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      For Stevie B and Katie K. Simply the best son and daughter in the whole wide world. Naturally.
      

      Also, of course, for Ian, my soul mate, my best friend and favourite travelling companion. LYFY.

      Special thanks to my friend Martina for her encouragement, and to my best cat, Jo-Jo, for silently keeping me company at the
         WP.
      

      All my love to you all, and please, please continue to keep those fingers (and paws) crossed.
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The immigration officer barely glanced at Angie as she took her place at the desk and handed over her dog-eared passport.
         He checked her forms and turned to his screen.
      

      ‘Purpose of your visit, Miss Kavanagh?’

      ‘Work. I’m a journalist on assignment; I’m here for a week.’ She smiled as she answered politely, remembering the first lesson
         of international journalism – never upset immigration or custom officials.
      

      Formalities completed, she waited for her companion to go through the same routine.

      ‘Purpose of your visit, Mr Oliver?’

      ‘Work. I’m a photographer on assignment; I’m here for a week.’

      As Dave joined her Angie smiled, knowing exactly what he was going to say. He didn’t disappoint her.

      ‘You know, it would be so much quicker if we were married. We could go through together. Think of the time it would save.’

      ‘Yeah right, all of two minutes,’ she laughed as they made their way through to the baggage claim area.
      

      They had been exchanging the same words for years and although it was a long-standing joke, Angie knew that Dave meant it
         every time. She took his arm affectionately.
      

      ‘Come on, you. Let’s just get out of here as quick as poss and grab a cab. Work beckons.’

      They looked an unlikely couple: the woman dark and casually elegant, with black Afro hair cropped close to her head; he tall
         and well-built with long grey hair pulled back in a ponytail. No one could ever call Dave elegant.
      

      Formalities complete and luggage collected, they jumped into a yellow cab and headed out from JFK Airport towards Manhattan.

      Angie loved New York. She loved the constant buzz of enthusiasm, the hustle and bustle of the city, the traffic-clogged streets
         and the seething sidewalks, and she always felt that she belonged. Dave joked that it was because both she and New York were
         hyperactive.
      

      ‘New York and Angie Kavanagh never sleep, they just lull occasionally,’ he would declare.

      The familiar cab ride passed in companionable silence, interrupted only by the occasional question fired at them by the driver.

      When Angie was on assignment she took everything about it seriously; only when it was over would she relax and enjoy the time
         with Dave. They always stayed at the same hotel; by US standards it was small and compact but the central location on Lexington
         was convenient, and they both loved the eccentric décor.
      

      ‘Right, let’s get to it.’ Angie dumped her suitcase on the bed and reached immediately for her briefcase. ‘We’ve got a lot
         of planning to do.’
      

      Within minutes the hotel room was awash with papers and photographs, and she was totally in work mode. When it came to her
         job Angie was single-minded and driven.
      

      ‘Rebekah Alari is holed up on Park Avenue and no one has seen hide nor hair of her since she left the clinic three weeks ago.
         She’s agreed to see me; it’s just a matter of waiting for the call. I’ll dig around a bit more tomorrow to see if I can find
         out anything else beforehand.’
      

      Dave looked uneasy. ‘Doesn’t this make you feel intrusive? The girl is only twenty-five. Her mother and father are ill and
         she’s tried to top herself – is this really a big story? Isn’t it just voyeurism?’
      

      ‘It’s my job, in case you’ve forgotten. If I don’t talk to her then someone else will and then it won’t be an exclusive. Rebekah
         Alari isn’t the type to shy away from publicity for long. Anyway, I’m not forcing my way in; she’s agreed to see me!’ Angie
         snapped.
      

      ‘OK, OK, but it still makes me feel uncomfortable.’ Dave sighed and turned his attention to the coffee machine.

      ‘Look, Dave, I’m sorry but she let herself be set up. This is a big story, and journalists and photographers in this city
         are scavenging around for any snippets they can get. The girl is where she is because she’s always grabbed any publicity she can. She can’t expect us to forget about her
         when it suddenly suits.’
      

      As he poured the coffee Dave heard the laptop click open and fire up. It was business as usual.

      Rebekah Alari gazed out of the floor-to-ceiling window at the New York skyline. She was looking but not seeing. Her long chocolate-brown
         hair was pulled back in a band, missing the regular loving touch of a personal hairdresser, and her face was totally nude
         of make-up. With her skinny arms wrapped tightly around her pyjama-clad body she looked like a little girl, lost and bewildered.
      

      The door opened but she didn’t even bother to look round; only one other person was in the apartment.

      ‘Beka, please, you have to have something to eat. Let’s call room service and order something up—’

      ‘Fuck off, Lewis. I’m not hungry. Just leave me alone.’ She didn’t glance round at the young man so she was oblivious of the
         grief-stricken look on his face.
      

      ‘No, I won’t leave you alone. You’ve got to snap out of this. Think of Mum and Dad. They’d hate to see you like this—’

      She spun round. ‘Hate to see me like this? Hate to fucking see me like this?’ she screamed. ‘It’s all their fault, the lying
         bastards. They’ve wrecked my life. I hate them. If it wasn’t for them none of this would have happened …’
      

      ‘Don’t be so pig selfish. You’ve only ever thought of yourself. Try considering someone else, for a change. It’s hard on all of us.’
      

      Rebekah picked up the silver ice bucket from the table and threw it full force across the room. ‘Arsehole!’

      Lewis stood his ground and the bucket landed on the carpet at his feet with a dull thud, scattering ice.

      ‘Rebekah, you’re my sister and I love you but you’ve got to get a grip on this. Nothing has changed really. We’re still the
         same people we were. So are Mum and Dad.’
      

      Lewis turned on his heel and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. Rebekah had always been the strong one, the
         leader, the one who loved life and lived it to the full. Now he knew he was having to take charge. Rebekah was out of control.
      

      He sat silently in his bedroom listening to the crashing and thudding next door. From an early age she had always thrown things
         about when events didn’t go her way – and usually it had worked. Everyone gave in to Rebekah. But this was different; no tantrum
         could alter what had happened.
      

      As soon as it quietened down Lewis went back in.

      ‘Are you still going to talk with Angie Kavanagh? If you are, I have to phone and arrange it.’

      ‘Why should I talk to anyone, Lewis? It’s fuck all to do with them … Bloody vultures, they’re enjoying it.’ She paced
         back and forth, angrily waving her arms about and running her fingers through her hair.
      

      ‘But you agreed to it, Beka. Angie Kavanagh’s in New York for that reason.’

‘Read my lips, you stupid bastard. I … will … not … talk … to … the … press, I will not!’

      Lewis walked over and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘If you don’t they’ll keep hanging around and digging. Remember this
         affects me too. Just give her a line and send her on her way, then we can get back to normal.’
      

      The crack of her hand on the side of his head made his ears buzz.

      ‘How can I ever get on with my life now? How can anything ever be normal again?’

      Rebekah stood up as the journalists entered the vast open-plan apartment. She looked fantastic and she knew it. This was Rebekah
         the party animal, who left quivering wrecks of besotted men in her wake, this was the persona that kept her at the top of
         the invitation A-list. The skin-tight black trousers and cap-sleeved tee shirt didn’t quite meet in the middle, showing a
         glimpse of the diamond stud in her belly button that twinkled suggestively in the chandelier light, the only jewellery she
         was wearing. The kitten-heeled suede boots added to her height and she towered over her visitors.
      

      Walking towards the couple she smiled broadly and held out one perfectly manicured hand while flicking her hair behind her
         ear with the other. Angie was impressed by the performance that she knew it was.
      

      ‘Hi, I’m Rebekah. I know you’re Angie, and this must of course be Dave?’ She pouted suggestively at Dave and struck her familiar
         model pose.
      

Angie’s instinct for a good story told her there was one here. It was out of character for Rebekah Alari to fall to pieces
         over her parents’ accident. She was just too self-centred and egotistical. And now she was trying too hard to be charming.
         Why? What was she hiding?
      

      The smiling mouth was betrayed by the lifeless dark-ringed eyes. Angie had seen that look of despair before – on her own face,
         a long time ago, when she had very nearly tipped over the edge.
      

      There was much to be discovered behind the smile, and if anyone could do it, Angie Kavanagh could.
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      1969

      
      Louise had tried everything over the past few months to block out the incessant shouting and fighting. Locked in her bedroom
         with the radio turned up, the sound of battle still seeped through but at a distance it was more bearable than being in the
         firing line.
      

      
      Concentrating on her English homework was difficult but it provided an escape from the emotional turmoil in her life. She
         turned the radio’s volume up as the shouting got louder but it carried easily through the paper-thin walls of the council
         flat.
      

      
      ‘This is the last time you do this to me, Fran. You’re a slag, a useless lazy slag, and I’ve had it up to here with you. You’re
         making a right fool out of me.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t need any bleedin’ help from me to look a fool, you can do it all by yourself,’ snarled Louise’s mother. ‘Just bugger
         off, why don’t you? Just bugger off, you bastard, and let me have some fun. God knows, I need it married to you.’
      

      
      ‘I might just do that.’

      
      ‘I can’t wait.’

      
      Louise listened for the front door crashing shut. It was always the same after her mother had been out the night before, and
         lately she was out most nights. Fran came in late sometimes and slept in the spare bedroom on the Put-u-up, but Louise never
         knew where she went or who with. She never asked, aware that she wouldn’t be told anyway.
      

      
      Louise was nothing if not a realist. Born and brought up in Leytonstone, the only child of mixed-race parents, she knew a
         lot about life. Her father had come over from Barbados in the fifties and struggled hard to make a living and a life. But
         he alienated himself from both the black and white communities by marrying the young and pretty East End barmaid who had flirted
         with him as a dare in the local pub. Six months after they’d married Louise was born.
      

      
      Racial prejudice was a part of everyday life for all of them. It was aimed at her mother for marrying a black man, at her
         father for marrying a white woman, and worst of all at Louise for being their daughter. She had been called it all over the
         years, but had learnt to rise above the playground taunts. She rarely responded but that didn’t stop it hurting.
      

      
      Her way of getting back at her harassers was to work hard at school, and she had her sights set high, thanks to her father’s
         enduring encouragement. She knew he always regretted the lack of formal education that had led him to a life of poorly paid manual jobs. Now he wanted the best for his only child, and her winning a place at grammar
         school had been the highlight of his life. Louise didn’t want to let him down.
      

      
      Now Fran’s perfunctory knock on the bedroom door was followed instantly by her flinging it open.

      
      ‘Your father’s sodded off yet again and I’ve got to go out. I won’t be long.’

      
      Standing in the doorway dressed up to the nines, she smiled sarcastically at her daughter. Her shoulder-length red hair was
         backcombed and pinned up in a French pleat that emphasised her huge green eyes outlined in thick black eyeliner and edged
         with long false eyelashes. Her short, rounded body was poured into a tight white trouser suit two sizes too small, which showed
         every lump and bump born out of a constant diet of fish and chips.
      

      
      ‘How do I look? Not quite up to the mark for a grammar school girl, I suppose …’

      
      Louise acknowledged her cursorily, not wanting to get into a row. ‘You look fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She looked back
         down at her homework, waiting for the door to shut again.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow? What do you mean, tomorrow? I said I won’t be long and I won’t be long, you cheeky little cow. There’s some money
         on the table – you can go down the chippie for your tea … Don’t spend the change and take that bloody mongrel of yours
         for a walk. It’s whining already.’
      

      
      With that, she was gone. Louise didn’t really care where so long as her mother left her alone to get on with her homework in peace.
      

      
      The continuing encouragement from her father was always tempered by the sniping from her mother, who was openly embarrassed
         at having her daughter at grammar school. Louise tried to work it out but couldn’t. Why did her parents hate each other so
         much? And more importantly, why did Fran dislike her so much?
      

      
      They must have been happy together in the beginning, she thought. Why else would they have gone against both their families
         and got married? Fran was ostracised by all her family and had never been in contact since, despite living less than a mile
         away. Joshua had never been back to Barbados since the day he left and he had no family in England.
      

      
      Her mother told Louise all this constantly: ‘If you knew what I have sacrificed for you and your father … I gave up everything
         for him … Without you and him tied round my neck I could have made something of myself …’
      

      
      Louise rarely responded to the outbursts, knowing that if she questioned any of it Fran would always say the same thing: ‘Don’t
         ask me, ask your father. It’s all his fault …’
      

      
      ‘Here, Gypsy.’ Waving a leather lead, Louise called her dog in from the balcony.

      
      Walking her to the chip shop at the end of the road she tied her up outside and went in. The fat little mongrel didn’t take
         her eyes off her mistress the whole time she was queuing to be served. Gypsy was the girl’s confidante and protector, and Louise took her everywhere she could.
         She knew the dog wouldn’t normally hurt anyone, but she could growl and look fierce enough for the local kids to give them
         both a wide berth.
      

      
      The taunts and catcalls had increased since Louise had gone to the grammar school. She could never make up her mind which
         was worse – the tormenting from the local kids or the pointedly polite aloofness of the girls at school. She refused to let
         either get to her. Her father always told her she was better than any of them and she was going to prove it.
      

      
      As usual there had only been enough money on the table for a small bag of chips, and when Louise got back she put half of
         them between two slices of bread with a big dollop of ketchup, and gave the other half to Gypsy.
      

      
      Just as she finished she heard the front door open.

      
      ‘Lou? Are you in your bedroom?’

      
      ‘I’m in the front room, Dad, just finishing my supper.’

      
      She stood up as her father came into the room and, as always, he enveloped her in his huge arms. He was a big man, well over
         six foot and around seventeen stone. When he hugged her she almost disappeared.
      

      
      ‘Mum’s gone out. She said she won’t be long.’

      
      ‘I guessed she would have,’ he responded carefully. ‘Is there anything in the oven for me?’

      
      Louise looked sheepish but didn’t answer.

      
      He laughed loudly. ‘Not to worry, I wasn’t expecting any. I’ve got enough fat to manage for an evening without fading away. Darling, I want to talk to you. Come over here and sit with me.’
      

      
      Louise listened with increasing horror as her father explained gently that he was going away for a while. She couldn’t take
         it in. Why did he suddenly want to go back to Barbados? He’d always said that England was his home now and that Barbados was
         in the past – what had happened to change that now?
      

      
      ‘Baby, my parents are old now and I want to see them again. I haven’t seen them for so long. I want to go now before it’s
         too late.’
      

      
      ‘Can I go with you?’ she asked hopefully. ‘They’re my family as well. Can I get to know them?’

      
      ‘The most important thing for you right now is your education. You have to make the most of the chances you have.’ He smiled
         down at her, pulling her close. ‘A good education is your escape from here, a better life in the future. That’s what I want
         for you, that’s what will make me the happiest man in the world.’
      

      
      ‘How long are you going for? Weeks? Months? How long? When are you going?’

      
      She didn’t notice the shadow of sadness that crossed his face as he answered.

      
      ‘I’m going tomorrow and I’ll be gone for a while. I’m not sure how long right now but I’ll keep in touch. We can write to
         each other, I know you love writing …’
      

      
      His voice tailed off as his daughter cried silently into his chest. She couldn’t imagine not having him around to talk to
         and laugh with; she could think of nothing worse than living there alone with her mother.
      

            
      ‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Is it because you and Mum have been fighting so much? Is that why? Is that why you’re not
         taking us with you?’ She was sobbing so much now she could barely get the words out.
      

      
      ‘Darling, the way things are now isn’t fair on any of us, is it? Mum is very unhappy, and a spell apart will help us all.
         I hate leaving you but I’ll be back … just remember that. I love you and I’ll be back.’
      

      
      Louise was at school the next morning when her father left the flat and headed alone to the airport. He had insisted she wasn’t
         to be there for his departure.
      

      
      She had helped him pack the previous night, and had gone to bed before her mother came in. She’d taken Gypsy under the covers
         and cried herself to sleep, cuddling the dog tightly.
      

      
      Her father had spent their last few hours together telling her stories of his life before he came to England. She had heard
         them all before but now savoured every detail. She needed to be able to picture where he was and what he was doing while he
         was away.
      

      
      Joshua had walked with her to the bus stop. They’d left the flat early and had walked slowly but it had been a few short minutes
         before the unwelcome bus had appeared in the distance. He’d quickly pulled her to him in a bearhug and she’d clung so tightly
         he’d had to peel her off him and push her on board.
      

      
      ‘Just remember, I love you … Now do your best at school for me.’

      
      The last sight Louise had had of her tall, handsome father was him waving frantically as the bus sped round the corner. She’d thought he was crying but she’d been unable to focus
         enough to see.
      

      
      Her mother hadn’t even got out of bed.

      
      ‘You OK, Louise? You’re quiet today.’

      
      Sharon Aberlone was the one friend that Louise had made at her new school. She was the perfect opposite of Louise. She was
         as fair as Louise was dark, and as tall and chunky as her friend was tiny and slight. Despite being poles apart in looks and
         background they had gravitated towards each other in the early weeks of the first term and forged quite a friendship.
      

      
      The two girls stood close together in the corner of the netball courts to protect themselves from the wind creeping through
         the wire netting. A couple of drops of rain brought the possibility of being allowed indoors for lunch break and they looked
         expectantly at the sky.
      

      
      ‘Not really, no. In fact, nothing’s OK. My dad’s just gone back home to Barbados for a while.’ She glanced at the Timex on
         her wrist. ‘Actually, he’s leaving about now.’
      

      
      ‘God, how exciting. Why didn’t you go with him?’ Sharon paused slightly to gather her thoughts and then continued quizzically,
         ‘Whereabouts is Barbados exactly? I’ve read about it in the mags.’
      

      
      ‘It’s an island in the Caribbean, and Dad reckons it’s the most beautiful place in the world, all golden beaches and palm
         trees. Lots of rich and famous people go there for holidays. It’s the “in” place, he says. As soon as I leave school I’m going to go there and meet the rest of my family.’
      

      
      ‘He’s not going to be gone that long, is he?’ Sharon looked at her friend in horror.

      
      ‘Of course not, stupid. He’s only going for a while.’ As soon as she said it Louise realised he hadn’t actually said how long
         he was going to be away, just that he would be back.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t your mum mind? I mean, he’ll be somewhere nice and hot and you’ll both be here freezing in winter. Doesn’t seem fair
         to me.’
      

      
      Louise thought about confiding in Sharon about what had been going on but decided not to. They might be friends but their
         lives were so different she didn’t know if she’d understand. Anyway it seemed disloyal to talk about her parents.
      

      
      ‘Of course she doesn’t mind. If she did, Dad wouldn’t have gone, would he?’

      
      ‘No, I suppose not … Fancy coming round to my house tonight? We can listen to some records. That’ll cheer you up!’

      
      Louise was tempted. She guessed her mother would be out as usual for the evening and the thought of the empty flat wasn’t
         appealing at all.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Sharon, but won’t your mum mind?’

      
      ‘Oh, come on, you know my mum – she loves you, she loves everyone. The more people in the house the happier she is!’

      
      ‘I’ll have to go home first and leave a note for Mum or she’ll wonder where I am.’

            
      Louise knew this wasn’t true but she wasn’t going to admit that Fran was not the least bit interested in where she went or
         who she went with just so long as it didn’t interfere with her.
      

      
      ‘I wish I had straight hair like you. I mean, look at it. I look like a lavatory brush. You could turn me upside down and
         use me to clean the school loos.’
      

      
      Sharon laughed out loud. ‘Yeah, yeah, and I wish I was dark-skinned like you. I only have to look at the sun and I turn lobster
         red and peel, so stop complaining. You can go to the hairdresser but I can’t get a new skin. Just look at all these freckles
         creeping over my fat face, yuk, yuk, yuk.’
      

      
      The two girls were sitting side by side looking at themselves in the dressing-table mirror in Sharon’s bedroom.

      
      ‘At least you don’t get called wog or halfchat by every horrible kid in the street, do you?’ Louise looked at herself thoughtfully.

      
      ‘No, I don’t, but I do get called thunder thighs and fatso, so what’s the difference?’

      
      ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that. I suppose we’re both different from most, but does that give everyone the right to insult
         us? Why can’t they leave us alone?’
      

      
      At that moment there was a gentle knocking and Sharon’s mother put her head around the door.

      
      ‘All right if I come in, girls? I’ve got some hot chocolate and biscuits for you – keep your strength up for all that homework
         you’re not doing! Look at you both, gazing into the mirror at yourselves, I don’t know …’ She laughed loudly, making the girls giggle.
      

      
      Mrs Aberlone was a larger-than-life character, a real earth mother. She always welcomed Louise as if she had known her all
         her life and treated her as one of the family. Although the Aberlones lived in a lovely house in a quiet neighbourhood, and
         seemed to have more than enough money, the one single thing that Louise envied her friend was her mother.
      

      
      She loved Fran because she was her mother but she didn’t like her. She felt ashamed for feeling embarrassed by her but couldn’t
         help it. The neighbours laughed at Fran behind her back as she tottered down the road half pissed, and their kids tormented
         Louise because of it.
      

      
      ‘Right, girls, I’ll leave you to it. Louise, Sharon’s dad will be in shortly and he’ll give you a lift home. Can’t have you
         out and about the streets in the dark, can we now? I’ll shout when he’s ready.’
      

      
      She smiled at them both as she left the room. Louise felt like crying.

      
      Later, she persuaded Mr Aberlone to drop her at the corner of the road as usual; it mortified her just to think of him seeing
         her mother all dolled up for a night on the town.
      

      
      She needn’t have worried. The flat was in darkness and freezing cold when she got in. Her note was still on the table where
         she’d left it, which meant Fran hadn’t been home all evening.
      

      
      Gypsy was going crazy, barking and jumping up at her; she knew she would have to take her round the block even if it was dark and cold.
      

      
      Louise turned the tired old gas fire on in the lounge. She sat on the floor with her knees pulled up tight to her chin, trying
         to absorb some of the heat, and sobbed and sobbed at the unfairness of it all.
      

      
      It was six weeks after Joshua Jermaine left for Barbados that Louise found out what his leaving was all about.

      
      ‘Mum? Are you OK? … Mum, can you hear me?’

      
      Louise was outside the bathroom door listening to her mother retching. She had heard it before but Fran had dismissed it as
         stomach flu. And then Louise had believed her.
      

      
      ‘No, I’m not bloody all right, you daft cow. If I was I wouldn’t be throwing up, would I?’

      
      ‘Do you want me to do anything? Shall I call the doctor?’

      
      The bathroom door opened and Fran glared defiantly at her daughter.

      
      ‘I’ve already seen the doctor. I’m not ill, I’m pregnant.’

      
      Louise was thunderstruck. ‘But how? I mean … I thought …’

      
      ‘How? What do you mean, how?’ Fran started to laugh. ‘For Christ’s sake, Louise, I know you’re a good little grammar school
         girl but this is ridiculous. How do you think?’
      

      
      ‘That isn’t what I meant … I mean … Oh, you know what I mean.’ She stood in front of Fran, blushing and frantically
         trying to put into words the jumble of thoughts that were flashing through her head. ‘Have you told Dad yet? Will he be coming home?’
      

      
      Fran laughed again but this time without any humour. ‘No, he won’t be coming home and I don’t want you telling him anything
         about this. In fact, I want you to keep your gob shut completely. I don’t want anyone knowing yet, not before they have to.’
      

      
      Louise looked at her mother in disbelief. ‘But you must tell Dad, you must.’

      
      ‘I said no one and I mean no one. You write and tell your father and I’ll kick your arse all the way down the street, and
         that’s before I skin you alive.’
      

      
      Fran pushed past and went into the kitchen; Louise followed and watched from the doorway as she put the kettle on and lit
         a cigarette.
      

      
      The carefully backcombed hair of the night before now stood out at all angles with the lacquered strands dull and sticky from
         days of coating with cheap spray. Her face was pasty from nausea, and globules of black mascara were caked down her cheeks.
         The faded red satin wrap and fluffy slippers may have looked good once but now they conspired together to make Fran look like
         a bad caricature.
      

      
      Louise was ashamed of the distaste she felt for her mother and she wanted to get out into the fresh air. Picking up her satchel
         she turned to leave, but Fran called her back.
      

      
      ‘Make me some toast before you go. I need something in me to get me going for work. I can’t miss another session in the poxy
         pub, I’ll get the sack. Not that I care really – it’s a lousy job with lousy pay, but it’s better than nothing now your father’s left us to it.’
      

      
      Louise refused to rise to the bait. She knew her mother enjoyed working in the pub. She enjoyed it so much she was rarely
         home.
      

      
      Going back into the shabby kitchen, she lit the grill and cut two slices off the stale loaf that was just starting to mould
         around the edges.
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to have it dry. There’s no marge left, in fact there’s nothing left, as always.’

      
      ‘Just shut up, you.’ Fran pointed her finger close to the girl’s face. ‘When you get a job, and you bring some money in, then
         you can moan but until then you can make do, same as I bloody well have to now your father has pissed off.’
      

      
      The tears started bubbling up but Louise was determined not to cry in front of her mother. Fran would only torment her more.
         She put the toast on a plate and slapped it down in front of her mother.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be late for school if I don’t go now. I’ll see you tonight.’

      
      Louise ran down the road as fast as she could, not for fear of missing the bus but as a release. She ran as if her life depended
         on it, and could feel her lungs burning as she reached the bus stop in record time.
      

      
      Everything was changing. Her father had gone and she didn’t know when he would be back, and now her mother was having a baby.
         Fran – who made no secret of the fact that she didn’t even like children and had always sworn ‘never again’ when Louise had
         innocently asked for a baby brother or sister. The same Fran who had opted out of motherhood as soon as her daughter could walk and talk and developed her own character, was going to have
         another child.
      

      
      As if this wasn’t all bad enough Louise couldn’t even tell Sharon.

   
      
      Chapter Two

      [image: image]

      
      Louise ran into her bedroom and shut the door quietly. She didn’t want to disturb Fran, who was asleep on the sofa.
      

      
      The letter had come in the morning post and she had put it straight in her blazer pocket. First, she hadn’t wanted Fran to
         see it, and secondly, she had wanted to savour reading it slowly and carefully.
      

      
      Instead of the usual flimsy blue airmail letter, this was a bulky white envelope with colourful exotic-looking stamps on the
         corner. She sliced it open gently with a kitchen knife to preserve the stamps, and pulled out the pages that were folded in
         half. Several black and white photographs fell out on to her lap. Putting them to one side she started reading.
      

      
      
         PO Box 1374, Barbados

         My darling Lou-Lou,

         I was so happy to get your letter. You really are a very good letter writer, you know; you have such a good way with words
            I can picture everything you tell me. Perhaps you’ll be a rich and famous writer one day. That’s what I tell everyone.
         

         The post to Barbados is not very good so it takes a while for your letters to reach me but you write so many that when I go
            to collect my mail the lady shouts, ‘Another letter from daughter Louise for you, you lucky man!’
         

         I am happy that you and Mum are doing OK. I feel guilty that I can’t send you any money right now but there should still be
            enough in the bank account I set up before I left to help for another couple of months.
         

         I’m sorry you had such a sad Christmas. I know you must think it’s all my fault but one day maybe you will understand. Perhaps
            next Christmas will be happier. I hope so. That’s all I really want – for you to be happy and of course successful. I know
            you will be – you’re so clever already, darling.
         

         I loved the photographs of you and your friend Sharon. You seem to have grown up so much in the past few months. I hope you
            thanked her parents for taking copies for me. Tell them I am very grateful.
         

         This is only a short letter because I wanted to send you these photos. I have written on the back who everyone is – your grandparents,
            aunties and uncles, nephews and nieces. We gathered in as many as we could so that you can now picture all your family. One
            day I am sure you will meet them all. I know they all want to meet you.
         

         I will write again soon but I must now take this into town to catch the post.
         

         I love you and miss you very much.

         Love from Dad

      

      
      Studying the photographs carefully, Louise spent a long time matching faces to names and studying details of the background.
         These were the first ones Joshua had sent since leaving and it helped give her a picture of where he was and who he was with.
         It was strange that all these people were members of her family and yet she didn’t recognise any of them.
      

      
      The one good thing was that he must have made up with his family. They all looked so happy in the photos that they’d be aware
         were to be sent back to England.
      

      
      After reading the letter again she slipped it back into the envelope with the photos and raced off to get the bus to Sharon’s
         house.
      

      
      ‘God, Louise, doesn’t it look exciting? When I’m older I’m going to travel the world. I’ve decided I’m going to lose loads
         of weight and when I’m slim and beautiful I’m going to be an air hostess. Just imagine going to all those countries and getting
         paid for it!’
      

      
      Sharon and her mother were passing the photos back and forth between them enthusiastically.

      
      ‘It certainly looks interesting, dear. I could easily get used to that scenery, and the beach looks wonderful. Will you be
         able to get me a free flight when you’re off jet-setting?’
      

            
      Louise and Sharon both laughed.

      
      ‘Still, back to reality. Are you going to have tea with us, Louise? I’ve made too many cakes as usual, so I could do with
         some help to get rid of them.’
      

      
      Louise thought Nancy Aberlone was just being kind but she couldn’t bring herself to refuse. She adored being involved in the
         buzz of real family life and she loved Nancy – the motherly look on the big woman’s open and kindly face, and the way she
         wafted about in her long baggy clothes with her light auburn hair halfway down her back and no make-up. Nancy was Louise’s
         dream of a mother.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I’d love to, thank you.’

      
      As soon as Nancy left the lounge Sharon grabbed her friend’s hand and pulled her upstairs.

      
      ‘I need to talk to you now … in private.’ Closing the bedroom door she perched on the corner of the bed.

      
      ‘You know Susie Singleton, the girl in the fifth year who lives near you? Well, I heard her telling another girl that your
         mum is having a baby! Is that right? Why didn’t you tell me?’ Sharon watched Louise, waiting for an answer. ‘Louise? Come
         on, we’re best friends … I thought we told each other everything.’
      

      
      Louise didn’t reply. She just looked at her feet, suddenly feeling horribly embarrassed.

      
      ‘Come on, tell me. I told Susie to stop spreading stupid rumours but she insisted it was true, said she’d seen her and that
         everyone in the street knew about it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Sharon, but Mum made me promise not to tell anyone, not even Dad.’ Her bottom lip trembled dangerously as she looked at her best friend. ‘This is just so awful. I’m really sorry … I wanted to tell you, honestly,
         but I couldn’t. Tell me everything that bitch Susie is saying. God, I hate her.’
      

      
      Taking Louise’s hand again, Sharon gently pulled her down beside her.

      
      ‘She said that she’s having a baby and that the father is Barry from the pub near you.’

      
      ‘That’s rubbish,’ Louise snapped angrily. ‘It’s my dad’s and when he knows he’ll come home. Anyway, Barry’s married.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know, and Susie said that Barry’s wife has just found out and is going to go after her and beat her to a pulp. She
         said your mum’s been sacked ’cos of it.’
      

      
      Louise tried to take it all in. She didn’t want to believe it but suddenly it made sense. Things had been different lately.
         Fran was spending more and more time at home, staying in bed till the afternoon and then slouching about not bothering to
         get dressed from one day to the next.
      

      
      Thinking about it, she realised Barry had been a familiar face around the flat but he and Mum worked together so it hadn’t
         seemed unusual at the time. Surely the gossip couldn’t be true?
      

      
      ‘That’s crap, Sharon, I know it is. Dad’s only been gone four months and the baby’s due in two months. It doesn’t make sense.
         She was already pregnant when he left.’
      

      
      Sharon looked sheepish. ‘I know. Susie said that’s why he left; not because she was pregnant – he didn’t know that – but because he found out about Barry. I’m sorry, Lou, but she said she heard Barry’s wife telling her mum all
         about it. She’s going to divorce Barry and name your mum.’
      

      
      Rising panic threatened to overwhelm Louise as she quickly stood up. She knew if she started crying now she wouldn’t be able
         to stop.
      

      
      ‘I have to go … I have to go home … I’m sorry, I have to see Mum and tell her.’ She rushed from the room and down
         the stairs.
      

      
      Nancy Aberlone watched in amazement as Louise ran past her, slamming the front door on her way out.

      
      ‘Sharon?’ Nancy put her head round the banister and shouted upstairs. ‘Have you two had a row? What’s going on? Why is Louise
         upset?’
      

      
      Sharon went downstairs and told her mother all about it. The woman was shocked but didn’t let it show. She had always thought
         of herself as open-minded but this was something else. Louise was certainly in need, they decided, but what could they do
         to help her?
      

      
      On the way home on the bus Louise thought about what she had learnt. She decided it was obvious what was going on. No one
         liked her mother. She had married a West Indian and they despised her because of it. They were just trying to cause trouble
         to stop her father coming home. Yes, that was it, she decided, that was what it was about. She knew she would have to tell
         Fran about the rumours but she wouldn’t admit to believing them. She would be cool and calm and just tell her and then her mother would deny it and say that her father was coming home.
      

      
      She watched the changing house fronts as the bus made its way through the streets. Woodford was only a short ride in distance
         but it was far removed from the drab combination of terraced houses and concrete blocks of flats of her street in Leytonstone.
         The Aberlones’ home, with its pseudo-Tudor black and white front and flower-bordered garden, seemed like a mansion compared
         to the dingy council flat that was home to Louise.
      

      
      Sharon had still not been invited to her home and she was fast running out of excuses. Deep down she knew that Sharon wouldn’t
         mind, but Louise herself did. She minded very much. She sometimes wondered if Fran was right when she hurled abuse at her
         for being a little snob.
      

      
      The flat was in darkness apart from the monochrome flickering of the worn out TV in the front room. She switched on the light
         as she went in.
      

      
      ‘Switch that bloody thing off, will you? Can’t you see I’m watching telly?’

      
      Fran was still on the sofa, still in her stained red wrap that strained now to meet across her distended belly. The belt was
         tied tightly under her big breasts, emphasising her bump and pulling the wrap up shorter than ever, showing her white dimpled
         thighs. A cigarette hung from her hand as she flicked the ash in the direction of the overflowing ashtray at her feet. Beer
         bottles and glasses stood to attention on the worn rug that curled up at the corners.
      

      
      Louise tried not to make comparisons with the home she had left barely half an hour ago.

      
      ‘Mum, I really need to talk to you. Can I switch the telly off, please?’

      
      ‘No, you can’t. You can talk to me when this has finished if you really must.’

      
      Fran didn’t take her eyes off the set until Louise determinedly walked over to it and clicked the switch.

      
      ‘Oi, put that back on this minute … How dare you?’ Fran was so incensed she jumped up from the sofa and lunged at Louise,
         trying to smack her round the head.
      

      
      Louise ducked and moved quickly to one side as the next swipe whistled past her ears. ‘Mum, this really is important, please
         listen … Susie at school has been saying horrible things about you. She said that the baby is Barry’s, that you got the
         sack and that Barry’s wife is going to name you in court in the divorce.’
      

      
      This time the flat of Fran’s hand connected sharply with Louise’s cheek.

      
      ‘Don’t, Mum, please. I’m only telling you what she’s saying. I don’t believe it. It is Dad’s baby, isn’t it? She’s lying,
         isn’t she?’ Louise was pleading with her mother to tell her what she wanted to hear.
      

      
      Fran looked at her daughter and for a split second Louise could see fear in her eyes but this was quickly replaced by something
         close to loathing before she looked away. She moved purposefully back to the TV and pressed the button before settling back
         on to the sofa.
      

            
      ‘It’s none of your business. Now just piss off to your bedroom and don’t come back in here.’ She didn’t take her eyes off
         the screen. ‘Oh, and turn the light off as you go. This picture’s really lousy.’
      

      
      Louise was dreading her twelfth birthday. The baby was due in three weeks and Fran had virtually ignored her since the confrontation.
         Whenever she tried to bring up the subject of the baby Fran would either flounce out of the room or order her to her bedroom.
         Louise found herself spending more time at Sharon’s house, even sleeping over on Saturday night sometimes.
      

      
      She was aware that the gossips were having a field day about her mother but studiously ignored the barbs that she knew originated
         from Barry’s wife. She couldn’t have responded even if she had wanted to. She still didn’t know the truth.
      

      
      Her birthday dawned and to her surprise there was an envelope on the kitchen table. Inside was a flowery card signed just
         ‘Mum’ and a ten-shilling note.
      

      
      Fran was still in bed. Louise rarely ventured into the musty bedroom that her parents used to share. She could still remember
         hurling herself in there on a Sunday morning and clambering in beside her father to be wrapped fiercely in his arms. Her mother
         always turned her back and went to sleep.
      

      
      Now her mother was spread out across the whole bed, lying on her side snoring ferociously. The bed-clothes were grubby and
         the floor was littered with dirty clothes and crockery.
      

            
      Louise tapped her mother gently on the arm. ‘Mum, wake up, Mum. I just wanted to say thank you for the card and the money
         … Mum?’
      

      
      Fran stirred and rolled over on to her back, losing the blankets in the process but quickly resuming the snuffling and whistling
         of a hangover.
      

      
      Disappointed, Louise pulled the covers back over her and went to school.

      
      ‘Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday, dear Louise … Happy birthday to you.’
      

      
      Louise was embarrassed but pleased when Sharon led several of their classmates in a rousing chorus when she went into the
         cloakroom. At least things were better at school now.
      

      
      She got more cards than she would ever have anticipated as well as a wonderful present from Sharon. She opened the daintily
         wrapped parcel to find a silver filigree cross and chain nestling in a tiny velvet box. She put it straight on despite the
         school rule of ‘no jewellery’ but tucked it inside her shirt.
      

      
      ‘That’s OK, that’s OK,’ laughed Sharon as Louise thanked her over and over again. ‘It’s from Mum as well, something for you
         to remember us by when you’re off exploring Barbados. What did your dad send you?’
      

      
      ‘The post hadn’t been when I left home so I don’t know yet.’

      
      ‘Mum asked if you’d like to come over for the day on Saturday. Dad is taking my brothers to football so it’ll just be us girls,
         as Mum puts it. Boys out … girls in.’
      

            
      Louise was pleased out of all proportion. ‘Us girls’ was such an intimate description, she was thrilled it included her.

      
      ‘Louise Jermaine to the office, please. Louise Jermaine, come straight to the office, please.’ The Tannoy announcement echoed
         through the corridors of the sprawling old school building at lunchtime.
      

      
      ‘God, Louise, what have you done? Why have you got to go to the office?’ Sharon laughed at her friend’s stricken expression.
         ‘Only joking! Oh, come on, don’t look so scared. You’ve got to go to the office, not the gas chamber. Perhaps the secretary
         wants to sing “Happy Birthday” as well. Go on, I’ll see you in maths.’ She shoved Louise in the direction of the door.
      

      
      But the secretary had a rather different message from happy birthday wishes to convey.

      
      ‘Louise, we’ve had a telephone call from the hospital. Your mother has been taken in by ambulance—’

      
      ‘What’s the matter with her? Has she had an accident?’

      
      ‘Now, now, Louise, don’t interrupt and you’ll find out.’

      
      Coming up to retirement, the secretary was a stereotypical severe old spinster. She had worked at the school for over thirty
         years and ruled as if she herself was Headmistress.
      

      
      ‘Your mother is expecting a baby, is she not?’

      
      ‘Yes, miss.’

      
      ‘Right, well, apparently she is in the process of having that baby quite shortly and it has been requested that in the absence of your father, who I understand is abroad, you be permitted to leave the school premises early in order to attend
         the hospital. I have discussed this with the Headmistress and permission is granted. Off you go.’ Seeing Louise still hesitating
         in front of her she snapped, ‘Well, go on, off you go … go on.’
      

      
      ‘Please, miss, which hospital and how do I get there?’

      
      Armed with explicit directions she found her way to the hospital and up to the maternity unit.

      
      The sister in charge didn’t want to admit her at all but eventually gave in after an impassioned plea from a friendly midwife.

      
      ‘Not too long, mind. Mum’s got a lot of work to do today.’

      
      Louise couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mother with no make-up, no hair lacquer and no nail varnish.

      
      At just twelve she had no inkling of the basics of labour and the pre-birth rituals. She was just dumb-struck at how young
         and pretty Fran looked. The freshly washed red hair hanging loosely around her face and the splattering of freckles that were
         usually camouflaged in panstick conspired together to knock ten years off her.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Mum. They sent for me from school but I’m not allowed to stay with you for long. How are you?’

      
      Fran managed a watery smile. ‘How am I? In pain, that’s how I am. In sodding pain and pissed off. I had to have a bath, they
         gave me an enema and then shaved my privates as bald as a coot’s head. What about dignity and shame, I said to them, and do you know what they said? The snotty tart actually said, “Babies have to have a nice clean
         entry into the world” so I said, what about babies in Africa? Do they get a nice clean entry into the world? No, they don’t.
         They tumble headfirst into a muddy puddle and are yanked out by their ankles!’
      

      
      Despite herself Louise laughed out loud. ‘Mum! You didn’t really say that, did you?’

      
      ‘Course I did … and not only that … ooooooohh …’ Fran wailed loudly, making Louise jump backwards in panic.

      
      ‘Nurse, nurse!’ she shouted out of the door. ‘There’s something wrong.’

      
      The midwife rushed in but quickly assessed the situation.

      
      ‘Heavens above, Mrs Jermaine, there really is no need for that noise. You’re frightening your daughter.’

      
      She turned her attention to Louise. ‘We’ve having a contraction, that’s all, dear—’

      
      Fran quickly interrupted. ‘No, we’re not having a contraction, I am having a contraction – me, that is, not you.’
      

      
      The nurse ignored the interruption. ‘Everything is going nicely but it’ll be a while yet before anything happens. Why don’t
         you go on home and we’ll ring you?’
      

      
      ‘You’re not sending her anywhere. I want her here with me. I’ve got no husband here. I’m not going through this on my own.
         Either she stays or I go and give birth in your frigging car park. Take your pick.’
      

            
      Bewildered, Louise looked from one to the other, wondering who she should take notice of, but the decision was taken away
         from her.
      

      
      ‘All right, Mrs Jermaine, she can stay for the time being but only if you stop the shouting. You’re frightening our other
         mums-to-be.’
      

      
      Her crisp white apron rustled as she turned on her heel and left the small side ward, closing the door behind her.

      
      Fran smirked. ‘Pompous bitch, that sorted her out, didn’t it?’

      
      Fran got worse and worse as the day wore on. She shouted, she screamed, she swore at everyone.

      
      Louise sat nervously by the bed listening and trying her best to comfort her mother as well as any twelve-year-old in that
         position could. She felt completely helpless.
      

      
      At eleven o’clock that night Fran was wheeled into the delivery room and Louise was told in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t
         going in as well.
      

      
      Her protestations were half-hearted. No way did she want to be part of the next bit.

      
      The doors swung open at five to twelve and the midwife announced dramatically that Fran had given birth.

      
      ‘Congratulations, my dear. You have a noisy baby brother. Come back tomorrow afternoon and you can see Mum and baby.’

      
      It was only then that Louise remembered it was her birthday. Not only was she going to share her life with this baby, she was also going to have to share her birthday.
      

      
      She walked out into the smoke-filled waiting area in a daze and was suddenly swept up into the arms of Nancy Aberlone.

      
      ‘Come along, birthday girl. You’re coming home with us for the next few days. Dear, dear, your mum did make a fuss, didn’t
         she? We could hear the kerfuffle out here.’
      

      
      Louise was too tired and bewildered by her day to respond. She just let herself be led down to the car park and whisked off
         to the Aberlones’ home.
      

      
      Waking with a start Louise wasn’t sure where she was for a second. Then it all came back. Looking up from the tiny camp bed
         in Sharon’s bedroom she could just make out her friend creeping about getting ready for school.
      

      
      ‘Sharon?’

      
      ‘Sorry, Lou. I was trying not to wake you. Mum said to let you sleep in, but now you are awake tell me all about it. I want
         to know everything.’
      

      
      Louise rubbed her eyes and glanced at the bedside clock. ‘I’m going to be late for school …’

      
      ‘No you’re not. Mum said you’re not going today, you lucky beggar. So tell me, what was it like? What’s the baby like? Is
         he like you?’ Sharon was firing questions so fast Louise could barely keep up.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, they didn’t let me see it. I’ve got to go back today, this afternoon … God, Sharon, it was awful. I’m never going to have kids, never ever in a million years.’
      

      
      ‘Oh bugger, look at the time. Mum’s waiting to drop Dad off at the station. I’ll see you tonight and then I want all the gory
         details. Bye.’ Sharon blew her a kiss as she flew out of the room.
      

      
      Louise was now wide awake and alone. She was carefully turning over the last twenty-four hours when the thought hit her. Gypsy!
         Gypsy had been locked in the flat all night on her own with no food!
      

      
      She was mortified but Nancy came to the rescue and insisted on driving Louise straight home. Louise tried her best to persuade
         her to stay in the car but the woman was adamant, though perceptive enough to realise that Louise was ashamed of her home.
         So she compromised. She was well aware that Sharon had never been invited there, and there had to be a reason why Louise was
         always dropped off on the corner.
      

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, dear, the flat’s been empty all night. You’re not going in there on your own. I tell you what, I’ll just
         come to the front door and wait for you there.’
      

      
      Gypsy started barking as Louise put the key in the lock and as the door opened she flew out, nearly knocking them both over.

      
      ‘Gypsy, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. How could I have forgotten about you?’ Louise crouched down and cuddled the dog that was so
         excited her whole body was wagging along with the tail.
      

      
      Nancy could feel the dreaded prickling sensation behind her eyes. She sighed. She knew she was too soft for her own good.
      

      
      ‘Take Gypsy for a quick walk up the road and then put her in the car; she’ll have to come home with us. She’ll sleep in the
         kitchen, mind.’
      

      
      While Louise was out with the dog Nancy took the opportunity to sneak a look inside the flat and found it much as she had
         anticipated. She was saddened by the state of the inside but the single thing that shocked her most was the daubing on the
         wall outside the flat. Someone had tried to scrub it off but the outline was still there of the words ‘Go home wogs’. Beside
         it in a different hand was the single word ‘whore’. Nancy felt sick. She knew she could figure out a way of passing on some
         furniture and curtains without offending the girl or her mother but the graffiti was something different, something poisonous
         she had never come across before.
      

      
      They drove back in silence. Louise knew the woman had seen it all and Nancy knew that she knew, but neither knew what to say.

      
      It wasn’t so much butterflies in her stomach as a flock of hungry starlings flapping around. Nancy had dropped Louise at the
         hospital entrance and promised to wait in the canteen for her until she was ready to leave.
      

      
      Nancy wanted to go in with her but she knew that Louise didn’t want her to meet Fran so she didn’t suggest it; she just wished
         her luck and kissed her on the cheek.
      

            
      Pausing outside the swing doors to the maternity ward, Louise thought it was more nerve-racking than her first day at grammar
         school; she wanted to go in but felt strangely shy about facing her mother after the happenings of the day before. Forcing
         her feet to move she went up to the desk, clutching a heavy shopping bag of necessities that Nancy had suggested her mum would
         require. Louise had included Fran’s make-up bag too.
      

      
      ‘Can you tell me where Mrs Jermaine is, please? I’m her daughter.’

      
      ‘Down the corridor, third bed on the left,’ the nurse replied without looking up.

      
      ‘Hello, Mum.’ Louise stood uncomfortably beside the bed. She quickly noticed that all the other beds had Perspex cribs alongside
         them but the space beside Fran was empty.
      

      
      ‘You took your time. Where have you been? Have you brought any of my things with you?’

      
      ‘Where’s the baby?’ Louise looked around as if she expected the crib magically to appear next to her.

      
      ‘He was a bit early so he’s in special care. Where’s my stuff? They said I’ve got to stay in here for ten days. Not content
         with all the other crap they put me through they’ve now stitched me up like a Christmas turkey and given me a bloody rubber
         ring to sit on. Never again, that’s all I can say, never again. Why does it have to be us women? Why not the men, eh? Let
         them have the babies and sex would soon be a dying art.’
      

      
      Louise waited impatiently for her to pause for breath.

      
      ‘I’ve brought you a few things – nighties and underwear and a towel. What’s wrong with the baby?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing, he’s just a bit premature … came too early.’ Fran looked away as she spoke. Louise wondered if it had anything
         to do with her mother being drunk as a skunk the night before but didn’t ask.
      

      
      ‘Can I see him?’

      
      ‘How do I know? Ask the nurse. Did you bring my make-up?’

      
      Louise slapped the shopping bag down on the bed. ‘Here’s everything I brought. If you want anything else I’ll go back home
         tomorrow for it.’
      

      
      ‘Be careful where you put that. I’ve just had a baby, in case you’ve forgotten …’ Fran’s protest faded as she realised
         what Louise had said. ‘What do you mean, go back tomorrow? Why aren’t you going back tonight?’
      

      
      ‘I’m staying at Sharon’s house while you’re in here.’ Louise paused for a second. ‘So is Gypsy.’

      
      ‘Oh, I bet you are! I know Leytonstone isn’t good enough for you now you’re a grammar school girl but now it’s not even good
         enough for the dog—’
      

      
      Louise interrupted her. ‘I’m going to ask if I can see the baby.’

      
      She walked unhappily away from the bed, wondering why her mother could never be nice to her.

      
      The glassed room that housed incubators and cribs was steaming hot. Louise felt silly wearing the compulsory green mask, gown
         and overshoes that swamped her. She looked round in silent awe at the tiniest of babies, stark naked inside the incubators.
         There were wires and tubes everywhere and the room was silent apart from the beeping of the equipment.
      

      
      There was one other woman in there, silently gazing at her baby. Louise noticed she had a gloved hand inside one of the portholes,
         gently stroking its head.
      

      
      She looked away. ‘Which one is he?’ she whispered to the nurse, terrified of the answer.

      
      ‘This one here. No need to whisper, just don’t shout!’ the nurse smiled sympathetically.

      
      Louise felt a wave of relief rush over her; he was in a crib.

      
      ‘I can’t let you hold him today but at least you’ll have seen him. He should go down to the ward in the next couple of days.
         He’s doing fine.’
      

      
      Louise gazed silently at her brother. He was covered with a blue blanket and a tiny muslin bonnet that looked as if it was
         about to engulf his head. All she could see was a cross little face with screwed-up eyes and tiny red lips.
      

      
      Tied to the end of the crib was a pale blue name card. Louise picked it up. ‘Baby Jermaine, 6lb 1oz’ had been written in careful
         script. The word baby had been crossed out and replaced with ‘Daniel’.
      

      
      ‘He’s quite sturdy for such a little mite, a good pair of lungs too. Do you want to wait while I feed him? You’ll have to
         get used to this now, help your mum out.’ Carefully lifting him out, the nurse tucked him in the crook of her arm and leant
         him towards Louise.
      

      
      She was enthralled. She didn’t know what she had expected. Babies were not new to her – there were several in the flats and
         she had even been enlisted to babysit on occasions – but this was different.
      

      
      Watching in awe as the miniature mouth sucked eagerly on the teat of the bottle the nurse had given her, Louise fell in love
         for the first time.
      

      
      She was there with Fran when, three days later, baby Daniel was transferred from the special unit to his mother’s bedside.

      
      Looking at him closely, for the first time removed from the swathes of muslin, Louise noticed that the postbirth redness had
         faded and his skin was pale pink. The downy hair on his head was sprouting red. He was beautiful.
      

      
      ‘They were right, weren’t they?’ Louise spoke quietly without looking at Fran. ‘He’s not Dad’s, is he? He’s white.’

      
      Fran’s laugh was without humour. ‘Of course he’s white. After everything I’ve had to put up with, did you really think I’d
         have another black kid? You belong to your father, you always have – now this one is mine, a white baby for a white mother.’
      

      
      The colour drained from Louise’s face as she tried to take in the venomous words.

      
      ‘How can you say that? Dad was black when you married him. He didn’t suddenly change colour overnight—’

      
      ‘That’s right, but I didn’t realise it would cost me everything – family, friends – and after you were born it got worse.
         I was a social outcast. It was OK for your father, he was used to it, but I hated every insult, every remark that was aimed
         at me for being with a black man.’
      

            
      ‘I always thought you wanted me … loved me …’ Louise looked Fran straight in the eye but the woman didn’t glance up
         and her voice was flat when she spoke.
      

      
      ‘I do, I suppose. I just wish you were white.’

      
      The pain shot through Louise like a bullet and she stood stock-still for a few seconds before turning and walking straight
         out.
      

      
      Louise didn’t visit the hospital again.

      
      The following days passed in a blur. Not even Sharon could get through to her. She was detached. All her energies went into
         her school work and walking Gypsy.
      

      
      Nancy Aberlone tried her best but the brick wall was built that day on the hospital ward and there were no cracks to exploit.

      
      Louise was polite and co-operative but the intimacy had gone; the hurt was too great to share with anyone. Her mother’s rejection
         of her was complete, and to compound her misery there had been no letter or birthday card from her father.
      

      
      The day Fran and Daniel were due home, Louise packed her belongings and asked to be dropped off on the corner.

      
      After much discussion, and against her better judgement, Nancy concurred. She was at a loss to know what to do for the best
         other than to offer the girl as much love and support as she could.
      

      
      She knew she would never be able to erase her image of the poor mite walking despondently down Albemarle Street, clutching
         a battered brown suitcase in one hand and Gypsy’s lead in the other. Even the dog looked dejected as they turned the bend and slouched out of sight.
      

      
      At least the flat was better than when she had left it. Old Mrs Anderson from downstairs, who had a spare key for emergencies,
         had gone in one day and busied herself cleaning right through. Louise had nearly had a heart attack when she’d gone to collect
         more of Fran’s make-up and found her there.
      

      
      ‘Bleedin’ unhygienic, this is,’ Mrs Anderson had greeted Louise. ‘Don’t know what your mother is thinking of, bringing a baby
         back here to this tip. Still, not to worry, eh? Soon be done. Well, don’t just stand there gawping at me, girl. Get helping.’
      

      
      The woman had an energy that belied her seventy-odd years. She loved cleaning and gossiping in that order, and knew everything
         about everyone and their homes. She also wasn’t averse to sharing her titbits with the locals while she cleaned the pub. Nothing
         got past her; she knew exactly what was going on at number 3.
      

      
      In the Jermaine flat she’d come into her own. Net curtains had been taken down and put up, beds had been changed, and the
         kitchen and bathroom disinfected from floor to ceiling. The rugs had been hung out of the windows that were flung open for
         the first time in months.
      

      
      Louise had been packed off to the Launderette with two big bags of washing, and all the second-hand baby clothes that Fran
         had collected and dumped in a heap in the corner were washed and ironed, and, with a pile of white fluffy nappies, stacked in the carrycot in the bedroom.
      

      
      Mrs Anderson had even found an old tin of white emulsion and slapped it over the obscenities on the wall outside.

      
      By the time Louise had staggered back to Woodford the flat had looked almost homely.

      
      Now Louise heard the key in the lock and went out into the dingy small hallway. The front door was open and she could see
         the outline of Fran, holding the baby.
      

      
      She reached out for him but hesitated when she saw someone else standing behind her mother.

      
      ‘I’ll hold Danny, you help Barry with the bags. Christ, I could do with a decent cup of tea after all that gnat’s piss, and
         a decent meal wouldn’t go amiss either.’
      

      
      Louise just stood there, frozen.

      
      ‘Come on, girl. Move yourself and let us in.’

      
      Fran pushed past, followed closely by a sheepish Barry, who was smiling nervously. Louise didn’t look up as she reached out
         and took a carrier bag from him before turning back into the flat.
      

      
      Fran flopped down on the sofa, still holding the baby. ‘Pass my handbag, babe. I’m gasping for a fag.’

      
      Louise automatically went to get the bag but she saw Barry holding it out to her mother.

      
      Babe?

      
      She glanced from one to the other silently.

      
      Fran took a cigarette out of the packet and lit it. She inhaled deeply and looked straight at Louise.

            
      ‘Barry’s going to be living here now. He wants to be with me and his son.’

      
      Louise opened her mouth to say something but Fran carried on.

      
      ‘Don’t look so shocked. If you’d bothered to get your lazy arse up the hospital you’d have known. At least Barry visited me.’
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