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  Never Have Me to Live With You




  It’s dark in this room. She is eating her dinner in twilight. Mummy. Over 100 years old. With final-stage macular degeneration.




  Dinner is on a white plate with a plastic rim fixed around it so that she doesn’t push the food off the plate onto the tray. She struggles with it in her armchair.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘It’s Cornish pasty, Muriel,’ says the girl, as she disappears out of the room.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Cornish pasty, Mum.’




  She can’t see – the lamplight isn’t bright enough. But if I put the centre light on it will be too much for her. Why do they just bang it down and assume she will be able to

  eat it?




  ‘That’s the Cornish pasty.’ I point my finger at it. ‘And over there are the potatoes – I think they’re sautéed – and here are some peas and some

  fresh leeks – not frozen.’




  ‘What’s frozen?’




  ‘Nothing’s frozen. I said those were fresh leeks, not frozen – and there’s some swede, in that corner.’




  ‘Fresh what?’




  ‘Oh never mind.’




  I watch and remember the old days.




  ‘Never have me to live with you, dear . . . put me in a home.’




  She always said it. ‘When I’m old I don’t want to be a nuisance to you. No one should spoil their lives looking after their ageing parent. It’s wrong. No

  question.’




  I took her at her word. She lost her sight; she lost much of her hearing; she fell, broke a wrist and the shock upset her heart rhythm; she turned 100 and Social Services assessed her as needing

  full-time care.




  So she is getting it. Here, in this converted farmhouse at the end of a narrow track off the trunk road to the Sussex coast. It is kind, it is caring – it is chaos. She wishes she

  wasn’t here.




  Her fork descends tremblingly into the centre of the mashed swede, coming down sideways and scooping up some gravy and some mince and pastry. This clings to the fork as it is carried towards her

  mouth, but falls back on the plate again. I think of those grab things in amusement arcades when I was a child. They always got hold of something you wanted and dropped it before you could have

  it.




  ‘Try again, Mum.’ I push some of the meat and potatoes onto the fork with my finger so that this time it sticks on.




  ‘“If you get through that, you won’t hurt,”’ I murmur. ‘As Nanny used to say.’




  ‘Who used to say what?’




  ‘Nanny. Father’s mother. Used to live with us until you sent her packing to Auntie Winifred. She’d look at the food on the plates and say, “If you get through that you

  won’t hurt.”’




  She lays the fork back in the gravy, turning her face towards me.




  ‘I can’t see,’ she moans. ‘I wish I could die, but I don’t know how it’s done. I worry about that.’ She picks up the fork again.




  ‘Some old people stop eating,’ I say. ‘So I’ve heard – and then they die.’




  ‘Yes,’ says my mother, capturing the last piece of pastry, ‘I’ve heard about that too. I did try it, but I got so hungry, I had to give it up.’




  ‘It’s an awful way to die,’ I say. ‘Don’t try it again.’




  ‘Don’t try what again?’




  ‘Not eating.’




  ‘Not what?’




  ‘Oh Mother!’




  ‘Well, wait till you’re 102 – you might not hear so well either.’




  She turns her attention back to her plate, struggling to find the mince.




  She needs more light. I move her lamp nearer the edge of the table and notice the old, framed photographs standing beside her alarm clock. Why does she keep them? They clutter her space.




  ‘I can’t eat any more of this, dear.’




  She has given up the fight. Eating is too difficult. Half of the food is left on the plate. I take her tray from her and put it on her chest of drawers, under the window.




  ‘What is that view out there?’ she asks, frowning.




  ‘It’s just the garden, Mum, and the patio outside the residents’ lounge.’




  ‘Just the what?’




  ‘JUST THE GARDEN AND THE PATIO.’




  ‘I don’t like it. Draw the curtains. And don’t shout. Keep your voice down.’




  I draw the skimpy curtains against the fading light, and sit down in the visitor’s chair again, next to her. We sit in silence, as she tries to dislodge the last pieces of food from under

  her false teeth with her tongue.




  The old pictures sit in silence in the lamplight, with us. Flickering shadows when the lights are low.




  Her mother, hair coiled on top of her head, gown, bustle, velvet trimmings, small hands clasped in front, standing beside an aspidistra; Mummy herself, aged five, in a frilled pinafore, short

  white socks, buttoned pumps, with a huge picture-book on a low table before her; her seven brothers and sisters sitting, standing, crawling all over a vast Edwardian chair; her brother Fred, in

  uniform; her beautiful sister Lucy aged nineteen; my father, with Brylcreemed hair, looking like Rudolph Valentino, standing next to Mother, a white cloud of wedding dress and bouquet (just her

  nose protruding) outside a church; and me, aged eight years on the back doorstep with my doll. And I remember it all. My memories, and hers, intermingled, since she never stopped talking to me

  about the past from the time I could stand.




  ‘Why is there no photograph of your father, Mum?’




  ‘Whose father? Your father?’




  ‘No. I know what my father looked like. Your father.’




  ‘My father? I don’t know. But I was in awe of him. He lost interest in all of us after he’d spawned us.’




  Once in the dear dead days beyond recall.




  
 





  MURIEL’S STORY




  
 





  The Walk With Father (1907)




  She didn’t want to go, but Father, all pipe and overcoat, bowler hat in hand, had said, ‘Polly, get Baby ready for a walk. I shall take her with me this

  morning.’




  It was a Sunday, cool and windy. A March day. She was four.




  Her mother fussed round her, putting her into her best coat and hat.




  ‘How lovely, darling. Father is going to take you for a walk. You will enjoy that, won’t you? Now, come along, hurry up. Don’t keep Father waiting. Have you got your

  gloves?’




  She felt small, dressed up and terrified. She hardly knew her father.




  Outside he walked briskly ahead of her.




  ‘Keep up,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘We shall take the tram to Enfield.’




  She recalled little of the tram journey. Of the walk, she remembered that the pussy-willow was out – twigs with furry pods. A sky bowled by clouds, moving ahead as fast as Father. And

  lambs racing against them in the fields. She remembered that her father took no notice of these things. And that she was glad when they got home, her cheeks roughed and buffed pink from the

  wind.




  She knew she was born in 1903. In Highbury. A good address, though not as good as Islington, where her aunts lived.




  She was the youngest of eight. As she was delivered Dr Barker asked Mother, ‘How many children is that now, Mrs Newmarch?’




  ‘Eight,’ replied Mother.




  ‘And how many are living?’




  ‘All of them, of course,’ her mother replied.




  Kathleen, Fred, Lucy, Frank, Norah, Edith, Richard and now Muriel. They called her Baby. They called Edith, Mollie. They called Richard, Dick – or sometimes, ‘Filthy Richard’.

  (It was a joke.) But all of them living, all of them healthy, all of them hungry and all of them in need of clothing. And educating.




  Father was a bank clerk. A safe job, but he was not paid a lot. What did he think he was doing, having eight children? Not thinking at all, in fact. He wasn’t interested – often

  failed to recognise them if he met them in the street.




  He was a Victorian, from a good family, fallen on hard times. ‘Reduced Gentlefolk’ was the expression Mother used. Muriel knew her father was a gentleman. He just was. He had been

  brought up to think as a gentleman. It had nothing to do with money – which was good as there wasn’t any.




  Mother Kept Up Appearances on a small income, and hid their poverty from Father, who lived happily in a world of his own, where anything as vulgar as money was not an issue.




  It was a noisy household. 139 Aberdeen Road. They had taught her the address.




  Muriel and her brother Dick were the youngest. Then there were three older children – Norah, Edith and Frank; two teenagers – Fred and Lucy; and grown-up Kathleen, who had a job.




  Kathleen. Kathleen would come home and throw the shoeboxes off the kitchen table when Muriel was playing dolls’ houses with Dick. ‘You kids, get all this rubbish out of the way and

  go and play somewhere else.’




  She made you feel very small.




  Then she was small.




  It puts you at a disadvantage, being tiny. Everyone is taller and stronger than you. With a tiny voice as well, you never get a hearing. Not in a big family like hers. Not that they

  weren’t nice to her (except for Kathleen, who wasn’t nice to anybody).




  If their parents went out in the evening, her brothers and sisters would play their favourite game: throwing Baby over the Banisters. Two of them would take her up to the top of the stairs, and

  three of them would stand at the bottom. Then she would be hurled from the landing into the arms of those below. And they never dropped her. She knew that they wouldn’t.




  At the back of the house was a garden. Nobody did any gardening; it was just a smooth patch of clay. She had a photograph taken out there once – sitting on Fred’s lap on one of the

  kitchen chairs. He was almost grown-up then, in knickerbockers, boots and a check cap. She wore one of her frilled pinafores. The sun was out, and the clay looked shiny, like a pond.




  She played with the cat on this patch. Taggy was his name, short for Taglioni, who was a horse. A Derby winner.




  Taggy was the family cat, but she thought of him as hers. He always came trotting to her when he saw her. She was the one who cuddled him, she was the one who dangled a piece of rolled-up

  newspaper tied to a string over his head so that he could bat it about. When she was unhappy Taggy knew. He would jump onto her lap and put his paws round her neck so she could bury her face in his

  fur and smell his faintly fishy smell. If there was a stronger love than the love between her and Taggy, she didn’t know what it was. Warm and comforting, and vibrating with throaty pleasure,

  he would secretly come to her bed at night.




  That was if he wasn’t out hunting. Which he often was after dark. When he was tired of this, in the early hours, he would sit outside the front door, from where he could reach the

  letter-box and the door-knocker. He would then lift the knocker up and down with his front paw, waking the household until someone came to let him in. But it had to be stopped, so Father found a

  way of tying the knocker down at night. With string. They had to laugh.




  
 





  Don’t All Die (1908)




  Muriel lay awake in the bed she shared with Norah. She was not only awake, but in tears.




  It was the middle of the night. She could see the moon where the bedroom curtains were slightly apart (they had to be apart so that some light came in – Muriel did not like to be in the

  pitch dark). And it was quiet. Deathly quiet. The only person in the world who was awake was Muriel Newmarch. The only person in the world who was worried out of her life was Muriel Newmarch.




  Norah turned over, grunting. Muriel lay mouse-like, thinking and crying quietly.




  Today had been a nice day – lovely and sunny, and Auntie Florrie had come to see them. Dear Auntie Florrie who was so dainty and pretty.




  Auntie Florrie had worn a navy blue dress with a high frilled collar and a tight waist, and carried a cream lace parasol. She didn’t like the sun.




  ‘I can’t stand the glare, dear,’ she said to Mother. That had been this afternoon.




  The clock downstairs in the hall struck three times. Muriel knew that meant it was three o’clock in the morning. A time when you should be asleep. But she was too worried.




  She thought about Auntie Florrie’s visit. They had had tea in the front room with an iced cake, bread and butter and strawberry jam and lemon curd tarts. And Florrie had brought Muriel a

  present. A little book with a picture of a rabbit in a blue jacket on the outside. She had explained that it was by someone called Beatrix Potter who wrote books for children and did all the

  drawings inside as well.




  ‘Say thank you nicely, Baby,’ said Mother. ‘Say, “Thank you Auntie Florrie.”’ But Muriel flung her arms round her aunt and buried her face among her frills

  instead.




  ‘I think that’s a thank-you, Polly,’ said Florrie to Mother, and smiled her smile.




  ‘Put it somewhere safe, Moo,’ said Mother. ‘Don’t get jam on it – we will read it together later.’




  So Muriel had slid off her chair and gone into the dining room and put it on the table.




  That was the nice part of the day.




  She sat up in bed and looked at Norah beside her. She was lucky to be asleep, and not sitting up awake and worried.




  Because it could happen. What she was worrying about. It could.




  She leaned against her pillow and looked up at the shadowy plaster cornices on the ceiling. The moonlight gave them fantastical shapes which would be interesting, if she weren’t so

  worried.




  After Auntie Florrie had gone home, Muriel had run into the dining room and got her new book from the table. She had found Mother in the kitchen and put her arms round her knees, where her white

  apron hung, holding the little book in one hand.




  ‘Mother! Mother!’ she cried. ‘Will you read to me, please? Will you read my new book to me?’




  Her mother had bent and disengaged her arms, very gently.




  ‘Not now, darling. I’ve got Father’s supper to get – and then the washing to do. I can’t read to you now. Later, darling. Later. Ask me again later.’




  Muriel looked down at the tiled kitchen floor. ‘You never have time. You’re always too busy. You will never have time.’




  Her mother put an arm round her shoulders. ‘Well that’s how it is, Baby, when you’ve got a family and no help in the house. I have to do the shopping, do the cooking, do the

  washing, do the cleaning, feed everybody – I have to do everything. Heaven knows what would become of you all without me.’




  ‘What could become of us?’ asked Muriel. ‘What do you mean?’




  Her mother pulled her closer and bent and kissed the top of her head.




  ‘Nothing, silly. With me to look after you all, make sure you don’t get ill or into danger.’




  She released Muriel, and straightened up, looking round at the cluttered sink.




  ‘Now I must get on, darling. It’s what mothers do.’




  She walked across the kitchen. Muriel watched her go, the book still clutched in her hand.




  ‘Have a glass of hot milk and go to bed, darling,’ her mother said.




  So that is what she had done. And now her Peter Rabbit book lay by her side of the bed, unread. She was starting at the Dame School next month, and she would learn to read there. But that was

  not till next month.




  And there was all this worry to deal with. What would happen if Mother died and they had no one to look after them, feed them and keep them from danger? Then they would all die. But,

  worst of all, supposing the others died and left her behind, on her own?




  She started sobbing hard.




  Norah turned over, and opened her eyes. Then she struggled up in the bed until she was sitting, looking at Muriel.




  ‘Moo!’ she cried. ‘Whatever is the matter with you?’




  ‘I’m frightened,’ sobbed Muriel.




  ‘What of?’ asked Norah, putting an arm round her.




  ‘I’m-frightened-that-you-will-all-die-and-leave-me,’ Muriel gabbled.




  Norah’s arm dropped from her shoulders. Her amazed face stared into Muriel’s.




  ‘You’re frightened of what?’




  ‘That-you’ll-all-die-and-leave-me. Alone.’




  ‘But there are SEVEN OF US! Nine, if you count Mother and Father. Why would we all die and leave you? It wouldn’t happen. It isn’t possible. Don’t be silly. Don’t

  make a disturbance about nothing. You woke me up, you stupid thing.’




  Norah could be sharp when she was cross.




  Muriel pulled a handkerchief out from under her pillow and blew her nose.




  ‘Do you promise it won’t happen?’




  Norah had wriggled down in the bed again.




  ‘Of course. Don’t be a baby. Go to sleep and shut up.’




  She humped over, turning her back.




  Muriel slid down slowly, her handkerchief a wet ball in her hand. There were a lot of people in the family. It was true. But even so, people die and leave you. That was true as well.




  She pushed the wet hankie back under her pillow. You never know what’s round the corner. What you have to do is make the best of the little bit of life you have. She made up her mind she

  would do that – and fell asleep as the clock downstairs struck the half-hour.




  
 





  The Butcher’s Dog (1911)




  Sitting on the pavement was not comfortable. Even in your coat and hat and gloves it was chilly. And damp. Mother would be cross if she knew, but Mother was inside the

  butcher’s shop getting the meat and Muriel needed to get down low. So she had slid down the wall outside the shop until she was in a sitting position, bringing her head level with that of the

  butcher’s dog.




  It was Saturday morning in Highbury. It was 1911 – Muriel knew that. She was eight and went to the Dame School where they taught you to know the date and your address and to speak French.

  The month was November and it was not at all warm. Skirts, button-boots, trousers and spats all swished past, and horse-drawn vehicles rumbled through the gutters. Saturdays were always busy.

  People shopping, meeting, talking.




  But the best person to talk to was the dog as he sat outside the shop. He was a big dog, teddy-bear-coloured, rough-coated, with a studded black collar round his neck. His paws were enormous and

  hairy – hunter’s paws. But his eyes were tender under his ginger eyebrows and his pink tongue lolled out as he turned his head towards her.




  ‘What’s your name, then?’ asked Muriel.




  The dog looked at her.




  ‘You must have a name,’ said Muriel. ‘All dogs have a name.’




  The dog held her gaze – then licked her face.




  ‘Ugh,’ said Muriel. ‘That was wet.’




  She stroked his head.




  ‘Have you forgotten your name?’ she asked him.




  Damp was beginning to penetrate her coat and her flannel skirt. At school they sometimes grew mustard and cress on damp flannels. Her bottom felt like a mustard-and-cress patch now.




  The peculiar butcher’s shop smell of raw meat and sawdust wafted out from the open shop door. If she swivelled round and craned her neck she could just see Mother at the counter talking to

  Mr Harrison in his striped apron. Maybe she was buying a hare for Father’s supper. Father loved jugged hare. It smelt good when it was cooking but it looked sinister hanging in the larder

  with a cup over its face to catch the blood. It hung there for days before it got put in the pot. Anyway, ‘you children’ were never allowed to eat it as it was Father’s special.

  But perhaps she was getting sausages. That would be a treat.




  The dog still was not replying. But his eyes were speaking to her. Or she thought they were. What does a dog think, she wondered. It was looking at her very intently. It must be thinking

  something.




  Suddenly she glanced up. That reflex you have when someone is watching you. Not the dog this time. A boy. A boy, leaning against a lamp-post on the other side of the street. She knew him. He was

  nine. A year older than she was. Soppy Laurence Miles who was always reading a book. Yes. He’d got a book in his hands now. Leaning against a lamp-post, reading a book on a Saturday morning

  in Highbury. That was very soppy indeed.




  He smiled at her. She did not smile back. She didn’t smile at soppy boys. Anyway, she was much more interested in the butcher’s dog.




  Mother swirled out of the shop quite suddenly, her shopping bag bulging, her purse in her hand.




  ‘Oh, Moo, whatever are you doing?’ she cried. ‘Sitting on the pavement in your coat and hat! What will people think?’




  Muriel scrambled to her feet. ‘I was talking to the dog, Mother.’




  ‘Talking to the dog! I never heard such nonsense.’




  She put her purse in her shopping bag and started vigorously brushing the back of Muriel’s coat with her spare, gloved hand.




  ‘Look what you’ve done. You’ve got mud all over the back of it. A good coat like that – how could you be so silly?’




  ‘It’s only Kathleen’s, cut down.’




  ‘Never mind that – it’s very good material and we can’t afford to be careless with clothes. You won’t get a new one till goodness knows when.’




  She stopped brushing and gave Muriel her hand.




  ‘Come along. There’s a lot to do today. We’ll brush that coat again at home when it’s dried out a bit.’




  Muriel looked over her shoulder at the dog, as it stared after her.




  ‘Goodbye whatever your name is,’ she said. ‘Talk to you again.’




  ‘Not if you’re with me, you won’t,’ said her mother.




  ‘You’ll never guess what,’ said Muriel. ‘I saw that soppy Laurence Miles on the other side of the street while you were in the shop. And he was staring at me.’




  ‘I expect he was. Sitting on the pavement like that. Goodness knows what his family think of us all. I dread to think.’




  Muriel thought how much more sensible animals were than people.




  
 





  Topsy (1912)




  Muriel left the Dame School at half-past three every weekday and now she was on her way home, her linen schoolbag over her shoulder.




  She was wearing a green velvet dress with a frilled white collar spread out over her shoulders that Mother had made her from one of her old coats. It had long sleeves and matching white cuffs

  and she was much too hot in it. It was her best dress, so she had worn it today because of The Photograph. She was also wearing white socks and black button shoes. And no coat – because the

  dress was warm enough.




  It was a quarter to four, the cherry blossom was out on the trees that lined the road, the sun shone and Muriel was happy because it was now the Easter holidays. She was walking quickly as she

  wanted to get home to the tea and buns that she knew Mother would have ready. Her only time with Mother. When she could talk to her – before everybody else crowded in.




  A cart was grinding along the road, some way behind her. She could hear its wheels and the clip-clop sound of a horse. It would be nice to talk to a horse, although she was not sure how you

  spoke to horses. Cat, as a language, she understood, and also Dog, but Horse was more difficult. But then he probably wouldn’t want to stop and talk anyway.




  An unearthly noise was joining the cartwheels and the hooves. A voice. Crying out, ‘AG-BONE! AG-BONE! AG-BONE!’




  It was ghostly, this call. Wailing all round the villas and front gardens by which she was walking, over the chimney-tops and into the sky, mixing with the smoke from the chimneys, echoing and

  dying. ‘AG-BONE! AG-BONE!’ She knew that cry well.




  Muriel stopped by the kerb, so that she could see him pass. The old rag-and-bone man, and his nodding horse with the jingling bridle. She could see them coming, slowly along the avenue. The

  rag-and-bone man always moved slowly, in case he missed someone coming out from a house with an old mattress or a battered chair that he could pile on his cart.




  ‘AG-BONE! AG-BONE!’ He sounded haunted.




  She watched him as he approached, his horse clopping patiently as he held its bridle. And a lady in a pinafore came out of Number 14 with a dented tin bath in her arms.




  Man, horse and cart drew to a scraping halt, and the rag-and-bone man took the bath from the lady. Much obliged, Mum – something like that he said, but Muriel couldn’t hear. He

  chucked the bath on top of the wobbly pile of goods on his cart, touched his cap, got hold of the horse’s bridle and moved on.




  Muriel looked at the horse going past her as she stood on the kerb. He had brass plates on his eyes – ‘blinkers’ they called them – and he looked thin. She hoped the

  rag-and-bone man was kind to him. If he wasn’t, Muriel would find him and hit him. Nothing was worse than being unkind to animals. She had once attacked a man she had seen beating a dog on

  Highgate Hill – kicking his shins until Mother had had to apologise and pull her away. The man was pretty surprised though. Probably he was nicer to his dog after that.




  Muriel walked along behind the horse and cart until they turned off down Winton Road on the left. Only a few hundred yards more and she would be home. She could tell Mother all about her day and

  The Photograph.




  The man with the camera had come in at half-past eleven, as they had been told he would. They all sat up straight at their desks, though Muriel reckoned she sat straighter than any of them.

  Mother had put a green satin ribbon in her hair, with a bow just above her ear, so she hoped she looked nice – and the white collar spreading over her shoulders was pretty. Looking at Freda

  Parrington next to her, with her spindly hair and her serge frock with ugly buttons down it, she thought she must look better than her, anyway. So she sat up straight, while Freda slumped, looking

  cross. And Miss Jones and Mrs Bussell stood at the back of the room in their skirts and high-necked blouses, wearing strict faces.




  The man had stood behind the camera, holding up a light, and FLASH, it went. They had to sit very still. But he seemed pleased when he left.




  ‘AG-BONE! AG-BONE!’ The rag-and-bone man’s cry was fainter now. Even more creepy.




  She crossed over the road, gaining the kerb the other side, still thinking about The Photograph. Henry, the tabby from Number 25, jumped off his garden wall in front of her and wove round her

  legs, quivering for a few moments.




  ‘Who’s a lovely boy, then?’ she said to him.




  Henry’s whiskery face looked into hers. He thought human beings meant food. She squatted down and stroked his head and his ears, because he liked that – then remembered her best

  dress and how it would be picking up the dust, so she stood up again quickly.




  Time to get home. Because apart from The Photograph there was another thing to tell Mother.




  In her schoolbag was her exercise book with ‘Muriel Newmarch; Class 2; Composition’ written on a sticky label on the front. As well as a new book, bound in maroon with a coloured

  picture on the front. Not on a separate wrapper, but actually on the front of the book. It had the title in gold letters above this picture: ‘Us And Our Donkey’ it said. The picture was

  of three children standing round a small grey animal. The donkey.




  She was looking forward to reading this. But even better, inside the book, pasted opposite the title-page was a label with a decorative border in silver and the words ‘Prize –

  Awarded to Muriel Newmarch for Composition – April 1912’ in swirly letters. And the ‘Muriel Newmarch’ bit was written in blue-black ink in Mrs Bussell’s writing.




  She had reached her front gate: the shabbiest one in the street. No one had time to paint front gates – or front doors, or window-frames – in her house. And no one weeded the front

  garden either. But she didn’t look at these things. This was Home.




  She ran down the side-way and round to the kitchen door at the back, which was always open. She knew her mother would be there, making tea.




  Rushing in, she thumped her schoolbag on the big kitchen table and said, ‘Mother, Mother, I’ve got such a lot to tell you!’




  Her mother moved from the stove to the table, with a teapot in her hand.




  ‘Wash your hands first, Moo,’ she said. ‘Before you start eating buns and talking.’




  Muriel dashed to the kitchen sink and dabbled her hands under the tap. Then she came back to the table and sat on one of the wooden chairs. She undid her bag and put the two books in front of

  her mother, as she sat down, pulling a jug of milk towards her to put in the teacups.




  ‘I won a prize, Mother,’ said Muriel. ‘For my composition.’




  She opened her exercise book.




  ‘Look – this is it, Mother. What I won the prize for. It’s about Topsy, the Circus Horse.’




  ‘Well done, Moo,’ said her mother, getting up from the table. ‘I must look at it later.’




  ‘Oh look at it now, Mother. Please,’ said Muriel, pushing it in front of her.




  She reached for a bun from the plate in the middle of the table and started stretching for the butter.




  ‘It’s not very long, Mother. Or I can read it to you.’




  Her mother picked up her cup of tea from the table and moved away with it.




  ‘I just haven’t got time now, Baby,’ she said. ‘I’ve got potatoes to peel. Father’s bringing a visitor home tonight.’




  She put her cup of tea down on the draining board, and picked up a potato from the colander in the sink.




  The front door banged.




  ‘And now Kathleen’s home so none of us will get any peace,’ said Mother.




  ‘But it’s only just half-past four, Mother!’




  ‘She had a half-day at the office,’ said Mother, ‘I’m afraid.’




  Muriel looked at her composition on the table in front of her. She was proud of it. It had such a good beginning: Crack went the whip, and Topsy jumped through the hoop for the third time . .

  . And she had written it. All of it. And got a prize.




  ‘What’s Baby doing taking up the table with her rubbish?’ said Kathleen, coming into the kitchen. ‘Clear it up. Get rid of it.’




  Muriel stuffed the books back into her schoolbag.




  ‘Where’s my tea, Mother?’ asked Kathleen.




  ‘Coming, dear,’ said Mother.




  ‘AG-BONE! AG-BONE!’ called the rag-and-bone man, distantly.




  
 





  April (1913)




  April Summer. That was her name. Muriel thought it was the prettiest name she had ever heard. April. So much better than Muriel.




  Everything about April was better, nicer and more desirable. April had lovely hair – blonde and curly, not mousy and straight like her own – and deep green eyes and beautiful long

  legs. Not bandy, like she feared hers were.




  Better than that, April was her best friend.




  They were standing outside the Summers’ front gate in Maple Close, just round the corner from Aberdeen Road, both wearing cotton dresses with a pinafore over. It was after tea, but still

  hot. If you touched the paint on the Summers’ front gate it burned you. Muriel tried it, and took her hand away quickly.




  April was teaching her how to dance. April went to dancing lessons – something Muriel’s family could not afford. But the dancing just went with April’s glamour. Her starriness.

  You would expect someone like April to have dancing lessons, but you wouldn’t expect Muriel to have them. And April didn’t. Expect Muriel to have them. She didn’t expect Muriel to

  have anything much. So she could tell her friend what was what. Things Muriel needed to know about. And, especially, she could teach her how to dance.




  ‘You go like this, Moo,’ she said, balancing on one leg.




  Muriel copied her, raising her right leg.




  April started circling her foot, her knee raised.




  ‘Rond-de-jambe and rond-de-jambe,’ cried April.




  Muriel circled her foot obediently.




  ‘Rond-de-jambe and-rond-de-jambe, a glisset hop and down,’ said April, circling the leg, doing a little jump and bringing her two feet together in first position.




  ‘Not like that,’ she said as Muriel staggered slightly. ‘Do it properly. Look. I’ll show you again.’




  The evening sun shone, and two little girls, one fair and one dark, hopped on one leg, pirouetted and balanced and stood with feet in first position to the chant, ‘Rond-de-jambe and

  rond-de-jambe, rond-de-jambe and rond-de-jambe, glisset hop and down . . .’




  Next door’s dog came to watch, and sat at a discreet distance on the pavement a few feet away.




  ‘That’s better, Moo,’ said April. ‘Now do it again.’




  Muriel hopped and twirled obediently, as April called out ‘Rond-de-jambe and rond-de-jambe, glisset hop and down . . .’




  ‘What does it mean?’ asked Muriel breathlessly, as she came to a stop.




  ‘It’s French,’ said April. ‘All ballet is in French. That’s what ballet is. It’s French. Don’t you know French?’




  ‘I know bon-jour and comment-allez-vous but not these words,’ said Muriel.




  ‘Your mother should send you to dancing classes,’ said April, pulling a slipping ribbon out of her hair and tying it on again. ‘You should know how to dance and how to speak

  French so that you can attract men. My mother says.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘It’s important. For when you are older. You need to look pretty and wear pretty clothes. And dance. Then you get the best man.’




  ‘What do you mean – the best man?’




  Next door’s dog got to its feet, and looked at them.




  ‘Don’t you know anything?’ asked April.




  Next door’s dog pattered over to Muriel and sniffed her hand. She bent and patted him.




  ‘I do,’ said Muriel, straightening up. ‘I know men and women get together and girls should look pretty so that men like them – but what is the best man?’




  ‘The one with the most money, of course,’ said April. ‘The one who can buy you the most things.’




  ‘Don’t you need to like him, though?’ asked Muriel.




  ‘Not at all,’ said April. ‘That doesn’t matter. My mother said.’




  The Summers’ front door opened, and Mrs Summer put her head out.




  ‘April,’ she called. ‘Come in now. It’s getting late. Say goodbye to Muriel.’




  ‘I’ve got to go in, Moo,’ said April. ‘But I’ll see you tomorrow, won’t I?’




  ‘Come to tea with us tomorrow, Muriel,’ said Mrs Summer, coming down the front path and opening the gate. ‘I’ve bought a Battenberg cake.’




  Bought cake! They could afford bought cake on weekdays!




  So of course she said yes please. She loved Battenberg cake – the marzipan outside and the pastel checks inside. And the jam. She wasn’t sure if she loved Mrs Summer, though. There

  was something about her. Something hard. Not like her own sweet mother.




  ‘Four o’clock, then, Muriel. Tomorrow,’ said Mrs Summer, shepherding April indoors with her.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Muriel, as they went in.




  She stooped to pat the dog again, and started the short walk home.




  The thing about April was, she knew absolutely everything.




  
 





  The Bank in Shoreditch (1915)




  A Victorian building in Shoreditch High Street – standing four-square to the pavement – built to inspire confidence in its stability and power. The Westminster and

  Provincial Bank.




  Above it, two floors of cavernous rooms, large enough to house a family of ten. And this was home now. For all of them. The rooms echoed with family quarrels and laughter. In the bank below,

  father worked as chief cashier. You had to be a gentleman to work in a bank. Father was content.




  How on earth had they ended up here?




  Muriel was sitting at the sash-window of the top-floor room she shared with her sister Norah. She was wearing one of Norah’s dresses, cut down to fit, with a small collar added. The sun

  streamed in, which she didn’t like. Heatwaves made her feel faint and she hoped this wasn’t going to be one. She missed Aberdeen Road. She missed April. She even missed Mrs Bussell and

  Miss Johnson.




  But Father had come to the end of the line. He spent all his money, thinking he was a man of means. Men from his background should be able to afford a comfortable life. It was his right. She

  knew that was how he thought.




  Unpaid bills. In Aberdeen Road there had been a kitchen cupboard with a hook inside the door on which these were hung. A huge bunch of them, clipped together. Occasionally her mother opened this

  door, unhooked the bills, looked through them, put them back, then sat on a chair with her apron thrown over her head, rocking back and forth.




  As Muriel was the youngest, tiny and pale-faced, she used to be sent to the butcher for the meat because her mother didn’t dare face him. Mr Harrison couldn’t demand his money with

  menaces from such an appealing little girl – that was the thinking behind it. Father was flabbergasted. ‘What are you worried about, Polly? He’s only a

  tradesman!’




  So things had got bad. Then they got worse and the bank had to be informed about his precarious financial position. They agreed to pay all his debts for him if he took the next vacant position

  they had to offer. Which was here, in the East End of London.
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