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Chapter One


Dogman turned up on our doorstep at nine o’clock sharp, wolfhound in tow. 


‘You’ll love me,’ he said. ‘I’ve brought you a crevice tool.’ 


‘Let him in!’ yelled Poll from the kitchen. 


He rustled past in his grubby mac and I pressed my back to the wall in case he brushed against me. The dog sniffed my crotch, then trotted on. 


‘Here you are,’ he said, rooting in one of his plastic bags and pulling out the crevice tool for me to admire. It’s true, I had been wanting one for about six months. Ours had disappeared; probably Poll threw it out by accident, we lose a lot of stuff that way. 


Poll marched in and snatched it out of Dogman’s hand. She felt it carefully all over, then took it over to the standard lamp to peer at it in the light. ‘Well, aren’t you lucky, Katherine Millar? She’s always moaning about dog hairs. Winston sheds all summer and all winter, it’s a wonder he in’t bald. Say thank you. Where did you get it, Dickie? Car boot?’ 


Dogman grinned. ‘I found it.’ 


Nicked it, more like. 


Poll handed it over to me and I squinted at the maker’s mark. ‘But it’s the wrong brand,’ I said. ‘This is off a Dyson, we have a Lervia. It won’t fit.’ 


‘Get away,’ said Dogman. ‘Bit of duct tape on the end of your tube, it’ll be fine.’ 


I could have inserted the tool into his mouth, Tom and Jerry style. 


‘Are you seriously expecting me to start mauling with duct tape every time I want to use the thing? Putting it on and taking it off? I’m not going through that performance.’ I dropped the tool onto the settee. If Poll wanted to claim it, she could do the hoovering herself. 


Poll tutted and Dogman shook his head sorrowfully. 


‘Young people today,’ said Poll, ‘they want life gift-wrapped, they do. Tek no notice of her, Dickie. She’s on t’ crest of a rebellion all t’ time. I think it’s hormones. At least, I hope that’s all it is.’ She raised her eyebrows at him. 


Piss off, I nearly said. 





* 





‘One day I’ll die,’ Poll’s always going, ‘and then you’ll be sorry, my girl.’ 


No I won’t. I’ll put the bloody flags out. I’ll tie a red-satin bow round Winston’s neck, dance stark naked up and down Mesnes Park, and put an ad in the ‘Celebrations’ column of the Wigan Observer. 





She always had a lot to say


She had a tongue sharp as a knife


But now my grandma’s passed away


I’m off to start a whole new life. 


In remembrance of Pollyanna Millar,


evil-minded shrew and dog-botherer 





That night, after Poll had groped her way along the landing from the bathroom, I wrote in my diary: 





New Year’s Resolutions 







	Stop eating (lose 10 kg by Valentine’s Day) 


	Get everyone at school to call me Kat, not Katherine, as sounds cooler 


	Try to make friends with Donna French X X X lush lush


	Decide what to do about My Future





Then I lay down on the bed, under Dad’s old posters of Blondie, and tried to block out the bad thoughts that always gather about this time by doing A-level essay plans in my head. Finally I turned out the light and blew Dad a kiss, like I always do. It might be mad, but it helps. 


I share my room with two dead people. As well as Dad, in his jar on the windowsill, there’s Great-grandma Florence, who was Poll’s mother, in the bottom of the wardrobe inside a black and gold tin. I never think about her, to be honest, except when I’m hunting for shoes. 


The rest of Poll’s family are buried in Bank Top cemetery, a sloping field down which the gravestones are moving imperceptibly, along with the wall that’s supposed to keep them in. If you climb up on the war memorial in the middle you get a good view, a clear view anyway, of the dirty brick town of Harrop below, with its derelict paper mill and defunct loco works. Surely this can’t be where the occupants of the cemetery are headed? I can’t see the attraction myself. 


My big dream is to be normal. I need to ditch the socks and frocks and be more like other girls, but it’s not easy with a grandma like mine. 


‘Make-up? What do you want to wear make-up for? You’ll ruin your skin. You’ll end up looking like a clown or a prostitute, one or t’ other. Smear some Vaseline on your face, that’s all you need at your age. I were a married woman before I owned a lipstick.’ 


We have this bollocks continually. 


It’s dawning on me, now I’m reaching my eighteenth birthday, that actually a lot of things Poll says are rubbish, e.g. that mending your socks while you’re still wearing them brings on terrible bad luck. ‘It’s sewing sorrow to your heart,’ she always moans. ‘You’ll rue.’ She also reckons that washing your hair while you’re having a period sends you mad, and that sleeping with a potato prevents cramp. 


When I was younger I believed her, so therefore all the other kids assumed I was mad too and wouldn’t have anything to do with me. I couldn’t catch a ball either, and I wore a hand-knitted school cardigan instead of a bought one from Littlewoods. I pretended I didn’t care. 


‘Not everyone has a mother and a father,’ I would recite when they cornered me on the rec. ‘Me and my grandma are a family too.’ 


‘Piss off, Fatso,’ they’d say. ‘You don’t even call her grandma. How weird is that?’ 


‘She doesn’t like it.’ 


‘She doesn’t like you. You’re mental. Your mum killed your dad and then ran off. Weirdy-weirdo.’ Then they’d run away screaming and screwing their index fingers into their temples. Weirdy-weirdo would skulk by the bins for a bit and then go and stand by the teacher till the bell went. 


The trouble with Bank Top is that everyone knows everyone else’s history. 





* 





Poll doesn’t want people to feel sorry for her – which is lucky, because in general they don’t. She’s as blind as she wants to be: some days, you’d hardly know she had a problem; others, she’s all but bed-ridden. ‘It’s like having a black spot pasted on the front of your eyeball,’ she says. ‘If I look at your head, now, all I can see is an empty space.’ She’s got peripheral vision, though, so you’d be unwise to try anything sneaky. 


The Rehab Officer likes to stay upbeat. ‘Here, we prefer the term partially sighted,’ she says when Poll goes to be assessed for extras e.g. hand-rails, magnifiers, large-button phones. Not that she bothers with most of these aids; after all, it’s what I’m there for. I’m just a two-legged guide dog. 


When she first began to lose her sight she was given this handy booklet, Coping With Age-Related Macular Degeneration. It’s full of top tips for someone with a reasonable take on life: 





•   Use strong lighting throughout the house, particularly on stairs. 


Poll says, ‘If you think I’m getting an electrician in you’ve another think coming. Pass us that flashlight.’ Our sockets are loaded to buggery and we have nine table lamps in the living room alone. 





•   Tell others clearly what you need. 


No problems with this one. It’s all I get, all day and every day. I shop, cook, clean, wash, iron after a fashion, lay her clothes out for her every night and put her eye drops in. She doesn’t need the eye drops, she just likes the idea. She needs the ICaps dietary supplement pills, but she won’t take them, of course. 





•   Use your cane as a signal that you need help. 


Or a weapon. She may only have limited vision but she can always locate an ankle bone from a good height. 





•   Don’t dwell on your difficulties. Treat your visual impairment as a challenge to be overcome. 


To be fair, she isn’t much into self-pity. Anger, petty-mindedness, pig-headedness; now those she does a treat. 





•   Get to know your neighbours; build up a community around you. 


Don’t know if Dickie the Dogman counts as community; he certainly hangs round our place enough. Poll thinks he’s marvellous because he’s always posting tat he’s got off the market through our dog-flap; loaves with big holes all through them, unperforated toilet roll, bacon that’s about 90% fat. And they have these long gossip sessions in the kitchen while Wolfie lolls about on the flags and tries to chew his own paws off. 


‘You know that woman up Nettle Fold who did Maggie’s daughter’s wedding dress?’ 


‘Oh, aye?’ 


‘She’s a medium.’ 


‘A medium what?’ 


‘No, she talks to spirits.’ 


‘Oh, right. What, part-time?’ 


‘I suppose so. Maggie said she’s snowed under with alterations for people.’ 


‘So can she tell the future?’ 


‘Maggie says she can.’ 


‘It’s a pity she didn’t let on about the groom knocking off the chief bridesmaid, then, in’t it?’ 


I never used to mind Dickie Dogman, in fact I thought he was quite funny when I first knew him. He came on the scene when I was about five, after he knocked on the door and offered us some sand he’d found. ‘Mek a nice sandpit for t’ littlun,’ he’d said. ‘Oh, go on, then,’ Poll had said, unexpectedly. The pit was a disaster; it stained my arms orange and was a total cat-magnet. But somehow Dickie stayed on the scene. He knew a lot of jokes, and he could do tricks with matches. Sometimes I’d go with him over the fields while he walked Wolfie, or the other dogs he had then. In the spring he’d help me catch tadpoles which would go in a jar on the kitchen top for about two weeks, then Poll would knock them over, or pour melted fat on them, or swill them with bleach. In the autumn Dogman enjoyed identifying fungus, then smashing it up. ‘That’s fly agaric, that is. We’ll have that bastard for a start.’ I have a really clear memory of him sitting on a stile once and a red admiral butterfly landing on his coat sleeve. ‘Look at that,’ he said, watching it dip its wings and unfurl its tongue briefly. ‘The miracle of Nature. Oh, it’s fucked off.’ But his favourite crop was dirty magazines, which grew all along the hedgerows near the lay-by. For a long time I thought he was just litter-picking. 


As I hit puberty, I began to see Dogman for what he was; a dirty old man. I kept catching him staring at my breasts and licking his lips. From the time I was fourteen, I never had a cold without him offering to rub Vicks on my chest. Then, one day last year, something really horrible happened. 


I came out of the library to find him sitting on the form outside, talking to someone on his mobile. He had his back to me and he didn’t know I was there. Wolfie wagged his tail at me but still Dogman didn’t notice. He was engrossed in conversation. 


‘Well, you know me,’ he was saying, ‘I like ’em big. Yeah, completely topless, nips and all.’ His shoulders shook with laughter. ‘She didn’t know I were there, it were first thing in t’ morning. Yeah, massive. Round the back, through t’ kitchen window. Hey, hang on, it’s not my fault if she parades round wi’ no bra on. I was just standing innocently by the back door, me.’ 


As he was sniggering down the phone, I remembered Saturday and how I’d run down at half-eight to let Winston out for a wee in the garden. I’d not finished getting dressed, but you don’t hang about with Winston because his Westie bladder’s old and unreliable. Not ten minutes later, Dogman had appeared at the back door with the glad tidings that Lidl were selling off dirt-cheap TVs, and did we want him to get us one. I thought he seemed agitated at the time, but I put it down to the amazingly low price deal. 


So ever since then, I’ve tried to avoid him, he gives me the krills. But it’s not easy; he virtually lives here. He’s Poll’s number-one best friend. 


Dogman’s not the only pervert round here, either. I’ve seen a penis, and I was only about eight. This elderly gent stopped me in the street near Flaxton’s Chemist and asked me to help him get his puppy out of a drainpipe. ‘I know wheer ’e is. I can hear ’im whimpering. What’s your name love? Katherine? Well you’ve lickle ’ands, Katherine, you’ll be able to reach in an’ cotch ’im reahnd ’is collar.’ 


‘I’ll be late for school,’ I’d said. Because I thought it sounded suspicious. 


But he’d taken my arm and hustled me down the ginnel to the yard behind the shop, a scruffy walled area full of rubbish bags and cardboard boxes, and indeed there was a drainpipe sticking out of a mound of earth in the corner. 


I stood there straining my ears for the sound of distressed dog and he told me to get down and put my face right up to the pipe. ‘Call his name. Go on.’ So there I am, down on my hands and knees, shouting, Beaver, Beaver, all the time peering into the dark anticipating the scrabble of tiny claws. When nothing happened I turned my head to ask what he thought we should do next and blow me, he had his tackle out. It looked exactly like he was yanking a plucked chicken head-first out of his flies. ‘’Ave a shufti at this, Katherine,’ he leered. I was out of that yard like a pinball off a spring. I still can’t go into a butcher’s round Christmas time. 


I ran straight back home in tears, and Poll was the nicest she’s ever been to me. She made hot chocolate and got the biscuit barrel down and we cleared the whole stack of Dogman’s Kit-Kat misshapes between us. I didn’t even have to go back to school that day, which was a major coup. 


‘I keep telling you it’s a dangerous world out there,’ said Poll through a mouthful of wafer. ‘Let’s get that packet of Jammy Dodgers open an’ all.’ 


One time we had someone keep ringing up then putting the phone down. You’d go, Who is it? Who is it? And there’d be silence, it was dead eerie. Then a few weeks later the nasty language started; I never heard it myself but Poll told me bits and pieces, stuff to do with underwear mainly. She’s not one to bother normally, hard as nails our Poll, but it did shake her up. She used to tense when the phone rang. A few times she said, Don’t answer it, so I didn’t. But one time she picked up and went white, must have been more than knickers. She put the receiver to my mouth but with her fingers over the earpiece, and told me what to say: I had to shout, ‘Leave us alone and get a life!’ I enjoyed that. Most excitement I’d had in ages. And the best thing was, the calls stopped. 


So Bank Top becomes the world in miniature, except it’s even worse Outside with serial killers and exploding skylines and famine and anthrax-in-a-bottle. 


‘Yes, it’s a sad world,’ Maggie, Poll’s bingo-friend, was saying last week over dinner. ‘All our age are dropping like flies. I went to three funerals last month. And May Powell died last week, it was in t’ paper.’ 


‘May Powell? May Powell as we were at school with?’ Poll looked up from her soup. 


‘That’s the one. Th’ undertaker’s daughter. She was right snooty at school, do you remember? Not that I’d wish her dead. Does anyone want that last crumpet?’ 


Poll shoved the plate across the cloth towards her. ‘She used say her father put her in one of his coffins if she’d been nowty, and closed the lid on top of her.’ 


Dogman snorted his tea, as if this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. 


‘Eeh, and they’d go complaining to Social Services these days for summat like that.’ Poll shook her head despairingly. ‘You’re not allowed to punish your child at all without somebody poking their nose in. Then they wonder why the kids are running wild. In them days, a parent had some authority. And really, it didn’t do the children any lasting harm, did it?’ 


‘No, said Maggie. ‘Of course it didn’t.’ 


‘So how did May die?’ 


‘Committed suicide.’ 


‘My life’s been full of tragedy too,’ Dogman piped up. ‘Hang about.’ He pulled out a hanky and blew his nose hard to clear out all the tea, deliberately making a trumpet noise. 


‘Has it, love?’ 


‘Oh, aye.’ He wiped his eyes. ‘I lost my father really young, in an accident.’ 


Maggie looked at Poll in surprise. ‘What happened, Dickie?’ 


‘It was terrible. You know he used to work at the brewery?’ 


‘I didn’t, no.’ 


‘Well, he did. He were in charge of one of t’ vats. Any-road, the big paddle they use for stirring got stuck, so he climbed up to see if he could free it. And he fell in.’ 


Poll put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh, Dickie. I never knew that.’ 


Dogman nodded glumly. ‘My mother was distraught. She said to t’ foreman, “Were it at least a quick death?” And the foreman said, “Well it would have been, but he got out three times to go to t’ toilet.” ’ 


‘Ooh, Dickie,’ chuckled Poll. ‘You’re a caution.’ 


I tell you, we have some hilarious times in this house. 


Life seems to be particularly dangerous for our family around the time of our coming of age. We get the key of the door and the hammer of doom at the same time. 


The week after his twenty-first birthday, Poll’s father lost his arm up to the elbow in a nasty bleach-works accident. We have the photographic evidence; a mild-looking man with sunken eyes and one flat sleeve stuffed into his pocket. The hand he still has is resting on a little table and there’s a roll of paper poking out of his fist. ‘His Certificate in Textile Technology,’ Poll pronounces as if it were a Nobel Prize. 


Then of course there was Roger, my dad, eighteen and smashed to pieces in the car that was his very special birthday present, a scarlet Mini Metro Vanden Plas. We all know whose fault that was. (Well, actually we don’t, because although it was mostly my mad evil mother having a fit and grabbing the wheel just as a juggernaut was coming in the opposite direction, there’s also the school of thought that if he hadn’t been bought the car in the first place – which was Vince’s bright idea – then the accident could never have happened.) So cars are deadly too and that’s why I can never, ever have driving lessons because I will either kill myself or some other bugger, in fact best to stay off the roads altogether if possible (Poll once saw a schoolboy run over by a Selnec bus). 


Poll’s Aunty Cissie lost her fiancé in the war a fortnight before she came of age; she and her sister were actually cutting up old sheets to make streamers when they got the telegram. She’s in her eighties now and she never had another sweetheart, so that was her life over with. 


Poll herself got through her twenty-second year unscathed but only, she reckons, because she had a premonition that she’d drown, a recurring dream from childhood that she was stranded on a bare rock with a towering wave about to engulf her. She went to a clairvoyant in Blackpool who confirmed it, so she’s made sure she’s always stayed well away from water, and thus has cheated Fate. 


And therefore because I’m almost eighteen now, and I’ve had no helpful dreams about avoiding accidents, I ought to be particularly nervous. I could leave Bank Top if I wanted to, I have somewhere to go. But is it a trick? Maybe Destiny has got something unpleasant lined up for me. Sometimes I lie awake at nights gripped with a fear I can’t put a name to. 


I don’t know which is worse; fear or boredom. 


Funnily enough Poll thinks she’s going to die this year as well. ‘Threescore and ten I am. Living on Borrowed Time.’ 


Yes, well, I think. Play your cards right. It could be arranged. 





* 





There are nights I wake up having dreamed about her and wonder then if maybe in those same hours she dreamed about me too. But the detail is never very positive. I’m always crying. Sometimes I’m covered in blood. Once I had her father’s head in a holdall that I couldn’t put down.


The need to let her know is a physical pull. It’s a constant battle. But I have no substance in her life. I’m useless, as useless as a ghost. 







 





Chapter Two


What I really wanted for my eighteenth birthday:  





– two parents 


– a less stupid-sounding voice 


– social aplomb 


– the tiny bottom half of Courtney Cox 





I don’t look for a card from my mother any more, haven’t done since I was fourteen, in fact I make a conscious effort not to. Which is quite mature of me because Poll still checks for one from my dad and he died in 1984. 


There were seven cards, plus a small victory, on the table when I came down in the morning. 


On Your 18th from Poll and Winston. Picture of a yacht on the front, a design Hallmark clearly intended for a male, although Poll’s sight being what it is I suppose I should be grateful I didn’t get With Deepest Sympathy. The victory was attached to the back of the card by a hinge of Sellotape: two packets of tan tights, reinforced panty, about forty denier by the look of them. ‘Well, now you’re eighteen,’ sighed Poll. 


Getting her to admit my real age is an achievement in itself. In Poll’s benighted world, it’s the Fifties and I’ve been eleven for the past seven years. I have a print frock for best that’s like a sack with arm-holes cut in it, and the rest of the time it’s A-line polyester skirts and bargain knitwear. On my legs I’ve been wearing navy knee socks, pulling them up and over my knee-joints trying to make them look like they might be tights, holding them in place with a double elastic band. In the summer it’s white ankle socks which is worse because I’ve got the calves of a rugby player, hairs and all. Some nights when I can’t sleep I’ve sat up snipping the wiriest hairs off with my nail clippers but they only grow back, twice as fierce. I even have a hair that grows out of my belly, and two on my right nipple. Deformed. Sometimes I think I’m too revolting to live. 


I’d been asking for tights since I started in the sixth form. ‘What d’you want them things for?’ said Poll the first time I raised the possibility. ‘You’ll only put your fingernails through them, you’ll have them laddered in five minutes. Do you think I’m made of money?’ No, I nearly said, I think you’re made of horse-fly bites and Parazone. 


Have a COOL birthday – Card two was a Winston-type Westie wearing a party hat and sunglasses. Aunty Cissie’s a complete sucker for anthropomorphism. You should see the walls of her room at the Home, doggies and kittens done up in all manner of garb. No children, see. Sad but vomit-inducing nevertheless. 


Birthday Girl! – Dogman’s was a flimsy market-job, cartoon of a blonde with a Barbie waist-span and orange minidress. 


On Your Special Day – Maggie had left a card with a plastic gold key stuck to the front. ‘She’s having one of them cameras up her bum next Tuesday,’ Poll reminded me, ‘so it was good of her to remember.’ 


Across the Miles I Send to You Happy Thoughts, Good Wishes too – said Great-Auntie Jean in a fancy embossed affair with a silk tassel down the back. ‘We have a beautiful new granddaughter, a little Sagittarian,’ I read out to Poll. 


‘I know. I saw.’ Poll gestured at her magnifier propped up against the mantel clock. ‘And do you know what they’ve called it? Fat Louse. They’ve some daft ideas, these Australians.’ 


The baby’s actually FAY LOUISE but I didn’t reckon it was worth the argument. Jean never forgets my birthday, even though she escaped to another hemisphere before I was born. Far too good for us, says Poll. But I’ve seen an old photo of a plump little girl, cardigan, print frock and sandals, sitting on a stone wall feeding chaffinches. ‘Inverness 1947’ is written on the back. Little Jean has a beaming face, and she doesn’t look stuck-up at all. 


Happy Birthday and here’s hoping for a question on Tragic Heroines!! – Rebecca-my-only-mate-from-school clearly did not want me to forget the Modules next week, as if I would, climbing the walls with fear. 


Congratulations on your coming-of-age – Lastly a postcard of the Brontës, from Miss Dragon and Miss Mouse at the library; I was really touched. 


Cissie and Poll had included money in their cards, although I knew that would have to go straight in my savings account, blink and you miss it. Dogman had dropped off a brown-paper bag containing a pair of ‘gold’ heart-shaped earrings, though they were for pierced ears and I’m not allowed those in case I get septicaemia and die. There was a pen set from Maggie, and a book token from the librarians. 


But the best present was waiting on the doorstep. 


I cleared the torn wrapping paper away and went to get my anorak from the hall. 


‘If you’re goin’ out, tek the dog. He’s beside hisself,’ shouted Poll from the living room where she was standing, skirt up, toasting the backs of her legs purple against the gas fire. 


So I zipped up my anorak, clipped Winston’s lead onto his collar, opened the door and nearly went sprawling over the black binbag that was on the step. 


‘Have you got your scarf?’ Poll again. ‘And you’ll need a hat an’ all. It cuts right through you, that wind.’ 


‘Good idea,’ I said, thinking fast because I’d spotted the envelope stuck to the side: FOR KATHERINE – A SECRET BIRTHDAY SURPRISE. ‘I’ll get my grey cardi too. Hang on, Winston.’ 


I grabbed the bag by the ears and shut the door in Winston’s snout. Then I galloped up the stairs before Poll could see me and threw the bag on my bed. I ripped open the plastic and gaped. 


Clothes. Not old jumble; freshly laundered by the smell of them, one or two items on hangers even. I drew out a tunic top in maroon, with one of those keyhole necks and a silver border to the sleeves. The label was sticking out at the back: XL. Heart beating, I pulled open the wardrobe door so I could see myself in the full-length mirror, and held the silky fabric against me. It looked amazing. I was a different person. 


I laid it carefully on the bed, and pulled out a matching pair of wide-legged trousers. They formed the sort of suit you’d probably wear to, I don’t know, an awards evening, or a posh dinner or something. Next there was a red velvet basque – God, a basque. I’d seen one like it on a poster for Moulin Rouge. It wasn’t really underwear, more a party top. (Some party like I’d never been to, obviously.) Then I found a stretchy black tube skirt, very long, very vampish. Lastly there was a sexy purple V-neck sweater, again in my size. I was sweating with excitement by the time the bag was empty, and my fingers left prints on the note as I read it again and turned it over to check the back. No clue. The flap had been stuck down, but when I tore it open, the white envelope was empty. 


‘Are you goin’ or what?’ Poll yelled up the stairs. ‘Because this dog’s all set to soil the carpet. I thought you were only gettin’ your cardigan. You could have bloody knitted one by now.’ 


There was a wheezing scuffling sound as Winston tried to start up the stairs, followed by a choke as Poll dragged him back again. 


‘Coming! ’ I said and scooped the clothes up into a bundle. I threw them to the back of the wardrobe and closed the door on them; I’d see to them later. Poll was waiting by the newel post. 


‘So where’s your cardigan, then, after all that? Honest to God.’ 


I muttered at her and did a sharp U-turn. 


‘You mek some noise, you do,’ she grumbled as I thumped back up the stairs. 


We were nearly out the door when I had my second shock of the day: Dogman, nose to nose with me. He must have been standing on the step, under the impression the bell had rung. 


I tried to get past but he blocked my way, holding his arms out. 


‘Stand and deliver,’ he said. 


Fuck off, I thought, and barged him to one side. It didn’t stop him grinning. 


‘Your money or your life?’ he shouted into the living room. 


Poll came out with her hands up. ‘My life, I’m saving up.’ 


Dogman pretended to shoot her, and they fell about laughing. ‘I’ve brought a couple of tins of this bathroom mousse,’ I heard him say. ‘Big ’uns. They were just sitting there, on t’ skip near t’ council offices. There’s no propellant so they don’t squirt, but they’re full. I bet you could get the fluid out if you stuck a knife in ’em, though.’ He raised his voice. ‘And I’ve summat for Katherine too.’ 


‘Wait up!’ said Poll, but I was already at the gate and I didn’t stop. ‘Dickie’s brought you a beautiful calendar. It’s all pictures of Stratford, and that Shakespeare. Aren’t you going to say thank you?’ 


I knew without looking it would be last year’s. ‘Get a move on,’ I said to the dog. 


We inched up the hill to the main road. In my mind’s eye I’d arranged all the new clothes on one of those rotary washing lines, and I was gloating over each outfit as it came round. Not that I’d ever get to wear any of them; if I swanned up the village to Spar wearing a bright red basque, Poll would have some kind of Attack. Ambulance men would find her frothing on the front-room floor and clinging pitifully to my grey cardigan. ‘It were them tights as started it,’ she’d gasp before she pegged out. 


Who on God’s earth would leave a present like that for me? I gave Winston a tug and replayed the moment when I’d opened the front door. There it had been, my present, sitting on the mat. Maybe one of the neighbours had seen something. Maybe it was one of the neighbours. That wasn’t very likely, though, because Poll’s fallen out with both sides and I can tell they think I’m just odd. Whenever any of them do speak to me they do it s-l-o-w-l-y, as if I’m backward. Usually I don’t bother answering. 


Might have been Maggie. But she’d no money, and it wasn’t her style, and she’d already given me the pen set. The timing suggested it was a gift from Dogman, but why not say? If it was him, then the level of literacy was higher than usual. Two years ago he’d sent me a Valentine card. GESS HOW? he’d printed inside. I’d binned it immediately. 


At the top of the Brow we turned onto the high street, the village proper. ‘An example of Ribbon Development,’ I remember writing in my Y7 geography project. ‘Bank Top grew up around the mining and cotton industries, but today is primarily a dormer village for the surrounding urban areas.’ It’s just a road that runs along the crest of a long flat-topped hill. Exit one direction and you’re on the way to Bolton; exit the other and you’re Wigan-bound. 


Very historical, is Bank Top. General Julius Agricola used it as a vantage point to spy out Britons skulking in the forest below. Panicked Elizabethans lit a beacon here to warn of the approaching Armada, and Samuel Crompton invented his spinning mule just up the road. But time’s moved on and, at the start of the third millennium, Bank Top’s past its best. It’s all very well the local papers publishing quaint photos of children playing on the cobbles; anything remotely picturesque was cleared away years ago. The rows of stone cottages built for the handloom weavers, the Georgian horse trough, the worn granite mounting-block three hundred years old outside the church, were demolished half a century back and the oldest buildings you get now are Victorian terraces. The rest is post-war bland, with some Sixties eyesores thrown in at random. 


Bank Top teenagers moan there’s nothing to do here, except try and sneak into pubs. (I could go in a pub if I wanted: I don’t.) The activity of choice for the underage seems to be to go down the bottom of the Brow of an evening and set fire to a garage. But it’s not a bad place, really, there’s worse. It’s got the library, and it’s where my dad is. 


Right outside the cemetery gates there’s a bus stop. That always used to strike me as funny, imagine the dead queuing up to go off to Bolton, but today it was a damn nuisance because two of Poll’s Over Seventies chums were there having a natter. 


‘It’s shocking, it is, honest, they’ve had all the lead flashing off his roof while he was away – Oh, hello, love. Birthday girl. I’ve a card for you.’ That was Mrs Batley, thickly wrapped against the cold. She rooted in her bag and pulled out a mauve envelope and, bloody hell, a tube of Smarties. She clearly thinks I’m still about six. ‘Here y’are, love. How’s your grandma?’ 


I put my head down and looked through my hair. ‘OK, thanks. Thanks.’ I shoved the Smarties in my pocket and shifted away. 


‘Will you ask her, love, if she’s had a letter about her heating allowance?’ Mrs Threlfall, posher coat, furry hat as opposed to headscarf. ‘Because we’re all supposed to have had one, all them as is on benefit, and if you’ve not, you’ve to phone the council—’ 


I mumbled and nodded, squeezing through the gates onto the gravel path that leads up to the war memorial and Winston now pulling ahead, God knows what he’d seen or smelt. As I walked away I heard them murmuring together. Poor lass, poor Poll, she’s a big girl, it’s a shame. I bet that was the gist of it. I didn’t care. They were going to die before me. 


We crunched past the chapel then I bent down and let Winston off the lead. I found my perch on the memorial steps and watched him totter around for a minute till he disappeared behind a gravestone. 


I leaned my head back against the granite and stared up to heaven. The sky was perfect winter blue with white clouds streaming across it. My eyes scanned back and forth for the message. 


‘Are you there, Dad?’ I said out loud. 





* 





They were playing ‘Land of Make Believe’ on the radio at the actual moment he penetrated me. 


I’d seen Bucks Fizz win the Eurovision Song Contest, watched the girls whip their skirts off for the finale. Never dreamt they’d be the soundtrack to my undoing. He said it would be OK, he kept saying that all the time, till he stopped talking altogether and started jerking around and biting my neck. 


He was clever, string of O-levels already, predicted top grades for his A-levels – which he got, despite everything. But the clincher was he said he knew, he’d studied women’s bodies and there was a cycle and it was an impossibility that an egg could be fertilized during that particular window. He had a textbook with a diagram in it; we had it open on the bed as he took his trainers off. 


Mum was in hospital dying by inches, I had no one I could ask. Trust me, he said, I’m nearly a doctor. 







 





Chapter Three


My dad left me: 





– his posters, LP records and cassette tapes 


– a collection of stringy ties 


– a pair of nail clippers decorated on the front with an enamel violin


– some medical textbooks 


– a stack of science-fiction novels 


– a gold ring set with a sovereign 





He didn’t specifically leave this stuff to me, but Poll’s never said I couldn’t have it. She threw everything else away after the crash. ‘Why did you keep his ties?’ I asked her one time she was in a better mood. ‘He looked so bonny in a tie,’ she said, then locked herself in the bathroom for an hour afterwards. Neither of us can get the ring on, Poll with her super-size knuckles and me with my sausage fingers, so it lives in my jewellery box, on a velvet hummock. 


My mother left me: a single 6”x 4” photograph. I found it in between the pages of An Illustrated Biology Course. It was under Symbiosis, although I don’t think that’s significant. I’ve left it there because that way it’s safe from Poll. When I first came across it, at thirteen, I looked at it every day. 


She’s blonde and plump, and young; but then she’d only have been my age. Her hair’s flicked into two wings at the sides of her face and she’s wearing blue eye-shadow, a black T-shirt and a knee-length floral skirt. You can’t see her feet because they’ve been cut off the bottom of the picture, so I don’t know what kind of shoes she favoured. She’s resting her hands protectively on her big bump of a stomach – me – as she leans against the bonnet of the deadly Metro. I’d say she looks fairly happy. She doesn’t look like someone who’s about to abandon their baby. 


I can’t place the house behind her. It’s certainly not this one, because the window to her right has little octagonal leaded lights. We used to have two small stained-glass panels at the front, but when it came time for replacing them, Poll made Dogman cart them off to the tip to save on repairs. Although I bet he sold them to a reclamation yard, thinking about it. 


Pictures of Dad are easier to come by. Poll’s got dozens, charting his progress from babyhood to A-levels. He goes from a cute, cheeky-looking boy to a really handsome man, with dark brown hair swept across his brow, an intense gaze, and evidence of a slight mullet at the collar. He reminds me of the drawings in Auntie Jean’s old Dr Kildare annuals. 


I know Dad’s back at the house in his jar, what’s left of him. But for some reason I feel closest to him in the cemetery. It’s so still, a space to think, and you’re up on the highest point of the village so it’s closer to the sky. 


The year I was finally booted out of primary school for spooking the normal kids, I used to come up here a lot. If I wasn’t holed up in the library, this is where I’d be. It was that summer, just when things were getting desperate, that Dad sent me his kiss. Some people might have said it was two aeroplane trails cutting across each other, but I knew it was a giant white kiss he’d scrawled across the ether. 


So I look to the sky for messages; and sometimes they’re there, and sometimes not. Usually, if you search hard enough, you’ll see something significant in the cloud formations. I’m sure, for instance, that a Westie-faced cumulus told me Winston was going to be OK after his op six years ago. And going further back, when I was waiting to see if I’d got into the grammar, I came up here convinced I’d failed and there was a flat grey ceiling of nimbostratus. Then, as I watched, the sky broke open and a thin shaft of sunlight beamed down over Bolton. I don’t know if it was shining precisely on the grammar school, but the next day I got the letter offering me a place. Last spring I was convinced I’d messed up a French module, but a band of cirrocumulus showed me a row of ticks. I got an A. 


It was cirrocumulus again today, making a fantastic curving spine right above me, anatomically correct down to the number of vertebrae and the little tail of a coccyx; now that had to be Dad. I took my mile-high backbone to mean How were the resolutions going. 


Well, first off, I’d kicked the diet into touch. They’re rubbish, diets. I’ve tried them before. You start off hungry and virtuous, the next stage is light-headed and high, then ravenous and unreasonable with a blinding headache, as if someone has attached a couple of jumbo bulldog clips to your eyebrows. That’s where the diet begins to fall apart. Eating is my top pleasure, it even beats reading; also, food’s not just food in our house. It’s sugar-coated guilt, full-fat reproach, high-sodium defiance. 


‘What’s going on? Why have you left your chips?’ Poll said last time I tried to cut down. 


‘I was full.’ 


‘Full? Full? You normally have twice this number, and a steak pie on top. And afters.’ 


‘I was trying to lose a couple of pounds.’ 


Poll rolled her sleeves up crossly, then leaned over to pick up the plates. ‘I’ve told you before, you’re wasting your time. Your shape’s genetic. Off your mother. There’s no way you can change what you are. You were just born fat.’ 


‘People aren’t born fat. It’s what you eat,’ I said, without much hope. 


She patted her rounded stomach. ‘No, it’s inescapable. Look at me. Legs like sticks and a great pot belly. It’s the Southworth Stomach. Cissie’s got it too, all the woman down that line have. You got Castle genes: big all over. You can’t fight your heritage. Thank your lucky stars that’s all she passed on. You might have been certifiable. Now, are you having a vanilla slice?’ 


Far above me, the spine had melted into long wispy fingers, ghost fingers pointing to the south. I stepped back up onto the memorial. ‘Dad? If you’re still there – I really could do with some help. About the future. Can you give me a sign?’ 


I watched my breath mist in front of my face, and waited. A helicopter chopped faintly in the distance. Two metres away from where I stood a wren flittered onto a hawthorn branch, bobbed about, took off again. 


Winston chose that moment to reappear with something hideous in his mouth. I bent down to prise the thing from his jaws but he was too quick for me; he threw his head back and bolted whatever it was down, gagging and snorting. Probably he’d be bringing it back up later, on the living-room carpet. ‘Come on, mutt; home,’ I scolded. ‘You always have to ruin the atmosphere, don’t you?’ 


I thought again of the backbone when I got in. The TV was blasting out of the lounge, House-Strip-Neighbour-Swap-Challenge. Still in the porch, bending to unhook Winston’s collar, I called; ‘I’ve been having a think about things, Poll, and I want you to call me Kat.’ I said it quite loudly, partly because there was this bouncy theme tune to contend with, and partly because I wanted her to understand right from the word go that I was serious about it. 


Poll’s frowning face appeared round the door. ‘You want me to call you a cat?’ 


‘No,’ said Dogman’s voice from behind her. ‘Don’t be daft. She wants you to call her a cab.’ 


Winston walked stiffly off and I hung his lead up. The urge to impale myself on one of the coat hooks was tremendous. Instead I wrenched my mac off and pulled it down over the hook so hard that the collar ripped. Poll didn’t see this, luckily. 


‘Come in here and tell us a proper tale,’ she said. 


‘Can you turn the TV down?’ 


‘I’ll put it on mute,’ said Dogman. 


I wish I could put you on mute, I thought. 


‘So what do you need a cab for?’ asked Poll, bristling at the thought of any extravagance. 


I sat down heavily on the settee. ‘I don’t. I don’t. Want a cab. I just had an idea.’ 


‘We’re not having any more pets, if that’s what you’re after. It wouldn’t be fair on Winston. And I’m not keen on cats, they bring in dead things.’ 


‘Aye, that’s right, they do.’ Dogman shook his bristly head. ‘Or sometimes things that are still alive. My mother had an infestation of mice once after her Bruno brought in a pregnant one and it got away under t’ cooker. I said to her, I thought cats were supposed to get rid of vermin, not attract it . . . ’ His voice trailed away as, on screen, a busty woman in a T-shirt bent forwards over a workbench. 


‘Not cats, not cabs. Just listen, will you? All it was, I wanted to change my name slightly.’ 


‘What for?’ Poll shifted her weight onto one foot and started fiddling with the leg of her panty girdle. ‘What’s wrong wi’ t’ one you’ve got?’ 


‘Nothing.’


‘So? What’s there to change?’


‘It’d be easier.’


‘How?’


‘Well, Kat, it’s shorter than Katherine.’


They were both staring at me.


Poll said slowly, as if she was humouring a mad person, ‘You want us to call you “Kat”?’


I nodded.


‘And shall we get you a collar wi’ a bell on it, an’ a little dish for your milk?’ She started chuckling, and Dogman joined in. Laughter all the way. ‘Kat? By, you come out wi’ some stuff, you really do. Kat. I mean. Whale, more like. Elephant. Tell you what, we’ll call you Ellie, if you like.’ 


I got up to go and pushed past them both, treading on Poll’s slipper as heavily as I could. 


‘Ooh, bloody hell, watch where you’re going,’ she gasped. 


‘Pussy,’ I distinctly heard Dogman mutter before I could get to the stairs. 





*





That midnight found me basqued up and buzzing. On the other side of my bedroom wall, Poll slept the untroubled sleep of one who has no conscience. We’d had another row after tea because it was nearly a month since I’d gone to see Auntie Cissie, and because I wanted to read a book instead of listen to how ill the butcher’s daughter’s neighbour had been after eating squid on holiday. Before she’d gone up I’d mentioned casually about some new outfits, maybe, with the birthday money. She paused at the bottom of the stairs and checked me up and down while I was standing under the hall light. 


‘You are a bit scruffy at the minute, it’s true.’ She peered forwards, frowning. ‘Your jumper’s hanging funny; that’s you pulling at the cuffs. Still, you’ve had your wear out of it.’ She nodded. ‘I’ll have word with Dickie. He says there’s some Marks and Spencer’s seconds coming on Munawar Noor’s stall next week. Munawar told him he could have first pick.’ 


‘What like?’ 


‘I don’t know. Knitwear, I should think. That’s what he mainly sells, in’t it?’ She turned away and started to pull herself up the steps. Behind her back, I stuck my tongue out as if I was being sick. ‘He’d some nice embroidered cardies last time, do you remember? But they’d none in your size. I’ll ask Dickie to watch out for them coming again.’ 


‘Could I not have something a bit more, a bit more, young? Like, I don’t know – ’ as if the idea had just that second occurred – ‘a trouser suit?’ 


‘Trouser suit?’ She paused in her tracks and half-turned, clutching the banister with a freckled hand. ‘What would you want a trouser suit for? You look like the side of a house as it is. Backside like yours, you’re best off in skirts. Trouser suit? You’ll be wanting jeans next. And a sight you’d look in those an’ all. There’s more to life than fitting in with the crowd.’ 


I should bloody well hope so, I thought. ‘Palazzo pants are quite flattering if you’re curvy.’ 


‘Palazzo pants? Are they them long trousers where you walk on the hems and get them all dirty? You’re not having any of them, they’ll be in holes in no time, I haven’t the money to—’ 


‘No, listen, they’re sort of loose—’ 


‘Oh, I know, them ones like they wear in the army with about fifty little pockets in all your nooks and crannies—’ 


‘No, they’re wide-legged trousers—’ 


‘Yes, well they’d have to be wide-legged for you to fit in ’em—’ 


Bitch! Bitch! I wanted to scream at her, but the air had gone out of my lungs like it does in a nightmare and left me with a helium whimper. 


‘You never treat me— Oh, forget it,’ I squeaked, and flounced off to the kitchen. 


‘You’ve got to be realistic, I’m only saying,’ Poll called after me. ‘You can’t get away with such as these slim ’uns. You don’t want to make a fool of yourself. Have you forgotten that time you walked around in a strappy top? And you weren’t as big then as you are now. You cried your eyes out, after. I could have told you.’ 


Pause. 


Die, you old witch. Do it now. Lose your footing and crack your skull against the skirting board. Lie there pleading for help. In agony. 


Creak creak up the stairs. 


I stood in the moonlight, burning. It helps, times like this, to press my fingers into my scalp, very hard. One day I might push too hard and my fingers’ll go splot into my brain. 


Far-off flush of the toilet. Hiss of the pipes. I conjured Dad up for an out-loud moan; had him sitting at the kitchen table, looking sympathetic. 


‘It wasn’t a proper top, that was why the other kids laughed.’ He nodded at me encouragingly, like he does in these interviews. ‘It was a thermal vest that Poll made me wear under my jumper, even though it was July. She said, “You’ll be outside a lot, seeing the animals. Stop complaining. We never had any school trips when I was your age.” ’ 


I imagined Dad smiling. He’d have known what she was like. 


‘On the coach no one would sit next to me, so I got a book out and pretended to read while the other girls swapped bits of packed lunch. Julie Berry kept kneeling up on her seat to chat to Clare Greenhalgh behind, and Mrs Kirtlan kept turning round and shouting at her to sit down and put her belt on. Everyone was drawing love-hearts on the windows, then shrieking and rubbing the initials out. Part of me really, really wanted to join in but I just lifted my book up higher, like I was too gripped by the story to bother with anyone.’ 


‘I’ve done it myself,’ Dad said silently. 


‘And it struck me then, how do people know what to wear? Because when I looked round, all the girls seemed to be in on some great clothing conspiracy which meant friendship bracelets, and tiny twin plaits framing your face, and turned-up jeans were de rigueur. And yet if I’d dared to appear that morning wearing any one of those items, it would have gone out of fashion the night before.’ 


‘It’s a lot easier being male,’ said Dad. 


‘All the girls had these little vest-tops on as well, even Sally Ralphs who was the other fatty in the class and should, by rights, have been a target too. She’s got a boyfriend now, I saw them in the bus shelter before Christmas.’ 


‘You’ll get a boyfriend.’ 


‘Don’t want one. They’re too much trouble. Anyway, halfway round the zoo, when I was nearly dead from heat-exhaustion, I thought it might be an idea to strip off the jumper and tie it round my waist. I thought I could get away with it.’ 


‘You were more developed than the other girls, even at ten. They were probably jealous.’ 


‘No, I think they just thought I was a blob in bad underwear. They were whooping so loud Mrs Kirtlan had to blow her whistle.’ 


‘I’d have sorted them out.’ I imagined my dad making a fist on the tabletop and scowling. 


Above the kitchen, Poll’s bedroom door clunked shut, vanishing Dad. I opened the cupboard over the sink, drew out a box of Frosties and ate a dozen handfuls while the moonlight streamed in, bright parallelograms on the specked lino. I was thinking about Sally Ralphs’ big arms. 


Once the house was quiet and the sugar had kicked in, I tiptoed upstairs and listened at Poll’s door. Then I crept into my room, put a chair under the handle like they do in films, and pulled the rustly binbag from the back of the wardrobe. 


It was amazing to get all the clothes out again and look them over in detail, like Christmas to the power of ten. The sweater and skirt were obviously brand new because they still had their tags in and I had to snip them out with my violin nail clippers. The basque I think had been worn before, because it had a tiny black bow at the front that was coming loose. I just clipped it off and the neckline was as good as new. 
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