
[image: Illustration]


 

 

[image: images]

VIRAGO
MODERN CLASSICS
415

Pat Barker

Pat Barker was born in Thornaby-on-Tees in 1943. She was educated at the local grammar school and at the London School of Economics where she studied economics, politics and history. She taught history at a college of further education in the North-east, but left in 1970 on the birth of her son. Her daughter was born four years later. Union Street, her first novel, was published by Virago in 1982 to huge critical acclaim and was made into a film, Stanley and Iris. The following year Pat Barker was chosen as one of the twenty ‘Best of Young British’ novelists, was joint winner of the Fawcett Prize for fiction and runner-up for the Guardian Fiction Prize. Virago published her second novel, Blow Your House Down, in 1984 and her third, The Century’s Daughter, in 1986. Her other novels include The Man Who Wasn’t There (1989) and the highly acclaimed trilogy: Regeneration (1991), The Eye in the Door, winner of the 1993 Guardian Fiction Prize, and The Ghost Road which won Pat Barker the Booker Prize in 1995. Pat Barker lives in Durham with her husband.
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There were two beds and a wardrobe in the room. To get between them you had to stand sideways and shuffle your way along.

Brenda was in a hurry to get out and grumbled as she bent down to tuck a blanket in. ‘I don’t know, when I was your age I was making me own bed.’

Her daughters, getting ready for bed in the corner, turned and looked at her. Lindsey, the elder by two years, said, ‘I don’t see why I have to go to bed the same time as our Sharon.’

‘Because if I let you stop down you’d only have a carry-on and wake everybugger up. Besides, you’d start picking on your Uncle Norman, you know you would.’

‘It’s him picks on me.’

Brenda pulled back the sheets on the other bed and a powerful smell of urine filled the room. ‘Sharon, I wish you’d tell me when you’re wet. I could’ve had this changed this morning if you’d told me.’

‘God, what a stink,’ said Lindsey.

Brenda rounded on her, ‘Shut your face, you. You want to think on, she’s been ill.’

‘I couldn’t help it, Mam.’

‘No, love, I know you can’t. But you’ve got to tell me.’

Brenda bundled the wet sheets together and thrust them out onto the landing. There wouldn’t be time to put them into soak even, and if Norman saw them he’d start playing his mouth.

In the bedroom behind her the girls had already started to quarrel.

‘Well, it does stink.’

‘It isn’t my fault.’

‘I don’t know who else’s fault it is. It’s your piss.’

‘The doctor says it isn’t my fault.’

‘He doesn’t have to sleep in it.’

Brenda swept back into the room. ‘And since when have you had to sleep in it? The only muck you sleep in’s your own.’

‘I don’t wet the bed.’

‘No.’ Brenda pulled Lindsey towards her and scooped up a handful of hair. ‘And you don’t wash your bloody mucky neck either, do you? You could plant a row of taties in that. Go and wash it.’

‘Aw, Mam.’

‘Never mind Aw Mam. Do as you’re told. And take your bra off. You’re not meant to sleep in it.’

‘Kerry says if you don’t keep it on in bed you start sagging.’

‘Sagging!’

‘She’s got nowt there to sag,’ said Sharon.

‘I heard that!’

Sharon raised her voice, ‘Pair of fried eggs!’

‘I don’t know what you’re in such a hurry for,’ said Brenda. ‘It’ll happen soon enough.’

Lindsey came back into the room, drying her neck. ‘Did you have much bust at my age, Mam?’

‘I didn’t know what a bust was at your age. Anyway, it’s all rubbish, sagging. They don’t sag till you’ve had bairns. Then every bloody thing sags.’

‘Aw! But you wouldn’t be without us, would you, Mam?’ Lindsey butted her mother, half-jeeringly, half-longingly, in the breast.

‘Oh, wouldn’t I?’ But she stroked Lindsey’s hair before she let her go. ‘Now come on, Sharon. This’ll get done quicker if you help.’

The sheet ballooned out over the bed. As Sharon bent to tuck it in Brenda noticed how thin her arms and shoulders were. ‘I wish you’d eat more.’

‘I’m alright.’

‘Well, you don’t look it.’

They finished the bed in silence. When both girls were tucked in Brenda said, ‘Your Uncle Norman’s stopping in tonight, so you’ll be alright.’

They looked at each other.

‘We don’t need anybody to stop in,’ said Lindsey. ‘We can take care of ourselves.’

‘It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s our Kevin.’

‘Well, so what?’ Lindsey said. ‘Kevin cries, he comes in here. Norman doesn’t bother with him.’

‘Uncle Norman.’

‘It’s bloody stupid. We can look after Kevin.’

Brenda decided not to argue. ‘Anyway, he’s staying in tonight. Now I don’t want to hear any talking. If I hear a squeak out of either of you I’ll be back up them stairs and I won’t half salt your tails. I’ve had just about enough.’

She kissed them goodnight. Sharon clung onto her until Brenda untwined her arms. ‘I won’t be late,’ she said. ‘Now you go to sleep like a good girl.’

‘Can I have the landing light on, Mam?’

‘It gets in my eyes,’ said Lindsey.

‘Then look the other way. Goodnight.’

Before going downstairs Brenda went in her own bedroom to check on Kevin. He was fast asleep, and scowling. She pushed his fists under the blanket, but he only took them out again. The size of them. He’d always had ruddy great mitts on him, right from him being born. ‘My God, I think this’n’s gunna be a boxer,‘ the midwife said. And it was true. Other babies you looked at their hands and you thought Aw! Not Kevin. If ever a bairn come into the world with its fists up it was him.

She smiled as she bent and kissed him goodnight.

There wasn’t a sound from the girls’ room. Not even Lindsey and she was never quiet. Must be the shock of a clean neck. Brenda raised her eyebrows, listened again, and tip-toed downstairs.

No Norman, of course, and he’d promised he’d be in by nine. She hesitated, wondering whether she dare go out and leave the kids in on their own. Lindsey was old enough. Dear God, plenty of bairns younger than her got left in on their own. But she’d never done that with hers. She’d always thought, well, suppose something did happen – how would I feel?

No. Definitely not. If he didn’t turn up soon she’d pop round Audrey’s and tell her it was off. Apart from anything else it wasn’t fair on her leaving her stuck in waiting.

Just as she was on the point of giving him up, he arrived. She looked him up and down. He was swaying on his feet, pretending to be drunker than he was because he knew it would rile her. He wasn’t that far gone: he was at the nasty-nice stage when most of their rows took place. She was going to have to watch her tongue.

‘Dinner ready?’

‘In the oven.’

‘In the oven.’

‘Yes, that’s right, in the oven. I could’ve left it on the table but if I had’ve done it’d be stone cold by now.’

He turned from her without a word and went into the kitchen. She could hear him banging and clattering about, grumbling because there were a few dishes in the sink. When she could stand it no longer she followed him in.

‘There’s no need to wash up. There’s plenty more in the cupboard.’

‘Do we have to use every plate in the house before you’ll get off your arse and wash up? Anyway why can’t Lindsey do it? She’s big enough.’

‘If I want Lindsey to do owt, I’ll tell her. Anyway, you don’t need a plate, it’s on a plate already.’

She got it out of the oven and slapped it down in front of him.

‘Well?’ she asked after a while. ‘Is it hot enough?’

‘Luke.’ Spoken grudgingly with his mouth full.

‘It was hot enough when it was got ready.’ Brenda tried to stop herself and failed. ‘I thought you said you’d mind the bairns?’

‘I am minding them, aren’t I?’ He looked away. ‘I got on talking.’

‘You mean you got on drinking.’

‘No. Talking. If you must know I ran into Bill. Me Mam’s bad again.’

‘She always is when she wants owt doing. What is it this time?’

‘She’s bad. I’ve said I’ll have a look round. In the morning. It’s alright.’

Silence.

‘You can still go out.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m going. It’ll be a run round the block at this rate.’

‘I just hope Sharon doesn’t wet the bed again.’

‘Nobody’s asking you to see to it.’

‘You want to rattle her chops a bit. That’d sharp cure her.’

‘Now just you listen.’ Brenda leaned across the table and tapped the end of his nose. ‘Keep it out. Right? Them bairns are nowt to do with you.’

‘They’re nowt to do with me, but I’m expected to stop in and look after them.’

‘I don’t see you at the back of the queue when the money’s spent.’

He pushed the plate away from him. ‘Now that’s one thing you can’t say.’

‘Aw, gerraway, man. Do you think I’m keeping you on what you give me? Doesn’t keep you in cigarettes.’

‘It isn’t my fault I can’t get a job.’

‘Oh, come off it, man, you’d run a mile.’ She was going the right way for a clip round the ear, but she couldn’t stop. ‘You make me sick, you and your bloody mother. Least little thing goes wrong you’re running round there for a bit of titty. And your Bill’s no better. She’s never let you either of you grow up.’

‘You need talk. What about Kevin? You’re making a right little pouf out of him.’

She stared at him. ‘He’s four.’

There was silence while she put on her coat.

‘How long are you stopping with her?’ Brenda asked.

‘Oh, I thought I’d just look in. See how she was.’

‘Aye and we’ve heard that before.’

She touched his shoulder as she went past. ‘Anyway, don’t stop up.’

‘And you watch what you’re doing, mind.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about me.’ She pulled a face. ‘I was born lucky.’

Audrey was peering into the mirror above her mantelpiece, stroking mascara on to her upper lashes. ‘I’d just about given you up,’ she said.

‘I was stuck in waiting of Norman. His mam’s playing up again. He’s off round there tomorrow.’

Audrey shifted the direction of her gaze. ‘You got your period?’

‘No.’ Brenda laughed. ‘Why, do I look as if I have?’

‘You look tired.’

‘Well, I am tired. I’m tired of bloody Norman.’

‘Now you know you don’t mean it.’

‘I do. If he goes back home this time he can stop.’

‘Well, tell him. If that’s how you feel.’ Audrey was putting her lipstick on. She paused, and grunted through stretched lips. ‘You’d miss him.’

‘I’d miss a pain in the arse, but it’s not to say I want one.’ She caught Audrey looking at her. ‘Oh, he is. He’s always on at the bairns. Pick, pick, pick – he doesn’t know what to pick at next. And he hates Lindsey, ’cos of course she won’t take it. He gets it back.’ She picked at her nail varnish. ‘He puts me very much in mind of my husband. He was always running round to his mam, I used to tell him he should’ve married her. Oh and she used to give him anything he asked for. He only had to say and her hand was in her purse. “There you are, my son.” And of course it all went on booze. I never got sight nor sound of it. Or the bairns. But she did, she ruined him.’ She grinned. ‘I tell you one thing; if he goes, it’ll be a long time before there’s another.’

‘You’re young to say that.’

‘I don’t see you bothering.’

‘Never have done. Oh, I don’t say I don’t like a night out now and then. And I like men as friends. But as soon as I see that little gleam in their eye, I think, No.’

‘It’s a good job it doesn’t take everybody the same way. I mean, look at Elaine.’

‘Yeah. Look at Elaine.’

‘Yes, well, I know he’s a sod. But you try telling her that. She wouldn’t thank you for it. Sun shines out of his arse as far as she’s concerned.’

‘And he treats her like muck. I walked back from the hospital with her yesterday. And mind, she did open up a bit then.’

‘Is she alright?’

‘It’s still in there. You believe me it’d be a blessing in disguise if she lost it. She just keeps on bleeding, you know. She’s no idea of her dates or anything. She says three month, but I’m blowed if I can see it. I think it’s a small baby and she’s a hell of a lot further on than she thinks she is.’

Audrey was on her knees by the sideboard, searching among the jumble underneath it for a pair of shoes.

Brenda said, ‘Last time I saw her she was gunna pack it in.’

‘I’ll believe that when I see it. You mark my words she’ll be walking down that street when she’s like a house-end. I can’t see him letting her stop.’

‘No. Nor me. I think she’ll be like Kath. You know what happened to Kath, don’t you? She was actually with somebody when her waters broke.’

‘I’d like to’ve seen his face.’

‘And his wife’s. Well, he’d go home drenched. “A funny thing happened on my way home from the pub ...” ’

They laughed, and Audrey said, ‘No, I can’t see her giving it up.’

‘And let’s face it, if you do go on, you’re raking it in. It’s the one time you really do make money.’

‘I know. Do you know, when I was expecting our Stephen, I used to stand in front of the mirror and his dad had just gone and I was feeling really down. And I used to look at meself and I used to think, My God, who’d fancy that? I should’ve gone and stood on a corner, I’d’ve sharp found out who fancied it.’

‘Poor Kath.’

Audrey paused in the act of putting on her coat. ‘You were fond of her, weren’t you?’

‘I still am. What there is left.’

‘Yeah, well, she’s let the drink get a hold. Speaking of which ...’

They looked at each other and laughed.

‘No, seriously,’ Audrey went on, ‘Do you think we’ve got time?’

‘Why, aye. I don’t fancy going out cold, especially a night like this.’

‘It’s not still raining, is it?’

‘Pissing.’

‘Aw,’ Audrey looked in the mirror again. ‘I dunno why I bother. Least little bit of damp it frizzes.’

‘Put a rain hat on.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Well, I would. Get yourself stuck under one of the arches, whip it off.’

Audrey got out a polythene hat stamped with pink umbrellas and put it on. ‘Look at that. Fry’s Turkish Delight.’

‘I hope not. They only cost 14p.’

‘Cheeky bugger!’
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Brenda and Audrey ran the last hundred yards down Northgate and arrived at the Palmerston flushed, wet and out of breath.

‘I’ll have to go for a pee,’ said Audrey, hopping from leg to leg.

‘You’ve only just been.’

‘It’s the rain,’ said Audrey, and ran.

‘What’ll you have?’ Brenda shouted after her.

‘Anything. Lager-and-lime.’

That wouldn’t help much when she was stood out in the rain again.

Brenda went into the back room and stood at the bar waiting her turn to be served. After a while a group of women in the far corner spotted her standing there and waved.

The place was crowded, as it always was by this time of night. Other pubs were livelier, with music and skin shows, and more comfortable too. The Palmerston’s dingy lino and balding plush seats had been there as long as anybody could remember. But to the women who used its back room the Palmerston was special. They drank in all the pubs, moving in a nightly gavotte up and down Northgate, along Church Row, down Melbourne Terrace, under the viaduct, and back into Northgate again. But the Palmerston was different, and that was because of its owner, Beattie Miller.

Last Christmas one of the girls had suggested holding a raffle with a bottle of gin for whoever came closest to guessing Beattie’s age. Too hard, everybody said, and it was too. Her hair was red, there was make-up on her face an inch thick, cracked and flaking into the wrinkles round her mouth and eyes and when she went round collecting up the dirty glasses she moved with extreme caution on her stick-insect legs, like a very old woman venturing out onto ice. In spite of all this Brenda wouldn’t’ve put her much past fifty. You never saw her outside the Palmerston. Only the other night Brenda had said to her, ‘Beattie, one of these days you and me are gunna have a day out. Because I want to know what you look like when you’re not sat behind that bloody bar!’

No time for nattering tonight: she was rushed off her feet.

‘You look drowned, love,’ Beattie said, as she took the money. ‘Is it still as bad?’

‘Pissing down. And there’s a nasty wind as well.’

‘Oh well. Good for trade. You want to get your coat off, dear. You won’t feel the benefit.’

Good for trade, Brenda thought, as she carried the drinks across the room. Good for hers. Wasn’t doing anybody else any good.

The group in the corner parted to make room for her. Elaine was back.

‘How you feeling, cock?’ Brenda asked.

‘Oh, I’m smashing now, thanks.’

She didn’t look it. She had more shadows round her eyes than a panda. If they were shadows. Brenda looked more closely, and intercepted a warning glance from Jean.

‘Oh, hello!’ said Audrey, coming up behind Brenda, ‘I thought you were packing it in.’

‘Oh, I decided I’d give it a bit longer.’ Elaine brought her upper lip down over her slightly prominent front teeth in a way that was both rabbit-like and touching. ‘Seems a pity to pack it in while I’m still feeling alright.’

‘Well, there is that,’ said Brenda. ‘And just you wait till you start showing. You’ll be raking it in.’

‘There’ll be no business left for the rest of us,’ said Jean.

‘Oh well, if I’m gunna be doing you all out of a job I’d better buy the next round.’ Elaine smiled with that vulnerable quivering lip of hers, and went across to the bar.

Audrey said, ‘Is that mine?’ She picked up a pint of lager and turned to Brenda, ‘I meant a half. Cheers, love.’ As she put the glass down her eyes fell on a pair of sunglasses in Elaine’s place. She shook the raindrops off her coat, miming amazement. ‘Costa del Sol, was it?’

‘No,’ said Jean, crisply. ‘Costa del thump-in-the-eye.’

Audrey looked across to the bar and pulled a face.

‘She’s just got to toughen up,’ said Jean. ‘Nobody else can do it for her.’

You couldn’t help wondering what experiences had toughened Jean up. There was a scar at the bottom of her neck, the worst Brenda had ever seen. Oh she wrapped scarves round her neck to try and hide it, but she had a habit of sticking her chin out when she’d finished saying something, almost as if she was daring you to clock her one, and then the scar showed. She couldn’t be more than twenty-two or -three but she made herself respected alright, and with none of the effing and blinding that a lot of them went in for. With Jean it was the blow first. She’d cuss you afterwards if she had time.

‘You heard from Carol?’ Brenda asked.

‘Not a sausage,’ said Jean. ‘I can’t understand it. I mean I know she was getting nervous about this bloke. She was always on at me to pack it in and go down London with her. But I can’t see Carol just going off and not telling me. In fact I know she wouldn’t.’

‘No point moving to London,’ said Maureen. ‘If you’re gunna meet one you’ll meet one anywhere.’

‘That’s right.’

There was a general murmur of agreement.

‘Stick to your regulars,’ said Audrey. ‘That’s your best bet.’

‘That’s what I told her. She said he was somebody’s regular.’

‘It’s no use, Audrey,’ said Brenda. ‘They’re determined to cheer us up.’

‘But it’s true, isn’t it? You can go with somebody ten, twenty times and he’ll be alright, and then something’ll happen and he’ll flip.’

Elaine came back with the drinks.

‘Anyway,’ said Brenda, taking hers, ‘Look on the bright side. There hasn’t been a squeak out of him. For all we know he’s buggered off.’

‘I wish I had a fiver for every time I’ve heard that,’ said Maureen.

The others stared at her.

‘I was in Bradford, you know.’ She watched it sink in. ‘Oh there was a lot moved out, but there was a lot more stayed. And they were always on: “Oh he’s given it up.” “He’s gone away.” “He’s topped himself.” Like bloody hell. And there were all sorts of ideas flying round. “Always get out of the car.” “Never get out of the car.” “Take the numbers.” “Work in pairs.” “Don’t bend down.” “Don’t turn your back.” “Don’t suck them off.” Load of rubbish. I never did any of it. I did start carrying a knife and then I thought well, you dozy cow, you’re just handing him the weapon. So after that I didn’t bother.’

‘Did you ever get anybody you thought was him?’

Maureen smiled slightly, ‘Every night.’

‘I couldn’t’ve stuck it,’ said Audrey. ‘I’d’ve had to get out.’

‘It’s not that easy, you know. I had the bairns with me then. And I’d just got a council flat. I was on the waiting list three year to get that.’

‘You must’ve been frantic.’

‘No. Not really. Oh I suppose there was once or twice. I know one night I was stood on a street corner and there was an alley just behind me and this bloke jumped out. “I’m the Ripper,” he says. Only of course he didn’t say it like that.’ Maureen stuck two fingers in the sides of her mouth and pulled her lips apart. “ ‘I’m the Ripper.” I don’t know what he thought I was gunna do. I just looked at him and I says, “Oh aye?” ’

‘What did he do?’

‘What do you mean, “What did he do?” What they all do.’

‘You never went with him?’

‘Of course I bloody did. You had to. If you listened to them every stupid little prick with a few pints inside him was the Ripper. They used to get me. I don’t care what they say, a man that’ll go around attacking women, well, he must have something wrong with him. But them. They just used to scare the shit out of you, just for the fun of it, and then they’d stand back and have a bloody good laugh.’

This was the most Maureen had said since she first showed up in the Palmerston a few weeks before. Generally she seemed a rather dour, phlegmatic girl, unwilling to talk about anything much, though she had once showed them a photograph of two children on a beach somewhere.

Elaine had said nothing while all this was going on. She just sat and used a little pool of spilled beer to make patterns on the table. But she looked sick. Brenda tried to think of a way of changing the subject.

Suddenly Jean leant forward and said, ‘Hey, you see him sat over there? In the corner. No, don’t let him see you looking.’

Brenda directed a carefully casual glance around the room. ‘Him on his own? Yeah, I’ve got him.’

‘He’s the one ...’ Jean’s voice wobbled so that she had to stop and try again. ‘He’s the one pays her forty quid a week to piss on him.’

‘It isn’t every week,’ said Maureen. ‘I’ve known him go as far as a month.’

‘It’s the rent,’ said Brenda. ‘Bloody near.’ She turned to Audrey. ‘Where do they find these men?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Audrey. ‘It’s never been my luck.’

‘And look at her,’ said Jean. ‘She has the nerve to sit there supping gin.’

‘And what am I meant to sup?’

‘Beer. Beer! Give the poor little sod a run for his money.’

‘She’s mebbe afraid of drowning him,’ said Brenda. ‘Forty quid a time, I know I would be.’

‘You think that’s a joke,’ said Maureen. ‘But it worries me. He could easy choke.’

‘Oh, my God,’ said Audrey. ‘It’s not in his mouth.’

‘Well, you daft bugger,’ said Brenda. ‘Where did you think it was?’

‘Lower down.’

‘He’s very nice, you know,’ said Maureen. ‘He doesn’t say “piss”.’ With a glance at Jean. ‘He says “wee-wee”.’

Jean, who had just taken
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