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One

1975

Wagons roll at about the same time every Monday. By ten in the morning, mothers in the village are on their way to the baby clinic, some in search of reassurance, several as part of a fashion parade and to demonstrate how well they are losing their baby-weight, others to fill a gap created by a hiatus in career. The making of friends who are in the same bracket is a comfort when life becomes so monotonous and lonely.

I go because I feel guilty. The secret I hold fast to my chest is a burden I must carry alone, because few would believe me and fewer still would attempt to understand my ridiculous predicament. I am not a normal mother. I make few friends, invite no confidences and, were it not for Mrs Battersby, no one at all would have any concept of my position. Mrs Bee lives next door with her daughter and son-in-law. She wears a wrap-around flowered apron, makes wine from improbable kitchen debris, believes in red flannel, and cleans shoes with the inner side of banana skins. She is a relic and I am glad to know her.

The side door opens suddenly and loudly as it crashes into the wall. ‘Anna?’

‘In here.’

She waddles into my living room and places a bottle of her deadly parsnip wine on the coffee table. ‘Eeh,’ she wheezes. ‘Aren’t they bonny?’ She refers, of course, to the twins. They are propped in the pram, one at each end, clean, clothed and angelic. ‘Yes,’ I reply. My girls are pretty. They are healthy, rosy-cheeked, excellent feeders, and strong-limbed. One is stronger than the other, but it’s only a matter of differing birth weights. I have to believe that. I’d like everyone else to believe it, too.

Sharing a bed with a man whose sperm count is low allowed me to cease to expect motherhood, but my status altered radically long after I decided that childlessness was fine. I worked with children, and eventually harboured no wish to produce any of my own. Children complicate life; motherhood has destroyed mine.

‘And they’ve made you look younger, an all,’ announces the ageing Manchester immigrant. Years earlier, she followed her daughter down the East Lancashire Road and settled here, in Hesford, a satellite of St Helens. ‘Nobody would ever think you were forty,’ she says.

Forty? I feel eighty, and then some. The days grind along relentlessly while I feed, clean and watch my twin jailers, while I launder their clothes and prepare food for their father, a man I can no longer pretend to love. That is probably my own fault, because everything is my own fault. I am arrogant, self-indulgent, exhausted, worried and clinically depressed. This wonderful old lady has me down as ‘mithered’, and she is only too correct.

Mrs Bee has placed herself in an armchair. ‘He’s reading again,’ she announces with the air of a speaker at a summit conference.

‘What’s he reading?’ I ask. The ‘he’ in question is her son-in-law and my erstwhile boss. He owns the patience of a saint, which is probably just as well.

‘A book.’ She spits the four-letter word from her throat as if clearing it of phlegm. The presumably wise head shakes despairingly. In her opinion, no good ever came of books. She has lived her whole life without indulging in them, as she has been too busy doing. Doers have no time for reading, radio, television or theatre. Which is a pity, because she might have made a hilarious comedienne. ‘Book about psychology,’ she snaps.

I am trying not to smile. Wanting to smile is a new sensation, yet I dare not indulge the need. ‘He’s a head teacher, Mrs Bee. He has to read in order to keep up with the system.’

‘System?’ she cries. ‘System? A damned good hiding and bed without supper’s what they need, not bloody books. Mind, it is a thick one. He could use it as a weapon, I reckon, when some of the little buggers kick off at playtime.’

There is no cure for Mrs Battersby, and I am glad about that. She is a ray of light in an otherwise dark sky, but I am lucky, as she radiates sporadically in my house. Paul and Jenny next door live a life that is constantly illuminated by this woman, and they often look drawn and tired. When in full flood, the old woman might even register on a Geiger counter, and radiation sickness could become a distinct danger.

‘Pity you didn’t move here earlier before having them.’ She inclines her head in the direction of the pram. ‘You could’ve made friends. Mind, you’ll happen meet a few gradely folk at yon clinic.’

I doubt that. The conversation is embedded in projectile vomiting, pyloric stenosis, brands of baby formula, rashes, colds and teething. On a good day, some quiet revolutionary might mention Coronation Street or the price of salmon, but such subjects usually receive a premature burial under layers of nappies, some disposable, others of the terry towelling variety.

‘You miss your job,’ announces Mrs Bee. ‘You thought you’d get away without kiddies, didn’t you?’

I nod.

‘Have you thought about one of them opers?’

Rooting about in the depths of my handbag in search of keys, I ask her to repeat the question. ‘An oper. Mind, they sometimes turn out to be no opers, them girls from abroad. They can be all spaghetti and no English. That builder up Tithebarn Road got a pole.’

Anyone else might have got lost somewhere along the way through Mrs Bee’s meandering, but I am used to infant schoolchildren, so I manage to navigate the misty path. ‘A pole? Do you mean a Polish au pair?’

She nods rapidly. ‘That’s what I said, isn’t it? An oper. I think she were a Pole, any road. She were all funny sausages and red hot tea with no milk in it. She fair scalded one of the kids before she left. I said to our Jenny, “She’ll never last, because all she knows is yes, no and disco.” I were right. Three or four months later, she forgot the word “no”, finished up pregnant and on her way back to somewhere with about twenty letters in its name, mostly zeds, exes and the odd Y. You don’t want one of them, do you?’

I don’t care, but I daren’t say that. A nanny might be a good idea. A nanny would come in with no pre-knowledge and no opinions about my situation. Like me, she would learn the hard way and become my witness. Help in the home is affordable, as I intend to divorce him only when I am back to normal. Normal? I wish he’d go. I wish he’d go now, and to hell with normal.

‘You’ll be all right, you know.’

I look at her. The grey, frizzled hair is thinner than it used to be. She once showed me a wedding photograph, and she has been beautiful, with long, dark hair and very surprised eyes. ‘I suppose I shall.’

‘Lass, it’s trowmatic, is giving birth. And you’ve had no mam to show you how to fettle. Some women don’t take straight away. But tell me, Anna, what would you do if somebody harmed them two twins?’

My answer is automatic. From deep within my animal core, the words arrive. ‘I’d kill.’

Again, the steely head nods. ‘At your age, most women’s kids are coming into their teens or twenties. Babies is very tiring. Two coming at once is more than twice as bad as one, if you get my meaning, like. None of it’s your fault, love. You got caught that little bit later in life than most folk, and it’s hard. But you’ll get by.’

‘Yes.’ I move my pram towards its launch pad near the front door.

‘Will I get my coat and come with you?’

This time, my smile arrives properly. I am imagining her rattling round the clinic, chest wheezing, fingers prodding babies’ limbs, advice on gripe water and goose-grease delivered in broad, flat Lancashire tones. ‘No. I’ll see you later for coffee.’ After locking the door and making sure that Mrs Bee gets home safely, I begin the walk up Beech Grove.

The troops are on the move. I marvel at the number of new mothers who place their precious darlings in frail-looking buggies. Cars have suspension and springs to absorb bumps and dips in the road, yet newborns are placed in what seem to be flattened pushchairs, no support at all. These younger women note my age and my twin Silver Cross, probably have me down as an old-fashioned freak with an unnecessarily ornate chariot, but at least I cared enough to buy solid transport, especially when informed that I was expecting a double event.

No one speaks to me beyond the odd ‘hello’ accompanied by a brief bow of the head. I don’t care. Do I? Again, I allow a grin to visit my face. I wonder how many of these got arrested for diving semi-naked into a fountain on Trafalgar Square? They haven’t lived. I have. Is it over? I don’t want it to be over. The me that is buried under the label ‘mother’ must come through. That’s selfish, isn’t it? Charlotte and Emily should be more important than the vessel that launched them into the world. Yet I cannot plead completely guilty to loving me, because depression is hatred of self.

The waiting area is small and packed with people, each with a child. I have two – one on each arm. Weights, Measures and Vaccinations Ltd are represented today by two nurses in white uniforms and navy blue cardigans. They exclaim over the beauty of each customer, place younger clients on scales and mark the card accordingly. But on this occasion, my attention is fastened to a small, dark-haired girl who sits directly opposite me across the square space against whose walls our chairs are placed. Her skin is unnaturally white, and she stares at the floor, her gaze skimming the top of her baby’s head. She isn’t with us. I know that feeling.

‘How old are they?’ asks the person next to me.

‘What? Sorry, I was preoccupied.’ I rewind the tape in my head until I find an echo of her words. ‘Eight weeks.’

‘They’re lovely,’ declares my next-chair neighbour.

‘Yes,’ I reply. I offer no comment about her offspring, so she turns her attention to next-chair-but-one. I feel sorry about this, as I am talkative by nature, but I must not let anyone in. The girl across the room is blinking back some wetness in her eyes. No wedding ring. Perhaps she removed it during the pregnancy if she became slightly water-bound; perhaps she mislaid it. There is no white mark on her tanned I-am-spoken-for finger. Then she looks at me.

A cold fire burns in brown eyes that should be warm. She is half my age – might even be a teenager. An automatic movement of her knees is employed to keep her baby happy. She is having one of those robot days. I incline my head slightly, and her lips part as if to take in a short, sharp breath. This tenuous contact is severed when the names Fairbanks and Hughes are called. I am the former. She is the latter.

Sometimes, we do things that we might never explain. Touching the arm of Somebody Hughes is a similar happening. I don’t know why I do it, and I worry about consequences.

She leaves before I do, since I have two to be weighed. When I gain my release, I look across the road to where a tangle of prams sits outside the chemist’s shop. Most pram-owners are inside, but Somebody Hughes is standing there as if waiting for... For what? For a bus? No. Her pram, probably second-hand, is not a folder; like mine, it is coach-built and not quite the thing these days. But she might be waiting for a bus. Or a lorry. Stop this, Anna. You don’t know her, and she is very unlikely to be suicidal. Not everyone is like you. Very few go to bed praying for a nice died-peacefully-in-her-sleep outcome. A vehicle would hurt, and one or the other might survive.

When the twins are strapped down, I cross the road. ‘Hello, Somebody Hughes,’ I say stupidly.

She stares right into me and, for a moment, I wonder whether she might suffer from something worse than post-natal whatever. ‘Hello,’ she answers eventually. ‘You were in the clinic.’

‘Yes.’

She is searching me. I can almost hear her machinery as she registers every aspect of my exterior self. Good clothes – click. Good pram – click. Very tall – click. Blonde – click. Rather old to have those babies – click. But, in the end, she allows me a measure of trust. ‘I’m not myself,’ she manages.

‘I know.’

‘How do you know?’

I shrug. ‘Our eyes met across a crowded room and you reminded me of me.’

‘Oh.’

‘Sounds a bit Barbara Cartland,’ I tell her. ‘But if you need a friend, someone who understands a bit – well – I’m Anna Fairbanks and... and here I am. Come on. Let’s leave these three outside The Mustard Pot and grab a coffee. If we sit near the window, we can keep an eye on our sprogs.’ Is this a good sign? Or have I just adopted another daughter? She is Susan, she is young, and she is fragile in both mind and body. Can one oddity heal another? Can the process of trying to help her mend me? Is this yet another symptom of my terrible self-interest? All my life, I have found people who needed me. Almost invariably, they have supported me in return. She needs someone. It might as well be me.

Susan Hughes is starving. She demolishes three halves of toasted teacake while I eat just one half. Her mouth must be lined with asbestos, because she drinks hot coffee in a few desperate gulps. After a deep breath, she speaks. She is unmarried. She dares not identify the father of her baby, because he will kill her if she does. The house is crowded. The baby, a boy named Stephen, occupies a box room with her. ‘It’s like a cupboard with a window,’ she tells me. ‘My mam’s a bit ashamed of me. Well, I think she’s more angry than ashamed, because she wanted me to have a proper job and a future. My dad’s always drunk.’ Oh, God – I know how that feels. ‘He beat me up when my belly started to grow, then he hit me again when I wouldn’t tell him the father’s name.’ She sighs heavily. ‘By the time I’ve bought the baby’s food, I’ve hardly any money left.’

My mind rushes along like a Grand National horse that has deliberately unseated its unwelcome passenger in order to clear Beechers Brook. For the first time in weeks, I feel almost alive. ‘Come home with me,’ I command. Sometimes, I can’t quite manage not to sound like a teacher. ‘Two heads are better than one, even if they’re messed up.’ She needs to divorce her family. I need help in the house. And I am definitely and absolutely crazy.

Mrs Battersby agrees. ‘Have you gone twice round the bend and met yourself on the road back? You don’t know her from Eve. She could be a thief or summat. And what about Den?’

I shake my head. What about him? I need him like a fish needs a lifeboat. He doesn’t ‘do’ babies, seldom plays with them, never bathes or changes them, refuses to take them for a Sunday morning walk while I cook lunch. ‘He won’t notice.’ I reply. My husband should have been Victorian. Or, perhaps, from some Middle-Eastern culture where wives know their place and walk several paces behind the men.

‘Where’s she gone now, this Susan?’ is Mrs Bee’s next question.

‘Home. Somewhere on the council estate.’

She bridles. The arms fold themselves beneath an ample bosom, her chin juts forward and thin lips clamp in the closed position while she prepares for battle. The wait is a short one. ‘In the caravan? You’re shoving her and a kiddy in yon caravan?’

I nod. ‘It’s a luxury van, Mrs Bee.’

‘Will your fellow mind having a kid with a kid in his mam and dad’s caravan?’

‘She’ll be in the house when he’s abroad.’ Surely one of his gaggle of females will entice him away forever in the not-too-distant future? I often dream of the husbandless state and, if I could choose, I would probably opt for widowhood, as it carries a degree of respect. Divorce is nasty. Den is nasty. As for me – well – I can be fluent in nasty if provoked. Since the death of Den’s father, the caravan has been left on the extra acre we managed to extract from the Earl of Derby when purchasing our house. The caravan’s a decent size, and is certainly better than a box room.

‘You don’t know her,’ repeats Mrs Bee.

I cast my mind back to that small crumb of time when I noticed Susan in the clinic. There’s a clear photograph of her – dead eyes, drooping shoulders, absenteeism. I cannot explain this to Mrs Battersby, as she doesn’t begin to understand how life is for people like Susan and me. In fact, Susan’s excuse for being ‘not the full quid’ is far more acceptable than my own. I have everything. I have a husband who works, a four-bedroomed house, a bit of land and two perfect daughters. Perfect? Like normal, it’s a debatable concept.

‘We’ll support each other,’ I say. ‘She’ll help in the house – she might even become one of your opers in time.’

Mrs Bee snorts. ‘Is she Scouse?’

‘There’s a Liverpool accent, yes.’

The diatribe that follows is amusing. Do I want my twins to talk with an accent thicker than treacle? Is she trustworthy? What if her family come round, what if, what if, what if...?

Blood and stomach pills – can my neighbour not hear herself? Her vowels have been treated with a flat iron, she uses ‘nowt’ for nothing, ‘owt’ for anything, ‘summat’ for something. Having gone straight from school desk to factory, Dora Battersby has graduated to ‘posh’ by hanging onto her daughter. Jenny married well, speaks well, and has given Dora a good standard of living. So the old lady forgets her roots and, like so many others, retains the accent and vernacular of her yesterdays. But she is now a cut above the ordinary, because she lives in a detached house on the edge of countryside. I cannot dislike her, since she is a product of environment, as are we all. But sometimes, she can be slightly annoying.

‘Let’s agree to differ,’ I suggest.

‘And if it doesn’t work out?’ she asks as she walks to the door.

‘I deal with it.’

After feeding, changing and settling the twins, I have my Anna time. For twenty-odd hours a day, I am a mother; for one hour each afternoon, I am me. I am lighter today, because I have found a punctuation mark who will, I hope, help interrupt the tedious paragraphs of the daily grind. ‘She’s a human being, not a semicolon,’ I tell myself aloud.

We walked down Beech Grove just a couple of hours ago, Susan in shabby jeans, I in a fairly decent dress and coat. She declared herself ‘made up’ with the caravan and wept a few tears of gratitude while I stuck to business, instructing her on the use of gas, the daily emptying of the loo, where to store her pram. She was so excited. ‘But it’s got a proper bedroom and a sink and a cooker,’ she exclaimed.

‘My husband’s father owned it,’ I told her. ‘After his wife died, he used it as a sort of granny flat. It meant that he lived almost with us, but the van gave him a degree of independence.’

She looked at me then with wide, hopeful eyes. ‘Tell me he didn’t die in here.’

‘He died in hospital. And he was probably the best man I ever knew, so worry not. If any trace of John remains, he will be here to do good, not harm.’ I could have gone on to say what a pity it was that John’s son had not turned out more like him, but this new and improbable relationship between Susan and me is still in its infancy. ‘If you don’t like it here, we can find somewhere, surely? You don’t have to stay with your parents, especially if your dad is abusive.’

She blinked again. ‘Why are you doing this for me?’ she asked.

‘Because you need somewhere and I need help. We both need help, don’t we?’

She gazed down at her son. ‘Sometimes it’s hard to love him.’

‘Yes.’ I placed an arm across her shoulders. ‘You’re too young for all this, and I’m too old. Adjustment isn’t easy.’

A sudden moment of recognition arrived in her face. ‘Hey – didn’t you used to teach up at Hesford Junction Primary?’ she asked.

I replied in the affirmative. ‘Teachers are mostly normal when allowed off the lead at three-thirty,’ I told her. ‘But there are rules, Susan.’

‘Oh. Bugger.’ At last, she smiled. ‘Go ’head, then,’ she said in her best Liverpool 8 accent. ‘Let’s have it over with.’

‘OK. One, while there is food in my chest freezer – it’s in the garage – thou shalt not starve. Two, while there’s baby powder in my house, Stephen shall not starve. Washing machine’s in my kitchen, use when it’s available. Let me deal with my husband. He’s a twit.’

The laugh she delivered at that point was almost melodic. It deteriorated into hysteria, and I pushed her along the garden and through the side door. The weeping stopped abruptly. ‘Oh, God,’ she exclaimed repeatedly as she walked through the house. ‘Look at that. Is it antique? Is it real? Does the clock work? It’s older than Adam. There’s a lot of books.’

I placed her on a sofa. ‘Stop being impressed. I feel guilty enough without all that, Susan.’ Sitting on a footstool, I gave her some idea of my life. Not too much. Not yet. ‘I come from poverty. I worked hard, got out, got a boyfriend who almost amused me until he became my husband. All you see around me has been acquired throughout almost twenty years of teaching. Den doesn’t buy furniture – he’s into stocks, shares and trying to get his mitts on krugerrand. I did all this myself. Never expected to have children, so I occupied myself by home-making.’ I sighed heavily. ‘This is all just salad dressing, Susan. But there’s no substance in my marriage. I’m here just for a while. I’m waiting for the next... thing.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘Next thing?’

I shrugged. ‘Don’t ask.’ I didn’t tell her I’d been tired of Den for years, that the twins and their accompanying problems were wearying. Nor did I bother to inform her that I was always waiting for the next ‘thing’ even though I usually had absolutely no idea of what I was expecting. Except for the twins, of course... There was a list somewhere. Items like ‘write a book’ and ‘do something political’ were part of an agenda I would probably never follow. ‘Have a love affair’ had been done and dusted, but that had to stop. Would the presence of Susan have an effect on those illicit and delightful meetings?

When she calmed down, there was a quiet thoughtfulness about her that pleased me. She is not a typical tearaway, I believe. Yes, she’s made mistakes, but she is sensible, intelligent and very afraid of her family. There is more to this than meets the eye.

‘I’ll come tomorrow while they’ve all gone out, but I have to leave a note for Mam,’ she said before she left.

So, she is coming tomorrow. What have I done? Is Mrs Battersby going to become difficult, will my husband throw a fit, will her family descend on us and burn the house to ashes? Emily is coming to the boil. She is in the dining room, while her smaller and slightly younger sister is upstairs. It has to be like this. For some reason known only to God and, possibly, to the devil, my twins need to be kept apart. Don’t ask. Not yet. I’ll get round to all that shortly.

By the time I have dealt with my children, Den is home and I am just about to pour soured cream into the stroganoff. Sometimes, he smiles at me and I catch a glimpse of that long-dead boy, the lad who pushed me through the West End of London in a wheelbarrow, he who debated with and thrashed verbally most of his contemporaries at Imperial College. Today, I catch no glimpse of the shivering creature I held during the first and second breakdowns; today, he is happy. There is something wrong with Den, and I don’t know enough about illness to make a judgement, but he appears to be two separate people. He gets as high as a kite on life, then enters a trough so deep that it might have been sculpted by Dante.

‘Good day?’ he asks.

‘Mixed.’ I allow his kiss to touch my cheek. I can’t go through it again. Another breakdown, and I shall join him in one of the Inferno’s lower circles. ‘There’s a young girl who needs Pa’s caravan. She has a baby and no support. Just on a temporary basis, you understand. Is that OK with you, Den?’

He stands silently in the middle of the kitchen. My kitchen. He doesn’t do kitchens. ‘Another of your lame ducks?’ he asks. I hear the contempt in his voice, but its undercoat is resignation. He is giving in to his wife because he has that power and is demonstrating his magnanimity. It is not his fault, and I am guilty yet again of the sin of arrogance. I stay one step ahead of him as a matter of necessity, but I should not call him a twit. The man is ill, and I ought to respect him.

My shoulders slacken in relief. He has, in fact, given in to me for years while I’ve brought slower children home for secret lessons in the dining room. ‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘And it won’t be for ever – just until we find her a flat or a house to rent. She needs to get back on her feet.’

He goes to change his clothes while I thank God that this is a good Den day. I would have got my own way eventually, but the process of achieving it would have been tiring. Grating nutmeg into the pan, I wonder anew about my husband’s life. There seems to be no core to him. He depends for support on status, the job, the car, the house. And, of course, the women. His skeleton is near the surface, rather like that of a cuttlefish. He appears to measure himself through the eyes of others, and he is frail.

I should have moved on years ago, because I cannot delete him completely from my life, since he is the father of Emily and Lottie, and I have little time for women who try to separate children from their father. The twins are not bargaining tools, and I shall aim for a civilized divorce. When I’m ready. Will I ever be ready? I’m ready.

 ‘Smells good.’

He is behind me and is moving his hands to my breasts. Stay solid, Anna. This is not your biggest problem. Just eat, then lie down and think of Wales. It will make a change from England.

Emily still requires at least one night feed. Lottie, who sleeps in the bedroom next to ours, manages to last until morning. The baby monitor on my bedside table brings Emily’s strident demands into my left ear at ten minutes past two. She requires her servant and she requires attention now. I collect the necessary items and walk to the other end of the house. I change her, feed her, and try hard not to fall asleep while she is in my arms. How tightly she holds onto my housecoat; when I open my eyes, she is staring hard at me. I can hear the words she doesn’t yet know – ‘You’re mine, just mine.’

The lavatory flushes, a tap runs, then Den’s tousled head inserts itself into Emily’s room. ‘Still keeping them apart, then, these two little enemies?’ The mockery is noticeable.

‘Yes. Emily wakes Lottie.’ I don’t bother to opine that Lottie has no temper, no ill-will, no nastiness.

‘Hmm.’ He strokes the stubbly chin. ‘But it will stop soon, won’t it?’

I nod. The man whose moods swing from elated to flat-as-a-pancake judges me insane, because the arrangements regarding the twins seem to be eccentric. He goes away and I breathe a sigh of relief. I find the situation impossible to explain to myself, but it is real. Emily hates Lottie. It is my belief that the antipathy began in the womb, but no one would ever agree, I am sure.

Rodney Street. Mr Evans-Wright laughing at me over the tops of his half-moon spectacles. ‘They’re just moving, Mrs Fairbanks. Be grateful.’

‘They’re fighting,’ I informed him.

He shook his head. ‘These are not identical twins. They’re fraternal, so each has its own sac. It’s impossible.’

How hard I worked at believing that until I found myself in the dentist’s waiting room some weeks later. Stuck there for an hour, I began to digest an article in one of the many scattered magazines. One in eight of us is probably a twin. We commit our first ‘murder’ long before we are born, usually at the embryonic stage. The stronger digs in deep and deprives the weaker of nourishment, so only the fittest survives. My tooth was filled eventually with amalgam, and my mind was filled to bursting by dread.

I place Emily in her cot and go to sit with Lottie. Both started life in incubators. A nurse told me that most twins fare better in a shared unit, but mine became distressed when placed together, so they had to be separated when they reached the grand age of two days. Emily’s birth weight was almost five pounds, and she overcame her breathing difficulty very quickly. Lottie, who weighed just over three and a half pounds, needed longer. She was born bruised. The damage was declared to be birthmarks that would probably disappear very quickly, and only I knew the truth. The sacs were separate, but they were not made of concrete. Emily had managed to hurt Lottie in spite of their natural separation.

And I now live with the reality. In the twin pram, I use a sausage-shaped pillow fashioned from a draught-excluder. Without that, Emily would kick the living daylights out of her sister, and I might be blamed for mistreating my child if Nurse Hawkeye or Dr Breast-Is-Best saw the bruises. I close my eyes and pray. Loving Lottie is so easy, but I have to beg God for the strength to love Emily.

The medics have awarded me a title, at least, a mooring marked ‘post-natal depression’ alongside which I am supposed to drop anchor and wait for the pills to work. The months and years stretch before me, all invisible, all inevitable, all there to be feared. My daughters will grow. I shall need a buggy, and the handle I push will have to be positioned so that the girls face me, as I shall need to protect Lottie closely. There is always the chance that she will fight back, and that could make things even worse.

They will walk and play and fall, and I shall not always be there to supervise closely enough. They will go to school and, unless I warn the teachers, Emily will batter her sister at playtime. ‘Please, God, make me wrong,’ I beg. They will grow out of this, surely? Emily will settle and become quieter, while Lottie will learn to guard herself. I have heard that teachers and nurses make the poorest mothers. Help me, God.

Our Maureen arrives at noon. She is plump, jolly and rather squashed in an ancient Mini containing ‘our Susan’s clobber’. ‘Maureen,’ she breathes before dropping half a dozen supermarket bags at my feet. ‘Our Susan’s on her way. Only she’s had to wait for our Marie to go out. I couldn’t have fitted her in my car, anyway, and her pram’s not a folder.’

I open my mouth to reply, but Maureen has rushed back to her rusting vehicle. This time, she returns with three cardboard boxes and a broken nail. ‘Bugger,’ she says as she chews at the latter item. ‘Gone right in me quick, that has.’

Her third visit is accompanied by a sack of children’s toys. ‘I have to go,’ she mutters. ‘No tax, no insurance and no bloody tread on me tyres.’

As the Mini screams away in a cloud of smoke, Susan dashes round the corner with her pram. ‘That was our Maureen,’ she explains breathlessly. ‘Sorry about the mess – she’s in a hurry.’

‘So I gather. No tax, no insurance, no tread and no fingernail.’

‘Oh, heck,’ moans Susan. ‘And she’s a bridesmaid on Saturday.’

‘Who is she?’ I ask.

‘Our Maureen. I think she’s me cousin, but you can never be sure with my family.’

‘And our Marie?’

‘Oh, yeah. That’s me mam.’

I shake my head and guide her into the living room. This young woman’s possessions are in a couple of boxes and a few small plastic bags. Stephen remains outside in his pram. ‘How big is your family?’ I ask.

Susan shrugs and advises me that she lost count some years ago. Her mother comes from a family of about ten, but there could be more here and there depending on her grandad’s behaviour at any given time. Her dad has three brothers, one a drug addict, one in jail and the third competing with her dad for Drinker of the Decade. Her own generation is not easy to track, as some are unmarried parents, others twice married, and a few have stepchildren. ‘There’s all half-brothers and half-sisters,’ she complains. ‘I can’t keep up with it at all. Can I leave the big pram in your garage? I’ll be using the folding one more, I suppose.’

‘Of course. My husband uses the carport.’

She grins. ‘Oh, I do feel better,’ she tells me. ‘I’m moving house. My own little cottage with a dining room and a kitchen and a bedroom. There’s even a telly. I can watch Corrie without our Ian keep switching over to the football and our Gary wanting the motor racing.’

It is becoming clear that I have taken in a member of a dynasty. Still, our Maureen, who, I have gleaned, lives ‘somewhere near Sefton Park, but she keeps moving’, seemed keen to get our Susan out of the family home. With any luck, Susan won’t be missed unless they call a register every morning – even then, they might think she’d got buried under the sheer weight of competing personalities.

We drink coffee, and I find myself hoping that Mrs Bee won’t pop in. I don’t want poor Susan to spend her first morning being tortured by the Spanish Inquisition.

Hope fades when the side door clatters against the wall. Should I pad that area? Better not. The crashes let me know when my wonderful, opinionated neighbour is granting me an audience. She’s in. After helping herself to coffee thinned from the contents of a hot water jug, she sits opposite my non-paying guest. ‘You’re here, then,’ she says. ‘Do I know you?’ Oh, God. Here we go.

‘I don’t think so.’ Susan is dunking a ginger biscuit. In twenty-four hours, she has gained the ability to look someone in the eyes. The someone Susan watches is a noisy drinker. Mrs Bee hoovers the coffee into her mouth. I sometimes wonder whether she might own the ability to drink when placed three feet away from her cup.

I perform the necessary niceties, taking care to address Mrs Bee first. ‘Mrs Battersby, this is Susan Hughes. Susan, meet one of my next-door neighbours.’

Susan swallows her biscuit and studies the intruder. Again, her mechanism is almost audible. Wrong side of seventy – click. Apron from World War Two – click. Face like a prune – click. Thinks she knows everything – click. ‘Hello,’ she says. ‘I’m having the caravan.’

‘Hmmph.’ The old woman folds her arms.

But Susan has the measure of her. In flat, almost disinterested tones, she brings Mrs Bee up to date. When the facts are laid out, my neighbour shakes her head. She wants to know what the world is coming to, but Susan did right in choosing not to abort, and she’d be all right in the caravan, better than a bloody box room.

My shoulders relax slightly.

‘How could he beat his own daughter?’ asked Mrs Bee. ‘And on top of that, how could any man hit a daughter with his grandchild on board? Bloody criminals, some of these folk. Just don’t let him near me,’ she adds. ‘Because I’ve still got one of my hubby’s shotguns.’

Susan’s jaw drops. ‘A gun?’

‘Oh, yes. Best poacher for miles, Ernie. In fact, he were that good, he got a job as a gamekeeper. Set a thief to catch another, you see.’ She nods wisely. ‘Other than that, he weren’t very bright. I don’t know where my daughter got her brains, because her dad thought manual labour were a left wing president of some South American country.’

Susan and I laugh. It is only too clear where Jenny got her brains. Had Mrs Bee been educated, she would have been dangerous – even now, she is a force to be reckoned with. I try to imagine her as a university lecturer, but the flowered apron would never fit in.

When the Speaker of the House has left us, I show Susan her bedroom. ‘Den is away a lot, so, sleep here if you want to when he isn’t here. Three babies waking him would be worse, so it’s the caravan when he’s in residence.’

‘You don’t like him.’ There is no question mark at the end of the sentence.

She is right, but I say nothing. I have discovered rather late in life that liking a partner is more important than loving him. Husbands and wives need to be friends, not just lovers. The space between us is now our own Grand Canyon, and nothing will ever span it. Growing apart has little to do with love, though the erosion of friendship has, in my case, affected my ability to feel affection for him, and I no longer want him to touch me. There is no real communication; the only ground we supposedly share is our children, and Den has little interest in them. He wanted a son, but got two daughters.

‘Anna?’

‘What?’

‘You’ve wandered off.’

‘Yes, I do that sometimes.’

‘So do I. You don’t love him.’

‘The friendship between us died, Susan. As for the rest of it – I think the course of true love is closed for major road works.’

‘It’s a bugger isn’t it?’ she says.

I agree with her. ‘It’s a bugger in a bucket.’

‘What’s one of them, Anna?’

‘Oh, it’s a Mrs Battersby-ism. I think she believes a bugger in a bucket would make a lot of noise.’

Susan’s laughter is too shrill. Today, she has left behind the only family she has known. Today, she has made a decision that will affect her future and that of her little son. On the one hand, I am a life-raft that has saved her from stormy waters; on the other, she has deleted a form of semi-security that she has come to understand, at least. The abusive father is still her dad, while the ashamed mother is the only one Susan has. But Stephen will not always be two months old; soon, he might begin to notice the disquiet around him, and he could well become afraid. ‘You’ll be fine,’ I tell her.

She swallows noisily. ‘I hope so. I want the chance to get to know my baby.’

‘And to learn to love him?’

‘Yes.’

This child and I understand each other thoroughly. I don’t know why, and I wish someone could explain to me how a glance across the baby clinic could lead to so sudden and complete an understanding. ‘This is my second lot of twins,’ I tell her.

Susan’s eyes are wide. ‘You what? Did they die?’

I shake my head. ‘Still very much alive, I’m afraid. My mother died when they were born. I was five years old, the war was on, so the country had a lot to worry about. New babies with a five-year-old sister were not high on the agenda.’ I stared at the floor so that Susan might be spared the self-pity in my expression. My childhood was stolen, and I have no power to eliminate that fact. I am a firm believer in coping skills. We can all reach back through the years and blame a happening or an injustice that changed our lives. But we have to get past it, or our history becomes a winner. Yet I wish I could have played more often like the rest of the kids, regret not joining in with rounders, tag and hopscotch.

‘So were your foster parents nasty?’

I laugh. ‘Not at all. They were the same as everybody else, trying to scrape a living, trying to manage my sisters.’

‘Naughty?’ she asks.

I am not ready for this, not just yet. The fact that history may be repeating itself is obvious, but only to me. I come from a family that regularly produced twins – three of my mother’s sisters gave birth to fraternals – but my sisters and my daughters are the only ones who have been... difficult. ‘Let’s get you sorted,’ I say to my companion. ‘There will be plenty of time to talk.’

The afternoon is hilarious. We make up the double bed and bring in a carry cot for Stephen. Susan gets involved in rearranging the kitchen, and there is much clattering of pots and pans. The babies are out in the garden, mine in two separate prams. She doesn’t ask why, and I offer no information. Like children playing house, we produce tea and toast, then Susan makes the miracle happen.

Determined to show her home to Stephen, Lottie and Emily, she brings them one by one into the caravan, propping them up with cushions on a long sofa. Emily punches Lottie, and Susan deals with the situation in a way that has never been available to me; she places her son between the two girls. The one-sided war stops. Emily grasps one of the little boy’s arms while Lottie holds the other. Peace. Perfect and absolute peace. I refuse to react, though tears sting my eyes. It seems that God is good after all, because a woman I didn’t know until yesterday has applied a dressing to my soul. Emily is smiling. Lottie, who has not had a great deal to smile about, is gurgling. A milky froth appears on her lips, and she blows her first perfect raspberry. The sound startles Susan’s son, but Emily chortles.

This is a day to remember. I got one phoob (Susan’s word for raspberry) and a laugh out of my other child. Emily is beautiful when she laughs. I have not noticed before how lovely she is.

‘You all right?’ Susan asks.

I nod, as I do not trust my voice to carry words in one piece.

‘Depression’s a bugger, isn’t it, Anna?’

‘In a bucket,’ I manage finally. ‘But we’ll be OK, love. I just know we are going to be OK.’ We have to be. One middle-aged woman, one teenager and three children between us. We will get there one day. Because we must.


Two

The winter of 1940 would be talked about for several decades. Most people had stopped looking up in expectation of German planes overhead, but the sky remained the source of a problem so huge that the north-west of England almost ground to a halt.

The town of Bolton, Lancashire, placed as it is in a dip between moors, was in serious trouble, because the lowest of its streets became snowbound to the point where people could not leave their houses. Thus far, the war had been a quiet one; now, at the end of January, it was as silent as the municipal graveyard.

But, in 13 Broom Street, there was noise enough to waken the dead. At each side of the blackleaded range, plaster that had already been crumbly was pitted with holes inflicted by a heavy poker. The news had eventually been passed to the top of the street, and digging had gone on all day. Frankie MacRae was in labour. Men and women had conveyed this information by leaning out of bedroom windows and yelling the message until it reached number 1. A brave soul went to fetch a doctor, a midwife or anyone else with the ability to deal with a birthing – even a vet would have done.

Anna, Frankie MacRae’s five-year-old daughter, had been carried next door by Mr Dixon. Snow banked at each side of the cleared area was unsteady, and Mr Dixon looked rather like a snowman by the time he deposited the child at his own fireside. ‘This one’s terrified, Elsie,’ he advised his wife. ‘You’d better go now, love, and sit with Frankie. She’s in a hell of a state.’

So Anna was left with a childless and middle-aged man who had no idea of how to entertain an infant. He was a nice fellow. Anna had always loved Elsie and Bert Dixon, so she decided to look after him. Looking after Mr Dixon took her mind off all the worry next door, and the young Anna was a born entertainer, so she wrote him a story and drew some illustrations. At the back of her mind, she could still see her mother battering the wall with the poker, but everything would be all right now, because Mrs Dixon was with Mam.

After what seemed a lifetime, Mrs Dixon came back. She stood in the kitchen doorway and shook her head. ‘Twin girls,’ she announced. ‘Doctor’s still there.’

‘And Frankie?’ asked Bert Dixon.

No reply came from Elsie Dixon’s lips. She simply stared at her husband and blinked back some tears.

‘Mam says I can pick their names, so they have to be Katherine and Rebecca, and she doesn’t mind if they get called Kate and Beckie,’ said Anna. ‘When can I see them? When can I see my mam?’

Elsie Dixon pressed a balled fist against her mouth before fleeing the scene.

Bert picked up Anna and sat her on his knee. Her mother was dead. Newborn twins required care and attention, but who would bother while there were guns and tanks preparing for battle across the English Channel? Kiddies had been scattered to the four winds, some to Wales, some to Scotland, others to parts of England in which the Nazis might take little interest. The children of London were in the most serious danger of becoming orphaned, but no one in any town was safe. Bolton, just a few miles from Manchester, was scattered generously with munitions factories, engineering works, mills, foundries. What would happen to Frankie’s girls? Would they be removed and stuck on some remote Welsh farm? Would they be separated from each other? ‘No,’ he muttered. ‘Not as long as I draw breath.’

‘I can’t draw breath,’ said Anna, whose hearing was acute. ‘I can draw a house and a tree and my mam, but... Don’t cry, Mr Dixon. It’ll be all right, the Germans won’t get us.’

‘My wonderful girl,’ he sobbed. ‘You’re a credit, that’s what you are.’

Anna, who had no idea what a credit was, knew something terrible had happened. Death had already paid a visit to number 13, because Smoky, Anna’s half-Persian, had been poisoned by a pigeon fancier in the next street, so she had witnessed one departure. ‘Is Mam dead like Smoky?’ she asked tearfully.

Bert sniffed. The trouble with kids these days was that they knew too much too early. It was likely that the war had made them old-Sweet Jesus! What about Billy? Billy MacRae was possibly still in England, but he might be shipped off at any time. Where the bloody hell was he barracked these days? He needed to be told that his wife was dead and that he was now father to three daughters.

The door opened and Dr Moss appeared. ‘A word, Mr Dixon? Please?’ He backed away as if intending to retreat to the narrow lobby.

‘Is she dead?’ Anna asked before the two men could escape.

The medic stopped in his tracks. There was something about Anna MacRae that demanded and deserved the complete truth. She was five, but she seemed to be nearing forty. ‘Yes. It’s very sad, Anna, but we couldn’t get your mother to the hospital. She needed... erm.’ Transfusion was rather a difficult concept. ‘She needed an operation, and we were unable to take her to town.’

Anna turned her back on the two men and stared into the fire. ‘Pictures in the flames,’ Mam always said. But she wouldn’t be saying it any more, would she? Smoky had been so still and stiff after his fit. Mam was like that now, Anna supposed. Without the fur, of course, but still and stiff. They would take her away and put her in a box in the ground – that had happened to Grandad. Lots of flowers, people crying, black clothes, beer afterwards, everyone singing and pretending to be all right.

‘What will happen now?’ she asked without turning to face the others.

‘I’m not sure,’ the doctor replied.

‘We’ll mind them for the time being,’ promised Bert Dixon. ‘Welfare department’s got enough on its hands.’

Peter Moss swallowed hard. ‘I’ll... er... make it my business to ensure that you get financial help, Mr Dixon. There are committees, charities, organizations. I’m sure you will be awarded assistance.’

When Dr Moss had left, Elsie made her appearance with the two babies. She placed them on the rug, and Anna stood over them. They were funny-looking creatures, faces all crinkly like balloons with some of the air let out. Anger hung in the air above the red-faced newborns, and their cheeks burned bright, shining wet with tears. Anna bent down and dried their faces. ‘This one can be Katherine,’ she announced. ‘She’s got the most hair, so we’ll be able to tell which is which.’ They wore little white nightdresses, mittens and bootees. These two people had come out of Mam, and she had died afterwards. They had no mother. She had no mother.

The tears came then, and Anna realized that she was easily as angry as her little sisters. She screamed and howled while Mrs Dixon prepared baby milk, while Mr Dixon tried to offer comfort. Anna wanted to beat the walls with a poker, just like Mam had done. She wanted to burn the whole world, kill Germans, because they had taken her dad away. Had it not been for that piled-up, suffocating snow, she would have run all the way to town, just to get away from... from everything and everyone. ‘I want my mam,’ she screamed.

The babies tried to compete, but their sorry wails were nothing compared to sounds produced by a pair of healthy, five-year-old lungs.

‘It’s not fair!’

Bert Dixon grabbed the child, picked her up and cried with her. ‘We’ll mind thee, lass,’ he said repeatedly.

She was sad, lonely, frightened and furious. With tight fists, she beat her kind neighbour on his shoulders, neck and face, but he continued to hold her close. ‘It’s all right, Anna,’ he told her. ‘Hurt me all you like, because I know your pain’s bigger than mine.’

She ran out of steam eventually, and was placed on the horsehair sofa under the stairs. Elsie Dixon handed her a baby and a bottle, then showed her how to feed Rebecca. ‘I’ll do the other one in a minute,’ she said.

‘You’re crying as well,’ hiccuped Anna.

‘We all are,’ came the reply.

‘Not Mam. Mam won’t laugh or cry ever again.’ The baby took a few sucks, then fell asleep.

‘Tickle her feet,’ ordered Elsie, her voice quiet and cracking slightly. ‘Keep her awake, petal. You’re not the only one missing her mam.’

Bedtime arrived. Elsie stayed downstairs with the babies, who were housed in two padded drawers carried down from an upstairs tallboy. Anna found herself alone in the back bedroom, and she was scared all over again, as she had always slept with Mam since Dad left for the war. When everything was quiet, she made her way downstairs. Silently, she pulled on her teddy-bear slippers and went outside. Snow towered above her, and she prayed that it would not collapse, yet she was determined enough to make her way back to number 13.

Mam was still here. Stretched out in front of a cold range, Frankie MacRae waited for the undertaker to make his way through the product of a severe blizzard. She was white, very pretty, and like a lying-down statue.

Anna collected tablecloths, the green baize table cover, some coats and two cardigans. After wrapping herself in the clothing, she wound the rest of her finds around herself before lying down with Mam. Very gently, she took hold of an ice-cold hand, then, as quietly as possible, she sang Brahms’ Lullaby, but she could not quite manage the ‘red roses I’ll spread, all over thy bed’, because Mam had loved roses. There had been roses on her wedding day – Mam had shown Anna the photo.

When morning entered the kitchen via a pinprick in blackout fabric, the little girl found a brush and a comb for Mam’s hair. The water was cold, but it didn’t matter now, did it? With a clean flannel, Anna washed her mother’s face and hands. The fingers were slacker now, not as fastened to each other as they had seemed in the night. She found her mother’s Missal and rosary, winding beads and chain round those poor, chilled fingers before placing the Missal on Mam’s chest. It had been given to Frankie when she had made her First Holy Communion, so it should go with her to the grave.

Anna sat at the kitchen table waiting for someone to come. It was wrong to leave Mam alone in this lifeless house. Frankie MacRae had been the centre of everything, the caregiver, nurse, washerwoman, cook and mother. Like Smoky, she was very dead, but the body that had housed Anna’s female parent was deserving of respect, and Anna would award that to the woman she had loved with all her young heart. Smoky had been different – just a beloved pet. The lady on the floor was special, and Anna wanted to make sure that everyone knew that.

There was a big noise outside. She ran into the parlour and saw that the snow was moving again. Some big shovels appeared and, attached to them, the nose of a snow-spattered green tractor put in a partial appearance behind the twin blades. They were clearing the way for Mam. It should have been done last night, then the operation could have happened and Mam might have lived. But Anna was too cold and exhausted for anger, so she simply returned to the kitchen and waited with Mam.

After some shouting and the clatter of hand-held spades, the door opened and the world walked in. Anna lifted her head high and looked a black-clad man full in the face. ‘I did my best to get her ready,’ she said. ‘But there’s blood on her clothes and I couldn’t get them off her. She’s too big.’ This experienced undertaker bit hard on his lower lip before speaking. When he did manage to produce words, they arrived at a pitch higher than usual. ‘Have you been here all night?’ he asked.

Anna nodded. ‘I washed her and combed her hair and gave her the rosary and Missal. Then I waited for you, because she’s special, you see. And I slept with her. I always sleep with Mam when Dad’s away.’

He squatted down in front of her. ‘You know we have to take your mother away now, don’t you?’

Of course she did! Did this man think she was stupid? ‘She doesn’t like pink. Don’t put anything pink in the box. She likes red roses and nearly white ones, creamy-coloured, and her church is Peter and Paul’s. She’ll want Ave Maria, and the hymn with dark sataninic mills – something like that, anyway. Her favourite priest is Father Brogan, but keep him away from the whisky.’ An important thought struck. ‘You’ll not get roses in January, but no pink flowers.’

The man had never seen such composure, certainly not in a bereaved child. He picked her up and passed her over to Bert Dixon. ‘Take her home and get her warmed up,’ he said. ‘She’s frozen halfway to death herself.’

Those were the last words Anna was to hear for many weeks. In the arms of her would-be foster father, she lost consciousness. Spring had arrived before she heard that presses local and national had nominated her a war heroine, that owners of businesses had pledged money enough to feed and clothe her for some time, that her real dad had sat with her for over two weeks before leaving for foreign shores. Not for a while would she learn that the Co-op hearse had provided the means of getting her to the infirmary before returning to pick up her wonderful mother’s body.

It was pneumonia. Double pneumonia seemed so impressive and important, as was the framed item above her bed, a message from Buckingham Palace signed by King George and Queen Elizabeth. It was all very lovely, but Mam was still dead and Anna had not attended her funeral. She hadn’t the strength for tears, so she remained quietly sad for several days. They were trying to build her up. Building her up involved a great deal of food and learning to walk all over again. The once robust child had lost much of her upholstery, and her legs were so weak that they didn’t make any sense.

Recovery was slow. But, once Anna managed to teach her lower limbs the difference between straight ahead and going round a corner, she had the best time ever. Bolton Corporation sent people from the Town Hall to talk to her, and newspaper reporters interviewed her and took photos.

Slowly but surely, the scales approached figures commensurate with her age and frame. Eating ceased to be a chore and became a pleasure, because she was better fed than she had been at home. Unlike others on the ward, Anna had a savoury tooth, and often chose a second helping of dinner rather than a pudding. She was finishing a bowl of hotpot when the Man From Welfare arrived.

He sat down and told her his name was Mr Sugden. ‘You all right now, love?’ he asked.

She nodded, because her mouth was full.

‘Only we wondered whether you might like to get fostered somewhere in Wales – on a nice farm, perhaps?’

Anna swallowed. ‘With Mr and Mrs Dixon?’

He shook his head. ‘No. They’ll be staying here.’

‘Mam didn’t want me vacuumated,’ she told him. ‘She said the Yanks would come, then Hitler would be...’ She searched for her mother’s words. ‘He’d be a spot of grease on the road and a dirty page in the history books.’

Mr Sugden nodded. This child was a celebrity, so he had better mind his manners. In most cases like this one, the kiddies would have been moved at the stroke of a pen, but Anna was one of Bolton’s heroes, and Bolton might well want to keep her. ‘If we found somewhere up in one of the villages where Mr and Mrs Dixon could be with you, would that be better?’

Anna shrugged. ‘You’d have to ask them. Grown-ups decide, don’t they?’

Like many who had met Anna MacRae, Bernard Sugden wanted to take her home and give her the best life possible in these difficult times, but she was part of a package and, if possible, siblings should be kept together.

Father Brogan, who had administered Extreme Unction on Anna’s second day in hospital, came to visit the afternoon following the Man From Welfare. ‘God bless you, child, you’re a sight for sore eyes, and isn’t that the honest truth on a rainy day?’

She smiled as she remembered her mother’s words. ‘He’s a lovely man, but he will put himself outside half a bottle of scotch every day.’

‘Did you do Mam’s funeral?’ she asked, although she already knew the answer.

‘I did. The church was packed like a sardine tin, and she got the full Requiem. There’s a headstone now with her name on it – people have been very kind. There was nothing pink. The Co-op said I was to be sure to tell you that.’

‘Thank you, Father.’

He took a flask from a pocket and poured some of its contents into his mouth. ‘Medicinal purposes,’ he said with a wink.

Anna chuckled. ‘My mam liked you,’ she said.

‘And I liked her. She’s missed by the whole of the parish, but there’s many a good soul in this town who’ll want to help after the tragedy.’ He held her hand. ‘Mr Dixon’s to work in the countryside with the Land Army, and Mrs Dixon will look after you and the babies in a cottage outside Bolton. I baptized them – Katherine Joan and Rebecca Frances. They’re doing fine, so they are. Mortallious troublesome when hungry, but isn’t that ever the way of it? You’ll be home soon. God bless.’ He left.

Anna wasn’t sure how to feel about any of it. Nothing could be done to retrieve the life she had known, because nothing could be done to bring back her mother. Jesus had resurrected Lazarus, and his sisters had been as happy as Larry, but Jesus wasn’t here. So, unlike Martha and Mary, Anna couldn’t sit and wait for her Saviour to come along and fetch Mam back. She didn’t want to leave hospital. Although either Elsie or Bert had visited every day, they had never brought her sisters, and she was ashamed to admit it, but life in the celebrity lane had been preferable to the thought of living with those two angry, red-faced little people.

Anna decided to make herself indispensable. After finding her way to the geriatric wards, she visited daily and read aloud from books, newspapers and magazines. The patients were delighted, as some had few visitors, and many were not long for this world, so the new presence on the wards was a source of great pleasure to them.

However, the powers in the paediatric department noticed that Anna MacRae was becoming institutionalized, so she was released into the community at the beginning of April. Staff and patients wept when she was driven away by one of the doctors, and many expressed the opinion that the infirmary would not be the same without her. ‘Bright as a button.’ Sister Morton dried her eyes, then dragged her reluctant nurses back inside. ‘Come along,’ she snapped. ‘There’s a war on, you know.’

Anna was driven around the edge of her very large town, and she recognized little of what she saw. The world was very green and there were no mills, few shops, no tall chimneys staining the sky. ‘You’ll be safer and healthier up here,’ said Dr Openshaw. ‘Your foster parents have jobs. Mr Dixon will work on a farm, and his wife will help some evenings at a home for mothers and babies. Hitler won’t waste his bombs out here.’

Anna gulped. She would miss Peter and Paul’s, would even miss the nuns, many of which number were humourless, sour-faced and swift to punish all offenders, however minor their crimes. Two or three of the sisters were pleasant and very stimulating when it came to education, and the lay teachers were mostly all right. But she had lost everything. She had no mam, a dad who was away killing Germans, no friends, no home, no school, no expectations. What did people do out here in the countryside? There were cows, horses and sheep, but so what? She couldn’t play hopscotch with a sheep. ‘Where’s my school?’ she asked.

‘Just a bicycle ride away,’ came the answer.

‘I can’t ride a bike.’

‘You’ll learn,’ the doctor promised. ‘And riding will make your legs stronger. You can have your own hens, so your own eggs will be collected daily. You’ll be able to run in the fields and help with your sisters.’

Ah. She hadn’t forgotten Kate and Beckie, but she’d chosen not to dwell on them. At the back of her mind lingered the small suspicion that the twins had killed her mother, that Frankie MacRae would still be alive were it not for the babies and the snow. It was better to blame the snow, because accusing her sisters was not nice.

The car stopped outside a stone-built cottage. It was in a row of four, so there would be neighbours, at least. ‘Can I go in?’ she asked.

The doctor nodded, but stayed where he was while Anna went through the gate and into the house.

It smelled empty. There was no furniture, and her footfalls echoed along stone floors. She found a front room, a big kitchen, and a huge rear garden that needed immediate surgery. Upstairs, there were three bedrooms, plus a small bathroom with a metal bath that was stained below the taps. She almost laughed. There was a real bath! Grandad used to have one of those, and water had been heated in a boiler behind the fire downstairs.

She returned to the car. ‘There’s no gas,’ she said.

Her chauffeur nodded. ‘Oil lamps and candles, I’m afraid. But at least you have mains water and a back boiler. No one can have everything, child.’

It was Anna’s opinion that some people had nice cars, good suits and jobs that didn’t make their hands dirty, but she said nothing. Her mother and the nuns had trained this child well, as she remained anxious not to upset anybody. ‘Thank you,’ she said dutifully. ‘I’m sure I’ll learn how to ride.’

‘Good girl.’

A thought struck. ‘Is it a Catholic school? The one I need a bike to get to? Is it Catholic?’

The doctor cleared his throat. As far as he knew it was an ordinary state primary school, but he wasn’t a hundred percent certain. ‘Not sure,’ he replied.

Anna, knowing that she had struck gold, thanked him politely and stepped out of the car, automatically steering herself in the direction of number 13. It looked different. The step hadn’t been stoned, and Mam always... She turned her head and saw the enormous pram outside number 11. They were propped up and making noises. Ignoring the twins, she stalked past and opened the door to a future that had to contain the Dixons and two strangers in a pram. But there was hope; that hope rested in Father Brogan’s boss, the Bishop of Salford.

Within days of her return, Anna found herself caring for the babies. She was not expected back at school, which was just as well, as her days were packed with changing and feeding two very young infants. It wasn’t Elsie Dixon’s fault. She was getting on in years, and she wasn’t used to children, as she and Bert hadn’t had any of their own.

‘Anna,’ Elsie said as they were finishing supper one evening. ‘Don’t you think you and the little ones might be better off with somebody a bit younger than me and Bert? I mean, if we move up to the country, he’ll have to do farm work, and I’ll be expected to do my bit a couple of evenings a week because of the war. It’s not easy, love.’

Bert cleared his throat. He wanted to keep the three girls, but he understood his wife’s misgivings. ‘Think on, Anna,’ he said. ‘We love you to bits, but it won’t be easy for any of us.’

The child thought for a moment before replying. ‘It would be better if we stayed here,’ she said. ‘That house smells funny and it’s got no gas mantles. It’s all grass and trees, sheep on the hills and cows in the fields. No picture house, no shops, no nothing.’

‘There’s a bus into town,’ said Elsie.

Anna was ready for this. ‘And do you take the twins on the bus? Who looks after them while you go to town and I go to the Proddy school and Mr Dixon works on the farm?’

Elsie, too, was ready. ‘They can stay where I’ll work,’ she replied. ‘Mrs Mellor has a big house full of young women and babies – she looks after them – so two more won’t be a problem. Me and Bert are looking forward to getting away – we’ll all be safer.’

Anna sighed dramatically. ‘All right,’ she pronounced. ‘But my mother wouldn’t be happy with me sitting next to Protestants. When my dad gets back from the war, he won’t be pleased, either.’ The bishop would save her. He wouldn’t sign to say she could get taught by non-Catholics.

‘When do Kate and Beckie start sitting up?’ Anna asked.

‘A couple of months yet,’ answered Bert.

A couple of months? What was she supposed to do in the mean time? Sit in a field making daisy chains among a few dozen cow pats? Feed chickens, do sums next to a Proddy and learn to ride a bike? ‘When do we have to go, Uncle Bert?’ She had been instructed to name them Auntie and Uncle, and had decided that it seemed to be a good idea.

‘Next week,’ he said. ‘The bishop’s given his decision. You can go to the school, and a priest will come to the house and teach you on a Saturday.’

Great. The list was growing again. She’d lost her mam, her dad, her house, her school, her town, her friends and her Saturdays. She’d almost lost her life, and she’d almost become famous, but she still had to do as she was told. Upstairs, she made her first THINGS list. Something would happen. There was always a next thing. So she wrote what she wanted to happen, then said a decade of the rosary. She could do no more. Like a buttercup in a field, she bent every time the wind blew. But it wouldn’t always be like this. Would it?

Tom Brogan had to walk away. As a priest, he was used to raw emotion, because he counselled the bereaved, forgave the sinner, attended the dying, baptized the newborn. But the tragedy embodied by Anna MacRae, whose faith shone from every pore, was more than he could cope with. She was talking to her mother. In Anna’s mind, Frances was seated at the right hand of God, so the child was speaking to a saint. He wished with all his heart that his own beliefs could be so pure, so simple.

‘They can’t even sit up,’ she said. ‘They just dribble, drink milk and wet their nappies.’

Even two graves away, he could hear her. Several sips from his hip flask helped a little, and he steadied himself on a headstone belonging to Somebody Riley. He wasn’t drunk. His vision was clouded by tears, not by alcohol.

‘We’re going tomorrow, and our new address is number three, Weavers Row, Eagle Vale. It’s all right. It has a bath with taps and the water comes from behind the fire. If you want to visit us, that’s where we’ll be, but God will give you directions if you forget the address. Come and see us. I’m not frightened of your spirit.’

This was the last straw for Father Brogan. He sobbed into a handkerchief until Anna touched his hand. ‘It’s all right, Father,’ she advised him. ‘When the lining came away, she started to lose lifeblood and it couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t the twins’ fault. It could have happened when I was born.’

He stared at her, his sobs slowing. ‘Anna? Who told you that?’

‘Mam did. When I was asleep.’

‘Oh. I see.’ She had probably overheard a conversation between Mrs Dixon and another woman. This had transferred into her sleep, and she believed that her mother had told her. ‘That’s good, then, isn’t it, Anna?’

She nodded. ‘Oh, and Mam said if you don’t stop drinking, you’ll be dead in five years.’

‘Did she say that when you were asleep?’

‘She’s always said it. She could even smell it at confession, because it came through the holes in the whatsername.’

‘Grille,’ he said helpfully.

‘So I want you to pour what’s left in your pocket onto Mam’s grave. She’ll get rid of it for you.’

Angels came in all shapes and guises, the priest decided. Tramps, thieves, vagabonds, the elderly and the young had been his teachers for many a year. He stood over the grave of a beautiful woman and poured away his scaffolding. ‘I’ll go back to Ireland,’ he told mother and daughter. ‘There’s a place in Dublin for priests like me who take a drop or a gallon too much. For you, Frankie, and for you, Anna, I’ll get dry.’

Anna laughed. ‘You’ll not be dry long, Father. Here comes the rain...’

The cart arrived to take them and their belongings to their new home. The horse ambled along and began the long trek through town and up Tonge Moor Road. The rain held off, at least, so that was one happy circumstance. Anna sat with her mother’s table, dresser, parlour furniture and rugs. She was taking all that was left of Frankie MacRae and putting it in a house made of stone and uneven plaster work. Folded near her feet was the green baize cover she had wrapped herself in when her mother had been dead just a few hours. It was difficult to know how to feel, because although she was happy to have her mother’s things, she was sad about moving them.

‘You all right, love?’ asked Bert.

She nodded. She had to be all right, since she needed to learn to ride a bike and go to school with a load of Proddies. There were very few houses. Field after field spread all the way to the horizon, and Anna swallowed hard. Why did people choose to live up here in all the silence? Where did they buy bread, see a doctor, go to the pictures? But she had to admit, however begrudgingly, that the countryside smelled and tasted good. It smelled and tasted of raw peas straight from the pod. The taste was green. Could a taste own a colour?

They reached their own tiny hamlet and found a young woman in the front garden. ‘Welcome,’ she said cheerily. ‘I’m Land Army, but I’ve been posted to you for the day. Still, at least I don’t have to do any mucking out, which is the best news ever.’

She talked funny and she had pink hair. Later, Anna would be told by Elsie that the colour was strawberry blonde. Lifted down by Bert, Anna studied the Land Army. It had no uniform – just overalls and a pair of heavy boots. ‘I’m Anna.’

‘Pleased to meet you, I’m sure,’ answered the Land Army. ‘I’m from Essex, but I’m here for the duration because I asked to come here. My grandparents live just over the hill, and I help on their farm. Anyway, aren’t you the famous one? Everybody knows your name. I’m Linda, by the way.’

‘Hello, Linda-by-the-way. We have to live here because of my pneumonia.’

‘You’ll get used to it,’ Linda promised. ‘There are other houses over the hill, so don’t think you have just these immediate neighbours. Decent people. Nice little school, and there’s a bike inside for you. Second-hand, but good condition. When we’ve got you settled, I’ll put the saddle right for you and teach you how to use it.’

Linda Harris was filed immediately under the good people label in Anna’s mind. She talked funny, dressed like a man, smelled a bit of horse poo, but she was a good-people lister, as were Uncle Bert, Auntie Elsie, Father Brogan and Dr Moss. There were a lot more good people than bad. In fact, if it wasn’t for Mam being dead and ‘bloody’ Hitler remaining alive, the world would be a wonderful place. So Anna decided to be as happy as possible and walked with Linda into her new home.
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