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For Ryan, and in memory of The Square.







  

Some who read these pages at this time may feel almost as if they have wandered into fairyland, that it is too good to be true, that such things can have no relation to the present bleak and troubled times.


Sir Ernest Gowers, foreword to the Harlow New Town Plan, 1947


To think when I was a kid I planned to conquer the world and if anyone saw me now they’d say, ‘She’s had a rough night, poor cow’.


Nell Dunn, Poor Cow







   

Connie 


London, April 1970


She could have used the last of the money to get rid of it. Michelle had said her cousin knew a bloke who knew a woman in Stepney who’d do the deed if she didn’t want to deal with doctors. She didn’t. But she didn’t want to see a woman in a backstreet in Stepney either, it turned out, despite all her Nell Dunn dreams. And, besides, it was too late now.


‘You sure you don’t want anyone, love?’ The midwife, thickset and florid, offers her a damp flannel. ‘Your mum? Everyone needs their mum.’


Connie, pale and sweating, shakes her head to both. ‘Not me. Jesus Christ.’ She groans as another contraction grips her, quick and vicious.


‘Nearly there, love.’


Nearly there. She hears him grunt the words into the wet shell of her ear. ‘Nearly there,’ he tells her, as if he knows she’s hoping. She sees him too. Sees the whites of his eyes tinged liverish. Sees the pores of his nose where a single hair pokes through. Sees his thing, fattened and angry and jabbing at her. Worse, she can smell him sometimes. His too-close breath bitter with coffee and sickly with Polo mints. His still-buttoned shirt Omo-white and rotary-line fresh. How quickly the thrill of being wanted had faded. How had she ever thought him handsome? A catch?


The rest of it is blurred, faded at the edges by time and distance and sheer determination. Did she say ‘no’? Maybe not. And if she said ‘stop’ it was weak, or in her head. And she’d flirted with him, hadn’t she? Led him on like her mother said she always did, so it was no more than her just deserts.


This was no more than her just deserts.


‘Bloody fuck!’


The midwife doesn’t flinch – heard it all before, perhaps. But the mother in her head tuts and ticks her off. And you can bugger off as well, she thinks.


And yet, fifteen minutes later, as the baby crowns, threatens to stretch and snap her wide open, it’s her mother she calls for, red-eyed and desperate.


Months later, broke and alone, she goes home. Baby in a borrowed pushchair, all her world in two carpet bags, back to Pram Town she slips, only to find the car gone, the curtains drawn, the front door double locked.


They’ve actually bloody gone away! To the Lakes, she presumes. Same as every year. As if nothing has happened. As if she – they – don’t even exist.


Perhaps they don’t. It’s not like she’s been in touch. And their names don’t even match now. The Earnshaw chopped off and replaced with Holiday; half of Constance rubbed out and tweaked for effect. She’s a different person now. Not that girl – their girl – anymore.


The baby gurgles, the chips of mirror in Connie’s skirt twinkling in a bright slice of sunlight.


She smiles. ‘Well bugger them, Sadie,’ she says aloud. ‘Or bugger her, anyway.’ And she pushes the buggy down the side return, roots around under a stone cherubim, and lets them in with her father’s secret spare key.


She doesn’t take much: her diary, two dresses, five pounds from the Pinnacle Biscuits tin in her father’s study. Just enough to get them to their next stop, wherever that might be. Wherever there’s a cheap bed and bar work and an open mic. She eats two digestives, takes a belligerent piss in the downstairs lavatory and deliberately omits to flush. Then, baby on board, she’s out and down the road before anyone can catch them. Before her parents get back from their tedious road trip and ask what she’s done. Before Martha gets back from tedious school and asks where she’s been. Before Mr Collins gets back from tedious work or tedious choir and asks why she did it and where the devil is his money?


‘Thief,’ he barks after her for that night in ’69.


‘Thief,’ her mother shrieks for today and for ever.


But, fingers in her ears, ‘Tralalala, I can’t hear you,’ she replies, and she’s off like a rocket, little Connie Holiday, sweet Connie Holiday, the singing gymslip mum.


The bus is almost empty, a fact she cannot fathom. Why would anyone stay in Harlow when London is on the doorstep? A vast dance floor waiting to be waltzed through. A diamond, waiting to be plucked. She picks up the baby, grizzling for milk now, pulls up her top, not bothering to wonder if the two other passengers might glimpse and glower and grumble. It’s only skin, after all. Nothing to be ashamed of, whatever she’s been told.


Sadie sucks, satisfied, her eyes wide, and green enough for cricket. Despite them, Connie can’t see him in her at all, thank God. There’s her father’s freckles, her mother’s moue of irritation, and her own hair, a surly brunette, though hers is dyed now, platinum as sand, only the roots revealing her inheritance. It was Michelle’s idea, and bathroom handiwork. ‘You can’t be a star if you don’t stand out,’ she’d said.


Turns out it takes more than a bottle of bleach to turn Connie Holiday into Marilyn Monroe or Marianne Faithful. But she won’t be deterred. She is dogged, if not really qualified. Bloody-minded, her father would say. And she daren’t think what words her mother might come up with. But so what if she never got her A levels? So what if she never even finished school? It’s not like she’s stupid. She could have shone if they’d let her try. If she could have been bothered. But she didn’t need to. She bets Mick Jagger never passed a single exam, after all. Or, if he did, it would have been art. She’ll be fine, she tells herself. More than. Has to be. Because it’s not like she can ask Sadie’s father for anything. Not like she wants to.


She kisses the sweet fust of the baby’s head. ‘This time next year, I’ll be on top of the world,’ she promises.


‘I’ll be a star, Sadie. You’ll see. A star.’







   

Sadie 


Leeds, July 1981


‘Mam?’ She knocks twice, but soft, so as not to alarm. ‘It’s nearly ten!’


But the bed don’t give and the floorboards don’t creak and the door stays shut against the morning.


Sadie, eleven, sighs, long and important. ‘Well, don’t moan to me when you miss the best bits.’ She sticks her hands on her hips, oblivious to the lack of audience. ‘That’s all I’m saying.’


She clatters down the stairs to sit in the kitchen, her sandals slap-slapping, meant to mither, but still her mam’s room stays stoppered like a bottle. ‘Wedding of the century, and she’s in bed,’ she adds to no one in particular. ‘I ask you.’


She opens the fridge, thinking she’ll snaffle a cocktail sausage from under the cling film – street party’s not till three and they won’t miss one chipolata. But the paper plate’s gone, its wrapping snatched off and abandoned, and Sadie remembers last night’s commotion – 1.13, according to the digital watch Elvis Jenkins gave her last Christmas; 1.17 if she’d asked the speaking clock, which her version always lagged behind. Though she weren’t supposed to check it anymore; couldn’t anyway, not since the phone got cut off.


There’d been singing too, until gone half past – ‘Son of a Preacher’ and ‘The Windmills of Your Mind’ – and the gurgle and churn of a hot bath running. Must’ve been a good night. A big crowd down the Legion. Tips and drinks and her mam the glitter in the middle of it all, tipsy though she probably were. Better that than the one that came off shift every day at Morrisons, sore and maudlin. Or the one that got angry with Elvis for this or for that, or with herself for nothing at all.


A month ago Sadie’d caught her in the mirror, hauling her face around like it were biscuit dough.


‘I’m ancient,’ she’d wailed. ‘Thirty.’


‘You’re twenty-nine and a bit,’ said Sadie, and she weren’t wrong.


‘Close enough,’ her mam had snapped back and Sadie had kept her gob shut after that.


Truthfully, Sadie did think she were a bit old. Thirty seemed an impossible number of years. Though her mam didn’t look ancient exactly, not like Cheryl Pendleton’s, who was thirty-one and had a double chin and a bit of a moustache in the wrong light. Maybe it happened overnight. Maybe you went to bed twenty-nine and smiling and woke up thirty with a face as creased as a pleated skirt and dark bits under your eyes that you had to cover with Rimmel.


‘I was supposed to be on telly by now,’ her mam had carried on. ‘Have records to my name. Christ, I spend all day ringing up sliced white in an overall, and my nights in a miniskirt so I can get jeered at by the likes of Norris Godfrey. I don’t even own the telly, let alone get on it. It’s rented. Rented! What sort of mother am I?’


‘Mine,’ Sadie had said, no more than a whisper, and clung to her back briefly, a monkey child, the shrunken spit of her. Though, her mam’s hair is dyed as light as Lady Diana’s now and nearly as short, where Sadie’s still hangs in dark curtains, only her fringe trimmed neat so it skims just below her eyebrows. ‘Open your face right up,’ Donna-Next-Door had said as she snipped away, and she weren’t wrong.


Sadie pictures next door then: the front room with its fourteen-inch colour set and a cerise rug with shagpile so deep you can stand a Wotsit up in it and it still won’t reach the top of the tufts, and she knows that ’cause her and Deborah have tried enough times. She checks her watch again: 10.11. So 10.15 in real time and only just over an hour to go and she don’t want to miss all the arrivals. Donna says that’s the best bit – judging what everyone else is wearing – and Deborah agrees, and she’s got seven months on Sadie so she’s not to be argued with.


Besides, the tick-tock waiting is too boring and her want too enormous. ‘I’m going,’ she shouts up the stairs. ‘See you in a bit.’


And this time she don’t even wait for an answer, just slips out the back into the ginnel, and straight through the gate of Number 9.


Donna-Next-Door can’t fathom it. ‘She’ll be sorry,’ she says from the settee, pointing her cigarette as if to emphasize the point, the curls of smoke adding a certain glamour to the front room, curtains shut against the sun. She sits back, taps ash into a commemorative saucer. ‘She’s all right though, love?’


Sadie – her and Deborah already side by side on their stomachs on the rug, separated by a bowl of Twiglets and two Panda Pops, cherry – nods. ‘Aye,’ she replies. ‘She’s fine.’


Better than – least yesterday. Bright and shining with something and not even out of a bottle. A secret, she thinks. Maybe they’re going to Skeggy, after all.


‘Royal wedding effect,’ says Deborah, knowledgeably. ‘I read about it in Women’s Realm. It’s like an epileptic. Everyone’s catching it. Tons of women are getting engaged. Maybe Elvis is going to—’ She stops, gasps, Twiglet suspended mid-sentence. ‘I bet he already did.’ She gapes, as if caught out by her own brilliance.


Sadie bristles, though only because she’s the one who’s read every Nancy Drew and she didn’t see it coming. ‘I think she’d have told us, wouldn’t she?’


‘Unless she’s biding her time,’ suggests Deborah. ‘So as not to spoil it for Diana. Steal her thunder, like.’


‘Aye,’ says a doubtful Donna, buffing her own burgundy do. ‘That’ll be it.’


Deborah nudges Sadie’s foot with a pink flip-flop. ‘You’d have a new dad.’


Sadie shrugs and stuffs a handful of Twiglets in her mouth so she can’t answer even if she wants to. A new dad might be nice, she supposes. Any dad, really. And Elvis is okay, even if he is a drinker and Welsh and wears a catsuit on stage so tight you can practically see his thingy.


‘I’ll knock for her in a minute,’ says Donna. ‘When this bit’s done.’


This bit is the coach and horses – things Sadie’s only read about before, then wished for herself. Prayed a potato might suddenly puff up, pumpkin-like, and turn to burnished wood and wagon wheels; that the ants in the back alley might be good as mice. But you need a fairy godmother for that sort of thing, she supposes, and not even Donna with her mobile salon can come up with that kind of transformation.


‘There’s a lot of dress in there,’ says Deborah, echoing the telly.


‘Like Cinderella,’ says Sadie, but quiet, because fairytales aren’t for girls about to go up to big school.


‘Shame to have her hair so short,’ adds Donna, knowledgeable.


‘You said you liked it!’ Deborah protests, her own Lady Di bowl re-trimmed only last Tuesday.


‘Aye but you’re eleven, not twenty-whatever, and you’re not getting wed.’


Deborah sniffs. ‘I’m going to marry Buck’s Fizz,’ she says.


‘All of them?’ asks Donna, lighting another cigarette.


‘Ha ha,’ replies Deborah, snide.


It’ll be Bobby G. She and Sadie have already agreed that, as Deborah’s older and got the better legs, she gets first dibs, so Sadie’s left with the other one – Mike, he’s called – but she don’t mind really. They look practically the same. Same white teeth, same long hair, same highlights. And you can’t tell the difference when you kiss the Smash Hits poster anyway. Maybe it’s the same with actual men.


‘That bridesmaid’s a right cow,’ Deborah adds.


Sadie turns her attention back to the telly. ‘Which one?’


‘The one that looks like a cow, duh.’


Sadie flinches, but she won’t show it. ‘She’s all right. She looks a bit like Julie Newman,’ she adds. Julie Newman is thirteen and wears a 32C bra and once let Stephen Butterworth touch the straps, according to Deborah.


‘Does not,’ says Deborah.


‘Does too,’ says Sadie.


‘Sadie’s right,’ says Donna, so that Sadie, briefly, brims with satisfaction. ‘She does have the look of a Newman about her. It’s the teeth. Like a horse. Oh, hang on—’ She sits up, her cigarette a baton or wand. ‘Here she comes! Here comes the bride!’


Sadie turns to Deborah, lets her mouth drop, deliberate, ’cause it deserves a gawp. All that fabric, shining like beaten egg whites, and stitched with crystals, thousands of them, probably by elves.


‘Ivory silk taffeta,’ Deborah says, repeating the commentary.


‘Yards of it,’ adds Donna.


‘Better than Deirdre Langton, in’t it.’


‘Barlow now,’ says Sadie. ‘She’s Ken’s.’


‘It’s Ken I feel sorry for,’ adds Donna, and they both nod, knowing.


‘I like the tiara best,’ Sadie says. And she does, glimmering pink as it is in the sun. She wishes she were the kind of girl who could get away with a tiara, with any kind of diamonds. Though it’s probably only princesses get them. And they don’t tend to wear striped vests and dungaree shorts, not even ones from Tammy Girl. Though she’ll be in lemon yellow later, for the street party, her and Deborah both.


‘Look at her laughing,’ notes Donna. ‘She won’t be smiling like that tonight. Not with old Charlie boy,’ she adds. ‘State of him.’


‘Mum!’ protests Deborah.


Sadie sticks pretend fingers in her ears, though she’s heard it all before and more besides. Her mam up late with Donna in the kitchen, giggling about Elvis and Donna’s man, John, who works on the building sites, is out on one now, down Kent way. And it’s worse since Donna started using their house for salon business, on account of the drains at Number 9 – round at all hours, talking dirty and smirking.


Sadie sniffs, but all she can make out is cigarettes and Twiglets and the too-much Tweed that Deborah’s sprayed on herself for the occasion.


‘Them pageboys look like right fancy nancys,’ says Deborah, changing the subject.


For once, Sadie agrees. Their coats are a bit tin soldier and their trousers are a daring, dangerous kind of white – the kind you can’t drink Cup-a-Soup or eat ketchup in. Elvis found that out. He spilled some on his catsuit once, the day before a gig, then shouted at Mam to fix them. Which she didn’t. She told him to fix them himself, ’cause last time she looked, having a penis didn’t prevent him being able to walk to the launderette or operate a washing machine. Sadie wishes she’d had fingers in her ears then and all. And after, when the payback came.


‘Can’t believe yer mum’s missing this,’ says Donna then, as if she can see right into Sadie’s brain.


‘I said she’d be sorry,’ Sadie says.


‘Though getting wed in the morning’s a bit odd, if you ask me,’ Donna continues. ‘You want an afternoon do, then a finger buffet, then the dancing – band and a DJ. If you start now, where’s it all going to end up? Head down the toilet, that’s where.’


‘Oh my God!’ shrieks Deborah, piercing the vision. ‘She got her words wrong.’


‘She did and all,’ adds Sadie, nodding at Donna. ‘She said Philip first.’


‘Philip Charles,’ Deborah confirms.


‘Right, that’s it.’ Donna stands, ash scattering from the lap of her denim skirt into the deep cover of the rug, where it’s swiftly trodden into oblivion by three-inch wedge heels. ‘I’m fetching yer mum. She’ll not want to miss the rest of this. They’ll be back down the aisle soon. Divorced, if she don’t get a shimmy on.’


Sadie looks up. ‘Shall I come?’


‘No, love. You enjoy it. Tell us what we’ve missed. I’ll only be a moment.’ Then she’s out the back door, hollering ‘Connie!’ at the top of her voice, not mithering if thin-lipped Mrs Higgins can hear her. Not today.


Sadie squidges in next to Deborah, picks up another Twiglet. ‘That one next to Prince Charles was all right,’ she says, ingratiating. ‘I bet he’d like you.’


‘Aye,’ agrees Deborah. ‘Maybe Diana should’ve gone for him instead. Only then she wouldn’t get to live in the palace, would she? I’d do owt for that.’


‘Even marry Prince Charles?’ Sadie’s sucked on her Twiglet until the Marmite’s gone and it’s claggy as a cat biscuit. And she should know.


‘Marry any old prince,’ confirms Deborah. ‘Still, she can always divorce him and they’d have to split it. The palace, I mean. And the horses and dogs and that. My mum and John might do that one day. If he don’t stop the building thing. Only she says he’ll not get the house or any of her porcelain dogs. Only over her dead body.’


Sadie swallows, says nowt. ’Cause it’s not the first time she’s heard it. The same words have been whispered in their kitchen twice in the last two weeks alone, once when Janice Batty was in earshot, albeit head under the dryer. But Deborah’s waiting, poised for acknowledgement. ‘It’s not that bad,’ she offers eventually. ‘Not having a dad.’


Deborah makes a noise that Sadie knows to be scorn. ‘Like you’d know any different,’ she says, and gets up and turns the volume knob so the buzz and hum of the crowd is a bee in Sadie’s ear.


Sadie don’t rise to it. Donna’ll be back any time now anyway, and her own mam and all, and they’ll have something to say about going deaf, and square-eyed too, she doesn’t wonder.


But when Donna comes back, less than two minutes gone, it’s alone, and with a face as pale as that taffeta. ‘Sadie, I . . .’ she begins, but the rest of the words won’t come out.


‘What?’ asks Deborah. ‘What’s gone on?’ Then, eyes goggle-wide and wanting, ‘Has there been a burglary? Dad said we were to be careful ’cause it were a thieves’ paradise with everyone at street parties or round each other’s, glued to the box.’


‘No, love,’ her mam tells her. ‘No burglary.’ But it’s Sadie she’s looking at all the while, like she’s willing her to understand whatever it is without saying, maybe.


But what else can it be? ‘Is it the chipolatas?’ Sadie tries. ‘’Cause she were just starving when she got in I think, and she said she didn’t know why she were even bothering with them ’cause Peggy Megson’ll probably do eight hundred any road as it’s all she can cook.’


‘No, love. Not that.’ Something in Donna seems to snap then, her back straightens and she flies to the sideboard to pick up the phone.


But it’s already taken, the party line ringing with Mrs Higgins’s many opinions. ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Mary,’ Donna spits into the receiver. ‘It’s an emergency!’ Then, to the girls, ‘Who calls up in the royal wedding?’


Deborah shrugs. At the word ‘emergency’ Sadie thinks first of fire alarms, and then of the Towering Inferno, and the Poseidon Adventure; pictures her mam trapped underwater, with only Gene Hackman to save her. But her mam can hold her breath. Her and Sadie had practised after that, just in case – could do more than a minute.


‘Mary, I’m not one to swear—’ Donna continues.


‘She is,’ hisses Deborah.


‘Mary, will you get off the frigging phone?’


Sadie sounds the word in her head. She’s heard her mam say worse but she don’t mimic. Knows better than that. Unlike Deborah, who whispers ‘frigging’ with a grin that even Sadie, confused as she is, feels is misplaced.


Apparently swayed by swearing, Mrs Higgins must have put down her receiver, because Donna starts to dial, Sadie clocking as each number spins.


Nine.


Nine. Bloody Nora.


Nine.


Her stomach plummets.


The other end takes seventeen seconds to answer, probably watching the box themselves. ‘Thank God. Ambulance,’ Donna says eventually. ‘Seven Adelphi Terrace.’


The emergency person asks something else, and Donna looks at Sadie.


‘It’s my neighbour,’ Donna says. ‘I think she’s . . . Well . . . I think she’s . . .’


‘Mum!’ Deborah yells. ‘She’s what? What is she?’


Sadie waits, her chest tightening, her insides slip-sliding with the imminence of it, whatever it is.


Donna shakes her head, burgundy hair catching in the back-door light. ‘Christ on a bike, I shouldn’t be saying this. It’s not right.’ But she says it anyway, and she looks straight at Sadie as she does. ‘Her name’s Connie Holiday. She’s twenty-nine. And I think she’s . . . Well, I think she’s dead.’







   

Jean 


Essex, July 1981


Sixteen minutes past five and Jean Earnshaw – fifty-three, stiff and prim – slips the Pinnacle Biscuits’ paper into the Smith Corona, spins the carriage and begins:


July 28th 1981, she types, the black and white imprint quick as a blink. But then her fingers, a moment ago a flicker, sit rigid, unable, it seems, to press return, or press anything at all. For she is mesmerized, momentarily, by that date.


Twenty-eighth.


Eight days gone – or, to be precise, twelve years and eight days. The same night they put a man on the moon, so she can hardly forget, not properly. But it gets . . . less vivid, easier with each change of calendar. No, in fact, she barely thought about it at all this year. Bernard has long stopped mentioning her, thank heavens, and aside from him there’s only the Collinses to bring it up and they are far better bred than that. She’d probably not be thinking about it at all if it wasn’t for Shelley Pledger.


She’s one of the office girls – the new one with the awful earrings and, if you get too close, a bit of a squint. She’d asked Jean, three days ago, if she’d ‘got any’. ‘Any what?’ Jean had replied, as if it might be biscuits or cigarettes or sweets, all of which were entirely unlikely. ‘Kids,’ Shelley had said. Jean had been startled then, had to steady herself, to swallow. ‘No,’ she’d replied. ‘And I don’t have ten cats either, if that’s what you’re thinking.’


Shelley had pulled a face at that, probably reported it back in sniggers in the staff kitchen. ‘Frigid Bridget’ they call her behind her back. Though obviously not behind enough. Not that she cares. Perhaps they think Bernard is made-up. A figment of her imagination. If she had any imagination, it would hardly be Bernard she’d conjure, she wanted to say. But, no, that was unfair. He was dependable. He meant well. And wasn’t that all you could ask, really?


Anyway, better she is Frigid Bridget, plain as a stair-rail, than the other way. She’d once worn wide, defiant trousers, painted her lips sticky with crimson. But look where that had got her. So it was water off a duck’s back, the names and the whispers. Really, she pitied them with their obvious clothes and desperate hairdos and godless souls. Pitied that they lacked both manners and ambition. Pitied that they were content with Friday nights at the Painted Lady or, worse, the Birdcage, and some swaggering braggart from the factory floor.


If she were their age, had their opportunities, she would be off to college, to university. Or at least listening to Jan Leeming on the six o’clock news and practising vowels. Every time Hayley Harris spelled her name out loud with a ‘haitch’ she wanted to scream. Not that she would, ever, of course. A shudder sufficed. But still, it was irritating.


It had taken her only weeks, after all. Watching from the office of the Finsbury School for Girls. Learning to talk properly: to pronounce her ‘t’s and drop her loves and darlin’s; learning to walk tall, as if the Bible were balanced on her head – not that they’d ever used that, but Vanity Fair, hard-backed and heavy and a choice not lost on her, veritable Becky Sharp that she was, or that the headmistress declared her, anyway.


She bats the thought away, refocuses her ire on Hayley and Shelley and the rest of them, gaudy as parakeets and about as useful. If she’d had their chances, well, she wouldn’t be sitting in Pinnacle Biscuits at fifty-something, typing out the kind of invoices a monkey could manage.


‘You’re still here.’


Jean comes to, musters a smile, contained, proper, at Maurice – or Mr Collins, rather, while she’s at work, at least in front of the girls – ‘Yes, I . . . I’m just finishing the month-end business. Because of the public holiday.’


‘Jean.’ His voice is a warning but well meant. ‘You know the others were all off at four.’


‘They’ll only have to catch up on Thursday.’


‘Always the last one standing,’ he says then, the laugh that accompanies it obvious, but appreciative she thinks.


‘I can give you a lift,’ he offers. ‘The bicycle will fit in the boot.’


‘I’ve got the car,’ she replies. ‘Now Bernard doesn’t need it for work.’


‘Of course. Of course.’ He pushes back his hair – still thick, if grey at the edges. ‘You’ll be watching,’ he says, not a question. ‘Tomorrow. The wedding,’ he adds, as if, for some inexplicable reason, it might be anything else.


She hesitates, thinks for a minute of saying no, just to see what he makes of her audacity. But what would be the point in that? ‘Of course.’


He makes a coughing noise. ‘I think Barbara’s hoping to get some tips.’


She takes a moment to work out what he means, then remembers: the vellum envelope, the printed invitation that she slipped quickly into a drawer before Bernard saw and said something she didn’t want to think about. Because Martha – Maurice and Barbara’s mouse of a daughter – has finally found herself a husband. A dullard of a man from what little she’s seen of him – once at Sunday service, once at tea – but it was something, she supposed.


‘But it’s all already planned, isn’t it?’ she says. ‘At the golf club? And surely she has the dress.’


He shrugs. ‘All a mystery to me,’ he says. ‘Five bridesmaids,’ he adds. ‘Five.’ As if it’s several too many. Though they both know it’s one short, his face turning red with it as he realizes. ‘Well, I’ll see you after, anyway. Barbara says you’re in charge of sausage rolls.’


It’s vol-au-vents, actually, mushroom and chicken, but she cannot see the gain in correcting him, so she just says, ‘Yes.’


‘Well, tomorrow then.’


She nods. ‘Tomorrow.’


‘Well, I think she’s a picture.’ Bernard is still reading the paper – The Sunday Times, eking it out for the week now he’s retired – but peering over now and again when the commentary warrants it. ‘Isn’t she?’


For all his socialist ideals, his one mildly drunk suggestion that ushering in a republic might have its advantages, he’s still a royalist when it comes down to it. Still went out to watch the fireworks at the Town Park last night, the beacon being lit. He gets that from his mother.


Jean has no such left-wing pretensions but there’s something about this wedding that galls, even appals her. The dress is the nub of it. Like a toilet-roll holder, if you think about it, one of those knitted things she’d once aspired to – before Barbara corrected her, told her they were as common as nets. That’s it, she thinks: the dress is common. Vulgar, all that extravagant fabric when it’s only going to be worn once. She’d made do with a suit, hadn’t she? Not even new. Not that she was comparing twenty minutes at Islington Town Hall followed by meat pie of undetermined origin at the Rose and Crown with this, but even the Queen hadn’t gone quite this far to town.


The cameras are outside now, panning the Mall. Half a million thick, that crowd, or so the commentator told them. Though how he’d counted she had no idea. But there they were, all packed like sardines into – into what? Stands? She felt herself flinch at it, at the urgency of it all, the possible surge of them, the horrible proximity. All sweating and desperate, though for what exactly she is unsure. ‘How do they even go to the toilet?’ she wonders, aloud this time. ‘And where?’


‘Portaloos,’ Bernard says. ‘It’s in the paper.’ He shakes it, as if she might be confused.


She ignores him, transfixed, against all her wishes, by the television. She is scanning the sea of believers, cannot help it. A habit that, unlike cigarettes, drink, she has struggled to check. It’s less pressing now than a decade ago, but still, when the chance arises, she finds herself scouring crowds, picking through pink-pixelled faces and matchstick bodies at Greenham, on protests and picket lines, or, once, at its worst, a Jimmy Connors match. As if Constance had ever been the tennis type.


But it had become her addiction, her sole vice, as impossible as it was. Like trying to find a needle in a haystack, a watch dropped in the forest. And what would she have done if she’d spotted her? She could hardly have stormed down there and hauled her home, protesting. Though perhaps that wasn’t the point – getting her back, subjecting her to some kind of retribution. Perhaps she just wanted proof of her ongoing existence. Proof of life.


This, though, is worse than Wimbledon. The very last place she might turn up. She had abhorred the royals, after all. Declared them ‘parasites’, ‘leeches on society’. She’d called the public – her mother assumedly included – worse though: ‘duped’, ‘stupid’ and, once, ‘pathetic lemmings’. Borrowed words, Jean was sure of it, but from whom?


‘Weather’s a blessing,’ Bernard says then.


She looks up, caught in the act. ‘Pardon?’


‘It’s a blessing,’ he repeats. ‘The weather. Are you quite all right? You look peaky.’


‘I’m perfectly fine,’ she says – snaps almost, but is then needled with guilt. ‘Sorry. Perhaps the heat is a bit much.’


‘I’ll open the back door, shall I?’


She feels herself twitch at this, at his utter lack of ability to just do something without question. It’s kindness, she knows. But she hardly deserves it, not that he realizes that. And somehow it feels awful and clawing and she wishes he would stop. It’s only worse now he’s home all day as well. Though at least she has her own work. Bernard says she can stop, God knows they don’t need the money. As if it’s that easy. Because then what would she do? Moon about over weddings, and watch more television? How squalid.


‘Well, that’s that.’ She stands and snaps the telly off, an action she realizes too late must appear almost triumphant. ‘Street party,’ she qualifies. ‘Food won’t make itself.’


‘Right,’ says Bernard. ‘Shall I help you?’


‘Honestly, Bernard, it’s forty-eight vol-au-vents to heat up, not Christmas dinner. I can manage.’


Bernard looks hurt. ‘Right you are.’


She shouldn’t have snapped. Again. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, briskly, a dab of cotton wool on the wound.


Really, though, he’s too much at times.


All of it is too much.


Or not enough.


The party is bearable, the vol-au-vents remarked on for their lightness and flavour. Though Barbara says perhaps the chicken was a mistake – sitting around in all that afternoon heat – and she hopes no one gets sick. They’ll not be having chicken at Martha’s wedding, of course, or rice, for that very reason.


Jean ignores her, clears the plates from the trestle tables, says perfunctory goodbyes, puts away the china platters.


‘Thank goodness that’s over,’ she says.


‘Yes,’ says Bernard, not really agreeing. ‘Quite.’


But it’s not his fault that he can’t understand. Can’t see how these things aggrieve her. These grand occasions, these moments when life might brim up and spill over the edges, taking her with it. She is the one at fault, it was her poor choice that led to this – this precariousness. Not Bernard. Never Bernard. Bernard is honest, solid, and, aside from the weight gain and the loss of some hair, the very same Bernard he was thirty years ago when they married. But she – she has chosen this life. She has chosen this self, this woman wound tight as a bobbin of cotton, forever checking the end of her thread is tucked in for fear it might catch and she unspool somehow.


It had almost happened once – that night in 1969. Not an accident, the end not snagged or trapped, but deliberately pulled, or so she chose to see it. But Jean had ravelled it back, righted herself, carried on if not regardless then at least stoically, given the circumstances. And tomorrow will be twelve years and ten days clocked off. And it will be easier still. And so the days will be ticked off until one morning, perhaps, her penance will end.


That’s what she’s thinking as she wills herself to sleep in the thick heat of the July night and the confines of the twin bed. That’s what she’s thinking when she wakes to the seven o’clock alarm, washes, dresses sensibly for the wretched weather.


That’s what she’s thinking when, before she walks out the door, the phone rings, shrill and insistent at far too early an hour.


‘I’ll get it,’ she calls to Bernard, who’s still at the table, head buried in the Special Edition. It’ll only be Maurice, she thinks. Offering a lift. He never listens.


But it’s not Maurice. It’s not anyone she knows.


It’s a woman called Donna, who says something ridiculous. And with it, her end catches, is yanked, and she spills metres of beige thread over the hallway floor.







   

Sadie 


Leeds, July 1981


In the wake of those words, several things happen.


The first thing: Sadie promptly vomits up half a packet of Twiglets and a cherry Panda Pop into cerise shagpile, while the crowd on the Mall applauds and Deborah, incredulous, pulls a face like a gargoyle.


‘Sorry,’ says Sadie, staring at the grim pinkness.


Donna shakes her head. ‘Don’t matter, love. It’ll wash off.’


Sadie don’t think it will; there’s still a Quality Street stuck to the rug from Christmas. But try as she might to think about sick, she knows she’s got to acknowledge the other thing. ‘What happens now?’ she asks. ‘Will I go home?’


Donna, appalled, shakes her head. ‘Christ, no, love. You stay here with Deborah.’ She glances at the carpet again. ‘Or maybe in the bedroom. For now.’


And so that’s where she’s sat – surrounded by Deborah’s elaborate menagerie of Barbies and Sindys and whatnot on mauve candlewick and focusing on a poster of The Nolans, wondering which one she might be (probably Coleen, because Deborah’s bagsied Linda) – when the ambulance arrives. Thing number two.


At that, something in Sadie lifts. Because, if they’re taking her to hospital, maybe she’s not totally dead. Because when someone’s totally dead, like Mr Bannerjee at Number 17 was last August, because of being ninety-six, a different thing – a private ambulance – comes. Though it’s odd it’s called an ambulance when it’s more of a van. Not much different to the one Elvis Jenkins drives round off season. Though his has got his name on the side and a picture of the King, which wouldn’t look right on an ambulance, she supposes, cheering though it might be. And also ambulances don’t go round picking up stuff off the back of a lorry like Elvis does, or so her mam says.


‘What do you suppose they’re up to in there?’ she asks Deborah, in deference to her seven months’ extra experience and infinite insight gleaned from magazines.


‘One of them’ll be doing mouth to mouth,’ she answers. ‘The tall one, I expect. The other one probably isn’t allowed because of his moustache.’


Sadie nods, the door of hope opening a chink and an inch of light filtering in.


‘But it will be in vain,’ Deborah continues, slamming it shut again. ‘Because she were already dead for ages probably. So the tall one’ll do a cross on his chest, because of your mum being Catholic, and the other one will say stuff about them doing everything they could.’


‘But my mam’s not Catholic,’ says Sadie quickly. ‘She’s not anything. She says . . . She says God’s a load of cobblers.’


Deborah raises her eyebrows, a miniature Donna. ‘I wouldn’t want to be in her shoes now then.’


Sadie tries to think of something to say to that, but words won’t come, and in any case there’s a kerfuffle outside, so they kneel up at the windowsill to watch.


There’s Mrs Higgins, hands on her hips, her lips probably thin as a lemon slice. There’s Mrs Hepworth next to her with Billy, Mivvi in his gob and his six-year-old eyes a-goggle. There’s the Mehtas, seven of them, little ones behind bigger ones, behind Mr Mehta in a brown suit. Even he’s had the day off and they open at Christmas, which Mrs Higgins says is heresy and Mam says is bloody useful, thank you very much.


And there’s the ambulance men, green as the Hulk but not half as magic, because behind them, in a black plasticky sack on a trolley, rolls a body. And behind it, Donna, sobbing, and smoking a fag.


‘Blimey,’ says Deborah.


Sadie says nothing. You can’t be a bit alive in a black plastic bag, she supposes.


She feels weird then. Not sad, exactly, just strange. Like time has slowed down till it’s thick as treacle and everything’s a bit blurred. She should be sad, she knows. That’s what happens on telly. Someone dies and everyone’s wailing. She cried when Bambi’s mam died. And when Petra off Blue Peter went. And Deborah’s cried twice today already. Though one of the times she were looking at herself in the mirror when she did it, which Sadie’s not sure counts.


Time still drips as the ambulance pulls off but the crowd stays milling – getting their two pence worth, Mam would have said – bothering Donna. But Donna, usually Queen of Chinese Whispers, isn’t playing today. Instead, she scuttles back in, slams the front door and goes straight into the kitchen.


When the girls find her, she’s pouring herself a Martini into a half-pint glass borrowed from the Black Horse.


‘What happened?’ begs Deborah. ‘Was she proper dead, then?’


Donna downs the drink in two. ‘God, will you just put a sock in it for a moment.’ She looks at Sadie. ‘I’m so sorry, love. They tried their best but there were nothing they could do.’


‘Told you!’ says Deborah, triumphant.


Sadie’s not sure what she’s supposed to say or do still, so she says nothing, keeps her mouth clamped tight as a pickle lid.


Donna frowns. ‘You’re not going to be sick again, are you?’ she asks. ‘Because you’d be best off in the yard if you are.’


Sadie shakes her head.


‘Where’ve they taken her?’ Deborah’s gob’s not stoppered up. Ever.


Donna’s watching Sadie, mind on the lino maybe. ‘There’ll be a post-mortem.’


‘What’s . . . What’s one of them?’ she manages.


‘They have to cut her open,’ says Deborah. ‘To check what happened.’


‘Aye.’ Donna’s frowning now.


‘Don’t they know?’ asks Sadie.


‘They think . . . Christ, maybe it’s best not to say.’


But Sadie finds even she wants to hear it. ‘What?’ she asks.


Donna takes a breath. ‘They think she might have choked.’


‘On what?’ Deborah’s big on detail.


‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Donna.


‘On them cocktail sausages,’ Sadie finds herself saying. ‘She took the whole plate.’


‘Maybe,’ says Donna.


‘She choked on a sausage?’ Deborah is incredulous again. ‘I wouldn’t want to go like that. At least murder’s interesting—’


At that Donna smacks Deborah on the leg, a red welt against white skin and a royal-blue ra-ra.


‘What?’ Deborah demands, eyes brimming now, though Sadie’s pretty sure it’s only her pride that’s stinging.


‘’S’all right,’ says Sadie. ‘I don’t mind.’


She does a bit though. Not about what Deborah said, about murder, but how it happened: the sausage. Why didn’t Mam bite it properly? Or perhaps she tried to swallow it in one. Though she told Elvis off when he were showing Sadie how to catch peanuts in her mouth, in case one went down the wrong hole and got stuck, so you’d have thought she’d have known better.


‘Will they tell you when they’ve worked it out?’ she asks, quiet.


‘I . . . No, love. I’m not next of kin.’


‘Sadie is,’ says Deborah, cat not keeping her tongue for long.


‘Aye,’ agrees Donna. ‘But she’s a minor.’


‘A miner? No she’s not.’


‘Not that kind— Christ,’ Donna shakes her head. ‘A child. She’s a child. They need a grown-up to talk to.’


‘Like Elvis Jenkins,’ Deborah suggests.


At his name, something in Sadie burgeons. Elvis can come back from Skegness and fix this. That’s what he’s good at. Washing machines and fridges and, once, the gas fire, though that didn’t work out that well for his quiff. But still, he got it working again.


But Donna don’t agree. ‘Love, they’re not married.’


‘Like who then?’


‘Well, like other relatives.’


Deborah looks at Sadie, impatient.


But Sadie can’t help. ‘We don’t have any. Not to talk to.’


‘Not to talk to, perhaps,’ Donna says. ‘Not before. But that don’t matter now.’


‘D’you mean like an uncle or something? ’Cause I don’t think I have one of them.’


‘She means your dad.’ Deborah is breathless with potential.


Sadie shrugs. ‘I don’t have one of those either.’


‘I didn’t mean your dad, love.’ Donna glares at Deborah. ‘Christ, she won’t even tell me who that is. Wouldn’t,’ she corrects herself. Then blurts out a sorry with the sob and the snot. ‘Sorry,’ she says again. ‘I meant . . . I meant her own mum. That’s next of kin.’


‘My nan, you mean.’


Donna nods. ‘Aye. What’s her name?’


But Sadie’s pockets are empty again. ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘Mrs Holiday?’


Donna coughs out a swear. ‘You know that’s not your real surname.’


‘What?’ Sadie is stunned for the second time that day, the rug pulled out from under her, still covered in sick. ‘What is, then?’


‘God, I don’t even know.’


That’s thing number three. The hunting.


The house is terrible empty. She can feel it the minute they walk in. Though she were skinny as an imp and barely taller than Sadie, her mam took up so much space with her singing and her spangles that, without her, the air’s fallen slack, like a balloon that’s sagged or a slow-punctured tyre.


‘Where’d she keep her papers?’


Sadie makes herself concentrate. ‘Like what?’


‘Bills and the like,’ Donna says. ‘Official stuff.’


‘Love letters.’


‘Deborah!’ snaps Donna, but Sadie’s eyes widen at the possibility.


‘Top drawer.’ She nods at the one to the right of the sink.


Donna hauls at it and out spills a life: brown paper envelopes and pieces of card, and other stuff too. String and Sellotape and a thing Sadie knows to be called a tampon, but what it’s for and where it goes she don’t like to think about.


Donna picks it up quick, pushes it into her pocket. ‘You two go on upstairs. Get your things, love,’ she says to Sadie. ‘You can sleep with our Deborah tonight.’


‘Brill!’


Sadie’s not sure ‘brill’ is the word but she nods all the same.


‘Come on,’ Deborah says, then is up the stairs, clattering, rabbit-quick.


Sadie’s slower, finds her legs are a jelly, her sandals stuck on the treads like it’s quicksand or slurry. She fetches up at Deborah in the end, though: akimbo on the landing outside her mam’s canary-painted door.


‘Should we go in, do you think?’ Deborah asks.


Sadie slackens, swirls inside. ‘For what?’


‘I don’t know. Check for mess?’


Sadie thinks about it, dismisses it quick. ‘What if there’s . . . What if there’s blood?’ she worries. ‘Or . . . or something else?’


‘Like what?’


She thinks about the little religion that’s been doled out at school. ‘Like . . . a soul.’


Deborah pulls a face again. ‘What do they even look like?’


‘I don’t know,’ Sadie admits. ‘Maybe a bit like a ghost?’


The thought of her mam all see-through and sheet-clad sends Sadie sweating, but Deborah’s face lights up as if she’s won a prize.


‘That’d be something. Better than murder. Ricky Osgood’d go mad with jealousy.’


‘Aye,’ says Sadie. ‘But can we not – you know – go in.’


Deborah sighs. ‘Suit yourself.’ And she trudges along the landing to Sadie’s room, Sadie two steps behind. Always.


There’s a hiss of release as Deborah opens the door and Sadie sees her things all laid out as she left them: lined up on the mildewed windowsill and along the mantel.


This is what she packs:




[image: image] one nightie: Scooby-Doo


[image: image] her yellow dress


[image: image] two pairs of knickers: Thursday and Friday, just in case


[image: image] her elasticated snake belt, red and white


[image: image] three I-Spy books: Number Plates, Garden Wildlife and Sea Creatures


[image: image] her Whimsey goat


[image: image] a pine cone, still rattling with seeds


[image: image] the commemorative wedding coin she’d queued behind Deborah for, only to be told it weren’t real silver, just painted that way


[image: image] a dictaphone: tape inside but batteries missing.





Necessities and treasure. Just in case.


The dictaphone had been a present from Elvis. For her birthday. Instead of the cassette player he’d promised, but she didn’t mind, not much. Her mam weren’t so keen on hers, though.


‘What am I meant to do with that?’ she’d asked.


‘Shopping lists?’


‘Who do you think I am? Vera bloody Duckworth?’


‘I don’t know. Songs, then.’


But she’d not bothered with the songs or the dictaphone and who knows where hers has gone. Top of her wardrobe probably, along with the rest of her rubbish.


The hamster’d been Elvis’s idea and all.


‘Can she bring Dave?’ Deborah yells down the stairs.


‘Who the heck’s Dave?’ Donna yells up them.


‘The hamster!’ As if she’s stupid. ‘Can she?’


‘Aye,’ Donna replies. ‘But hurry up, will you.’


They do hurry, Sadie with her gingham gym bag on her back, Deborah carrying the cage out front like it’s a glass slipper on a cushion, along the landing, past the still-slammed-shut door holding in the soul, and down the wood of the stairs into the kitchen, where Donna’s waiting, in her hand an inky blue book she’s holding like it’s a winning ticket.


‘I got it,’ she says. ‘Blimey, you won’t believe it.’


‘What?’ says Deborah, Dave and his cage tipping and teetering.


But, ‘Here.’ She hands the thing to hands-free Sadie, page open at the back.


‘Let me see.’ Deborah’s over her shoulder, Sadie shrugging her off for once, wanting this pip, whatever it is, for herself for a minute.


She reads. In small print, blue ink, neat type: In case of emergencies. Then, in black italic capitals, the names she didn’t even know she’d been waiting for:


JEAN & BERNARD EARNSHAW


Below them, their home:


3, THE GREEN


OLD HARLOW


ESSEX


And a number: 22319


It’s Sadie’s turn to tilt and spin and she drops the book and has to grip her fingers tight in her fists to keep herself still and ticking. Because of those names. Because all that time she had a family, hidden in the kitchen drawer with the bills and the string and the tampon. And she wonders for a minute who else might be squidged in. A long-lost brother? Her dad, perhaps? No, not him. Not likely. At least a cousin, though, like Donna’s one, Brady, with the shaved head and the Rubik’s Cube he breaks apart to finish.


‘Your nan and grandpa,’ Donna confirms.


‘Blimey.’ Deborah’s got the book now. ‘Look at that.’


Sadie comes to, snatches it back. ‘Leave it.’


‘All right. I were only saying.’


‘Pair of you,’ Donna says then. ‘Come on.’


‘Come on, what?’ demands Deborah.


‘What do you mean, what? We’ve to call them, haven’t we.’ Not a question. A definite.


‘What about the cat?’ Deborah asks then.


‘What about it?’


‘We can’t just leave it here. Not with—’


‘Leave it some biscuits,’ Donna interrupts. ‘Now get a bend on.’


Deborah’s still smells of sick ’cause there hasn’t been time to clean the rug, but Donna just shuts the door on it, says she’ll deal with it later. Probably pick it off, by then.


‘Dining room,’ she says, and off they troop, Dave and all, to the back – not a dining room at all, really – to find the phone.


Mrs Higgins is still busy gassing out front, so there’s no one to shout at, just numbers to dial and a tinny ring in the distance – at 3, The Green – and Sadie’s breath held so her throat hurts and her legs jiggle with need at this link that strings from Leeds to there, this place she’s never heard of and people she’s never known.


But three times the phone goes, then four, then five and still no one picks up.


‘Why aren’t they answering?’ Deborah’s indignant.


Donna clatters down the receiver. Snips Sadie’s string. ‘Street party, I expect. Same as everyone.’


‘Or dead,’ says Deborah. ‘What? They might be!’


Donna ignores her. Says she’ll try again later. And she does and all. Five times, each time Sadie asking for just one more, just in case. But then Donna says she’s got John to get hold of now, and that sick won’t mop itself up, so just drop it and they’ll do it in the morning. Maybe best not to spoil the day.


‘Maybe,’ says Sadie, her day spoiled rotten already.


Her and Deborah lie top to tail, too hot for the candlewick but they’ve strung it up like a canopy anyway, from the ceiling light, though Sadie said it were dangerous but Deborah don’t care.


‘Are you sad?’ she asks her.


‘Aye,’ says Sadie, and it’s not a lie, but it’s still not exactly sadness that’s in her but something else. A sort of gap, like back at the house. As if something’s gone and needs to be pumped up or plugged.


‘You can cry if you want,’ says Deborah.


And Sadie tries, makes a kind of whining sound. Then pinches herself to see if that helps but it don’t.


‘Sorry,’ she says.


‘’S’all right. You’ll be in shock,’ says Deborah. ‘I saw it on Corrie. It’ll hit tomorrow, probably. You won’t be able to stop bawling then. It’ll be awful.’


‘Aye,’ says Sadie. ‘Probably will.’


But tomorrow’s not so awful. Because when they go down in the morning the sick’s been cleaned and Dave’s been fed and Donna’s already waiting by the phone with a fag.


And this time when it rings, the strings don’t sever or snap, the link stays tight as you like, then there’s a click and a cough – Donna – and a distant ‘Hello?’


It’s a woman. The woman. And her voice is muffled ’cause it’s into Donna’s ear she’s going, but still, it’s real, and posh as sandwiches with the crusts cut off.


‘Harlow double two three one nine,’ she repeats.


And Sadie sings with it.


Because it’s Jean Earnshaw.


It’s a nan.


And it’s hers.







   

Connie 


Leeds, January 1981


New Year’s Resolutions 1981 


1. Sort out LIFE! To wit:


2. Eat better.


3. Vitamins!


4. Drink less.


5. London bookers – call!


6. Doctor – make appointment?


7. Elvis – deal with him.


The second and third are for Sadie’s sake really. Crisps aren’t a food group; she’s not stupid. But it’s hard between shifts and gigs to muster up meat and two veg and she’s not sure mushy peas really count. The fourth, well, that’s an annual entry but this time she definitely means it. Last night is the last time she’s letting Elvis get her into this state. Letting herself. She’s going to be thirty this year – flaming ancient in circuit terms – and if she wants to be taken seriously, if she wants the London lot to take her at all, then she’s got to sort herself out, sober up, buckle down.


Besides, she felt it again in the Legion last night – that sudden quickening in her chest; the mouse-soft pattering turning into a frantic stampede, and then the swift sinking into black. Only for a few seconds – seconds she told everyone – Elvis, Billy Rigby, Thick Jimmy King – were down to one too many vodka and Cokes. But they weren’t, can’t be, because it’s happened when she’s stone cold sober as well, straight as they come: mid-shift at Morrisons in the biscuit aisle; on the bus back from Roundhay, sunburned and sung out and grinning; sitting on the front wall with a cup of tea and a ciggie watching Sadie and Deborah skate precariously along the pave—


She pauses to let the roil of nausea complete its belligerent spin, and the biro – one of Elvis’s, ‘borrowed’ from the bookie’s – slips from her fingers, drops to the floor and rolls, inconveniently, under the fridge, coming to a rest, no doubt, amongst the jetsam of dead ants, desiccated peas and wayward Frosties. ‘Christ,’ she intones. Why’s life so difficult? So spiteful? ‘Like walking through meat in high heels,’ Donna once said, and at the time she’d snorted at the image, ridiculous as it seemed. But now, as she leans down from the plastic chair and pushes her fingers into the sticky filth under the Electrolux, she feels it: everything is treacle-slow or stupidly quick or just that bit out of bloody reach.


‘What’re you up to?’


Elvis.


Empty-handed, but with a patina of chip fat and crumbs and cat hair clinging to her skin, Connie sits up quick, letting the pages of her notebook flap shut so all he can see from over her shoulder is the gloss-red of the cover and the looped italics spelling ‘Silvine’.


‘Nothing. Just . . . a shopping list.’


He leans over so she can smell the stale Carling on him, the curry he had after, the sweat from bed, pushes one hand down her shirt – his, really; a faded grey from a T-Rex tour – and grasps her left breast, the nipple hardening against her will and want.


‘Stiff as a peanut,’ he says, a note of triumph in his tone, then kisses her neck wetly.


She shrugs him off, pulls her bare legs up and the T-shirt down over them. ‘I’m just cold,’ she explains.


‘I know a cure for that,’ he says, his hand slipping down again.


‘Not showering?’ she asks.


‘Later. Where’s Sadie?’ He pulls at her tit again, rolls the nipple in his fingers and then squeezes so she has to cover a gasp.
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