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It was my fault. We were all sitting squashed up on the sofa on Friday night watching Coronation Street, the second episode of the evening. Well, none of us were actually watching. Pixie was squatting on the arm of the sofa rubbing tomato sauce round her mouth, telling us over and over again that she was wearing lipstick like Mummy. My littlest sister, Pixie, could win the world record for repetition. She’s three and talks all the time, though most of what she says is nonsense.

My other sister, Bliss, is six, but she hardly talks at all. She was lying on her back on the sofa twiddling her long pale hair and snuffling into her old teddy. She had her favourite fairy-tale book tucked beside her. Her twin brother Baxter was driving a matchbox up and down her legs, pretending it was a car, making silly whining racing noises.

I was flipping through the pages of one of Mum’s magazines, wondering what it would be like to be rich and famous and trying to choose which lady I wanted to be. It was hard taking them seriously because they all had bushy moustaches. Baxter had clearly been busy with his blue biro at some earlier stage.

Mum was the only one of us sitting up properly and watching the screen but I knew she wasn’t following all the Corrie people. She didn’t change position when the adverts came on. She just sat staring, her chin on her hand, her eyes big and blank.

‘Mum?’ I reached out and gave her a little poke. ‘Mum, are you OK?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You don’t look OK.’

‘Oh, shut up, Lily,’ Mum said wearily.

She was always acting tired now, since Paul died. She was too tired to get up in the mornings, too tired to go to bed at night. She was too tired to go to work and then when she lost her job in the canteen, she was too tired to get another one. She just stayed at home smoking and staring into space.

I made her go to the doctor because I was dead worried about her. He gave her tablets for depression. He said it was natural to grieve for a while when you’d lost your husband. I didn’t get that. Mum didn’t like Paul much when he was around. None of us liked him, not even Pixie, and he was her father. He’d either be yelling and slapping at us, even Mum, or he’d be zoned out on the sofa, looking stupid in his vest and pants and socks. We weren’t allowed to sit on our own sofa when Paul was around. Mum muttered that he was a waste of space and a big mistake. She said she’d always had lousy taste when it came to men. That’s what I couldn’t understand. Whenever she didn’t have a man she turned into Zombie Woman, acting like it was the end of the world.

I couldn’t bear to see her like that, especially looking so ordinary in her old baggy T-shirt and trackie bottoms. Mum could look fantastic when she wanted, better than any of the ladies in the magazines. When she got all dressed up to go out she could make my heart stop she looked so gorgeous. So that’s why I said it.

‘Mum, why don’t you go out?’

‘What?’

‘Go on, go down the Fox, see some of your old mates.’

The Fox and Hounds is the pub over the road from our estate. It’s got a garden so in summertime the kids and I used to hang out there with Mum and Paul – and before that with Mikey, Baxter and Bliss’s father. Mum says she used to take me there when it was just the two of us. She’d wheel me there in my buggy and I’d sit crunching crisps, happy as Larry. I was always an easy baby, Mum said. She didn’t half get a shock when she fell for Baxter and Bliss. And Pixie’s a nightmare, she won’t sit in her buggy for two minutes at a time. She arches her back and screams when you try to get her in it.

‘Don’t be daft, Lily. I can’t go down the Fox, not with you lot.’

‘I’m not being daft. I meant to go on your own. The kids will be all right. I’ll babysit.’

Mum looked at me, chewing one of her fingernails.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, of course.’

Mum went on chewing, her hair in her eyes. I could tell she was considering. She’d left me in charge of the kids heaps of times, when she had to go to the post office or the newsagent or the off-licence (though it was my job to run down to the chippy).

‘I shouldn’t leave you lot on your own in the evening,’ Mum said.

‘You used to, when you first started going out with Paul,’ I reminded her.

‘Yeah, but I shouldn’t have. And that was when you were all tucked up in bed and asleep.’

‘I’ll put the kids to bed. I do it half the time anyway.’

‘I know. You’re a good kid.’ Mum reached out past Baxter and Bliss and stroked my cheek with her finger. ‘I forget you are a little kid sometimes.’

‘I’m not little! I’m eleven. And I’m old for my age.’

‘Yeah, you act like a little old woman a lot of the time. I love you, Lily.’

‘I love you too, Mum. Go on, go and get dressed up. I’ll be fine.’

‘Well, maybe just for one drink, to cheer myself up a bit?’

‘Go on then.’

Mum smiled, looking just like Pixie when you buy her an ice cream, and rushed off to her bedroom. Pixie toddled after her. She loved watching when Mum dressed up.

‘So Mum’s going out then?’ said Baxter, driving his ‘car’ across my face.

‘Leave it out,’ I say, swotting at him. ‘And give me that matchbox – you know it’s dangerous to play with matches.’

‘I’m not playing with the matches. I’m playing with the box. So can we stay up, yeah? We’ll watch a DVD, right?’

‘Not a scary one,’ said Bliss, hunching up into a little ball.

‘Not a scary one,’ I promised, though that was going to be a challenge. Bliss can’t even watch Up without shaking. I think it’s the dogs. Her dad Mikey had an Alsatian, Rex. It wasn’t a truly scary dog like a Rottweiler or a pit bull but it could be a little savage at times, even when it was a puppy. It looked all cuddly and cute so Bliss treated it like one of her teddies and once tried to dress it up. Rexy got fed up and bit her. It was only a little nip but it made her hand bleed. She was always terrified of dogs after that.

‘You’re no fun, Bliss. I want to watch a really, really, really scary DVD,’ said Baxter. ‘Let’s watch a vampire film and then we can all turn into vampires and bite.’ He pretended to take a chunk out of Bliss’s neck. She screamed as if she was literally pouring blood.

‘What’s up?’ said Mum, putting her head round the door. She’d got one eye shadowed and outlined, but hadn’t done the other one yet, so she looked lop-sided. ‘They don’t want me to go, do they?’

‘They’re fine, Mum, they’re just being silly. Shut up, you two,’ I said, bashing at Baxter and Bliss with a cushion. ‘You want Mum to go out and have a lovely time, don’t you? Don’t you?’ I said, digging at them with my feet.

‘Yes, Lily,’ said Bliss, her hands round her neck, staunching her imaginary wound.

I dug Baxter, harder this time, and put my hand on his matchbox car.

‘Yes, go out, Mum,’ he said, snatching his car back.

‘Well then, I will,’ said Mum. ‘You can keep them in better order than I can, Lily. You’ll make a lovely little mum one day.’

No I won’t. I’m not ever going to be a mother. I’m not going to live with any man and have a load of kids yelling round me all the time. I can’t stick men, apart from Mr Abbott, my teacher. I wouldn’t mind marrying Mr Abbott but Mum says he’s not the marrying kind. If I can’t have Mr Abbott I won’t have anybody. I’ll make lots and lots of money and live in a lovely big house all by myself. No one will throw their toys on the floor or spill juice on the carpet or bash the television so it goes on the blink. My house will stay as pristine as a palace. It will get featured in all the magazines and little girls will cut out photos of it and stick them in their scrapbooks because my house will be so beautiful. I’ll design it myself. That’s how I’ll make all my money. I’ll be a famous interior designer with my own television programme.

I went to find some paper to draw on, deciding to make a start straight away. Baxter and Bliss wanted to draw too, but there was only one clean page left in the old drawing pad.

‘It’s my drawing pad,’ said Bliss, which was strictly true. It was one of her presents last Christmas, along with some fat wax crayons.

‘Yeah, and you can crayon on the cardboard back, that’s the best bit,’ I lied.

‘What about me?’ said Baxter, trying to snatch the drawing pad for himself.

‘I thought you liked drawing in magazines?’ I said. ‘Why don’t you give all the ladies beards as well as moustaches?’

So Baxter scribbled determinedly, giving every celebrity a bushy beard, adding a distressing amount of body hair while he was at it. Bliss crayoned a big pink cube with little wires sticking out, and then added four little wiry cubes. She said it was our family portrait but we had to take her word for it. I sat up cross-legged, resting my precious piece of paper lengthwise on a tray, and started designing my dream house. I drew it sliced open so I could show all the rooms inside. I didn’t just stick at living room and kitchen and bedrooms. I had a studio with a proper artist’s easel and a potter’s wheel, a music room with a piano and a drum kit, a library stuffed to the ceiling with books, a conservatory with butterflies flying about the flowers, and a swimming pool the entire length of the basement.

Pixie stayed watching Mum, which was wonderful. She was usually a royal pain when we drew. She hated it that she wasn’t old enough to draw properly herself so she’d snatch at our pens and crayons and then scribble rubbish all over our pages.

She came skipping in at last, going, ‘Look at Mum, look at Mum, isn’t she pretty?’

Mum looked lovely, her long hair piled up with the front bit crimped into little curls. She had matching Cleopatra eyes now and a big shiny scarlet mouth. She wore a tight pink top that showed a bit of her red bra and a little black skirt, black tights and her best red high heels. Pixie and Bliss and I love to shuffle along in Mum’s high heels, pretending we’re grown-up ladies out on the town.

‘You look totally knock-out, Mum,’ I said, and Baxter whooped in agreement.

‘You really think I look all right?’ Mum said anxiously. ‘I think I’ve got a bit baggy and saggy since Pixie was born.’

‘You have not. You look fantastic,’ I said.

Mum peered down critically at her chest.

‘I couldn’t half do with a boob job,’ she said. ‘There’s hardly anything there.’

‘Stick a couple of oranges on your chest, Mum,’ said Baxter, cackling with laughter.

‘You shut up, you cheeky little whatsit,’ said Mum.

She seemed so different now she’d put on her make-up and fancy clothes. I was pleased my suggestion had perked her up no end.

‘You go and have a great time, Mum,’ I said.

‘Well, I’m not even sure if any of the old crowd will be there. I’ll maybe just have a couple of drinks and come home. But even if I’m having a right laugh I promise I’ll be back home by midnight. Don’t want to turn into a pumpkin, do I?’

‘It was Cinderella’s coach that turned into a pumpkin,’ said Bliss.

Cinderella’s her favourite fairy tale. I had to read it to her every night from our big fairy-story book. She took it all very seriously.

Mum kissed Bliss on her pale cheek, gently pinched Baxter’s nose (he hates being kissed) and picked Pixie up and twirled her round and round till she squealed. Then Mum gave me a quick hug.

‘Thanks, babe,’ she said, and darted off in her high heels.

For a few seconds we were all silent after she’d slammed the front door. The flat seemed suddenly still. Then the Corrie theme started up and it sounded weirdly melancholy. Baxter leaped up and started running round the room, yelling at the top of his voice, pretending to be a police car, siren blaring.

‘Stop that row, Baxter,’ I said.

‘I’m going to catch you and arrest you and beat you up in my cells,’ said Baxter, driving himself straight at me.

‘No, I’m the boss of a really mean gang of criminals and I’m going to have you wiped out,’ I said. I grabbed hold of him and wrestled him to the floor. We were only mock-fighting but Bliss started begging us not to hurt each other.

‘Stop it, Baxter. OK, you win. March me off to the cells in handcuffs,’ I said, offering him my wrists. ‘It’s OK, Bliss, we’re just mucking about. Hey, where’s Pixie?’

She’d gone wandering off to Mum’s bedroom. I found her sitting in the middle of the bed rubbing lipstick all over her face.

‘Pixie! You are naughty,’ I said, though I had to struggle not to laugh because she looked so funny.

‘Not naughty! I want real lipstick like Mum,’ she said. ‘I want to be a pretty lady.’

‘Mum will be mad if she finds out – that’s her best lipstick. Here, what do you look like?’ I picked her up and stood her at the dressing table. Pixie laughed at her war-paint.

‘Come on, let’s wash it all off.’

‘No, no, I like it!’

‘Well, you’re going to have to wash it off before bedtime. It is your bedtime, Pixie. Come on.’

Pixie wasn’t going anywhere. She jumped up and started careering about the flat, waving her arms like windmills. I chased her round for ages.

‘I’m not tired yet, I’m not tired yet!’ she gabbled.

‘Look, I’m getting tired running after you. Maybe I’ll go to bed now,’ I said, and I threw myself down on Mum’s bed and lay still as stone, my eyes shut.

Pixie giggled uncertainly. She ran a few more steps and then stopped.

‘Lily?’ she said.

I didn’t move. I heard the little slurpy sound of her putting her thumb in her mouth. She snuffled and sucked for a minute. Then, ‘Lily!’

I sat up and grabbed her and pulled her onto the bed with me for a cuddle. She squealed and wriggled and thumped me with her little fists.

‘You frightened me, you meanie,’ she said.

‘Ah, I’m sorry, Pixie. I forgot you’re so little. Like a little, little baby. Here, let’s turn you into a real baby.’ I pulled Mum’s soft blanket off her bed and wrapped it around Pixie and picked her up in my arms.

‘There now,’ I said, carrying her into the living room. Baxter was sorting through our pile of DVDs, chucking the ones he didn’t fancy over his shoulder. Bliss had found my crumpled page of dream house and was carefully walking her fingers into every room.

‘Look at my new little baby, Baxter and Bliss. Isn’t she lovely?’ I said. ‘Say hello, little baby.’

‘Coo coo, coo coo, coo coo,’ said Pixie, trying hard to play the game and do baby talk.

‘What’s she saying? Poo poo?’ said Baxter, sniggering. ‘The baby’s done a big poo poo!’

‘I haven’t!’ said Pixie, struggling to get out of her blanket.

‘Poo poo!’ Baxter repeated maddeningly, holding his nose.

‘Stop teasing her, Baxter, it’s mean. And quit chucking those DVDs around. I’ll choose,’ I said, tucking Pixie up on the sofa beside Bliss. ‘There, you’ll look after my baby properly, won’t you, Bliss?’

‘Can she be my baby too?’ said Bliss. ‘Can I feed her?’

‘Want my bottle!’ said Pixie. She wasn’t playing now. She still had a real bottle at night. It didn’t have to be full of proper milk. It could be weak tea or Ribena, anything. She just liked lying on her back and sleepily sucking.

‘OK, OK, I’ll fetch you your bottle in just a second. We’re all going to watch... Peter Pan.’

‘That’s boring. It’s just for babies,’ said Baxter.

‘No, it isn’t. There are pirates in it, remember?’

‘The pirates are scary,’ said Bliss.

‘Not really – and remember, there’s little Tinker Bell in Peter Pan, you like fairies, and mermaids too, and you like Wendy’s house,’ I said.

I still liked all these things myself, babyish or not – and I especially loved the flying part. I would give anything to be able to soar straight up into the sky. I’ve dreamed about flying but I can’t do it properly even in my dreams. I just skim the surface of things and I have to move my arms and legs jerkily, as if I’m swimming. It’s not really flying properly, more mid-air gymnastics. I want to fly up and away, effortlessly, like a bird.

I suppose what I really need is a good pair of wings. When I was little I used to feel my back and wonder if my sharp shoulder blades might be wings just starting to grow. I still imagined them sometimes, great white feathers tucked up tight like a fan, neat against my back. I’d pretend I could spread them any time I wanted and fly away. Sometimes I wouldn’t walk straight home from school to our first-floor flat. I’d puff my way up all the steps to the top balcony and stand there clutching the rusty rail, peering out, pretending I could just let go and soar over the treetops of the huge park.

Peter Pan and Wendy and John and Michael flew without benefit of wings as far as I could remember. I wanted to check out their flying technique, so I was firm with Baxter and Bliss about my choice of DVD. Pixie was a pushover. She had inherited Bliss’s old Tinker Bell costume and loved wearing it. She ran off to get changed. It took quite a while as she wasn’t very good at dressing herself, usually ending up with a leg in a sleeve or arms through the neck hole. The costume was pretty sticky because she’d spilled juice all down it the last time she’d worn it, but she didn’t seem to care. I fixed her a fresh bottle to keep her quiet while she was watching, and I filled a big bowl with cornflakes.

‘This is our popcorn, like we’re really at the cinema,’ I said, switching the DVD on.

I settled myself in the middle of the sofa with Baxter in the corner on one side of me, where he couldn’t torment the girls. I let him hold the cornflake bowl to make him feel special. I settled Bliss and her teddy in the other corner and squeezed Pixie in beside her, cuddling her close. They all fidgeted and argued and spilled cornflakes for the first ten minutes but then they quietened down and watched properly. It was as if the sofa itself had spread little leathery wings and flown us straight to Neverland.

We didn’t budge until the cast list started rolling.

‘Again!’ Pixie begged. ‘Put it on again.’

‘Don’t be daft, it’s way past your bedtime.’ I looked at the clock. ‘Quick, it’s gone closing time at the Fox. Mum will be back in a minute and if she finds us all up she’ll be really mad. Come on, who can get into bed first?’

Pixie toddled off to her little cot all by herself. It was much too small for her now but she screamed if we tried to make her sleep on the mattress with us. She scrambled over the bars and snuggled up, falling asleep as soon as her head hit her pillow. She was still wearing her Tinker Bell costume, with lipstick scribble all over her face, but I couldn’t be bothered to wash and change her.

Baxter was much more of a challenge.

‘Come on, Baxter, get into bed!’

He squared up to me, hands on his hips.

‘Who’s telling me to get into bed? You can’t boss me around. You’re not my mum,’ he shouted.

He was only clowning around. I always tell him what to do, far more than Mum, but he just wanted to be difficult. I had to tip him over and pull his jeans off his waving legs and then stuff him inside his duvet. He immediately got up again, duvet pulled right over his head.

‘Baxter! Lie down!’

‘I’m not Baxter. I’m the Duvet Monster and I’m going to smother you,’ Baxter growled, staggering about the bedroom.

‘Don’t be the monster, I hate that,’ Bliss said.

She seemed the easiest of the lot. She got into her nightie and lay down on our mattress cuddled up – but long after Baxter was sound asleep she was still awake, snuffling into a teddy tummy. I reached out and put my arm round her.

‘Bliss? Go to sleep,’ I whispered.

‘I can’t. Not till Mum comes back.’

‘She’ll be back any minute,’ I said. I wasn’t sure where she could have got to. It was definitely past closing time at the Fox. She’d said she’d only have a couple of drinks. I hadn’t necessarily believed that – but she’d promised to be back before midnight.

I lay with my arm round Bliss, my legs twined round Baxter’s twitchy little feet, listening. I heard guys yelling and messing about down on the forecourt and then a series of thumps as they chucked beer cans about. They sounded like young lads. Mum wouldn’t be with them. Then I heard a couple having a screaming row and I tensed up, but the woman’s voice was too low and hoarse to be Mum’s. I listened to them swearing at each other and then the sound of a blow. Bliss tensed up.

‘Shh, it’s all right. They’ll go home now,’ I said.

‘Mum?’

‘She’ll be back soon. I bet she’s gone back to one of her friends’ flats for another drink. But don’t worry, she’ll be fine.’

‘Back by midnight?’ Bliss mumbled.

‘Yes, definitely,’ I said, though I was pretty sure it was gone midnight already.

When Bliss went to sleep at last I wriggled cautiously off the mattress and padded into the kitchen. I flicked the light on. The clock showed it was ten to one. I shivered, wrapping my arms round myself. She’d promised to be back by midnight.

A horrible series of images flickered in my head. I saw Mum screaming in a car, a man hurting her; Mum weeping and bleeding in a gutter; Mum lying horribly still, her eyes open, her face blank. I smacked my forehead, trying to make the images go away.

I poured myself a glass of water and sipped it slowly, but I’d started to shiver and the glass clinked uncomfortably against my teeth.

‘Come home, Mum,’ I whispered.

I sat down at the kitchen table and picked at the edge until my nail was sore. My feet were numb with cold so I got up and walked round and round the table. It was nearly summer – Mum had gone out without a jacket – yet I felt deathly cold. I wanted to go back to bed and warm myself up, but I didn’t want to wake Bliss or Baxter. I wished I wasn’t the oldest. I wanted to be the littlest, like Pixie, with people telling me what to do. That was the scary thing. I didn’t know what to do if Mum didn’t ever come back.

I smacked my head again, trying hard not to think it. I wondered if I should put on some clothes and go out looking for Mum – but if the kids woke up and I wasn’t there either, they’d be terrified. And I was terrified at the thought of setting out round the estate in the middle of the night. It wasn’t just the thought of all the drunks and smackheads and bad lads. It was the dark itself. The thought of starting out along the dark balcony and feeling my way down the pitch-black stairwell made me shiver even more.

I went into the living room and lay on the sofa, my head on Mum’s cushion. I could very faintly smell her musky perfume. I nuzzled into the cushion like Bliss with her teddy. The hard edges of the fairy-tale book were digging into my chest. I fingered the pages, thinking of all the weird people trapped inside: Cinderella with her pink and blue and white ball-gowns folded flat; Snow White crushed inside her glass coffin; the Three Bears flattened into floor rugs.

I remembered when I was little and there was just Mum and me. She read me those stories then, over and over. She showed me the label inside the front cover.

To Lily Green, First Prize for Reading, Writing and Spelling.

I couldn’t read myself then, let alone write or spell, but I knew the shape of an L, the dot of an i, the curly tail of a y.

‘It says Lily. That’s my name! Is it my book, Mum?’ I asked.

‘It was my nan’s book. I loved my nan, much more than my mum, your nan. She used to read me stories from this book when I went to visit her. This is her school prize, see. She was ever so bright, my nan. I named you after her, Lily, and you’re going to be ever so bright too.’

I wasn’t that bright. I couldn’t figure out how this Lily could be young enough to go to school and old enough to be a nan, but I liked the sound of her and I loved her story book. I wanted to go and visit her, but Mum shook her head sadly and said she was dead. And now my nan was dead too. She got ill just after the twins were born.

‘So we’re all on our ownio now,’ Mum said.

We must actually have a set of other nans, the mothers of our dads, but we’d never met them either. Mum was right, we were on our own... so what would we do if anything happened to Mum?

I was the oldest and bravest. What was I doing, weeping into Mum’s cushion? I turned it over, wiped my eyes with the hem of my nightie and burrowed down again. At some stage I must have gone to sleep.
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I woke with a start. I heard scuffling and then foot-steps creeping slowly towards me.

I leaped up, fist clenched.

‘Hey, hey, it’s me, babe. It’s only me!’

‘Oh Mum!’

I wound my arms round her and hugged her hard. She sat down on the sofa and I climbed onto her lap as if I was little like Pixie.

‘What you doing sleeping on the sofa, Lily? Did Baxter start kicking you?’

‘No, no, I just couldn’t sleep in with the kids. I was worried. Where were you? You said you’d come back before midnight.’

‘Hey, don’t go on at me! And shush, you’ll wake the others.’

‘What time is it?’

‘I don’t know. Five, maybe? Later – or earlier, whichever,’ Mum giggled.

‘Are you drunk, Mum?’ I couldn’t see her face properly in the dark, but her voice sounded softer than usual, and a little slurred.

‘Drunk with love,’ said Mum, and she giggled some more.

I slid off Mum’s lap.

‘Not again,’ I said.

‘Oh, come on, Lil, don’t be like that. Oh darling, I’m so happy. I can’t believe it. I just went down the Fox for one drink, like I said – and then I met the man of my dreams.’

‘In the Fox?’ I said.

The men who drank there were all from our estate, old guys with red faces and beer bellies, and young lads with tattoos who always seemed angry.

‘Not in the Fox, sweetheart. I went on clubbing afterwards, didn’t I?’

‘By yourself ?’

‘No, I met up with Jenny and Jan, they worked in the canteen too, remember? Well, they were having a girlie night out, cheering Jan up because her bloke’s just walked out on her. They said they were going on to Chancers and asked me to go along too. I didn’t really want to, truly. I haven’t been to Chancers for donkey’s years and it’s all really young kids there. I was all set to come home, I swear I was, but Jenny was very persuasive and I felt I couldn’t let them down under the circumstances, so I went. I so nearly didn’t – and then I’d never have met Gordon.’

‘Gordon?’ I tried the name out. ‘He sounds posh.’

‘Well, he is, kind of. He talks posh anyway, but he tried not to. He’s so sweet. And you should just see him, Lily. He’s drop-dead gorgeous, I swear he is.’

‘Like?’ I said, unimpressed. I didn’t know what my own dad looked like but the twins’ dad Mikey was this big fat ugly guy, and Pixie’s dad Paul was thin and pinched and weedy, yet Mum had thought them drop-dead gorgeous in their time.

‘He’s like a film star, truly. The moment I saw him my heart practically stopped. Think blond hair, blue eyes, tall, with a really washboard stomach, and so tanned. Well, he would be tanned, he lives in Spain.’

‘He’s Spanish?’

‘No, no, he’s just hanging out there for a bit, helping out in his uncle’s nightclub. He’s having a – what do they call it when posh kids muck around for a year before going off to uni?’

‘A gap year. Mum, he’s a kid. How old is he, eighteen?’

‘He’s nineteen, and he certainly doesn’t act like a kid, I promise you.’

‘Mum!’

‘There’s not that much age difference. Seven years. Anyway, I didn’t tell him how old I am.’

‘Did you tell him you’ve got four kids?’

‘Well, I didn’t want to overwhelm him with information, not straight away, like. I will tell him, obviously.’

‘So you’re seeing him again?’

‘You bet. Tonight. We’re going to the Palace up in town. He’s doing a recce of all the big clubs, because this uncle of his wants to expand his own clubs in Spain.’

‘So, is he coming here?’

‘No, do you think I’m mad? I don’t want him seeing this dump, it might put him right off. I’m meeting him up in town, OK?’

‘And you think he’ll actually turn up?’

‘Hey! What sort of remark is that! Yes, he’ll be there. We had the greatest time ever, Lily. I’m not going into details, but believe me – it was great. It was like all the love songs, all the romantic films. We just looked into each other’s eyes and it was like we were on a rollercoaster up to heaven.’

‘Oh Mum! You haven’t half got it bad,’ I said, yawning.

‘You wait till you grow up, Lily. You’ll know what it’s like then.’

‘I don’t ever want to grow up. I’ll be like that boy Peter Pan. I’ll stay young for ever, and I’ll fly – out of the window, up in the air, all the way to Neverland.’

‘What are you on about, you daft banana? Come on, let’s get you to bed. You come in with me, babe.’

So I went and cuddled up in Mum’s bed. It was so warm and soft and cosy just with Mum. Her sheets smelled of her perfume. There were no squirmy little bodies and sharp elbows and kicking feet. I stretched out luxuriously and fell fast asleep.

I didn’t wake up till eleven, and that was only because Pixie was bouncing on my head. I tried to slide her under the covers to have a cuddle but she was too fidgety – and I could hear Baxter thumping and yelling in the kitchen, sounding as if he was throwing saucepans about.

‘Kids!’ Mum mumbled, putting her head under the pillow.

She didn’t get up till lunchtime, and I worried that she might be in a bad mood. It sounded as if she’d been drinking an awful lot last
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