It helped that Nana had been at the hospital for her birth, and that she tenderly described their meeting just like a mother would.

      ‘I fell in love with you on the spot,’ she’d say with a nostalgic smile. ‘You were the sweetest baby, so tiny and helpless that my heart swelled up every time I looked at you. There was something so familiar about your little face, something I don’t think I’d even seen in my own kids. Was it traces of my mam? My own nana? I don’t know, love, perhaps it was a mixture – but I do know that on the day that you were born, I swore to love and protect you for ever.’

      ‘Like a fairy godmother?’ Kelly would say.

      That made Nana laugh. ‘Yer fairy nana, love – that’s me.’

      From the other snippets she overheard, Kelly guessed that Mo had flitted in and out while Nana had been busy loving and protecting her. There had been a few times when Mo had come over all maternal and tried to make a go of setting up home with young Kelly, but then her man or her restlessness had got in the way, or the landlord had chucked her out, or she’d got drunk and stopped giving a fuck – it was never more than a few days – and then Kelly had gone back to Nana. She had never stopped hoping that Mo might suddenly turn into more of a mam – well, until now, perhaps – but had always secretly much preferred living with Nana.

      ‘Well, I’ll be asleep most of today, so say hello to our Alan from me.’ Mo yawned and walked unsteadily towards Kelly’s bedroom.

      ‘Wait, Mam,’ Kelly called after her, ‘I just need to get some books out of there first.’

      ‘Don’t mind me, you little swotbag,’ Mo replied. ‘I’ll be dead to the world before you can say Mack the bleedin’ Knife.’
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      Kelly dumped her shopping bags in the hall and rubbed her hands to bring the blood back to her palms. The lift was broken again, so she’d had to lug the weekly shop up seven flights of stinking stairs. Still, she was here now, with enough food to last her and Nana until next week, and a few quid left over, for once. The discount shelves at the supermarket had been fuller than usual and she’d happily stocked up on dented tins and battered packets of food.

      Growing up with Nana had taught her that you had to stay on the ball when money was tight. You could never let up. You had to keep a constant count. Only then would the pounds miraculously stretch. Nana had an all-or-nothing approach to budgeting. She said you had to make it your way of life, otherwise you would end up in debt – and debt meant trouble. ‘Just look at yer mam,’ she said. She didn’t have to say anything else. Mo had ‘borrowed’ fifty quid and disappeared about six weeks earlier.

      In the usual run of things, Kelly handed the lion’s share of her earnings from her Saturday job and waitressing shifts straight to Nana, who worked out their weekly budget in a little red book every Sunday evening. Nana liked everything to be organised. After she had put aside enough for bills, meals and fares, she would usually tuck around seventy pounds spending money in a chipped mug and hide it in the cupboard under the sink, behind the bleach. She had another roll of notes stashed somewhere in her wardrobe that she called ‘our clothes account’.

      Nana was more than generous with what she earned as a senior sales assistant in the daywear department at C&A – but it didn’t amount to much after all the bills were paid. Over the years Kelly had become expert at calculating the supermarket shop right down to the last few pennies. Treats were few and far between and Nike Air Max were out of the question. But it was fine, it was all she had ever known. She wasn’t one to sit and sigh over magazines showing off the lifestyles of the rich and famous, like her mam. Anyway, she preferred spending money on books.

      She was just about to heave the shopping through the front door when she heard footsteps behind her. ‘Greetings, our Kelly,’ said a voice. She turned round and saw Uncle Al’s bulky figure silhouetted in the stairwell. ‘Let me take those bags inside for you,’ he said.

      As he picked them up, he started humming ‘The Something I Want’ by Sanctum, a local band that had shot to fame the year before.

      ‘You’re in a good mood,’ she said, although it wasn’t really something to remark on, since Uncle Al was nearly always of a positive frame of mind. Nana liked to joke that if a ton of bricks landed on his head, he’d dust himself off and start building a house. ‘He’s very positive-minded,’ she’d say proudly.

      Uncle Al helped her unpack the shopping and stack it in the kitchen cupboards. When they had finished, he made her laugh by putting a bun in front of his face and singing ‘the muffin I want’ to the tune of the Sanctum song. For a moment, she had a vision of Uncle Al as a teenager, bright-eyed and fresh-faced, with hair. Then he stopped singing and reverted to her balding uncle again – kind of ageless and out of touch, but completely lovely.

      ‘I didn’t know you even liked Sanctum,’ she said.

      He laughed. ‘I can’t stand them, love! Especially that song – it’s bloody everywhere.’

      She smiled. ‘’Cos it’s a great song,’ she chastised gently.

      ‘Oh yes, I forgot you were a fan,’ he said. ‘I suppose you’d like to go and see them in concert next week and all.’

      Her smile turned rueful. ‘No chance – it’s been sold out for months and Nana said people are selling their tickets in the back of the paper for two hundred quid or more.’

      He raised his eyebrows. ‘So what would you say to a pair of tickets? A Christmas present from your Uncle Al?’

      She looked up at his grinning face in surprise. ‘Is this a wind-up?’

      ‘No, lass,’ he said, obviously relishing the moment. ‘One of my clients gave them to me, because his daughter can’t go.’

      It still didn’t quite sink in. ‘You’re bloody joking, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘Why don’t you sell them?’

      He cocked his head, as if considering it. ‘Now you mention it, I could, couldn’t I?’ He frowned comically. ‘No, you daft thing! You think I’d prefer a few measly notes to the sight of your lovely face lit up with excitement? Although I can’t think why anybody would get sparked up about that mardy lot. Proper bunch of wazzocks. What’s the lead singer called?’ He clicked his fingers as he tried to recall his name. ‘The one with the massive jaw and the pudding bowl hair. Long Chin Silver, I call him – the Jimmy Hill of pop.’

      Kelly rolled her eyes. ‘Shane Moloney,’ she said.

      She was just about to ask him if he was really serious about the tickets when Nana walked into the kitchen, out of breath. ‘Listen to you, our Alan. Anyone would think you’d been born in slippers, smoking a pipe!’ She pointed a red-tipped finger at him. ‘But I remember the pop posters on your bedroom wall. David Bowie in a pair of ladies’ tights – and the rest!’

      Kelly barely heard her. ‘Do you mean, really, really, Uncle Al?’ she asked. ‘You’re really giving me tickets to see Sanctum?’

      ‘Yes, love,’ he said, taking an envelope out of his inside jacket pocket and passing it to her.

      She nearly screamed as she flipped it open. ‘Thank you,’ she said, bubbling up with happiness. ‘This is the best present ever!’

      ‘But there’s one condition,’ he said. ‘You have to take me or your Nana with you.’

      Her heart dipped, and she instantly felt bad about it. ‘OK,’ she said brightly.

      ‘I’m joking, love!’ he guffawed. ‘What do you take us for? Complete fucking killjoys?’

      That made her laugh again. She loved Uncle Al’s sense of humour. He always liked to twist things round to surprise her.

      ‘You can take whoever you want,’ he added.

      Jamila, she thought, no contest. Jami was her best friend by miles, even though they’d only been friends just over a year. They’d met in the sixth form common room on the first day of the school year and instantly clicked, ‘like a hip bone connected to a leg bone’, Nana said.

      Kelly could remember it like it was yesterday. A teacher had come into the room, clapped her hands and instructed the sixth formers to ask each other what they wanted to get out of their A Level years. Jami had turned to Kelly with one eyebrow raised, her haughty expression making her burst out laughing.

      ‘A tin of biscuits, I think,’ Jami said.

      ‘A Madonna video for me,’ Kelly shot back.

      It was all they needed to say. They had been inseparable ever since.

      Now Kelly rushed to phone her, but Jami wasn’t at home. According to her grunting, moronic younger brother, she was going to a self-defence class after college and wouldn’t be back until seven.

      I can’t wait that long, she thought, wishing she lived in a world where everybody had mobile phones.

      As the afternoon ticked on, the waiting to tell almost killed the pleasure of knowing they were going. She was meant to be reading a book about the rise of leisure in the twentieth century, but she kept fixating on the idea of flying a helicopter over Newcastle, trailing a banner saying, ‘Jami, we’re going to the Sanctum concert!’ Eventually, she ran into the kitchen and checked the cash cup, but there was only a tenner left in it. It was enough for a taxi to the sports centre later, where she could ambush Jamila with the news of the century, but of course she couldn’t piss the last of the week’s money away like that.

      Eventually she got through to her, screamed it out and was out-screamed in reply. ‘Are you sure it’s next Saturday?’ Jami kept saying. ‘That’s eight days, or seven – what the fuck are we going to wear?’

      Kelly had already turned her wardrobe upside down. ‘Jeans and a halter top, I s’pose. That’s all I’ve got. Or the red Lycra dress me mam left behind the last time she did a runner, yeah, right. Do think we’ll be able to push to the front?’

      ‘My bro says they don’t let you do that any more. You’ve got to stay in your seat.’

      ‘I bloody hope we’re not too near the back, then.’

      ‘Hey, we could dress up and blag our way to the front. I’ll wear yer mam’s red Lycra if you wear my little black dress.’

      ‘Whaa! You’ll look like me mam – and so will I.’

      ‘It might get us past the bouncers, though.’

      ‘No, I don’t think so…’

      ‘Come on, I dare you. Just this once.’

      Kelly giggled. ‘OK, just this once, then. You’re on.’

       

      They were seated six rows from the front of the stage. ‘Wait till I tell that bastard brother of mine,’ Jami kept saying. ‘He’ll be so jealous.’ She reached into her bra and pulled out two miniature bottles of Jack Daniels. ‘That door lady didn’t squeeze my tits hard enough when she frisked me!’ she said with a laugh.

      Kelly screeched and gave her a hug. She wanted to bounce up and down in excitement, but could barely walk in the spiky heels Jami had insisted on lending her, let alone jump. Still, it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except soaking in the atmosphere of her first arena gig. There was so much anticipation in the air that she was just happy to be there, watching the crowd coming and going. She felt a part of something big and special – and she felt lucky, too, which was a totally new and brilliant feeling.

      It was weird to think that practically the whole of Newcastle would have swapped places with her at that moment. There were people outside the venue literally begging for tickets. She and Jami had seen a lad brandishing a dummy dressed up like an old lady, with round glasses, a flowery frock and a grey wool wig. ‘I’d sell my granny for a ticket to this gig,’ he was telling anyone who would listen. He produced a plastic bottle and poured a stream of water onto the ground. ‘For a front row ticket, I’ll sell her down the river.’

      He was caught on camera by a roving crew from the local news programme. Nana would have a few belly laughs if she saw it, Kelly thought.

      Their seats were next to a boxed-off area where two men were fiddling with illuminated panels, their faces lit up in the reflected glow of different coloured lights. ‘What do you think they’re doing?’ she said.

      Jami peeped over the wall of the box. ‘Let’s ask them.’

      ‘Sound engineers,’ one of the men said. He put his hand up. ‘Sorry, can’t talk now. The first act is about to come on.’

      The support act was a group of soul singers. One of them looked a bit like Whitney Houston. She kept reaching for higher and higher notes, and when she finally made it to what sounded like the highest, purest note in the entire universe, Kelly found herself welling up. It surprised her that most of the crowd weren’t even looking her way. Couldn’t they hear the genius in her voice? But the people around her seemed distracted. They were still arriving, milling in and out of the auditorium, looking for their seats and shouting at their friends. There were groups further back cheering and whistling, but up front it was just Kelly and Jamila, whooping for all they were worth.

      Towards the end of the set, one of the blokes in the sound box caught Kelly’s eye and leaned over to speak to her.

      ‘Fantastic, aren’t they?’ he said.

      Kelly nodded shyly and grinned. ‘They’re too good to be a support act,’ Jami chipped in.

      ‘It won’t be for long,’ he replied. ‘They’re about to break America.’

      The act ended. The stage emptied. The crowd quietened and Kelly and Jami started to feel restless. ‘We could go and get another drink, but we might miss them coming on,’ Jami said. They decided to wait.

      Ten minutes later, the atmosphere changed and the audience began to stir, although Kelly couldn’t see any reason for it. Nothing had happened on the stage – no announcements had been made – but there was a rustle in the air, a feeling of anticipation. Then people began to whistle and stamp. The lights went down and a spotlight roamed the heads of the crowd, revealing a sea of Shane Moloney mop tops.
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