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    WINNER OF THE GUARDIAN CHILDREN’S FICTION
  


  
    AWARD AND THE CHILDREN’S BOOK OF THE YEAR
  


  
    Children often ask me if I base the characters in my books on real people. I always say truthfully that I make all my people up. They’re like my imaginary friends. I just have to start thinking about them and they’re there in my head, talking to me! However, just occasionally I see someone who interests me and inspires a whole book. This happened with The Illustrated Mum.
  


  
    I was having a very happy holiday in New York with my daughter Emma. We’d had a wonderful day looking round the shops and going round the Metropolitan museum, and ended up sitting eating ice creams in Central Park. It’s a fantastic huge park right in the middle of Manhattan, and it’s a great place for people-watching. Kids roller-blade up and down the paths, old men play chess together at tables, old ladies knit sitting on benches, couples kiss under the trees, joggers power past in their grey sweatsuits, and toddlers stagger along sucking their thumbs, their mommies taking them to the children’s zoo.
  


  
    We watched one particularly striking mother with her two small girls. She was tall and slender with long wild hair, wearing a lacy vest and shorts. Her pale skin was covered with extraordinary intricate tattoos. Her little girls hung on her hands, wearing colourful dressing-up clothes, long net skirts, paste tiaras in their tangled hair, skinny ankles wobbling in big silver high-heeled sandals.
  


  
    When they’d gone past, Emma whispered to me, ‘Don’t they look like the sort of family you write about in your books!’
  


  
    I reached for my diary and scribbled a sentence about them as a little reminder. I was busy writing another novel at the time – but that mother and her two daughters stayed in my head, waiting until I was ready to write their story. I was interested in the reason why this mother had quite so many tattoos. I thought hard – and made up Marigold. I made her daughters grow a little and gave them unusual names, Star and Dolphin. I tried to think how they’d feel with such an unusual mother. Star is irritated and embarrassed by Marigold, but Dolphin adores her strange unpredictable mother.
  


  
    Dolphin tells their story and it’s sometimes frightening and worrying, but I did try to give all three of them a happy ending.
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    Marigold started going weird again on her birthday. Star remembered that birthdays were often bad times so we’d tried really hard. Star made her a beautiful big card cut into the shape of a marigold. She used up all the ink in the orange felt-tip colouring it in. Then she did two sparkly silver threes with her special glitter pen and added ‘Happy Birthday’ in her best italic writing. They do Calligraphy in Year Eight and she’s very good at it.
  


  
    I’m still in the Juniors and I’m useless at any kind of writing so I just drew on my card. As it was Marigold’s thirty-third birthday I decided I’d draw her thirty-three most favourite things. I drew Micky (I’d never seen him but Marigold had described him enough times) and Star and me. Then I drew the Rainbow Tattoo Studio and the Victoria Arms and the Nightbirds club. I did them in the middle all clumped together and then round the edges I drew London and the seaside and the stars at night. My piece of paper was getting seriously crowded by this time but I managed to cram in a CD player with lots of Emerald City CDs and some high heels and a bikini and jeans and different coloured tight tops and lots of rings and bangles and earrings.
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    I was getting a bit stuck for ideas by this time and I’d rubbed out so often that the page was getting furry so I gave up and coloured it in. I wanted to do a pattern of marigolds as a border but Star had used up the orange already, so I turned the marigolds into roses and coloured them crimson. Red roses signify love. Marigold was very into symbols so I hoped she’d understand. Then on the back I did a great garland of red roses to signify a whole bunch of love and signed my name.
  


  
    We gave her presents too. Star found a remixed version of Emerald City’s greatest hits for only £2 at the Saturday morning market. I bought her a sparkly hair clasp, green to match her eyes. We even bought a special sheet of green tissue paper and a green satin ribbon to wrap up the presents.
  


  
    ‘Do you think she’ll like them?’ I asked Star.
  


  
    ‘You bet,’ said Star. She took the hair clasp and opened it up so its plastic claws looked like teeth. ‘I am a great present,’ she made it say, and then it bit the tip of my nose.
  


  
    Marigold gave us both big hugs and said we were darlings but her great green eyes filled with tears.
  


  
    ‘So why are you crying?’ I said.
  


  
    ‘She’s crying because she’s happy,’ said Star. ‘Aren’t you, Marigold?’
  


  
    ‘Mm,’ said Marigold. She sniffed hard and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She was shaking but she managed a smile. ‘There. I’ve stopped crying now, Dol, OK?’
  


  
    It wasn’t OK. She cried on and off all day. She cried when she listened to the Emerald City CD because she said it reminded her of old times. She cried when I combed her hair out specially and twisted it up into a chic pleat with her new green clasp.
  


  
    ‘God, look at my neck! It’s getting all wrinkly,’ she said. She touched the taut white skin worriedly while we did our best to reassure her. ‘I look so old.’
  


  
    ‘You’re not old at all. You’re young,’ said Star.
  


  
    ‘Thirty-three,’ Marigold said gloomily. ‘I wish you hadn’t written that right slap bang in the middle of your card, darling. I can’t believe thirty-three. That was the age Jesus was when he died, did you know that?’
  


  
    Marigold knew lots about the Bible because she was once in a Church Home.
  


  
    ‘Thirty-three,’ she kept murmuring. ‘He tried so hard too. He liked kids, he liked bad women, he stuck up for all the alternative people. He’d have been so cool. And what did they do? They stuck him up on a cross and tortured him to death.’
  


  
    ‘Marigold,’ Star said sharply. ‘Look at Dol’s card.’
  


  
    ‘Oh yes, darling, it’s lovely,’ Marigold said. She blinked at it. ‘What’s it meant to be?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, it’s stupid. It’s all a mess,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘It’s all the things you like most,’ said Star.
  


  
    ‘That’s beautiful,’ said Marigold, looking and looking at it. Then she started crying again.
  


  
    ‘Marigold!’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry. It’s just it makes me feel so awful. Look at the pub and the high heels and the sexy tops. These aren’t mumsie things. Dol should have drawn... I don’t know, a kitten and a pretty frock and... and Marks and Spencer’s. That’s what mums like.’
  


  
    ‘It’s not what you like and you’re my mum,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘Dol spent ages making you that card,’ said Star. She was starting to get red in the face.
  


  
    ‘I know, I know. It’s lovely. I said. I’m the hopeless case. Don’t you get what I’m saying?’ Marigold sniffed again. ‘Anyway, let’s have breakfast. Hey, can I have my cake now? Birthday cake for breakfast! Great idea, eh, girls?’
  


  
    We stared at her.
  


  
    ‘We didn’t get you a cake,’ said Star. ‘You know we didn’t. We asked and you said a cake was the very last thing you wanted, remember?’
  


  
    ‘No,’ said Marigold, looking blank.
  


  
    She’d gone on and on that we mustn’t get her a cake because she was sure she was starting to put on weight and the icing would only give her toothache and anyway she didn’t even like birthday cake.
  


  
    ‘I love birthday cake,’ said Marigold. ‘I always have a special birthday cake. You know how much it means to me because I never had my own special birthday cake when I was a kid. Or a proper party. I hate it that you girls don’t want proper parties and you just go to stupid places like Laser Quest and McDonald’s.’
  


  
    ‘They’re not stupid,’ I said. Star got asked to lots of stuff but I’d never been to a McDonald’s party and no-one had ever asked me to a Laser Quest either. I hoped I’d maybe make lots of friends when I went to the High School. I wasn’t in with the party crowd in my class. Not that I wanted to go to any of their parties. I wouldn’t have been friends with any of that lot if you’d paid me. Except maybe Tasha.
  


  
    ‘OK, OK, I’ll go and get you a birthday cake,’ said Star. ‘Marks and Sparks opens early on a Saturday. You wait.’
  


  
    She took the housekeeping purse and rushed out, slamming the door.
  


  
    ‘She’s cross with me,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    ‘No, she’s not. She’s going to get you your cake,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘Cross, cross, cross,’ Marigold muttered, frowning. ‘That’s what they used to say in the Home. “I’m very cross with you, Marigold.” This old bat would bring her face right up close to me so that her eyes got so near they crossed too. “Cross, cross, cross,” she’d say, and her spit would spray on my face. She was so mean, that one. She never hit us, she knew she wasn’t allowed, but you could tell she really, really wanted to. She just said stuff. Cross, cross, cross.’
  


  
    ‘Marigold.’ I didn’t know what else to say. I always got a bit scared when she talked like that, muttering fast, playing around with words. I wished Star would hurry back.
  


  
    ‘Just words. Cross words!’
  


  
    I giggled in case Marigold meant it to be a joke. She looked startled.
  


  
    ‘We have crosswords at school,’ I said quickly. ‘I can’t do them. I’m hopeless at spelling and stuff like that.’
  


  
    ‘Me too,’ said Marigold. ‘I hated school. I was always in trouble.’
  


  
    ‘Yep. Same here,’ I said, hoping that Marigold was better now. I was starving hungry. I took a handful of dry cornflakes to keep me going. Marigold helped herself too.
  


  
    ‘Yet Star’s clever,’ I said. ‘And she’s got even cleverer since she went to the High School. A real old brainy-box.’
  


  
    ‘Well. She obviously takes after her father,’ said Marigold. ‘Micky was the cleverest guy I ever met. So creative and artistic and yet sharp too. You couldn’t ever fool him.’
  


  
    ‘I wish he was my dad too,’ I said.
  


  
    Marigold patted me sympathetically.
  


  
    ‘Never mind. I’ve got you for my mum.’ I said it to make her happy but it started her off crying again.
  


  
    ‘What kind of a useless stupid mum am I?’ she said.
  


  
    ‘You’re the best ever mum. Please don’t cry again. You’ll make your eyes go all red.’
  


  
    ‘Red eyes, ropey neck, maudlin mood. What a mess! What have I got to show for my thirty-three years, eh? Apart from you two lovely girls. What would Micky make of me if he came back now? He always said I had such potential and yet I haven’t done anything.’
  


  
    ‘You do lots and lots of things. You paint and you make beautiful clothes and you dance and you work at the studio and – and—’
  


  
    ‘If I don’t do something with my life soon I never will. I’m getting old so quickly. If only Micky would come back. I was a different person when I was with him. He made me feel so...’ She waved her thin arms in the air, her bangles jangling. ‘Can’t find the words. Come here, Dol.’
  


  
    She pulled me close for a cuddle. I nestled against her, breathing in her magical musky smell. Her silky red hair tickled me. I stroked it, letting it fan out through my fingers.
  


  
    ‘Your roots need doing soon. And you’ve got a few split ends. I’ll snip them off for you, if you like.’
  


  
    ‘You still going to be a hairdresser, Dol?’
  


  
    ‘You bet,’ I said, turning my fingers into scissors and pretending to chop.
  


  
    ‘I remember when you cut all the hair off your Barbie doll,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    ‘And Star’s too. She was so mad at me.’
  


  
    ‘You girls. I wish I’d had a sister.’
  


  
    ‘Well. You’re like our big sister.’
  


  
    ‘I feel like I’m at a crossroads in my life, Dol. Cross. Hey, you know what? How about if I got a cross for a tattoo?’
  


  
    ‘You haven’t got much space left,’ I said, rubbing her decorated arms.
  


  
    Marigold was examining herself, peering this way and that.
  


  
    ‘How about right here, across my elbow? Brilliant! The cross could go up and down my arm. I need a bit of paper.’ She used the back of my birthday card but I didn’t really mind. She sketched rapidly, her teeth nipping her lower lip as she concentrated. I peered over her shoulder.
  


  
    ‘You’re so good at drawing,’ I said wistfully.
  


  
    Her hand was still shaking but the pen line was smooth and flowing as she drew an elegant long Celtic cross with roses and ivy twining round it.
  


  
    ‘Roses,’ she said, looking up at me. ‘Like the ones on your card, Dol.’
  


  
    I felt immensely proud. But also worried. I knew what Star was going to say.
  


  
    ‘It’s a lovely picture,’ I said. ‘Couldn’t you just keep it a picture on paper? We could get a special frame for it and you could hang it over your bed.’
  


  
    ‘I want it to be a picture on me,’ said Marigold, her eyes glittering green. ‘I wonder if Steve’s got any early appointments? I can’t wait! I’ll get him to trace it and do it now. Special birthday present.’ She leapt up. ‘Come on!’
  


  
    ‘But Star’s getting your birthday cake!’
  


  
    ‘Oh!’ She screwed up her face in disappointment. ‘Oh yes. Well, come on, Star. Where’s she got to? Why did she have to go out now to get this cake?’
  


  
    This was so unfair of Marigold I couldn’t look her in the eyes. She was terrible when she twisted everything about. She always did it when she got worked up. I knew I should tell her she wasn’t being fair to Star but I couldn’t make myself. It was so special being Marigold and me.
  


  
    Star was ages. Marigold paced the flat in her high heels, groaning theatrically and watching the clock. When Star came back at last, carefully carrying a plastic bag on upturned hands, Marigold had to make an extreme effort.
  


  
    ‘Star! You’ve been such a long time, sweetie!’
  


  
    ‘Sorry. There were heaps of people. And I had to walk back carefully because I didn’t want the cake to get bashed. I do hope you like it. I didn’t know whether to pick the fruit or the sponge. I got the sponge because it was cheaper – but maybe you like fruit more?’
  


  
    ‘Whichever,’ said Marigold carelessly. ‘Come on then, let’s have a slice of cake.’
  


  
    She was already pulling it out of the box, barely looking at it. She didn’t even put it on a proper plate. She rummaged in the drawer for a sharp knife and went to cut the first slice.
  


  
    ‘You’ve got to make a wish!’ said Star.
  


  
    Marigold raised her eyebrows but closed her eyes and wished. We didn’t need to ask what she was wishing for. I saw her lips say the word ‘Micky’. Then she was hacking away at the cake and gulping her slice so quickly she sprayed crumbs everywhere.
  


  
    ‘What’s the big hurry?’ said Star.
  


  
    I stopped eating my own slice of cake.
  


  
    ‘I’m going to try to catch Steve early, before any clients. I’ve just designed the most amazing symbolic tattoo,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    ‘No,’ said Star. ‘Not another. You promised.’
  


  
    ‘But this is so beautiful, darling. A cross because I’m at the crossroads. Look!’ Marigold waved her design.
  


  
    ‘You’ve spoilt Dol’s birthday card,’ said Star.
  


  
    ‘No she hasn’t,’ I said quickly.
  


  
    ‘You said it was sick and pathetic getting yourself tattooed again and again. You said you’d save up for laser treatment to get them removed. You said,’ Star said, her voice rising.
  


  
    ‘I said a whole load of stuff just to keep you happy, darling. But I love all my tattoos. They’re all so special to me. They make me feel special.’
  


  
    ‘They make you look like a circus freak,’ said Star.
  


  
    There was a sudden silence. We stood looking at each other in shock and embarrassment, hardly able to believe what Star had just said. Even Star seemed astonished.
  


  
    ‘OK, so I’m a freak,’ said Marigold shakily. ‘I don’t care. I don’t have to conform to your narrow view of society, Star. I’ve always lived my life on the outside edge.’
  


  
    ‘Now you’re sounding like some corny old film. Why can’t you act normal?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t want to be normal,’ said Marigold. ‘I can’t figure out why you do all of a sudden. What’s the matter with you, Star?’
  


  
    ‘Maybe I’m growing up. When are you going to grow up, Marigold?’ She seized her slice of cake and crumpled it into tiny crumbs. Then she brushed her hands and ran into our bedroom.
  


  
    Marigold and I looked at each other. Marigold tried to look like she didn’t care. She put her hand to her head as if she was trying to hold it together.
  


  
    ‘What should I do?’ she whispered to me.
  


  
    ‘Star didn’t really mean it,’ I said. ‘She was just upset because she thought you didn’t like the cake.’
  


  
    ‘I know she’s got this thing about tattoos – but I want the cross, Dol.’
  


  
    I shrugged helplessly. Star was always the one who told Marigold what to do. I wasn’t any good at it.
  


  
    ‘It will look incredible, I just know it,’ said Marigold. ‘I have to go now or Steve won’t have time. Will you come too?’
  


  
    I hesitated. I wasn’t like Star, who had refused to set foot in the Rainbow Tattoo Studio. I found it fascinating, though I was sometimes a bit scared of some of the customers. Steve himself was kind of scary too, with his shiny bald head and his long beard and his pointed tongue with a stud through the end. I hated seeing it flash silver in his mouth. He knew this and stuck his tongue out at me whenever he saw me.
  


  
    ‘Please,’ Marigold pressed. ‘I’ll need you. It’ll hurt.’
  


  
    ‘You said it doesn’t hurt much at all.’
  


  
    ‘It will hurt on the elbow. It’s always painful on a joint.’
  


  
    ‘Then why... ?’
  


  
    ‘It’ll be more special if I have to suffer for it,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    ‘That’s silly,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘I’ll need you there so I can hold your hand to be brave,’ said Marigold. ‘If you don’t come I might go really mad and get Steve to do the cross on my face. Up the forehead, down the nose, across both cheeks.’ She shook her head at me. ‘Oh Dol, I’m joking.’
  


  
    I wasn’t sure. When Marigold was in this sort of mood she could do the craziest thing on a sudden whim. Maybe she really did need me to go with her. I was worried but I also felt very grown-up and special. It was me she needed, not Star.
  


  
    I still felt bad about Star though.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Dol,’ said Marigold, desperate to be off.
  


  
    ‘Wait a second,’ I said, and went to our bedroom.
  


  
    I hesitated and then knocked on the door in case Star was crying and didn’t want me to see. She didn’t answer. I timidly peeked round the door. She was sitting on the end of the bed, her fists clenched in her lap. Her face was hidden by her long hair.
  


  
    ‘Star? Star, she wants me to go with her.’
  


  
    Star shrugged as if it was nothing to do with her.
  


  
    ‘Maybe Steve will have an early customer,’ I said. ‘Then he won’t be able to do it. Or maybe she’ll change her mind again. You know what she’s like.’
  


  
    ‘I know what she’s like,’ Star said slowly. Her teeth were clenched too.
  


  
    ‘Star?’
  


  
    ‘Stop bleating my name like that, it’s so irritating.’
  


  
    ‘Do you mind if I go with her? I’d better, hadn’t I?’
  


  
    ‘You do what you want.’
  


  
    ‘Can’t you come too?’
  


  
    Star looked at me witheringly. ‘I’m not going near that stupid place.’
  


  
    I waited, trying to think of some way to make everything better.
  


  
    ‘It’s a great birthday cake, Star.’
  


  
    I wasn’t getting anywhere. I suddenly heard the front door bang. I had to leave Star. I ran hard after Marigold. She was halfway down the stairs.
  


  
    ‘Wait for me!’
  


  
    ‘I thought you maybe weren’t coming,’ said Marigold. She laughed. ‘But you are, you are, you are!’ She caught hold of me on the first-floor landing and swung me round.
  


  
    ‘What a racket!’ Mrs Luft was down at the front door sorting through the post. She seemed to be addressing an invisible audience. ‘Do they have to be so noisy on the stairs? Up and down, late at night, first thing in the morning. Some people have no consideration.’
  


  
    ‘Any post for me?’ Marigold asked. She always got extra hopeful on her birthdays and Christmas, just in case Micky decided to get in touch. Ever since we’d been given the Housing Trust flat she’d renewed the postal forwarding service every three months. It was the one thing she never forgot.
  


  
    ‘Electricity bill,’ said Mrs Luft, handing it over.
  


  
    ‘Well, I don’t think I’ll bother with that,’ said Marigold, tossing the unopened bill onto the old table in the hallway.
  


  
    I looked at it anxiously. Mrs Luft sniffed.
  


  
    ‘That’s a very responsible attitude, I must say,’ she announced. ‘Some people take a pride in paying their bills on time. Others are downright feckless. Spend, spend spend – and lets the state fork out for her and her children.’
  


  
    Marigold told Mrs Luft to go away and mind her own business. She didn’t say it politely. She used short sharp words.
  


  
    ‘Yes, that’s just the sort of language I’d expect from her,’ said Mrs Luft. She shuffled into her flat, her backless slippers slapping the floor at each step.
  


  
    ‘Mad old bat,’ said Marigold, taking my hand. ‘Come on, let’s see if we can run all the way.’
  


  
    She was faster than me at running even though she was wearing high heels. I hung back and had to stop and gasp for breath at every new street, a stitch in my side. It was still hurting when we got to the Rainbow Tattoo Studio. The closed sign was on the door but when Marigold tapped the opaque glass with her long fingertips Steve came to the door.
  


  
    ‘Oh oh,’ he said, giving her one glance. ‘I’m not starting any long customized job now, Goldie. I’ve got a guy coming in at ten.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, Steve, be a honey. Which guy? If he’s a biker he won’t make it in till eleven at the earliest. And if he’s a first-timer then it’s odds on he won’t even turn up. Please, sweetheart. It’s my birthday. And it’s just this gorgeous design. You’ll love it. Look!’
  


  
    She waved my card at him.
  


  
    ‘Bit intricate, isn’t it?’ he said, looking at my birthday drawing.
  


  
    I blushed, not wanting him to laugh at me.
  


  
    ‘Steve!’ said Marigold impatiently.
  


  
    ‘Nice drawing,’ Steve said to me. Then he turned the card over. ‘Ah.’
  


  
    ‘It’s great, isn’t it. I thought right here.’ Marigold tapped her right elbow.
  


  
    Steve tutted, the silver flashing in his tongue.
  


  
    ‘You’re paying, I take it?’
  


  
    ‘Out of my wages,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    ‘But we only need you here the odd day or so when someone needs a custom job.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll come in and do flash work – whatever.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t trust you to do flash work properly, Goldie. Remember that guy who wanted the Samurai arm piece and you did the mouth all smiley instead of sneering?’
  


  
    Marigold was smiling herself. She bent over to Steve and put her arms round his neck, whispering in his ear.
  


  
    I turned my back on her and looked at the wall of flash. They had all the usual designs on display, most of them pretty boring stuff, dragons and tigers and skulls and basic Celtic designs. I could understand why Marigold got so sick of tracing out the same designs again and again. No wonder she sometimes gave the dragon flame-breath or the tiger a little cub or placed a perky little wig on top of the skull.
  


  
    She was still wound round Steve. He soon weakened.
  


  
    ‘OK, OK, I’ll do your cross. Only no shrieking the place down. I don’t want you frightening away any potential customers.’
  


  
    ‘I won’t even whimper,’ she promised.
  


  
    Steve tinkered with his needle bar, bunching them at various angles.
  


  
    ‘You’re a genius, Steve,’ Marigold said, tracing her cross design onto duplicating paper. ‘No-one can ink like you.’
  


  
    ‘Flattering witch,’ he said, wiping her arm with alcohol and then spraying it with soap and water. He carefully stuck the duplicating paper down, rubbed it all over and then left the picture in place.
  


  
    ‘You’re sure, Goldie?’
  


  
    ‘Surer than sure,’ she said, taking my hand with her free right arm.
  


  
    Steve rubbed vaseline over the design, poured out a capful of colour, put on his rubber gloves and started the machine.
  


  
    I couldn’t look for a long time. I held Marigold’s hand tight as tight, while her nails dug a deep groove in my palm. Her eyes were watering and she bit hard on her bottom lip, but she was as good as her word, not making a whimper.
  


  
    The machine buzzed loudly. Steve whistled tunelessly through his teeth, his way of concentrating. He stopped every now and then and sprayed Marigold’s arm and dabbed it dry.
  


  
    I dared look. I saw the black line of the cross taking shape. It took well over an hour before it was finished. Two customers were kept waiting but Steve let them see what he was doing and they watched, fascinated.
  


  
    ‘Right. Done!’ Steve said at last.
  


  
    Marigold got up very slowly, straightening her arm with extreme caution. The front of her shirt was damp with sweat. Her face was chalk white but when she saw the new cross tattoo in the mirror it flooded pink.
  


  
    ‘Oh Steve, it’s going to look wonderful!’
  


  
    ‘It’s your design, babe,’ said Steve, coating it with special ointment.
  


  
    He went to wrap it in a bandage but Marigold stepped aside.
  


  
    ‘Let me look a minute more.’ Marigold craned round to examine every detail.
  


  
    ‘That’s a truly cool tattoo,’ said one of the customers. ‘I reckon it would look great on my lady. Will you do a cross on her exactly like that?’
  


  
    ‘I’ll design her own personal cross, if that’s what she’d like,’ said Marigold. ‘But this one’s mine.’
  


  
    She let Steve put the bandage on and then grinned at me.
  


  
    ‘This one’s mine too,’ she said, ruffling my hair. ‘Come on, Dol. See you, Steve, darling.’
  


  
    He was busy breaking the used needles off the bar and putting the equipment in the sterilizer.
  


  
    ‘Don’t forget this,’ he said, pointing to my card.
  


  
    ‘I don’t need the design. It’s permanent now,’ said Marigold, tossing it in the bin.
  


  
    ‘It’s on the back of your birthday card,’ Steve reminded her.
  


  
    ‘Whoops!’ said Marigold, retrieving the card. ‘Sorry, Dol.’
  


  
    ‘It’s OK,’ I muttered.
  


  
    ‘Hey, you’re not going to go all sulky on me too, are you? It’s my birthday. We’re going to have fun,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    It didn’t really work. Star was barely speaking when we got back. When she saw Marigold’s bandage she screwed up her face in disgust.
  


  
    We had the rest of the birthday cake for lunch. Marigold bought wine for herself and juice for Star and me.
  


  
    ‘So we can all drink to the birthday girl,’ she said.
  


  
    She drank her wine in less than half an hour and then said she felt a little sleepy. She curled up on the sofa, her arm carefully out to one side. She fell asleep in the middle of a sentence.
  


  
    Star stared at her.
  


  
    ‘She only drank so much because her arm hurts,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘So whose fault is that?’ said Star.
  


  
    But with Marigold out of it Star was much better company. She’d done all her boring old weekend homework so now she was free to play with me.
  


  
    ‘I wish we could watch television,’ I said.
  


  
    The rental firm had taken our television and video recorder away last week because Marigold hadn’t kept up the payments. She promised she’d see about getting us a new set but she hadn’t done anything about it yet.
  


  
    ‘Will you play television, Star?’ I begged.
  


  
    ‘Oh honestly, Dol, you and your dopey games,’ she groaned.
  


  
    ‘Please?’
  


  
    ‘Just for ten minutes then.’
  


  
    We went into our bedroom, shutting the door on the sleeping Marigold. Star wouldn’t try properly at first, and said she felt stupid, but eventually she got into it too. I said we’d do Top of the Pops first because I knew Star liked being all the different singers. Then we did this children’s hospital programme and I was a little girl dying tragically of cancer and Star was my nurse giving me treatment. Then we played vets and Star’s old teddy and my china dog and the troll doll we’d won at a fair were the pets in distress.
  


  
    Star started to get bored with this, so I said we’d do some soaps because she’s great at accents, so for a while we played Neighbours and then swopped to EastEnders and then Star herself suggested we do Friends. We both wanted to be Rachel and then we got on to hair styles and we stopped the television game and played hairdressers instead.
  


  
    Star played for ten times ten minutes and it was great. We almost forgot Marigold.
  


  
    She woke up in a snappy mood, going on about the cross again, muttering to herself, holding her bandaged arm. She spent ages in the bedroom after tea.
  


  
    ‘Are you all right, Marigold?’ I called eventually, standing outside the door.
  


  
    ‘I’m fine fine fine, never finer,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    She came out all dressed up in her shortest skirt and highest heels, her black chenille sweater hiding her bandage.
  


  
    ‘You’re going out,’ Star said flatly.
  


  
    ‘Of course I’m going out, darling. I’ve got to celebrate my birthday,’ said Marigold.
  


  
    Star sighed heavily.
  


  
    ‘Don’t be like that. I’m just nipping down to the Vic. I’ll be back in a couple of hours, promise.’
  


  
    We both looked at her.
  


  
    ‘I promise,’ she said again. She stroked her bulky arm gingerly. ‘I’m at the crossroads. I’m going to take the right turning now. You’ll see. I’ll be back by ten. Half ten at the latest.’
  


  
    We stayed up till midnight. Then we gave up and went to bed.
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