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This book is for Elizabeth: impossibly, always.

In memory of Chris.





‘In the morning it was morning and I was still alive.’

Charles Bukowski






The World within the Word

IT IS 1982 AND IN the Kingdom Hall we are Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Outside the Kingdom Hall is the world. We know the whole world is lying in the power of the wicked one, whose sole mission is to lead us away from Jehovah and his life-giving ways. The state of the world, where men have become lovers of pleasure rather than of God, shows us the end is close and Satan is like a roaring lion, seeking to devour us. Our five meetings a week keep us safe, as does studying our Bible-based literature.

Inside the Kingdom Hall we are all brothers and sisters who speak the pure language. We are one happy family, part of the worldwide association of Christian brothers. We are here to receive Jehovah’s instructions.

We have a few simple beliefs, and these are not burdensome.

We believe the Bible is the infallible word of God. We believe every word of it to be true.

We do not believe in a heavenly hope. Instead we believe Jehovah God has anointed 144,000 humans to serve at His side for eternity. Everyone who survives His coming judgment will live forever on earth.

We do not believe in hellfire. Jehovah is a God of love.

We do not believe in the Trinity, because it is an impossibility.

We believe Jesus is God’s Son and was sent to the earth to deliver us from sin.

We believe Eve’s sin brought pain, suffering and death into the world.

We believe the earth was created in six days, although we do not know exactly how long a Biblical day is.

We know birthdays, Christmas and Easter are all of pagan origin. We shun false worship and do not celebrate any worldly holidays. Instead, we annually observe the death of Christ. This is a time to reflect on the value of the ransom sacrifice and what it means for us as Jehovah’s people.

We believe blood is sacred, and under no circumstances would we accept a blood transfusion. If we should die because of this we know we have made Jehovah’s heart glad, and he will reward us with everlasting life.

We believe our bodies are holy. We do not pollute them with drugs, tobacco or excessive alcohol. We do not engage in pre-marital sex.

We believe homosexuality is a sin from which we flee. We believe we must live according to the gender assigned to us at birth.

Husbands are the head of the family; wives and children must be submissive.

We believe worldly education is of little value, and avoid further education. We know the love of money is a trap and take care not to be ambitious. Brothers often work for themselves, sisters raise the family.

To keep the congregation clean, we disfellowship unrepentant wrongdoers, taking care not to associate with them afterwards. This is an act of love.

We know Jehovah is our best friend. This heavenly friendship is more important than all earthly ones. Jehovah has chosen to save us personally from the darkness of the world. We draw close to Jehovah by praying to him three times a day.

We believe the dead will be resurrected. This gives us much hope and comfort. We see death as a temporary state, akin to sleeping.

We have a direction and purpose that worldly people lack. Our purpose is to warn others the end is coming. The battle of Armageddon will bring the end, and only baptised members of Jehovah’s earthly organisation will survive. After this we will live forever in paradise.

These are the beliefs that unite us in worship; these are the beliefs we teach others in our Christian ministry; these are the beliefs you listened to and laughed at to begin with, until you needed to believe them, until they were the comfort and salve they were intended to be; these are the beliefs that sound both facile and monstrous now from a distance; these are the beliefs that were mine too, so short a time ago; these are the beliefs you fed to me; these are the beliefs you said would save my life and neither of us knew, not then, what they would do to us.
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BOOK ONE: GENESIS




1. Critical Times


‘But know this, that in the last days critical times hard to deal with will be here. For men will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, haughty, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, disloyal, having no natural affection, not open to any agreement, slanderers, without self-control, fierce, without love of goodness, betrayers, headstrong, puffed up with pride, lovers of pleasures rather than lovers of God.’

2 Tim. 3:1–4 NWT




‘This good news of the kingdom will be preached in all the inhabited earth for a witness to all the nations; and then the end will come.’

Matt. 24:14 NWT






REMEMBER THE DAY YOU SAT me on your knee and slipped the wide, worn silver band from your middle finger? You ran your fingers around the edge of it, bending your head over mine. See, you said, it has no end and no beginning: look.

I looked.

I saw you caress the indentations on the metal with your long, slender fingers, your hazel eyes gazing down at it. I took it from you and felt its cold weight beneath my own fingers.

This is how you explained God to me.

When I asked who had made the ring you did not answer.

Then you said, It’s like you and me. We will be together, always, like it says in the Bible.

I didn’t tell you that you’d shortened the verse. You should have said we would be together always, even until the end of the world. But you’d told me the world wouldn’t end, that it would go on forever.

All I can think of now is you and the ring. I want to know where your desire for God came from. How do you remember the memories of someone else, Agnès Varda wondered, and so do I. I want to feast on yours. I want to eat them up. I want to consume you in the hope I can make sense of you. I want to remember my conception and how it led to everything after. I want to be there in the beginning, before the earth took form and void, before the light and long before the darkness, before your Christ was impaled and risen. I will cannibalise you to take us both back there, to where this began with you and him, so long ago.




IN THE BEGINNING

1979

THE SUN PUT ITSELF TO bed hours ago and now the village street is full of fog and winter dark. The woman sits in the pub, twisting her hands together on her knee. She tells herself he’s coming, he will come.

This isn’t something she’s done before. She’s never left her five-year-old with a babysitter to meet someone she’s only spoken to once on the phone; this isn’t what she does, this isn’t who she is.

And yet, she liked the way he spoke, the long, slow unspooling of his voice, an intimate whisper, snaking into her ear. She taps her fingers on the table in front of her, then stops: the barmaid is watching. She needs to look confident, as if she knows he’ll come.

The door swings open, and he stands in it for just a second too long, the mist balling itself up onto his wool coat. He peels it from his long body as he walks across the room towards her. The barmaid tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

He smiles at the woman, stretches out his hand to take hers as he leans across the table towards her.

You must be, he says.

Yes, she giggles, yes. It’s me.

He stares at her. Notices her high cheekbones and the hollows beneath them, her long nose, her delicate fingers, her deep brown eyes. He sees her chestnut-dark hair and the way it shines as the light catches it, hears the breeding in her low voice; a perfect specimen, he thinks. He smiles at her and the edges of his light blue eyes crinkle. This is the moment she knows they are soulmates.

He puts his coat over the back of the chair. Would you like a drink, he asks and, deep in the points of her stilettoes, she curls her toes. Please, she says. A Cinzano would be perfect.

She thinks she catches the faint peaty smell of whisky on his breath. Surely he’s not been drinking already? But she tells herself not to be so suspicious as she sees his taut body cross the room. She hears the high-pitched laugh of the barmaid as he rests his elbows on the polished surface of the bar.

She leans back against the fake-leather banquette, hoping she’s not sweating too much, and tugs slightly at the hem of her skirt. The barmaid pours the drinks then pulls a packet of Big D peanuts from the chest of the cardboard woman hanging behind the bar. He points to it, and she hears more laughter, but can’t make out the exact shape of the words.

He comes back and puts their drinks down; she picks hers up immediately, trying to resist wiping the white bloom off the table. She worried beforehand about silence, but she shouldn’t have. He talks for both of them. He’s practised this often enough to know what he’s doing now. He tells her about his ex-wife in South Africa, and how sad he is to not see his two sons, but some things can’t be helped, and at least his work is fascinating. And she is wide-eyed, falling, hook, line, sinker, for all of it.

She nods a lot, giggles a lot. When she tells him about her daughter, she expects him to leave. But he only smiles and asks more questions.

She excuses herself to go to the bathroom, where she sits in the cubicle with the whole history of the village engraved on the wall, all the fights and fucks, the hastily scrawled phone numbers to call for good times, the break-ups, the make-ups. She tries to avoid the lurid details as she thinks maybe this is it, maybe this is how she escapes the weight of this place. Newcomer, they still call her, but soon she won’t be anymore, she’ll be packing up and leaving now she’s found him.

Or he’s found her. Hard to tell which way round fate works.

He’s half slumped on the bar when she comes back; the barmaid is flushed and laughing as she pulls out another packet of peanuts and he laughs. Risky, he says.

The third drink turns him maudlin; he says he’s lonely, he says he wants to settle down. He neglects to mention he’s already fairly settled and on to his second wife, who is pregnant with his fourth child.

In the months to come, he fills her head full of dreams the way she’s always wanted someone to. He doesn’t call them dreams, he calls them plans. When she begins to feel sick and dizzy he tells her she’s all he’s ever wanted as she twists her new diamond ring on her finger and pats her growing, stretching, itching stomach, where inside I tumble and stretch and she feeds her blood to me, and, symbiotic already, I eat her up.

She gives up her job and knows everything will be fixed now he’s here. That’s what men do for her, they fix things.

He manages to stay nine months before the fruit is too tempting elsewhere. Her brother discovers the other wife and the other other woman; his holy trinity, each of them pregnant or lactating.

He leaves me mewing in her arms and she sits, shaking, with an empty bank account.

The wolves come knocking then. What she still needs is a man, a real man, someone to wrap her up and keep her warm; someone to tell her what to do and what to think and what to believe, and men come in many guises. It isn’t long before He comes, before He is there, omnipresent and eternal, giving her the comfort she’s been waiting for, and when I am two and too young to remember life outside in the garden, she weds herself to Him in the swimming pool, held under by four strong arms, and she rises, washed clean, spotless and unblemished in the blood of the Lamb. From that day on, He holds her in His teeth.

*

Is this how you remember the memories of someone else? I don’t know. What I do know is that I dreamt last night that I could remember all your memories. It was one of the worst dreams I’ve ever had. It was a warning, I know, to leave your memories alone, and stick to mine only. What follows is what I remember happening.

Maggie Nelson wrote, ‘I want you to know, if you ever read this, there was a time when I would rather have had you by my side than any one of these words; I would rather have had you by my side than all the blue in the world.’

I want you to remember that, Mum: all the blue, always.




WASHED CLEAN IN THE BLOOD OF THE LAMB

1982

THERE IS A PHOTOGRAPH, OR there was a photograph, and in it is the little girl I don’t want to remember being.

In the photograph I’m standing under a tree, wearing stiff brown shoes, and I’m scowling into the camera lens. I like to make this face a lot because I think I have a pretty frown. My sister tells me I will have a face full of lines when I’m old. I know she is stupid because I’m not going to get old. Mummy has told me Jehovah’s new system will be here before I start school. I will be young and pretty and perfect for forever and ever. Safe in this knowledge, I scowl.

I’m under the tree because five minutes earlier I made a huge fuss. Huge fusses are things I am good at making. Huge fusses are things I am not to make today, not on Mummy’s special day.

Her special day is happening in the box near the tree. They say it is a swimming pool, but it looks like a big box to me. I don’t like swimming pools. They don’t make sense like the sea does. Swimming pools have rules and the sea does not. The aunty Mummy left me with says she’s being baptised in the pool inside the box. I am not sure exactly what this means, and I don’t want to find out.

Mummy knows I do not go in boxes. She should have known I wouldn’t go in this box. I am not a parcel, I say when I see a lift; I will not go in it. And then I try to make my feet stick to the ground so she can’t pick me up and put me in. Sometimes Mummy says I am opinionated and her breath comes out her mouth like a hiss; that’s how I know opinionated is a bad thing to be.

Aunty Hazel says, You are missing your mummy being dunked under the water. You are missing your mummy start her new life. I know she is playing a game and the game is to make me feel bad. I will not feel bad about not going in the box. She says, It is a happy day and you have made a huge fuss. Your poor mummy.

People always say Mummy is a poor mummy. I know we’re poor, but don’t know why people tell me about it all the time. They tell me to look after my mummy and they tell me to be big and brave for her. This feels sort of upside down.

I will not let Aunty Hazel’s game work, so I stand scowling in my stiff brown shoes for the invisible photographer.

I am always already too obstinate, too hard of heart.

This is how it is I miss my mother’s rebirth; how I miss her marrying herself to her new God; how I miss the ending wrapped up as a beginning.




NOT FORSAKING THE GATHERING OF OURSELVES TOGETHER

1986

EVERY WEEK HAS THE SAME routine. This keeps us strong in the faith. This is an important thing to be, because otherwise we are easy prey for Satan who is like a roaring lion seeking to devour someone. I have to be careful that that someone is not me. Mummy has made sure I know this.

The week’s routine looks like this: Sundays are for the two-hour meeting, with ministry afterwards; Monday is studying at home with Mummy and my sister Zoe; Tuesday is the book study I am trying hard not to hate (but not trying hard enough); Wednesday is studying the Watchtower for Sunday and practising the answers we will give; Thursday is the two-hour meeting, the one I am tired after; Friday is preparing for Tuesday and Thursday and practising what to say on the ministry; Saturday morning is ministry and then cake at someone’s house afterwards, and Saturday night is for an interchange of encouragement, but sometimes for Granny and Grampa’s house, which is good because we don’t have to say prayers out loud there. We still have to say them in our heads, but we are not to talk about Jehovah and His life-giving ways at Granny’s house because Granny and Grampa do not love Jehovah and will die at Armageddon. I like it there. I get to watch Bergerac. Granny says John Nettles has such lovely eyes.

I am always tired from all of this. Sometimes I think bad thoughts. Sometimes I think how I would like to wake up on a Saturday morning and watch TV like the other kids at school do. We don’t have a television though. Mummy says they bring demons in.

There are no birthdays or Christmases to mark time. I know when things happen because I know the years of famines or earthquakes or new wars. These are things worldly people call bad news, but we know are good news. These are things that mean we must be thankful and happy, because the end is very close.

Mummy always tells me how lucky I am to be one of Jehovah’s people. I am going to live forever. I am lucky because I don’t have to decide what to do for a job or to go to university like worldly people. The end will be here soon. The end is when Jehovah will kill all the bad people and let all his faithful servants live forever on paradise earth. Imagine, Mummy says, how exciting it’ll be to live forever. We will be able to pat lions and all the bad people will be gone for good.




NOT CELEBRATING PAGAN HOLIDAYS

1986

IT IS THURSDAY NIGHT IN the Kingdom Hall and I am swinging my legs back and forward. Mummy reaches across and puts her hand on my knee. Her hand means I’m to stop. Jehovah does not like little girls who fidget. I am trying to be a little girl Jehovah likes because I don’t want to die when the end comes. But I’m not very good at pleasing Jehovah. I don’t close the doors on my cupboards properly or fold my clothes the right way or manage to keep my eyes shut during the whole prayer. Mummy says these are things good girls do. I need to work harder.

I stop kicking.

I’m supposed to be listening to the speaker who is telling us life-giving things, but I am like a sleeping dog with one ear open and one ear switched off. My ear that is off is busy thinking other things. I’m thinking about the Kingdom Hall ceiling with long bumpy lines on it. I think they look like Hebrew. I know what Hebrew looks like because I’ve seen pictures of it in My Book of Bible Stories. I think after the meeting I will tell the other children it’s Hebrew, and they’ll give me an impressed look. I think this is naughty because it will be a lie, since I don’t exactly know what the lines really are. Lies are from the devil.

The speaker’s voice sounds far away. He’s talking about things I don’t understand. My eyes are heavy. The air is too warm.

I say sorry to Jehovah in my head for this lie I’ve almost told and still might. I say I’ll not eat my pudding if Mummy doesn’t find out what I have been thinking.

I wriggle my bottom on the hard seat. I want to sit on Mummy’s knee and go to sleep, but I am too old for that now. I try to lick my lips, but my mouth is dry. I can still taste the taste from earlier: at school I did one of the worst things I have ever done. I betrayed Jehovah, and this, maybe, is why I’m not able to sit still. I’ve done bad things before. Once, I dropped a rattle on my baby cousin’s head and it made her cry. That was a bad thing. I washed the tail of my cat with laundry powder and it changed colour. That was a bad thing. But none of these things are as bad as betraying Jehovah’s trust. Mummy said that once trust is broken it doesn’t fix properly.

The taste sits there in my mouth. If I can still taste it then maybe someone will be able to smell it. Big people know the smells of most things. I especially do not want Zoe to know about what I did. If she knows she’ll tell Mummy, the way she always tells her everything. Zoe is six years older than me and can tell all the bad things I think and say and do just by looking at me.

At school they said it would be nice to make Christmas cards with Santa on. I love Christmas. I love Granny’s sitting room with all the pretty cards hung in long rows, I love the tree with its white lights and glass balls. I love The Snowman on the television, and Christmas cake with its white icing that cracks as Granny tries to cut it with the special silver knife. A long time ago, until I was four, we were allowed to do Christmas on a different day at Granny’s house, but Mummy stopped that.

True Christians do not celebrate Christmas. For us, Christmas is a normal day. Mummy says it is a chance to show Jehovah our loyalty. We show our loyalty by not making cards at school or singing carols or going to church services. We sit loyally in the sitting room on Christmas Day not thinking about the things that are happening in other houses.

I thought it would not be such a bad thing to make a card. I drew two boots on the black gummed paper. With sharp scissors I cut the boots out. I licked them and stuck them onto white card that looked like new snow. This is the taste that is making my mouth dry.

I pulled apart two balls of cotton wool to make his beard. I can still feel the dry pull of them between my fingers. Some glue is stuck to my skin. When I pull at it, it feels like it’ll rip my skin off. That would serve me right.

I wonder where the teacher put the card. Did she put it on the drying rack? Did she put it in my tray? Did she put it in my school bag? How long until Mummy finds out the terrible thing I’ve done? I think of the sack I cut out, all fat with presents for other children, and how I wrote in the card: ‘Dear Santa, I would like a new doll and pram for Christmas, even though Mummy says Santa is a lie made up by the devil.’ I asked for things I don’t need, this means I am greedy, and greed is a sin. It is a sin to want things you can’t have, Mummy once said. It is better to not want too much from life, she said in a quieter voice.

I think I could say a silent prayer of repentance to Jehovah. But I know I can’t ask for my sins to remain undiscovered, so I don’t pray. I just sit there and think of all the things that mean I’m a bad little girl and not a good one. Actions speak louder than words, Mummy says. Mine are screaming at me.

Doing this bad thing means I’ll die when the end comes. This means birds will peck my eyes out. This is what the Bible says will happen to all the people who die at Armageddon. On the platform the elders say bodies will line the streets after the great tribulation. In the magazines there are brightly coloured pictures of wars and famines and diseases and earthquakes. Mummy says we need to be joyful because our deliverance from this sinful world is close at hand. I’m not good at being joyful because I know these things mean I am about to die too. When I die, Mummy will discover what a naughty little girl I really am.

Jehovah only kills naughty little girls.

I will make her sad.

I bite my lips. The speaker says we are to sing song number 15 and I jump up and sing it loudly because it’s my favourite. It’s about the new system, lions lying down with lambs. When the song finishes, I bow my head to pray and I say, AMEN, loudly at the end, even though I know Jehovah will not listen to me because I’m too bad.

After the meeting finishes, I go up to the magazine counter with Mummy to help her collect the literature. We take the jam jar that holds the money for them with us and count out the change to pay the elder behind the counter. Even if there’s no money for sweeties, or chicken, or real butter, even if Mummy is crying on the phone to Granny about having to stretch the budget again, there’s always money for the magazines. When we distribute the magazines, we have to ask the householder for money, and then we put the money in the jam jar to buy more, but we also have to add our own money and then put it all in the box at the back of the Kingdom Hall every week to support the worldwide preaching work.

Mummy takes a big pile of magazines and gives some to me to hold. Why don’t you sit and read one of them while you wait to go home, she says. I sit down and look at the cover with a big picture of what looks like a giant dusty mushroom on the front. I know it’s an atomic bomb because I know the nuclear war is about to come. Below the cloud it says in big writing: WORLD ON THE BRINK.

That night, when I go to bed, I dream the dream I am always dreaming, the one I am most afraid of. I am not afraid of spiders or bugs but I am scared of the dark, of war, of the Great Tribulation, of clearing the dead from the streets or being one of the dead cleared from the street. I should not be scared of any of these things, but I am scared of them because I don’t have enough faith. The thing I am the most scared of is the dream I am always dreaming, because it is right there happening in my head and I can’t stop it. It’s a dream of things that look like clouds. That is all it is. There are only clouds and clouds and clouds.

In the dream I’m in the clouds and I need to get somewhere. My legs will not move. I try to make them, but they don’t work. The clouds get closer and thicker, and as they do, they change colour. They go from being white to grey to clouds all black and thick all around me. I am in the middle of them as they eat me up.

I scream.

I scream so loudly I wake up. I’m sitting up in bed screaming when I hear Mummy’s door creak open.

I feel the sticky feeling of pee as it dries on my leg.

Mummy comes into my room and pulls the covers back sharply, telling me to stand up. She strips the sheet from my bed and says, I’ll need to take you back to the doctor again, the pills aren’t working anymore.

I sit in the not-cold-but-not-hot bath with the night outside the window. It wants in. I shut my eyes to keep it out but when I do my dream is there, clouds and clouds and clouds all eating me up.




THIS GOOD NEWS OF THE KINGDOM WILL BE PREACHED

1985

I AM FIVE YEARS OLD AND already an expert on doorbells.

I know there are big fat round ones that are black with white buttons in the middle. I know there are some that play tunes. I know others need to be pressed hard and fully and that there’s a trick to these ones, where it’s possible to make it look like they’ve been pressed when they haven’t been and the householder will never come. I should feel bad about this. But I don’t, because when we leave we write down the addresses of the people who aren’t at home and then we keep going back and back and back until we get them. Mummy says Jehovah will make sure everyone with the right heart attitude is saved before the end comes.

My favourite of all the doorbells is one I have only seen on a single house. It has a big winding mechanism, like on the bottom of my jewellery box, that needs to be turned round and round until it’s wound so tightly it can’t help but spin in the opposite direction. Then from deep inside the house, I hear the bell ring, before hurried footsteps bring tiny Mrs Honeywell to the door. She has a dovecote in her garden that she sometimes lets us look at after I’ve done my presentation. I like her, she always gives me 40 pence for the magazines. As she gives me the money she smiles and says, Don’t spend it all at once, as if she thinks I get to keep it all and not give it to Mummy to put in the jar for more magazines.

Mr Snowball doesn’t have a doorbell; instead he has a big brass fox’s head that I like to lift and drop and listen to as it echoes in the bones of his big house. He shuffles along his red floor tiles, his feet making a swishing sound. When he answers the door his big toe in his thick grey socks is poking through the fur-lined leather of his slippers. I love his name and I love his overgrown, tangled garden smelling of lavender and rosemary, which I try to rub against so the scent of them sticks to my hands and I can sniff them later.

Once, after it has rained the rain makes itself into thick drops that brush their way onto my duffel coat. We’ve been in Mr Snowball’s garden for long enough for my hands to turn red and puffy and my nose to get drippy. I’m away somewhere else in my head when suddenly I see a giant turtle. It’s huge, like something from the Galapagos Islands. It ambles along, lifting each thick leg deliberately, placing its feet down on the crunchy path. Its shell is so thick and pointy it looks like it would survive the nuclear holocaust. Look, Mummy, I shout, before I remember to be quiet. A turtle. Mummy and Mr Snowball laugh. A tortoise you mean, Mummy says. It’ll probably outlive me, Mr Snowball says, like a stupid person who doesn’t understand that all the people who love Jehovah will live forever, maybe even people who only take the magazines.

You can see it next time, he says, but the next time the tortoise is hibernating. When he stops taking the magazines, we stop visiting him.

Mr Snowball is not a study, he is only a return visit. Studies are people who Mummy is trying to help become baptised Witnesses of Jehovah. She visits them and together they read the literature from the society, and the studies answer questions. I like studies best, because I get to see inside their houses. It’s like looking at a tiny piece of their lives. Theirs are lives I’d never get to see otherwise. Behind every doorbell is a life as different as the bell is.

Mummy has lots of studies. She has Mrs Lyon, who has a fancy doorbell and a big white house full of antiques. I love antiques the best. Her coal fire spits and splutters all day, throwing tiny black pieces out onto the carpet and making a funny smell. Because of the fire, her house is always too hot and, because it is always too hot, I want to sleep when we visit. My head starts to nod and drop to my jumper as Mummy tells her about Babylon the Great and false religion and how the end will come just as it did in Noah’s day. I’m supposed to read a scripture but sometimes Mummy needs to remind me because I’m too busy looking at the pictures lining her walls as a way to stay awake. My favourite painting is also the most sinful. It’s a lady with no top on. Instead of a top she has long hair covering both of her breasts. Her hair is thick and golden and stretches all the way down to her belly button. She stares out of the painting at me as if she doesn’t care that I’m looking at her. One day, Mrs Lyon’s son, David, comes in and tells me that my hair will be like that soon. I have very long and thick blonde hair but have never thought of it in the way David describes. I feel strange, like I want to shiver. David is a character, Mummy says. She says this around Christmastime when he gives me a glass of watered-down sherry and Mummy a glass of whisky, and we both have thick slices of fruitcake because it would be rude not to, and Mummy’s nose is pink when we walk home in the dark with the streetlamps making golden haloes in the snow where my boots sink, the frost sticking to my tights.

Mrs Cow is another study. She has a simple, white doorbell stuck to the side of her door. Next to it is a giant number 3, all thick and curly, like it’s made from toothpaste squeezed from the tube. Mrs Cow has been a study for a long time. She should be progressing to baptism. Some people progress more slowly than others, Mummy says. I think Mrs Cow progresses slowly because she is very bad at reading. She studies from a simplified brochure with huge writing and pictures. When Mummy asks her a question, she reads the answer and smiles when Mummy says, Well done. Mummy says, The beautiful thing about the truth is anyone can learn it.

Mummy likes teaching people the truth. In fact, she used to be a teacher.

Mummy says Mrs Cow lives in a bungalow, but I’m not sure she’s right, because her house isn’t like the bungalows at the end of the village that are long and fancy with big gardens wrapping around them. Mrs Cow lives in two rooms and has a concrete path going up to the front of her house. Her door creaks as she opens it, and I try not to giggle, remembering I am not allowed to suggest that she oils it because that would be rude. Mrs Cow lives in her two rooms all on her own and is so lonely, I think, that she sometimes forgets to open her curtains. I make a plan to make her less lonely. My plan is that I will give her my second favourite doll to keep her company for a week. When I take her my doll, with a tiny blue suitcase packed with changes of clothes, she says, You are a very kind girl. I don’t tell her it is only my second favourite. At the end of the week my doll is wearing different clothes and smells a bit funny too. Mummy and the aunties laugh about it afterwards when they have tea and biscuits. I’m not sure what’s funny.

Because Mummy has so many studies she doesn’t have a job. Mummy is doing Jehovah’s work, which is far more important than working for worldly people and money. We get our money from the post office every Thursday when her special book is stamped and a whole lot of crisp notes with the special money smell are handed over. Mummy says this is playing the system and is something Jesus would be proud of.

Soon, I will have to start school and won’t get to go with Mummy anymore on the weekday ministry. It is important, she says, that I make the most of it before it’s only Saturdays and Sundays I’ll be left with. To make the most of my time we visit Vivien who has just come out of the mental hospital after having her baby. Vivien cries about not being able to give him breastmilk or disposable nappies. We visit the family who don’t have a doorbell, just a long letter box the same as us. There the children sit on the floor and play with empty tape boxes. Before we go in, Mummy says that even if I am desperate to go to the toilet, I must not go, the same as she says when we visit Mrs Trotter. Mrs Trotter asks who we are every time we visit but still asks us in. She wears giant nappies and hangs them on the fireguard to dry them out so the whole of her tiny sitting room smells of pee. Mummy tells me to sit on the side of the sofa when we are there. I try not to notice that the carpet makes a sucking and squelching sound as we walk over it. Mrs Trotter likes to give us cups of tea and before we leave Mummy takes them to the kitchen and pours them down the sink.

The life-giving work we are doing is essential, Mummy says, and so do the elders to make it doubly true. We wouldn’t let people die in a burning building; they say this is why we can’t let people die in Satan’s burning world.

Seeing all these pieces of other people’s lives is a bit like watching television without the screen. Sometimes it feels too close. I worry about what my life will look like when I’m older. Mummy tells me what life was like for her when she was little, and I know from the faraway sound of her voice that it is different to her life now. I can’t decide if she thinks this is a bad thing or a good thing. I tell her when I’m big I will live in Germany and have a fitted kitchen, but she says, It’s not always possible to get what you want from life.

I think of all the people we visit in their houses and wonder what it was they wanted and still want. I worry I’ll get stuck like them here behind the hills and the trees that suck people in where the rest of the world feels very far away, all the time.




RESIST THE DEVIL

1986

AT THE ASSEMBLY ALL THE congregations meet together so we can learn lots of exciting new things, and also because Jesus used to do it with the Israelites. Because we follow Jesus, we try to do the same things he did.

On the platform an elder gives a talk to warn us about things that could contain demons. He tells us about a sister who bought a china cat from a charity shop; once she got the cat home, strange things began to happen. One night as she was sleeping, she felt something lying on her, but when she woke there was nothing there. She sat up but could still feel something touching her. That was when she realised there was a demon right there in her bedroom. She got the china cat and was careful to take it outside before she smashed it. If she’d broken it inside, well, the trouble that could have caused, all the demons caught in the cat would have escaped into her house and who knows the chaos they’d bring with them. What faith she had, the elder says, and everyone claps very loudly to show how much they agree.

This is why we need to avoid charity shops from now on. This is not handy. Mummy needs to go to the charity shop, because they are cheaper than the normal shops.

When the elder continues to explain that demons might send messages in records, I write that down in my new notebook. He says, They hide messages that people can only hear if they play them backwards. It’s helpful of him to explain this because I am finding it all a little bit confusing.

It also sounds like an exciting thing, but I don’t write that down. I say to my thought, Go away. I write down: ‘Demons are very good at pretending to be other people, just look at Satan the devil, the father of the lie, who transformed himself into the snake who misled Eve.’

This time after the assembly finishes we don’t stop at the chip shop on the way home like we do sometimes as an extra-special treat. Mummy says, We need to get home as quickly as we can. At home she takes all the records out of the white spinning bookcase that is also a drinks cabinet. It isn’t like Granny’s drinks cabinet. Hers has all sorts of pretty bottles with all different coloured liquid in, and but Mummy’s only has one bottle in it that she never takes out apart from when she makes the special ice cream I’m not allowed to eat for visitors. She takes out Fleetwood Mac last and puts it on the floor.

I know we aren’t allowed to listen to that one because it has my daddy’s name, which is also my real name, on it. I’m not allowed to talk about him because we don’t know if anything he told Mummy was true, and he broke her heart, and it wasn’t that long ago. Mummy says, You only think it is a long time ago because you have nothing to compare time to.

Soon there is a huge stack of records on the floor, all slipping off each other. Let’s take them outside, Mummy says. I don’t know what we are going to do but I help to pick them up. Zoe has a great pile of them in her arms even though she said, Do I have to? and Mummy said, Yes, it’s really important we follow directions.

I follow Mummy to the park behind the house. It’s hard to scramble up the grass banking without free hands to grab onto it. I am out of puff by the time I get to the top. The sky is beginning to think about getting dark and is all different blues and reds and oranges that make my tummy feel sore. There are children playing at the park. Bad boys are on the swings and some of them are walking up the slide, taking the mud on their shoes up it with them. The bad boys shout names over to us, they shout, Hovis Witness, and rude words. Mummy says, It’s OK, think of Elijah and how the bears attacked the bad children. I think of bears coming out from the line of trees at the back of the park and baring their teeth and ripping the boys into tiny pieces until I’m not so sure that I want to think about Elijah anymore. I wonder how it must feel to be one of the boys; I think climbing the slide and jumping off swings looks like good fun.

Mummy takes a record out of its sleeve and tries to bend it. This is surprising because she always tells me to be extra careful with records. It doesn’t want to bend. Zoe says, Here, give it to me, and holds her hands out. I’m not sure what they’re doing. She takes it from Mummy, puts it on the ground and then stamps hard on it. Nothing much happens; it bends a little bit and mud flies up onto Zoe’s pink tights.

When Mummy jumps on it, a piece breaks off and lies in the grass. Mummy and Zoe laugh. It breaks into smaller and smaller pieces and then Zoe gets the hang of it too, and together they jump on the records, making them smaller and smaller and less and less useful.

I try. I am too little to make them break. Come on, Thunder Thighs, jump, Zoe shouts. I try, the records still don’t break. They just bend more on the damp grass, and my feet get wet. I want to go back inside. Pick up the pieces then, Zoe says, do something useful. I begin to collect the bits and worry that maybe I’m collecting all the demons back together so they can be trapped inside a bin and then what will happen to them after that? I’m scared that the demons are now roaming around in the park just outside the back door of our house. Surely they will find their way back in or maybe even hang around in the garden outside the guinea pigs’ hutch, just waiting for me to come out with vegetable scraps to throw into the run. I will try not to think of them like this, not when I am feeding the animals in the dark.

There are too many pieces to hold all at once. Mummy says, I’ll go and get a binbag, you collect all the bits. After she leaves, the boys come across from the swings with some bigger boys. They smile at Zoe as they walk in a circle around us.

They all laugh. Fucking weirdos, they say. But they run away when Mummy comes back. They aren’t as brave as they want us to think they are.

It begins to get dark, a deep blue dark like the ink I spilt on the new sofa. We go home with white air coming out of our mouths. I pretend it’s smoke. After dinner when Mummy gives me carrot tops and cabbage leaves to take out to the piggies, I run down the path, afraid of the dark. There are hundreds of tiny snowflake shapes on the paving stones as the frost forms. To try to stop the afraid feeling growing in my tummy and moving up to my throat, I look up at the stars and remember the promise God made to Abraham and how Jehovah delivered him, like one day he will deliver us.




SINS OF THE FLESH

1986

DINNERS AT GRANNY’S HOUSE ARE the best. Because Granny is rich she always has lots of food in the kitchen. She has beef and butter, brown bread and biscuits, seedless grapes and dates, it is a house full of food. Mummy says it wasn’t always like this. She says, We were poor growing up just like we are now. Granny tells me about the sailing boat she had when she was little and shows me the pearl necklace the villagers gave to her granny when she was 21 because they loved how well she looked after them from her big house. This makes my head hurt and time make no sense. All this poorness, this richness, it feels like a changeable thing, a thing to move between, even though Mummy cries a lot about money and not having a job, and when she cries to Granny about it Granny says she should go back to teaching, and when she cries to the elders they say she should trust in Jehovah. I guess Mummy is a very trusting person.

Sometimes I like to just stand in Granny’s larder and look at all the food stretching up high on the shelves above my head. She even has a SodaStream machine, which is a sort of magic thing that makes water fizzy and then you can pour juice into it to flavour it however you want. When I’m there with my cousins, which isn’t very often because they are
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