

[image: Cover Image]




Women Talking Dirty

Isla Dewar

[image: image]




Copyright © 1996 Isla Dewar

The right of Isla Dewar to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 9484 5

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Isla Dewar lives in Fife with her husband, a cartoonist. Her novels Keeping Up With Magda, Giving Up On Ordinary and It Could Happen To You are also available from Review.

Women Talking Dirty is now a major film starring Helena Bonham Carter and Gina McKee.





Acclaim for Isla Dewar:

‘Dewar’s gift is to pull you into the minutiae of her people’s lives . . . few writers are so good at making the reader empathise’ Scotland on Sunday

‘Acute observations of small-town life . . . Magda is a wonderfully strong female character’ Tom Shields, Herald, Glasgow

‘Dewar’s vivacious, bawdy portrait of life in a Scottish village is fresh, likeable and wincingly familiar’ Scotland on Sunday

‘Breathless . . . appealingly spirited . . . sparkiness, freshness and verve’ Mail on Sunday

‘Observant and needle-sharp . . . entertainment with energy and attack’ The Times

‘Genuinely moving and evocative’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A remarkable, uplifting novel’ Evening News, Edinburgh

‘You’ll love this enchanting, touchy-feely tale of small-town Scottish life’ OptionsWomen Talking






To Sibyl and Gordon for always – in their own way – being there.


1

ELLEN


CHAPTER ONE



There are women whose eyes lock momentarily in bars, across crowded rooms, in the street and, though they are strangers, they recognise each other. They go through that female summing up thing, the subliminal eyeflick, the quick look from shoes to haircut, and for a second their eyes meet.

I could be friends with you, they think. There goes a fellow smoker, drinker, slut, slag, domestic failure, neurotic, whatever, they think. A fellow traveller, a soul mate, they think. Sometimes they leave it at that, a moment’s wondering and speculation. They do not act upon that look and make friends. But sometimes they do.

When Cora O’Brien’s eyes met Ellen Quinn’s across the crowded living room at one of Jack Conroy’s parties, Ellen thought: Who is that vividly dressed woman? And Cora thought: I could be friends with you. And she thought: There sits one of the most insecure women I have ever seen. And she thought: Still, she’s a soul mate and a fellow traveller. Cora was like that, a romantic. She went over to chat.

She had thought to say to Ellen that she was meant to enjoy it. Meaning parties, life, everything. It always amazed Cora that people forgot to take pleasure in things. ‘Pleasure,’ she’d say, ‘it’s even a nice word.’ But she thought the better of it. Wasn’t it always a bitch when people said things like, ‘Smile, it may never happen’? Instead the first words she ever spoke to Ellen were, ‘You look like you could do with some serious corrupting.’ Over six years in Edinburgh had not shifted the Highland lilt. She sounded like a mist, soft, enveloping.

Ellen said, ‘What makes you think that about me?’ She didn’t want this new woman in her life to leave her side. She wanted to listen a little longer to that voice.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I just thought it was a flash thing to say, I suppose.’ Cora sat down beside her and looked longingly at her cigarette packet. Ellen offered her one. ‘No. I’m a smoker at heart, I always will be, I just don’t do cigarettes any more. Pity. I used to love it. I must say, though, how good it is to meet a smoker who does not disappoint. So many opt for cheap brands with ghastly packing and huge boxes of matches. I think that when you smoke you smoke for all of us who took fright and have given up. You should do it boldly. Carry an illuminated sign, “Smoking and proud”. These however,’ and she picked up Ellen’s pack, sniffed at it deeply, ‘remind me of someone. His flat smelled of these, and garlic. And sour milk.’ She drifted into memories and from that momentary distance smiled to Ellen. A confiding smile it was – one day I will tell you everything. Ellen’s heart was won. A small curve of the lips, a fleeting fix of eye contact was all it took.

‘It’s good for irritating people,’ Ellen said. That, after all, was why she’d started. And why she’d chosen French cigarettes. They were so obviously smelly. She had wanted to shock her mother, who had been suitably horrified, sneering, ‘Disgusting habit.’ Ellen’s moment of adolescent glee was, however, long past. Now she was addicted. ‘If I die with blackened lungs,’ she defiantly said, ‘I like to think I blackened them with style.’

Cora knew when she saw Ellen sitting fiddling nervously with her cigarette packet, dressed completely in black, hair and dark glasses concealing as much of her face as possible, that she would have to be the one to introduce herself. Looking at Ellen, she knew she was looking at someone who had never once in her life made the first move.

But hell, Cora made first moves all the time. Thought nothing of it. She had beads sewn into her hair, and a black velvet band at her neck. She wore a red silk jacket and her nails were loudly lacquered plum. She raised her small self by wearing stiletto heels. Now her eyes were level with most men’s chins.

She was a teacher. She taught seven-year-olds. And she knew she was a very fine teacher indeed. She loved it. Her pupils adored her. ‘Come come, Billy Mackie. If you’re going to grow up and marry me you’ll have to learn to tie your shoelaces.’ The child looked at her, and squirmed with embarrassed pleasure. Along with his classmates he jostled to be head of the line every Thursday morning when Cora took them to the swimming baths. ‘Any girl who wants to hold my hand, Laura Sutton, better be able to multiply five by three.’

‘Fifteen, Miss O’Brien.’

‘Good girl.’ Cora held out her hand. A little sweaty palm squeezed it. Wide eyes looked in awe at her shiny red nails.

Cora found seven-year-olds a delight. She thought they were like a litter of warm-tummied animals, friendly, friendly and only friendly. At the peak of their careers as children. They had not quite learned to snigger and rant. Innocents. It would not last. Soon they’d be sneering and lying. ‘Don’t know, Miss.’ ‘Wasn’t me, Miss.’ They’d be greedy – like the rest of us, she thought. They’d be eyeing electrical goods and watches. Thundering through a childhood of burgers and baseball hats, desperate to become grown-ups. Desperate, too, to grow into the big, loud, foul language they’ll have learned from videos. As the years passed, each new batch of infants seemed more sophisticated than the last.

‘I swear,’ she said to nobody in particular in the staff room, ‘seven-year-olds are getting older and older. Soon they’ll be like a class of forty-year-olds.’

‘And what,’ her headmaster asked, ‘will forty-year-olds be like?’

‘Same as ever. Looking back at their childhoods and wishing they’d had the gumption to enjoy being seven when they were there.’

The children in her present class had a full and active range of swear words. ‘Oh fuck,’ someone cried when his pot of blue paint toppled to the floor. Cora looked up mildly and shook her head. Pity. It used to be such a handy little stinger of an Anglo-Saxon outcry, but overuse had rendered it bland. Now it was a Black Forest gateau of a swear word; common as cake and completely without meaning.

She had the gift of enthusiasm which, to their parents and grandparents’ dismay, she passed on to her pupils. She was regularly accosted in the street by aggrieved mothers and fathers who believed their children were being given ideas above their station.

‘Hey you, Miss O’Brien! I want a word. What’s all this nonsense you’re filling our Billy’s head with? About being a New York cop? He’s staying right here. He’ll be a plumber like me. What’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing, Mr Mackie. As long as it’s what Billy wants.’ She sighed hugely, clasping a batch of jotters to her chest. ‘Mr Mackie, he’s a child. He’s seven. If you don’t get to dream about becoming a New York cop when you’re seven, when do you get to dream about it?’

Mr Mackie did not know. Cora’s voice, words woven in a soft Highland accent, always stopped people in their tracks. She could be giving them a recipe for beef hash or reading the Kama-Sutra. Who cared? Just so long as she kept speaking.

Sitting by her side with the party humming round them, Ellen felt the same. She wanted Cora to keep speaking. Cora, however, was considering Ellen in close-up. She was younger than she appeared to be from a distance. Her nails were chewed. A worrier, Cora thought, and smiled at her, hauling her back from the little world she was plainly prone to drifting into when left to her own devices. Together they gazed across the room, watching the party. People in small gatherings, drinking and smiling, chatting and smiling, bitching and smiling and looking idly round checking that there was nobody more interesting, smiling more than they were.

‘Here we are then,’ Ellen said suddenly, ‘trembling on the edge of the awesome world of jackets and haircuts.’

‘Well,’ said Cora, ‘I don’t think you need to tremble,’ she stroked the sleeve of Ellen’s jacket, ‘not with this on. What do you do?’

‘I write,’ she said glumly. She hated telling people what she did. ‘Write!’ they’d exclaim with interest. ‘Oh, what?’ Then she’d have to admit that she was no Kafka, Virginia Woolf wouldn’t have to roll over and Iris Murdoch had nothing to worry about, Ellen had nothing fabulous to say. She wrote comic strips.

‘Oh,’ said Cora. ‘Who are you? What do you write?’

‘I’m Ellen Quinn. I do some of Jack’s strips. Two of Jack’s strips.’

People nearby switched from surreptitious eavesdropping to blatant eavesdropping.

‘Which ones?’ Cora wanted to know. Jack Conroy had output. It seemed he never stopped working. Nobody quite knew how many strips he drew. There was from his drawing board (at which he sat, perched like a little gnome on his high draughtsman’s chair) a constant outpouring of action-packed, slam, bam, kapowee exquisitely drawn stories of tumbling-haired, pouty-breasted, warm-lipped women and steel-jawed men saving the world.

‘I do Gangster Women and Engels of the Forest.’

‘Ah,’ said Cora. She had no idea what Ellen was talking about. She had never in her life read a comic strip, and had no intention of ever doing so. But the eavesdroppers nodded amongst themselves. They’d heard of Ellen Quinn. Gangster Women and Engels weren’t bad. In fact they were almost good. In the awesome world of jackets and haircuts almost good was as good as anything got.

‘Do you work at Starless, then?’

‘Yes. With Stanley. Do you know him?’

‘We nod. Actually I know where you are because it’s round the corner from where I live.’

‘Really?’ Ellen was pleased. ‘You live in Giles Street?’ This was a fine coincidence.

‘With my two boys,’ said Cora. ‘You must drop by for coffee sometime.’

‘I will,’ said Ellen. Then, changing the subject because she absolutely hated talking about her work: ‘Jack Conroy has a corn on his bum.’

‘I know,’ Cora replied smugly.

‘Aha,’ they said in unison and exchanged mutually knowing smirks. Ellen worked round the corner from Cora’s home. They had both had intimate access to the Conroy bottom. This could be a basis for friendship. A couple of things in common. They could be chums.

It was not until this evening at this party that Ellen had considered fucking Jack Conroy as anything other than a sophisticated and rather raunchy thing to do. It was the look of loathing Jack’s wife, Black Fingernails – Maureen, actually, but known as Black Fingernails because, well, she painted her fingernails black – flashed at her as she came into the room that changed her mind. She knows, Ellen thought. And flushed shame.

One day she had taken some work to him. She stood in his studio, awed by its fascinating messiness. There were jerseys, tapes and CDs spread on the floor and the sofa. It was as if someone had opened the roof of the house and poured in a fifteen-year collection of newspapers, magazines and books. They were everywhere. There were shelves, sagging at the centre, cluttered with a vast selection of reference books, old jars filled with pens and glossy plants. His drawing board was covered by bits of paper: measurements, letters, scripts, memos, reminders, and jottings from Jack to Jack. There were rows of inks along the top, a jar of murky inky water, ceramic palettes and the floor was a thick mass of rubbings. Jack drew his strips in pencil first, inked over the approved rough, then feverishly rubbed over the finished job, removing all extraneous pencil lines. He then pulled the sleeve of his battered, stained sweat shirt down over his hand and swept all the minuscule bits of rubber from his board to the floor. He’d been doing this for years but Black Fingernails and her vacuum cleaner were never allowed into his studio. His work then, was perfect. His surroundings approached post-holocaust devastation.

‘Let’s have a chat,’ he’d invited Ellen over the phone. But they hadn’t chatted, had they? Jack Conroy’s bed smelled of Musk. Jack Conroy’s bed smelled of Jack Conroy’s wife. Maybe that’s what turned Ellen off. Maybe it was Jack Conroy’s wife’s silk underwear draped over the chair beside the bed. Maybe it was his breath on her face, the unashamed maleness of him. He was sure of himself, knew what he wanted. When he took her wrists and held them firm on the pillow above her head, she panicked, squirmed and kicked. ‘Let go. Let go.’ Then, maybe, it was that when she ran her fingers down his back, over his bum, she felt, small and hard, the corn.

‘How was it for you?’ she stupidly asked when they were done.

‘I didn’t think anybody actually asked that,’ Jack said. ‘You don’t want an answer, do you?’

‘Yes,’ said Ellen.

‘How was it for me? Truth or bullshit?’ He was sitting on the edge of the bed casting hopefully around for his boxers which he had kicked off. Naked from the back, Ellen decided, Jack Conroy was more exciting than naked from the front. He was hairy. This man was not born, she thought. He was knitted by his grandmother on a cold day.

‘Bullshit,’ she said.

‘There,’ said Jack. ‘That’s how it was for me. I don’t want the truth either. Good way that of telling how you’re doing. When things are fine you can fearlessly face the truth. When they’re not you want a little comforting bullshit.’

‘I asked for bullshit,’ Ellen insisted.

‘Oh, the earth moved,’ Jack said flatly.

Now Cora hooted a great guffaw from her tiny body that cut through the brittle and glittering socialising that was going on all around them. ‘What an arse he is! A corn on the left buttock! That’s what happens when you spend too long sitting at a damned drawing board doing those comic strips. He never stops, I swear. It’s just little.’ She indicated the size with her fingers. ‘The corn I mean, ha ha.’ She had fabulous nails. Ellen considered them with envy. Hers were shamefully chewed. She worried too much. When she’d nothing to worry about, she worried about worrying. It was as bad a habit as smoking.

Cora smiled at her. ‘I’m Cora O’Brien. And what’s that you’re drinking?’ she asked.

Holding up her glass Ellen said, ‘White wine.’

‘White wine? What sort of uptight middle-class drink is that?’ Cora asked, noticing as she did that behind her dark glasses Ellen Quinn had been crying. She took the glass from Ellen’s hand and, before she could protest, opened an abandoned handbag and emptied the wine into it. ‘You want some vodka.’

‘No I don’t.’ Ellen waved her hands, dismissing this suggestion. ‘I can’t drink spirits any more. They make me ill.’

‘Nonsense.’ Cora would have none of this. ‘You have to learn to drink. You must master the vices. You know that if a thing is worth doing it’s worth doing well. If, however, a thing is not worth doing then it’s worth doing fabulously, amazingly, with grace and style and panache.’

She fetched a bottle and poured them both a huge drink.

Ellen stared at hers. ‘I can’t drink this. I get drunk. I get headaches. I feel wretched. I hate not being in control.’

‘Ah,’ said Cora. ‘It isn’t getting drunk you fear, then. It’s getting sober again that scares the shit out of you.’ She raised her glass. ‘To being out of control,’ she said. ‘Best feeling in the world.’

Ellen drank but she did not agree. ‘To being in control,’ she said. She knew, however, that it was not the best feeling in the world.


CHAPTER TWO



Ellen’s mother, Janine, always worried about her. Ellen was distant and secretive, like her father. There was no real knowing what went on in her head.

‘Douglas was the same,’ Janine said. ‘He had a wayward mind. You’d be trying to talk to him about the phone bill or if the lawn needed mowing and he’d be nodding his head and agreeing but he’d be looking up at the light thinking about goodness knows what. You could never pin him down.’

Janine had a straightforward mind. She liked to think she was a straightforward sort of a person living a straightforward life. Mondays you washed. Tuesdays you ironed. Wednesdays you did the bedrooms, cleaned out the bath and polished the sideboard. Thursdays you baked and Fridays were for all the things you couldn’t fit in to the rest of the week. Janine liked routine. She felt it kept her right. She had routines within her routines. Ironing: cool iron first, then hot iron. Clothes then towels, sheets, etc. She liked ironing, the rhythm of it, the comforting creak of the board. If it was Tuesday she would be ironing. If she was ironing it would be Tuesday. You knew where you were with routines.

She shook her head, thinking about Ellen and her father. She did not know how they got by. Them with their dizzy minds, dreaming and messy. She did not understand either of them. Sometimes she thought when she saw one of them gazing silently at the wall or out of the window that she would like to smack them out of their dreamings, reminding them that she was here and she was the one who did their ironing and cooked the food they ate. Then again sometimes she thought it best not knowing the nonsense that went on in those drifting minds. It would, she concluded, drive her daft.

It always surprised Ellen when she returned to the leafy, suffocatingly polite Edinburgh suburb where she was brought up that as a child she had seen these streets of quiet boredom as a seething hotbed of low life, intrigue and tribal rituals.

She was convinced Mrs Paulo three doors up was a film star. And if she wasn’t a film star she definitely had dazzling connections and lived the film star life. This because once Ellen had seen her standing at the window speaking on the phone. Not only did her phone have a cord long enough to stretch to the window, but it was white. A white phone – only film stars had such a thing. Ellen kept a beady young eye out, keen to spot Audrey Hepburn or Rock Hudson should they come by. She was sure they would one day. Of course they’d call first – on the white telephone.

Mr Martin, four doors down on the other side, was a spy and Mrs Robb next door to him was a witch. But better than all of that, Ellen knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that a whole Sioux tribe lived on the golf course at the end of the road. For an entire summer Ellen rode out nights to the great plains on that scrubby municipal golf course and led the Sioux nation. Nobody knew about this except, of course, in time, when she became Ellen’s closest friend, Cora.

‘God, Ellen,’ she said when she was told, ‘you must have been born stupid. I just had stupidity thrust upon me. Well, I more rushed towards it, the way you do. Marriage, men, life, children . . . and such.’

‘You have never been married,’ Ellen said.

‘OK. Men. Life. Children. That’s stupid enough. I don’t go the whole hog.’ Cora would not be put down or corrected.

Ellen told her everything. But then she would. She was one of those people, a puppy at heart, who had not mastered the simple art of thinking before she spoke. Dressed in black, looking shyly out at the world from behind a thick fringe, she was not as distant and dark as she seemed. Give her a crumb, give her a smile, give her a sliver of affection, a kindly word, and she was yours, she was anybody’s. She was easily won. This is me, she would say. And, pouring out a pile of emotional rubble, this is my life. Look at it, what a mess. Look at this bit, I really screwed up there. She was as enthusiastic about her failures as her successes. It never really crossed her mind how judgemental people would be with the information she freely dished out. That was why she was loved, if only she’d known it. Cora’s outrageousness, her vividness, on the other hand, was a façade. She only told Ellen almost everything. Some of her shame, some of her rage and most of her regrets were secret. She believed in holding a little of herself back.

That summer, the summer of the Sioux, as Ellen thought of it whenever she brought it to mind, she climbed from her bedroom window almost every evening when her mother and sister were sleeping. She wore her pyjamas under her dark blue, elastic-waisted corduroy trousers and hand-knitted polo-neck jersey, her playing clothes. On her gleaming black horse, Thunder, she trotted under sodium lights down the middle of Wakefield Avenue, reins jingling, saddle creaking. Thunder was, of course, part of that play. He was only real to her. Beloved imaginary horse, for that small part of her life he was the only thing she could cling to. The only thing she allowed to be real to her. Her father had just died. As she went she sang songs of the day, favourite tunes from the radio. She listened to her own whisperings, ‘Hey Jude, too-ti-too-ti-too.’

It was one of the silliest things she ever did. But when you’re eight and the Sioux are waiting on the eighteenth green, danger is the great iron horse steaming over your hunting grounds, the long knives, the rolling wagon trains of white men who do not know the ways of the buffalo. It is a mountain lion, a renegade Pawnee, nothing that would faze someone mighty and wise, who does not realise she is only eight summers tall, and who has the ear of Sitting Bull himself.

‘I was happy then,’ she’d say wistfully to herself in those mindless moments when, idle-brained, she’d be washing the supper dishes, or just vacantly staring out of the window. Then she’d draw herself up sharply. ‘No I was not.’ Of course she wasn’t. When a child takes to wandering a golf course at night with a whole tribe of imaginary companions something is wrong, very wrong indeed.

Thinking back it seemed like another time, when she’d been another person – the human being she was before Cora was in her life, before Daniel, Emily Boyle and Chippy Norton. Chippy, of course, was only a figment of her imagination. But of all the characters she created he was her favourite, and he was also the most successful. So in his fat, dreamy and fictional way, he was the most important of all. It was he who paid the rent, bought all the clothes, footed the grocery and fuel bills and kept Ellen in French cigarettes and Russian booze.

It started in March. Daniel Quinn was a long time into her future, she was Ellen Davidson then. She remembered the night her father died well. Every moment, every look – her mother’s furrowed concern, her sister’s goody-goody smirk as she finished every scrap of her liver and wiped the plate clean so that now she could have her almond slice; every sound – the muted babble of the television her sister, Rosalind, had left beaming into the empty living room up the hall, the clatter of pots in the kitchen; every scent – burned liver, that fresh air smell of just-ironed clothes – was with her always. It was a snapshot, mindbite memory she could take out and relive whenever she was low and needed to go even lower.

It was Tuesday. Tuesday in the little two-bedroom bungalow in Wakefield Avenue was liver and a bath. Ellen hated liver and always ate slowly, carefully cutting the dread meat into tiny bits and shifting them about her plate, waiting for her mother to leave the table. Then, with her disapproving sister watching, she would with one swift practised move empty the liver into the plastic bag she always kept handy on Tuesdays. She’d scrunch it into a little roll and shove it up her jersey. It lay warm against her tummy. Later she would bury it in the garden. Even now the sight of liver lying flaccid, bleeding slightly on the butcher’s slab, could cause her to retch.

Her father came home late that day. Still wearing his tweed car coat he slumped on the armchair by the fire that was his armchair and nobody else’s, complaining that his head hurt.

Her mother laid his liver on the table and looked at him, with furrow-browed concern. ‘You won’t be wanting your supper, then?’

He shook his head.

‘Go wash the dishes, Ellen,’ her mother ordered. Ellen protested. She’d cleared the liver from her plate, eaten the regulation piece of bread and was planning to have an almond slice. ‘Wash the dishes,’ her mother ordered in that final flat voice mummies had when no arguing would be tolerated.

Ellen went into the kitchen, filled the sink with hot water and washing-up liquid, and started to play submarines with the plates and a cup. The cup, pink with a thin gold rim, was the enemy lurking in the deep, waiting for the innocent plate to pass overhead. It would strike. Boom, whoosh. Torpedoes on the port side. The liver in the bag was getting cold as she pressed against the sink keeping it in place. She would have to get rid of it.

‘For heaven’s sake, Ellen, can’t you do anything properly?’ Her mother came into the kitchen and, shoving her from the sink, took over. ‘Go have a bath.’

‘But it’s early. What about my programme? I want to see my programmes on television.’

‘Have a bath.’

Her father groaned. She watched him as she passed on her way to the bathroom. His face was grimly grey under a filmy sweat. He had just been sick. His head lolled back, mouth slightly open. He held his hand on his chest, his breathing sounded pained, rattled in his chest. He looked at her and called her, ‘ . . . Um.’ He always called her that. There were so many little girls running around his house – his daughters, his daughters’ friends, neighbours’ children – he lost track of them. He knew of course that Ellen was his. But he was weary. His job took all of him. So he couldn’t always single out her name from the mass of little girl names that flooded into his mind whenever he saw her.

‘ . . . Um . . .’ he said. That was the last time she saw him.

She filled the bath, dutifully took off her clothes and folded them according to her mother’s strict guidelines. Janine Davidson’s great achievement in life was the acquisition of a bungalow. One hundred and ninetytwo Wakefield Avenue was a bungalow in a mystifying maze of post-war bungalows and from the time she and Douglas moved in, Janine had spent all her time and energy living up to the sanctified respectability she imagined was the stuff of bungalowees. She was too rigid with the fear of getting found out – found out that she was from poor working-class stock, from tenement housing, and shouldn’t really be living in this hallowed, badly heated, insufferably clean little house – to relax and enjoy her life, her family.

There was, then, according to Ellen’s mother, a right way and a wrong way to do everything. In the Davidson household everything was done the right way, even folding of the clothes prior to getting into the bath.

Ellen hid the liver under the perfect pile. Now she wouldn’t be able to bury it in the garden. She’d hide it in her schoolbag and drop it in a litter bin on the way to school. Her tummy gurgled. She was hungry. She thought longingly of her almond slice still on the table, waiting for her to come to claim it. Still, baths were good. She resumed her game of submarines. The sponge was the enemy waiting in the rocks – her left knee – for the face cloth carrying a load of bananas and sugar cane to sail by.

‘Hello, Dr Phillips? Mrs Davidson here, a hundred and ninety-two Wakefield Avenue . . .’ Ellen heard her mother’s voice. It was her posh voice, the one she used for the doctor and the insurance man who came by on Thursdays.

Ellen liked her address. It rhymed. One hundred and ninety-two Wakefield Avenue. A wide street, well lit. A row of houses amidst rows and rows and streets and streets of houses all the same. Wakefield Avenue was posh though; it led onto the golf course.

‘It’s my husband, Douglas. He’s not well. He’s having trouble breathing and . . . yes . . . in his chest. Thank you. The house is on the right-hand side of the road, just past the bus stop . . .’

Dr Phillips would come in his Jaguar. Ellen held her breath, something was happening. If you held your breath when things happened people forgot you were there and you could watch the grown-ups being grownup. She was Ellen Davidson, she was eight years old, she had straight browny-black hair, brown eyes and a small face. Her favourite person in all the world was Burt Lancaster. Her favourite things were a luminous yo-yo that shone in the dark and a bumper book of the countryside. But the thing she wanted most was a horse. If she only had one she’d be happy, and she’d never ever ask for anything else ever again. Every year she wrote to Santa asking for a shiny black stallion, but she never got one. Every Christmas morning she would run through to the living room and peer into the garden. ‘Please let it be there. Please.’ She dreamed it would be standing on the lawn, just behind the lilac tree, black and magnificent, pawing the ground, snorting and waiting for her to come to him. She would call him Thunder.

‘Ellen, we can’t possibly have a horse,’ her mother repeatedly told her. ‘Where would we keep it?’

‘In the garden. In the shed when it rains. It could fit in beside the lawnmower. I’d look after it. Brush it. Ride it. I’d ride it on the golf course.’

Every Christmas she and her mother went through this dialogue. Every Christmas Ellen hoped wildly and every Christmas her mother sighed. She would disappoint her daughter yet again. Games compendiums, new frocks, a dolls’ house, a little pocket radio – nothing, absolutely nothing would ever be as good as that black horse, glistening and tossing its mane out past the lilac tree.

The doctor arrived. Ellen heard him booming down the hall. Why did doctors have such big voices? She held her breath. She could hold it for a count of two hundred and forty-seven, though the last sixty or so had to be rattled through, top speed. This would be handy should she ever have to hide underwater from renegade Pawnees.

‘An ambulance, please.’ The doctor was on the phone, using their phone. Would he have to put the money in the little box like Mrs McKenzie across the road when she phoned her mother in Inverness every Sunday afternoon? ‘ . . . a hundred and ninety-two Wakefield Avenue. Heart attack . . .’

Ellen looked at her fingers. They’d gone all white and wrinkly. The water was cold, but she was scared to get out. She didn’t want to appear at the bathroom door in the middle of all the fuss. They wouldn’t want her there. Best stay put. She stopped her intricate little sponge and face cloth games and sat absolutely still, listening. She could hear herself breathing here in the bathroom, hollow, throaty against the damp. Further off, house noises: the television, the pipes clanking. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked, Mrs Barr next door came out, put some rubbish in the bin, slammed the lid down and went back into her kitchen. Ellen was getting goose pimples. It was cold in here.

‘I wish I had a horse,’ she said. ‘I wish, I wish, I wish . . .’

The ambulance arrived. The doorbell rang. Her mother went out. Ellen heard the fuss, the rush of footsteps thumping down the hall. Ten steps it was from the front door to the living room. It never changed. She counted every day.

‘Davidson? Ambulance. Where is he . . . ?’

‘Down the hall . . . down the hall . . .’

They left the front door open and the chill rushed in under the bathroom door. Ellen shivered. She imagined the ambulance outside in the dark, light whirling, flashing blue across the night into neighbours’ living rooms. They’d come to their windows to watch surreptitiously. ‘Something going on at a hundred and ninety-two.’

She heard the stretcher being carried back out the door, down the path. The ambulance men would be big. Her mother said she’d go with them. ‘I’ll get my coat and bag.’ She sounded strange. ‘Rosalind, look after Ellen. See she goes to bed. And go to bed yourself at ten o’clock. I don’t know when I’ll be back.’

‘Where is Ellen?’

‘Oh goodness, in the bath. She’s been in the bath all this time.’ Bang bang bang on the bathroom door. ‘Are you all right, Ellen?’

‘Yes,’ small, squeaky voice.

‘I’m going in the ambulance with Dad. You go to bed. Do what Rosalind says.’ Her sister would bully her. She’d have to be careful with the liver.

Shivering Ellen climbed from her bath, dried herself. She went to bed without saying her prayers.

Every night Janine Davidson insisted her daughters pray before sleeping. It was what respectable people did. Every night, then, she reinforced in Ellen the conviction she was going to die before morning.



Each night as I lie down to sleep

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

If I should die before I wake

Take me to heaven for Jesus’ sake.






Alone in her bedroom, muted noises of living-room life sounding through the wall, Ellen would lie waiting for death to come for her. Death was a man in a hat with a thin moustache, glittering cruel eyes, pointy two-tone shoes and a little black, gleamy gun that he would use to shoot her. Or, he might strangle her with his strong, black-gloved hands. And death was a lady in a white dress that rustled in the hall just beyond the bedroom door. She had a thin and taunting face, white like her frock. In her hand she held a silver stiletto that she would plunge into Ellen’s heart shrieking, ‘Die. Die. Die, child. Die.’ Ellen spent the hours between bedtime and morning in a state of terror. She slept with the blankets over her head so that when death came it would take her unawares. She would not hear the approaching tiptoe of pointy two-toned shoes or the abominable rustle of the silken white frock.

Her mother got home after midnight. She stood leaning against the door, stark, ashen. Her face had been painfully stripped of its old expressions and stamped deeply with a new look of shock, horror and grief.

‘He’s dead,’ she said, leaning forward, clutching herself. ‘Your father is dead.’ She started to cry, deep, deep sobs. She couldn’t breathe. Her shoulders shook and she gulped air with a huge sniffing, yelping sound, like an animal. In their pyjamas, still warm from sleeping, Ellen and Rosalind watched. Ellen froze. She didn’t know mothers did that. She didn’t know mothers hurt, cried. Hesitantly, she stepped forward to put her arm round her. But her mother, face streaked with sorrow and sudden surprising loathing, looked at her.

‘Not you,’ she spat, shaking her head. ‘Not you. I don’t want you.’

It was dark in the hall, cold. Rosalind stepped forward and pulled their mother to her. ‘Sssh,’ she said. And, ‘It’s all right.’ Cradling her. Rocking her. Patting her. The unnerving yelping stopped, calmed into weeping. The two locked in that embrace walked down the hall, disappeared into the living room.

Ellen stayed alone in the dark, her private chaos fixed on her face, small, shiny with the need to please, creased with anxiety. She felt her flesh crawl. Selfloathing moved through her, over her. She wasn’t loved, her mummy didn’t want her. Should she stay here for ever in the dark and cold or go into the living room? She didn’t know what to do. An icy draught swept under the front door. She shifted slightly from chilled foot to chilled foot. She looked hopelessly down at her arms and at her unwanted body. Then went back to bed. Her life hinged on this moment. It shamed her, and she couldn’t bring herself to tell anybody about it.

Later, much much later, when all the crying and mumbling and chinking of teacups was over and her mother and sister were sleeping, Ellen rose. She took the crumpled bag of liver from amongst her clothes and crept out of the window to bury it in the garden. What with her father dying and her mother not wanting her and everything, she thought she’d better get rid of it quickly. If her mother found it now it’d be too much. Goodness knows what she’d do. It was a perfect night – a thousand stars in the sky and the lawn frosty under her feet. Ellen stood in her pyjamas and blue furry slippers and looked about in wonderment. She hadn’t known that as she curled in terror under the blankets all this was out here, waiting for her. It was not scary here.

She fetched a trowel from the garden shed and dug a small hole on the far side of the lilac tree that was not visible from the living-room window. She entombed her guilty parcel in it and smoothed it over, patting the loose earth down. There, now nobody would ever know. She turned round and that’s when Thunder came to her.

Had anyone been watching they would have seen a little girl in blue polka-dot pyjamas standing on tiptoe in furry slippers in a small, frighteningly tidy garden. They would have seen her stretch out her arms in ecstatic greeting into the chill empty air, patting and stroking nothing, nothing at all. They would have had to have seen the world through Ellen’s eyes, been part of her little world, to know that she was embracing the love of her life, a muscled and magnificent black stallion that gently stamped the perfectly mown, immaculately edged lawn.

Prancing across the garden, gleaming and gorgeous, mane tossing, he came to her. Snorting gently he nuzzled her and she put her arms round his neck and kissed him. His mouth was velvet, shoving gently into her hand. She loved him and he loved her, only her and nobody else – ever. Nobody knew. Nobody in the whole world knew the friend she had.


CHAPTER THREE



Sometimes Ellen ran through her life, the edited lowlights, a series of ifs. If she had not been such a harum-scarum child, running about the golf course at night on a pretend horse, she might have been more alert during school hours. If she’d been more alert during school hours she might have developed the habit of paying attention to what her teachers were saying. If she’d paid attention to her teachers she might have passed more exams and left school with a few more qualifications than she did. If she’d had more qualifications she would have been able to get a better job than the one she got in the stationery and book department of a large store. If she had not got that job she would not have started reading the comics they sold and she would not have met her friends and soul sisters Karen, Sharon, Alice and Katy. If she had not met them, she would not have thought up Gangster Women, her first comic strip creation – ‘Hit the streets, Gangster Women, we have sisters to avenge’ – and sent it to Stanley Macpherson, sole proprietor of Starless Enterprises, entrepreneur and dreamer, and she would not have been given a job writing science fiction scripts. If she had not been given a job, she and Stanley would not have been lunching in the Oyster Bar, and she would not have noticed Daniel Quinn leaning on the bar, staring at her. If she had not gone through the small flirtatious routine of noticing him noticing her, then pretending not to notice him noticing her, he would not have come across to chat and she would not have gone out with him that night, gone to bed with him that night, married him six weeks later and lived through years of absurdities, guilt, swearing, good sex, bad sex and long convoluted arguments that he always won. She would not have been the constant butt of his energy and fury or witness to his frenetic search. Search for what? Neither of them knew.

Sometimes Ellen thought that all she was searching for in life was another moment to match those of sheer joy she’d known that summer, the summer of the Sioux.

She first slipped out for another meeting on the lawn with Thunder on the night of her father’s funeral. She brought him a piece of shortbread and a salmon sandwich, which she ate herself. Next night she went again to find him. Then a couple of nights later she slipped out again. By that time she was becoming addicted to her late-night sorties. Every night she lay in bed resisting the temptation of the night outside her window, the stars, the soft spring grass, the fabulous horse. Every night she gave in to it, till at last she was lost in her fantasy.

When Thunder became real to her, she thought that the little lawn was not big enough for him. After all, he lived a secret patient life waiting by the side of the house for her to come home from school. He needed a larger expanse of grass, somewhere to gallop. It seemed natural to trot out of the garden gate, down the street to the golf course. Once there she took the horse at a canter, then a gallop down the fairways and across the putting greens. She moved further and further into her dreams. Once when she was riding she turned round and there they were, the Sioux. Feathered and proud on painted ponies, they were gathered behind her. She was not alone. She had a whole tribe of warriors with her, looking after her. She was quite safe now. After that they were always there. Ellen painted her own body with her mother’s lipstick and eye shadow, red and blue whorls and daubs that spelled out the story of her life: her father, the mighty chief’s, glorious death; her tepee with her mother; her sister; the smack she’d got from her teacher because she was always falling asleep in class. With the night life she had it was hardly surprising she dropped off in the classroom. But she could not resist the night. Bareback and semi-naked she rode, arms spread into the air, yelling and whooping. She was a little girl, tamed and house-trained in the daytime, feral at night. A wildness came reeling from the depth of her and as she galloped across the summer grass it turned to exultation. When she was grown-up and returning to the scene of her imaginings, Ellen would stare out over the golf course and long to know such uninhibited freedom again.

After her father died Ellen’s family became dowdy. Or rather dowdier. They drifted into a quietly harmonious gloom. It was undemanding and it suited them. Though they ate supper at the same time they would have, had they been waiting for him to come home from work, mostly they carried on as if Douglas Davidson had not existed in the first place. They never spoke about him. Only sometimes, at four or five in the morning when Ellen was arriving home after her adventures with the Sioux, she heard, drifting sorrowfully from her mother’s bedroom, the muffled sound of sobbing. But in time even that stopped.

Her mother found solace in a dreary culinary routine: Monday stew, Tuesday liver, Wednesday mince, Thursday mince again and Friday fish – though they weren’t Catholic. Saturday they heated a pie and Sunday was roast beef. The house became bleak, comfortless. They came together over Janine’s grim meals. The woman had the knack of taking good nutritious food and turning it into cardboard. ‘Set the table, Ellen,’ she would call.

Ellen would obediently leave the television. Put on the tablecloth. Then forks and knives at each place, salt and pepper in the middle and sugar and milk at the head of table, where the man sits, though the man didn’t sit there any more. Nobody was going to take his place. They ate and they rarely spoke except to say things like, ‘The fish is good.’ ‘Better than last week.’ ‘Tasty.’

Then, and now, Ellen couldn’t understand such conversations. Why talk about boring fish when there were so many fabulous things in the world to discuss? She couldn’t, of course, tell her mother and sister about the movement of the buffalo on the golf course, or the heron frozen still on one leg silently waiting for eels that swam the great water beside the bunker at the tenth hole, or the wild ponies, or the war dances or the furious gallops on Thunder over the prairie. But there were other things.
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