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  Hours before dawn, on not quite the forty-seventh day of the war, a nineteen-year-old girl was curled up in a too-small bed, looking like a doll that had been sold with the

  wrong cot. The room she slept in had been decorated for a baby – a stranger to her, long since grown and gone, along with those that cared for such things as decorating and babies. On the

  walls, small pink roses were being eaten by large pats of green mould. The girl’s feet twitched, deep in a dog dream in which she ran fast, straight and light; a soft hum escaped her. It

  might turn into a throaty snore when she was older but now it was just a contented song of sleep.




  The bomb tore through the still night like birth, and landed like a foundling on a dark suburban doorstep. Every window in the street was blown out but only one house fell. It was so clean as to

  seem personal. The front two rooms were ejected straight out of the back, nothing but ash and splinters. The blast carved new corridors in seconds, sending slicing fragments of wood and glass

  hurtling along them. It cut a path straight to the attic, throwing floors and walls behind it. The girl was on top of a volcano; the building under her rushing to turn itself inside out. There was

  hardly any time; the scream of its arrival to the end of everything could be measured in a breath.




  If time could slow, she could have opened her eyes and seen air gather like a fist and punch in the door. Seen it rake her with the grit it held in its tail and seen the blood bloom under her

  nightgown and know that it wasn’t fire that swept over her though she saw flames swirl behind her eyelids and felt her skin scorch. All in a breath.




  The faded roses bubbled to life as air rushed behind the paper, flaying it from the wall and casting it up to the roof, which had been torn off and was capering down the street. A funnel of

  brick and ash formed in its place, a gateway to Oz into which the house flew on a thread. Then the walls billowed like bedsheets, the floor fell away like wet sand and the girl sank faster than

  hope into the room below.




  Before the house was exploded, no one near it had known that blood could take to the air and stain it, hanging heavier than the smell of cooking or the sea. A great fountain of it was released.

  It splattered the dust that, for days after, would seek out people’s noses, eyes and mouths, that coated their hair and crept into their houses through closed windows. It hit the pavement

  with the force of thick rain and streaked through the rubble as if the building itself had veins that were open and running.




  The girl was not alone in the air, in the whirl of it; eight others rolled through the night. They settled on the earth in hard and soft layers, masonry and flesh. The cyclone of brick and

  blasted air scooped them up and threw them down again like dough, kneading the bones out of them, stretching and tearing their soft bodies. The house came down in waves, plunging the nine into

  moving currents of brick and water; they drowned in plaster, were dashed against beams and torn by glass. Arms and legs kicking against the tide, the women and children spiralled down into the

  house that drew itself over them and settled in a calm black mound. Nothing had travelled across their minds past the first few seconds when they struggled to recognise death: a racing cloud come

  suddenly over, turning everything dark.




  Everything falls apart uniquely. A bomb could leave a house three parts standing, as open as a dolls’, photographs still hanging on the back walls, a washstand balanced on three

  floorboards, the jug not even chipped. This house was turned over like soil, a hill of dirt and brick crowned with shoes, pieces of furniture and food. The inside looked like an ant farm, little

  tunnels forged by cascading bodies led to separate chambers, each containing a broken human, splayed out like French tapestry men with odd-angled arms and surprised eyes. Petrified in the act of

  swimming away from the monster that would devour them, the children were delicate enough to be cave paintings, their little white nighties and pale slender arms bright against the dark sludge and

  soot that held them fast. At the edge was an egg, a pearly white case with a life inside. As the building had sunk back into the ground, the body of a nineteen-year-old girl had slithered under a

  bathtub, which closed over her and kept her, like a spider in a matchbox. Jean.
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  When Jean was born for the first time, her mother said it split her like a rail and was done on the topic. Some mothers do not love their children, but most at least forgive

  them.




  The battle of her birth raged for two days. For the first few hours, Jean’s mother had been reluctant to uncross her legs, insisting that it was a bad pie and would pass. Awkward in

  conception and growth, the child had not gone according to plan. It inflated as well as inhabited its mother, terrifying the host body with its demands, draining while drowning it. Two early

  efforts at ending the pregnancy with a gin bath had left the mother with scalded skin and a sick hangover but no release. The child swelled enormously after each assassination attempt and fought

  its expulsion with blind vigour. After two days of labour, Jean’s mother succeeded in evicting her daughter from her womb, but the child snatched victory with its first breath.




  Jean sat in the hospital scales like a prize marrow, shiny and full, while her mother bled on the table next to her, her face an expressionistic rendering of pure horror – all eyes and

  angles, pointing towards the ceiling. After a few minutes, the doctor attempted to coax the new mother’s face downwards with a little ammonia. She snorted back to life and lunged for the coat

  that shimmered in front of her, the white of it interrupted by splashes of her own insides. Her cracked hands reached for the lapels and hooked them, she lifted her head though it sent fire all the

  way down to her toes to do it and after a couple of dry gasps managed to speak.




  ‘How many?’ she panted. ‘How many?’




  The doctor tried to unsnag himself from her as if she were a tiresome piece of foliage.




  ‘One,’ he muttered as he picked at the red, stringy hands. ‘Just the one, Mrs Clocker.’




  The agony told her he was lying, and blood watered the fast-growing horror in her mind. Pain and fear fed the muscles she needed to draw the doctor down to her face, to where he could see the

  scabs and fresh tears on her lips, the skin caught in her teeth. She managed to whisper, ‘Heads? How many . . . heads?’ And then fell a hundred feet down into the darkness.




  While the mother was swabbed and stitched, they took the child away to find a cot, the ward sister worrying she might have to grease the sides. Eugenia was the name that had been agreed upon for

  the mighty newborn, should she live, but it was soon after shortened to Jean. Inhibiting her, in whatever way possible, was paramount from the start. She was taken home from the hospital in an

  ancient pram that was deep and wide enough to hide a man on the run.




  Jean’s mother was thirty-four when her first and only child was born. She herself had entered the world at the height of the floral craze. Against a bed of Violets,

  Lilies and Roses, she was named, by a mother with a botanical dictionary and seemingly the gift of clairvoyance, Wisteria – a tough, twining climber. Only she never flowered. Gums of lemon

  rind and teeth of pure alum couldn’t produce anything to rival the malevolent arsehole of a mouth Wisteria sported. Disappointment was her drug of choice and she was a good way through a

  lifelong bender.




  At twenty-eight, Wisteria gazed long and hard into a scratched mirror and decided that life had promised far more than it had delivered. Her eyes were pale and watery, her hair clung to her

  scalp in ashy licks and her colourless skin indicated its intention to gather in folds with unmistakable clarity. She looked as though she needed to hang upside down for a while. If only

  she’d been beautiful, she thought. That’s all it would take. She had spent years waiting to become so; it had proved to be an exercise in futility. Wisteria believed there was nothing

  in the world a well-shaped nose couldn’t bring her; it had not arrived, and neither had a change in fortune. The injustice of it was like lit matches between her toes.




  Wisteria’s father took the long walk after cigarettes that does not lead to the tobacconist when she was nine years old. Wisteria went to work not long after that and spent every day being

  reminded of the gap between her life and a comfortable one. At fourteen she started in the laundry of a seafront hotel and didn’t progress far from it. In every well-dressed woman who came

  into the hotel she saw what she should have been. Wisteria became expert at leaving ink marks on beautiful clothes, slipping tiny flakes of fish under the uppers of shoes, adding vinegar to perfume

  and extra starch to underthings. These women had everything that should have come to her; all she possessed was absence, she was made of it. It made her wicked.




  If Wisteria’s life had been a fairy story she would have been rescued by romance. Wisteria had only once believed herself in love, and had found it to be the fastest way yet to make a

  person despise her.




  He was twenty-five to her twenty-eight, and on him it was still youth. He had come to the hotel for one season and slept in one of the staff bunks kept for itinerant workers. The laundry

  provided the linens for these rooms as well: scratchy towels the size and thickness of envelopes, and striped sheets dotted with cigarette burns. Wisteria had been asked to show him the room and

  bring clean bedding. He had thanked her, taking her hand in his, and smiled as he told her his name. Thomas. Her cold hand had for once felt warm in his grasp; the smile was one meant for a kinder

  face than hers; by giving it to her he had conferred fairness upon her. She wanted to earn that smile again, to be made different by it.




  She took the softest linens for his bunk and made sure that she alone stripped them on washday, when she breathed in the scent of his hair oil on the pillow slips. He was tall, fair and

  unmarked; beautiful in a way that could make even Wisteria reel. She forgot her antipathy to surprise – which she viewed as life making a mockery of her – each time she saw him and was

  reminded of what could exist so near to her. She felt that to own him would be like owning the most wonderful coat; it would cover her and make her elegant and desirable, all the shabbiness would

  be underneath. He could change her. He was her chance.




  Wisteria pursued Thomas with the delicacy of a Cossack, not seeing the contempt build in him with each clumsy new advance she made, as she tossed her hair and bared her brown teeth. She had

  waited too long to want and now was grasping and wild with it. She had truly forgotten herself, defining herself only by what she wanted, not what she was. She was vindictive, pathetic, dishonest

  and cruel in her pursuit. Each rejection lit a new horror in her as she strove for his recognition.




  After some weeks, Wisteria felt her desire grow strong enough to overpower him. She followed Thomas into the narrow cupboard where the guests’ footwear was cleaned and polished, and

  cornered him. Wisteria was convinced that her passion had become so strong as to act as a kind of romantic purgative, forcing heretofore well-concealed desire out of him in a torrent.




  As she closed the door carefully behind her, she failed to see Thomas’s look of surprise turn to recognition, disappointment and then disdain.




  ‘What do you want?’ he asked. Wisteria couldn’t answer, she could only look at him. ‘I’ve got work to do, can’t you see?’




  His voice was quiet but soaked in loathing. The others ragged him mercilessly about this droopy old maid; her attention angered and humiliated him. To be found with a woman, even this one, in

  the boot room could mean his job; it could never be worth it with her. Wisteria was mute and still, wetting her lips with her narrow lizard tongue. The words that she ran through her head so many

  times a day had yet to come from his mouth. But she could wait.




  ‘You can’t be here, you have to go.’




  He wouldn’t even look up from the boot he was polishing.




  ‘Thomas. Can you not look at me?’




  ‘What for? I know what you look like.’




  Her heart surged a little at the thought he had memorised her features, as she had his. She was about to entertain the notion that he might have practised kissing them in a mirror or window,

  when he finished his sentence.




  ‘More’s the pity. Give me nightmares, you do.’




  He was not the thing that turned her; Wisteria was curdled long before. But he was the thing that reminded her of who she was, when she was about to forget.




  ‘Look, stop bloody following me, all right? You’re always there, mooning about. Don’t you know what people say about you, don’t you know they laugh at you? Laugh at me

  because of you. I’m sick of it! I’m sick of you! Why can’t you just . . . piss off?’




  In that moment, Wisteria regained her lost senses and saw herself clearly. She saw the past weeks in minute detail: the eye rolling, the gestures, the whispers that followed her. The background

  suddenly came into focus. She felt anger course through her; a flash flood of rage that threatened to knock her down. Her neck grew warm. She saw her own ridiculousness, and it appalled her that

  she had been led to this point, that she had been tricked. Her breathing became wild, and she was sweating; Thomas was eyeing her as one might a small, trapped animal, unable to judge whether

  superior size or viciousness would win out.




  ‘Look, now, if you just go, go right this minute, no one will be any the wiser. I won’t tell a soul, I swear it. Just bugger off, all right?’




  He took a step towards her, his hand held out in a placating gesture that only enraged Wisteria further. She took up the nearest pair of boots and blindly hurled them. He yelped and jumped

  backwards, covering his face with his hands. She had cut him above the eye, and to see his beauty marred gave her an exhilarating feeling of retribution.




  ‘You mad bitch!’ he screamed. ‘You’ve cut me, you bloody cow!’




  Wisteria launched another pair of boots. Thomas gave a cry of pain as they hit his elbow; blood from his eye was now running between his fingers. He picked up a wooden tray and held it in front

  of his face.




  ‘Stop it, you lunatic! I’ll have the bloody law on you!’




  His voice wavered, and he sounded scared; Wisteria felt her old self-possession returning. It was as if he had drugged her, and she had shaken off the effects of the potion; her head was clear,

  and her anger was righteous. She hurled a delicately heeled ladies’ boot at his torso; he batted it away with the tray, and as she scrambled for another missile, he lunged at her. Before his

  hand could reach her, her own was at her throat; Wisteria grabbed the material of her uniform and began to pull, her eyes bright with provocation.




  ‘God, no!’




  He took a step backwards and held up his hands. ‘Don’t.’ His voice was pleading, his movements submissive. He edged to the back of the cupboard. His near blubbering disgusted

  her, and she rejoiced.




  ‘Don’t. Just let me go. I never touched you, I never did.’




  And he never would, so she would make him pay. Wisteria kept her hand at her throat; she looked at him steadily, letting him know she was considering his fate. If she continued to pull at the

  fabric, if she screamed, he would be ruined. As she now was. Tears and sweat mingled with the blood on his face; he was cowering in the darkness, out of reach of the light. Wisteria felt her

  humiliation lessen as his grew. She couldn’t make him want her, but she could make him disappear and take the creature she had been for the past few weeks with him.




  All that was known was that Thomas had left halfway through his shift, taking several good pairs of boots. They later turned up in a pawn shop about as far from

  Wisteria’s home as she could manage in one fair walk. Wisteria told her mother that Thomas had been sent away, having previously told her she was in love and to be married. She cast herself

  as the pitiful victim in a melodrama, abandoned by a callous man who had attempted to breach the sanctity of her virtue.




  Her mother just put her bread and dripping in front of her and poured the tea.




  ‘You’ll lose that job, you know. And get no references.’




  Wisteria shrugged and waggled her head to show she didn’t care, moving the hard bread around her rotten teeth.




  ‘No one can say I did anything improper,’ she simpered. ‘He took four pairs of boots, so anyone could see he was a wrong ’un.’




  The money from the pawn shop felt warm in her pocket; she decided to spend it on cakes that she would buy and eat on the way to work, a walk she took alone. Wisteria took a mouthful of tea and

  let it dissolve the food that clung to her gums.




  ‘Well, that’s that then, isn’t it?’ Her mother sighed. ‘We’re for the workhouse, and I’m for a pauper’s grave. What you’ve saved

  wouldn’t bury a cat. I’ve seen worse than you married, I don’t know why you can’t manage it.’




  Wisteria looked at her sharply and then pushed her tea away and took a cigarette from a tin box. Worse than her had married, it was true, but she wasn’t far off bottom. Poverty had aged

  her quickly and ground whatever might have been good in her to dust. She studied her mother as she sat drinking her tea. She could see herself in a not-too-distant old age in the creak of the older

  woman’s elbow, the roll of her mouth when it was full of liquid, the lack of life in her. Wisteria saw defeat and despised it. She could feel her wheels spinning; she would just sink now in

  the ruts of her own making. The only paths left to her were marriage or madness.




  ‘It’s not getting them,’ she announced to her mother. ‘It’s not letting them get away with it.’




  She was twenty-eight and would have to wait another year before the world gave her the circumstances she required.
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  War would prove to be a great force for change in Wisteria’s life. The declaration of the Great one caused a marriage-rush strong enough to sweep even her along. The

  hotel filled with men celebrating their last nights of freedom, the streets were strewn with the fallen after closing time. Even Wisteria might find herself grabbed and kissed before a man really

  knew what he was doing. A shrewd judge of the moment, she accepted three drunken offers of marriage and settled back to see which of the trio would return to claim her. If there had been time for a

  ceremony she would have made it legal with whichever one was sober enough to stand.




  Wisteria saw no danger of a farcical reunion of all four in a marriage dance. By the time she became engaged, the decimation of the first pals’ battalions had begun. With the skill of a

  street-corner bookie, she calculated the odds of three pieces of cannon fodder returning to make good their pledge. She needed only one, which was still something of a long shot. She sent socks

  instead of the photographs they asked for, and in return extracted written promises from her doomed youths.




  All three survived. The places they had been became new names for death, given in answer to an enquiry after the health of a son or brother. Two of them had fought next to each other, advancing

  as men fell to their left and right. Tipsy with life they returned – still intent on marriage – to a vague memory overlaid with hopeful details cribbed from other girls. The three were

  brought home on the same troopship and by the time they docked had discovered themselves to be trousered lots in a Dutch auction.




  Wisteria received three handwritten notices advising her of a death in action, one scrawled on an advertisement for a digestive tonic. Faced with defeat, she regrouped and rethought. She, for

  one, had learnt the lessons of the war and would never fight on three fronts again.




  There were many veterans’ associations, and Wisteria threw herself into volunteer work at various functions, which she cruised like a salvage merchant looking for wrecks. At the church

  hall one summer Sunday afternoon, a bingo game was in full swing for veterans. Wisteria was stationed behind the tea urn, a hyena at the watering hole. Jean’s father came closest to the dark

  waters and stayed longest, his one arm causing the fatal delay. A handwritten note was pinned to his pocket, ‘Clocker, Arthur’.




  ‘There’s a dance later tonight. For your lot,’ Wisteria announced over the offer of a sandwich. The soldier flapped his empty sleeve by way of explanation.




  ‘Still got your feet though, haven’t you?’ she snapped. ‘I don’t see your trousers pinned up ’n’ all.’




  The soldier raised his eyes to take in the owner of the souring voice. She held his gaze and dared him to look away, the distaste she felt for him pouring out of her and mingling with the

  desperation that hung around her. He saw a plain woman alive with hatred and disgust. She wore on her face what he carried in his gut. He had given an arm to stop fighting, but what this woman

  required for the cessation of hostilities was him entire, the honouring of a debt he hadn’t personally run up. The tired survivor looked at the woman with the cruel mouth and the grasping

  bony hands. This is punishment, he thought, and nodded.




  ‘I thought: at least he can hold his own cup of tea,’ Wisteria told her mother that night. ‘If not a plate of sandwiches at the same time.’




  He had his pension and some money from a dead family that he seemed not to remember. Enough for Wisteria to live on. She would take no chances this time and managed to get

  herself pregnant at the first attempt. Her own efficiency pleased her, and she was grateful she wouldn’t have to try again. Wisteria initiated the coupling, then held her body rigid while he

  moved inside her. They were between two gravestones in a cemetery that was full of new plots for the war dead who had managed to make it home before expiring. He wept afterwards, while she wiped

  her legs with a towel taken from the hotel. They were married once the pregnancy was confirmed, and moved to a new set of rooms a little closer to the sea; Wisteria felt the fresher air might

  benefit her complexion, though this belief did not extend to her opening a window. Arthur was exiled from the marital bed immediately and slept on two chairs in the parlour, the trenches having

  prepared him for sleeping within sight of the enemy. Wisteria continued to share a room with her mother, leaving a room in the roof that she did not expect to be filled with anything but pigeon

  mess. There was also an indoor, shared bath, though Wisteria brought in the old tin one from outside when she tried to abort Jean.




  Wisteria was surprised when her body refused to give up the child; she certainly had no further use for it. At five months she had to concede defeat and sat back to await the birth with a queasy

  attitude of defiance and a careful disregard for the dangers of strong drink. This early rebellion did not bode well, but on the better days Wisteria reassured herself of her ability to retain

  sovereignty. On the bad ones she loitered at the top of the stairs. From this Jean came, with a vengeance.




  The hospital had a policy for married woman – they were to want their children. Wisteria begged to stay there, hoping for a reprieve – that the baby might come into

  contact with a disease that would leave it mute and manageable, or be snatched by one of the childless lunatics that were said to roam the wards. But it wouldn’t sicken, wouldn’t

  shrivel, wouldn’t waste to an appropriate size. And so Wisteria went home, pushing the heavy pram. The sea behind her; shit-wiping, screaming, puking motherhood ahead; her insides feeling as

  though they might drop out. Once, Wisteria’s body had done more or less as it was told; after Jean, she felt like a badly made puppet. Too-short strings ran from her groin through her stomach

  and heart all the way to the back of her ears. Everything left in her was afterbirth, waiting to follow the child out and slither away into uselessness.




  Wisteria resented Jean as she would an assailant. Her child, even in its supposed innocence, had tried to murder her. She watched its seditious head, that had left her legs in separate

  hemispheres, loll from side to side, keeping time with her efforts to push the gargantuan vehicle onwards. She muttered, ‘Bitch, bitch, bitch,’ as the bar pressed into her soft,

  stretched belly, forcing her to piss herself a little each time.




  Watching the pitch and roll of her daughter, Wisteria contemplated the child’s every inch, every alien feature. If ever there was an infant less well-shaped for the world, she had yet to

  see it. Something like her might once have delighted Wisteria, had she belonged to someone else. Having always been morbidly self-conscious, she would scan the streets for someone whose legs were

  twisted, whose clothes were of a material rougher and greyer than hers, whose skin was more marked by the scars of acne past – anything that made her feel better. She would have allowed

  herself a smile at the poor woman she saw pushing this around and would have thought to herself: ‘Won’t catch me in your shoes. I’ll have more sense.’ The baby swung from

  side to side as the carriage creaked on. It didn’t look like anything that could have come from her, from anyone right; it wore its illegitimacy like a flag. Wisteria felt shame burn behind

  her ears and wet the back of her neck. The child’s existence mocked her; it had already been too hard and cost too much.




  She did not know what she was going to do. It was not a feeling she was used to, and it left her watery and weak. Wisteria looked back down the hill at the promenade, the shut-up shops that came

  alive only for people from outside, the railings and finally the sea, the flat green glassy sea that reached out towards nothing in particular. That was behind her. The row of houses containing her

  home was in front of her, perched on the top of a steep hill, the view of a patch of brine no longer sought after now the salty air had rotted the window frames, bleached the brick and choked the

  odd tree the council had bothered to drag up there. It was a hard place for an old woman to live, not many places she could go once her legs went. Wisteria wondered how she would get around. She

  felt the pram’s weight against her body. The body was still hers, pain told her that, though birth had rendered it unfamiliar and obstinate. The carriage was pushing at her, trying to get

  back down the hill, wanting to fly into that smooth sea. What if, she asked herself, she just stepped out of its way?




  Wisteria looked down at the child in the pram, and she knew the returns would be poor. The pram pushed at her still.




  ‘You want to go, do you?’ she whispered. ‘Got somewhere better to be, have we? Got an appointment?’




  Jean made a mewling, kittenish sound, sending another shudder through her mother. The pain rippled out from Wisteria’s groin, washed over her spine and ran down her thighs. Her mantra ran

  through her mind: ‘Why me?’ It circled her brain and tightened like wire; why me? ‘Why not you?’ the baby seemed to say back to her with each heavy breath. Why

  shouldn’t you have been ruined by me, what good were you anyway?




  Wisteria felt a coldness inside her head where rage had recently been boiling. She slowly turned the pram to face downhill and loosened her hold on the bar until the pram was held back with just

  the tips of eight curled, reddened fingers, her thumbs aloft. The vehicle’s insistence on being on its way was clear; cords stood up in Wisteria’s hands, like the tough sinews of

  chicken’s feet. The strain was painful. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stay like this.




  She could be found in a faint at the crest of the hill, she thought, the heavy pram at the bottom. Her grip would have failed as she slid to the floor; she could even cry out, ‘Save my

  baby!’ There wasn’t a soul to witness it; no one in the houses could make it on to the street in time. You might as well try to stop a bowling ball on a greased slide as catch this fat

  little number hurtling down towards the prom. She could do it. It was self-defence, after all. Then Jean opened her eyes.




  She looked directly at the woman contemplating her demise. Her eyes were almost all iris, impossibly dark with tiny slivers of white at the corners. Her gaze was without emotion, or pleading.

  She simply looked. Wisteria felt the pull of gravity through her wrists and arms; the carriage wanted to be away. Jean’s gaze was deep and unflinching, Wisteria could make out nothing in it,

  not even fear. Jean looked at her mother for another few seconds and then closed her eyes, returning to sleep. Wisteria gripped the carriage bar and twisted her hands, its rough covering scouring

  her palms. They would know. Whatever she told them, they would know. They would only have to look at her.




  ‘Fuck you,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, fuck you.’




  Bitterness spilled out of her eyes and wet her cheeks as she whispered again and again to the child: fuck you. She put her head down on the bar and wiped her eyes on her sleeve, then tipped the

  carriage towards her and turned it on its hind wheels. With her back to the sea, she pushed on up the hill.




  Wisteria told herself it was a choice; the wait would be long, but she would have her reward. She would have some return. The child would be of use at least, a peg to hang it all on. She would

  claim something back. At least it had been a girl; shouldn’t be too hard to shrink down. She’d feed it loathing mixed with milk, and its bones would warp; it would become twisty and

  small and ashamed. She had dreamed of a servant all her life. Strengthened, Wisteria pushed the pram up over the kerb and turned into her street.




  The pram was left in the hall, where it became the enemy of getting in the front door. Clasping one hand between her legs, Wisteria lifted Jean with the other, then straightened her aching spine

  and held the baby, like a bedroll, under her arm. She used the rail to pull herself up the stairs, to the top floor where this third generation would share three rooms and a kitchen with the other

  two, her husband and mother. The door was ajar; she could see her husband turning nervous circles in front of the fireplace, as if he had popped out of a clock and, finding no weather at all,

  couldn’t get back or go forward.




  Wisteria lowered herself into the armchair. Jean nestled in her lap, still fast asleep, pressed so deeply into her mother’s stomach there was no need to hold her. Wisteria slumped in the

  chair – her chin set into her chest, a collapsed hat pitched forward onto her sweaty forehead – eyeing her husband like a murderous pasha, waiting for offence to be given so that a

  favourite punishment could be exacted. With each second under her glare, her husband’s doomed revolutions became more frantic. She was met with silence, when she wanted recognition.




  ‘Fine, thank you,’ she snapped. ‘Back from the brink of death, as you can see.’




  She watched him for a reaction, for an acknowledgement. His eyes flicked her way, then back to the window. He had given up so quickly, there was barely anything left of him after just a few

  months of marriage. It was as if he had held on long enough to be found by her and then gone entirely to pieces as soon as she had got him home. She felt cheated even in him, angry at herself for

  seeing only the lack of an arm. She cursed not being able to see the true rot inside.




  ‘Go on, look,’ she jeered, watching the sickness surge through him, the sickness that had gone through her and emerged in a fat packet of skin and bone.




  ‘See what you’ve done. See what a mess you’ve made of it.’




  Jean’s father placed a hand, his only, on the mantelpiece, anchoring himself; his feet moved forwards and back in a solitary jive but the circles had stopped. He marked time with his eyes,

  which bounced towards the mother and child before returning to rest on his shoes. She watched him sidle and fret, working out his approach to this unknown quantity, then lost patience and snatched

  up her hat and threw it at him; it fell uselessly short. He tried to quiet his internal dance; he trod on his own foot, pressing one down hard on the other, keeping them both still while his

  kneecaps leapt to an unheard beat.




  ‘Go on, look!’ Wisteria roared, her mouth thin and white with years of anger and days of pain. ‘See what you’ve done to me!’




  He let go of the mantelpiece and launched himself into the room. He approached them in turns and circles, as if trying to confuse an enemy. His wife watched him, her body tense, hands gripping

  the arms of the chair as if she might launch herself out of it at any moment and go for his throat. Her eyes glittered terribly as she watched his nervy progress. Reaching them, he peered at the

  baby on her stomach as it breathed deeply then yawned. Jean woke, and her father saw himself reflected in darkness as her brown eyes held him; he reached out his hand, the fingers twitching with

  indecision on their way to her face, the memory of tenderness refusing to enter them, the memory itself mothballed up somewhere at the back of his mind, behind the war, behind something, as vague

  as scent from a long-ago letter. Wisteria held her breath. His brain tried to give shape to the shadows that roamed its corridors, hoping one might be the feeling he was reaching for. But as he

  approached so he passed through them, boating through mist.




  His hand hovered then darted forward, stopping an inch from the infant’s face; he had taken a run at her, trying to wake some instinct, but the suddenness hadn’t brought clarity,

  just as the shock treatments hadn’t worked on him either. He couldn’t remember. He pressed the end of Jean’s nose with his index finger as gently as he could, as if testing a

  loaf, watched his girl twitch her face in response, and danced back to the wall.




  Wisteria saw him confirm her own disgust; he didn’t recognise it any more than she did. It was a distillation of their crimes, nothing more. Her mother appeared in the doorway holding a

  cup of tea and a plate with a small, dry piece of cheese on it. She placed the refreshments next to Wisteria and looked at the grandchild denting her daughter’s lap.




  ‘Well, well,’ she muttered. ‘That can’t have come out without a fight.’




  Wisteria threw back her head and howled.




  

     

  




  IV
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  There are degrees of burial. Jean survived the confinement of her mother’s womb because, try as she might, Wisteria could not prise her daughter loose before her time.

  But in her mother’s house, Jean was so held so deep and so fast that only a bomb could get her out. There were lessons to be learned at least; a wanted child would not have been as

  prepared.




  Jean landed in her family like an albatross in a nest of sparrows. Her enormity at birth signified intent, not some temporary inflammation. She started as she meant to go on; she did not spurt,

  she did not fall down a hormonal rabbit-hole and emerge as big as the house. She progressed, slowly and steadily, on a path of uniquity.




  Wisteria found Jean’s physical excesses quite shameless, as if the child were deliberately drawing attention to herself, and she suspected Jean of some monstrous, concealed vanity that she

  did her best to wring out of her. She starved her and kept her constrained in too-small clothes until Jean burst out of them like overcooked sausage. But the girl was unstoppable.




  Jean would grow to be a great, loosely strung together thing topped by a mass of dark hair that started in a dense fog about her head and radiated out in a fluffy wave, seemingly independent of

  gravity. Magnificently large, she did not waver in the breeze like those who have been stretched on nature’s rack. Spun beyond their capabilities, they are small people taken to an extreme,

  elongated rather than exponential, as thin and precarious as pulled toffee. Jean would inhabit every inch fully; her chest wasn’t sunken or her legs spindly, her fingers did not look like

  melting wax, drooping palely downwards from overburdened wrists, her face wasn’t as long as a sermon, ending in a dull point. Robust and quite heroically proportioned, in a former life she

  would have guarded a temple – or pulled one down on herself. It was a miracle, considering the odds.




  Jean’s first few years were the most precarious, as she served little purpose. She could not work, brought no pleasure and was possessed of no talent to entertain or

  engage. Childhood diseases seemed unable or unwilling to ravage her, so the final word on her survival was Wisteria’s, and Wisteria could wait. She had a deadly patience for things she

  considered her due. Jean was fed and bathed by her father and, at night, positioned next to him in a box in the front room to keep her cries from waking the rest of the house. Though she never

  cried. When she became mobile, she was sent to the attic room, and Wisteria put down tacks outside the doorway to discourage any ideas Jean might come by of feeding herself up in the night, or

  escaping.




  Jean survived this fallow period because she brought in more than she cost. Wisteria had no fear of charity, unlike many of her generation. She revelled in the idea that some do-gooder would

  finance the upbringing of her idiot child. She wheeled and then walked Jean round the various societies with practised tales of deprivation and depravity, claiming money for food, for clothes, for

  moral re-education, whatever was going. As Jean’s eyes rolled in her half-starved head, panels of adjudicators would take one look at her and hand over the money, pitying the poor mother who

  had to bring up such a useless thing. A child for life, Wisteria would sigh.




  Though she was permitted life, Jean was not permitted much of what makes life endurable. Emotionally, she was feral – even a child raised by wolves would at least get its face licked every

  once in a while. Wisteria had decided that she would raise a stupid, obedient child who would experience exactly as much misery as she had. Perhaps more. She saw no possibility beyond that.




  Jean was occupied by the physical. Trained like a monkey to perform tasks, she earned days of life with each one accomplished, buying a month or two by mastering the collection of bread, perhaps

  as much as a year with her ability to wash clothes. Every spare ounce of concentration was put into controlling the arms and legs that seemed to shoot out from her body like anchor chains plunging

  into the deep. She had to keep her expanding form from damaging the household, or all ground won would be lost. Jean stepped deliberately, full with the knowledge that anything beneath her foot was

  halfway to becoming a fossil. When she fell, she fell like a rotted beam. She wasn’t slow, she was in another time. As someone without sight marks out every groove in a board, navigates by

  every tear of wallpaper, Jean could measure the distance between herself and anything that could be broken. She was surrounded by a haze of caution that would condense around objects; they would

  glisten in her sight, and she would breathe in around them.




  Wisteria allowed Jean to attend school after it became a condition set by some of the children’s societies she drew upon; the six-year-old Jean put on the pinafore of a dead ten-year-old

  neighbour and began another kind of education. Her attendance was erratic – she never knew when she might be required to scrub steps or appear in front of a charity board – but she

  somehow managed to learn to read and write, though recitations would always be beyond her. Her life had been one of silence against the roar of her mother’s rage. When called upon in class

  for the first time, she made noises like the crying of a loon as her vocal cords vibrated under unfamiliar stress. She hadn’t spoken more than a sentence in the month beforehand; paragraphs

  were rare, and her vocabulary small. Jean knew the words of her mother’s disgust, she felt them when they were spat against her skin, but she was backwards in her understanding of what it was

  to communicate. To Wisteria, parenting was a soliloquy, not a conversation; ‘I like’ was a revelation to her six-year-old daughter, its application almost beyond her. Wisteria warned

  Jean not to get too clever to be of use; she tried to navigate her education accordingly and managed never to shine – dutifully becoming the dulled automaton of her mother’s dreams.




  By the time Jean was seven, Wisteria had become quite creative with her tortures. In the summer of that year, she took her daughter to a circus, a Victorian throwback where glands hyperactive or

  lazy had conspired to produce women with wispy beards, men with protruding eyes and batwing ears and little people of both sexes, the genetic opposite of Jean. Wisteria wanted to go for herself,

  but thought something useful might be had from the day for Jean: a lesson for her future. First they saw a pretty girl in a flesh-coloured suit, spangled with sequins, who rode a dappled pony and

  could stand on its back. Wisteria saw Jean look up at the tiny figure, and down at her own already solid physique and sigh. The thrill of it made Wisteria giggle. But the real treat was the

  curiosities area. She expected her child to cry, to scream for mercy and forgiveness. To shrink. Jean had stared in wonder at the pony girl, at her shimmering form, but she didn’t feel the

  pull until she saw the sad, dark stalls that housed the beings who were a little too wondrous; who pushed at the bounds of the possible from the wrong side. The freaks. Along with the expected fear

  of confinement and naked display, Jean felt a little tug, an urge to slip behind the rope and take her place among them. But she had no idea how.




  Wisteria had done her job well: Jean seemed entirely ignorant of the possibility of freedom. Theirs was not a household from which there was parole. Jean inhaled resignation and swallowed

  defeat, unconsciously absorbing the fact that there was nowhere to go but around. She felt it from her father, who had left an arm in France and all hope elsewhere, and even her ferocious

  grandmother, who had long accepted her dependence on the whims of another.




  Jean’s grandmother had no intention of being left out of the sham marriage her daughter had made – or the house she had gouged from it. They shared both a bedroom and a distaste for

  Wisteria’s husband and child. In the day, the old woman occupied a corner of the parlour with the tenacity of dust, her greasy black clothes shining like oiled feathers beneath her weathered,

  beaky face. She passed the time in silent contemplation; realising after an hour or more that she had no idea what had been going on in her mind for that hour, marvelling at that for a few minutes

  and then drifting back to the blankness. She didn’t like to think on any specific thing, she might dwell on some unpleasantness that would then tie up her digestive system for a while.

  (Thinking of her missing husband tended to do that to her, making her feel bloated and ill at ease – though as a memory he was little more than a pale shadow on a wall these days, having left

  without being persuaded in front of a photographer.) Her slices of cake and her cups of tea and the wireless provided a meaningless but not unpleasant accompaniment to her inertia. It was a full

  day before her first stroke was noticed.




  Only one arm was left fully functioning. She didn’t like to drink her tea when Wisteria’s husband took his, as she felt he mimicked her like some impudent comic or fairground mirror

  – though he had been one-armed first.




  To this wizened woman – four foot ten with corsets, four foot eight without – Jean was something she shared space with, but could never acknowledge as anything to do with her line.

  She suspected Jean of having been brought back from an expedition to darkest Africa, as the girl was oddly reminiscent of the subjects of a photograph seen in an article about a great exhibition

  (an event Jean’s grandmother judged to have been full of dangerously foreign ideas and superfluous English ones). She would think of the group of elegantly lofty warriors captured by the

  camera, peer at Jean’s wavy hair and prodigious length, shake her head and mutter, ‘Hottentot,’ under her breath. Jean didn’t know what the word meant, and worried that it

  was a curse that, should it land on her, would transform her into something very small that the old lady could keep in a jar.




  Successive strokes whittled away at the old woman’s flesh and speech; she was left mute and dribbling by the time Jean was ten. The penultimate explosion tore through her brain mid-mutter,

  the word ‘Hottentot’ collapsing in on itself until it became something like ‘Tottenham’, then she fell silent and remained so. But her eyes became eloquent. She would fix

  the child with a coruscating stare that left Jean feeling coated in blame. She would always be amazed by her capacity to startle her own family. They never did seem to get used to her.




  The year of her grandmother’s silencing would also be the year of her father’s death. Jean thought of him as winding down rather than dying; while alive he seemed in perpetual,

  degenerative motion, diverted by barked commands from Wisteria as to where he could and could not sit, stand or drink his tea. Jean’s abiding memory was of him moving slowly and lightly about

  the house, a ghost in carpet slippers with toast crumbs speckling the front of his waistcoat like fine beading, a pinhead of stray dripping as an occasional pearl.




  He became less precise as the years went by, seeming to float from room to room. Too insubstantial to open a door if it happened to be closed to him, he would take another turn about the room he

  was in and wait for someone else to tackle the tangible so he could cross the threshold and continue on his circuitous journey. He never seemed to be at rest for more than a few seconds, until he

  was found dead one day in his chair. He had stopped moving and could not be started again; like a drumming toy he had worn himself out.




  Jean would not be able to remember feeling particularly upset when he died. It was as if a neighbour, to whom one waved every morning, had suddenly moved to another town. Her father passed her

  often on his way to or back from some part of the house and would look hard at her round face, as if close to remembering the acquaintance who had first introduced them. His regard for his daughter

  was characterised by polite bemusement. Fellow voyagers on this ship of fools, they had merely booked passage with a bad agent and could only, in the English way, roll their eyes when confronted

  with another bad meal they had paid too much for.




  The death of her husband did not seem to calm or satisfy Wisteria; she embraced the tragedy with the vigour of spring-cleaning, throwing open the windows on her resentment and letting the gloom

  pour in. She took a perverse pleasure in being left in ‘circumstances’, as she described them: a war widow with a dependent mother and retarded daughter. Shopkeepers would shrug and add

  another potato, a couple of carrots, a rasher or two. Wisteria took back little bits from the world, a piece at a time, with the glee of an amateur conning a professional. This was part of her war

  of attrition. She battled life for all she could get from it, which was small beer indeed. When true war came again, it made equals in suffering. For Wisteria, with her store of resentments,

  slights and deprivations, it was like scaling the summit only to find no room for her flag.




  Over the years, Jean was worn smooth by the unceasing stream of deprecation and chastisement, offering no resistance. Her life was an interpretative dance of avoidance; she sought the edges,

  where she could do less harm. The brief time at school was her one opportunity to be a child, and she had no idea what to make of it. Her attempts to join in school games often led to injury and

  exile; she skinned the insides of legs by holding skipping ropes too high; cleared hopscotch in a single bound; had an unfortunate habit of misjudging leapfrog and was just far too terrifying to be

  allowed to join in any chase. She had no friends. Until Gloria.




  

     

  




  V
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  The daughter of a confectioner inhabits a special place in seaside society. This one could have collected friends as easily as collecting powdered sugar with a wet finger; but

  instead she collected causes.




  Gloria Smith’s father had owned a sweet shop inland, where he made a modest living. Except on holidays. His shop faced the bus station, and as he watched the daytrippers stagger from their

  charters, noting the sugar-glazed eyes of children, the pained expressions of bloated women and the embarrassed air that hung around grown men who had made themselves sick on ice cream, he wondered

  why he was wasting his time with penny bags and valentines.




  Jean’s rather poky and peeling resort town had worked ‘end’ into its name as either a warning or an admission, and was not the most favoured on the coast. It had little money

  to advertise itself and usually gained mention in the newspapers only after the hottest day of the year, when people driven mad by the sun were pictured braving the icy waters that sluiced its

  stony shores. The rest of the time it was home to a shapeless, shifting population of brush salesmen who occupied its promenade hotels, the smell of bad breakfasts and disappointment spreading back

  over the town from there. But it could be reached in a day from the city, and so Mr Smith bought a shop in the commercial street and leased a stand on the promenade. Gloria rode into Jean’s

  life on a wave of sherbet.




  By the time she was eleven, Jean was seen not so much as a prepubescent child of average intelligence but a moronic adult who had failed to progress. She was treated as such and rarely called

  upon. A new table and chair had to be requisitioned from the staff room for Jean, her eleven-year-old legs having been so constricted under the tiny child’s desk that they were often

  completely dead when she tried to stand; she had fallen a few times, occasionally dangerously close to other children. The new table was delivered to the classroom and for the first time since she

  was eight, Jean sat down and took her first full-lunged breaths, letting the trenches that the child’s desk had dug into her stomach and thighs fill with cautious, tingling flesh.




  Jean’s teacher, Miss Gormast, did not respond well to this silent challenge to her status. She was a small woman with tight hair and loose tweeds who drew what power she had from

  furniture. Her desk and chair, set on a level above the rest of the class, conferred the rule of the room on her. She felt Jean’s equally imposing fixtures drawing it away. Her eye line had

  remained uncluttered for thirty years, and it unnerved her to be caught in Jean’s liquid gaze. Miss Gormast took to populating her table with a fearsome array of weapons, including sharp

  metal rules and a frayed cane. (She tried sitting on a cushion to elevate herself above the head of her tallest pupil, but this only gave rise to a rumour about piles, and the white-knuckle hold

  she had on the class began to erode.) Jean began a conscious effort to retract herself, but the more she attempted to slide from view, the more her fluid spine was seen as a challenge to order and

  decency. She and her teacher developed the relationship of eager dog and erratic master. ‘Sit up!’ when Jean started to melt across the furniture, ‘Get down!’ when she rose

  into Miss Gormast’s eye line. She was always between commands, never able fully to complete a move, and so she vacillated between levels, her spine twisting painfully. After too many days of

  this, Miss Gormast ordered her to stay down and Jean gratefully slumped in disgrace. Like an old beaten collie, she raised only her sad eyes from then on.




  The relaxing of Jean’s posture soon spread to the others, the boys first; they discovered the exquisite joy of going against the grain. As they had shared their measles and their colds,

  the virus of slouching seeped into them all. Eventually unravelled by this silent opposition, Miss Gormast decided to take action.




  She slapped the palm of her hand with a metal rule, causing bottoms to inch back onto seats, arms to discreetly withdraw under desks. Jean did not know what to do: to sit bolt upright was a

  challenge as direct as a slap in the face but to continue to slide was outright defiance. She was caught.




  ‘If you cannot sit up straight, I will have to teach you how to sit up straight.’




  Miss Gormast snatched a bundle of long wooden rulers from her table, and, pulling back the jumpers of the first few unfortunates to be within her reach, roughly shoved the rulers down the gap

  between skin and fabric, staking them to their chairs from waistband to neck.




  ‘You will not deviate one eighth of an inch from the line of that ruler, do you hear me? If you do so, you will all stand against the wall all day, is that understood?’




  And with a final flourish she plunged the last ruler down Jean’s back, not noticing it was shorter than the others. It was swallowed up like a lolly stick by a sack. Incensed, Miss Gormast

  gave an anguished roar and tore out of the room. She reappeared a minute later brandishing a large cricket bat. Jean blanched, she was to be beaten to death before lunch, and not even by her own

  mother.




  ‘Lean forward,’ Gormast hissed. She held the bat up like a spear and repeated her demand. ‘Lean . . . forward.’




  Jean blinked, fat tears pooling on the crest of her cheeks, and obliged; to oblige was her purpose after all. Tearing the pinafore from Jean’s back, the teacher thrust the bat down,

  scraping skin from bone. She then took a tie from one of the boys, fastened Jean’s head to the handle and left her there like an early Christian. It was at this moment that Gloria Smith

  arrived.




  Gloria had a fondness for Bible stories, gleaned thirdhand through garishly coloured illustrations from annuals bought by her busy parents who bagged sugar and cleaned shelves on Sundays and had

  no time for church. She was possessed of a sentimental bent that led her to envision herself as a saviour of fledglings, kidnapped heiresses, babies from burning buildings and so on. When she

  entered her new classroom for the first time, she was greeted by the extraordinary sight of a real-life martyr trapped, apparently, in an agony of stoicism. The wordless Jean, bound to her stake,

  was too much for Gloria to bear; she fell instantly in love with the suffering of this outsize creature and – her imagination flooded with an illustration from one of her favourite stories

  – longed to remove the thorn from its paw, or in this case, the cricket bat from its back. Gloria was in the orbit of a lost cause and surrendered fully to the pull. She took the place next

  to Jean, turned to her, blue eyes rippling with tears, gently touched her grubby sleeve and smiled.




  Gloria instructed Jean to wait for her after school and secured her with the offer of a boiled sweet (which Jean wouldn’t eat but instead take home and secrete under the wallpaper where, a

  few days later, she found it had melted into the wall). At the end of that first day, Gloria took Jean by the hand (which alone made her dizzy with sensation) and led her to an empty patch of

  ground close to her parents’ shop.




  ‘What do you play?’ she asked, as they scratched pictures in the dirt. Gloria’s was of a princess hat with a flowing veil; Jean’s was of a cat. She had never been allowed

  a pet, and Wisteria threw lit matches at strays.




  Jean shrugged. ‘Don’t know. I’m not really allowed to play with the others.’




  Gloria added a mass of ringlets. ‘Who says?’




  ‘The others,’ Jean admitted. ‘I broke someone’s arm once when I fell on them.’




  ‘You can play with me.’ Gloria leaned over and changed the mouse snout on Jean’s cat into something more feline and made the tail bushier. ‘I can tell you what to

  do.’




  And so Jean became Gloria’s cult of one. For a glorious half-hour that afternoon, Jean had stones thrown at her. Gloria was not always entirely accurate and occasionally one would bounce

  off Jean’s shoulder with a sharp sting, and she would wince. Although it occasionally hurt as much, this was different from the other times stones had been thrown at her after school. It was

  a game she was part of at least.




  ‘They don’t hurt,’ Gloria explained. ‘You’re Goliath. When you’re dead I’ll tell you, but up until then you don’t get hurt. The next one

  won’t get you. I promise.’




  Jean nodded and continued to wave her arms above her head in an approximation of violent rage. Despite having witnessed more than her fair share of this, she was deficient in reproducing it. She

  already suspected that her meaty arms could unleash more than she could repair.




  ‘All right then, die!’ Gloria shouted, and Jean dropped to the floor with a satisfying thud.




  ‘Hurrah!’ Gloria whooped and ran over to the felled giant. She lay down next to Jean and rested her head on the wide expanse of her friend’s stomach.




  ‘That was very good. I had a friend before who was quite good, but she didn’t like doing the man parts and she was as small as I am, so I was never very convinced.’




  ‘I don’t mind,’ Jean quickly answered. ‘I’m very tall. And big like a boy. I can do all those parts, if you tell me how.’




  ‘You can be Samson tomorrow,’ Gloria offered. ‘He dies too.’




  Jean laughed and bounced Gloria’s head up and down. ‘I can do that. I can do anything you like.’




  It was a matter of luck that Gloria never came across anyone she wanted killed.




  The game made Jean late, something she had never been before. Wisteria wouldn’t suspect she had a friend; it would be some years before Gloria’s name was mentioned in the house. Jean

  was conditioned, but not without a spark of intelligence. She knew that Wisteria would simply take away anything that pleased her, as she had done with even fragments of dolls found in the street.

  Wisteria brooked no distractions; hers was a police state where information was controlled and outsiders distrusted. She didn’t want anyone giving Jean ideas. Jean stood at the bottom of the

  stairs, reluctant to take another step towards her punishment. But Wisteria was in no hurry to give it.




  ‘Take the bunting down,’ she sneered over her shoulder as she turned away. ‘The bastard’s back.’




  She slouched into the flat and kicked the door shut with a slippered foot. It would be opened again, after dinner was gone, after Jean had already had to pee in the vegetable patch and drink

  from the old birdbath. Crouched down among the turnips and leeks, she fired an imaginary slingshot up at the window and smiled. ‘I’ve got Gloria and you’ve only got me,’ she

  thought. ‘Who’s funny now?’




  Later that night, Jean would have one eye beaten shut for her lateness, but the next day Gloria just turned her into a pirate – after she had given Jean’s eyelid a kiss to heal it.

  Jean nearly expired from happiness; she had never felt anything so soft against her skin.




  From then on they were bound. Jean found respite from brutality, and Gloria made her fantasies of salvation flesh. The hours and minutes of Jean’s life were jealously guarded by Wisteria,

  who had uses for them all. But Jean could wrap a year’s abuse in a minute’s kindness, so Gloria was enough for her.




  The friends entered womanhood at the age of fourteen, within two months of each other. Jean had staved it off the longer of the two, her body perhaps knowing that Gloria would have to get there

  first, as no one else would be waiting for her with cups of tea and soothing words. Armed with a parcel of clean rags and some new and shocking information, she returned home. Her mother and

  grandmother were having tea by the fire – her grandmother took hers in a baby’s bottle by then; Wisteria had no patience with people breaking cups. Jean told her the school nurse had

  provided the rags. ‘Just gets worse, doesn’t it?’ Wisteria jeered. ‘’Bout time you got a bloody job if you think you’re that grown up.’ Jean left school

  and childhood behind the next day. Wisteria sent her to work without expectations of anything more than Jean repaying her debt. On her first day at the cardboard factory, Wisteria walked her to the

  door. ‘Listen hard and do what you’re told,’ she said. ‘No one’s going to forgive you anything.’
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  As the country advanced out of depression and again towards war, Jean expanded in a well-measured arc from lumpen child to sprawling adult, her forehead permanently discoloured

  from bruising run-ins with beams and bus roofs. Her large, liquid eyes conspired with her large, solid frame to put some people in mind of a cow; the fact that she moved and smiled with near bovine

  shyness reinforced the image. Gloria, meanwhile, soared from plump adorability to voluptuous sweetness, a twist of mallow from one of her father’s own shelves. Her romantic nature had

  developed in tandem with her bustline; both were full to bursting. Everywhere Gloria went, she went to fall in love.




  Gloria left school the year after Jean and went to work in her father’s shop. Going to and from the factory allowed Jean to pass by every day, and stop in for hot tea and gentle words. And

  so they continued. Too old for outdoor games, they mastered the interior. Secrets are the currency with which women secure their friendships, and by telling hers to Jean, Gloria might as well have

  buried them in an oak. On snatched afternoons, she showed Jean the wedding dress she would wear, the baby carriage she would push, the flat she would live in, above a shop just like her

  father’s. The man she would marry was cobbled together from film-fan magazines, eyes from one, the chin of another. She had only to wait until she was eighteen, and it would all be hers. Jean

  hoped he might be wealthy enough to employ her as a servant, freeing her from the less pleasant servitude of her mother’s house. Together they imagined this enchanted life, which seemed

  Gloria’s due. She was too lovely to imagine in any other scenario.




  Since starting work in her father’s shop, Gloria had been besieged by hordes of spotty youths, whose skin never improved thanks to the amounts of whipped, beaten and crystallised sugars

  they were obliged to consume. A steady stream of hopefuls sacrificed skin and dentine at the altar of Gloria, loitering in the shop, watching her measure out quarters of sherbet until their heads

  ached from the sugary air. Aware that the long Saturday night of a father’s life had begun, Gloria’s gave his sixteen-year-old daughter permission to start walking out. He also made a

  condition; if she was to walk into the darkness and the anxious, ambulatory arms of the young men of the district, Jean would go too.




  Wisteria was still unaware of Gloria. A story had to be invented; one that left Jean innocent of having kept anything as prohibited as a friend from her mother. A chance meeting was decided on;

  old school fellows whose paths had crossed at the factory gates. Wisteria accepted the meeting, but was unconvinced of the outcome.




  ‘Why’s she wanting to saddle herself with you? Is she simple or something? I’m not having you gallivanting about with some tart, getting up to all sorts while I’m stuck

  here with your gran running myself ragged. I know what you want, you little whore, and you’re not getting it.’




  This was not unexpected. Jean had then proffered the enormous box of chocolates sacrificed to the mission, the sight of which caused Wisteria to drool a little, and began her speech.




  ‘Mr Smith says to thank you for considering letting me chaperone his daughter. He’s sure . . . he’s sure that she won’t be bothered with me alongside her. Boys being what

  they are, he sees no harm coming to me, or her.’ They thought this would appeal to Wisteria’s sense of her daughter’s prospects. ‘He wonders if you won’t be offended

  if he makes up for the time lost with this gift.’ Jean showed Wisteria the price tag, which made her drool even more. As an offering, it cost Gloria’s father little, but it was the only

  ransom anyone would ever pay for Jean, and it had to be enough.




  ‘You’ve got sheets to iron, and the fires to set.’




  ‘They’ll all be done before I go, Mum.’




  Wisteria snatched the box from her daughter’s grasp. Even with her canny management of Jean’s pay and her husband’s pension, this was a luxury she could rarely afford.




  ‘Once a week till she’s sick of you, with the same every week for me. No less. Pictures and back, no talking to men, no dances.’ Wisteria forced three chocolates at once into

  her gummy maw and sighed with undisguised pleasure. ‘Go on then, Cinderella, fuck off.’




  Her instinctive response would have been to deny Jean the simple pleasure of a companion. To be taken an interest in or even shown something like kindness could corrupt her, fill her full of

  expectation that Wisteria would then have to beat out of her. But Jean earned her nothing sitting at home, she reasoned.




  If her daughter had been prettier she would probably have prostituted her outright, but Wisteria was at least sincere in her belief that none but the wholly perverted would have anything to do

  with the likes of Jean, and would no doubt pay less than the cardboard factory for the pleasure. She was satisfied with expensive confectionery and the promise that Jean would be returned with her

  ignorance and virtue intact. Wisteria had a very small yet very real fear of losing her daughter. Despite the certainty she felt in Jean’s mismatch with the world, she knew that if anything

  happened to her, she would never be able to afford a servant to replace her. She also couldn’t hate a servant as much. And hating was what Wisteria loved. Letting Jean out would put her in

  the way of possibility, but would also show her what it was to be in the world, what it took to be accepted by it. Jean would quickly learn that she had no place there, that there would be no

  fairy-tale release from bondage for her as no one but Wisteria would give her house room. She was lucky, she’d see, to have somewhere to hide away, somewhere her aberrant nature was tolerated

  if not excused. And so Jean was allowed to accompany Gloria out into the world.
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  Gloria turned eighteen unwed and unimpressed. By the time of her last peacetime date, a cold war was being waged against her. She had first appeared both pure and approachable,

  particularly in her father’s shop, when sherbet crystals were embedded in her cuticles. She was on display for seven hours each day and was frequently called upon to stretch in any one of

  perhaps seven directions in order to locate the precise brand of confectionery requested. Once Gloria had been discovered, there didn’t seem any point in looking for anyone else; all that

  remained was the matter of who would actually win her. As if they had a say in it. They didn’t know what she was waiting for, nor the extent of her patience.




  Her creation was as real to her as anything; she was waiting for it to be flesh. As Gloria tried and rejected each new suitor, the tide turned. Her beauty became a reproach. Her devotion to

  Jean, always seen as strange, was now suspect. A new note was being sounded in the shop’s calorific air. The boys that came were no longer enthralled, silent and blushing. They seemed aroused

  to vulgarity, smirking and suggestive. She had been unobtainable too long. Gloria began to sense that although she was still desired, she was no longer liked. It seemed that unless it was to cross

  actual frozen wastes, Englishmen didn’t much like a challenge after all.




  Jean faithfully accompanied Gloria on every date, earning the nickname ‘The Shadow’. Then one wag noticed her thick dark hair and the ghost of a moustache on her pale upper lip, and

  she was dubbed the ‘Five O’Clock Shadow’. She expected nothing for herself from the search, knowing it to be a fact that she was unmatchable within the laws of man and nature; her

  mother had seen to it. Wisteria may have known little about men – she sought compensation, not experience, from life – but she knew that the loneliest fringe could be home to more than

  one. Jean once went out with a paper flower clipped into her hair; Gloria had told her it would make her look pretty. Wisteria told her she might as well cast a ribbon onto a dung heap but tore it

  out anyway, saying: ‘You may be a big dumb animal, but there’s them that’ll worry a cow in a field.’ Jean was an aberration, and the only thing worse than that was someone

  who had a fancy for one; that was a sickness. Jean didn’t doubt it. Her size threw men into confusion, like birds during an eclipse. Most could not bring themselves to walk alongside her in

  plain sight and, having been trapped into the role of Jean-wrangler for the evening, allowing their friend who was better looking, older or more skilled at coin toss to accompany Gloria, would

  wander vaguely behind her like an embarrassed concubine, eventually disappearing into the past or a concealed ditch. Sometimes Jean longed for these nights to end, but that would only happen when

  Gloria had found her ideal, and then Jean would be lost for ever.




  The Friday before the war, not quite forty-nine days before the dissolution of the house, Jean was waiting for Gloria to arrive. Her day had been spent at work as usual, her evening cooking,

  cleaning, and then reading aloud to her soured mother and ancient, rotting grandmother. Wisteria liked historical romances in which women were stretched on the rack or by childbirth and died in

  tightly corseted misery. Crime novels were also tolerated. Thanks to a misdirected order from a reading club, Jean was presently engaged with a book in which the goodness of a young governess

  triumphed over more obvious physical charms to win the heart of her troubled master. Wisteria found it a wicked black comedy in which a dullard was duped into becoming handmaiden to a cripple.

  ‘I’d have more sense,’ she sniffed. Jean read from it again that evening, and on reaching a particularly impassioned speech from the heroine – in which she argued that

  poverty and plainness was no barrier to soulful feeling – had to pause while her mother recovered from a bout of hilarity. Wisteria’s smoky laugh started like a cold engine and rolled

  from the back of her throat. Jean placed her finger on the book and waited for the laughter to turn into a coughing fit and be spat out.




  ‘Silly bitch,’ Wisteria chuckled. ‘Doesn’t she get on your nerves? No wonder he only wants her once the house has fallen on him. Wouldn’t look twice

  otherwise.’




  Wisteria had conveniently forgotten her deliberate targeting of her weakened husband. The story was that he had begged her to marry him before the war and she had been kind enough to overlook

  the fact that he was no longer fit. She flicked her eyes at Jean, who was sat on a cushion on the floor, saving the furniture. She had been saving the furniture since she was nine and had gone

  through a very old chair.




  ‘Shame we can’t do that for you, eh, lumpy? Get you a nice cripple boy who won’t mind so much.’




  It was routine for Wisteria to snap on the psychic shackles prior to letting her daughter stray into the path of humanity which, with its deviancy and vice, could contain a threat to her rule.

  Gloria had negotiated a double bill at the cinema, and so four hours of freedom had to be weighted with terror and disappointment before Jean was let loose. The purloined book suited this purpose

  of Wisteria’s very well. The long laugh petered out into a wet cough, then Wisteria cleared her throat and spat into the fire. Jean marvelled at the amount of her mother’s insides that

  got expelled each day and imagined the disgusted fire spitting back.




  ‘That’s what you need,’ Wisteria chuckled, ‘someone who’s generous to a fault, or two. Bring the house down, you would, just leaning on a beam. Pure poison. Still,

  soon there’ll be nothing left but the lazy, the lame and the mad,’ she continued. ‘Have your pick then. Though I don’t know why they bother sending all the shiny new ones

  off, if it comes to it, should just send the dregs from the last war.’




  Jean nodded as if she were appreciating the cleverness of the remark while she imagined the walls tumbling down around them. Lucky bloody orphan, she thought, clutching the book. She glanced at

  the clock. Gloria would be another ten minutes at least.




  ‘Make some tea before you go, and wash the cups properly this time. I could taste last night’s pie in the last lot.’




  Probably still had some stuck in your teeth, thought Jean. She picked herself up and placed the governess and her hard-won lover back on the shelf.




  ‘What about Gran?’




  Wisteria glanced at her mother in the corner, deeply involved in chewing some imaginary piece of food. She shook her head. ‘She’s had three cups today, don’t want her leaking

  it.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘Put her on the pot before you put her in the bed.’ She flicked the match into the grate and inhaled deeply; Jean could see the anticipated pleasure of

  being alone with her bribe from Mr Smith was building: she was practically smiling.




  The unpleasant job done, Jean rinsed her hands and then filled the kettle. Her strapping, inescapable self filled the low kitchen window. She had passed through the window in stages. First, only

  the top of her head was visible; the window’s gaze now rested square on her chest and her head was to be imagined somewhere above it. Jean closed her eyes and waggled her fingers in the

  cooling, greasy dishwater. Since Gloria had introduced her to play, she often tried on her own to transport herself to the other worlds glimpsed in her friend’s company. Gloria created

  husbands and children from air and built them houses to live in, spun them clothes to wear and sometimes even killed them tragically so that she could mourn them beautifully. But without Gloria,

  Jean was immovable; each day brought the impossibility of change. She had enormous form but as yet no function.




  ‘Just what are you for?’ she asked her reflection. The shockheaded ghost said nothing; they were no longer alone.




  ‘Talking to yourself? Fit for the loony bin, you are.’




  Wisteria was in the doorway; she had waited too long for her tea.




  ‘That’ll get you off my hands, won’t it, get you put away in the nuthouse. I should’ve thought of it before. Get the doctor round in the morning shall I, sign the

  papers?’




  As Jean grew, Wisteria realised that she had little physical control of her monstrous child. To hold her fully, Wisteria would need to turn her from the inside out. Only for the very rich and

  very poor is madness a refuge; the destitute can ramble from shop doorways, and the moneyed have vast houses to wander round in with their hair on fire. But be just poor enough and just unloved

  enough and just useless enough, and they could take you. The bleakest, filthiest room in the asylum awaited Jean. She would become even stranger, her legs would twist and so would her brain. The

  pain of it would make her present life seem like a kiss.




  Wisteria kept her daughter near with the threat of that dark room; she let Jean know that if anyone found out how she really was, how she shamed her father into an early grave, gave her

  grandmother a stroke and nearly finished off her mother, they’d take her away in a second. While she was under that rotten roof, with a mother to vouch for her, she could pass for normal at

  least. Jean hugged her arms, feeling the sane straightness of her limbs; the one thing she doubted less than them was her mother’s ability to take her out of the light. As long as she could

  remember it, it had been prophecy. She slipped her hands back into the water.




  ‘I was just going over the words to some songs, for the singalong before the picture.’




  ‘Oh, really? Didn’t sound like that to me. The doctors’ll have a field day with you,’ her mother sneered. ‘Hope they’ve got a jar big enough for all the bits

  when they’ve finished.’
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