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‘A window into an extraordinary childhood, told with blistering wit, pathos and joy, I could not have loved this more. Kit takes you on a thrilling ride traversing her past filled with humour, faith, joy and dysfunction. I defy you not to take it into your heart’ Abi Morgan

‘I couldn't put this book down. Beautifully written and searingly honest. Eye-opening, funny and moving – the words fly off the page. I didn't want this book to end. Kit de Waal is a natural born storyteller’ Paul McVeigh

‘Warm, honest, perceptive and moving, and the very best kind of memoir, because not only does it tell you about someone else's life, it tells you about your own’ Joanna Cannon




About the book

Kit de Waal grew up in a household of opposites and extremes. Her haphazard mother rarely cooked, forbade Christmas and birthdays, worked as a cleaner, nurse and childminder sometimes all at once and believed the world would end in 1975. Meanwhile, her father stuffed barrels full of goodies for his relatives in the Caribbean, cooked elaborate meals on a whim and splurged money they didn't have on cars, suits and shoes fit for a prince. Both of her parents were waiting for paradise. It never came.

Caught between three worlds, Irish, Caribbean and British in 1960s Birmingham, Kit and her brothers and sisters knew all the words to the best songs, caught sticklebacks in jam jars and braved hunger and hellfire until they could all escape.

WITHOUT WARNING AND ONLY SOMETIMES is a story of an extraordinary childhood and how a girl who grew up in house where the Bible was the only book on offer went on to discover a love of reading that inspires her to this day.
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‘We never shall have any more time. We have, and we have always had, all the time there is’

Arnold Bennett, How to Live on 24 Hours a Day
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I Will Die
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I will die.

I will die for wanting Christmas, for the slip of red ribbon from a huge box, for dreaming of the presents inside, Fry’s Chocolate Cream, things off the telly, other children’s presents. I will die for a taste of turkey and the imagined feel of the frilly white cuffs around its juicy brown leg. I will die for the dream of a mince pie I have never tasted and the magic blue flame on a Christmas pudding. Just the picture of it. I will die because I want to pull a cracker, because I want to wear a hat. I didn’t know about the jokes inside, I didn’t know about the little gift. I will find out about them when I am seventeen.

I will die because I want a birthday party.

I will die for my grinding embarrassment when the teacher halts the school assembly before the worship bit starts so that me and my sister can walk out. And I will die for the shame I feel when I walk back in again past superior girls and sniggering boys in time for the announcement of detentions and who won the Art Prize, who won the English Prize. My sister, usually.

I will die because while I sit outside assembly and they sing ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’, I sing along but only in my heart. Worst of all, in my heart.

I will die when the earthquakes start. I will be walking to school and the pavement will rumble and hiccup and a crack will start under my feet, small at first, and nobody else will realize what’s happening, but I will know that the end has come. Then the road splits in a zigzag fracture and the tarmac breaks in half and the buses tip in and the cars and lamp posts, and if there are any women with prams, they’ll tumble in too, and dogs and motorbikes and trees and shops and anyone walking home with bread or potatoes, in they’ll go. Everyone who doesn’t believe. Or anyone who does believe but doesn’t do as they should. In they’ll go, toppling sideways into the chasm with their mouths open, screaming for forgiveness, but it’s too late because they had their chance, we all had our chance. And when we are dead, the earth will close over us so the world can heal.

I skip the cracked paving stones on my way to school because it can start at any time, the Wrath of God, any moment, without warning. ‘Stay on the watch! You do not know the day or the hour.’ Kim doesn’t know and Tracey doesn’t know, nor Dean, nor Karen. Not even Mom. So I stay alert, ready to straddle the split if it’s not too wide or outrun it by dashing around the corner or in the opposite direction or maybe straight inside someone’s house, begging them to save me.

But even if I escape the earthquakes, there are so many other ways to die. The tower blocks will collapse, the lightning will strike or the angels themselves, disguised as ordinary men like when they came for Lot, like when they appeared to Abraham. They will call round to 70 Springfield Road, Moseley, Birmingham, looking for me, for me in particular, me by name. I will not be forgotten when the end comes.

Three times every week I am reminded that the world will end and I will die. We put on thin coats, my brother, my sisters and I, thin coats and not-good shoes, and if it’s raining, we won’t have an umbrella, and if it’s snowing, that’s just too bad. We squelch our way down to the bus stop, we shudder on plastic seats, we get off the bus early because it’s cheaper than letting it take us all the way there.

Only Kim wants to go and worship. She’s older than me and seems to understand better than the rest of us. She has let it into her heart and it has made her good. She talks about the Word of God all the way there and puts my mother straight on the original Greek, on the disciples’ intent. We each have a Bible and our Awake! or Watchtower magazine. We have fat books of explanation, we have a songbook each with a pink leather cover, we have pamphlets and papers, pens to underline the answers, pencils and a rubber in case we are wrong. We carry it all in cold, reluctant hands, all the way there, shamed if we see children we know, going somewhere exciting that doesn’t involve God and Jesus and imminent death.

We’re never early, never late. The Kingdom Hall of Jehovah’s Witnesses, an old building halfway up a narrow road in a shabby part of south Birmingham, is cold and damp, hard seats, paraffin heaters, crackling lights. We sit in rows of six, but not near the front because that’s where the Greeks sit week in and week out on invisible reservations, in their beige skin and slick suits, in posh dresses and gold clips in their thick black hair. It begins with a song.


Jehovah made a promise because he loves us so

To cleanse the earth of evil, of pain, of sin, of woe

He’ll usher in a pure clean world for all of us who sigh

A Paradise, a Paradise, where we will never die!



Our mother croons and raises her chin to the Lord. This is the highlight of her week. We know the stories of her years in London in stockings and tight skirts, traipsing around town to see Ella Fitzgerald, singing along with Billy Eckstine, ‘so handsome, so handsome’, worshipping Nat King Cole and his velvet tongue, ‘Let There Be Love’. We know she was a waitress in a coffee bar in Irish Kilburn, that she spent her money on records and concerts before she met our father. She gathers up her memories and pours them into Kingdom Melody number 106, throws her head back and closes her eyes and lingers on the last note. Too loud, too long. Someone turns round and looks. I crumple inside.

Two hours on a Thursday, two hours on a Sunday, we repeat the trip to the Kingdom Hall, and then every Tuesday there’s one dreaded and intimate hour of House Meeting in the cramped, airless front room of a faithful family, the seats arranged in crushed rows, a Bible on each lap with nowhere to hide and a silence that crawls on the skin. At least the Thursday and Sunday meetings allow for some whispering and giggling. Only laughter and derision get us through it.

Me and Tracey and Dean give each Brother and Sister a name. Brother Westhouse has big ears and when we sit behind him his head looks like a trophy. So we call him ‘First Place’. Sister Liddiard, who nods constantly with Parkinson’s, is ‘Yes, Miss’. Two brothers who take their ministry so seriously that they never smile are ‘Holy’ and ‘Most Holy’. No one escapes. These are the crimes I will die for.

Time does not pass. The clock does not move. We each sit in our own miserable world of wishing it would end, hoping the speaker makes a mistake, maybe someone trips on their way to the stage, maybe a baby will cry, someone will make a faux pas in their talk, lose their place in the scriptures, fluff their lines. Maybe I can go to the toilet and take ages to wash my hands and then loiter at the back and not be made to return to my seat by ‘Evil Eye’ Edgar, who patrols the vestibule in his zoot suit and shuffle shoes. Maybe when it’s all over, Brother Herbert, who has no nickname because he loves us and we love him, will say ‘Come,’ and extract from the bottomless pocket of his pinstripe suit a boiled sweet, and this tall black man, dapper as my father, will smile and say something nice, something human that lets me feel good and not bad.

But there are ages yet to wait. I sit and fidget and cough and turn the pages of the Bible to and fro, to and fro, until there is nothing left to do and I am stretched to the edge of my patience, beyond the limits of my childhood goodness. I am missing Top of the Pops. I am missing Monty Python. I won’t know what to say at school when everyone else talks about the dead parrot. What’s so funny about a dead parrot? I will have to pretend.

Then there is the final song and prayer. I live with the dread that one day when my young muscles rebel, can take no more stillness and the brutal confinement of my very self, I will stand and strip naked and burst out of my skin. Not today, please not today. My breath becomes shallow. I tuck both hands under my thighs. I tuck it all inside, the guilt and shame, the longing and fear, all of it tucked under the twenty-ton hush of the Kingdom Hall and Jehovah’s omniscient eye.

I won’t burst out of my skin until I am twenty-one.




2

Black Nana

Black Nana’s favourite place is sitting on a rocking chair in the middle room downstairs where the French windows lead out to a narrow passage between the house and the fence.

She’s been there forever, sitting all day with Tracey on her long lap. She lets the baby play with her beads, lets her nibble Ritz Crackers with her fat little fingers and bounces her gently up and down. She talks to her in the slow, deep voice she keeps just for Tracey and Dad, thick with honey and foreign words. She has another voice for me and Kim and Mom, English. Sharp. Short. Clipped.

We wait until Black Nana’s engrossed in her love, whispering and kissing and tickling, then me and Kim sneak out of the French windows and play quietly together in the garden as far away from her as we can get.

But if it’s raining, we’re stuck inside listening to the creak of the rocking chair, the coo-cooing of Black Nana smothering the big-eyed Tracey with love and treats. I watch. Kim watches.

Mom goes to work really early so Black Nana has to get us up for school in the morning. She makes us get dressed in our school uniform, a green skirt and a green jumper with a V-neck and red stripe that Mom has knitted for us and a white shirt with a green-and-red tie in a Windsor knot. Dad says no other knot will do. Because it’s my first day, Mom took me to Start-Rite to buy new shoes and we both had our feet measured with a special machine. Both the same, me and Kim.

Black Nana carries Tracey downstairs even though she’s nearly three, and me and Kim have to follow her all the way down and around the crook where the wide steps need two feet and into the back room by the kitchen. The mornings are dark and cold without Mom to light the fire and we are silent as we sit and wait for our porridge. The steamed-up windows weep into grey pools on the sill.

I don’t know where Tracey goes while Black Nana makes the porridge, but it’s just me and Kim at the table, our legs not swinging on the wooden chairs. Maybe Tracey sits on our grandmother’s hip listening to her sing songs from back home, the ones that wither on her lips when Mom returns from work. Maybe Tracey’s playing on the floor under our feet or lying down with a biscuit.

Before she puts the porridge on the table, Black Nana’s long teak fingers fashion a sort of bowl out of waxed bread paper with MOTHER’S PRIDE written in red and white on the side. She presses the edges around and around until it forms itself into a shallow dish that she places in front of our silence.

Then she puts a dish of porridge on the table for each of us and we watch with desperate eyes as she sprinkles a meagre pinch of sugar on the dry, leathery skin. Kim portions the sugar out, a few grains for each spoonful to make the medicine go down, but I scoop all the sugar off in one go and eat it in one beautiful, sweet moment of joy. Then comes the misery of finishing it all up, fishing out the gluey lumps and dropping them into the paper bowl in front of us, one by one.

‘Hurry up,’ she says.

We keep at it, gagging as we go. I develop a tic at the corner of my eye, like an electric switch that’s trying to fire, trying to make sure the sludge doesn’t come back up out of my throat. I have to concentrate on swallowing and not thinking, not even tasting it until it’s all gone. I show Black Nana my dish. She scoops up the paper full of little knots of uneaten porridge and throws it in the bin.

‘Good,’ is her answer as she slathers grease on to my hair and weaves my plaits extra tight to stop the wispy bits escaping. My whole forehead stretches and stings where the hair pulls, but I am silent.

Black Nana walks us to the front door and then stands by the gate to watch us cross the busy road, Tracey in the crook of her arm sucking her thumb. Black Nana is tall, tall like my father, her head right up there with the lightshade and picture rail. She could see over all the hedges and brick walls and she could watch us until we disappeared if she wanted to, but when we turn round she’s gone, taken Tracey inside for treats and kisses. Me and Kim hold hands and count the houses all the way to the end of the road, to the blue railings of Springfield Junior and Infant School. Thirty-four of them – tall, thin, Victorian terraces just like ours.

My teacher is Mrs Hunter and she also has plaits, but hers are long and grey and lie criss-cross across the top of her head like a dusty crown. I am smaller than everyone else and I wonder where Kim is and why I can’t play with her, but Mrs Hunter makes us all sit on the floor and tells us to be quiet. She makes an announcement.

‘Everyone has to have a handkerchief tomorrow. All right, children? A handkerchief that is clean and white, and you tuck it up your sleeve, like this.’ She shows us her disappearing magic trick. ‘And that way, we don’t spread colds and coughs and diseases throughout the school.’ She looks straight at me and I close my eyes to remember to tell Mom. Only Dad has handkerchiefs, big white ones that we use for dolls’ sheets when we put them to bed. I’ll have to ask her for one of those. I wonder what will happen to me if I spread colds and diseases to the other children.

I sit here and I sit there. I do as I am told. I follow the other children when they go outside and I follow them back into the classroom. Every single child is bigger than me. Every single boy and every single girl in my class and all the teachers and all the other children in the whole school, and I have the feeling that I will never catch them up.

I have a desk all to myself next to a girl with a funny name, Cressida. Cressida has the widest smile I’ve ever seen and she has freckles. She has a sister in the next year and I have a sister in the next year so we’ve decided to be friends. We both get a small bottle of milk with a white paper straw and have to line up to get a biscuit from Mrs Hunter. It’s the best part of the day.

At four o’clock Kim is waiting for me outside school and Mom is waiting for both of us with Tracey in the big pram. It’s feels like a special treat to have Mom come and collect us from school because I know that she is always at work. Cressida waves goodbye. She doesn’t have the uniform on like me and my sister do and her mom has black hair in a strange haircut with a very short fringe. Cressida calls her mom ‘Wendy’ and I wonder if I can call my mom ‘Sheila’ but I know better than to ask.

Black Nana wears a headtie like a pirate and has a pirate’s walk too, one leg three inches shorter than the other. She sways when she walks, her built-up shoe stamping on the lino so we always know where she is. She pulls herself up the stairs, her mighty hand on the banister, stamp, shuffle, good foot, bad foot, light foot, heavy foot, on to the landing and round the turn into the little room by the bathroom at the back of the house, her room that we must never enter.

She talks like my dad with his St Kitts accent, slow and heavy, but she doesn’t talk as often as he does unless it’s to tell us off or sing West Indian nursery rhymes to the one she loves. She watches us, she plays with Tracey, she cooks and she sways to and fro in her wooden chair, and walks up and down on her wooden foot.

I am scared of her. I am scared of the lump that comes out of her neck like a lemon trying to escape that makes her tip her head to the side. I am scared, but Kim is not. I think it’s because she’s so much older than me, two years nearly, she’s a whole six years old. Even though the only thing that Black Nana and Dad and Mom all agree on is that we shouldn’t answer back, Kim has found a way to answer back with her eyes and Black Nana doesn’t like it.

When Black Nana tells Kim off sometimes, she doesn’t say ‘Yes, Nana,’ like I do. She makes her eyes go narrow and just lets them do all the talking for her. Nana would like to tell Mom off and she would like to tell Mom what to do, but she can’t, so she chooses the next best thing and that’s Kim.

When Black Nana and Kim are staring at each other, I put my head down and won’t look because the eye-to-eye conversation is worse than words. And sometimes I get caught listening and Black Nana tells me off. So when everyone’s in the middle room, Kim and Black Nana and Tracey and me, I just keep still, keep quiet, make no noise. That way, I can be invisible.

Black Nana takes Tracey upstairs for her nap and sometimes she forgets to come down so me and Kim have the middle room to ourselves. We play games with the things we can find in the house, saucepans and plastic bowls. We drag the broken clothes prop in from the garden and rest it between Nana’s rocking chair and the sofa. We’re playing horse racing. First Kim neighs and clip-clops over the prop. Then me. Clip-clop, hop and I’m over.

‘Quicker!’ says Kim and we chase each other over the prop until we’re screaming and I’m winning because I’m in the lead and we’re pulling each other and pushing, trying to get over the jump the most times. I trip. I fall. My head hits the edge of the prop and I go down crying. Kim kneels down next to me.

‘Are you all right?’

But all I do is cry and Kim says ‘Shhhhhh!’ but I cry loud enough to bring Nana downstairs, to bring her hand across the back of Kim’s legs, slapping her three times, hard and quick. Now we’re both crying and we’ll wake Tracey if we’re not quiet. Nana gives me a cold wet cloth for the lump on my head and I sit on the back step by the French windows next to Kim and hold her hand.

Mom comes back from work really tired and always goes to Kim first. She snuggles her first and cuddles her first because she knows about Black Nana. As soon as Mom’s through the door, Kim runs up to her crying and I hear her whispering about how horrible Black Nana has been and that she got hit for doing nothing. Mom spends ages with her talking softly and quietly like Black Nana does with Tracey. Then she snuggles me and I try to make it last.

‘I made a calendar at school,’ I say. ‘And I fell and hit the prop.’ By rights, I should have left a much bigger gap between these two things and made my moment last.

‘Did you?’

‘Kim was in trouble with Nana and she was crying.’

Mom looks at Kim, not at me, so this is a bad move.

‘And I was nice to her,’ I add quickly. ‘And I hurt my head.’

‘Good girl,’ she says, but she doesn’t notice my lump because her eyes are on Tracey.

Black Nana holds the baby out for a single minute before bedtime and then Mom has to give her back. Black Nana clasps Tracey to her chest and climbs the stairs to her room. We feel a kind of triumph in her retreat. Mom is back and Black Nana can’t tell us off. But we’re not sure who is the boss of whom and who is winning the silent war for Tracey.

Mom takes us upstairs to her bedroom. Me and Kim are allowed to sit on the bed so she can show us what she’s got in her bag. She puts her hand in and slowly, slowly, she brings it up, then ‘Ta-dah!’ Crisps! Smith’s Crisps from the factory where she works! The bags of crisps are flat or torn, but there’s always a little blue knot of salt inside that we rush to find and sprinkle on the tiny bits of crisps at the bottom.

Or she’s brought home a big see-through bag of broken biscuits with pink bits of icing collected in the bottom, half a Bourbon, sticky lemon-glazed flaky pastry things and sometimes even a chocolate one with the side broken off. There are biscuits with cream in the middle, there are crumbs and corners and an inch of biscuit dust with bits of custard cream. Then there are toffee apples in funny shapes with chunks of toffee missing. We break bits off with our teeth and suck the shards until our tongues are shredded and sore.

When Mom is at home, Black Nana stays in her bedroom. We’re not allowed to go in, but I peek inside when she leaves her door open. There’s a little wardrobe next to a single bed and the bedspread is made of tufty stuff with little pink roses on it. There’s a sort of box with a piece of wood on it that she uses for a dressing table. There are potions and pots of grease on that table, a hairbrush for hair I have never seen, different bandanas and face cream, and the whole room smells of menthol and something herby and thick. I hate it.

Sometimes, Black Nana leaves Tracey to play with us in the garden while she’s pegging out the washing. We chase her little fat legs around the garden and make her squeal. We sing songs, the three of us together, and sit on her blanket in the sun. Kim is always in charge, Tracey is always happy. We all want to be with her. There are days like this, some with Mom, some without. And there are other days when Mom has Tracey all to herself, nestled into her chest, sucking her thumb or sleeping, calm and contented.
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Good Foot, Bad Foot

I’m always on the lookout for Dad because, when he comes in, I have to be first. Sometimes he comes home early, sometimes he comes home late, so I have to keep my ears open for the exact moment that he opens the front door and then I start running.

‘Patches,’ he says. He’s the only one who calls me Patches because I have patches of pale skin and patches of brown skin on my face where the two halves of me collide. I feel like Patches is our special word. I assume he knows that if Kim has Mom and Tracey has Black Nana, he must surely be mine. He’s so tall it’s hard to see his face, but as soon as the front door opens, I walk behind him up the hallway and stand by him watching him eat. His dinner is kept on a saucepan of boiling water in the kitchen so it’s hot whenever he comes home. He takes it off carefully with a tea towel and puts it on the side, and sometimes, if I’m quick enough, I pass him a spoon or a fork.

He sits alone at the kitchen table and I stand next to him. He looks up from his plate sometimes as if to say ‘What?’ but I just smile and carry on watching him, spoon to mouth, spoon to mouth, until he has finished. I follow him into the telly room, I follow him to the bedroom. I follow him to the toilet sometimes and wait outside. When he flushes and opens the door, I am there waiting.

One day, I hear the front door open. I know it’s him. I get down from the kitchen table and run up to him. He forgets to call me Patches. He just strides down the hall, a rolled-up newspaper in his hand. Normally he taps it against his leg but this time it just hangs down loose at his side. He’s walking slower than usual, tired out. He doesn’t even go into the kitchen to eat, he turns left before the kitchen door and trudges up the stairs. I follow.

Right at the crook of the staircase, where I have to put two feet on each step because they’re so wide, he turns suddenly and looks down at me.

‘Where you going?’ he snaps. It’s not a question.

I put my head down and shuffle past him. ‘Nowhere,’ I say. I go into the big bedroom where me and my brother and sisters sleep all together and sit on the bed, ashamed and embarrassed. I won’t listen for his key in the door. I won’t stand and hope he doesn’t burn his hand on the hot plate or rush to find a spoon and give it to him. I won’t stand patient, silent, and watch him eat his dinner. I won’t run up to him or wait for him to come home ever again.

I hear him go back downstairs, but I don’t follow for ages. I wait and wait and hear him in the kitchen talking to Mom. I creep to the door and listen. I can hear the clink of his spoon on the Pyrex dish.

‘Kim was crying when I got in, Arthur. It’s happening all the time these days.’

‘Mmm.’

‘And do you know what Chrissie’s done with the washing?’ Somehow Mom makes Black Nana’s name sound like she’s swearing. ‘Do you know what she’s done? She’s picked out your clothes and her clothes and Tracey’s clothes. And left all the rest for me. Mine and Kim’s and Mandy’s. That wasn’t the plan, Arthur.’

He doesn’t speak. I know he’s cutting the soft meat with the edge of the spoon, he’s loading it on to the rice.

‘She do it tomorrow,’ he says.

‘That’s not the point.’ Mom is making sure her words come out in the right order. She’s making sure she’s using the right voice for Dad, not too angry and not too moaning. ‘She’s supposed to be helping out while I’m at work, Arthur. What’s she got against me? What have I done? She’s living in my house.’

It’s ages before he speaks. The spoon against the dish. The scrape of the chair legs on the lino. The dish in the sink. Then he speaks.

‘I say she do it tomorrow. You don’t hear?’

That’s the voice she never answers. He’s the boss of her the way Black Nana is the boss of him. I creep away, back upstairs, silent as a spider, two feet on the wide step, then all the way up.

At night, Mom comes and tucks us in. ‘I don’t like her,’ says Kim when we’re in bed, the three of us on one big double mattress, me in the middle, Tracey asleep by the wall.

‘Be good,’ says Mom, but I remember the voice she used for Dad and the voice he used for her. Mom’s eyes say a whole page of other words that mean something else. Me and Kim can hear them loud and clear.

There are rats in the garden. They’ve got a nest in the broken-down shed attached to the wash house that’s attached to the kitchen and Mom says we can’t go outside to play even though it’s sunny outside in case they bite us.

It’s exciting and it’s horrible and I wonder if rats can fight their way through the back wall and actually get into the kitchen and then run all over the house and then find a way to scamper upstairs and wait in dark corners or under the lino until its dark and then eat the blankets and then eat me. I think about fat rats gorged on my eyeballs and I’m scared to go to sleep.

Mom’s at work. Black Nana stands over us in the middle room.

‘I tired tell you keep quiet.’

But we are quiet. We are always quiet.

‘Here.’ She shoves a broom into Kim’s hand. ‘Go and clean out the shed.’

Kim doesn’t move. Her eyes bulge. ‘Mom said—’

‘You mother here? You see you mother anywhere?’

She pushes Kim towards the French windows. ‘And don’t make no noise. Tracey sleeping.’

I follow my sister outside. I follow wherever she goes, always.

Kim takes the broom and we go out into the narrow passageway. When we turn round, Black Nana is watching. I know I could go inside and sit quietly invisible but Kim can’t, so I have to stay with her. We stand at the latched door where the rats live. I know how dangerous this is. The broom is taller than Kim, and Kim is taller than me. The rats will be low to the ground. So when they come running out, they’ll go for the nearest flesh and mine will be the first face they attack. I get ready to run.

Kim holds the broom like a sword and reaches up. As soon as she presses the latch, the wooden door swings open. We both stumble backwards, but the rats don’t come. Kim takes a step inside while I stay at the door. Dust and flies hover in the thick, soupy light that falls on paint tins with buckled lids, an old suitcase, a rusty mop bucket, half a rotten table, old black boots that have curled over on themselves, splitting the sole.

Kim pokes around with the tip of the broom. Nothing. She turns and looks at me.

‘Do it again,’ I whisper, half dancing with terror and delight.

She pokes under the table and in the opposite corner something shifts under the coat, a scratchy sound, a rat. Suddenly, she dashes backwards and the broom stabs me in my belly.

‘Owwwww!’ I start to cry.

‘I didn’t mean it,’ says Kim.

I want to say, ‘I know you didn’t but help me run away in case the scratchy thing comes out.’ But the pain won’t let me do anything except groan and cry. I’m hunched over, my belly churning in agony.

In two long, uneven strides, Black Nana is suddenly in the garden.

‘What noise you making?’ she says to me, at the same time snatching the broom from Kim and slamming the shed door. ‘You didn’t hear me say Tracey sleeping?’

‘The broom hit me, Nana,’ I say, deciding not to mention that’s she’s making more noise than me and Kim put together.

‘What you say? She hit you?’

‘No, Nana. The broom hit me.’

Nana turns and looks at Kim, so thoroughly my mother’s child, her black, defiant eyes not turning away, not saying sorry.

‘You can’t hear?’

Only Kim gets the clout but we both feel it. I shut up immediately. We snivel our way back into the house and sit on the floor in the middle room, watching our grandmother sway backwards and forwards in her rocking chair, kissing her teeth and shaking her head.

‘He who can’t hear must feel,’ she says.

Saturday morning. Mom gets up early. She stands in the kitchen and rolls up her sleeves. She’s wearing trousers and a check shirt. She’s bunched her hair at the back. Black Nana watches her from the doorway with Tracey on her hip.

Usually Mom doesn’t look at Black Nana straight in the face, but today, as she gets ready, she meets her eye to eye and talks loud and slow like Black Nana is five years old and also a bit deaf.

‘You see, when I said there were rats in the shed, Chrissie, what I meant was keep the kids away from there while I’m out at work earning enough money to put food on this table and help your son pay the bills. I don’t know what they do where you come from but round here they don’t send little kids to do a man’s job. They don’t send men half the time.’

She picks up one of Dad’s cricket bats and strides over to Black Nana.

‘They send women. Irishwomen.’

She turns on
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