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For

Sheila Doyle and Arthur O’Loughlin,

with love




Names and details have been changed
throughout this book to disguise and protect
the identity of certain individuals.





‘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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1

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 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 inside. I will find out about them when I am seventeen.

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.

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. A crack will start under my feet, small at first, but I will know that the end has come.

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.’

Three times every week I am reminded that the world will end and I will die. 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. We each have a Bible and our Awake! or The Watchtower magazine.

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. 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. She 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.

I sit and fidget and cough and turn the pages of the Bible to and fro, to and fro, until I am stretched to the edge of my patience. 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.

I live with the dread that one day when my young muscles rebel, can take no more stillness, I will stand and strip naked and burst out of my skin.

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