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  For my own mother, Jackie Summers, a great mom!




  Thank you so much for everything.




  







  May–July 1984




  







  One




  May 1984




  ‘Are you going in then, or what?’




  Joanne jumped, her heart pounding in the violent way it kept doing these days. She had not heard the woman coming up behind her, the wheels of her child’s buggy gliding across the

  dark-green lino.




  In a moment of panic she realized she could also not remember anything about how she had got here herself, how she came to be peering through the reinforced glass window in the door of the

  church hall, her hand gripping the handle of Amy’s buggy. Had she been here long? She had no idea.




  The woman behind her was white-faced and plump, with jaw-length hair. She wore glasses in big red frames and a baggy purple T-shirt over a long denim skirt. In the buggy a dark-haired boy of

  about two was wrestling to get out.




  ‘Sorry – yes, I’m going in.’ Joanne pushed the door open. Sounds blared out.




  The hall was strewn with toys and chaotic with the movements of small children. Some were pursued by their mothers, while other women stood talking in clusters at the edges.




  The first time Joanne had come, a fortnight ago (she had had to miss it last week, the state she was in), she had mistaken the time, come just after ten and found the hall almost empty. Only

  Tess was there, the woman who ran the group, carrying toys from the storage cupboard at the back and arranging them round the hall while her little boy ran up and down.




  It was Tess who had given Joanne the courage to come back to the toddler group. Tess was freckly-faced with curly, straw-coloured hair tied up in a ponytail and had a kind, friendly way about

  her. She was carrying six months of pregnancy around in a pair of bleached denim dungarees with a bright-orange T-shirt underneath and purple desert boots.




  She had seemed to sense how nervous Joanne was and spoke gently to her.




  ‘It can be quite hard at first,’ she said, then laughed. ‘As if everything about being a mother isn’t hard at first! But I sometimes tell people it might be better not to

  come until their children are already sitting up. Your little one’s already on her feet, though, isn’t she? So that’s fine.’




  She had smiled at Amy, who was in her buggy, sucking on a bottle of juice and watching everything with her huge blue eyes.




  ‘She’s beautiful,’ she said warmly.




  This kindness brought Joanne close to tears. She had felt a kind of adoration for Tess from that moment. Together they set up the rest of the room, and it had felt good to be involved. She had

  wanted to come back last week, but her mouth had been so swollen and the cut he had given her kept splitting open. She had been too ashamed to go out.




  Today, though, it was all already in full swing – all the toys in use, a corner for painting, another for play dough (made at home by Tess), and even a little plastic pool on a table for

  water-play. Amy was squeaking with excitement.




  ‘Out!’ she insisted, tugging at the straps.




  Joanne was glad to have Amy to deal with, as she felt shy and awkward among the other women. Some of them seemed so confident, as if they’d been mothers all their lives.




  Unstrapping Amy, she kissed the top of her head, feeling her warmth through the cap of blonde hair. But Amy was in a hurry and jerked her head, banging against Joanne’s lip where it had

  almost healed, so that her eyes filled. Faintly she tasted blood again. For a second it felt unbearable, like the last straw.




  Amy headed straight for the painting table where one of the helpers, a cheerful young woman called Mavis, put a plastic overall on her.




  ‘There you are, love. You can go and paint your masterpiece now, can’t you?’ she said, in warm Jamaican Brummie.




  ‘Thanks,’ Joanne mumbled. Amy looked lovely in the bright-yellow overall. She had met Mavis last time.




  ‘She’s loving it, isn’t she?’ Mavis observed. She stood watching Amy, her arms folded, neat in a short-sleeved grey top and black skirt. Round her neck she wore a little

  gold cross on a chain. Mavis must have been younger than Joanne – only about eighteen – but she seemed very mature. And Mavis was the sort of person beside whose neat slenderness,

  smooth brown skin and tidy, clinging hair Joanne felt like a wayward scarecrow.




  Joanne was quite tall, at five foot seven, thin and long-legged like her father. She had ample-sized breasts (that was good), but otherwise she felt gangly and as if everything was bulging out

  in all the wrong places, especially now she’d had Amy. In the past Dave had always told her she was imagining it: ‘You’ve got a great figure. That’s the trouble with you

  girls – you’re never satisfied.’ That was the old Dave, who had loved her body, her pink-cheeked complexion and wavy brown hair; that was before he turned sour and critical. Now

  everything about her seemed to be wrong. These days she nearly always wore jeans, ripped at the knees, her hair hoicked back in a loose ponytail. She hadn’t had it trimmed for ages –

  since before Amy.




  ‘She’ll be fine,’ Mavis told her. ‘I’ll watch her for a few minutes, if you want to go and get yourself a coffee? You know where the kitchen is?’




  ‘Oh yes, ta,’ Joanne said, trying to sound relaxed and confident. ‘I won’t be long.’




  Crossing the hall, she saw the stressed-looking woman who had arrived with her squatting beside a pile of Duplo, pleading with her son to stop whacking another child’s head with his latest

  red-and-yellow creation.




  ‘I’m warning you, I’ll have to take you home,’ Joanne heard shrilly, in passing. ‘Look at Tom – he’s not hitting other children . . .’




  There was a gaggle of young white mothers in one corner. One whom she had met last time was thin and pale, with long black hair and a baby whose father was obviously black; another, dumpy and

  competent, was pregnant with her third child. With them was a mother of twin boys, who was as thin as a railing, with piercings round her ears and nose, which caught the light like a pincushion.

  There were a few nervy, educated women who were already fretting about primary schools (something Joanne had not given a thought to); a knot of black mothers who tended to hang out together; Mavis,

  who was hoping to move on to a career in childcare; and Tess, who sailed like a calm, reassuring ship among them all, spreading goodwill.




  A couple of the West Indian mothers were in the kitchen, one arranging biscuits on a plate, the other pouring squash into little plastic beakers. They were busy chatting, so Joanne made tea for

  herself. Drinks were to be kept in the kitchen, away from any risk of scalding the children.




  She took a few sips of her sweet tea, leaning against the kitchen doorframe, hugging the warm mug to her chest. Amy was still deep in her picture. Toy cars skittered across the floor. Joanne

  watched the groups of women talking.




  I must make sure I get home on time, she thought. Her heart began racing again, with that sick thumping. He might come home to check up on her. It was never far away: every few minutes the

  thought of home came to her, and Dave. It had crept up on her, the way she was always waiting for something to happen now. Even in her sleep.




  The main door opened and in came another buggy, pushed by the Asian girl whom she’d seen here last time. Joanne had been surprised. She didn’t think Asians would come to these groups

  – not in a church. Wasn’t it against their religion? She hadn’t spoken to her, and the woman had seemed a bit left out. She looked very young, was fine-boned, delicate, and had a

  tiny daughter with huge eyes and a head of thick, wavy hair.




  The Asian girl was lifting her daughter out. Joanne frowned, narrowing her eyes. It was the same girl, wasn’t it? She certainly recognized the child. But there was something very different

  about her mother. It took her a moment to realize. Last time the girl had been wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Joanne remembered how its vivid yellow had flattered her, her long plait swinging darkly

  against it at the back.




  This week the back of the girl’s head was covered by a thin scarf. She was dressed in one of those Asian suits, baggy trousers and long shirt, all in a pale mauve, edged with gold. It made

  her look different, and Joanne found it puzzling. Wasn’t she expected to wear one kind of clothes or the other? The Muslim girls at school, like her friend Mevish, had always dressed much the

  same: trousers under skirts, and scarves.




  She rinsed out the cup and returned in time to find Mavis lifting the overall off over Amy’s head.




  ‘We’ve had enough of painting,’ she said. ‘There now, and what a lot you’ve done – look, three pictures! I’ll peg them up on the line.’




  Along the wall behind her exhibits with paint running down them were pegged along a piece of string.




  Amy was already trotting across the room towards the pile of Duplo, and Joanne followed and knelt beside her, glad to feel useful at last. Beside her was the mother with the long black hair, who

  barely glanced at her.




  A moment later Joanne felt something pushing in between the two of them. A pair of tiny brown hands appeared, then a face, as if the little girl was tunnelling her way in to get to the toys.

  Joanne leaned over to let her pass, and a moment later the child was absorbed in building something. She was wearing pale-blue trousers and a sugar-pink shirt.




  ‘Sorry – did she push in?’ Joanne heard a high, soft voice and turned to see the young Asian woman.




  ‘Oh no, she’s all right,’ Joanne said. ‘She just wants to play.’




  Just then a voice called across the hall, ‘Dani, come over ’ere and see this!’




  Dani, the black-haired woman, heaved her daughter off the floor and disappeared. The Asian woman sat down in her place in a shy, almost tentative way and, as she did so, Amy leaned over and

  snatched a little Duplo fireman out of her daughter’s hands. The other child gave a loud squawk of protest and held on for grim death.




  ‘Amy, stop that!’ Joanne said, breaking it up. ‘You can’t just take toys from someone like that. Now you let . . .’ She glanced at the mother.




  ‘Priya, but don’t worry about it—’




  ‘No, Amy, you let Priya keep it . . . I’m sorry,’ Joanne said. Amy looked as if she was about to cry, but she let go, seeming bewildered. ‘She hasn’t been with many

  other children. She’s not learned how to share yet.’




  ‘Oh, that’s all right. Priya’s got cousins, so she’s used to it.’ The woman sounded amused. She seemed friendly, her face thin and pretty in a gentle way, with

  lively eyes that seemed to hold a hint of mischief.




  ‘That must be nice,’ Joanne said wistfully. ‘The cousins, I mean.’




  ‘Hmm, sometimes it is. But they’re a bit older and they do push her about quite a lot. She’s had to be tough, even though she’s small.’




  ‘How old is she?’ Joanne asked. The girl looked so little and fragile.




  ‘Just eighteen months, tomorrow.’




  ‘Is she? I’d never’ve thought she was older than Amy – by two months!’




  ‘Amy, that’s pretty. What’s your name?’




  ‘Oh, Joanne. What about you?’




  ‘Sooky. My name’s Sukhdeep, but it sounds just a bit rude in English if you say it the wrong way, so everyone calls me Sooky.’ She gave a surprisingly full-throated laugh and

  the mischief in her eyes increased.




  ‘Well, I suppose – if you think of it that way!’ Joanne found herself laughing too, and it was a nice feeling. When was the last time she had laughed?




  Sooky looked as if she was about to say something else, but then Tess called from the kitchen door, ‘Children’s drinks are ready!’ Everyone got up and headed for the squash and

  biscuits, and afterwards there was no chance to talk.




  As they were all gathering up their children to leave at the end, though, Sooky pushed her buggy over to Joanne, with Priya already strapped in. Shyly she said, ‘See you next time,

  maybe?’




  Joanne found a smile breaking across her face. ‘Yeah – probably. See you.’




  Walking home she popped into the shops to buy bread and a bunch of bananas. She felt suddenly cheerful.




  







  Two




  She was in the back room, perched on a stool beside Amy’s high chair, feeding her lunch, when the front door opened, then slammed shut. Joanne froze.




  Previously Dave always used to shout her name when he came in. ‘Jo?’ Wherever she was in the house. Now, though, he’d taken to creeping in, as if he thought he’d catch

  her at something.




  There was a long moment of silence, then his footsteps, Dave standing in the doorway, tall with close-cropped fair hair, vivid blue eyes, broad shoulders in a black T-shirt, his well-fitting

  jeans smeared with grease. Even when he was dirty he always looked neat.




  ‘Dada!’ Amy cried, looking up from smooshing carrots into the tray of the high chair. A band of sunlight through the window lit up her pale hair.




  Dave’s lips twitched into a half-smile. Joanne felt relief pump through her. It was all right. He seemed to be in a good mood.




  ‘All right?’ she said carefully.




  The smile vanished. He leaned up against the doorframe, weight on one leg, a hand pushed into his jeans pocket, watching them. His expression was blank, but to her it felt menacing.




  His eyes roved round the room as if gathering evidence, his glance taking in the table pushed against the wall opposite the window. None of what was on it – yesterday’s paper, a

  couple of bits of junk mail, Amy’s red record book from the Health Visitor – had been moved since this morning. Joanne hadn’t bothered to sit for breakfast; she had stood eating

  toast in the kitchen before she set out. Nothing about the rest of the room – the three chairs, two pushed in under the table and an old brown easy chair, Amy’s toy box on the

  brown-and-fawn carpet squares or the spider plant on the windowsill – gave him anything to pick on.




  He stared hard at her.




  ‘Where’ve you been?’ His voice was quiet, as if getting warmed up for something. He looked as if a dark cloud was hanging over him.




  ‘Been? To the toddler group at the church.’ She spoke lightly, feeding Amy a snippet of fish finger. ‘I did tell you I was going.’




  ‘You never.’




  She knew she had; she wouldn’t have dared not to. These days it felt as if he knew when she went in and out of the house, even when he was streets away, working at the garage.




  ‘Maybe you’ve forgotten – you’ve got a lot to do.’ She forced herself to sound good-natured, respectful; anything to defuse his mood.




  ‘Where is this toddler group then?’ It sounded contemptuous, the way he said it.




  ‘Villa Road, the church at the end. She did some nice painting, didn’t you, babby, eh? Look, you’ve still got a bit on your hands.’




  Amy looked up at the mention of painting and clapped. There was proof in the rusty smudges between her fingers.




  ‘So . . .’ He kept his voice casual. ‘Who d’yer talk to?’




  ‘Hardly anyone really. A couple of the other moms. It’s all women . . .’




  ‘No men?’




  ‘No – it’s a mother and toddler group.’




  He fixed her with that stare again. It was something he had started doing over the last few months, his face stony, his eyes wide, boring into her as if trying to nail her to the wall. It made

  her feel trapped and, increasingly now, afraid.




  Ignore it, her inner sense told her, but her heart was already off on its sickening thump, thump.




  Then the cloud seemed to clear. It was as if he had been struggling with something inside him and it had released. She saw him relax, move to perch on the arm of the chair and smile at Amy.

  Joanne’s breathing came more easily.




  ‘D’you want some dinner then?’ She cleared Amy’s tray away, wiping the child’s hands and lifting her down. ‘There’s some chicken in the fridge; and I

  bought fresh bread . . .’




  ‘Nah, been to the chippy; that Paki place.’




  ‘Cuppa then? There’s some cake left – chocolate.’




  She’d baked it for him: he liked her to do womanish things like baking and ironing. If she tried hard enough, she felt, she could get things back to how they used to be, when everything

  was easy between them.




  ‘All right then: a quick one. Then I’ll have to get back.’




  And everything was normal again, for the moment. She made him tea and they sat playing with Amy.




  ‘Nice cake,’ Dave said, through a big mouthful.




  He told her they were having a slow day – that was why he had managed to get home. And that Al, who worked for him at the garage, was planning on getting married.




  ‘What – him and Lesley, all of a sudden?’ Joanne laughed. ‘Why’re they bothering?’




  Al was in his forties, and he and Lesley already had three children.




  Dave shrugged. ‘Dunno – she wants to. Wants a wedding, I s’pose. The girls’re going to be bridesmaids.’




  ‘Oh,’ Joanne said. She stroked Amy’s head. ‘Maybe we should’ve waited. Had Amy as our bridesmaid.’




  Dave laughed, shaking his head. ‘Nah. It’s better to do things proper, like.’




  They cracked some jokes about Al and Lesley, saying they might as well have waited to collect their pensions and paid for the wedding that way. Then Dave stood up, brushing crumbs off his

  jeans.




  ‘Anyroad . . . Got to get back.’ He put his mug down and stood up, saying lightly, ‘You won’t be going out again?’




  ‘Well, it’s a nice day. I thought I’d take her out to the swings and . . .’ She hesitated. Things had been going so well, but she’d better prepare the ground

  now.




  ‘What?’ A dangerous edge was back in his voice.




  ‘Tomorrow – you haven’t forgotten? I promised Mom to go over and help get ready for her birthday. She’s not feeling too bright . . .’




  ‘When is she ever? She’s like a bloody zombie, that woman.’




  Joanne bit back an angry retort. It wasn’t as if Mom was easy, either. Instead she said, ‘She just wants a bit of help. I can take Amy over . . .’




  He’d gone all tight again, full of resentment.




  ‘We’re only going to do a bit of cleaning,’ she said. ‘Amy can play – that’s all.’




  Again she saw the struggle going on in his head. What did he imagine? She could see that he wanted to stop her, tell her she couldn’t go, but he managed to reason his way out of it. He

  shrugged.




  ‘All right then. Here, give us a kiss.’




  She kissed him and then lifted Amy up.




  ‘Kiss Dadda goodbye.’




  The front door slammed behind him. Joanne stood and took several deep breaths. Everything was all right. They had had dinner, talked. Nothing had happened.




  







  Three




  ‘Excuse me – can yer let me sit down?’




  From her annoyed tone, Joanne realized that it wasn’t the first time the woman had asked.




  ‘Yes, sorry.’ She moved her bag and pulled Amy in even closer on to her lap. The elderly woman dropped down into the seat, breathing chestily as the bus crawled under the Hockley

  flyover. Joanne faced the window. It was a hazy day outside. The woman beside her made clucking noises at Amy, but Joanne didn’t turn and look. She hadn’t the energy to talk.




  It took two buses to get across town to her mom’s. Joanne had grown up in Kings Heath and each time it was like returning to childhood again: Mom and Dad still in the same smoke-filled

  terrace near the baths, her younger sister Karen still living bossily at home. The place never changed. She never looked forward to going very much; it sapped her energy. But she felt responsible

  for Mom – always had.




  As the bus swooped gently down into town she thought: well, at least last night was all right. In the afternoon she’d taken Amy out to Handsworth Park, where they’d fed the ducks.

  Bits of Mother’s Pride and torn-up chapattis floated on the surface of the water. Amy had loved it. Joanne watched her adoringly, in grateful wonder at her daughter’s settled, happy

  disposition. Once home, she’d made sure Dave’s tea was ready – pork chops, which he especially liked. He’d phoned at six, apologetic, like his old, sweet self.




  ‘We’ve had this bloke in with a flash BMW – wants it done straight away. He’s made it worth our while. So I’ll be late, can’t say how long.’




  ‘That’s all right,’ she’d said, relief flowing through her. ‘Your dinner’ll keep. I’ll get Amy to bed – you take your time.’




  There was a silence, then in barely more than a whisper he said, ‘You’ll be there, won’t you, babe?’




  ‘Course I will.’ In that moment she was touched by his need of her, as well as confused by his moods. ‘Where else’d I be going?’




  ‘Love yer,’ he’d mumbled gruffly.




  She hesitated; she hoped not long enough for him to notice. ‘Love you too.’




  What fantasy world did he live in, she wondered as she put the phone down, thinking she might conduct some affair in the hour or so that he was out late, with a young child to get bathed and

  into bed? It was all so ridiculous, the way he tormented himself – and her – with his crazed fears.




  It hadn’t always been like this. It had mainly started since Amy, and this was the strange part of it. Looking back, Dave had had reasons to be downcast and angry with life. He’d had

  his shocks and disappointments: his dad dying the way he did, for a start. But he’d seemed to ride that and get over it. Basically he’d been a cheerful, lively lad, her Dave, the feller

  she’d given up everything else for. But then, just when something good happened – Amy arriving – he had started to change. Things began to happen that she would never have dreamed

  of before.




  The first time he’d actually gone for her was nearly six months ago. It had been fireworks night, and Amy was already asleep, oblivious to the noise. Joanne didn’t know what had set

  Dave off. He’d been in a bit of a mood, but she didn’t know why.




  He’d gone out the back to their little patch of garden to put bagged-up nappies in the dustbin, and she’d come out to stand on the back step. The air smelt of gunpowder, or whatever

  that stuff was they put in fireworks. There was a blue tinge to the night and coloured sparks spraying high above the rooftops. Every few seconds there were bangs and voices cheering and

  ‘ooooh’-ing. What with Guy Fawkes and Diwali, the whining and exploding of fireworks went on for weeks at that time of year, but this was the peak night.




  Dave came and stood beside her. He was wearing jeans as usual and a big, dark-blue sweat shirt. She remembered that he had seemed disembodied: in the dim flashes of light, his face was the only

  part of him that was visible.




  Except the fist that came swinging round when he hit her. Hard.




  What had they been talking about? This and that, or so she thought. Pink sparks fizzed across the sky in front of them, lending a glow to the houses behind.




  ‘Funny, isn’t it,’ Dave had said suddenly. ‘All them people out there. All in their little boxes – thousands of ’em.’




  ‘All getting into bed every night,’ she’d said with a giggle.




  She remembered he had rocked on his feet a bit when she said that, as if thinking about it. As usual he had his hands in his pockets. He was a big man – bigger now that he had stopped

  playing football and was drinking more. She had been standing with her arms folded, keeping warm.




  ‘You won’t be out there, seeing many of ’em, now will you? All those . . . milling crowds of people.’ He sounded disgusted. ‘Not now we’ve got Amy.’




  ‘Well, not till I get back to work,’ she said.




  He was standing on her right. When he twisted round and punched her, the blow smashed into her right collar bone. She didn’t know if he’d misjudged in the dark, had meant to get her

  face or even a breast.




  ‘Wha . . . ?’ She gasped as pain jarred through her, clutching at her neck, and staggered forward into the garden.




  ‘You ain’t going nowhere.’ Even in her agony she could hear the extreme rage in his voice. ‘I don’t want you to. I earn the wages in this house, and you can bloody

  well stay at home like a proper wife and look after your daughter. That’s how it’s going to be. Got it?’




  He disappeared inside. Seconds later she heard the front door slam.




  Bent over, her teeth chattering, she prodded at her collar bone with her fingertips and tested it, flexing her arm. It seemed a miracle that it wasn’t broken. She groped her way into the

  house. The lamp on the side table in the front room gave off a gentle light. She fell onto the sofa and curled up on her side, trembling with shock. With a fist pressed to her lips, she wept tears

  of pain and bewilderment. It was a long time before she stopped shaking. Eventually, oblivious to the faint bangs from outside, she fell asleep.




  His coming back into the house jarred her awake. Still curled up, she lay rigid, listening for his breathing in the hall the other side of the wall as if he was an intruder. It was as if he had

  become the enemy, someone she didn’t know at all. There was a chasm between them. Then he was there, kneeling beside her. She recoiled from him, but he almost fell on her.




  ‘Bab? Oh, my babby – I’m sorry.’ His voice was wretched. He was stroking her hair. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry if I hurt you . . .’




  ‘Why did you hit me?’ she sobbed.




  ‘That wasn’t me. I dunno who did that, but it wasn’t me . . . I’d never hurt you, my little darlin’, my babby.’




  Longing to believe him, she had reached out and put her arms round his neck as both of them wept. His loud male sobs of contrition were like nothing she had ever heard and they moved her. She

  had never heard him cry before. He led her up to bed, unbuttoning her clothes in wonder, as if it was the first time he had ever seen her long, slim body, brushing his lips over her bruised collar

  bone in a way that made her overflow with tenderness for him. After they had made love she fell asleep with his warmth pressed against her back, and in the morning they acted as if nothing had

  happened. She told no one, though she couldn’t move without pain for some time.




  It happened again a month later: she had brought up the subject of work again. W.H. Smith were expecting her back, and she needed to get things sorted out. That time he had got her up against

  the wall, hand round her throat. Terrified, she agreed to give up her job. In any case she had dreaded leaving Amy, and Dave was adamant that his wages would cover the rent and everything else they

  needed. But that was when she told Michelle.




  They had all been at the same school in Kings Heath – Dave, Joanne and Michelle – though Dave had been in the year above. Now that she and Dave were in Handsworth and Michelle had

  moved to Yardley with her mom and dad, they had only been able to meet now and then, for a coffee in town, and even less often now that Dave was so paranoid about her going out.




  At first Michelle had been shocked and sympathetic.




  ‘You want to watch it.’ She spoke between drags on her cigarettes. Michelle was seldom seen without one, and a fog of smoke hung over her side of the little cafe table.

  ‘Don’t let him get away with any more crap like that.’ She lit a new fag from the dying one, which she stubbed out in the glass ashtray.




  ‘I’d never’ve thought it of Dave, but once they get like that, they can’t usually stop. They’re like horses going to the bad – and then you’re stuck in

  the ditch with ’em, mate.’




  But after the last few months, when Joanne had made excuses and cancelled meeting her several times, Michelle wasn’t speaking to her.




  ‘It’s because of him, isn’t it?’ she had said the last time Joanne phoned.




  ‘What d’you mean?’ Joanne tried to shrug it off. ‘No – it’s just Amy’s got a cold, and . . .’




  ‘Has he hit you again?’ Michelle’s gravelly voice demanded.




  ‘No! Well, once or twice – but only . . .’ Only what? Her voice trailed off. Only hit me . . . ? In horror she realized that it was something you could get used to, that

  it might become normal. ‘We’ll sort it out. It’s fine most of the time, really. Only I’d best not aggravate him.’




  ‘You’re a fool,’ Michelle said, disgusted. ‘You need to get out of there, mate: ring one of them phone lines – Rape Crisis or whatever.’




  ‘He hasn’t raped me,’ Joanne pointed out.




  ‘Well, whatever it’s called. Look in the bogs somewhere – those stickers on the doors. Do summat about yourself.’




  ‘You’re a fine one to talk, Meesh.’ Michelle had hit the bottle off and on over men and heartbreak.




  ‘How d’you think I know the score?’ she demanded.




  Joanne kept out of Michelle’s way now. She had grown more and more isolated. In fact, until she started going to the playgroup – she knew deep down that the cut lip Dave had given

  her last week was to stop her going there – she had barely seen anyone for several weeks.




  She got off the number fifty bus carrying Amy and went into the indoor arcade to pick up some cheap chrysanths. It was a warm day, and by the time she had walked along to her

  mom and dad’s house she was sweating.




  ‘You’re a heavy little dumpling, aren’t you?’ she said, nuzzling Amy’s cheek. ‘Never mind – we’re at Nanna’s house now.’ She rang the

  bell, pinning a smile on her face.




  There was no response for such a long time that she thought her mother must have gone out. Then at last she heard her rattling the safety chain inside.




  ‘Hello, Mom! Look who’s come to see you!’




  Her mother, Margaret Tolley, was of a very different build from Joanne, who took after her father. Margaret was shorter, brown-eyed and well rounded. Her left eye wandered to the side, which

  gave her an eccentric look. She peered blankly at them through her specs. As usual she was in the middle of a smoke. Joanne saw little beads of perspiration on her forehead.




  ‘Mom? I’ve come to help, remember? Get cleaned up for your birthday?’




  Her mother passed her tongue over her lips, something she nearly always did before speaking.




  ‘Oh – sorry, love. I’d sort of forgotten. Come in.’




  ‘I like your hair,’ Joanne said as they went in. The house stank of smoke as usual. ‘Have you just had it done?’




  ‘Yes, yesterday.’




  Her mother’s hair, a fading dark brown, usually hung round her collar in an indeterminate state somewhere between permed and straight. Today, though, it looked darker, and had been set in

  tight curls. It was good to see her doing something about her appearance.




  ‘It’s nice – ready for your party, eh?’




  Her mother gave her vague smile again. ‘Thought I might as well try and look my best.’




  On Friday it was her fiftieth birthday, and on Saturday she was planning to have family and a few friends round for some tea. It was all she wanted, she said, no fuss.




  ‘For God’s sake, Mom,’ Karen had argued, when she had announced this intention on another visit of Joanne’s. ‘You only live once – why don’t you go out

  to a nice restaurant or something? It won’t break the bank, you know.’




  Karen, now nineteen, with her new admin job at the Poly, wore suits with shoulder pads, had even bought a little car and thought she knew everything. She had already thought she knew everything

  before, only a bit less so.




  ‘Karen . . .’ Joanne had said in warning. ‘Don’t push it.’




  ‘But it’s so boring – a little tea party! Anyone would think she was an old lady!’ They both felt that their mother dressed like one.




  Mom had flared up, the way she did, sudden as a Roman candle.




  ‘Don’t you talk to me like that, you pert little bit!’ Within seconds Margaret could be towering with rage over something that seemed minor to them. They had been in the

  kitchen, and Joanne was afraid she might pick up the kettle and hurl it at Karen. ‘You’re getting way above yourself these days, that you are. It’s my birthday, not yours, and I

  won’t be told what to do by you!’




  ‘It’s all right, Mom,’ Joanne had said. She had always been the one to keep the peace. ‘You do what you want – it’s your birthday.’




  ‘At least Dad could take her out,’ Karen muttered, leaving the room. ‘The boring old sod . . .’




  ‘Karen.’ Joanne hurried out after her. ‘Shut – up – just leave it. You know what she’ll get like.’ The eruptions of temper could end in a

  long reign of resentful silence.




  ‘Let her,’ Karen said. ‘I’m sick of it.’




  Thank goodness Karen was out at work now. She was always the one who wound things up.




  While her mother was making a cuppa, Joanne slid the window open. Amy played on the rug on the front-room floor with the box of little toys that her grandmother had collected for her. Margaret

  brought the mugs in, got another ciggy out and was about to light up, but thought twice and put the packet back in her pocket. That was another thing Karen was forever on about. Mom and Dad both

  smoked like chimneys. I go to work reeking of smoke. And do you want to give your granddaughter cancer?




  Sitting with her mother before they started on the house, Joanne felt there was something different about her. At first she thought it was just the hair. Margaret was dressed in a faded navy

  skirt, a short-sleeved red-and-white checked blouse and her brown lace-up shoes. There was nothing new there. But it wasn’t just that, or the way she kept licking her lips even more than

  usual, almost as if she had something difficult in mind to say and was working up to it. She seemed tense and strange, her fingers moving restlessly on the mug she held in her lap. Staring fixedly

  at Amy, she pulled a hanky out of her waistband and wiped her forehead.




  ‘You all right, Mom?’ Joanne asked.




  ‘Why?’ Margaret looked across at her, suddenly sharp. ‘Why d’you ask?’




  ‘Oh, you just seem a bit . . . tired.’ Maybe that’s what it was, just tiredness.




  ‘I didn’t sleep very well. I was down here making tea at three in the morning.’ She drained the mug and reached to put it back on the tray.




  ‘Oh dear,’ Joanne said. This was a common complaint. Her mother’s sleep patterns had never been very good, and Joanne always thought this was the reason for her uneven moods.

  But it was hard to know what to say. ‘At least I’m here to help.’




  Margaret nodded. ‘Dave all right?’




  ‘He’s fine, ta.’




  ‘Good lad, that one.’




  Dave could do no wrong in their eyes. She imagined it for a moment, her saying: He hits me, Mom. Something’s gone wrong. Sometimes I’m so scared of him. They’d never

  believe her.




  ‘Shall we get started then?’ Joanne suggested.




  







  Four




  On Thursday Joanne stayed in nearly all day. Dave was in one of his better moods. When he came in from work she told him cheerily what she had been doing all day: it had been

  fine for hanging washing on their rack in the garden; Amy had played beside her with her little wooden trolley, picking up leaves and stones and carting them about. They’d watched Sesame

  Street, she’d ironed the clothes, had a short walk to the park . . .




  ‘I got some sausages,’ she said. ‘Thought we’d have chips.’ He loved her home-made chips, which were already browning nicely in the metal basket, dunked in oil.




  ‘Sounds nice.’ He came up behind her and lifted her hair to kiss the back of her neck. His hands smelt of Swarfega.




  ‘That tickles!’ she squirmed. ‘Careful, or I’ll have the pan on fire.’




  Amy was calling ‘Dada!’




  ‘Fancy a video?’ he said. ‘I’ll go down and get one in.’




  ‘All right, yeah – say hello to Amy first, though, and I’ll pop her into bed.’




  She was full of relief. The evening was looking good. They could sit side by side, lost in a film. Nothing would happen. That’s all she wanted now: for nothing to happen.




  He came back after she’d settled Amy. The food was keeping warm in the oven.




  ‘That smells nice,’ he said. ‘I could do with it – I’m starving.’




  ‘What video did you get?’ she asked, carrying the plates through. Dave was kneeling in front of the telly, feeding the video into the slot.




  ‘Quadrophenia.’ He sat back on the sofa. ‘Here we go.’




  ‘Is that the one where he goes off the cliff at the end?’ She handed him his dinner. ‘The one with Toyah in?’




  ‘Yeah . . .’ He moved his head to see past her.




  ‘She grew up a few streets from me.’ Toyah Willcox, one of the city’s stars.




  ‘Yeah, I know.’ Everyone knew that, but she still wanted to say it.




  They both ate hungrily. They’d got to the bit where the rockers are chasing round the London streets when the phone rang.




  ‘Turn it down a bit,’ she said, answering it, still watching the screen.




  ‘Jo?’ The voice was so tearful and panic-stricken that at first she didn’t recognize her sister.




  ‘Karen? Is that you?’




  ‘You’ve got to come. It’s Mom, she had this sort of fit – they’ve taken her into Selly Oak. It was terrible. Dad was out and I didn’t know what to do. Can you

  come? We’re both at the hospital – Dad’s here with me now. They’ve not said anything yet, but I think there’s something really wrong with her.’




  Dave was the model husband and son-in-law that night.




  ‘Come on, get in the car – I’m driving yer.’ He only had a clapped-out old Fiesta, but a car was a car.




  ‘No, I’ll go on the bus.’ She was dashing back and forth, trying to find her bag, some change. We can’t leave Amy, can we?’




  In a few minutes Dave had arranged for Mrs Coles from next door to come and sit with Amy. They crossed the city, through the underpass, roaring out along the Bristol Road. Why can’t you

  always be nice like this? Joanne thought, examining Dave’s profile in the flashes from the street lights, the outline of the handsome boy whom she had fallen in love with. The boy who was

  going to be a football star.




  She was impatient to get there, but dreading it. Her hands gripped her bag hard. What was the matter with Mom? She had seemed a bit odd when she was there yesterday, distant – but then she

  often was; maybe unwell in some way? She had certainly seemed to be feeling the heat, sweat pouring off her, though it hadn’t been extremely warm, just a sunny May day. She had sat down to

  rest several times as they cleaned, and instead of talking to Amy she had just stared ahead of her. But then she’d often been like that, hardly ever fully with them somehow. Maybe that was

  why Karen had turned out so hyperactive. You had to keep moving, so Mom didn’t drag you down. Squabbling had been one of the ways the girls had kept their energy up.




  ‘I should’ve stopped her,’ she said.




  ‘What, your mom? How d’yer mean?’




  ‘Maybe she overdid it yesterday. I should have told her to sit down, let me do it.’




  ‘She’d never’ve listened to yer.’




  This was true, Joanne realized gratefully.




  Joanne spotted Karen under the light outside the main door of the hospital, still in her work suit, pacing back and forth.




  ‘Oh, thank God – at last,’ she gabbled, seeing them. ‘They’re taking Mom up to the ward, I think . . .’




  ‘How is she?’ Joanne asked as they scurried along the brightly lit corridor.




  ‘She hasn’t really come round properly, I don’t think. They’ve been doing some tests. I don’t really know.’




  Karen’s normally immaculate pleat had half come down, a kinked ponytail lying across the back of her neck.




  ‘I got home and I was in the kitchen getting a drink, and I heard this funny sort of scuffling . . . She was on the floor, just thrashing about, making this peculiar noise – it was

  terrible.’




  ‘You poor thing,’ Joanne said, touched by her younger sister’s sudden vulnerability.




  ‘There’s Dad,’ Karen said, slowing a fraction. ‘That must be the doctor with him.’




  Joanne saw her father’s thin, sagging figure ahead in the corridor. The bright light made the bald top of his head shine between the longish hanks of faded brown hair that hung round his

  collar. His hands hung at his sides in a defeated sort of way. With him was a young Asian man in a white coat. When they reached the men, Joanne said, ‘Dad?’




  ‘Oh, ’ello, girls,’ Fred Tolley said in a dazed way. ‘All right, Dave? These are my daughters, Doctor . . .’ He trailed off.




  The doctor was also thin, with pimples and a prominent Adam’s apple, which went up and down as he talked.




  ‘Hello,’ he said, nodding politely. Joanne thought he looked scared.




  ‘They’ve done some tests,’ Fred Tolley began to say, before deferring to the doctor. ‘You’d better say it.’




  ‘Would you like to sit down somewhere?’ he asked.




  ‘No, you’re all right,’ Fred said. ‘There’s no one much about. You just say what you’ve got to say.’




  ‘We can’t be certain yet – especially because your . . . Mrs Tolley hasn’t fully regained consciousness. Obviously we’ll need to see her tomorrow and we’ll

  have a better idea what’s happened.’




  ‘But you think it could be serious?’ Karen said.




  The young doctor looked hesitant. ‘We need to wait and see. But you should be prepared. The indications are that she’s suffering from the early stages of multiple

  sclerosis.’




  ‘Mom?’ Joanne found the words tumbling out of her mouth. ‘MS? She can’t be . . . She was as right as rain yesterday – or at least, I thought she was. What makes you

  think . . . ?’




  With all their eyes fixed burningly on him, the doctor looked increasingly helpless. He had his hands clasped together, rubbing one bony thumb along the other.




  ‘There are certain signs,’ he said. ‘We haven’t run all the tests yet, of course – it’s early days. But all I can tell you is, your mother – wife

  – is quite unwell at the moment. You need to be prepared . . .’




  They all stood in stunned silence.




  ‘Should we . . . What should we do? Wait here?’ Joanne heard her father asking, though her own mind couldn’t seem to fasten on anything.




  ‘She’s sleeping now; they’re taking her to the ward. To be honest, there’s not a lot you can do. You’d be much better going home and getting some rest.’




  When they walked, as if in a trance, out towards Raddlebarn Road, Joanne felt Dave’s arm round her shoulders. She glanced round gratefully at him. They said they’d drop Fred and

  Karen back home, and drove along the dark streets in silence. When they got to the house in Kings Heath, Joanne got out as well to say goodbye.




  ‘We’ll ring in the morning,’ Joanne said. ‘Will you be all right, Sis?’




  ‘Have to be, I s’pose,’ Karen said. ‘It’s all right for you – you’ve got a nice husband to go home with.’




  Joanne almost laughed. This was more like the normal Karen.




  ‘See you tomorrow,’ she said.




  ‘It’ll be her birthday,’ Fred Tolley said. His voice was full of sadness.




  







  Five




  Joanne sat beside Margaret’s bed in the long Nightingale ward, wondering when her mother was going to decide to open her eyes.




  There had been calls to the hospital in the morning, requests that they come in a bit later on: ‘A few things to discuss, nothing to be alarmed about.’




  Dad and Karen had both taken time off work, and Mrs Coles was looking after Amy again.




  This time they had seen a different doctor, older, with a comb-over of greasy brown hair and a slight air of impatience.




  ‘We were told she might have multiple scelrosis,’ Dad said. He never could pronounce it and he was in a dither.




  ‘Well, there were indications,’ the doctor replied. ‘Some conditions, of course, share the same symptoms. But it’s not that, I’m pleased to say.’




  Since they’d been in to visit Mom she had kept her eyes clamped shut, as if in the deepest of comas. The three of them had taken it in turns to be the two allowed beside the bed.




  ‘I don’t see why we can’t all stay there,’ Karen had said in a loud, annoyed voice, nodding towards a group of Asians of all ages, clustered round a very large woman in

  another bed. ‘That lot’ve got the whole flaming family there, kitchen sink and all.’




  ‘It’s part of their custom,’ the nurse told them. ‘The family unit is very important to them. We have to allow for different cultures.’




  ‘Huh,’ Karen said. ‘And we don’t have families, I suppose?’




  ‘Shush, wench,’ Dad said. ‘Stop making a fuss.’




  He took his wife’s hand. ‘Margaret? It’s Fred. Can you hear me?’




  ‘Mom?’ Karen’s voice was sharper. ‘We’re all here to see you.’




  Joanne said nothing. The others kept this up for a few minutes, but their mother gave no reaction. After a while Joanne suggested they take it in turns to go and find a cup of tea.

  ‘I’ll wait here – you go first,’ she offered.




  As her father and sister retreated along the ward, she was certain she saw her mother’s eyes open just a crack, to check who was there with her, before closing again.




  Joanne waited, relieved to be alone, watching. Lying on her back made her mother’s cheeks fall into a less creased, more youthful state. She had prominent, rounded cheekbones, the skin

  over them flecked with tiny red veins. With her hair away from her face and no glasses on, she seemed naked and vulnerable.




  Who are you? Joanne thought, with a frightened, empty feeling. I don’t know you at all. No one around her seemed to be who she thought they were. Dave had held her in bed last night, so

  tenderly. Now that she was vulnerable, in need, it made him feel strong. If only she could believe that would last. And now, almost with a sense of panic, she sifted her memory to find what she

  knew about her mother. She’d always lived in Brum, grown up in a back-to-back in a poor district, got a job, married. Her parents were dead, so the girls had never known their grandparents on

  either side, or many other relatives either to speak of. Mom was not one for anecdotes or for sharing herself much; she was a matter-of-fact, closed sort of person. And, as it turned out, there had

  been certain things she had never told anyone. Even Dad had been stunned by what the doctor said.




  He had blinded them with science at first, with talk of benzodiazepines and dosages and symptoms. At last he had used a word that made more sense.




  ‘Valium?’ Fred had said, his lost look increasing. ‘You’re saying my missis has been on that Valium stuff – for twenty years?’




  ‘So it would appear,’ the doctor told them. ‘I spoke with Mrs Tolley this morning and what appears to have happened is that, without taking any medical advice, she decided to

  stop taking it. Which, after such a long period of dependency, is a very bad idea indeed – as she has unfortunately discovered.’




  ‘So, that fit?’ Karen said. ‘I mean she had a fit, a fullblown—’




  ‘It can happen. It’s variable from person to person, but that can be one of the consequences of trying to come off it too quickly.’




  ‘But . . .’ Joanne was struggling to take any of it in. ‘Why was she on it?’




  ‘I imagine she was prescribed it during a bout of post-natal depression,’ the doctor said. ‘She said she was put on it after the birth of her second child – it seems no

  one has thought to stop prescribing it.’




  The doctor had to go: ward rounds to do.




  ‘Dad,’ Joanne said, out in the corridor again. ‘You must have known she was on it?’




  Fred Tolley looked as if he had been hit by a fast-moving vehicle. His old black jacket was hanging open and some of his shirt buttons were done up incorrectly. Scratching the side of his head,

  he said, ‘Well . . . I did and I didn’t.’




  ‘What d’you mean, you did and you didn’t?’ Karen erupted shrilly. Joanne knew she was resentful at having to be away from work. She had her boxy navy suit on and a

  matching shoulder bag. ‘How can you not know your own wife’s a drug addict?’




  ‘Karen,’ Joanne hissed at her, ‘keep your voice down. And there’s no need to be like that with Dad – it’s not helping.’ Though she couldn’t help

  wondering the same thing.




  ‘I knew she was taking summat,’ he said. ‘I never thought to read the bottles; it was her business. She said summat about vitamins. I never thought to question it.’




  ‘Vitamins, Valium,’ Karen harrumphed.’ Well. I suppose they both begin with V.’




  But they were all too winded, too worried to say much more. The girls had watched their parents grow more and more distant over the years: Mom either blank, a bit like a robot doing housework,

  or now and then terrifyingly angry, tired, not sleeping well. They’d keep out of her way, as did her husband, a kind but shadowy presence, worn down to a silent kind of acceptance. And now

  Mom had suddenly erupted out of that predictable pattern, as someone with secrets, someone they knew and understood even less than they already thought they did.




  ‘What the hell are we going to say to her?’ Karen said. And for a moment, even with her immaculate pleat and office clothes, she looked like a little girl.




  One of the nurses passed again as Joanne was sitting there.




  ‘Has she still not come round?’ she asked softly. She leaned closer. ‘Mrs Tolley? Margaret? Maggie?’




  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t call her that,’ Joanne said. ‘She doesn’t like it.’ Mom went mad if anyone called her Maggie. It was always Margaret.




  The nurse gave her a sympathetic look and began to move away. ‘I expect she’ll wake up soon and talk to you.’




  Joanne sat rubbing her moist palms on her jeans, sneaking glances at her mother. She had to get Mom to speak before the others came back. She was the oldest – she had her own daughter.

  Imagine her lying there, with Amy sitting beside her as a grown woman. What would she want Amy to do?




  She took her mother’s hand. It felt small in hers.




  ‘Mom. It’s Joanne. You know I’m here, don’t you? The others have gone to get a drink.’




  Silence, but the hand twitched slightly.




  ‘I know you’re awake. I saw you open your eyes. Talk to me – please?’




  Tears started to seep out from under Margaret’s eyelids and roll down the sides of her face. She didn’t sob, just released more and more silent rivulets of grief. The sight tore at

  Joanne. Her mother had never been the crying sort, either. Blarting, she’d call it, scornfully.




  ‘It’s all right, Mom. There’s no need to get upset. The doctor told us what happened – it was a mistake, that’s all. He said they’ll help you . . .’




  In fact he’d said no such thing, but they had to make sure she was helped and did things gradually.




  At last Margaret’s eyes opened. She pulled herself up on one elbow, looking round blearily. Her lazy eye showed more, without her glasses on. She was searching the little cabinet beside

  the bed.




  ‘There are some Handy Andies somewhere. Pass me my specs.’




  Joanne found them for her, and Margaret blew her nose, then raised her eyes warily.




  ‘I’m so ashamed.’




  ‘Ashamed? Why?’




  Her mother looked desperately round the ward as if trying to find the words.




  ‘All these years – keeping on taking those things. I mean the doctor gave them to me, but he never said when to stop, or how. It was after Karen was born – I couldn’t

  seem to cope, didn’t feel myself . . .’




  Joanne calculated. Karen had been born in 1965. In fact it had been nineteen years that she’d been taking them.




  Margaret shifted slowly into a sitting position, pulling the covers up.




  ‘You take them, you see, and then the effect wears off, so you need a bit bigger dose. It never seemed to be quite right . . . And you get all sorts of things – you know, not

  sleeping well and all sorts. Feeling funny. But when you’ve been on them a while, the thought of coming off is . . . Well, it just seems impossible. I never thought I could cope without

  them.’




  ‘Oh, Mom,’ Joanne said.




  Margaret dabbed her cheeks. ‘I never wanted anyone to know I was on them. Not even your dad. And you know what he’s like: he never really questioned after a certain time.’




  She stopped for a moment. Joanne sat quietly, praying that her dad and Karen wouldn’t come back – not just yet.




  ‘I feel I haven’t had a life. As if I’ve been living in a trance. I can’t explain really. It’s like living behind a sort of screen, where everyone else is getting

  on with life around you, but you’re not really there, even though you are. And it got to this week and I decided: I’m going to be fifty, and I’m not going to live the rest of my

  life like this. I just thought, if I stop – this was last weekend – I’ll be clear of them by my birthday. I never asked anyone, I just threw the bottle in the rubbish and that was

  that.’ She swallowed. ‘It was like jumping off a cliff or something.’




  ‘It was brave,’ Joanne ventured.




  ‘It was bloody stupid, as it turns out.’ The anger was returning. ‘They talk about drugs all the time on the news: heroin and all that. And here I am, a drug addict like all of

  them – a dirty drug addict.’ The tears started to flow again.




  Joanne gripped her hand, feeling tears rising in her own eyes. All these years her mom – her strange, kind at times, but predictably unpredictable mother – had been suffering all

  this.




  ‘So they’ve put me back on it again,’ Margaret said bitterly.




  ‘They can help you: you can come off it more slowly, like you would with any drug.’




  Margaret crumpled, sinking further down into the bed again. ‘I don’t know if I can do it.’




  ‘Course you can,’ Joanne was saying. She sensed movement behind her and turned to see her dad and Karen approaching.




  She watched her parents’ eyes meet.




  In a small defeated voice Margaret said, ‘Hello, Fred.’




  Fred looked down at her, his face lined with sorrow. ‘Hello, love.’




  He was about to sit down beside the bed, reaching out to take her hand, but Margaret turned her head away from him.




  ‘Oh, go away, Fred,’ she said. Her voice was full of weary contempt. ‘Just leave me.’




  







  Six




  Joanne was perched uncomfortably on a miniature chair by the painting table, watching Amy, when she heard the soft voice again.




  ‘She’s really enjoying herself, isn’t she?’




  She’d been in such a daze that she hadn’t seen Sooky come in, and turned to see her, dressed this time in a sunflower-yellow salwar kameez suit and smiling as she bent to put

  an apron over Priya’s head.




  ‘I can’t seem to get her to do anything else,’ Joanne said. ‘She’d spend all day here, if I let her.’




  There wasn’t another chair, so Sooky knelt down.




  ‘How’re you?’ she asked. She had a nice way of speaking, looking into your eyes as if she really wanted to know.




  Joanne was relieved to see her, happy that someone – anyone – would come over specially to talk to her.




  ‘I’m all right,’ she said. She’d been miles away, her head full of all that was happening with Mom. ‘What about you?’




  ‘Oh,’ Sooky said lightly, ‘not too bad.’




  There was a silence. Priya, with vigorous enthusiasm, was getting stuck into a pot of sky-blue paint. Joanne desperately wanted to talk, just to have a normal everyday chat, but it was hard to

  know what to say. The silence grew so long that she suddenly demanded, ‘How old are you then?’




  ‘Me? I’m twenty.’




  ‘Oh, I thought you were younger.’




  Sooky laughed, a sound that again Joanne found very cheering. ‘Why – how old’re you?’




  ‘I’m twenty-two.’




  ‘I thought you were older.’




  ‘Thanks very much!’ Joanne said. ‘Mind you, I feel it some days.’




  They were off after that, nattering away, finding out about each other. Sooky said she had been to school in Handsworth Wood, had two brothers and a sister, and her elder brother was already

  married with two children and another on the way. Joanne told her about Karen, about growing up in Kings Heath, then found herself blurting out, ‘My mom’s been poorly, you see . . .

  I’ve been back and forth to the hospital all weekend. She’s back at home now, but it’s been really hard, with Amy and everything.’




  ‘Was it serious?’ Sooky’s voice was sympathetic.




  ‘She just had a bit of a turn.’ Joanne had no intention of explaining, so she made light of it. ‘They think she’ll be all right. Oh!’ she smiled, pointing.

  ‘Look at them!’




  The two little girls were bent over the same sheet of sugar paper, making big strokes with their brushes and giggling, faces lit up with delight. Priya did a thick daub of blue, then Amy added

  bright yellow and they roared with laughter, as if this was the funniest thing in the world. They sloshed more and more colours on, both swirling their brushes round until there was a sludgy brown

  mess all over the soaked paper and they were cackling with joy in a way that made their mothers join in too.




  ‘They’re friends!’ Sooky said. She sounded pleased.




  ‘I’ll give them some more paper,’ Mavis the helper said, laughing too. ‘They’re thick as thieves, aren’t they? If you want to go and get a drink . . .

  ?’




  ‘She always seems to be trying to get rid of us, doesn’t she?’ Joanne whispered as they crossed the obstacle course of toys to the kitchen.




  ‘Who’s complaining?’ Sooky said, and they got the giggles too.




  ‘So d’you live near?’ Joanne asked hopefully, as they made cups of tea.




  ‘Somerset Road,’ Sooky said.




  ‘Up in Handsworth Wood?’




  ‘Yes, but the thing is . . .’ Sooky hesitated, stirring sugar into her tea. ‘I live back with my family. I’m divorced – well, nearly anyway.’




  Joanne looked up from pouring milk. ‘Divorced? What about your religion? I thought you weren’t allowed that sort of thing?’




  Sooky shrugged gently. ‘Well, no. But I am. I was married at seventeen, you see . . .’




  ‘God, that’s young.’




  ‘Not according to my mom and dad. But we made a deal that I’d be allowed to finish my A-levels. He was from Derby, so I was living there until six months ago and then . . . I came

  back to Birmingham.’




  ‘Oh.’ Joanne didn’t know what to say. ‘Did you do your A-levels then?’




  ‘Yeah. English, politics and sociology.’ She sounded proud. ‘I got married, and I was expecting her towards the end, but I finished them. But I had to leave: my marriage, I

  mean.’ Sooky stared ahead sadly as she talked. ‘I was worried for – my daughter.’




  Joanne had even less idea what to say now. What exactly did that mean?




  ‘That’s awful,’ she ventured.




  ‘Oh, it’s not too bad. I didn’t like him anyway.’


  

  She looked at Joanne, and for some reason her frankness set them both off laughing again, even though Joanne found that

  it made her chest tight and she suddenly had to swallow down tears. She never seemed to know what her emotions might do, from minute to minute.




  Tess appeared at the kitchen door and grinned at them both. ‘It’s all very jolly in here I see,’ she said.




  Joanne pushed Amy’s buggy along the Soho Road, with plastic bags dangling on each side. She liked shopping in the Soho Road. Instead of going into one big shiny

  supermarket she could go into lots of little shops, though she wasn’t sure about the whole halal thing or what to ask for, so usually she went to the one remaining old-fashioned English

  butcher right up near the top. But she liked buying bread and fruit and veg from all the small shops.




  ‘I don’t know how you can stand living over there,’ her mother sometimes said. ‘You might as well be living in India. All those people – none of them speak English.

  It’s not right. I remember when Handsworth used to be a nice area.’ And ‘Ooh, no,’ she’d say with a shudder if Joanne suggested her visiting them. ‘I’m not

  going over there.’




  So she’d only ever been once, just so that she could set eyes on their house. Dad had been a few more times, was more ‘live and let live’ about people who were different. And,

  Joanne knew, he missed her and was glad to get out of the home. She and Dad had always got along all right.




  Joanne and Dave had moved there because of his job. The garage had been his dad’s business, on the borders of Hockley. She found she liked Handsworth: the old Victorian buildings, the park

  with its boating lake, and the sari shops displaying bright-coloured garments shot through with gold thread and scattered with sequins. And she liked the grocers crammed with oranges and mangoes,

  tomatoes and coriander and things she’d never heard of before, all spilling out over the pavement in their boxes, and music blaring out and the general bustle of things.




  She also relished the fact that although the road was teeming with people, they would leave her alone, were not interested in her. In Kings Heath she was always bumping into people who’d

  known her since she was knee-high and seemed to have an opinion about anything she was doing. She felt freer living on the other side of town.




  With difficulty she pushed the buggy through the narrow entrance to a grocer’s.




  ‘Leave here,’ the shop owner, a neat middle-aged Muslim man in a little white hat, pointed to a space by the till. Joanne was a regular customer and there was no room to push the

  buggy round the shop. His wife, who could just see out above the counter’s piled slope of confectionery, looked benignly at Amy.




  ‘Hello, pretty girl,’ she said.




  Joanne already had bananas and spinach in her basket. Going to the back of the shop with its spicy smells, she added milk, a tin of baked beans and fish fingers from the little freezer cabinet,

  before going to pay.




  ‘Lovely weather,’ the woman said, adding, ‘See you!’ cheerfully as Joanne left.




  Sooky had told her that she was not Muslim, as Joanne had assumed, but Sikh. She thought about Sooky as she ambled back along the Soho Road, with Amy busy with half a banana and looking round at

  all the sights. There had not been much more time for chat, but after Tess left the kitchen, Joanne had asked Sooky what it was like living back at home again.




  ‘Oh, not too bad,’ she had said. ‘It’s quite nice for Priya. My sister-in-law’s not very easy . . .’ The side of her mouth twisted down for a second.

  ‘I’m in disgrace, you see.’




  ‘What about your mom?’ Joanne asked.




  Sooky hesitated. ‘She doesn’t speak to me.’




  ‘What – never?’




  Sooky lowered her head, and for just a moment there was something other than the tough, mischievous young woman.




  ‘Not once. Not since I first came home.’ She swallowed hard, then looked up again. ‘It’s upset her badly. But I expect she’ll get over it, eventually.’




  When she reached home, Joanne realized that for the first time in months she had not spent the walk home thinking about Dave, and getting more and more uptight with each step she took closer to

  the door.




  Margaret had been allowed home from hospital on the Sunday. Until then they’d been back and forth visiting. Joanne had been once with her dad, pleased that Karen

  couldn’t make it. Dad spoke more when no one else was there. Then on Saturday they’d all gone together.




  ‘It’s hard to get any sense out of anyone about what’s going on,’ Fred complained as they drove to Selly Oak.




  ‘No, it’s not – they told you,’ Karen said. She picked a fleck of something off her smart navy trousers. ‘They’ve put her back on the Valium again.

  She’s to come off it slowly, instead of rushing it.’




  ‘Have they told her how to do it?’ Joanne asked. She’d left Amy with Dave. It would be all right, surely it would? For a moment she thought of Sooky: that she had been

  frightened for her daughter. But Dave never seemed to get angry with Amy – only her. And things were better now, weren’t they? She tried not to think about it.




  ‘They said to go to the doctor when she gets out,’ Fred said. ‘But what I want to know is, if it’s the same doctor who has been giving her the stuff all this time, what

  bloody use is he going to be?’




  ‘They know what they’re doing, Dad,’ Karen said. She took out a compact and peered at her face. Joanne looked down at the ripped knees of her jeans. Should she have dressed up

  for a hospital visit? Too late now anyway.




  There was a quiet ‘Huh!’ from Fred Tolley.




  Margaret didn’t seem especially pleased to see them. Once again they took turns to be with her, but she seemed odd and distracted. Her hair needed a comb and she kept moving her head

  restlessly from side to side on the pillow on which she was propped, which didn’t make it look any better. She had on her own flower-patterned nightie now.




  ‘I don’t know why there’s had to be all this fuss,’ she said ungraciously when they arrived. ‘You don’t need to keep traipsing over here like this. I just

  want to go home.’




  They’d brought flowers and cake.




  ‘We thought we’d have your birthday party,’ Karen said chirpily. Her eyes were immaculately made up in shades of mauve, and the gold chain of her little bag gleamed against her

  navy jacket. ‘You can have another one later, but we thought it’d be nice—’




  ‘Oh, don’t be so ridiculous!’ Margaret erupted, with such force that they never dared get out the cake – a nice chocolate one that Karen had bought from Marks and Spencer

  – to cut up.




  When Joanne was left alone with her, her mother lay looking across the ward as if there was no one there with her. Joanne felt very uncomfortable. Margaret’s silence was not a calm one.

  She seemed to be lying there seething with emotion. Joanne didn’t know how to talk to her, didn’t know what it was all about, other than being in hospital, which she hated.




  ‘How’re you feeling now, Mom?’ she asked gently, trying to break the spell that her mother seemed to be caught in.




  ‘Terrible.’ It was said in barely a whisper and her eyes filled. Joanne felt panic. This closed, emotionless mother she had known all her life seemed suddenly broken open, as if she

  couldn’t stop the tears coming.




  ‘D’you feel . . . ill?’ she ventured to ask.




  ‘I feel terrible,’ she repeated. Terrible in every way, she seemed to be saying. Sick in my body, my head, my soul . . . I can’t bear being in my own skin. She

  moved her head again as if to shake something out of it. Her perm was already coming loose and her face had changed, seemed slacker somehow.




  ‘I can’t seem to stop it. Can’t stop my head. Everything’s rushing by. I just can’t . . .’ And she dissolved into tears like a helpless little girl.




  







  Seven




  Worcestershire, September 1939




  ‘Margaret? Well, that’s a mouthful of a name. While you’re in my house you’ll be known as Meg, and that’s that.’




  It was the evening of Saturday 2nd September 1939, and her first sight and sound of Mrs Nora Paige at the door of her Worcestershire cottage: aged forty-something, with thick limbs, staring eyes

  and lank black hair strung up in a net day and night.




  That morning had been the last time Margaret ever saw her mother.




  The memories kept rushing in on her, scrambled and intense like dreams, except that she was awake and still couldn’t stop them, any more than she could prevent the endless dryness of her

  mouth or her sleepless nights when she lay trapped by recollection, aching for sleep so that she could escape.




  The morning of Saturday 2nd September 1939: each time it replayed, it was the same. Margaret was downstairs. The Old Man was up there, sleeping it off as usual. Her half-brothers, so far as she

  recalled, had not been there. Elsie, her half-sister, who was nineteen then, had already left for the factory. Margaret had been sitting on the bottom step of the stairs (‘You’ll get

  splinters in your bum,’ Tommy kept telling her, but she always sat there anyway), picking at the scab on her knee. She’d tripped over on the way back from the wharf, when she and Tommy

  had been sent out for the coal. Tommy was her only full brother, two years older. She adored Tommy: he was her hero. She loved going to the wharf with him – or anywhere that he would let her

  tag along.




  She must have been hungry, though she wasn’t thinking about that until the door slowly opened and there was Mom, bent over, clinging to the door, a loaf under her arm. Catching a whiff of

  the fresh bread made the saliva gather in her mouth. Mom had her coat on, even though the morning was quite warm, and it hung on her, far too loose now.




  Mom was scarcely more than a skeleton. Before she fell ill she had appeared careworn, older than her years. Now, at forty-two, Alice Winters looked like an old woman. She had been left a widow

  with three children, Margaret’s half-sister and half-brothers, Elsie, Edwin and Cyril, and had worked her fingers to the bone in factories, cleaning, taking in washing, anything to keep them

  out of the clutches of the parish. Those years had drained away her youthful looks.




  Alice had never moved far, either. Born in Cregoe Street – an old district packed with factories and jerry-built houses, edged by wharves and railway tracks, and a stone’s throw from

  the middle of Birmingham – she’d ended up just round the corner in Upper Ridley Street. After those years struggling alone, Ted Winters, dark-eyed and stocky, had come along and wooed

  her. Ted was a widower with a son killed in the Great War, or so he said. Alice had had two more children with him in the 1930s: Tommy and Margaret. Hoping for rescue, for someone to share the

  load, Alice had found herself a man who looked sturdy and competent, who could turn on the charm all right, but who was in fact an idle boozer. He was out of work as much as in, and never lifted a

  finger to help her, even in her dying weeks.




  ‘Alice?’ Margaret heard a concerned voice from the yard. ‘Oh, bab, you shouldn’t be up and about like this! Oh my Lord, just look at the state of yer.’




  It was Mrs Jennings from next door, a soft, rounded woman, swathed in a stained pinner, her pale-brown hair plaited and caught up roughly at the back and secured with kirby grips. She took

  Alice’s arm.




  ‘What on earth’ve you been doing? Have you been down the shops?’ Dora Jennings sounded appalled. ‘Come on – let’s get you in and looked after.’




  Margaret watched. Mom seemed unable to move. She was bent over, air passing in and out of her in shallow gasps, the skin stretched over her knuckles as she clung to the door. She didn’t

  look the same any more. Her face was so pinched that her eyes and nose seemed to have grown and her cheekbones jutted, while the rest of her face had sunken in.




  ‘I can’t.’ Alice’s voice had gone high and reedy and it was almost a sob. ‘Give us a minute. Just leave me . . .’




  ‘Give me the bread – come on, take my arm.’ In a moment Dora Jennings managed to steer the sick woman inside. The downstairs of these houses, which opened onto a yard and

  backed onto another row of dwellings facing the street, consisted of only one room and a minute scullery. The range and the table took up most of the space, so it was only a couple of steps to get

  the poor woman, now a bag of bones, onto a chair. Alice sank down with a moan, her head in her hands, having to give all her strength to drawing breath.




  ‘I’ll make yer a cuppa tea: you need summat inside yer.’ Dora Jennings sounded severe because she was in a panic. ‘My goodness me, look at yer – and where’s

  that husband of yours? He wants stringing up, that he does!’ The sight of Alice Winters was a disturbing one. Her neighbour hurried out to the tap with the kettle and came back to stoke the

  range. ‘Where’ve you been, Alice, in heaven’s name?’




  Mrs Jennings hadn’t noticed Margaret sitting there. Margaret watched as she pulled another chair close to her mother and gently clasped her bony hand.




  Alice, lifting her head, managed to speak in between pauses for breath. ‘I had to go to Auntie’s – get summat for the little’uns. I took the blanket . . .’




  ‘Off your own bed?’ Dora Jennings was even more horrified. ‘And you’ve been all the way down there in your state, carrying it? Why in heaven’s name didn’t you

  send Margaret?’




  Weak as she was, Alice had managed somehow to go out of the yard, make her halting way down the entry and along, leaning against the fronts of the houses every other step, to the pawnshop near

  the corner. After that she had gone to the bakery, even further along the street.




  She was shaking her head. ‘No, I wanted . . .’ Weak sobs shook her body, which was almost too wasted to cry. Margaret saw Mrs Jennings’ face twist with a mixture of pity and

  horror. She stroked the almost transparent hand. ‘I had to do summat for ’em. Today . . . Be a mom to ’em. I’ll have to send them . . . It’ll be – the last time

  . . .’




  Margaret, with the dream-like perceptions of a five-year-old, had made no sense of this at the time. None of it made sense until years later. She didn’t know that for days the lips of the

  adult world had been busy with the words ‘war’ and ‘evacuation’. Nor did she know yet that she was going to school today, even though it was Saturday. Her mother’s

  words made no sense, not then. But she did remember Mrs Jennings getting silently to her feet, tears in her kindly eyes, and going round to her mother, bending to embrace her, with Alice’s

  pinched face cradled against her chest.




  Mom had told her to carry the little bundle with some of the bread in it and a nub of cheese.




  ‘You know what Tommy’s like,’ Mom whispered. Tommy was seven, big for his age and strong, but erratic. Alice couldn’t stop the tears coursing down her cheeks as she sat,

  buttoning up Margaret’s coat. ‘He’ll drop it or leave it somewhere. You be a big girl now and look after it. And put Peggy in your pocket. There’s a girl.’




  Peggy, Margaret’s doll, was a rough little thing with brown wool hair and clothes made of scraps, sewn over a wooden peg. Her face had been put on with a blotchy fountain pen and was

  dreadfully smudged, but Margaret adored her.




  And that was the last she remembered of her mother, taking the bundle from her that sunny morning, their rations for the journey tied up in a rag. Mrs Jennings appeared, having made them each a

  stera bottle – which had previously contained sterilized milk – full of sweet tea.




  ‘Don’t worry about your mother now,’ she told them. ‘I’ll make sure ’er’s all right. And, Tommy, you’re a big boy now. You must look after

  Margaret.’




  Then Tommy was with her and they were at school, gas masks in boxes over their shoulders. The string chafed her and made her shoulder ache. After that came the train, with them all crowded into

  carriages.




  The day was hot and very long, the longest she could ever remember. There was no corridor on the train. Margaret was squeezed in next to the window where the sun streamed in, making her face red

  and hot. Over the other side was Miss Peters, one of the teachers from the school. She was nervous, but kindly, trying to deal single-handed with a carriage full of thirty or so young children.

  There was pushing and shoving, teasing. One of the girls was sick and the carriage took on a nasty sour smell.




  Now and then Miss Peters thrust her head out of the window to call desperately to the teacher in the next carriage. She got them singing ‘Ten Green Bottles’ and

  ‘Greensleeves’. The day grew hotter. What had seemed at first like an adventure became exhausting and bewildering.




  Margaret dozed against Tommy’s shoulder until he nudged her awake.




  ‘Let’s ’ave a bit of that bread, Sis.’




  Margaret looked up at him, so glad he was there. If Tommy was with her, everything would be all right. He was a big, handsome-looking boy with brown eyes like hers, but darker hair, like the Old

  Man’s. She knew Tommy would protect her. Tommy was seven and he had become very grown-up today. He’d said he wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. Even though he teased her at home,

  outside he was her protector, chasing other kids off when they started on about her eye.




  They ate some of the bread and drank some tea. Soon an urgent feeling came on low down in Margaret’s body. She hoped it would go away, but it didn’t. She put her lips right up close

  to her brother’s ear.




  ‘I need to go, Tommy.’




  She screwed up her face in misery as he looked down at her.




  ‘What: number twos? Yer can’t.’ He looked round wildly for a moment. There were no toilets. ‘You’ll ’ave to hold it in.’




  ‘I can’t,’ Margaret said, starting to cry.




  Then for a few moments it went off and Tommy lost interest in her, assuming the problem was solved. But the feeling came back, more urgently. She waited, holding on until she couldn’t any

  longer. She felt herself let go into her knickers and then she was sitting on it, like warm pebbles, alien and uncomfortable. She wanted to cry, but she was terrified the other children would

  notice her.




  Letting a few moments pass, she slid from the seat and squatted on the floor, her face pressed against the knee of another child who was standing up. There was so much going on in the crowded

  carriage that she hoped no one would notice. Slipping her finger into her knickers at the back, she hoped to empty them discreetly onto the floor.




  She was almost sure of her success when a voice cried, ‘Phwoor! What’s that pong!’ It was one of the boys. ‘ ’Ere, look, uurgh! Old squiffy-eyes’s shat

  ’erself!’




  Margaret’s mind seemed to have shut out all the details after that, except for the moment when every face in the carriage was turned to stare at her, Tommy’s included, and she knew

  that she stank and wouldn’t be able to clean her finger for the whole of the rest of the journey, and that of all the children there she was the most polluted. Miss Peters took over. Somehow,

  with the help of a newspaper, the offending mess was despatched out of the window. Everything settled. But the terrible swelling shame didn’t, or the stench of her finger with its stained

  nail all that day.




  Then it was evening and they were all in a big place somewhere, with a floor of scuffed boards and chairs with sagging seats round the walls and a little stage. A

  gristly-looking man in a cap came and fetched Tommy, saying that he looked a strong lad. Margaret waited for Tommy to say, ‘My sister’s coming too.’ But Tommy got to his feet

  without a word and she saw that his face was set, the way it looked when he was trying not to cry. He looked very small next to the man, who led him away holding his shoulder. He glanced back, just

  for a second, looking frightened. And then he was gone.
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