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For Mum


And for Mark




INTRODUCTION


Despite recent decades’ drive to sentimentalize childhood to within an inch of its peach-tinted life, it is no longer possible for society to hide from unpalatable truths about the neglectful, abusive and poverty-stricken conditions in which, either by circumstance or design, many children are forced to grow up. What has become even more evident – although no less unbearable for it – is the understanding that home is most often where the hurt is or at least is where hurt starts and for a child, living without the safety net of there, all the world becomes cracks. When a child falls with no one to catch them, where does the falling stop? And, more importantly, how does that child ever learn to outgrow their own sense of powerlessness? The sanctity of family is society’s best dream and most potentially nightmare-making myth. Andrea Ashworth’s powerful memoir Once in a House on Fire is about a girl whose life is forced to span both and the resultant struggle to become herself.


With its grim up north England setting – Manchester in the 1970s being textbook for that – the book opens with the fluke drowning of Ashworth’s father, which turns out to be not only fatal for him. His beautiful young widow Lorraine, five-year-old Andrea and her three-year-old sister Laurie are left behind but the vacuum is soon filled by stepfather number one, Peter Hawkins, and then Sarah, Lorraine’s third child. For Lorraine, grateful to have found a man willing to take on someone else’s brood, life gives the impression of repairing itself until Peter’s previously unheard-of wife calls. How she then chooses to react to this incident sets the stage for the central catastrophe of the book; after a cry, she smoothes her face down and never again mentions it. Somewhat unnervingly, her handling of the situation doesn’t fall so very far beyond the boundaries of what society still expects and trains women to accept, that men are to be protected from the consequences of their actions and women should swallow themselves – if and whenever required – in order to accomplish this. As might be expected from these dubious beginnings, things don’t go on to improve. The slippery slope of colluding in her own deception eventually leads Lorraine, along with her three daughters, into a life of unremitting abuse. The girls rapidly attune to their mother’s distress and fall in with the many denials of self required to keep the peace. Before long they are calling Peter Hawkins ‘Dad’ and have learned to hang apprehensively on his every word. His volatile insecurity leaves them all in no doubt that their futures involve appeasing him Or else. When Or else inevitably comes, it’s very bad. He knocks Andrea out with the back of his hand and Lorraine quickly resigns to the dark skies of living behind sunglasses. Eventually a solution is presumed to be Move. The mortgage-less house – Lorraine’s only independent asset – is sold and they head to Canada, where Peter Hawkins fully expects life to reward fine fellows such as himself. Yet, despite the swaggering, it does not, causing the level of violence to ratchet up. There are threats with knives and boiling water as well as his terrifyingly casual indecision over whether or not to sexually abuse Andrea. And hard as these details are to read, what is more disturbing is the all-encompassing nature of it. Despite the repeated efforts of family and friends Lorraine returns to him time and again as if, through this life of abuse, she has learned to see herself only from his point of view. This works like tentacles into every aspect of her daughters’ lives too. The crushing stress of tip-toeing around their stepfather’s manias leaves barely any room for the children to cement a sense of themselves beyond the instinct to survive. The seemingly boundless potential for slipping up and accidentally inviting irrational fury-fuelled violence in leaves Andrea tormented by dread and anxiety long after Lorraine finally sloughs him off and hies the family back to Manchester again.


This return at first allows air back into life. There are aunts and stability and some much-needed physical respite. A good education for Andrea’s good brain beckons once more, but in her desperation to rebuild an independent life for herself and her children, Lorraine inadvertently pitches them all back into the slum where poverty and depression take their toll. Then there’s the stepfather’s reappearance and the horror of giving it ‘another go’ which ends awfully but, at least, with police. All of this means that by the time another smiling suitor comes along Lorraine is back to being grateful again. Stepfather number two, Terry, starts well enough. He’s kind and makes their mother laugh as well as bringing a welcome lightening of the material load. An unforeseen consequence though is now Lorraine’s sudden neglect. Still a young woman, having endured so much, she wants kick up her heels and so does, leaving the girls to fend for themselves. To seem unimportant to parents is like ceasing to exist and the sense of Andrea’s loneliness at this unanticipated desertion is difficult to read. But in time this new palace too tumbles into the sea, when Terry’s largesse lands him in prison. On his return, with the mounting financial difficulties of going straight, his frustration boils over into a couple of slaps. A couple more and life is diminishing once again into the familiar round of violence and regret. Here too the surprise is Lorraine’s complicity, especially in his resentful crushing of her children’s ambitions. Self-preservation, doubtless as a consequence of a life filled with brutal beatings, turns her into an alternate form of herself. So when Laurie is repeatedly ridiculed for wanting to dance by a man obviously in thrall to his own feelings of bitterness, Lorraine plays the middle and placates, to the dissatisfaction of all. There appears to be no line over which she will not permit herself to be pushed. For her daughters this means the extension of their poisoned childhoods into poisoned adolescences. The natural difficulty for any teenager of forging a separate, adult identity is further complicated by the impossibility of even the mildest expressions of independent thought and the level of personal negation required to get through the day without being beaten or shamed. For the reader, this means there are no dramatic moments of catharsis. No witnessing the oppressed rise up. They must endure alongside Andrea’s excruciating endurance until she eventually grows up and even her escape out into the world is marred by the dismay her younger sisters feel at the prospect because they, as yet, cannot.


To write about abuse is difficult and to write as directly as Ashworth does about her own experience of it is close to intolerable. The magnification that publication brings invites the whole the world into the memoirist’s darkest corners and it is testament to Ashworth’s integrity that Once in a House on Fire more than holds up under the extremity of this view. In a market swamped with so-called ‘misery-lit’ and ‘misery-memoir’, each vying to outdo the other with lurid descriptions of every form of cruelty, this book – originally published back in 1998 – faithfully records the crimes perpetrated against the author and her family while simultaneously seeking to expose a number of far more complex truths. That love is not a solution. That emotion is not the best judge of care. That abusive relationships do not exist in vacuums and come to implicate everyone around them, one way or another. That loneliness is sometimes best accepted rather than run from at all costs. And that even daily exposure to the very worst of life cannot destroy the human spirit or frustrate its desire to rise in pursuit of what makes life worth surviving for. Ashworth has no interest in shaming the perpetrators, settling scores or stockpiling sympathy for the many physical and emotional traumas she has been exposed to. Rather her book is a standard driven deep into the soil. It is a beacon to those in need of hope that not only can endurance overcome circumstance, it can then go forward to better and more. In Andrea’s case, her fleet mind and instinct for learning allow her to do both – even if at times these seem thankless talents, as deeply comprehending not only one’s own suffering but the suffering of those around you surely doubles the pain. It is this love of reading and desire for education though which become the combined threads that lead her out of the maze of madness and into the light. The quiet miracle of literature’s interference in a childhood, which might just as easily have descended into a similarly demeaned and hopeless adulthood, is the redemptive soul of the book. It is the root of the potential for change which the reader so dearly longs for and – as with the few other pleasures Andrea’s childhood affords her – also comes at a price. First fairy tales, then the escapades of Enid Blyton’s various troupes and children’s classics like The Secret Garden provide the option of imaginative escape from the chaos of her family home. Later Judy Bloom fills valuable gaps in her sex education while Virginia Andrews and Stephen King offer the relief of much needed cheap thrills. But it is when, through a school friend, Andrea finds her way to Thomas Hardy and the Brontës that she discovers the deep satisfaction engagement with literature provides. No one describes this better than she does herself:




They touched on deep, disturbing things too, but they lifted you up, towards a sort of light, instead of dragging you down into darkness. And the excitement stayed with you, even carried on growing, after you closed the book.





The vehemence of her various stepfathers’ responses to her reading – everything from mocking ‘poncy books . . . Full of codswallop’ to ripping them to shreds or insisting they be thrown away – only lends further weight to the argument of their vital importance. Again Ashworth incisively remarks:




He had no idea what was inside them; he just hated the sight of my face after I pulled it out of the pages and went about feeling crammed with passion and a murky sense of something brewing. Some brilliant storm.





Reading and education are freedom. They are ballast for the soul. They cannot be sneered from existence or beaten out. Their reach is limitless and their ability to effect radical transformation in the lives of those dwelling in even the most terrible circumstances, irrefutable. Ashworth states this unequivocally and her painfully earned proof is Once in a House on Fire.


EIMER MCBRIDE
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1


My father drowned when I was five years old. A picture of me, framed in gold plastic, was fished from his pocket and returned to my mother with a soggy wallet and a bunch of keys. The keys were to our new terraced house, which could now be paid for with his life insurance.


Outside the house, my father’s mini-van sat undriven. Days before his death, he had stencilled its sides in yellow: ANTHONY CLARKE: PAINTER AND DECORATOR. TEL: 431 7677. Occasionally, newly-weds called up, wanting to have their homes decorated. My mother explained that the man they needed was dead.


On the way home from his last paint job, he had stopped to take a pee, my mother said. He slipped in the mud, landed on a rock and drowned face down in a shallow stream.


‘Less than four inches deep,’ she told people.


Strangers dropped by to mourn over tea and biscuits.


‘Such an ’andsome young feller.’ Everyone sighed at my father’s photograph on the sideboard. ‘What a waste!’


My mother lost a lot of weight. Sometimes she would shake all over, after a visit from my father’s ghost. He would wait for her on the stairs or in her bedroom at night, she told our granny, trying to reach out and touch her.


‘Oh, luvvie.’ Granny held on to our mother’s hand and stroked her curly brown hair while she cried. ‘You know he’s not coming back, don’t you?’


Our mother stared at the carpet and nodded.


Eventually she looked up and wiped her nose. ‘Don’t worry – I’ll not do anything silly.’


She kept herself going, she murmured time and time again, for the sake of me and my three-year-old sister, Laurie (whose real name was Lauren). Stepping out through the front door, she carried a big smile on her face. Her veiny hands took us through the sooty streets of Rusholme and Moss Side, up the rougher end of Manchester, as if nothing had changed. Scuffing along the pavement, my red sandals jumped the cracks by heart. I glanced up every now and again, from the shoes of strangers who had stopped in the street to stare at my mother and her daughters. My eyes floated past hedges and chimneys to purple-grey clouds, bellies full of rain, about to bucket down.


‘What bee-yutiful lasses!’ ladies exclaimed over our caramel faces, gasping at our mother. ‘You don’t look old enough, love. You truly don’t!’


Our mother was becoming a celebrity on our street. A twenty-five-year-old widow, she had long lashes casting velvet shadows around her wide, chocolatey eyes, and dimples that danced about her lips when people swore she looked like the gorgeous Natalie Wood.


‘Oh no, she’s a beautiful woman!’ Our mother laughed over the compliment every time, blushing and waving it away. Her laughter sounded the same as ever, though it came out of a thinner face.


By the time I was six, our mother’s stomach was swollen full of a third child. She was lucky to find someone prepared to take on a pair of orphans and save her from growing lonely, she told her friends when they showed surprise. A looming, red-faced man, quite a bit older than her, stepped into our house for tea and was introduced to Laurie and me as our new daddy.


‘I used to be a sailor,’ he told us. ‘In the merchant navy, like, on the big ships.’


I suspected he was around to stay when huge paintings of ships, sails billowing, began to line the staircase. Our pregnant mother strained on tiptoe to hammer the winking brass hooks into the wall. A new wedding snap squatted on the sideboard in a heavy wooden frame: our mother was standing in front of a brick building (not a church) with the tall new man. Both of them were trying to smile while her dress ballooned in front.


Before the baby was born, our stepfather, Peter Hawkins, used to lug home bulging sacks of misshapen Mojos for my sister and me.


‘Off the back of a lorry!’ He let the sweets spill, all colours, on to the carpet. We gathered up the squashed and twisted squares, then counted them over and over into paper bags to share out in the playground next day. Pale, freckled faces, skinny black girls, short boys in turbans all chased after me.


I skidded to a halt one afternoon when the headmaster called me by a strange surname.


‘Andrea Clarke-Hawkins!’


My name wagged its ugly new tail, stirring whispers behind my back until the home bell rang. My mother wasn’t there to explain the name; she was in hospital giving birth to our new sister, Sarah, who came out blonde and screaming.


Sarah’s eyes were sky-blue marbles. Her yeasty cheeks made me think of chewing. When my mother wheeled her home from our school, ladies stopped the pram to coo over her face while Laurie and I stood by, fingering the spokes in the wheels.


‘The little angel.’ They tutted and sucked. ‘Looks nowt like yer darker ones, though, does she?’


‘Different father,’ our mother explained.


During the day, our mother stewed Sarah’s dirty nappies in a bucket in the kitchen. When it threatened to rain, she rushed out into the back yard to unpeg the laundry: the clothes smelt of other people’s chimney smoke; the clothes-pegs were wooden princes and princesses. Laurie and I played with them while our mother clanked pots and pans and steamed up the kitchen.


Every night, at the same time, our stepfather’s keys rattled at the front door. Boots brushed and scraped on the doormat. In came Peter Hawkins, a red face sticking out of wide blue overalls smeared with car grease. Before tea, our stepfather scrubbed the oil from his face and hands at the kitchen sink. He combed his black hair flat against his skull and flicked the dandruff from his shoulders. Under the soapy scent, we caught faint whiffs of petroleum when he smacked our cheeks with kisses.


Tea was ketchup with mashed potato and things out of tins, baked beans or spaghetti. We ate it without a word while our stepfather sat chomping and staring over our heads at the telly. After tea, our mother washed the dishes, washed our faces and changed into a stiff green dress that zipped up the front. Then she folded into her car – a battered blue Princess whose patches of rust she was forever daubing with metallic paint – and drove off to look after dying people until dawn. She worked the night shift at Manchester City Council Home for Geriatrics.


‘It’s at night that they pop their clogs, that’s the worst part,’ she told Auntie Livia, describing the toothless corpses that she lifted from their still-warm beds. ‘Their faces are smiling – sort of floating up – but their legs feel like lead.’


While she swept corridors and bathed worn-out brows, our stepfather was left with my sisters and me. Lulled by soap operas, his eyelids drooped over a warm can of beer. Sarah slept cradled on his dozing belly, calmly rising and falling, while Laurie and I played in silence behind the dining table. We were allowed to play with Lego, but only if we pressed the bricks together without any clicking sounds. Our heads were crammed with Lego helicopters and dinosaurs, but we put all our bricks into building ships to please our stepfather. He slumped back on the settee while the television’s light flickered electric over his features, now blue, now red.


‘Da-daa!’


We stuck our ship, portholes and all, under his nose. He rubbed his eyes and sat up to let a smile break over his creased face.


‘It reminds me of me navy days. When I were a lad: no kids to feed; no cars to fix neither.’ Our stepfather took a long look at the yellow plastic ship.


He had gone through a whole other family – wife and babies – before he ran into our mother. One afternoon, while he was at work, his old wife had rung up to tell our mother a thing or two. Our mother’s face fell while the high-pitched story chunnered into her ear. She knew nothing about any exwives with babies to feed. As soon as she had laid the receiver back on its rest, she and Auntie Livia had to go and brew a pot of tea in the kitchen. Behind the glass-panelled door – clicked shut – they mouthed and made faces. Broken noses, affairs and drained whisky bottles whispered through.


Before he got home, our mother changed her face and wiped it smooth, her fingers tucking at the temples where crinkles might show. Our stepfather scraped his boots and elbowed at the sink to soap the car-grease from his face. A pale, hairy stomach peeked out over leather-belted jeans. Our mother smiled through his kissing compliments.


‘House looks spotless, love. Me trousers dry? Fried mince for tea? Smells grand. Really grand. Christ, I had a bugger of a motor to fix this afternoon! Let’s nip down the pub tonight, eh? I’ll fetch the babysitter.’


Our mother said nothing about the strange phone call. It was kept in the teapot, to be tinkled out and sipped in the afternoons between her and Auntie Livia.


We ploughed through the mounds of cabbage and mince that our stepfather adored. Then, when she had scrubbed the dishes, our mother pulled on her black silk dress, blooming painted roses. It was the same dress she had slipped into every Friday night when our real father had come home from pasting flowered paper on to people’s walls. With the week’s housework done, she had set her old Motown vinyls spinning under the needle and swished about hypnotically, purring into her spiky hairbrush. The songs were all about love and leaving, but our mother just smiled and smiled and sang along. Our father used to come home in his baggy white overalls, splashed with gloss paint, to whirl his hips with hers before tea.


Now our mother fastened a plain, cardboardy coat over her dress to step out into the rain with her new husband. He didn’t like music, so there was no swishing, but sweet musk wafted in the hall as the door closed behind her.


Our babysitter was a fifteen-year-old called Tracy – ‘a bit podgy but very pretty,’ our mother told Auntie Livia. She curled up in our stepfather’s favourite chair, which Laurie and I would never dream of going near, with coffee and chocolate biscuits and a dog-eared paperback.


‘What are you reading?’ Laurie and I fidgeted, waiting for the adverts to jingle and burst colours across the screen for fantastic, too-fast minutes, before we had to face the dull grown-up programmes again.


‘Nothing for noseys,’ snapped from behind the stained cover.


Before bedtime, Tracy put down her paperback and nipped out for a smoke in the back yard. We inspected the book, splayed over the arm of our stepfather’s chair. The Moors Murders. The words were red and dribbling, like blood, over two photos: a man and a woman, with hard mouths. You could tell they had done something evil. But the really spooky thing was the way the faces drew you in, making you peer at their lips and eyes: were they sorry or secretly pleased?


Laurie and I begged Tracy, when she came in from her smoke, to tell us the story inside the book. She rolled her eyes: ‘Okay, but only after you’ve cleaned your teeth and got into bed. And you’re never to tell your mam about it, right?’


‘Right!’ We scrubbed our teeth for the Moors Murders and climbed into our bunk beds. The story came out in nicotine and coffee whispers.


The man and the woman kidnapped children just like Laurie and me. They took the children to a secret place on the Yorkshire Moors where they tortured them and touched them in the wrong places. They recorded the screams and sent the tapes to the children’s mothers. Then they killed the children and buried them under the purple heather out on the moors where no one would ever find them.


Tracy switched out the light and disappeared downstairs to scoff a few more choccy biscuits before our parents came home from the pub.


‘Get to sleep!’ she shouted up the stairs, when she heard Laurie and me shifting in our creaky beds, unable to rest. ‘And no more of your blummin’ whispering, got it?’


I dangled my left foot over the edge of the top bunk, so Laurie could see it from where she lay underneath. It made my toes icy, but I stuck my foot right out from under the covers, so my sister would know I was there while she was going to sleep.


I woke in the dark, yellow streetlight seeping through the curtains. Muffled voices squeezed up through the floorboards and swirled about the bedroom before sharpening into whole words. Bastard! Bitch! Bastard! Bitch!


I went to the top of the stairs and looked down from my hiding-place behind the banister. At the bottom of the stairs Tracy’s round face was streaked with green eyeshadow and black mascara tears. I could hear my mother weeping in the living-room. My stepfather strode out into the hall, still shouting. His face was twisted red and shaking.


‘Fucking clear up that shit, Lorraine!’ Cold coffee dribbled down the wallpaper in the hall. ‘Just fucking clear it up! I’m taking Tracy home.’


The next morning my mother spent a long time on the telephone. Tracy’s mother was livid because Peter Hawkins had spoiled her daughter. But Tracy insisted that she loved my stepfather. The affair was dropped, and our new babysitter came with thick glasses and horrid skin.


Most of that summer, when I was seven, was spent with my five-year-old sister Laurie in the back yard. It was all bricks and concrete: the outdoor toilet and a half-demolished air-raid shelter (where people had tried to hide from bombs in the old days), left little room to play. During the school holidays, we entertained ourselves with empty orange crates and high bouncing balls until lunchtime, while our mother spent the days sleeping to get up enough energy for her night shift. The moment our local church gonged twelve, I unlatched the back gate, a pound note tucked into my knickers, and led Laurie down the back alley. This was filled with the pong of dog mess and rotting rubbish, but we pinched our noses and hustled all the way down it to the sweet shop, in order to avoid the road. If anyone spotted my sister and me alone on the street, my mother warned me, she’d be reported and sent to prison and we would be taken away. Every evening, when she got up to make tea, she quizzed us about what we’d bought for lunch. I told her apples and oranges: she would have been horrified to know we were thriving on Jelly Babies and Spangles.


On Saturday afternoons, Laurie and I were banished to the back yard so that our mother could take a nap with Sarah upstairs, while our stepfather put his feet up in front of the telly to contemplate the football in peace, locking the back door and drawing the living-room curtains across, to blot Laurie and me out of sight and bloody mind. Hopping about in the cold, we clambered over the rubble of the air-raid shelter, imagining bombs whistling out of the sky, but taking care to keep our voices down. Every now and then, we crept up to the window to peer through the crack in the curtains to see if our stepfather had fallen asleep. Eventually, his head would tip back on the settee. We opened the back gate without a sound, then dashed through the stinking alley to the street. There, we lifted the letterbox to spy on Auntie Jackie, who was not a real auntie, but the lady who lived next door. If we spied grim-faced in-laws under her letterbox flap, we would skulk back to our frosty yard. But if Auntie Jackie had no visitors, we would tap the chorus of ‘Brown Girl in the Ring’ on her brass knocker. Then she would usher us into her back room to face the electric fire with its blazing orange bars, for creamy glasses of milk and as many biscuits as we could pluck up the cheek to pick out of a red barrel that we worshipped, blue horses prancing around the gold knob of the lid.


Because Auntie Jackie and her husband, Uncle Duncan, hadn’t managed to make children, their house was crawling with lazy lady cats and scrawny kittens that would be sold to the pet shop the moment they peeled open their eyes and tired of kissing their mothers’ bellies. On Easter Sunday, instead of Creme Eggs, Auntie Jackie slithered a pulsing ball of kitten into my palm and Laurie’s. We fell out of love with them when their ears perked up and their cushiony paws grew claws that scratched our shins, while worms of poo turned up in the carpet’s shag pile. Our stepfather gripped Laurie and me by the scruff of our necks and thrust our faces close to the mess on the floor.


‘I’ll rub your noses in it,’ he promised, ‘if you let them do it indoors just one more fucking time.’


Summer gave way to rain, first spitting, then belting down. Our mother kissed Laurie and me goodbye at the school gate and wheeled Sarah off in the pram. I spent the mornings helping other children to read and to spell, since I was ahead of my year in the Wide Range Reader stories. When I was three, my mother had saved up to buy a set of Ladybird books and taught me to read from them. My father had taken a photo of my mother grinning and pointing at my head bowed over the pages.


When the bell rang for playtime, I would rush out to look for my sister in the crowded playground. We touched hands for a second, then ran off with separate groups of coloured faces. My eyes scooted along the railings: sometimes, our mother would be standing there on her way home from the shops, peering into the crowd for Laurie and me.


One time, she stopped to give us some Opal Fruits before she went home to sleep. We took the shiny yellow packets through the railings and kissed her hand before she pushed off into the traffic with Sarah’s pram.


Laurie tore into hers. A flock of schoolmates swooped in, sticky palms and begging smiles. I gave up a green sweet to a red-haired girl who was taller than me. She was after a pink one, but I was saving those. The freckles gathered over her eyes when she chewed.


‘Why’s your mum wear sunglasses all the time, then?’ she asked the playground as well as me. ‘Even when it’s raining.’


She took a pink sweet after all and sauntered back into the crowd, her red plait swinging along her spine.


When I got home I tried not to stare at my mother while she hoovered our trodden green carpet in her dark glasses. Rain tapped at the windows. She put the kettle on. Auntie Livia came round to show off the snaps of her new council house. In the photographs, my mother stood out like a beetle: every shot caught her smiling in sunglasses. My aunt and she giggled, but when my mother lifted the shades, her face was puffy with green and purple bruises. Sarah’s dimpled fist reached for the colours; my mother winced.


Behind her teacup, Auntie Livia asked, ‘He doesn’t hit the girls too, does he?’


‘God, no!’ My mother was adamant: ‘He’d not lay a finger on them!’


I looked at my mother’s swollen eyes. She knew nothing about the night my stepfather had knocked me out with the back of his hand.


Sarah had made a stinking mess in her nappy. My stepfather didn’t know how to change it because my mother always made sure she had taken care of everything before she went to work. He pinched his hairy nostrils and rolled the dirty nappy into a ball. When he went to fasten the clean one he couldn’t find the pin.


‘Where the f—?’ Biting his lip, he sent me upstairs to find it.


I couldn’t find the pin anywhere. The nappy was loose, Sarah was screaming, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. My stepfather came upstairs, spraying spittle.


‘Where is it then?’


I couldn’t say. My stepfather smacked me across the face, and I fell against the door jamb. My head hit the hinge.


When I woke up, Sarah had stopped screaming, and my stepfather was crouching over me, a chocolate bar in his fist. His black hair was dripping: he had gone out in the rain to buy it. Pressing the Milky Way into my hand, he murmured, ‘You’re not going to tell your mum, are you?’


My throat was tight, but I ate the chocolate to show that I was not going to tell. My stepfather watched me swallow before he stood up tall again. Then he took the bright blue Milky Way wrapper and buried it in the bin, underneath the potato peelings.


‘Whichever you like, Andy, love.’ My stepfather ruffled my hair in front of the man who owned the pet shop, smiling and urging me to pick out my favourite fish from the gurgling tanks. At home, in the alcove of our living-room, he had installed an aquarium: a second, living TV. Laurie and I spent hours gazing at it, hypnotized by the hum of the water pump and the sight of shiny backs skittering about: silver, gold, pink, electric blue. We kept our eyes on the black shark fish. They flared red when we tapped on the glass to distract them from nibbling the tiddlers that had hatched out of splurges of eggs. Laurie was fond of the yellow-and-black-striped ones we called bumblebees. Although they seemed stupid, the pink angels were my favourites: I watched their slow, O-shaped mouths kissing, while their pearly bodies shimmered, so pale you could see something pulsing inside.


‘Do fish have hearts?’ I asked my mother.


‘Ask your dad,’ she said.


I kept quiet. Presenting me with a tub of fish food, my stepfather had made it my job to sprinkle flakes on the water every morning and night: ‘It’s up to you to keep the blighters from goin’ belly up.’


At first, I couldn’t help grinning at the honour, which allowed me to lord it over my little sisters. But I soon found my heart doing dives every time I went near the aquarium. I had to kneel down and press my face close to the glass, willing every last fish to keep on swishing its tail and wafery fins.


When she didn’t look too bashed, our mother took us on Sunday mornings to see her own mother. We dressed quickly, rushing to leave while our stepfather still lay snoring in bed. Granny Chadfield lived on the eighth floor of Circle Court, a concrete tower of lonely old people in the middle of Stretford; on Sunday afternoons, kids hijacked the lifts and pelted down the echoing corridors, buzzing pensioners’ doorbells then legging it, spurting giggles that ricocheted off the walls. Laurie and I played with our cousins, chasing each other until we were dizzy, then gathered for Gran’s meat and potato pies. They glowed in the middle of the table, gravy sizzling through forkholes, with glazed pastry leaves whose veins had been etched in, one by one, with a knife. Wolfing down my wedge, I nodded for more although I felt stuffed to bursting. My jaw worked to make sense of the hours Gran put in, kneading and rolling, then waiting by her oven all alone, before the pies came out looking varnished.


After Sunday dinner, Gran collapsed the table’s wings and pressed it back against the wall. During the week she would eat packet meals from a tin tray on her lap. She hardly ever went anywhere or talked to anyone, except for a few polite words if she bumped into a neighbour in the lift. We knew that after we had kissed her goodbye, she would sit and gaze over the city, thinking, while cars roared past on the motorway below.


‘I don’t ever want to live cooped up alone like that.’ Our mother shook her head on the way home. ‘I’d rather be dead than so alone.’


I used to imagine living with Gran’s wallpaper, patterned over with orange and yellow cubes. One moment they seemed to stick out from the wall; the next they were sucking in. Once I asked, ‘Do they go in or out, Gran, these boxes on the wall?’


‘That depends on your perspective,’ she said.


‘What’s that?’


Gran gave my hand a squeeze.


‘It’s the way you choose to look at things.’


My grandmother had been forced to look at things differently years ago, when her second husband had run off with her eldest daughter and the brand-new refrigerator: Grandad and Auntie Vera had moved north into a semi-detached cottage in Bury, where they had three children. Every week, my grandmother trudged across Manchester to take the pies she had baked for her grandchildren who also happened to be her stepchildren.


‘Flesh and blood.’ She had stiffened her chin when neighbours twitched their eyebrows, calling it a dirty scandal. ‘They’re my own flesh and blood, come what may.’


Now, after a lifetime of lorry driving, my grandfather had died of a heart attack without ever letting his children know that they were his grandchildren too.


‘They’d be gutted,’ my grandmother fretted, so the secret was kept from them, though I had worked it out by stringing together grown-ups’ whispers and comparing all the eyes and noses in the family photographs ranged along Gran’s window ledge.


My mother woke in the night sometimes, sobbing because her family had been mangled. Still, our stepfather drove us out to visit my Auntie Vera on the odd Sunday afternoon. Our car strained up the hill, chugging, then Laurie and I peeled ourselves from the sweating vinyl seats to go dashing across the back fields with our cousins. At teatime, we came in from the cold and crowded around the kitchen table, noses red, feet kicking underneath. ‘Mmm!’ We were all nudges and murmurs when Auntie Vera pulled a steaming sponge cake from the oven and set it in the middle of the table.


‘Want a piece, Andy, love?’ Her great big bosoms beckoned behind the cake. ‘It’s your favourite: lovely vanilla.’


I looked up at my stepfather to see if it was all right. The furrow between his brows said it was not. We were not allowed to accept treats when we went visiting with him. The cake loomed there, a heavenly pillow, until my aunt took a knife and cut eight hot slabs from it.


Plenty. I breathed in lovely vanilla, lovely vanilla . . .


When I looked up from the crumbs, my stepfather’s eyes glowered black under hooded eyelids. He motioned to the door; I swallowed and scraped back my chair. The carved sponge was still steaming in the middle of the table.


‘What have I told you about being greedy, you little sod?’


It felt frosty outside. I shivered.


‘I wasn’t being greedy, Daddy: I was just being polite.’


‘You don’t go shovelling down cake to make me look bad!’ My stepfather yanked at my hair and jerked my head back against the stone wall. ‘You want everyone to think I don’t feed you properly?’


The stones of the wall cut into my head. I whispered, ‘I just ate it to be polite, Dad, after Auntie Vera had baked it for us.’


He lowered his face to mine, his eyebrows meeting in the middle. ‘You know fucking not to.’


His spittle was in my face. The stones were cutting in. I began to cry. My stepfather fastened his moist hand over my mouth and shoved my head back harder against the wall.


‘Shut it! Shut them tears up before I give you what for.’


I shut them up behind my damp, hot face and he slid his palm from my mouth.


‘Now go inside and be quiet.’


I went inside and was quiet.


It was the same whenever we went visiting with him. People wafted biscuits and cups of tea under our noses; we always said no. We had to sit still and be quiet when our stepfather was in the room, if we didn’t want a good hiding when we got home.


Often my smacks came out of the blue, when I thought I had been quiet and well behaved. Sometimes I was able to work out what a smack was for, and could even tell when one was coming: a hot wave would rush up my neck and tingle around the edges of my face.


My stepfather’s favourite ornament was the fat porcelain Chinaman who was supposed to bring good luck. Instead of perching with all the other glass and china creatures on the spindly display stand, it squatted in the middle of the dining table. Our mother put it there, on a crocheted doily like a magic carpet, well out of harm’s way. But one awful afternoon, I knocked its head off with my high-bouncing ball. I balanced the face back on and prayed no one would notice. For days, it sat grinning over its potbelly, good as new, while we went through our meals. I stopped praying.


In the middle of stewed cabbage one night, the head fell off with a clunk.


‘I’ll knock your bloody head off!’ My stepfather swiped at my face and caught me between the eyes, so that everything went fuzzy for a moment.


On Sundays we had to be super-quiet and still so that our stepfather could enjoy what he called his day of rest. He snoozed in front of the gas fire while the rain slapped a wet, grey curtain against the window. The television droned through church services or sports or black-and-white films that left Laurie and me flummoxed: men turning trembly and sweating, screeching about in cars and even grabbing their guns to sort out problems utterly invisible to us. I used to go and lie on the carpet under the dining table, reading with my book propped upside-down, so that the words would seem stranger and more exciting, running back-to-front along the lines. I was hooked on reading this way, but I could only do it under the table, where my stepfather couldn’t see me. It got his goat when he caught me – ‘flamin’ little freak’ – with my nose stuck in a book turned the wrong way up.


This Sunday, I was under the table reading the new book my grandmother had bought me out of her pension money. Fairy tales: hardbacked and expensive. I was reading it the right way up, so I could enjoy the pictures. Coming to the end of the first story, where the ugly duckling sprouts wondrous white feathers, I kept skimming forward and peeking into the next story, to see what the little mermaid might do in her watery world. Laurie was fidgeting with our plastic toy basket that bulged full of playthings being saved for our baby sister, now that we had outgrown them all. She pulled out our old red ball and teased it across the carpet to tickle my elbow. I caught it and held it, itching for a throw. I looked at the Chinaman, whose chubby cheeks had been glued to give him back his grin. I looked at my stepfather, dozing on the settee. Then I sat up and tossed the ball to Laurie. It made a small rubber thud. Our stepfather stirred, skipping a snore, and peered at us over his white belly. He spotted the ball through the legs of the dining table.


‘Put that bloody thing away before you break summat else!’ His face twisted, furious for a second, then he sank back into the settee’s cushions.


I stuffed the ball into the basket with a sigh. ‘God, I hate Sundays.’


The words escaped him, but he caught the tone.


‘What was that?’ He sat up.


Dropping ‘God’, I told him, ‘I hate Sundays.’


My stepfather stood up, tightening his belt a notch.


‘You said you hate me, didn’t you?’


‘I said I hate Sundays, Daddy, not you.’ Looking up at him, I squeezed affection into the word ‘Daddy’.


‘You said you hate me, Andrea. Admit it!’


Behind the hardbacked fairy tales I denied it.


My stepfather grabbed the book. He was going to have to teach me a lesson. Gripping the first page in a hairy fist, he said, ‘Admit that’s what you said: you hate me.’


My lips opened, but nothing came out.


My stepfather ripped the page and crumpled it in his fist. He tossed the pale paper ball on to the carpet. After that I admitted nothing, because I knew the book was gone. He tore out every single page to the end, to the empty spine and the cover that still said Fairy Tales, though all the endings had been scrunched into paper fists and scattered over the carpet.


He stormed out into the rain, without his jacket. The door shuddered behind him. My mother made me wash my face while she washed hers. The day was in shreds. It was time for our weekly bath.


Our mother used washing-up liquid on our hair. She clipped our toenails and our fingernails and trimmed our fringes sharp and high across our foreheads. She kissed me, and I went to bed knowing that Gran would never hear where her precious food money had ended up.


When our stepfather staggered home reeking of whisky, ceramic hit the wall. We got used to the smash and the next-day stain, but eventually the wallpaper began to fade, and he and our mother decided to change it. Every wall had to be stripped of the old flowered paper my real father had pasted up before he drowned. We set to with clumsy metal scrapers.


During the decorating, our mother and stepfather fixed a date at the domestic court where Laurie and I were to be adopted by Peter Hawkins.


‘A proper, legal family we’ll be then,’ our mother imagined. She zipped us into our matching party frocks, the ones with green and purple frills that made us feel like flowers.


At court, Laurie and I stood gripping hands, trying not to gawp at the lion and the unicorn rearing up in gold on the wall above our heads. An official woman wearing a silver badge took us into a side room for questioning. There were no windows. She closed the dark wooden door and asked me:


‘Would you say that you are happy with your stepfather?’


There had been a time . . . There had been a time during the night when my stepfather slid his fingers under my blankets and touched me between the legs. Keeping my eyes closed tight, pretending to be asleep, I had rolled away, close to the wall, to stop it.


I looked at the official woman, who smelt of apples. Pearly buttons ran straight up her shirt into a dead white collar. Her pen was poised above her clipboard. The silver badge blinked on her breast.


Yes, I said, we were happy with our stepfather.


The door opened, and we were ushered into a larger room with bright lights. Our stepfather signed some papers, and my new name was pronounced: Andrea Hawkins. We went home in our party dresses to eat spaghetti on toast. Our mother sprinkled cheese on top and melted it under the grill until it bubbled up, gold.


After tea she let me hang about her skirt while she washed the dishes. She was wearing yellow rubber gloves, squeaking and squeaking against the plates, when she asked in a low voice, ‘Andy, which of your two daddies do you love best?’


My father used to croon Elvis ballads over his wooden guitar. His jacket was padded blue and smelt of turpentine and had pennies hidden in all the zip pockets. Sometimes he would let Laurie and me stay up long after bedtime, snoozing in his lap on the settee while he watched films starring werewolves or vampires; before carrying us up to bed, he would take us out into the back yard to blink at the moon, showing off its fat midnight light.


My feet shifted and I looked to them for the right answer, the one that would make my mother feel nice.


Before I could speak, my stepfather yelled from the stairway,


‘ ’Ere, Andy, chuck: come and give us an ’and with this wallpaper.’


I left my mother’s skirts at the kitchen sink to join him on the stairs. He put a blunt, rusted blade into my hand and tousled my hair.


‘Good girl.’


Biting my lip and making a fist around the handle, I pressed against the wall, scraping to peel off the paper and all its dead, stained flowers.
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Laurie and I were zipped nose to nose into an itchy sleeping bag on the settee while our bedroom was stripped and decorated. Our stepfather hired a bearded man who looked like Jesus to paste up the new wallpaper, but soon caught him using our telephone to make secret, long-distance calls. He dragged the man outside and punched him in the street, shoved him into his car and slammed the door on his foot. The car dribbled off with the driver’s nose bleeding into his moustache, his half-used cans of paint wobbling on the back seat. My stomach churned because I was the one who had blabbed about the calls.


It took a long time for our stepfather to paste up the wallpaper himself, but eventually our bedroom was a queasy sea green. A hollow plasterboard wall now divided it in two, with a sliding door to shut Laurie and me off in our bunk beds from Sarah in her cot. When our stepfather’s mother, Nana Hawkins, came for tea, she shook her head in admiration.


‘You’ve done a smashing job, Pete, love.’ She bounced our baby sister against her bosom: ‘It’s nice for our Sarah to have her own room, separate from the other two, like.’


Because we were darker than Sarah, Nana Hawkins didn’t consider us her proper grandchildren. When we stayed with her, she powdered her face in chalky layers before dragging us round the Bramhall shops, tutting over her purse at the extra money she was spending to feed us. Other blue-rinsed ladies, coming out of the shops, raised their eyebrows.


‘They’re not yours, are they, Ida?’


‘They’re our Pete’s adopted,’ she explained. ‘Proper little Pakis, aren’t they?’


They laughed over our heads, flashing pink dentures.


Nana’s husband, Grandad Fred, had more time for us; while he was sitting in his armchair, watching the wrestling, Laurie and I would clamber over his knees on to his squidgy lap. He wore brown nylon trousers and a blue string vest that let us fiddle with the moles lurking like mushrooms under his arms.


‘Off Grandad’s knee!’ Nana Hawkins came out of the kitchen, waving a spatula. ‘Tea’s ready, so sit still and shush up.’


We sat on the settee in silence, eating out of bowls on our knees. Instead of knives and forks, Nana Hawkins gave us plastic spoons to shovel up the peas and potatoes she had mashed to hide the fact that there was no meat in the dish. We watched bubbles of green gloop swell and slowly burst in Nana’s lava lamp while we let our food settle quietly, the way we were told. Then we climbed back on to Grandad Fred’s lap, to tickle him and whisper in his ear. He was a soft, squashed copy of our stepfather. Laurie and I were drawn to his chair and his sweet potato smell until Nana Hawkins called us upstairs one afternoon, into the bathroom.


‘You see these?’ She sat on the toilet’s carpeted lid, holding up a packet of pink, doughnut-shaped sponges. ‘These,’ she said, ‘are your Grandad Fred’s. He puts them in his trousers ’cause his bladder leaks: it’s a medical condition.’


She let Laurie squeeze one of the sponges.


‘Now then,’ she stood up slowly, blotting out the light. ‘Don’t go bothering your grandad no more, or he’ll have to go back to the doctor with his bad bladder.’


We went downstairs and eyed Grandad Fred as he dozed in his armchair, before Nana’s frown sent us outside to play.


Their council house huddled with lots of others – all exactly the same – in a low, grey ring around a concrete playground. When Laurie and I went to dawdle on the swings, older kids shoved us off, calling us wogs and dirty Pakis. We insisted we were grandchildren of the Hawkinses at number seven, the ones with the brass lion knocker, and tried to explain that our real, dead father had been a quarter Italian, a quarter Maltese and half English.


‘Yer wot?’ A skinhead stuck his broken nose into my face.


I told him I was dark-skinned because I had some Mediterranean blood in me, but that, actually, I was English just like him.


‘You’re not fucking English!’ The pale boy backed into his crowd of skin-headed friends, swigging the beer in his fist. I was only eight, skinny, and a girl; they smashed a few bottles and took off.


When we stayed with Nana Clarke, our real father’s mother, things were completely different. For one thing, Sarah was never allowed into the grubby council flat, because Nana Clarke had cockroaches and was what people called doolally. She didn’t shout or smash things, but she did call our stepfather Hitler and she did accuse him of killing her son, our father. At other times, she would jab her finger at the television and insist that our father was there, alive and moving in the broken, fizzing picture. Hearts pounding, Laurie and I couldn’t help peering. Sometimes it was Elvis on the screen, sometimes only the man reporting the news; you could hardly tell the difference, since a tube had exploded in the back of the set, tingeing the picture dark green.


During the day, Nana Clarke liked to wander, in spite of the pains shooting through the blue veins up the back of her legs. She was often chauffeured home in a police car after her aches made her stop and sit down on the pavement or right in the middle of the road. On weekday afternoons, she waddled about Lewis’s, where she was in love with the moving stairs. A seventy-year-old in white knee socks, she exasperated the ladies on the perfume counters by demanding squirts of scent and film-star make-overs. She promised to buy eyeshadows of every colour, though her purse held only coppers and plastic trinkets got from penny machines along the pavement. Her English was broken, because (apart from being half Maltese and half Italian) she had grown up in a French convent in Egypt before she married Grandad Clarke, a British Air Force man. From Heliopolis, City of the Sun, he whisked her back to Manchester to feed four children on Social Security in a council flat surrounded by belching industrial chimneys.


‘No wonder she flipped her lid, poor bugger.’ Our mother explained how Nana Clarke, on her thirtieth birthday, had laid down her knitting kneedles, shaved her head and stopped speaking. When she opened her mouth a year later, only children and animals responded to her mumblings: French, English, Arabic, smatterings of Italian and German, she blended them into a mish-mash of her own. Once in a blue moon, she broke into plain English to explain that Billy the Kid had told her to shave her head, to accuse our stepfather of being the Devil, or to announce that she was heading back to Egypt tomorrow, which was why she had wrapped a knife and fork inside a pair of knickers that she kept in her coat pocket.


During the summer holidays, Nana Clarke liked to drag Laurie and me through the Indian streets of Rusholme that our stepfather avoided. His nostrils quivered every time Nana knocked on our door.


‘Hi, Hitler,’ we thought she said, before barging past him to grasp Laurie and me in her surprisingly strong arms: ‘Go shopping!’ We were all that was left of her sweet, sweet Tony, she reminded our mother, who packed us into our cardigans and let us go, winking to remind me to keep an eye out – I was under secret instructions to stop a policeman if necessary, to steer us all back safely before dark. Laurie and I trundled with Nana along the sticky streets of Rusholme, stopping at Indian sweet shops and jewellery stores and delicatessens where flies buzzed around splits in rotting fruit too strange to buy. In fabric shops Nana stroked lengths of blood-red silk threaded with gold, and asked the woman in the sari: ‘What price this? What price?’


Incense wafted out of the food shops that our stepfather refused to step into, even when we had run out of milk and there was nowhere else open. Nana led us inside one, where the lights were dim and things crawled along the shelves at the back. My sister and I held our breath among the spices while she chattered in Arabic, gripping our chins to show off our faces to the ancient Indian man behind the cash register. Nana spoke, beaming, in a language that no one could understand, but her pride was clear. The man nodded in his turban, smiling back out of his wizened-prune face. Before we left, he folded a small gift into each of our fists. When we got outside into the sunlight, our faces fell: in my palm I held a furry green fruit; Laurie had a shrivelled fungus in hers.


We went home full of the Indian streets, and the music that plinked out of tape recorders behind boxes stacked along the pavement, bursting ripe fruit from far away and mangy, withered vegetables. I twined my hands together above my head and did an Indian dance for my mother, rolling my eyes, twisting my neck from side to side while strange words dribbled from my lips.


‘Stop that flamin’ warbling!’ My stepfather reached out to whack the back of my knees: ‘You’re not a bloody Paki!


‘Any more of it and you’ll get a clip round the ear’ole!’ he warned.


But the wavering music was stuck inside my head. More of it leaked out under my breath until I got a clip round the ear’ole and then it dried up.


My ears were still stinging from my stepfather’s clout when he gave me another one for out-and-out cheek.


‘Mithering little shit!’ he fumed, when I brought home a form requesting five pounds along with my parents’ permission to go on the overnight school trip to Derbyshire.


‘Why should we fork out for it?’ He had a row with my mother, but ended up signing the form and stumping up cash, so that my teachers wouldn’t think we were poor.


In my red vanity case my mother folded a small towel, on top of which she laid a toothbrush, a pair of knickers and a clean T-shirt. The T-shirt was my favourite, spattered with tiny Union Jacks and other, curious-looking flags that I took to represent the world, though their colours were only red, white and blue.


‘Anything else?’ my mother asked me.


We made room for Enid Blyton before we fastened the case. Leaving me at the school gate, my mother kissed the top of my head and pulled a packet of paper tissues from her pocket.


‘Put them in your case for the trip,’ she said.


‘Oh, Mum!’ I dashed to the bus clutching the plastic packet in my hand; I wanted people to see that I had a full, unopened set of Handy Andies all to myself.


The coach snaked through the grey terraced streets around our school and pulled on to the motorway. Factories gave way to whizzing trees; our faces pressed against the windows to drink in the greenery. Two Handy Andies and a packet of wine gums later, we reached Derbyshire. There were red-nosed walks the first day, panting across hills where we gasped at sheep and cows and birds that weren’t pigeons or sparrows. After dark, we gathered in the common room to scribble poems about the Glory of the English Countryside before rushing to play ping-pong and bingo.


Next day, we visited the Bluejohn Mines. A guide led us down into the caves to show us the crystals in the hushed green damp.


‘Stalactites.’ She pointed a neon stick at the frozen jewels trickling from the roof. Then she asked, ‘See his face?’ Across the roof of the cave, she swept her eerie stick, tracing features in the shadows. Her whispery voice echoed: ‘A nasty ogre.’ Blood rushed to my head as I strained to see the ogre’s face. I looked and looked until my legs began to sway and I had to straighten my neck. Soon we were back outside in the spitting rain, yanking our coats over our heads, buzzing about the ogre in the rock.


‘Did ya see them eyebrows? Even fangs!’


I nodded and chatted with the others, although I had seen nothing but a slimy green rock with a few cracks here and there.


When my mother met me off the coach, I fitted my hand inside hers and told her about the cave and the ogre that I hadn’t been able to see.


‘Well, who wants to see an ogre?’ My mother squeezed my hand: ‘No point getting all het up over something that isn’t there.’


Soon after my school trip, my parents began to speak to one another in code, spelling things backwards so that I wouldn’t understand. A-D-A-N-A-C. I said nothing while I worked out that my mother was planning to visit her sister-in-law in Canada. After a treat of egg custard tarts, it came out of her mouth the right way round.


‘I’m going to visit your Auntie Carla in Vancouver,’ she said. ‘Your dad’ll look after you for a couple of weeks.’


Our mother promised suitcases of souvenirs to make up for the looks on our faces: a fortnight with our stepfather, alone! But when the black cab finally came and took away our mother and her small vinyl case, our stepfather was nicer than we had expected. Chocolate crept into our daily menu to keep us quiet, and everything was fried, fried, fried. Eggs, bacon, sausages: men’s food. On the fourth day without our mother, he made a few phone calls, then handed Laurie and me a new canvas bag each. Sensing something exciting, Laurie and I rushed to pack with our stepfather, filling an extra bag with Sarah’s nappies and favourite toys. I was beginning to see snow-peaked mountains and towering evergreens like the ones that arrived bashed on the back of postcards from Auntie Carla in Vancouver.


By evening, my dreams of aeroplanes had crashed back down to earth: our stepfather dumped us at Auntie Vera’s house before driving off to the airport. The minute she closed the door, Auntie Vera was on the phone to Auntie Pauline.
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