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Chapter One

Susan

I’m very brave. No-one else knows I’m being brave, because I haven’t told them. It’s a secret – between me and my dad.

I’m sitting at my desk now, in my classroom, watching the teacher chalk things up on the blackboard. It’s something about poetry, but I’m not really paying attention, which would make Daddy cross, because he loves poems. I’ve got a lot to think about though, because it’s not always easy being brave, and I have to make sure I’m doing it right.

As I think about it, I stare up at the big, oblong window with twelve square panes, where I can only see milk-coloured sky outside. If I stood on a chair to look I’d see the library next door, Warmley Hill and the petrol station opposite where my friends and I sometimes sneak into the ladies’ toilets to play doctors and nurses. But that’s another secret and I’m definitely never going to tell anyone about that – not even Daddy. And if Mummy ever found out I know she’d tell the police, because she already nearly did once. That was when she caught me and my friend Janet in the garden, pulling down our swimming costumes to show the boys our chests. We were so scared when Mummy came storming out of the house, telling us we were wicked and that she was taking us to the police, that we ran and hid in Mr Weiner’s shed. Mummy wouldn’t look for us there, because Mr Weiner’s German and Mummy doesn’t have anything to do with him because she still hasn’t forgiven him for the war. Daddy has, but Daddy forgives everyone for everything.

Today my hair is in plaits with two white bows at the end of each one. Grown-ups are always going on about my hair, saying how lovely it is, all thick and red and curly, but it’s all right for them, they don’t have to put up with Mummy’s brushing every morning, or the horrid, smelly boys in my class who call me Ginger and pull it. Granny told me once that Mummy, whose hair is the exact same colour (I bet Granny never used to be so mean with a brush when Mummy was little), used to beat people up if they called her Ginger, or worse, Ginge. I’ve never done that, but I do get really angry, especially on the days when Mummy forces my hair up into a high-topped ponytail that the boys keep swinging on, then running away before I can punch their noses.

I’ve got freckles too. I hate them. But even worse are the glasses I have to wear. As if they don’t make me look stupid enough, the right lens since I was six (I’m seven now) has been covered up with a white patch to make my left eye see properly. It doesn’t though, so I have to keep peering over the top so I can read my books and watch the telly. When Mummy spots me she puts her fingers under my chin and tilts my head up again. She’s very strict and won’t ever let me take them off. But even she laughed when we first got them from the optician. I was sulking and wanted to cry because I knew already how stupid I was going to feel in them, and how much fun everyone was going to poke at me. Then the optician gave us a pair of round National Health frames, which came for free, and when I put them on Mummy split her sides laughing. I love it when Mummy laughs, because it always makes me laugh too.

I think I’m being quite brave at the moment, because I don’t mind that Mummy won’t be there when I get home after school. The first time she wasn’t there I was more frightened than when Daddy took us across the Clifton Suspension Bridge and we looked all the way down at the river. I was little then and hid behind Daddy’s legs. I still don’t like looking down when I’m high up, and I don’t really like it when Mummy’s not there, but I’m being brave, so I won’t cry. I expect Gary will though. He’s my brother, who’s four years younger than me, which makes him only three, so he’s allowed to cry. If I feel like crying too, I’ll wait till I’m on my own so no-one will see, because I don’t want Daddy to know I’m afraid in case it makes him afraid too. You see, it’s all right to be scared of the dark, and of spiders and witches and things, and to make Daddy sit at the bottom of the stairs singing and telling his silly jokes while I go to the toilet, but it’s not all right to be scared about Mummy not being there, because that’s just silly when we know she’s coming back.


Five and twenty ponies,

Trotting through the dark –

Brandy for the Parson

’Baccy for the Clerk;

Laces for a lady, letters for a spy,

Watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by!



The teacher’s reciting my favourite poem now. I recite it to Granny sometimes, though I keep forgetting bits, which makes her chuckle and then she hugs me to her chest, which is like a great big fluffy pillow. Granny is Mummy’s mummy and is very old and lives in a house full of ornaments and photographs and bottles of stout that she likes to drink. She plays bingo a lot too, either at the Regal in Staple Hill, or the Vandyke in Fishponds, or near us, at the Made-for-Ever youth club. When she goes there Mummy usually goes with her, and if it’s Saturday, and I’ve been good, they take me for the first session, and let me have my own card to cross off the numbers. I won a pound once, but I can’t remember what I did with it now. After the first session Daddy comes to pick me up and take me home to bed. Later, Mummy and Granny walk back to our house, then Daddy drives Granny home in his blue Morris car.

Daddy doesn’t like bingo very much. Or telly. He prefers books, which he reads under a lamp in the front room, while Mummy watches her favourite programmes all snuggled up by the fire in the dining room. It’s lovely snuggling up with her, but she doesn’t let me stay up very late. I have to go to bed earlier than everyone else on our street, probably than everyone in the whole wide world, which is horrible, because in the summer I can still hear my friends playing outside. But Mummy won’t give in. She’s really strict, and sometimes I don’t like her very much. She makes me want to go and live on an island where no grown-ups are allowed, and children can do anything they want whenever they want. Daddy read me a story about it once, and I’ve always remembered it, because that’s where I’m going to go if I ever run away. My dad’s the best story-reader in all the world. He sits out on the landing every night, between my and Gary’s bedrooms, and tells us all about Alice, or Pooh, or Brer Rabbit, or my absolute favourite, Naughty Amelia Jane. I want to be like her, but Mummy wouldn’t put up with it.


Five and twenty ponies

Trotting through the dark –

Brandy for the Parson

’Baccy for the Clerk;

Laces for a lady, letters for a spy,

Watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by!



Mummy’s going to miss Coronation Street tonight. She hates missing it, and never does, unless she has to go away, like now. I wonder if there are tellies where she is. Children aren’t allowed in, so I don’t know. Usually, Gary and I go to Granny’s while Daddy visits her. Sometimes I go with Daddy, but I have to wait outside in the car.

It’s half past three now, because Mr Dobbs, the headmaster, is ringing the bell, which echoes up and down the corridors, and we all stand up to say ‘goodnight’ to Mrs Taylor, our teacher, which seems a bit silly when it’s not night at all.

Me and Sophie (she’s my new best friend) go to get our coats from the cloakroom, and even though it’s going to be May next week, it’s still a bit cold outside, so we make sure all our buttons are done up. Then, with our satchels strapped across us, we join the crowd gathering round the lollipop lady who’s always there to see us across the road.

‘Got any money for sweets?’ Sophie asks me. ‘I spent all mine on tuck.’

‘My dad gave me tuppence this morning,’ I tell her. ‘I’ve still got a penny ha’penny left.’

‘Hey, it’s Ginge with the one eye!’ Kelvin Milton shouts, and he pulls so hard on one of my plaits that I scream and try to bash him with my fists. I always miss though, because he’s too fast.

‘Cry baby, cry baby!’ two more boys start singing. Then some girls chime in, ‘Cry baby! Cry baby! Susan’s a baby.’

‘One-eyed monster, you mean,’ someone else shouts.

‘Ginger biscuit.’

Sophie puts her arm round me, but I push her off.

‘I hate you!’ I scream at the grinning Kelvin Milton. ‘I’m going to tell my mum about you.’

Kelvin merely pokes out his tongue and waggles his hands either side of his head. He looks like a cabbage flapping its leaves.

‘Come on, come on,’ the lollipop lady shouts. ‘I can’t hold the traffic all day.’

Sophie links my arm as we cross over. ‘It’s all right, they’re just stupid,’ she says. ‘Let’s go in the shop and get some sweets.’

I can’t find my clean hanky so I dry my eyes with my coat sleeve. I hate Kelvin Milton so much that I’m going to think of something really evil and nasty to do to him. If I was a witch I’d turn him into a slug, then my brother would eat him, because my brother eats slugs. Or he did once, before Mummy snatched it away then stuck her fingers down his throat to make him sick.

The queue inside the corner tuck shop isn’t very long, and no-one horrid is in there, because the horrid children never have any money. I just hope they’re not waiting outside to steal our sweets. As we move up the queue Sophie and I greedily eye all the jars, mouths watering. What shall we have? A sherbert dip? A lucky bag? A packet of Smith’s crisps with a little blue bag of salt? A penny-ha’penny would buy us three sticks of red liquorice, or six fruit salad chews, three white chocolate mice or six mojos. We end up getting four mojos, and two aniseed twists, which are Sophie’s favourites. Even though Sophie’s parents are rich, I don’t mind paying for her, because she shared her potato puffs and Wagon Wheel with me at playtime.

She lives in a really big house with a tower and a weathercock on the top, and hundreds of rooms which are great for hide-and-seek, but I’m a bit nervous of the secret passageways and trapdoors under the rugs. If one of them opens up I could be swallowed down into the centre of the earth and might even end up in Australia, where Rolf Harris comes from, and I wouldn’t be able to find my way home then. The paintings on the walls are really scary too, because the eyes move. It doesn’t matter where I stand, they’re always looking at me. I’m glad we don’t have any paintings like that in our house, which isn’t nearly so big as Sophie’s. We don’t own ours either. It belongs to the man from the council who comes round to collect the rent every week.

Kelvin Milton and his gang have gone when we go outside, so we’re safe to share out the sweets. Sophie nudges me, and tells me to look. Marilyn Caldwell and Ruth Myers are crossing the street. They’re in the fourth form and are exactly like me and Sophie want to be when we’re eleven – pretty, popular, lots of friends, and all the boys after us. It’ll probably happen for Sophie because she’s already really pretty, but not for me with these stupid, horrible glasses and freckles.

‘See you tomorrow then,’ Sophie says, sucking on an aniseed twist and pocketing her mojos. She lives in the opposite direction so we can’t walk home together.

I start walking along the road between the shop and the petrol station, going down Holly Hill, past the prefabs that were put up after the war, then the phone box outside Jackie Wilshire’s house, and the small rank of shops where Mummy sometimes goes to get her cigarettes in Smarts, the newsagents, or some pork chops and chitlings in the butchers. I don’t like the butcher much, he’s always making rude jokes with Mummy and winking, and looking like he wants to kiss her.

Once I get past the shops I run up to the top of the tump then all the way down again. I like doing that, and I would have done it again, but then I remember that Mummy isn’t going to be home and I don’t feel like it any more. I skip on down the hill being brave and feeling very different from all the children swarming down the hill too. Their mothers will be waiting when they get home. They’re lucky, but I bet they don’t feel like a heroine in a book, the way I do, because I have to be grown-up now and take care of Dad and Gary. I’ll cook their tea, make their beds, scrub the floors, chop wood, darn socks and vacuum up after them, because they always make a terrible mess, and wear my fingers to the bone, and what thanks will I get?

I asked Sophie once, ‘Do you ever feel different to everyone else?’

‘In what way?’ she’d answered.

I didn’t know how to put it into words so I just shrugged and didn’t ask again.

The cul-de-sac we live in is called Greenways. It’s a bit like a clock with the hands poking out the wrong way. The face is the green, where the boys play football and the girls do leapfrog. The hand that sticks out from nine o’clock is the way into the street, and our house is almost at the bottom of the hand that pokes off of six o’clock. I’m still skipping as I turn into the street, plaits flying as I bob past Julie and Adam Prentice’s house – Adam, who’s a year older than me, has iron things on his leg because he had polio when he was little – then I speed past Mr and Mrs Weiner’s because he’s foreign, and also past the Crofts’ house because they’re a bad bunch whose garden is scruffy and whose uncle has been in prison. Sally Croft is three years older than me and already smokes and goes out with boys.

‘She’ll come to a bad end, that girl,’ Mummy always says when we see her. ‘I don’t want you going near her.’

A lot of our neighbours are scared of Mummy because she’s tall and always speaks her mind. They’re her friends too, because they’re always coming in our house for cups of tea and a fag and a chat about the kids. Most of the houses down our bit of the street have children about the same age as me and Gary, so there’s always a lot for the mums to discuss.

Since no-one’s in at our house I skip on by, still brave, and go next door to Mrs Williams, who’s looking out of the window, holding Gary up in her arms so he can see me coming. I give them a wave and push open the yellow gate to carry on skipping down the front path to the front door. Gary immediately drags me into the living room where he’s been playing cars in the cardboard garage that Mr Williams, who looks like the film star Robert Mitchum, made for five-year-old Nigel.

I’m not really interested in his cars, so he says, ‘Where’s Mummy?’

‘I don’t know,’ I tell him.

He looks at me with his big blue eyes and I think he’s going to cry.

‘Daddy’ll be home soon,’ Mrs Williams tells him. We like Mrs Williams. She’s Mum’s best friend, they even went to school together, and when I grow up I’m going to talk over the fence to my best-friend neighbour while hanging washing on the line, the way Mrs Williams and Mummy do.

Gary looks up at her. He’s got freckles too, huge great big ones like cornflakes, and crew-cut hair the same colour. Everyone loves him, Mummy especially. I know he’s her favourite, but I don’t mind – he’s my favourite too, when he’s not getting on my nerves.

Mrs Williams gives me a glass of milk and a strawberry-jam sandwich which I take to the kitchen table to eat, while watching her wipe the dishes, making everything shine and clink as she puts them away. When I’m old enough I’m going to marry Geoffrey Williams, who’s the same age as me, but in a different class at school, and who always dawdles home. We’ll go courting, like my older cousins do, and I’ll take a long umbrella with a crook handle to the pictures when it rains.

When Geoffrey comes in his mother tells him off for not even saying hello to me which I mind about quite a lot, but don’t say anything. Gary and I watch as he shouts back at her, and stomps off upstairs. If we ever spoke to our mum like that we’d be put in a home, or get the hiding of our lives. Mrs Williams looks upset. She stoops down to give Gary a hug and tickles my face with the end of one plait.

After that we do a jigsaw, but Gary gets it all wrong, because he’s too young and his fingers are clumsy. He tries to look important though, by resting his chin in his hands and waggling his feet, the way I do, when I’m studying where to put the next piece.

‘Daddy’s here,’ Mrs Williams eventually calls out from the kitchen. By then Gary and I are huddled in one of the armchairs watching Blue Peter on the telly, which he doesn’t understand, and I don’t like. I’m feeling grumpy now because Daddy’s taken longer to come home than I expected, and Geoffrey’s still upstairs in his bedroom, avoiding me.

Gary springs up and charges outside.

‘Aren’t you going too?’ Mrs Williams asks me.

‘I want to see the end of this,’ I tell her.

I stay where I am, feeling angry with Daddy. Mrs Williams goes outside to talk to him over the fence, then Geoffrey comes down and sneers at the puzzle that I didn’t manage to finish.

‘This piece goes there,’ he snottily informs me, pressing it into place.

‘No it doesn’t!’ I cry.

‘Yes it does. Look!’

I leap to my feet. ‘It’s a stupid puzzle anyway,’ I shout.

‘It’s you who’s stupid,’ he calls after me.

‘You won’t say that after I’ve smashed your head in.’

‘You and whose army?’

Anyway, I’m going to marry a smuggler when I grow up.

Later on, I’m standing in the doorway of our dining room watching Daddy giving Gary a cuddle. They’re in one of the big brown armchairs either side of the fireplace, but it’s not cold enough for the fire to be lit. Gary, like the baby he is, is crying for Mummy, but I’m still being brave. Anyway, I don’t care that Mummy’s not coming home, because I don’t care about anything. I just stand and watch and think how stupid everyone is.

Daddy’s face is handsome and pale and his hair is fair. His blue eyes always twinkle, and crinkle at the corners when he laughs. He’s not quite as tall as Mummy, and he doesn’t have a bad temper either, but it’s still frightening when Mummy threatens to tell him if I’ve been naughty. I don’t think he’s ever smacked me though, not like Mummy, whose hand really stings my legs when she lets go. I don’t like Mummy tonight. I don’t like her at all.

‘Want a cuddle too?’ Daddy offers, holding out a hand to invite me onto his other knee.

I want to, but I shake my head and say, ‘No. I’ve got to go and give Mandy and Bonnie their supper.’ Mandy and Bonnie are my two favourite dolls, along with Teddy who I’ve had since I was a baby.

My bedroom is the prettiest of anyone’s in the street. It has a pink padded headboard with flowers all over it, and the curtains round the dressing table match those at the window and the seat of the stool. I’ve got quite a big wardrobe for all my clothes, a fold-up doll’s pushchair and cot, and a bright orange record player that I have to wind up. It doesn’t play grown-up records like the one downstairs, only the nursery-rhyme children’s kind, but that’s all right, Mandy and Bonnie prefer them anyway.


My Bonnie lies over the ocean,

My Bonnie lies over the sea,

My Bonnie lies over the ocean,

Oh bring back my Bonnie to me.



I stand watching the record go round and round, then suddenly I snatch the needle off. I don’t want to listen to it any more. Not that one, so I put ‘Bobby Shaftoe’ on instead. Daddy sings that song sometimes, or ‘Row, Row, Row the Boat’, or silly songs that he makes up the words to. Because he’s Welsh he’s got a lovely voice. Not like Mummy and me, but I still want to be in the school choir one day. I’m quite good at ballet though, and I’m learning to play the piano. Daddy’s probably going to call me downstairs soon to come and practise my scales. He might have forgotten though, and I won’t remind him, even though it’ll make Mummy cross if she finds out, because she’s always saying that I have to practise every day – and ballet too.

Three weeks ago I started going to elocution classes. They’re really embarrassing. The teacher talks all posh, and I feel really stupid saying things like How now brown cow the way the Queen does. Last week I saw Mummy, out of the corner of my eye, trying not to laugh, and in the end we had to leave because we couldn’t stop laughing.

But that wouldn’t be the end of it, Mummy warned me as we ran home through the rain. ‘You’re going to learn to talk proper, my girl, and make a real lady out of yourself.’

There was some talk, a while ago, about me going to a school over by the Downs, which is the really posh part of Bristol, where everyone lives in big houses and has servants, and all the snooty kids wear silly uniforms and ride horses at weekends. I hate horses and I’d rather die than go to one of those schools because I’d miss all my friends and get teased even more, which I told Mummy, furiously, stamping my feet and clenching my fists. I got sent straight to my room, and wasn’t allowed to come out again until I could mind my manners. Fortunately no more’s been said about it since, so I think she listened to me.

Taking off my glasses, which isn’t allowed, I put my nurse’s uniform on over my dress, then I hook the heartbeat listener around my neck to check on Mandy, who’s been a bit off colour lately. She’s lying on the bed with Bonnie and Teddy, propped up by a cushion. I’m probably a bit old for Teddy now, but I let him sleep with us still because I know what it’s like to be afraid in the night. When I get like that I usually creep in with Mummy and Daddy, so it’s only right that Teddy has someone to make him feel better too.

Mandy is still looking peaky. ‘You’ve got to get better,’ I tell her crossly. ‘I don’t want you always being ill.’

‘Bobby Shaftoe’ finishes so I go to wind up the record player again. When it’s ready I decide I don’t want to be here any more, so I tear off my nurse’s uniform and run down the stairs, shouting to Daddy, ‘Can I go out to play?’

‘Five minutes,’ he calls back. His head pops round the kitchen door. ‘Don’t I get a kiss?’

I want to say no, but it might hurt his feelings, so I go and kiss him, then skip back down the passage to the front door.

‘Beans on toast for tea,’ he calls after me.

‘Yeah!’ Gary cheers.

I stop and turn round. ‘It’s Wednesday,’ I remind Daddy. ‘We have corned-beef mash on Wednesdays.’

He puts down the knife he’s holding and comes to lift me up in his arms. I don’t want to let him, but I don’t stop him either. ‘How was school today?’ he says, rubbing his stubbly chin over my face.

I want to ask when Mummy’s coming home, but that might not be brave, so instead I put my head on his shoulder and my arms round his neck. ‘It was all right,’ I say.

He gives me a squeeze and kisses the top of my head. ‘It won’t be long,’ he tells me.

My head comes up. ‘Tomorrow?’ I say eagerly.

He laughs. ‘I hope before that.’

I’m just starting to get excited when I realise he’s talking about tea, not Mummy, so I wriggle down and go off outside to play.


Chapter Two

Eddress

This is me taking me wedding vows to Eddie, back in ’53, at the ripe old age of twenty-one. ‘I, Eddress Betty Price, do take thee, Edward William Lewis, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish and to obey, till death us do part...’

Eddie and Ed get wed, our Gord joked at the time. He’s the brother who gave me away. Our dad couldn’t do it, because he went and died back in ’47. Deaf as a coot, he was, so he never spoke much. Just sat in the corner of the kitchen reading his paper, or pottered about his allotment where he grew the flowers he sent us kids out round doors selling on Wednesdays to make a few extra bob to tide us over till he got paid on Thursday. He was a clean man, always took his bath in front of the fire on Fridays, and had a good wash and shave every morning before he went off to work on the buildings. His funeral shouldn’t have been anything to laugh at, but it was, on account of just about everything going wrong, from the horse bolting off with the coffin on the way to the church, to trying to drop the bloody thing in the wrong hole. Even our mam was splitting her sides in the end, and none of us have ever had the nerve to show our faces in the church since – till the day Eddie and I got wed.

I’m no beauty, but I was a radiant bride, they said, surrounded by me brothers (we might have been less of a spectacle if three of ’em hadn’t been in plaster casts thanks to a fight they got into on Eddie’s stag night. Thank God Eddie was already passed out drunk by then. He never could take his drink, but his mam had told me he was a champion fighter as a boy, working down the mines, so if he’d been conscious who knows what part of him might have been strapped up for the big day). As it was, he had on a smart black pinstriped suit, a red tie and starched white shirt. Very handsome, even if he is an inch and a half shorter than me. And I had on a beautiful white lace dress, with a long white veil and the biggest bouquet of flowers any of us had ever seen. Cost our mam a fortune, it all did, but she was as proud as Punch when our picture was in the local paper after, saying how much I resembled our lovely young Queen when she’d got married, the same year as our dad popped his clogs.

It has to be said Eddie was a bit out of his league with our family. There’s a lot more of us, you see, and our edges are a lot rougher than his. Not that his family’s any better, mind, it’s just Eddie himself who’s different. He’s, how can I put it? more gentlemanly than most. He hardly ever swears, or shouts. He don’t get drunk on Fridays and then throw up after being chucked out of the pub. He’s not all that keen on drink really. He prefers politics and poetry, and bleeding philosophy, I’ll have you know. And he loves to draw, which delights the kids no end, and being Welsh – though he don’t have much of an accent – he can sing. The best thing about him though is that he worships the ground I walk on, even though I’m bossy, loud, not interested in hardly anything that interests him, and, well, if the truth be told, a bit common I suppose, though you better never let me catch anyone else saying that, or they’ll be more than sorry. No, he really thinks I’m the bee’s knees. Course I’ve got a lot of feelings for him too, I just don’t go round talking about it all the time, never could abide all that lovey-dovey stuff. He drives me mad though, I can tell you that, with his head always stuck in some book, and the way he blathers on about Marx or bleeding Lenin. He’s a bit of a Commie, you see, which is all right I suppose, just as long as it don’t stop him bringing home a wage at the end of the week.

You could say he’s a bit of an old brainbox in his way, but he’s a good laugh when we go out with my brothers and their wives on a Saturday night. He’s a good dancer too, and he never carries on about me going to bingo with our mam whenever I want. He works as a cutter-grinder at an engineering factory in Fishponds, where he earns about fourteen guineas a week before overtime, and he goes up Soundwell Technical College every Tuesday night where he’s studying to become a draughtsman.

My first job after leaving school was down the pottery, but after a couple of years I went out the British Aircraft Corporation, which was where me and Eddie met, because he was working there then. Since we had our Susan I haven’t worked, and now we’ve got Gary too, a nice three-bedroomed semi-detached council house in a cul-de-sac right on the edge of Kingswood, which is in Bristol, and a garden big enough for the kids to play cricket at the front, and for Eddie to grow vegetables at the back. Eddie’s proper soft on those kids, he is, lets them get away with blue murder, so it’s left to me to stop them running riot. They’re not bad though, except I reckon our Susan would be a bit of a handful if I allowed it. Has a mind of her own, does that one. She’s like me, I suppose, strong-willed, outspoken and doesn’t always think before she speaks. Her teachers tell me she’s doing well at school though – Eddie and I always keep a check – and she’s already won two awards for ballet. I don’t think she likes the piano much, but she’ll thank me later if I make her keep it up. As for the elocution lessons, well, she’ll thank me for those too, one of these days, if we can stop laughing long enough for her to make some progress. Eddie has to take her now, because I can’t keep a straight face with all that how-now-brown-cowing, nor can he, half the time, but he’s better at covering it up than I am.

As for Gary, he’s the apple of my eye. I always wanted a boy, and now I’ve got one. He’s going to grow up to be just like his dad. He might even be a writer. Eddie would like that, as he wants to be a writer himself. He’s had a couple of things turned down by a publisher though, which hasn’t done his confidence much good. I tell him to keep at it, because not everyone makes it straight away, and I like reading what he writes. It makes me feel proud of him. No-one else I know has got a husband who can write – half the silly buggers can’t even read!

He hasn’t written much lately, which I have to admit I’m relieved about, because I haven’t much been in the mood to read it. I’ve got a lot on me mind, you see, what with our mam’s legs playing her up so she can’t get around as well as she used to, and now this business with me. I wish I’d never watched that bloody documentary, because that’s where it all started. Right as rain I was, then they go and put something like that on the telly, telling us all to check ourselves for lumps and things, and this is where I end up – in bloody hospital having an operation. They shouldn’t be allowed to put that sort of rubbish on telly, should they, it just frightens people. Why can’t they just leave well alone? I’ve got two children at home who need me, so I shouldn’t be wasting my time hanging round here having things done to me that would never have had to be done if I hadn’t watched that bleeding programme. That lump had been there for ages, not causing any harm, and I swear if I hadn’t said anything, it would have gone away on its own. Bit bloody late for that now though, innit? Bit bloody late indeed.

I’ve just left the ward, on me own two feet (the rest of them in there look like they’ll be going out in a box), and now I’m walking down the hospital corridor with Eddie on our way out to the car. He’s smiling at everyone as we pass, because he’s that sort of bloke, but I’m ignoring them, because I don’t feel like being nice to anyone. I know that’s not very noble and brave of me, but you try having your bosom cut off and see how you bloody feel. I didn’t even say cheerio to the nurse who offered us a wheelchair. I felt like telling her what to do with the bloody thing. I mean, what the hell do I need a wheelchair for – it wasn’t my sodding leg they amputated, was it? Oh no, it was my right bosom along with all the other things around that part of me body, so I’ve got no more need of a wheelchair than I have for a brassiere with two cups now. Silly cow.

Honest to God, you’d never believe it was May. We walk out the door and nearly get blowed straight off our feet. It’s like bloody winter. Low grey skies, drizzle in the air and a wind to slice the skin right off your bones. Good job Eddie thought to bring my big coat. It’s just draped round me shoulders because I can’t get my right arm in, but it’s better than nowt.

‘It’s bloody cold,’ I grumble, as he opens the passenger door of our old Morris for me to get in.

‘It’s supposed to brighten up tomorrow,’ he assures me.

I don’t really care about the cold, I’m just glad to be going home. First though, I have to get in the car, and after me operation it’s not very easy to move. Me legs are all right, it’s me arm and that. I can see Eddie’s not sure how to help me, and I’m not sure how he can either, so I just plonk me bum down then bring me legs in one after the other. It annoys me that he didn’t help, even though I know he couldn’t.

He gets in the driver’s seat, turns the ignition key then pushes the starter. The engine coughs like our mam’s dirty old lodger, then catches.

‘That’s a bloody relief,’ I comment, knowing Eddie was afraid too that it would let us down, because nine times out of ten it does.

‘Shouldn’t take long to get home,’ he says, steering us out of the car park onto the main road. The little orange arm flicks out after a while for us to turn right. Susan’s always tickled by those arms. I’m not sure why, but her laughing makes the rest of us laugh too.

‘So,’ I say, as we chug along towards Old Market, ‘what did Michaels have to say for himself?’ I don’t talk to the doctor meself, you see. All that medical malarkey gets on my nerves, especially when I don’t understand what the bloody hell he’s talking about half the time.

‘He says,’ Eddie replies, giving a quick glance over as I unclip the top of my handbag to take out me fags and matches (Embassy tipped, if you’re interested, and Swan Vestas), ‘that you have to give up smoking.’

‘Then he can just sod off, can’t he?’ I say, lighting up. ‘Want one?’

‘I’ve given up.’

Annoyed, I turn to look at him. ‘What for?’

‘I thought it might help you to.’

‘I don’t need any help. I can give up any time I like, thank you very much,’ and taking a drag, I pull out the little drawer ashtray. ‘So what else did he say?’ I prompt, a few minutes later. I don’t really want to know, but I suppose I have to ask. I mean they don’t cut off someone’s bosom then have nothing to say about it, do they?

Eddie carries on looking at the road, but I can see his hands on the wheel and they’re clutching it a bit too tight. I wonder how he’s feeling about me only having one now. Is he dreading seeing it? Well, he’s not the only one, and anyway, he doesn’t bloody have to, because no-one’s going to force him.

‘You have to go back for a check-up next week,’ he tells me. ‘They’ll provide transport.’

I know exactly what that means, and I’m having none of it. ‘If they think I’m getting in that bleeding cripple wagon then they can bloody think again. I’ll get the bus. Our mam’ll come with me.’

He goes on driving, not saying anything, which makes me even madder, because he always does that, goes quiet on me when I need to have a bloody good row. I suppose he thinks I’m scared, or something, but it’s not that. I just don’t want all the neighbours seeing me being carted off in an ambulance that comes round every week to take the old codgers in for their check-ups. I’m thirty-one, for God’s sake. I don’t want to be lumped in with the gerries. I just want to stay at home and have everything the way it was before.

‘How’re the kids?’ I ask, looking out the window. We’re going through Old Market now, so we’re quite close to where all the blackies live in St Pauls. You can’t go there any more, it’s too dangerous, but we’ve got no reason to anyway. They live in their part, we live in ours, and that’s how we all like it. Don’t want them coming moving in on us, lowering the tone of the place. Ha! You should try saying something like that to Eddie. Goes berserk he does, because wouldn’t you just know it, being Eddie he likes the wogs, even goes out of his way to try and get to know ’em. Got no time for ’em meself, all those drugs and killing each other, but I have to admit the nurse who did nights while I was in hospital was all right. Bloody great fat thing she was, but talk about cheerful. Nothing could get her down, and let me tell you, some of those miserable old gits had a bloody good go. The things they said to her, called her every bloody name you could think of, but she just kept right on smiling. Had to admire her really, because if it was me I’d have turned off their bloody life-support and let ’em croak.

Where was I? Oh yeah, I want to know how the kids are. (And I don’t mind blacks really, always put some money in the collections for Africa.) ‘Did you tell them I was coming home today?’ I ask Eddie.

‘Gary knows. Betty’s got him next door. I didn’t tell Susan just in case...’

‘In case of what?’ I want to know. ‘In case I didn’t come out? Is that what you were going to say?’

‘I didn’t want her to be disappointed.’

‘Well, she won’t be, will she? But I suppose you are. Thought you got rid of me, didn’t you? Thought I’d go in that hospital and never come out again.’

‘Don’t be daft. I knew you’d come out, but when I rang up last night they still weren’t sure if they were going to let you go today. I only knew after Susan had already gone to school this morning. She’s auditioning for the choir today.’

‘Oh God.’ Disaster’s looming. ‘She’ll never get in and it’ll be tears all over again.’

‘She likes to try.’

‘What about her piano and ballet practice? You’ve made her keep it up, I hope.’

He nods.

I finish me fag, grind it out in the ashtray and have a bit of a struggle to stop meself lighting another. It’ll only upset him, and I’m doing a good enough job of that already. I steal a quick look over, and now I’ve got a bloody great lump in me throat instead of in me right bosom. I turn and glare out the window. Bloody sodding hell. Why did it have to happen to me? What have I ever done to anyone to deserve getting cut up like this?

I remember that the doctor gave Eddie something in a bag, just before we left, so I ask what it was.

‘Clean dressings for the nurse when she comes,’ he says. ‘She’ll be in every day.’

‘Well it better not be that Cissy bleeding Weiner, is all I can say, because if it is, she can just bugger off.’

‘She means well.’

Just like him to be nice about everyone, and I’m right in the mood to argue some more, but I’m afraid my temper might burst the stitches, so I just stare down at my hands, where they’re resting on the top of my handbag, and wish I could stop meself wanting another fag and being so horrible to Eddie.

We don’t talk again until we’re almost home, which is when he chooses to tell me that I might have to have some radium treatment.

My heart turns over in me chest. ‘What does that mean?’ I say.

‘The doctor explained it the other day. Don’t you remember?’

I do, but I don’t want to. ‘I’m not having all that messing about,’ I tell him.

‘They have to be sure they got it all.’

‘They got a whole bloody bosom and half my sodding armpit,’ I remind him stroppily. ‘How much more do they want?’ I take out another cigarette and light it. ‘I wonder how many nosy old cows are staring out from behind their curtains,’ I snap as we drive into our street.

‘They’ve all been really good with the kids,’ he says, and I want to punch him. Can’t he say anything bad about anyone for once in his life? ‘They’re concerned about you.’

It’s on the tip of me tongue to tell him where to stick their concern, but I manage to rein it in. I wouldn’t mind asking why it couldn’t have been one of them, instead of me who had to go through this, but you can’t say things like that out loud, or people’ll think you mean them, which I do, if the truth be told.

We pull up outside our gate, and Eddie’s hardly opened the door when my boy comes bounding across next door’s lawn, yelling, ‘Mummy! Mummy!’

His lovely freckled face is all flushed with joy, and I think I’m going to cry again, because I love him so much. But I manage to laugh instead, as he whizzes straight past his father to come round to my side of the car. Eddie’s right behind him, sweeping him off his feet, before he tears open the door and dives in on me.

I get carefully out of the car. ‘How’s my best boy?’ I say, pinching his cheek. ‘Have you been good while I’ve been gone?’

He looks at Eddie, who nods.

‘What’s that?’ Gary asks, pointing at my sling.

‘I hurt my arm,’ I say. ‘But it’ll get better.’

Eddie puts him down at the gate and he reaches for my hand to walk up the path. ‘I made a Lego garage,’ he tells me. ‘We put all my cars in there, didn’t we Dad? And Aunty Phil gave me a fire engine.’

He continues chattering away as we go round to the back door, which is at the side of the house, and into the kitchen. It’s my pride and joy, this kitchen, with our big gas stove that has auto-light burners and a compartment for warming plates next to the oven. There’s sliding cabinet doors under the sink that Eddie put in where I keep me white tin bucket and bowl, along with all the cleaning stuff, shoe polish and washboard, and our lovely big pantry with stone shelves to make sure everything stays nice and fresh. We were the first in the street to have venetian blinds at our kitchen window, and we’ve got a fridge too, that’s taken the place of the Flatley, over in the corner between the living room and passage doors. We were also the first to have a fully fitted carpet going all the way down the passage and up over the stairs to the bathroom door. Dark green with black and white swirls. Proud as Punch of it I am.

I have to be honest, I’m not feeling all that proud at the moment. I know Eddie’s done his best, but he just doesn’t have the knack of keeping the place spick and span the way I like it. There’s a dishcloth still on the draining board, a tea towel hanging out of a drawer, breadcrumbs on one of the worktops and the floor could do with a damned good scrub. I wonder if he’s been able to keep on top of the washing. He’s promised me a new washing machine, because now me arm’s like this I won’t be able to manage all that scrubbing on the washboard, never mind turning the mangle.

‘So how’s about a nice cup of tea?’ Eddie says, sticking the kettle under the tap.

‘Can I have a jam tart?’ Gary asks him.

‘You know where they are.’

I watch my boy go into the pantry and feel strange that I haven’t been consulted. It’s always me the kids ask when they want something. Seems it hasn’t taken them long to get used to asking their father.

Eddie’s lighting the gas under the kettle. ‘You’re not looking bad,’ he tells me.

‘My hair needs a wash. I’ll have to get our mam down here to give me a hand.’

‘I can do it.’

I don’t meet his eyes. ‘We’ll see,’ I mumble. ‘Now Gary Lewis, I hope your toys aren’t all over the floor in the dining room. If they are, you’ve got until I come back down again to put them all away.’

‘Will you count?’ he cries. ‘See how long it takes me?’

‘All right,’ I laugh. ‘Off you go. One. Two. Three...’

As I go upstairs I get this funny feeling that our Susan’s not very happy with me. It’s strange that, innit, with mothers and daughters? You seem to know what the other’s thinking, even when they’re not there.

Susan

I’ve just walked round the corner and there’s Daddy’s car parked outside our house. At first I feel excited, because I always like it when he comes home early, but now I’m not very sure. My friends Janet and Sarah, who live opposite, are with me. We’re talking about French skipping, and whether or not it’s one of the games in the Olympics, because if it is, we could stand a chance of being world champions. We’d have to use knicker elastic though, because the rubber bands we tie together always pinch our legs. I’m good at ordinary skipping too. I can even do a hundred doubles straight off.

‘Will your mum let you come out when you get home?’ Janet asks me.

‘My mum’s not there,’ I remind her. ‘My dad’s home though, and he always lets me come out.’

‘See you in a minute then,’ they say, and linking arms they skip across the road to their own houses.

I want to run down the street to ours, but I just walk. Granny should be there, I remember. I try to spot her face at the window, but there’s no sign of her. I wonder if Daddy’s round the back, digging the garden. He should be at work. I wish he was, because it’s not right for him to be home.

A horrible thought is in my head, that Mummy might have other children somewhere who she’s gone to live with. I think she’s only pretending to go to the hospital, and when we’re not looking she goes to be with another family. It would make Daddy really sad if she went and I don’t want Daddy to be sad. I want her to come home and be with us. All of a sudden I start running. I didn’t really think about it, I just started. I go down the street, in through the gate, across the lawn – which isn’t allowed in case we run a groove in it – and round to the back door. If Daddy’s sad I have to make him feel better.

‘Dad! Dad!’ I shout, bursting into the kitchen.

‘In here,’ he shouts back.

I run to the living-room door, panting and scared. Then I stop dead, because I don’t really understand. Mummy’s there, and she’s smiling.

‘Look who it is,’ she says. ‘How’s my girl?’

I just stare at her.

‘Cat got your tongue?’ she teases.

She’s got bandages over her arm and her face is all white. I wonder if the bandages are just pretend.

‘How was school?’ she asks.

I go to lean against the arm of Daddy’s chair and feel his hand on my head as I hook one leg up behind me and begin twisting from side to side. I feel funny, because I’m glad Mummy’s here, but not glad too. We’d been managing all right without her and now I want to shout at her for going away and leaving us alone. It’s not fair, she shouldn’t do things like that.

‘Still peering out over the top of those glasses I see,’ she says.

‘I can’t see otherwise,’ I reply crossly. ‘Anyway I hate them and I don’t want to wear them any more.’

‘She’s got an appointment at the optician’s next week,’ Daddy tells her. ‘A card came.’

‘And they’re saying Gary might have to have an operation on his lazy eye,’ Mummy adds. ‘So maybe one of these days we’ll all be seeing straight in this house.’

I don’t really want to laugh, so I duck my head to hide it.

‘How did you get on with the choir?’ Daddy asks.

My lips start to wobble as I remember. ‘They won’t let me in,’ I whisper.

‘Come here, you daft old thing,’ Mummy says and holds out one arm for me to go to her.

I’m about to, but then Daddy sits forward. ‘Are you sure, Ed?’ he says.

‘Course I am. I need to have a cuddle with my big girl, don’t I?’

I look at her bandages, and feel scared. What if she’s really hurt and I make it worse? ‘I’ve got to go and see to Mandy,’ I tell them, and spinning round I run out of the room.

On my way down the passage I get a thump from Gary for knocking over his bricks, so I thump him back, really hard so he cries, and run up the stairs to my bedroom. Mandy’s where she always is, lying on the bed with Teddy and Bonnie. She’s got her pyjamas on because she’s still not very well. I grab her and throw her across the room.

‘You’re just pretending,’ I rage. ‘You’re not really ill.’

I plonk down on the edge of the bed, and start banging my heels against it. I never want to sing again. Who cares about the stupid choir anyway? They’re all just dumb and horrible and Lucy West is a much worse singer than anyone else in the whole wide world, so I’m not going to cry just because of them.

Someone’s knocking on my door.

‘Can I come in?’ Mummy says, putting her head round.

I shrug. I’m not really looking, but I can tell she’s not walking the way she normally does and it makes me angry with her. I don’t say anything though, because I don’t want to hurt her feelings, or do anything to make her go away again.

‘What’s Mandy doing over here?’ she says, going to pick her up from the corner.

‘She was naughty. She tells lies.’

She sits down on the bed next to me and puts Mandy on her lap. She doesn’t say anything, but I think she’s going to tell me off for hitting Gary. We can hear the children next door out playing on their swings and see-saw. I wish I was out there with them, except if I stay here Mummy might stay too. It sounds like Daddy’s mowing the back lawn now, which means we can roll around in the pile of cut grass after.

I look up at Mummy.

She looks down at me.

I can see by her eyes that she isn’t cross about Gary, so I duck my head and bury my face in her.

‘That’s better,’ she murmurs, putting her arm around me. ‘It’s all going to be all right, don’t you worry.’

She smells of medicine things and cigarettes, instead of Parma violets and cigarettes, the way she usually does, but I don’t really care how she smells, I just want her to stay here now and never go away to her other family again.

‘Sssh, ssh,’ she whispers, stroking my hair as I cry. ‘We’ll get that choir sorted out. We’ll show them what a good singer you are.’

I look up at her face, which is round and freckled. She’s got big brown eyes and a big red mouth – except today it’s not very red. She kisses me on the forehead, and says, ‘Shall we sing the walls? Just you and me?’

I nod and sniff. We always used to do that when I was a baby, but I don’t mind doing it again now, so we lie down, side by side on my bed, and sing the nursery rhymes on the wallpaper. ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’; ‘Mary Mary Quite Contrary’; ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’; ‘Three Blind Mice’.

We’re quiet for a while after, just lying there, until Daddy comes in.

‘Was that two angels I heard singing just now?’ he says.

I giggle.

‘He’s cheeky, isn’t he?’ Mummy jokes.

‘You’ve got a couple of friends at the door,’ Daddy tells me. ‘They want to know if you’re going out to play.’

‘Can I?’ I ask Mummy.

She nods.

‘I’ve cleared the stage out the back,’ Daddy informs me as I get up, ‘so you can use it again now.’

I’m immediately excited, because the stage is where we rehearse our pop band, the Orange Crystals. ‘Is it Janet and Sarah at the door?’ I ask. They’re the other two Crystals.

‘It is.’

‘You see,’ Mummy says, ‘you’re going to be a famous pop singer, so who cares about the silly school choir?’

‘Not me! They sing all dumb songs anyway.’

I get all the way down to the kitchen before I remember my tambourine, so I dash back up again, taking some of the stairs two at a time. Mummy’s still lying down when I go back in my bedroom, and now Daddy’s lying down with her. Her face is turned into his shoulder so I can’t see her, but I think she’s crying.

‘Ssh,’ Daddy whispers, ‘we’re listening for the fairies.’

I roll my eyes, because I know there’s no such thing as fairies, except when you leave a tooth under the pillow and they take it in exchange for a sixpence.

‘Do you know where my tambourine is?’ I say, pulling open a drawer, and starting to feel a bit cross again.

As I find it Mummy says, ‘Can I come and watch?’

‘Yes,’ I squeal, jumping up and down. I can hardly wait to show her how good we are now.

I charge down the stairs ahead of her, wanting to make sure everyone’s ready when she gets there. We’ve got a really good song. I wrote the words, and we all made up the tune. It goes like this:


Janet: You are my lucky guy,

Me: My one and only lucky guy,

Sarah: Lucky guy.



We haven’t got any further than that yet, but it’ll be really good when it’s finished. Gary thinks we’re rubbish. So does Geoffrey, next door, who comes to watch over the fence. But we don’t care what stupid boys think. We’re going to be on Top of the Pops one day, and they’ll be laughing on the other side of their faces then!

‘Tea’ll be ready in ten minutes,’ Daddy says, coming out to put a tea towel on the washing line. ‘Egg and chips tonight.’

I look at Mummy, who’s been singing along with us, and I feel really happy. It’s Thursday, and we always have egg and chips on a Thursday.
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