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Essentials




Mangoes


Things were different, then. Children had their own lives, marched to the beat of their own drums. Evenings, there were calls in the street as they played outside, footballs skiffing over pavements, the rattle of sticks dragged against railings. They were all sent outdoors so their mothers could get on with things. It would have been unthinkable, anyway, to stay indoors when there was so much world out there to explore.


It was a time, Nora remembered, of small gangs, best friends – hers was Julie Richards, though that closeness hadn’t lasted long, Julie moved away; then there was Karen McClusky, but that was a different kind of friendship. There were exciting finds, treasures – a bird’s egg, a really good stick. Children spoke two languages, playground and living room. You got a smack on the head for speaking playground in the living room. Nora’s mother, Maisie, would recoil at the sound of slang. ‘We don’t have words like that in this home.’


Mostly, though, when Nora looked back, her childhood was a blank. A kind of inner darkness, with small cracks of daylight seeping through here and there. Memories. Things that had stayed with her – a scolding, a holiday in Devon, books she loved, the time her Aunt May took her to the cinema to see Mary Poppins, and mangoes. The mangoes had changed everything. She could divide her small childhood into two, before mangoes and after mangoes.


In November 1964, at the age of nine, Nora was sent to do the family shop, an important mission. In the pocket of her blue corduroy trousers, elastic-waisted, was the shopping list her mother had written, and her small brown leather purse containing the folded pound notes she’d been given. She carried an old red canvas shopping bag, fraying at the seams.


The shopping list was not necessary, as Nora knew it by heart. Every Saturday morning, Maisie sat at the kitchen table and wrote on her Basildon Bond notepad what supplies she needed. As the list never varied from week to week, Nora could recite it as easily as she could recite Wordsworth’s ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’ which she was learning at school. She chanted the two as she went, tiptoeing, skipping, keeping her eye out for cracks and lines. She was superstitious about pavements.


‘Earth has not anything to show more fair,’ she sang to herself, ‘three quarters mince, three quarters stewing steak. Dull would he be of soul, half-pound bacon, piece meat for roasting, who could pass by, three pounds potatoes, pound cooking apples, four eating apples, half-pound tomatoes, half-pound cheddar cheese, packet ginger biscuits, packet tea, small tin instant coffee, a sight so touching in its majesty . . .’


Maisie, Nora’s mother, was ill, chronic bronchitis. Nobody in the family knew if it really was chronic, or, indeed, if it was bronchitis. She’d self-diagnosed, and taken to her bed. It being Saturday, Dr Buchan hadn’t been summoned as he usually was to tend to Maisie when she was unwell, which was often. She was, as Nora was to remark later in her life, fond of a good illness, a devout hypochondriac.


Anticipating a long stay in bed, Maisie had on the cabinet at her side a pack of cigarettes, matches, ashtray, a box of Quality Street chocolates, a selection of books that Nora had picked out for her on her Saturday-morning trip to the library (she chose the ones with the most vivid covers) and the transistor radio that normally sat on the kitchen windowsill. She was an emotional soul. Books, films, music, sad stories in the newspapers about abandoned pets, and sick children who triumphed over debilitating diseases regularly moved her to tears.


Today it had been music. Maisie had been listening, as she coughed and slowly sucked a caramel, to Rachmaninov’s second piano concerto. Her head ached, breathing was painful, she was contemplating death. Tears flowed. Nora, passing her mother’s bedroom door, heard sobbing and burst in to see what was wrong. A person would have to be in excruciating pain to cry that hard.


Maisie, who had been fantasising about her own funeral, hadn’t been glad to see her. As farewell ceremonies went, the one that had drifted into Maisie’s mind wasn’t heartening. Hardly anybody had bothered to come. But there, in the front pew of the church, were her husband, Alex, her older daughter, Cathryn, her sister, May, who lived round the corner, all stricken with grief, weeping. Nora was also there, wearing her school uniform, her hat rammed on to her head, almost covering her eyes, badge at the back as she never checked it before she put it on. She was looking confused.


In Maisie’s imaginings, her coffin was laden with white lilies, and somewhere an organ was playing. Her family had mouthed a leaden, fumbling rendition of ‘Abide With Me’. It seemed to her, as she watched the fantasy unreel in her head, that nobody really cared she was gone.


Making up stories, watching them like movies of the mind, was her favourite thing to do. She was a little ashamed of it, thinking it was something she should have long outgrown. But she felt she had no control over them, they arrived in her head. She’d stop whatever she was doing, stand unnervingly still and let them flow, lips moving slightly as she played her part. Sometimes her mind movies were wonderful: she was a star, everybody loved her, everything went her way. Sometimes they were awful: things went wrong, people were rude, nobody understood her. Sometimes, like this one, they were just lonely and sad.


‘What’s up?’ said Nora, startled and concerned at her bedside.


Maisie, horrified at being interrupted in the middle of her daydream, said, ‘Get out.’ It was a hiss, not at all pleasant.


Nora had slunk from the room and gone downstairs, where Cathryn was preparing lunch. Cathryn was six years older than Nora, and was experimenting with beans on toast, the usual Saturday lunchtime fare. Maisie claimed that since Saturday was a holiday for everyone else, it should be a holiday for her too. ‘No cooking,’ she said. ‘Beans on toast for lunch. And cold meat salad for tea.’ Cathryn was adding curry powder and chopped tomatoes to make the beans more exotic.


‘Mum’s crying,’ Nora told her.


Cathryn shrugged, said that Mum was always crying these days, and carried on with her experiment. Adding curry, tasting. Looking a little dismayed.


‘Mum’s crying,’ Nora told her dad.


Alex pretended he hadn’t heard her. He went out to his garden shed to sort out his tools. He was used to Maisie’s fluctuating emotions, but never knew what to do about them.


Inside, Cathryn handed Nora a tray, on which lay a plate of beans on toast, a slice of buttered bread, a cup of tea, a fork and knife, and a plastic daffodil in a glass egg cup, and told her to take it upstairs. ‘Mum’s lunch.’


‘You take it,’ Nora said. ‘I’m not going up there. She’s crying.’


But Cathryn insisted. ‘I’m serving up. You’re just hanging about.’


Nora took the tray and stamped up the stairs. Fearing she might be rejected once more, she started to shout, to let her mother know she’d soon be entering her room. ‘Lunch coming. Lunch coming.’ And got carried away. She kicked open the bedroom door and marched round the room. ‘Lunch coming. Lunch coming.’


The noise, the movement shifted Maisie from her doldrums. She felt cheered. She smiled, a weak smile. The smile of an invalid trying to hide her pain. ‘You’re daft,’ she told Nora. It was said scoldingly, but not without affection.


She looked at the tray. ‘Now, isn’t this beautiful? A wee flower and everything. Cathryn’s so thoughtful.’ She took a mouthful, and frowned, trying to discern exactly what she was tasting.


Nora told her about the curry powder.


‘See,’ said Maisie. ‘That’s clever. I’d never’ve thought of doing that.’


Nora thought glumly that she’d never have thought of adding curry to the beans either, or of a plastic daffodil in an egg cup. She wished she was clever and thoughtful, like Cathryn.


Cheered by the attention, the thoughtful little plastic flower, Maisie said, ‘How would you like to be a big girl this afternoon? Make up for your daftness. You can do the shopping.’


An hour later, Nora was walking to the shops, Cathryn’s exotic beans lying leaden in her stomach, reciting her list and Wordsworth. ‘This City now doth, like a garment, wear, tin corned beef, tin spam, the beauty of the morning, tin peaches, tin floor polish . . .’


She was prone to drifting off into her own world, reciting favourite poems such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Travel: ‘I should like to rise and go, Where the golden apples grow; Where below another sky, Parrot islands anchored lie,’ she’d say to herself as she climbed the stairs at school, or sat at home doing her homework. Or she’d sing songs in her head; her most recent favourite was ‘Please Please Me’, which hummed round and round in her mind blotting out all the ordinary, mundane and boring things.


This had happened during a maths test a week ago. Nora had scored nothing out of fifty. It took five men seven hours to dig a ditch fifty-six yards long and three feet deep; how long would it take three men? Nora had read this, and wondered. What sort of men? Were they wearing overalls and big boots? Did they stop for lunch? Nothing about that in the question. Did they have sandwiches wrapped in greaseproof paper, and if so, what was in the sandwiches? She hoped it wasn’t spam, which she hated. It was slippy in your mouth. She’d written, I think it would be about twelve hours, but more if they had a break for a cup of tea and a bite to eat. Also, the weather could be freezing, in which case it would be hard to dig, or boiling hot, and the men would be tired and sweaty. Then it would take more than twelve hours. So, they’d have to stop working and go home for tea. This question is impossible to answer.


The teacher had marked this with a red cross, meaning, wrong. And there were the dire words, See me, at the bottom of the page.


There had been a gasp when the teacher had read out Nora’s nothing out of fifty. In unison forty little people inhaled loudly. Nobody got nothing out of fifty. You always got one, at least, for spelling your name properly. But Nora hadn’t even done that. Dreaming, singing her song in her head, she’d carelessly written Noar Marshell.


Nora had not mentioned the shame of her nothing out of fifty at home. But word had spread through the school. In the playground she’d experienced mockery, pointing, derision and laughter. She’d been called names – thicko, beanbrain – and discovered that singing songs in your head can be a great comfort in times of misery.


The shops, this Saturday, were busy. Lit against the grey November afternoon, windows were filled with fascinating goodies. The Beatles blasted out from the record shop on the corner; there was a poster of the Fab Four to gaze at. She longed to buy a record, but she was nine, and the price of a single was three weeks’ pocket money.


Teenagers gathered at the café, drinking frothy coffee, playing the jukebox. Cathryn spent Saturday afternoons there, talking heatedly about hairstyles, clothes, boys, and the possibility of being killed by a nuclear bomb. She drank Coca-Cola with ice cubes chinking against the glass, and a slice of lemon bobbing just below the surface fizz. Nora sighed. Such sophistication was beyond her.


First stop was the butcher’s, a busy place. Hectic on a Saturday. Mr Hopeton was small and round, red of face and jolly. ‘It’s all the meat,’ Maisie said. ‘Makes people optimistic.’


‘Well, young Nora,’ he said. Huge voice. ‘On your own? Where’s Mum today?’


‘She’s ill. In bed.’


‘Nothing serious, I hope.’


‘It’s very serious,’ said Nora. ‘It’s chronic.’


‘Has she seen the doctor?’


Nora remembered Maisie saying that she couldn’t call Dr Buchan, it was Saturday. She should have phoned him yesterday. ‘Too late to get him now. I’ll have to wait till Monday.’


‘It’s too late for the doctor,’ Nora told Mr Hopeton, shaking her head, looking forlorn.


‘Oh, my,’ said Mr Hopeton. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ He exchanged a dismayed look with the people standing behind Nora waiting to be served. He liked Maisie, who was sociable away from the house.


Nora had noticed there were two Maisies. The outside one spoke with her outside voice, which was slightly higher and louder than her inside voice, and with more rounded vowels. Her inside voice was her natural Scottish brogue. Maisie always sounded different from the rest of the family. She had a Celtic twang, a lilt. Alex, Cathryn and Nora all had the same London accent.


In this shop Maisie laughed and flirted and spoke in her outside voice. She was quite the star of the butcher’s queue.


Nora asked for the stewing steak and mince. When Mr Hopeton had brought her that, she asked for a piece of meat for roasting. He held his large knife on a rolled cut of beef. ‘This much?’ Nora nodded. Then he moved the knife along an extra three inches. ‘Bit of extra for the invalid.’ He did the same with the bacon, letting the slicing machine whirr and the slices pile up.


The gammon steaks caught Nora’s eye. Thick and juicy and a beautiful pink-red colour. What a treat for the family, she thought, if for a change – and Maisie often said she liked a bit of a change now and then – they had gammon steaks with a browned slice of pineapple on top. She’d seen this in her mother’s Woman’s Own, a colourful plateful, steaks, mashed potatoes and vividly green peas. Rustle up a Mid-week Miracle, the article had said. She bought four of them, and left.


She was pleased by this adventurous buy. It would be a welcome break from the usual food rota.


Life at Nora’s home was routine. Routines that moved into other routines, routines within routines. There was the food routine. Roast beef on Sunday, leftover roast on Monday. Tuesday stew, Wednesday leftover stew. Thursday mince, Friday fish, and on Saturday Maisie had her no-cook day. Even the eating of meals had a fixed routine. At teatime they had to finish their main course – fish and chips on a good day, cod’s roe on a bad, along with a slice of bread and butter – then, perhaps, there’d be a slice of chocolate cake. It was a sin punishable by being dismissed from the table and banished to your room to sit alone for the rest of the evening to eat a piece of cake before finishing the boring things.


There was a bath routine. Wash face and hands before feet, which would be the dirtiest bit of your body. Anyone using the lavatory was strictly instructed to use two, and only two, sheets of toilet paper.


There was the ironing routine – one week Nora did it, the next Cathryn. They were instructed to do the little things first, before the iron got hot. Then the sheets, then the shirts. Nora found it all a bit wearing, and thought the gammon steaks would be a relief for everyone.


It was two minutes’ walk from the butcher’s to the fruit shop. But Nora dawdled. She watched people in the street, cars on the road, and people on buses, who stared back at her. She got caught up in the whirl of Saturday afternoon bustle, and the magic of being alone, unchaperoned, in the midst of it.


She watched two women in the street sharing a long gossip. One was wearing a red skirt and a yellow blouse that barely buttoned across her bust. She was small and wide, very wide. Vast bum. She was black, and had a gloriously healthy sheen. She was laughing. Laughing and laughing and laughing. It seemed to start in her stomach and come bursting out of her throat, that laughter. It was joyous. ‘Ooooh-ha-ha-ha,’ she went. And she couldn’t stop. She wiped her eyes, still laughing. Nora wanted to laugh like that. She wanted to be with someone who laughed like that. She wanted to go home with that gorgeous woman, and share the strange fruits in the basket she carried over her arm. She stared.


The woman, sensing the intense look, turned. ‘You lost, honey?’


Nora was shaken by this. She’d been wrapped up in her daydreams, thoughts of going home with the laughing woman, being drawn into her huge happy family, sitting round the table joking and chatting. In fact her imaginings had become so vivid, so real, she had, for a moment, forgotten she was standing in the street, staring. She shook her head. ‘No.’ And turned, walked away, blushing.


The fruit shop was Nora’s favourite. Mrs Firth, who owned it, was small and fragile. Her hair was wiry, thick like a scouring pad, and beneath it was a thin face, long nose, and lips coloured with a smear of red lipstick that overlapped the edges. That was all the make-up she wore. Nora could see the lines round her eyes, and the scattering of freckles on the top of her cheeks, across her nose. She had what Nora thought of as twittery hands, that flitted over the fruit and veg as she selected them, and gently squeezed tomatoes to check they were firm. She wore a green overall.


‘Where’s Mrs Marshall today?’ she asked. Maisie was known here, but didn’t project very much. She wasn’t a star in the fruit shop. She considered vegetables to be necessary but boring.


‘Ill,’ said Nora. ‘Chronic.’


‘Goodness,’ said Mrs Firth. ‘What does the doctor say?’


‘Too late for the doctor, I’m afraid,’ said Nora.


If Mrs Firth didn’t much like Maisie, she was fond of Nora. She popped a small bunch of grapes into a bag and said they were for the invalid, and gave Nora a banana, ‘For being a good brave girl.’


Nora was drawn by the lure of the colours of the fruit and vegetables packed into boxes that lay open on the shelves. Along with the things on her mother’s list, she bought a red pepper, too shiny to resist. And two mangoes: she liked the word and longed to know what they were like beneath their dull green skin. These were the sort of things the gleaming, laughing woman in the bright billowing clothes would buy.


By now the bag was getting heavy. And by the time she left the grocer’s, where she’d bought a tin of pineapple rings for the gammon, and had been given a tin of mandarins, a small tin of orange juice and a lollipop for herself, it was too heavy for her to lift. She had to drag it to the bus stop.


She’d been told to walk to the shops but take the bus back. Even Maisie, who regularly overestimated what children could and couldn’t do, realised Nora wouldn’t be strong enough to carry a whole week’s shop all the way home.


Once off the bus, though, she still had to walk the length of the street to her house. She found that if she lifted the bag with both hands and walked sideways, she could manage two or three steps before she had to put it down again. It took a while, but puffing and wheezing, and with sweat running down her back, she made it to the front door. Then down the hall and into the kitchen. She dumped the bag, went through to the living room and threw herself on to the sofa, declaring herself to be knackered.


‘Don’t say that. It’s common.’ Maisie had risen from her bed and come down, wrapped in her worn red dressing gown, to inspect the purchases.


‘Gammon steaks,’ she called as she hauled things from the bag. ‘They weren’t on the list.’


‘I thought it would make a change to have gammon steaks,’ said Nora from her prone position on the sofa. ‘You like a bit of a change.’


‘This is a huge bit of meat for roasting, and how much bacon is this?’


‘Butcher gave me extra on account of you being ill,’ said Nora.


‘Grapes,’ said Maisie. ‘Mandarins. What’s all this?’


‘Stuff from people to help you get better.’


‘What have you been saying about me?’ said Maisie.


‘Nothing,’ said Nora. ‘Just you weren’t feeling well.’


The pineapple rings passed without comment. It was the mangoes that brought on the outburst. ‘What the hell’s this?’


‘Mangoes,’ said Nora.


‘Mangoes? Mangoes? Who told you to buy mangoes? We don’t eat mangoes. That’s foreign food.’


‘I thought they’d make us happy. It’s a happy word. Mango. We could eat them and chat.’


‘Mangoes?’ It seemed to be all Maisie could say. A strange fury had taken hold of her. ‘We are not the sort of people who have mangoes. How dare you spend our good money on muck like that?’


She came barging into the living room, one in each hand, and thrust them under Nora’s nose.


‘We don’t eat this foreign tripe. For crying out loud, I send you to do a simple thing like the shopping and you come home with a load of rubbish. How much did all this cost? Where’s my change?’


Nora got up and made to leave the room. She had no change.


‘Don’t you go running away,’ said Maisie. ‘You’re going to have to take them back. Mangoes, I’ll bloody mango you.’


Nora panicked. She bolted. Out the door, down the path and round the corner to her Aunt May, who was her friend and who could be relied on for advice and chocolate biscuits.


Auntie May was sitting by the fire knitting when Nora arrived, sweaty and gasping for breath after her sprint from the house.


May was the family fixer, the sorter-out of dilemmas – like the arrival of weird fruit in a household. An outspoken bustler, she could best Maisie in any argument, and was an excellent person to have on your side when physical punishment threatened.


Fifteen years ago, her husband Ronald had died, and now she kept herself busy visiting other members of her family, playing bridge with her friends, swimming at the local baths twice a week, having coffee with Maisie on Tuesday mornings, and knitting. Her needles clacked, balls of wool unravelled, and misshapen garments, dubiously coloured, that nobody wanted to wear, emerged.


‘Mangoes?’ she said. ‘You’re telling me your mother’s got in a state over a couple of mangoes?’


Nora nodded. ‘She says she’s going to mango me.’


‘Oh dear,’ said May. ‘How much did they cost, by the way?’


‘Quite a lot,’ Nora told her. She wasn’t going to admit to an actual sum.


‘How much is quite a lot?’ asked May.


‘A lot.’


‘Does Maisie know how much they cost?’


‘We haven’t got round to that yet,’ said Nora.


‘And what were you doing in the fruit shop anyway?’


‘The shopping.’


‘Where was your mother?’


‘In bed. She’s poorly.’


May said, ‘Ah.’ Now she could understand the purpose of the visit. ‘Maisie will be looking for her change. And you haven’t any because of the mangoes.’


She jabbed her knitting needles into the ball of wool and heaved herself, grunting, from her chair. Fetching her purse from her handbag, she shoved five shillings into Nora’s pocket. ‘There you go.’


She put on her brown coat and wrapped a silk scarf round her neck. ‘Let’s get going. I’m not a great fruit person, but I want a taste.’


Like most families, the Marshalls spent time together. But this was usually a matter of them all being in the same room at the same time – eating a meal, perhaps, or watching a television programme. In everything, Maisie always took centre stage. The others didn’t say much. At mealtimes, Maisie would recount her day. In front of the television, the choice of programme would be hers. They rarely discussed anything. Major catastrophes could unfold on the small screen in front of them; they’d look at them in the same silence in which they viewed dramas, comedies and game shows. They never went on family outings to the cinema or the theatre. They never played games.


The tasting of the mangoes, then, was one of the first family events Nora had experienced. It was the first time in her memory that they had all gathered round to try something new together. There was a sense of joining in.


The fruit were on the draining board in the kitchen. Cathryn said they looked like green turds, and she wasn’t having anything to do with them.


May fetched a knife from the drawer in the cabinet. Maisie laid out five plates, each with a dessert fork placed on top. May cut with surgeon’s delicacy into the fruit. ‘Got a big stone in it.’ Everyone clustered round and peered. May gave a commentary on the proceedings. ‘Juicy. Kind of pale yellow inside.’


‘Like sick,’ said Cathryn.


‘Hard to slice,’ said May. But she managed. A pulpy dollop was placed on each plate. She was the first to taste. ‘I like that. I’m not a fruit person, as you know. But that I could take to. I could be partial to a mango.’


Maisie agreed. ‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘A bit peachy. But nicer. You don’t have that bum-fluff skin. Sweet.’


Alex said it was the best fruit he’d ever eaten. ‘Not that I eat fruit. Well, an apple, sometimes, when I’m stuck for something to eat.’


Even Cathryn was won over. ‘This is really good,’ she said with surprise. ‘This could be the fruit of the future.’


‘Y’know,’ said May, slurping and pointing to the diminishing dollop on her plate. ‘This would be very nice with one of them gammon steaks. Better than pineapple rings. I’m partial to a gammon steak.’


Nora smirked. She was dipping her finger into the juices left on the draining board, and licking. Mangoes were wonderful. No wonder the woman in the billowing multicoloured clothes was laughing. She must have mangoes all the time.


She was sent to wash her hands. She lingered outside the kitchen, eavesdropping.


‘What got into you, sending a child to do the shopping?’ said May. ‘There’s all sorts out there. You never know what could have happened to her.’


‘Nora’s fine,’ said Maisie. ‘Who’d do anything to Nora? She’s no beauty. Cathryn I’d worry about.’


‘How did she carry all that stuff home? You should have got me to do it.’


‘She’s going to have to get used to all that. What else is there for her but to settle down with some decent hard-working man? She’s got no brains at all. Her school reports are dreadful. She doesn’t know I know, but she got nothing in one of her tests. Nothing at all, out of fifty. She even spelt her name wrong. She’s not stupid, but it’s hard to know what’s going on in her head.’


‘She may surprise you yet,’ said May.


‘I doubt it,’ said Maisie. ‘I worry. What’s going to become of her? Can you see Nora holding down a job? What sort of job would that be? A doctor? Lawyer? I don’t think so. A secretary? Nora? Can you imagine her sitting all day behind a typewriter, doing shorthand, taking phone calls?’


Auntie May said she couldn’t.


‘She’s up one minute, down the next. Found her last week standing in the middle of the kitchen, when she was meant to be doing the dishes, conducting the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra on the radio with a wooden spoon, splattering the place with soapy water. Then she was making a fuss and crying because I was going to kill a spider. Said it might have babies at home waiting for it to bring in food. You just don’t know what she’ll come up with next. And she’s a scruff. Goes out in the morning neat as a pin. Comes home with her school tie halfway round her neck, if she hasn’t tied it round her head. Shoelaces undone, socks round her ankles, pockets stuffed with rubbish. I know she’s my own, and I shouldn’t put her down. But she’s clueless. And she tells lies.’


Nora’s heart numbed. This was true. She was a fibber. Didn’t know why she did it. She seemed to open her mouth and out they came, lies. Had she not told her teacher the family was moving to Canada? Why had she done that? She didn’t know. Of course, the teacher told the headmistress, who’d phoned Maisie and said the school needed to be properly informed if children were going to be removed. Big scolding, sore bum, and a night in her room with no tea.


Her favourite fibs were the ones she told Julie, her best friend. Maisie had once overheard a conversation between the two.


‘My dad’s a lion tamer,’ Nora had said.


‘Well mine’s the man on the flying trapeze,’ said Julie.


‘Mine gets fired out of a cannon. He wears a helmet and he lands in a net fifty feet away,’ said Nora.


‘Mine tap-dances on the stage.’ Julie.


‘Mine once kissed Brigitte Bardot.’ Nora.


Then they’d giggled. ‘Stop that, you two.’ Maisie, horrified at the fib-upmanship. ‘Telling lies about your fathers. I’ll take the back of my hand to the both of you.’


‘Why can’t she be like Cathryn, clever and, well, good-looking?’ said Maisie now to Aunt May. ‘Cathryn’s a grand lass. She’ll go far.’


Nora had often wondered herself why she couldn’t be more like her sister. She’d always been slightly in awe of Cathryn, who had been a beautiful infant and had grown into a beautiful child. By the time she was fifteen, going on sixteen, it was obvious she was going to be a beautiful woman. She had lustrous dark hair, high cheekbones, brown eyes. She moved easily through her adolescence, untroubled by rollercoaster emotions or acne. Her very hormones were kind to her.


People would stare at her, as if wanting to get hold of or be part of her loveliness. They would want to know what she was thinking, believing that behind such an exquisite face there could only be exquisite thoughts of landscapes or poetry, or, perhaps, some rare profundity that was quite beyond ordinary-looking mortals.


In fact, though Cathryn was passionate about nuclear disarmament and regularly sent money to Barnardo’s, she was as prone to young thoughts as any teenager. She enjoyed her popularity. Mostly when the phone rang it was some lovestruck boy wanting a date. On Valentine’s Day a pile of cards addressed to her tumbled through the letter box. Nora only ever got one if she sent it to herself.


Cathryn was an excellent scholar, studying for O-level Greek, Latin, German and French as well as advanced mathematics, history and English. She rarely got less than an A in anything. She was, Maisie crowed, the perfect daughter.


Nora, on the other hand, was average at everything except sports. Here she dipped below average and sank into complete failure. Her teachers would shake their heads sadly and say, ‘You’re not your sister, are you?’


Nora would say that indeed she wasn’t her sister, she was Nora, a completely different person. This would be taken as cheek and she’d be given lines to write at home. Many an evening was spent in her bedroom writing I must not express my impudent thoughts to my superiors two hundred times.


At home, visitors would admire Cathryn and tell Maisie how proud she must be to have such a beautiful and clever daughter. Maisie would smile and agree. Then they’d turn to Nora. They didn’t mean to be rude. But compared to her sister, Nora was plain and unaccomplished. ‘And who’s this?’ the visitor might say, smiling. Looking her up and down, searching for some attribute they might compliment Nora on. But they could never find anything.


Nora would strike a pose, pressing her arms to her sides, sucking in her cheeks and crossing her eyes, and say, ‘I’m Nora, the geeky little sister.’


Mostly, visitors would say, ‘Oh, surely not.’


But there were a few who smiled and nodded. There would be a look of mixed amusement and sympathy. A fellow geek, Nora would think.


It was a relief to discover that she was not alone. There were other people in the world who marched to the beat of their own drum, even if they did it clumsily without knowing the tune they were trying to keep in time to. People who were out of kilter with everyone around them, who said the wrong things at gatherings, started singing in church a couple of bars ahead of the rest of the congregation, absent-mindedly put on mismatching socks in the morning, and, from time to time, walked around with their eyes shut to find out what it would be like to be blind.


Nora had done this once and had crashed into a table, knocking a vase of flowers to the floor. She’d paused a moment, considering the damage, debating if she should confess to her crime. Then, deciding against it, she had fled the house. When she returned she said it had nothing to do with her, she’d been out all morning. Maisie had declared that the broken vase and ruined flowers were a mystery. ‘We must have a ghost.’


‘I wish she was more like Cathryn,’ said Maisie now. ‘I understand her. I’ll never understand Nora.’


Eavesdropping behind the door, Nora shrugged. At nine, she was just about old enough to get some perverse gratification out of being misunderstood. It gave her a slight thrill, which she didn’t understand at all.




The Preferred One


By Thursday, Maisie decided she was well enough to leave her sick bed and go to the shops. There were a few things she needed. Bananas, as she did a rather good bananas in custard drenched in brown sugar for a quick pudding; eggs, as she hadn’t trusted Nora to bring half a dozen home in one piece. And, most of all, tonic wine.


Maisie was amazed at the wondrous qualities of tonic wine. She sang its praises. ‘It fair gives me a lift,’ she told Alex. ‘It’s all the minerals and vitamins. I can feel it doing me good. A wee glass in the afternoon sets me up for the rest of the day.’


Alex suspected the lift she got had more to do with the tonic wine’s surprising alcohol content than the minerals and vitamins, but never said so.


In the butcher’s shop, Maisie was greeted with surprise. Seeing her standing before him asking for half a dozen eggs, Mr Hopeton’s eyes widened. ‘What are you doing here? Thought you were on the brink of death.’


Maisie said, ‘Good heavens, whatever made you think that?’ Even as she spoke, the answer was creeping into the recesses of her mind. Nora.


‘Young Nora,’ said Mr Hopeton. ‘According to her, you were chronic. It was too late for the doctor.’


Maisie said, ‘Ah.’ Then, ‘A touch of bronchitis, I’m afraid. And it was too late for the doctor. It being Saturday, and him being on the golf course probably. Nora got it wrong.’


‘Ah,’ said Mr Hopeton in turn.


But Maisie could see her appearance had caused him more than astonishment. He’d been angered by it. He’d spent some time on Saturday thinking how sad it was that Nora was about to lose her mother. He’d sympathised with poor Mr Marshall left without his wife, who was such a sociable woman, and with two girls to bring up. He’d grieved a little for Maisie, who he liked. He’d donated a large section of beef and several slices of bacon to the stricken family. He felt duped. He was grumpy. He sullenly handed Maisie her eggs, took her money and bade her goodbye.


Maisie was, of course, mortified.


And the horror continued as the episode at the butcher’s was repeated in the other shops she went to. Shock that she was still alive. Resentment that the small donations to the family – grapes, a tin of mandarin oranges – had been extracted under false pretences.


Maisie hurried home, head down. Her recent encounters had made her cringe. Indeed, it would be years before she saw it as funny. She could not understand that her daughter’s only mistake had been, while on an adult mission, to try to talk to the adults she met in adult fashion. Giving people the impression her mother was at home, breathing her last.


Maisie could hardly wait for Nora to return home from school.


‘You made a mockery of me,’ she said as soon as Nora came through the front door.


Nora, standing in the hallway at the door of her bedroom, school blazer slipping from her shoulders, tie askew and socks crumpled round her ankles, threw her school bag on to her bed, then came into the living room and said, ‘How?’


‘You told everybody that I was dying,’ said Maisie.


‘Did not,’ said Nora.


‘Did too,’ said Maisie. ‘When you were doing the shopping, you told everyone I was dying. You said it was too late for the doctor.’


‘It was too late for the doctor,’ said Nora. ‘You said so.’


‘When you tell people it’s too late for the doctor, it means there’s no point him looking at you because there’s nothing he can do. You’re going to die. When I said it was too late for the doctor, I meant it was Saturday and the surgery would be shut. It wasn’t like I was an emergency or anything.’


Nora said, ‘Oh.’


Cathryn came home. She slipped in the front door and, hearing raised voices, snuck upstairs. There was a scolding going on, and she didn’t want to become embroiled in it. She’d be expected to take sides. Maisie always expected other family members to back her against the admonished one.


‘You made people think I was about to pop off, and they gave you things. They were shocked to see me alive. I felt like a scrounger. I was back affronted,’ said Maisie.


‘Shouldn’t that be black affronted?’ asked Nora.


This stopped Maisie’s flow. She thought about it. At the top of the stairs, Cathryn paused to listen.


‘It’s never black affronted,’ said Maisie. ‘It’s back affronted. It means you’re so embarrassed and ashamed you wish your front was at your back so’s nobody can see how mortified you are.’


On the stairs, Cathryn sniggered.


Nora said, ‘Oh.’


‘It’ll be years before I can put my face in at the butcher’s again,’ said Maisie. This grieved her. She believed it important to maintain good relations with the local shopkeepers. A butcher you were friendly with was more likely to sell you succulent lamb chops and stewing steak that would turn tender when cooked.


She turned on Nora. ‘How could you be so stupid? And look at you. You’re a mess. What sort of state is that to come home in? Do you ever see Cathryn like that? Sometimes I think you’re brainless. You just don’t think. Look at Cathryn, she never just opens her mouth and spills out rubbish. She’s clever. She thinks. Why can’t you be like Cathryn? I by far prefer her to you.’


At the top of the stairs, Cathryn drew her breath and felt a thrill. It was good to be the preferred one. Still, she suspected Maisie had just said something dreadful. She felt for Nora. And more, she did not really want to be Maisie’s favourite; she had a notion even then, young as she was, that a lot was expected of the favoured one. No, she did not like what she was hearing at all.


Nora felt a glitch, a small bump in time. It was as if everything stopped. A pained expression froze on her face. She slipped away. Backing slowly, silently down the hall, she tiptoed to her room, where she sat on the bed, hands folded, placed on her lap, staring at the wall. Grief and shame swept through her. But she did not cry, she was too shocked for that.


Her mother preferred Cathryn. All the things her mother did, and all the time she did them, she preferred Cathryn. And when Nora came home from school, dumped her bag in her room and shouted, ‘Hello, Mum, I’m home,’ her mother would rather it was Cathryn. It was a heart-stopping revelation. But then, Nora thought, I prefer her to me too.


It was perplexing. Nora had never thought about her sister as the favourite child. She’d never thought her mother would prefer one person to another. In fact, she hadn’t thought her mother had opinions. She was just there.


Cathryn, the favourite child, in her room, was trying a new hairstyle. Her radio played. A song she liked came on and she turned up the volume. Ray Charles sang ‘Georgia On My Mind’. Nora heard it. For a few minutes, everything stopped. It was beautiful. Georgia, oh Georgia . . . Such longing, such sadness. She wanted to go there, wherever it was, she didn’t know. But she imagined a lush, green place. Exquisite buildings on streets lined with high trees, the air heavy with orange blossom. For now, and for the rest of her life, this would be her favourite song.


She decided that she preferred her sister to her mother, her father to her mother, indeed anybody in the world to her mother. She vowed she would never become a doctor, a lawyer or a secretary. She would never get married.


She would be a tramp when she grew up, she’d wander the highways and byways living off the land. Then again, she might learn to play the guitar and become a rock star. A millionaire, then Maisie would be sorry.


She declared a secret war on her mother, making faces behind her back, stealing coins from her purse, hiding her cigarettes. When Maisie wasn’t looking, Nora poured salt on her food, put spoonfuls of sugar in her tea. She would hide one of Maisie’s shoes, so whenever Maisie wanted to go out she’d hop about the house shouting, ‘Has anybody seen my shoe?’


Nora filled a private notebook with stories of the Purple Princess and the Scone Witch. Nora was the virtuous, devilishly clever and beautiful Purple Princess, who could fly, and who had been stolen at birth by an evil crone, the hideously ugly Scone Witch (Maisie), who planned to poison all the children in the world with her scones. It was the Purple Princess’s mission to ruin the witch’s scones. Whenever Maisie was baking, Nora would sneak into the kitchen and turn the oven down or up. The food inside either burned or came out lumpen and half-cooked. Saved the world from another batch, she’d write in her notebook. The planet will sleep tonight.


Sensing the hostility, and feeling awful for having in a moment of fury told her that she preferred her sister, Maisie would, every now and then, look at Nora and say, ‘Ach, mangoes.’


Nora would look smug and reply, ‘Mangoes are lovely.’


She knew Maisie would not argue; she knew something about her mother. Two weeks after the shopping incident, Nora had been handed a damp parcel of potato peelings wrapped in newspaper and told to put them in the dustbin outside the back door. She’d opened the lid, and instead of tossing in her damp parcel, had peered inside. There, beside an empty bottle of Maisie’s Sanatogen tonic wine, was a newspaper-wrapped parcel someone had thrown in earlier in the day. It had spilt open, laying bare its contents unto the fields and sky: the peel and stones of exotic fruit. Nora stared at them, amazed. Her mother had been secretly feasting on mangoes.




A Bit of Colour


The house where Nora and her family lived was in a long, long row of identical houses, built not long before the war on the outskirts of London. Walk along the street, turn the corner, more houses, all the same. Walk along that street, turn the corner, rows of houses. All the same.


If the exterior was uninspiring, the interior was overwhelming.


Inside, Nora’s home was frugally furnished. Each room contained what it was expected to contain, nothing more. Nothing to indicate to a visitor any family quirks or hobbies: no musical instruments, no ice skates, no tennis rackets, hula-hoops, records, car manuals, walking boots, telescopes for star-gazing, sketchpads, drawings, exotic plants, magazines. Nothing. Nothing to suggest that anything other than humdrum routine living took place within these walls.


Frugal it was. But not drab, never that. There was one picture in the house. It hung over the fireplace in the living room, and was of a carnival, perhaps in Spain or New Orleans. It showed a pierrot dancing with a woman in a long blue dress, holding a mask over her eyes. The crowd behind them was multicoloured and blurred; fireworks splashed the night sky above them. The carpet in the living room was blue and yellow, the three-piece suite red and black, the curtains striped red, white and green with strings of yellow and pink flowers running down between them. The sitting room at the front of the house and the bedrooms were similarly lively.


Maisie always said that she liked a bit of colour. But not being able to decide which colour she liked, she used them all.


The only room in the house that wasn’t ablaze with patterns was Nora’s. This was because, technically, Nora’s bedroom wasn’t a room, but a box room. A large box room, certainly, big enough to take a single bed and a chest of drawers, but still not a room. It was, therefore, painted white. Maisie, who considered herself to be a woman of taste, thought it common to wallpaper a box room. It was, then, a small space, but Nora loved it. She always felt safe there. And for the rest of her life, though she enjoyed living in big, airy rooms, she preferred to sleep in small spaces.


Her sister Cathryn had one of the three upstairs bedrooms, a riot of many shades of pink. The others were Maisie and Alex’s room, and the guest room, which was used when relatives, part of Maisie’s sprawling family, came to stay. It would have been unthinkable for them to sleep in the box room. Guests, Maisie said, should be treated with courtesy. So the best room in the house was, then, the guest bedroom, which was kept shut. For Nora and Cathryn it was forbidden territory.


Maisie and Alex had moved into that house when they moved to London from Edinburgh, two years after they married. It was the backdrop of Nora’s childhood. All her life, though she could not recall events in detail, she would remember every inch of where they had taken place. The cupboard in the kitchen, for example, where Maisie kept her crockery and pots. Cups lined up, hanging from hooks; pots on a stand, the huge black chip pan at the bottom, the small aluminium pot at the top. She could recall the smell of that kitchen: a strange mix of fat and room spray.


She could bring to mind the sounds of water in the pipes when she ran a bath; the old, thin blue-and-white-striped towels that hung on the bathroom rail; and the contents of the cabinet on the wall: iron pills, aspirin, her father’s razor and shaving cream, a spare bar of Camay. She could remember, too, the way her bed creaked when she climbed into it, the shapes that she saw when she stared too long at the pattern on the living-room wallpaper. All that, and more.


They always ate breakfast at seven thirty in the morning. Her father had bacon and egg: one egg, two slices of bacon. Nora and Cathryn had toast. Maisie thought it absurd to give children a cooked breakfast. ‘Kids don’t need anything like that.’


Maisie’s cooking wasn’t so much frugal as economical. Meals were prepared on a tight budget. And her food wasn’t loveless, just made to fill, cooked without passion. Indeed, Maisie was a passionate woman, she just never found anything to be passionate about. From time to time, her frustrated emotions would boil up, and she’d rage.


When in these furies she’d stamp about the house, tight-lipped, waving her arms about, and anyone caught in her path would be berated. It was usually Nora. ‘You, madam, can just clean the windows. It isn’t up to me. You look out of them every bit as much as I do.’


Probably Maisie should have gone out to work. But at the time, it was accepted that a woman should stay home and concern herself with her house and family. So most of her days were spent alone at home with her imagination, feeling duty-bound to clean, tidy, and provide three meals a day. She knew four was the cliché. She did breakfast, lunch and supper in the evening. Where the fourth came in, she didn’t know. Anyone wanting anything over and above the regular food provided had to make it for themself.


Weekdays, between eight in the morning and four in the afternoon, was women’s time in the neighbourhood. With husbands at work and children at school, they’d often gather in one another’s kitchens to drink tea and gossip – usually about their absent husbands and children. Maisie was part of this, but preferred to stay home. She’d clean slowly, and daydream. Between chores she’d sit by the fire listening to the radio or reading one of the books Nora selected for her from the local library on Saturday mornings.


The business of setting out routines for everything released her. She knew what she had to do every day, and once her work was done, she was free to slip into her imaginings. Things she’d like to happen, things she dreaded happening.


She could invent a scenario, then convince herself it was true. Hearing a siren howl a couple of streets away, she’d think perhaps something had happened to one of her children or her husband. Though it might be two in the afternoon and all of the people in her life were busy in other places, she could persuade herself that one of them had been killed. She would spend the next few hours envisioning every moment of her life from the moment the police rang her doorbell, bearing terrible news, to the funeral, where she’d be bent double with grief. She thought that if it was Alex who had met his end, cruelly mowed down by some irresponsible driver, she’d wear his wedding ring on a gold chain round her neck, next to her heart, for the rest of her life. Times would be hard without him. She imagined herself having to add to her miserable widow’s pension by taking a low-paid job in a shop or a factory. She’d be uncomplaining and noble. By the time Nora or Cathryn arrived home, Maisie would have worked herself into a state of nervous apprehension.


Then again, had she whiled away her post-chore hours dreaming up a scenario where she came into a load of money, or where she was the star of a West End show, or where it was her and not Ingrid Bergman who led a horde of children to safety in The Inn of the Sixth Happiness, she’d be full of joy and singing when her own offspring came home. Maisie’s moods were usually a result of where her imagination took her.


Nora’s father ate his evening meal alone when he returned from work. Sometimes Maisie would join him, drinking a cup of tea as he ate and regaling him with the adventures of her day. Maisie was an expert chatterer, and could effortlessly make a drama out of the mundane. Alex would listen, nodding and smiling. He loved this prattle and rarely said anything about the sort of day he’d had.


He was an insurance assessor. Nora, as a child, didn’t know what this meant. What she did know was that her father went out of the house at eight in the morning, and came home at six in the evening. He always wore a hat.


In Nora’s early memories, Maisie sang. The radio played all day. She’d join in with the record selections on Housewives’ Choice, and then with the jolly songs on Music While You Work. She’d sing as she cooked, sing as she vacuumed and dusted. Her repertoire was mostly show songs. She didn’t favour torrid love songs, or mournful melodies about lost romance. Frank Sinatra was out. Maisie declared she didn’t like him. He was a boozer and a womaniser, and untrustworthy. She liked Doris Day, Bing Crosby and Rosemary Clooney. Good, clean-living, salt-of-the-earth folks.


Once a week, Thursdays, Maisie went to an amateur operatic society. When a performance was looming, she went almost every night. Sometimes, in the evenings, when she was at home, she’d put on shows for Alex. Cathryn and Nora would have small parts; Maisie was the director and star. She’d sing ‘The Sound of Music’ twirling round and round, arms spread. Cathryn would do ‘Sixteen Going On Seventeen’, and Nora did ‘My Favourite Things’, but usually had to be helped out, as she never sounded quite enthusiastic enough about brown paper packages tied up with string. Maisie was a demanding director. ‘Put your heart into it,’ she’d say. ‘Let us feel your joy and pain.’ Both sisters hated these family operatic evenings and eventually looked for excuses to get out of the house when Maisie called, ‘It’s showtime, everybody.’ They both grew up to hate musicals.


Alex would sit by the fire, paper in hand, cigarette burning slowly in his fingers, watching. Smiling. Maisie would laugh, and dance, till, panting, she’d drop on to the sofa, legs spread out before her. ‘Oh me, I’m getting too old for all of this.’


Nora couldn’t remember exactly when the singing and dancing stopped. But it was about the time when her mother first threw all her possessions out into the garden. And that had been a few weeks after the mango incident. Maisie would have been in her late forties at the time.


The thing about Maisie was her moods, which were all to do with the daily scenarios she drifted into. Nobody quite knew what they were coming home to, but they could tell if she was happy, friendly, miserable or sulky the minute she said hello.


Still, Maisie was a doomster. Not for her the silver lining to every cloud. She claimed this was the legacy of her impoverished Scottish childhood. She’d been raised in an Edinburgh slum, she said. There had been no laughter, and barely enough food to feed her and her three brothers and three sisters. ‘Hard times,’ she said. ‘And my father was a drunk, which gave me a healthy respect for alcohol.’


When, some years later, Nora moved to Edinburgh, she visited the slum – MacDonald Road – and was surprised to find it to be wide, pleasant, tree-lined: not in the least bit slummy. There was, however, a certain perverse pleasure in discovering that her mother had lied. It was good for Nora to know she was not the only one in the family who made up stories.


On the day of the first assault on her room, Nora had come home from school and, as always, shouted, ‘Hello.’ Silence. Nora stood, wondering. This was new. She went to her little room to dump her bag and change into her playing clothes – corduroy trousers and sloppy joe. Her heart stopped, and a slow terror grew in her stomach.


The room was empty. A bed, a mattress, a chest of drawers. Nothing else. She looked under her bed. Nothing. Opened all the drawers, peeked in. Nothing. She went through to the kitchen, where her mother, wrestling with a new scone recipe, didn’t look at her, but continued stirring the mixture in her bowl.


‘Where’s my stuff?’ said Nora.


‘Threw it out,’ said her mother. ‘Damn mess. Threw it all out.’ She jerked her floury thumb towards the window.


Nora looked out at the garden. What she saw confused and unhinged her.


The garden was an immaculate quarter-acre. Lawn mown every Sunday afternoon into perfect Wimbledon stripes, borders sparingly planted with military rows of daffodils and tulips in spring, dahlias, lupins and campanula in summer. A couple of rose bushes. A small vegetable patch with cabbages, sprouts and a neat row of lettuces behind a trim box hedge. The earth was vigorously hoed, friable and almost breathtakingly free of weeds.


It was only years later that Nora discovered how lush and bountiful gardens could be; the plants here seemed cowed, dutiful. They grew, they flowered, but in the Marshalls’ patch of ground they seemed joyless about it. Anything that had the effrontery to arrive in the borders through self-seeding, a horticultural gate-crasher, was whipped out, and almost scolded for its cheek.


Now the garden looked devastated. But politely so. If there was such a thing as genteel ravaging, then that was what had happened in Nora’s back garden. It was strewn with books, toys (though Nora never had many), clothes. The sheets lay in crumpled heaps on the lawn. The bedspread (a mix of red and yellow flowers) was caught in a rose bush; pillows had come to earth down by the lupins. Pens, pencils, pyjamas (her very favourite blue and white polka-dot ones) were scattered amongst pansies and forget-me-nots. Knickers, vests and other clothes were draped here and there, over the pristine box hedge, on the ground between flowers, on the grass. Shoes had travelled furthest and had made it to the vegetable patch. Her shiny patent leather Sunday-best pair with the silver buckles on the side were among the cabbages; her playing shoes, black plimsolls, were nearby; her Wellington boots had got as far as the compost heap.


In later years, Nora was to wonder about that. It must have been a mighty throw that sent a welly hurtling such a distance. She’d imagine her mother standing at the back door, Wellington boot in hand, going through the pre-throw warm-up practised by baseball pitchers, slapping the boot from hand to hand, eyeing the compost heap, then hoisting the boot high over her head as she heaved back, one leg bent, the other off the ground. Deep breath, then pitch forward, boot taking to the air and flying. She wondered if her mother had been wearing her curlers (as she was apt to do in the mornings) at the time. She could definitely have been a contender in any welly-tossing competition. If she had actually done it. In time, Nora decided she hadn’t. The boots must have been carried down the garden, then thrown on to the compost heap.


It was the books that horrified Nora. They had been thrown out heartlessly. Coming back to earth after their brief flight from the back door had hurt them. Spines were broken, pages crumpled and stained with grass and earth. They’d crushed plants as they thumped down. Black Beauty had been snapped in two, both halves lying side by side on top of a ruined campanula. Nora retrieved this, and the other books, first.


It took eight trips to bring everything back into her room. And until well past teatime to make up her bed, with the same sheets as it was not a bed-changing day. That was Monday. In fact every third Monday, since Maisie did the beds in rotation.


Nora wondered if her mother had made eight trips to the back door. And how long this had taken her. Did the fury deepen as she emptied drawers, hauled linen off the bed, gathered books, toys and other childish paraphernalia and lugged it to the door, then sent it all spinning through the air, and away out of her sight? It certainly must have disrupted her routine, which, since it was Friday, was cleaning the bath and shoving Domestos down the loo. That, and chatting to the fish man, who arrived with his van at about two o’clock in the afternoon.


‘That’ll learn you,’ said Maisie calmly. She still didn’t look at Nora. She scattered a dusting of flour on her work surface, removed the dough from her bowl, and started to flatten it with her rolling pin.


There was no fish for tea that night. ‘All her fault,’ Maisie said, pointing a stiff finger at Nora. ‘I missed the fish man because I was too busy with her room.’


They had boiled eggs. Though Nora didn’t have anything. She was too busy sorting out her room, making the bed, folding her clothes and putting them back in their drawers. This she did with a mix of deep humiliation, confusion and anger. She was the filthy one, the family shame who had brought the horror of disgusting boiled eggs (Maisie’s were either brick hard, slightly greenish in the area where the yolk stopped and the white began, or disgustingly undercooked, whites transparent and runny) for tea instead of fish, crispy bright orange in its ruskoline coating, and chips with tomato sauce. She would never be able to look her sister in the eye again. She’d be hated for ever. A biting consternation juddered in her tummy. Her mother loathed her, that was for sure.


Then again, there was a certain rage. Nobody should throw Black Beauty into the garden, nobody. Pilgrim’s Progress, maybe. But Black Beauty was lovely.


Nora thought she might run away. She could live in woods somewhere. There weren’t any nearby, but she could find a dense forest and build a house out of branches and leaves and live on berries and roots. She’d seen trappers do that in films on television. She could make clothes out of deer skins, and maybe catch fish. It was possible. It would definitely be better than sleeping in a box room that you had to keep tidy.


She heard her father come home. He didn’t have boiled eggs; Maisie cooked him a steak, which she always braised with onions. Nora heard the clatter of crockery as it was served up, and the sound of Maisie telling him stories of her day, her voice lifting at the exciting bits.


‘So I threw everything out. Right out, into the garden it went. I won’t have a mess in my house. That’ll learn her.’


Alex said nothing. He never did.


Later, Nora went into the kitchen and washed the dishes. She and Cathryn did them on alternate days, and today was her turn. She dried them, then put them away. Wiped the sink and draining board as was expected. Then went to bed. No television, and no Quality Streets, which was the Friday family treat. She lamented the toffee that was flat as a penny and came wrapped in yellow paper which, when she held it to her eyes, tinted the world.


She was ostracised for three days. Every time Maisie saw her she would tighten her lips, and disapprove. Nobody could disapprove like Maisie. She sent out waves of rejection that silenced the family, made the air leaden.


Of all Nora’s memories, the lights in the darkness, this was the most vivid. She could see it all. Herself standing at the back door, looking out at the garden with everything she owned scattered across it. The slow beating of wooden spoon against mixing bowl behind her. There were other feelings, but she was too young then to put them into words. Everything that was precious to her had been taken and tossed out. Her privacy had been usurped. She’d been cruelly reminded that the small room she occupied wasn’t hers at all, and that nothing she owned mattered. With that came the thought that was to haunt her for years – she didn’t matter either.


She found a new friend, Karen McClusky. Karen was tall, dark-haired, her parents were rich. She had a pony and took piano lessons. Nora told her mother that Karen’s dad drove a big red Jaguar.


‘Going to Karen’s house after school,’ Nora would say. Maisie would only complain that Karen never came to their house.


That would have been difficult. Karen didn’t exist. It wasn’t that Nora had invented an imaginary friend; she’d just come up with an excuse to stay out of the house for as long as possible. After school, on the pretext of being with her new best friend, Nora would wander. She walked for miles, stared into shop windows, watched men digging the road, anything. She tiptoed and skipped, watching for lines and cracks, still superstitious about pavements. On good days, she’d sit in the park, reading. She did anything rather than go home.




The Thereness of Nora


Seventeen years later, standing in Edinburgh’s Grassmarket, Nora told Brendan about her mother preferring her sister.


Brendan sighed, and said, ‘Well, mothers. Who can explain them?’


‘I could have been permanently damaged. What a terrible thing to say about your own child. It’ll haunt me for the rest of my life.’


Brendan shrugged, and opened his mouth. But whatever he was about to say was interrupted by Nora. ‘Don’t you dare say move on, or get over it. I won’t. I refuse to. I’ve been emotionally crippled by my mother. She was appalling.’


Brendan said that everybody’s mother was appalling from time to time.


‘Not as bad as mine. Nobody’s was as bad as mine.’


It was a Saturday in September; the street was busy, a milling mass of tourists, shoppers and students. Brendan took her by the shoulders and turned her round and round.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘all these people, and they all have mothers. And all their mothers were at some time appalling. They were probably in league with your mother, some sort of sisterhood.’


‘You think?’ she said.


‘Definitely, the sisterhood of appalling mothers.’


‘Well, I won’t be one of them,’ said Nora. ‘My child will never be treated like that. Except that I am not going to have a child. Not ever. Absolutely not.’


‘Not ever? How do you know that?’


‘I just know it. Some things you know. Right from the beginning of me, the real me, the me I am now, I knew I’d never have children.’


This surprised Brendan. He envied Nora her conviction. He had no convictions at all. He was known for his lack of ambition, and thought of himself as an ambler. Someone who pottered through life, taking pleasure in small things. Waking up next to Jen, his wife, every morning. Though he had to admit that if it had been left up to him, he wouldn’t be doing this. He’d only got married because she insisted on it. Still, now he was married, he enjoyed it.


Other pleasures were making tea – the perfect cup – listening to music, buying music, watching films, and talking. Of all these pleasures, talking was his favourite. He loved to chat. Which was what had attracted him to Nora. She was a fellow chatterer.


The thing about Nora and Brendan was that they rarely touched each other. Even at New Year, when people flung their arms round strangers’ necks and kissed them, wishing them everything they could hope for, a dazzling new twelve months of success and joy. Amidst the tears, laughter and sudden bursts of song, Brendan would only catch Nora’s eye from somewhere across the room, raise his glass of dry ginger towards her – he never drank – and smile. But it would be a good smile; his eyes would light up, his whole face seemed to open to her. He meant that smile. If relationships could be consummated with words, with long, meandering conversations, with admitting self-doubts, confessions and shared tastes in daydreams, then Nora and Brendan had done that. Definitely that. Even so, Jen, Brendan’s wife, had nothing to worry about: he adored her.


There was something about the way Nora walked: long, delicate strides, almost a lope, on tiptoe, too. And there was something about the way she held herself, shoulders slightly rounded, head bowed, body at a little tilt, that said shy, insecure. It was a hushed movement. And it was, though Brendan didn’t realise this till he’d known her for some time, the walk of someone who wanted to move through the world discreetly, to walk across rooms without disturbing the air. Though Nora always claimed it was the walk of a woman who in the past had been superstitious about pavements. Lines and cracks.


Then again, there was something about the way she engaged people she was talking to, an almost disconcerting eye contact that suggested she was not quite as insecure as she seemed. People fascinated her, she wanted to know all about them: where they lived, what they did, what they thought about this and that, what they loved to eat, what their mothers were like. But since she was shy, and prone to self-deprecation, she rarely asked all the questions she longed to ask, and tended to invent lives for most of the people she met. And since she rarely volunteered information about herself, people invented a life for her based on what they’d gathered about quiet people from films they’d seen, books they’d read. They said she was interesting, which surprised her. She didn’t think she was interesting at all.


Brendan would watch her moving along the corridors of the building where they both worked, which were long, and, when the sun shone, splashed with morning light from the row of east-facing windows, and swore she shut her eyes and held her breath as she went. Her hair would fall over her face, and the sheets of script she carried from the balloonists to the sticky-up girl flapped at her side. If she encountered someone she knew, she’d say, ‘Hi,’ in a voice that was soft as air. You had to strain to hear it.
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