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            REMINDER FROM PART ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Forgotten how Part One ended? Here it is again.

      

      (Terry has not gone into work, hoping to surprise his departed wife, Gudrun, as she returns to collect essential clothes and work files. He assumes she is staying away, angry and upset because she’s just discovered he has a twin and has never told her. He can hear she’s brought someone with her.)

      

      They were moving towards his door. Terry’s breath was hurting his ribs. He remained sitting like a Buddha with glowing red eyes. The door handle turned.

      Gudrun let out a shriek. ‘Aah! Ohhh! Why aren’t you at work?’

      Betty gasped and clutched Gudrun’s elbow, ‘Oh, God, else.’

      Terry rose to his feet, angry and powerful, holding the Betty Box.

      ‘How do you do? Betty, isn’t it. Else what?’ ‘Else...’

      Gudrun nudged her and she shut up. Gudrun was standing, one purple bootee on top of the other, her eyes stretched wide, focusing on the Betty Box. Then she looked at Terry somewhere in his middle, not meeting his eyes. ‘You know! And you’ve been seeing Gerry. You must have found out weeks ago, maybe longer.’

      ‘You know Gerry? Already?’

      ‘I...’

      ‘So I’ve found out—what?’ Terry drew himself up until he seemed several inches taller than Gudrun in her crumpled stance. In a fiercer tone he said, holding out the box, ‘What is this stuff?’

      She lowered her head further. ‘It’s mine. Nothing to do with you.’

      Betty said, ‘Yes, it’s hers. I gave it to her.’ Again, Gudrun nudged her and Betty bit her lip.

      Strange, that Betty would give these sad scraps to Gudrun, a grown woman. ‘Okay, so it’s yours. Why the secrecy?’

      Gudrun remained like a standing stone, so he turned to the other.

      ‘And who are you, Betty?’

      Betty looked as if she might back out of the door and disappear, suitcases, car and all, but Gudrun held onto her sleeve and peered at Terry fleetingly. ‘You’re having us on. You know, don’t you!’

      It wasn’t wise to let them realise he knew nothing. He moved around them and stood with his back to the door, blocking any escape. ‘There’s a whole story to tell, Gudrun, isn’t there? I’ll move from the door when you’ve told me everything, so meanwhile you might as well both sit down.’

      Betty looked around as if she might escape by prestidigitation. ‘We better tell him. It’s all up now.’

      Gudrun looked doughy. She could have been resentful, frightened or angry, Terry wasn’t sure which. He paused and calculated. He looked at Betty, flattering her. ‘You seem sensible. Yes, it is all up now. So persuade her to tell me. Go on.’

      Betty muttered. ‘You’ll have to, else...’

      Was Gudrun frightened of Betty? She didn’t seem so, rather the reverse.

      He looked from one woman to the other. ‘Else what? Is that a threat?’ Betty looked at Gudrun questioningly, but Gudrun was looking at the floor as if she belonged there.

      ‘Else,’ Betty said, ‘is what I call her. Elsie. Gudrun to you.’

      ‘Elsie? The dated name rang a bell. ELSIE? Where the hell does “Elsie” come from, Gudrun?’

      Gudrun grimaced, still looking at the floor, then almost growled, ‘The same place Terry comes from.’
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      Terry flopped back against the door, his knees failing to support him. He’d hidden here in the little bedroom ready to confront Gudrun, power in his hands. Now the surprise factor had been ripped away, slung back at him tenfold. His hidey-hole imprisoned him with the truth: Gudrun was Elsie. Elsie was one of his sisters. And Gudrun was his wife.

      The two women stood silent before him, Betty, with the back of her hand across her mouth; Gudrun, grey as stone. He felt as though she’d hit him, bashed him hard, harder even than he’d imagined hitting her the other day. It took him moments before he shouldered the full meaning of what she’d said. He shivered and moved to sit back on the bed, digging his knuckles into the velveteen coverlet. The women were still standing together. Without looking directly at them, Terry saw both sides of them, their fronts awaiting his words, their backs reflected in the mirror behind them. The stocky figure wore a shiny navy anorak with superfluous tags and studs, a cardigan showing below the hem, far too much clothing for the warm day, and her zigzag hair not brushed at the crown. Gudrun’s beige jacket and third world patterned skirt ended at her purple boots. The odd pair stood and looked at him as if paralysed by their simple reply to his question, ‘Where does Elsie come from?’

      “The same place Terry does.” What did that mean? It seemed as if an hour had passed since Gudrun said it. And then he attended for the first time to what Betty had muttered just afterwards. “We’re all from the same Mum, you see.”

      Connie, the birth mother he’d met just the week before. The list of names she’d given him, brothers, sisters. Bobs, mostly. He looked at the older woman, bewildered.

      Her eyes were moist. ‘Haven’t met you since you were a tiny baby, Terry. I looked after you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Ma left the kids to me, mostly: oldest girl, see. The Bobs, such trials, and Else, and you two babies.’

      ‘Ma?’

      ‘Your ma, our ma, Connie Cromby.’

      Terry shook his head, hating the import of her words. These crazy notions, misunderstandings, near misses! Was he becoming Madge Wilhelm, Gudrun’s confused schizophrenic client? Such a struggle to stay in charge of his understanding. He mentally ran through the names Connie had told him; Bobs, Sheralee... He shouted at her, ‘I never had a sister “Betty”!’

      The woman hunched her back like someone well used to rejection, but she continued grimly. ‘You did. I’m Roberta, Bobbie or Betty for short.’

      He pounded his fist on the bed-end. This older woman, her cardigan hanging below her jacket, its cuffs frayed, had her feet solidly planted a foot apart on his spare room carpet. She wasn’t in her late forties, then, perhaps not even forty, just over-weight and badly kept. He couldn’t think of her like a sister. She wouldn’t get a job as a sandwich lady in his office. He imagined saying at Lings, “This is my sister.” No thanks! He already had to accept Sheralee as part of his birth family.

      Now he sounded like Gerry. Thank God, thank God Gerry wasn’t hearing this. Imagine what he’d say about having Betty as his sister! He turned his eyes from her face. Beside her stood the younger woman. There was far worse to recognise. He passed a sweaty hand over a blinding headache where his forehead should have been. Almost too nauseated to say it, Terry muttered, ‘Elsie? Gudrun?’ He jerked his head towards Gudrun who dumbly weathered his reaction, then he shouted at Betty, ‘She’s Elsie? Your sister?’ as if neither of them expected Gudrun to speak or know for herself.

      Betty nodded and held on to Gudrun’s arm. ‘Our sister.’

      Gudrun, silent, hung her head; Elsie, the child Connie couldn’t stand.

      He growled through gritted teeth, ‘So what are you doing here, “Gudrun”? ’

      She didn’t move.

      Betty answered. ‘Forgive her. She couldn’t let go. She didn’t have a thing, poor little mite, until you were born. She adored you, spent every minute with you. She never forgave Ma for letting you go.’

      Terry felt very sick. He held out the Betty Box to his—wife? Unbearable to look at her.

      ‘My things,’ she said, taking the box. ‘Betty put them in when I was little. So I had something to keep of my own. I’ve always kept it.’

      Keeping his eyes on the box with its innocent childish knick-knacks, he said, ‘These are Elsie’s? Yours?’

      She nodded, the convicted one, now awaiting sentence.

      ‘So—where does “Gudrun” come from?’

      ‘Alistair and Renate. Their name. When they adopted me, that’s what they called me—Gudrun.’ She spoke the word like someone first tasting Bovril.

      The women remained standing in front of him, side by side, while, he, still seated, was the interviewer, or headmaster, justified in demanding information before meting out discipline or punishment.

      He gestured to Gudrun. ‘Adopted? You never told me. Your real mother’s—Connie?’ He had to double check.

      ‘But our fathers are different,’ she said rapidly, defensively, ‘... probably. We’re not like real ....’

      ‘Brother and sister!’ He pressed his arms across his stomach, winded. A refuse truck banged and clattered outside, booted footsteps pounded from one side of the road to the other, accompanying the wheeling and emptying of bins. It was some moments before the noise moved further up Colliers Row, and by that time Terry’s thinking had caught up a little. ‘Probably different fathers. So that’s all right then, is it? You and me, having the same mother? ‘He was hit with another sudden realisation. ‘And when we first met, you knew!’

      She took a step away from him. ‘I wanted you back... Searched. When I found you, I liked you talking to me, didn’t want it to stop. Then you took me out, had me move in here.’

      ‘It was you moved in on me! At the Rat and Parrot, and afterwards. I didn’t make much move towards you. I can’t believe you built on the relationship, knowing who I was!’

      ‘The best brother. I wanted to be with you.’

      Betty butted in, ‘Right after the car, she ran, when they took you to the adopters.  Shouting at the social women, screaming. She sobbed her heart out for ages. She swore she’d get you back. Only four, she was. Then, soon after, she was taken herself, to a posh home. First for days away, treats, like. Then they adopted her, but she always remembered you. She was sure she’d find you one day. And she did...’

      ‘She certainly did.’ He let Betty see his disgust. Then, he turned to Gudrun with a small hope, ‘You only wanted to know me as a brother?’ But the memory of their early meetings was vivid. ‘No. Oh, no. You followed me, targeted me.’

      ‘I meant to tell you... Then, I couldn’t say. With Leon there.’

      ‘Leon wasn’t there all the time!’

      ‘No, but at first, when it mattered. I meant to tell you. But I didn’t want a Hello and then Goodbye. I’d waited and searched for ages, got to meet you at last—someone of my own.’

      “Of my own.” He remembered her saying that before. And hadn’t she said it when they first lived together, “...someone of my own. No-one’s been like me before.” Like me. He hadn’t understood the significance then. He swallowed. He couldn’t look at her face yet. First, he must revise how to think of her: Elsie, his sister, or Gudrun, his wife? Impossible to accept either, now. The silence between them was a recognition of this.

      Betty butted in protectively, gesturing to the box and gabbling importantly. ‘That’s the box I gave her. So she had some bits to play with. Something of her own. I was on respite at Auntie’s when she was taken, poor mite. It was much later the social let me visit her, just me. In a playroom with a supervisor. But it was something. I could slip her messages. I’m the closest to her, I always have been.’

      He hadn’t asked Betty for her story, their story. He hadn’t had time to get his questions together. Receiving Betty’s account, now, felt like a high-speed engine pushing an old goods train that might shudder and end in smithereens from the relentless force. Betty's priority, of course, was to support Gudrun. She boasted, ‘I know Elsie better than anyone does.’

      He said, ‘Not contested! I don’t know Elsie at all!’ And now he looked at his wife as at a stranger.

      ‘But she found you...’

      ‘God! And you, an older sister, didn’t stop her. Knowing her so very well,’ his voice rose sarcastically, ‘you let her move in. With a brother!’

      ‘No!’

      ‘You let it get to...,’ he swallowed, they hadn’t mentioned the baby yet, ‘No-one told me about... and in the end I married her!’ He shook his head as if there were lice crawling on it.

      ‘I told her it was wrong: getting familiar, right at the beginning. She was angry, just cut off from me,’ Betty rattled on, ‘and only came for help when she was —near her time. ’

      The baby! It hit him.

      Betty was still wittering on. ‘I hadn't known a thing. Then when…’ her voice trailed away as she saw his reaction. ‘It happened, I had to deal with—things.’ Her rounded shoulders conveyed some sense of a heavy burden. He recalled Bobby’s take on his older sister as, “a good soul.”

      He waited for the truth to come, keeping his gaze on Gudrun’s face. The birth tag. Would she mention it? Had that seven-pound baby really been his son?

      Betty opened her mouth to speak again, but he held up his hand. He couldn’t take more, right now. ‘Betty, sorry. I don’t know whether any of this is your fault or not, but Gudrun and I better thrash it out together. Without you. Can you—’ he gestured to the door.

      She looked at Gudrun, whose eyes cast towards the bed, the walls, her feet, rubbing one leather bootee on top of the other. She murmured, ‘It’s all right, Sissy...’

      Betty stroked Gudrun’s arm, hesitating, ‘You sure, lovey?’ then turned to the door. She called back over her shoulder, ‘I did try to stop her, Terry. We fell out over it. I’ve always tried to look out for her.’ She went down the stairs, heavy footed, taking her sweaty smell with her.

      Gudrun’s breathing was now the only sound in the little bedroom. He waited for the more familiar fustian scent to overtake him. He wanted to press his face into that brown coat of hers and block out everything he’d heard. He wanted her as she was when they’d met, not now. More—he wanted to witness the identical fronts of the houses opposite, to puncture his two poached eggs and return to their boring morning routine, the small conversations, the shopping together, the not saying. The not knowing.

      He looked up at her twisting fingers, avoiding her face. ‘How could you to this, Gudrun? No, why?’ If only he could understand what lay behind the dreadful path she’d taken! Her breathing increased and became noisy. He imagined it transporting them beyond the mist where explanations lay.
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      She’s three years old today. Sissy told her that. She said, ‘You’re three now. It’s your birthday,’ and she put a tube of smarties in the cardboard box where you find clothes, and put a finger to her lips.

      A man’s in the house visiting Ma. The man speaks in a funny way—as if someone’s got at his throat.

      The brothers have scarpered; they’re out on the street. She could go...but Sissy said you get presents on your birthday. She waits. When the man stops talking, she tries it: ‘Ma, can I have a birfday present?’

      Ma’s cross, she can see that, so she huddles down in a smaller bundle. But Ma uses her pretend voice and says. ‘Course, darling. Pressie coming later.’

      “Later” is a word that means No. There won’t be one.

      When Ma and the man start their laughing and touching, she scampers out. She’s seen that before, and Ma gets cross if kids are around.

      It’s safest on the street. If Sissy’s there it will be alright.

      ‘What’s your name?’ the boy in the street asks her.

      She doesn’t answer. Her name’s like a curse that gets yelled when trouble’s coming. But she grunts and looks at him, because she wants him as a friend. They’ve only just moved to this street. It’s long and she might get lost and she’ll be out here a lot, and what’ll she do with nothing to do?

      The boy has a ball and a piece of rope and his face isn’t mean like her brothers. ‘How old are you?’ he says.

      ‘Four.’

      ‘Bet you’re not. You’re titchy.’ He ties one end of the rope to the lamp post. ‘Are you new here?’ She nods. ‘We moved to—’ she jerked her head upwards to the flats.

      ‘Wicked,’ he says. ‘Is it by the play park?’

      She shakes her head. ‘No. Up top. I can see out of the window if I stand on a box. There’s dustbins down the bottom.’

      He makes an awful face, then grins. ‘Your old place was better, then?’

      She shrugs. She does miss the bit of garden out front where she used to dig round the ants’ nest and watch them being busy. ‘My big brothers like it here ‘cos they don’t have share with my other brother. He cries night-times though he’s nearly five.’

      ‘Oooh. Crying. Babies cry. We’re going to have a baby. I’ll be a big brother.’ He sounds glad and puffs out his chest. ‘You haven’t got a baby.’

      ‘We will have. Ma’s always having babies. My sister said. So there.’

      He swings the rope and she jumps over it.

      A voice from above. ‘Hey! You come up here this instant!’

      She runs behind the dustbins. If she goes up now it’ll be scary. She can hear Ma’s cross. She doesn't know why, but she must have done something wrong. She looks round for Sis to ask, but Sis is all the way down the road, walking away with her back rounded over. She’s got the bag of heavy stuff for the dump and the clean one for collecting clothes from the charity shop. It’ll take too long to catch her up and Ma might spot her from the window. Best to play out a bit longer and hope someone’ll visit Ma and keep her chatting until she’s forgotten whatever she was cross about.

      ‘Seen you!’

      She jumps with the shock and bumps her head on the top of a bin. ‘Yah!’ her middle brother laughs. ‘Got you. Ma’s hollering. She’s got a cot from down below. It’s going to have a baby in it soon. Littl’un will have to hang around with you. She’s hollering for you now.’

      ‘Don’t tell her I’m here.’

      ‘What'll you give me?’

      Her lip trembles as she shows her empty hands. ‘Haven't got anything.’

      ‘Your crisps later, if you get any.’

      She nods, her bottom lip pushed forward over her teeth. She loves crisps. ‘But don’t tell.’

      ‘Crisps, right?’ and he runs off, his socks sagging over the top of his trainers. He joins a set of boys in the carpark who are rolling tins in a row, their usual game. She won’t be allowed to join in. It might not be true about a baby. All her brothers tell lies.

      She creeps along until she reaches the back door of the neighbouring block of flats, not hers, and sits on a pile of three cement bricks, her favourite place. There are dandelions in a clump nearby and she likes to play at picking them without getting stung by the nettles around them.

      She stays a long time. It’s getting dark.

      
      The lady’s here, the one Ma calls The Social. She always wants to see babies and that’s what she’s doing now.

      Ma says if she keeps quiet the Social mightn’t ask to see her, so she’s sitting silent in the bedroom she shares with Sis and the cot.

      The cot’s only big enough for one baby, and it’s in her bedroom so it’s her baby and it’s the first time she’s had something that’s hers. When she holds Baby, she feels happy. It’s warm and cuddly and Sissy says one day soon Baby will smile. She can hear the lady talking about babies right now, and Care.

      She’s supposed to be taking off her leggings and finding something clean in the charity shop bag, but everything she’s pulled out so far has been boys’ stuff or ladies’ blouses. Sis isn’t here to help, she’s at school. Sis has given her the Barbie she found in the charity shop. One leg’s missing and her hair’s mussed up, but she still likes it. She pulls different bits of the ladies’ clothes over Barbie’s front and pretends she’s dressing her up.

      ‘I’m not going.’ One of her brother’s voices, the biggest one. He uses a rude word.

      Ma’s voice, the pretend one: ‘You’ll like it when you get there, son.’

      ‘No, I won’t.’ There’s a scuffle of feet, a door bangs. Her brother shouts back, ‘You can’t make me.’

      She moves round to the far side of the bed, Sis’s side, and tucks her feet under the wood base. They can’t drag her out if her feet are stuck. They’d hold better with shoes on but Ma’s chucked them by the back door. One strap’s broken and the backs are pressed down flat because they’re too small. Ma says she’ll have to wait until they get another pair. Outside, she’s been wearing her brother’s old wellies, half pulled on. She wants new shoes, coloured, and not boys’ shoes, that’d be lovely, ones that don’t hurt.

      The door opens and the lady looks in. ‘Hell-o,’ she says in a nice voice. ‘You ARE playing nice and quiet. What a good girl. I’ve brought my scales with me. Would you like to see how they work?’

      She nods.

      The lady holds out her hand. ‘Come in the other room and I’ll show you.’

      Was she supposed to? Ma hasn’t said. She stays put.

      The lady comes round to her, pulls on her hand. ‘Up you get. Have you been going to playgroup?’

      She shakes her head. ‘Ma says it starts too early. And I got no shoes.’ She follows the lady, slowly enough so she can dart back if coming out is the wrong thing.

      In the living room, Ma sighs and her eyes go up to the ceiling.

      The lady says, ‘No playgroup? I think we must give this little one some stimulation. Pop on the scales, dear.’ There’s a click click. ‘And she’s under-weight still.’

      Ma scowls. ‘She gets fed. Not my fault if she leaves her dinner. I can’t stand over her when there’s babies to see to.’

      ‘It’s not just babies we have concerns about, you see. It’s nutrition, play and learning opportunities as they grow up.’

      Ma looks cross. ‘She’s got toys. She’s not an easy kid. If you can get her to playgroup, great, but I can’t take her. You try it, with this lot.’

      
      When Ma has The Social here, there’s no being shut outside. Ma does her pretend voice. ‘Stay where I can see you, girlie.’ Really, Ma hates seeing her.

      She’s glad she’s started nursery school, only she doesn’t get there every day because if there’s crying, Ma lets her sit by the cot and rock the baby, even feed the baby. ‘The Social mustn’t know that, mind,’ Ma tells her.

      Babies don’t always have shut eyes. She puts one finger on this one’s cheek. It’s ever so soft. She strokes it. It’s nicer holding baby than playing with broken Barbie. Those little sock things the lady brought slip on and off baby’s feet. She puts them on really carefully, but soon they’re off and baby’s feet are cold again. There’s a bottle by the buggy and when the baby cries, she puts it in its mouth. Her next brother’s had a suck of it but he’s not supposed to. He’ll get a clout from Ma if she sees.

      He’s going away on a special holiday. He’s sitting here ready while Ma’s busy on her playstation in the other room.

      She looks away from the baby to her brother. ‘Do you want to go?’ she asks. He doesn’t answer and sucks his thumb.

      When the Social come for him, she holds onto his hand.

      Ma says, ‘You can take her, too.’ But the Social says, ‘Your little girl isn’t ready to be parted. Come along, young man. You’re going to have a lot of fun.’

      She waves goodbye to her brother. Ma goes back to her playstation.

      Later, she asks Sis what “parted” means and Sis says it’s about missing Ma, like their brother’s holiday might be so long they wouldn’t see him ever again.

      She clings to Sissy. She doesn’t want to never see Sis again. There’s a bag the lady left when she brought the baby sock things. Sissy says it’s for her. There’s some shoes with straps! They’re black, but they are girls’ shoes and shiny. She puts them on and runs outside. She’s going to show every child in the street.

      Ma bawls her name from the window. She wasn’t supposed to go out. There’s crying. She runs back and tells the kids she has to stay indoors, to look after her baby.

      
      It’s Ma, not Sis, washes her, and puts the frock on her. It’s too long and baggy and she only wears it when something important’s happening, like the Social coming.

      ‘Lucky girl. Got an afternoon out, haven’t you?’ Ma sounds - not cross, really - but not pleased. Like the girls in the street when someone has something new.

      The bell rings.

      ‘Social’s here. Off you go.’

      She’s going to that house again where a lady and man let her play with toys like new, and they sit and talk to her.

      It’s a big house, only two people live there. She’s going to stay there on her own after the social lady called Tara, whose hair’s all short like a man’s, stops talking. Tara soon leaves, saying, ‘I’ll be back to collect you after tea, don’t worry.’

      She doesn’t worry. It’s nice here. It smells nice too. The people don’t shout. The man has bushy hair and a jacket with prickles when you sit close, and a lady who lets her choose, like what drink and which chair. There are FIVE rooms downstairs and more upstairs. If she was on her own, she’d get lost, like the time Ma was taking biggest brother to the police and she couldn’t keep up, and couldn’t spot where Ma was through the crowd. A traffic warden found her that time.

      This lady and man have cakes and a big box of toys she hasn’t even got to the bottom of yet, and there are no children she must share with. After last time, when she got home, her brothers didn’t believe what she said. She doesn’t care. She just doesn’t. They aren’t here to see, or to put dirty hands on the nice things.

      The lady is helping her with a jigsaw. It’s nicer than the ones at school. She’s given a teddy to hold. She isn’t allowed to take it home, although she wants to ever so much, but the lady says it’ll be there when Tara brings her again.

      The man sits beside her on a great big squashy seat called a sofa and reads her a story. There’s a picture on every page. None of them are torn. It’s about a bear who can’t go to sleep. The man said the picture is just like the bears at the zoo. But what is a zoo? The man says it’s where all sorts of animals live, not just bears. He looks over at the lady and says, ‘Should we take her? Would they let us?’

      When it’s time to go home, the lady asks Tara about the zoo.

      She goes to Tara, ‘I want to see a zoo.’

      Tara said that would be a nice treat. The next visit can be a longer one. If that goes well, there’ll be a weekend stop-over. They can go to the zoo then.

      She takes her finger out of her mouth, thinking about there being another time, a zoo time.

      ‘Goodness,’ Tara says. ‘It’s good to see you smile.’

      When will it be that other time?

      ‘Not yet,’ Tara says when they get back in the car.

      But the teddy will still be there, and the toy box. And the man and lady will still be nice and give her cake. She isn’t going to tell them about that at home in case she’s stopped from going.

      She’s taken indoors to Ma. Sissy’s sitting on the cardboard box eating a sausage roll.

      ‘All well,’ says Tara. ‘Bit longer, next time, I think.’ And then drives away again.

      She squeezes beside Sissy, who gives her a hug. ‘Was it nice?’

      ‘You won’t want anything to eat, you,’ says Ma. ‘Been fed at your fancy house and had all sorts of treats, I know. Best get off to bed.’

      There’s no baby in the cot. She looks in the boys' room. Her biggest brother says the baby’s gone for a whole night and a day "to see" and it’s stupid crying about it. But she does, under the bed covers, where no-one can hear. It’s her baby and they’ve taken her baby and they must bring her baby back so she can give the bottle feed.

      
      Nursery class finishes early today but Ma’s not waiting to collect her with the other Mummies. ‘Who’s collecting you, dear?’ Miss Perkins asks.

      She shakes her head and sits on the floor because all the chairs are upside down on the desks. Miss Perkins gives her a picture book with butterflies in it. When you open and shut the page it makes a fluttering sound. She does it lots of times until Miss Perkins says, ‘That’s enough, dear. The butterflies need to fold their wings and go to sleep now.’

      Miss Perkins is on the phone. ‘I’m just going to speak to Mummy, now.’

      She can hear the answer, Ma’s loud voice saying ‘I didn't know it was early finish. It’s no good, I’ve got the social here. They’re late doing the transfer. I can’t come.’

      Miss Perkins tuts, and takes her to the office where the head teacher sits behind a big desk. They talk in words she can’t understand and look kindly at her, saying, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll have you at home soon.’

      But she doesn’t worry because it’s nice at school especially when all the other children have gone home. Miss Perkins has even given her a sweet wrapped in paper. It takes ever such a long time to suck.

      It’s the Head Teacher who takes her home in a blue car with seats that smell of hedges.

      They get out just as Ma and the social lady come out of the front door. Ma’s holding a baby, her baby, and then the white bundle is in the arms of the social lady. It’s bottle time! She usually gives it when she gets home from school. She forgets she’s supposed to say ‘Thank you’ to the Head Teacher before she drives away. She rushes over to Ma. ‘Make her give Baby back.’

      Ma looks down at her and doesn’t shout. ‘The social are taking this baby,’ she says. ‘They were supposed to do it before you got home, save you upset. Their fault.’

      She glares at the social lady who bends low to speak quietly to her. ‘Kiss baby Goodbye, dear. '

      ‘No! Bottle feed time, Ma.’

      ‘Not now, girlie. Baby’s going to a nicer home than ours.’ Ma sniffs.

      ‘No!’

      The social lady puts a hand on her head. ‘This is best, dear. We’re making sure Baby has a lovely home and is kept happy and safe forever. You want that, don’t you?’ She doesn’t wait for an answer. She straps Baby into a special car seat and hurries to slip in beside him. Another lady’s in the driving seat and she starts the engine.

      ‘No! No!’

      Ma grabs her hand. ‘Can’t do anything, girlie. That’s the thing.’ She slips out of Ma’s hand and rushes after the car just in time to touch its rounded back as it moves away. ‘Stop. Come back!’ Her throat hurts as she screams, running as hard as she can along the pavement towards the main road a long way ahead. She runs and runs until the puff has gone right out of her, and the baby out of her life.

      
      It’s today. She’s been there lots of times already, and now it’s "for good".

      For Good. "GOOD" means nice. She’s been whispering it to herself every night in bed. Now her baby's been taken she's got nothing. She’s sad right through all day, every day, and Ma wants her out of the way. She doesn't want to stay here, except for Sissy. But Sis has gone away to a rest pit, because of the social. An Auntie came and took Sis. She’s called Auntie Claire and Ma tells them all she’s a real auntie, Ma’s real sister. They can tell, because she kissed them. Auntie Claire gave each of them a new book - not from the charity shop - and a packet of sweets, and Auntie didn’t let the brothers nick hers.

      Auntie hugged Sis and said she looked tired because she has too many jobs for a youngster. She’s talked to the Social, and told them she’ll take Sissy off to the res pit. It sounds like a punishment place but it must have food in it, because Auntie says she’ll feed her up. Ma said she needs Sis, but the Social said if Auntie could take her it would save them finding a rest pit.

      Ma yells for her. It’s time for the dress. She pulls it out of the carrier bag where Sis left it. Sis often wears it, although it’s too small for her. All her legs show right up to her knickers. Auntie Claire brought two brand new dresses for Sissy, so now she won’t need this one.

      She puts it on. It’s very long. It will be long for ages but she likes wearing a dress. It’s a little bit blue and a little bit brown. It’s a little bit dirty.

      She runs out for her cornflakes.

      ’No!’ Ma says. ‘Not that frock because you’re not coming back and they’re not having it. I’m selling it to Delicia down number seventy-four. Wear your leggings and a t-shirt.’

      When she comes back in her leggings, Ma has the brush. She tries to sit still, because Ma’s brushing always hurts. Usually Sissy does it.

      ‘Sit tight, you. Stop that miserable face. You know it gets to me. You should be happy. Your special day, isn’t it, off to the posh house.’

      Her brothers eat and look hard at her. They don’t know what it’s like at the posh house. Will that big teddy still be there? Will there be dinner with mashed potato that’s smooth?

      ‘Don’t wriggle, girl. Social will be here for you in a minute. You better be good or those fancy folk won’t keep you. Look what happened to your naughty brother, sent home again.’ Ma jabs a finger at him and he bobs behind the older ones.

      She says, ‘Can I eat my breakfast, Ma?’

      ‘Go on, then.’

      The doorbell rings just as she’s finishing her cornflakes.

      Tara comes in and asks Ma, ‘Packed all her toys and treasures?’ ‘What?’

      She stands up quickly. ‘Tara, I’ve got my box,’ and she runs in the bedroom to get it. Sis has left a special box, secret. It’s just for her. Tara smiles at her when she comes back hugging it. She says to Ma, ‘Let me take her bag of clothes and things.’

      There’s a carrier bag on the soft chair. Ma points to it and doesn’t say anything.

      They all go outside, even her brothers.

      Ma says, ‘Give me a kiss goodbye, then,’ and bends down. That feels funny, but she does, ever so quickly. She says ‘Bye’ to the three brothers. Ma says, ‘Well, I suppose you’re off, then,’ as if there was a choice.

      She nods lots of times, then gets in the car. Her two big brothers have their arms folded over their chests and the other is sucking his thumb. Ma has her hands on her hips and is staring at her. The car moves slowly away. She watches the block of flats, theirs, the next one and the next, then the whole road disappear. She meant to wave to her brothers but now it’s too late.

      She arrives at her new parents’ home hugging her box. The lady says to call her “Mother” now. She leads her upstairs to unpack. Are the pyjamas on the bed hers? Can she wear them now? Mother laughs. ‘If you really want.’

      Tara says she can see it’s fine for her to leave now. ‘I’ll come and see how you’re settling in, next week, poppet. Good luck to you all.’ And off she goes.

      Mother suggests they put the box away tidily but she doesn’t want to be parted from it. She holds onto it all day, sleeps beside it at night, and when they try to remove it, says, ‘It’s my box, and it’s mine. Sissy gave it to me You’re not having it. You’re not seeing inside it. It’s mine.’

      ‘Don’t worry, dear.’ The Parents give in and don’t take it away.

      
      he only thing they take is her name. They’ve chosen a new one. She’s never heard such a name. It’s as different from hers as can be and they keep calling her it. She has to think every time she hears a new word. Is this one her name, or another funny word? They speak lots of words no-one’s said to her before.

      The new name feels so odd that she just stares when they say it. Even after weeks, she’s always slow to answer when she’s called.

      At her new school, she’s silent when they ask, ‘What’s your name?’ The other children are impatient with her. Adults say ‘She’s shy.’

      The doctor checks her over. ‘Wonderful what good food and loving care can do for a child, and in quite a brief timescale! Well done, you.’

      She understands it’s Mother he is pleased with, not her.

      ‘Lovely to see her again, and with such a good result.’ And he pats her on the head as he shows Mother out.

      Afterwards, they go to Debenhams where Mother buys her a new skirt and a ribbon for her hair, ‘Now it’s thick enough to support one. Won’t you look pretty!’ Mother ties it on. It feels funny, a blob of satin flapping on her neck, and most likely boys will pull it off at school.

      
      “Mother and Father” are gentle, nice, but exist at a long distance from a world like hers. She’s brought down briefly at dinner parties and allowed to hand around the canapés. Afterwards she goes upstairs to watch videos on her little television, sitting on the pink counterpane she didn’t chose. (She liked the one with girl singers on it but Mother said it was tacky.) They’ve tried to interest her in hobbies but she gets quickly bored with tapestry, puzzle books and Children’s Verse.

      She hears Mother downstairs saying to her friends, ‘But what can you expect? I mean....!’

      And the answers. ‘It’s so wonderful of you both – with your practice to manage; and these Canary Wharf projects. How do you cope!’

      “Cope.” That was a word the Social used to say to Ma. “We have to see you cope better before we...” and “You’re not coping with the younger ones.” What was “coping”? It wasn’t anything you could see or notice. She won’t ask Mother in case she realises “the child” peeps and listens on the landing.

      Because he never thinks further than the incident in front of him, she asks Father, picking a time when he’s on his own.

      He’s delighted. ‘So you’re taking notice of our work, little one! Coping. That’s the curved or sloping course of a brick or stone wall,’ and he brings out photographs and pictures from his heavy books to show her. He talks about coping for some time. She’s sure Ma never had any coping so why did the Social want to see her coping?

      She isn’t miserable, except for missing Sissy. When she came here they never said she wouldn’t be seeing Sissy anymore.

      But she survives her changes: school, home, parents, name, by having a secret hiding place in her head. She goes there for prolonged periods and always when upset or in the wrong. The Parents say “we’re disappointed,” followed by this other, posh, name that she still can’t feel connected to. So in that secret place, it’s as though no-one’s speaking to her. Tara says she’s coping. Is this “coping”? It does feel like a wall between her and the parents.

      Her own name, old name, she’d always associated with threat. But now there are no threats she doesn’t seem to be that old name. And she can’t manage to be this new girl, the one of the strange name.

      The Parents call the name across the table, from upstairs or afar but when it doesn’t seem to register with her, they think she’s partially deaf. Grommets are fitted and tonsils removed. She sits at the front of the class now, which means she can’t copy anyone’s body movements anymore. That had been her salvation, copying what others did to keep out of trouble.

      Her new parents and all their many friends begin talking to her with earnest expressions and enlarged mouth movements. No-one yells, so she doesn’t have to be alert or respond rapidly, and soon enough, no-one expects her to. She becomes the quiet, unresponsive only child of successful professionals.

      
      The parents say it will be fun. They take her to the zoo or adventure zone or water park with their friends’ children, who use long words and talk about things she’s never heard of. She wanders round, copying the other children as best she can. She’s never sure what she’s meant to do, whereas they always seem to know, or do it anyway. If they’re bossy, she complies. Mostly they don’t want to play with her. They say she’s boring.

      It’s confusing. Is she her old self out on some amazing treat, or is she that little girl who belongs to the parents, a girl who has these treats all the time, who actually lives like this?

      Sometimes she’s tearful.

      ‘What is it? What's the matter, dear?’

      But she won’t say, or can’t. She doesn’t know. The parents decide she might be missing her sister because that shoebox comes out every evening in her bedroom. She fiercely protects it, builds a barrier of shoes around it on its special shelf.

      By mutual consent there’s been no ongoing contact with Ma. But the sister, a young girl, could do no harm. The parents query and Social Services support supervised sibling contact. This is to happen in a playroom at a Family Centre. The supervisor will collect and return the sister. They tell their daughter, wait for her excited response.

      She stares. It doesn’t seem believable. Will it really be her sister, or some big girl the parents know and will pretend is her new sister?

      The contact happens. Sis, real Sis! Seeing her is like magic. She stares at Sis with a face hot and her breath hard, like when she runs fast. The supervisor says they can have a hug. She holds Sissy tight in case she disappears but Sis stays still, then mutters, ‘Missed you.’

      She touches Sissy’s baggy cardigan, the edge of her dress. She remembers it. It’s still the same dress, the one Ma used to wear.

      Sissy’s staring at her. ‘You look real posh, now—’ she nearly says her old name. The supervisor grasps Sissy’s arm so Sissy has to stop right there while she’s reminded to use the new, strange, name. She says it then, but winks behind the Supervisor’s back. It makes it a game, Sissy saying the new name. She’s just acting, not real.

      The supervisor makes them a drink of watery orange. They say, ‘No thank you,’ to the Rich Tea biscuits. They play one game of Ludo. It doesn’t feel safe to say much and the room’s awkwardly quiet. The supervisor says there’s a lovely jigsaw with flowers and fairies. She spreads it on a table, puts in a few pieces herself then turns to her magazine. They sort it, but leave the jigsaw half done. It has many pieces missing. She feels like the jigsaw, pieces missing, half done.

      Sissy points to the plastic playhouse. ‘Let’s go in there.’ They creep inside and sit close together. Sis talks loudly about making pretend tea, cooking cakes.

      The supervisor looks in on them once, then goes back to her note- book and writes in it. It’s only a one-hour contact. Inside the plastic house, Sis whispers private things, even uses the old name, and smiles.

      She shivers when she hears the old name, the real name. She hates it, but still wants to hear Sis say it, sounding like before. ‘Say it, go on, say it.’ She holds onto Sissy’s cardigan sleeve. ‘You weren’t there when I went away for good.’

      ‘I know. I was at Auntie’s. When she brought me home, I was real sad you were gone but Ma said it was best for you. I did “respite” at Auntie Claire’s. It was nice. I met Uncle. He’s kind. We had dinner on warm plates and we sat at a shiny dining table.’

      ‘I do that now.’

      ‘Do you like it there?’

      She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t know. She wants to be with Sissy, but she doesn’t want to go back to Ma.

      They play cat’s cradle with the blue wool string from Sissy’s pocket.

      Too soon, the supervisor calls out that time’s up. They crawl out into the bright room. While she’s in the toilet, with the supervisor at the door, Sissy peeps at the notebook. Afterwards, Sissy whispers to her what it says, “Contact smooth and trouble-free. No concerns.”

      The social worker comes to collect her and talks to the supervisor briefly, then turns to them. ‘So, girls. Had a nice visit? Time to go.’

      She whispers in Sissy’s ear, ‘I want to stay with you.’

      ‘We can’t,’ Sis whispers back, ‘But I'll find you one day and then we’ll do things together.’

      The supervisor takes Sissy away.

      She cries, but the social worker says there’ll be another visit.

      
      The parents take her to a children’s party. She watches the others and holds a balloon. There are games, but she doesn’t join in.

      Mother invites friends with children. They sit on her bed with nothing much to say. They look at her books and admire her jigsaws and dolls’ house. They talk about their trampoline sessions, their ballet exams, their scholarships. Her eyes go big with the idea of having to undergo such events. They look out of her window, admire the boy over the road cleaning his racing bike. They ask what time they’ll be eating.

      She knows she’s a wash-out. She heard one of the visiting boys say so. She looks forward to her best days: the contact sessions, but it’s such a long wait. From the landing she hears Mother mutter to Father, ‘It’s the only time we see a spark of animation, when she knows she’s off to see that lump of a sister.’

      “Lump!” Now she knows the kind parents are really enemy.

      Sis can do things, she knows things. She brings bits of toys, she shows her some drawings. ‘Let’s draw in the playhouse. Come on.’ They crawl through the plastic flap painted like a front door. Inside, Sis talks loudly about colouring, while pointing to her ear.

      She whispers into it, asking Sissy where she lives.

      Sissy secretly shows her how to draw a map, traces unnamed roads with her finger. ‘Number 138 bus goes down our road. You get off by the great big church. It's called St Patrick's. She writes that in. Then go down here, her finger points to a road beside the church, ‘until you get to number 251. It’s a big house divided, not flats. All bells outside. Ours is the top one.’

      ‘I’m not allowed out by myself.'

      ‘One day you will be.’ Sissy folds the map and pushes into her hand. ‘Put it in your pocket. When you can, you come and see me.’

      After she gets home, the little map goes in
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