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For Hilda

and for all the girls who made the thing that
drilled the hole that held the spring …


I’d just come out onto the walkway to see if there was a signal from Clarice. From Apple Bough you can look straight across to Cherry Tree, so that’s the arrangement. Twice a day: in the morning to see her curtains are open, which means she hasn’t passed over in the night, and then later on to see if her big plaster swan is on her window sill, which is her way of letting me know the helper has been and got her washed and dressed, otherwise she’d still be sitting there in her nightie come teatime. That’s how you have to carry on when you’re old.

I go in to see Clarice every day, after I’ve fetched her a few bits from the Wavy Line, and she gives me her list for the next day. Helpers aren’t supposed to do shopping, nor housework. It’s because of the cutbacks. Why they’re called helpers beats me.

Life’d be a lot easier if Clarice would get the phone put in, but she won’t because she’s worried about running up bills and finishing up in the workhouse. Somebody said to me that the social would probably pay some of it for her, with her being housebound, but I don’t know if it’s even worth asking. They’ll be the same kind of dimwits that put her on the fifth floor, with everybody talking Punjabi. She should get something paid for, by rights, because she’s not out causing wear and tear on the pavements, or tripping up on broken flagstones and claiming compensation. And she’s not used the street lighting in years. All that ought to count for something, but you can bet your sweet life there’d be something in the small print. Money in the bank, for one thing. If you’ve worked hard all your life and put a bit by, they won’t give you a brass farthing.

And yet I read in my paper how there’s all this money lying there unclaimed. Millions lying around because people don’t know they’re entitled. Not round here, though. Round here they could sign claim forms for England. So I came out onto the walkway, and there was Snake Eye in the corner, answering a call of nature. I said, ‘You idle hound. You only need to walk ten steps and you could do that in your mother’s toilet.’ He just gave me the finger. Bloody kids. Twenty-six and he’s still piddling in the passageways.

Anyway, I spotted that reverend with the bad teeth just coming out of Clarice’s, so I knew she was all right. He takes her a little magazine once a month and sits with her for half an hour. He knocked my door once trying to get me to go to some women’s thing, Tuesday afternoons. Bible stories and tea from an urn. I told him I’d never been a pew-kisser and he said, ‘That’s all right. You’re still very welcome.’ But I still wouldn’t have his magazine. He’s only Church of England, but give any of those padres an inch and they’ll take the full mile.

Young Clark was hanging about on the landing.

He said, ‘Hello, Mrs Gibbs. The lift’s not working again.’

I said, ‘Why aren’t you in school?’

‘Baker Day,’ he said.

No wonder they’re still having reading lessons when they’re sixteen. They are always out doing projects, hanging round the precinct with clipboards, or going on trips. And then they get these Baker Days, and they’re roaming round here, drinking Thunderbird and up to no good. Clark’s all right. Looks like a skinned rabbit, but he’s a kind-hearted boy. Always gives me a hand if I’ve got a heavy bag. But the rest of them; they’d knock your lights out as soon as look at you.

Clark said, ‘Mrs Rankin’s won a car.’ And there she was, down on the fifth with Clark’s nan, yoohooing me.

‘Birdie,’ she goes, ‘I’ve had a bit of luck. I definitely might have won a car.’ Always doing competitions, Olive. And scratch cards and bingo. She never wins anything. Clarice does crosswords, and one time she did win a fancy fountain pen, worth pounds, although why anybody would bother I don’t know, when you can get a biro in Kareem’s Kabin for ten pence and chuck it out when it’s finished. You don’t want valuables when you get to our time of life. You want a pair of knees that don’t hurt.

She said, ‘It’s just come – second post. All I have to do is order something from this catalogue and then my name goes up for the car. Course, I’d have to get someone to fetch it for me. I wouldn’t know which pedal is which. Brian’ll fetch it.’ Brian’s her lad. He lives in Wanstead Park with his lady friend, and he’s not worked in years. Did his back in, lifting boxes at the parcel depot, and he’s never worked since. They’ve all got bad backs round here. You’d think it was catching.

I said, ‘Have they got anything you want in the catalogue?’

‘I’ll find something,’ she said, and Blanche said, ‘I might have a look in it myself.’ Blanche is Clark’s nan. She’s had him since he was a little baby, so he’s never known any different.

Everybody tells a different story about Clark’s mum: she’s in Australia, last heard of with some big ugly biker; she’s in one of those hospitals with her hair cut short. As a matter of fact, I think she’s probably on the game somewhere. But Blanche never says a word. Clark thinks she’s in heaven. It’s his dad he’s always moithering about. He asked me once if I thought Snake Eye might be his dad.

I said, ‘I hope not, Superman. You deserve a lot better than that.’

He said, ‘Yeah. My real dad’ll be coming to get me, some day.’


Clarice wanted a tin of Tip-Top, a small white sliced and the Herald, because they were giving a free Spontex with every copy.

I said, ‘I see you had a visitor this morning.’

She said, ‘Three visitors, Birdie. Three in one day. Four if I count you, which I do. So aren’t I the lucky one?’

Apart from the reverend, she’d had Wilf Orme rapping her window, looking for me, and a Mr Swift from Aldersbrook Comprehensive offering to get her bedroom painted for her. Wilf must have just missed me. He knows my routine.

She said, ‘I told the man my bedroom doesn’t really need doing, but he said it’s for Community Awareness Week. He said it wouldn’t cost me anything. What do you think?’

I said, ‘What? Kids from Aldersbrook, out painting houses? I wouldn’t let them through the door.’

They want to get teaching them to add up, never mind about community awareness. They want to teach them how to spell. Clarice is too trusting.

I said, ‘They’ll be rifling through your drawers, looking for your bank book.’

She said, ‘Oh dear. Perhaps I’ll tell him no thank you. Let somebody else have my turn.’

Wilf was round the back of Almond Blossom picking up rubbish. Fag packets and beer cans and burger boxes. He said, ‘Look at this.’ He’d found two French letters and one of those disposable nappies. Every day he’s down there with his dustbin liner. He says, ‘You have to keep trying, Birdie. You can’t give in to it.’ He’s the same with his allotment. There’s dogs get onto it and kids trampling everything down, and he’s never done much good with carrots. They come out all top and no bottom. But he’s still down there in all weathers. And he brings me lettuces and sprouting broc and beetroot, and nine times out of ten it goes in the bin, because I can’t be bothered with all that any more. Not since I got my microwave. If I could have had the pill and my microwave in 1946 I’d have been a very happy woman.

I walked back with him as far as Orange Grove, but I didn’t go in. He’s been after me for years to hand in my rent book and get hitched, but it doesn’t appeal to me. Sitting there, night after night, him leafing through his gardening books and me having to keep the sound down on the telly. And he never plays records. All he listens to is gardening talks on the wireless. If he wasn’t so quiet I might have considered it, because he has kept himself nice. It’s seventeen years since he lost his Evelyn, but he’s always put his best foot forward. Always wears a tie, even on the allotment. And he’s handy; he makes cakes and Christmas puddings. You do miss a body to warm your feet on, but you get used to it, and I’m up till all hours with Glenn Miller. Besides, what would we do with two sideboards?

Those girls were loafing around outside his tower. Great ugly lumps in their big, black puffed-up jackets and their great clodhopping feet. People used to have to wear boots like that if they’d had polio, and you felt sorry for them.

Wilf said, ‘Hello, Gemma. You want to cut out those cigarettes. They’ll stunt your growth.’

If only. I don’t know how he remembers which one’s which. They all look the same to me: Gemma, Shannon, Jodie, Nikki, Tamsin. There’s hardly a one of them got a normal name. There was a Samantha as well, always tagged along with them, but she’s got a little brown baby now, so she hangs about with a different crowd. Still puffing on her fags, though. Still effing and jeffing and wearing her polio shoes.

He said, ‘I suppose I can’t tempt you to a nice pot of tea and a custard tart?’, but I’m not a big teadrinker these days, and I wanted to get back. It looked as though Raelene was getting some bad news over the phone at the end of the last episode, just as all the names and the music started rolling, and I wanted to see if it was a death or just a coma. They haven’t had a coma for a long while.

I like to shut my door, get my shoes off and have a glass of stout with my choccie bar. Then I’m ready for my programmes. There are plenty of good things about being a poor old soul and living all on your ownsome. You don’t have to peel spuds for anybody’s tea, or ask them if they mind you changing channels. If I want a bit of company there’s always Olive or Blanche, although lately they’re bingo crazy. Three nights a week they go, four sometimes, if there’s a cash rollover or a prize they’re after, like a Christmas hamper. I’d sooner watch paint dry.

A nice little dance hall is what I’d like to go to. The Imperial used to be my favourite, but the Sikhs have got it now for a temple, and anyway, you can’t get the men. Herbie Ford used to be a lovely mover, but his wife’s an invalid. Fine-looking girl she was, with red curly hair, and now they’ve had to have a hoist put in and everything, so I don’t suppose he’s ever going to feel like dancing again.

I had a Pot Mash and another stout, and I was just settling down to watch University Challenge when there was a right racket started outside, banging and screaming and shouting. I tried to see from the kitchen window, because you have to be careful, going outside at night. You never know what you’re going to find. I thought it might be one of Patti’s husbands come back, full of ale and looking for money, but the noise was coming from Dawn and Snake Eye’s side. And that really could mean trouble.
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‘A joy to read. It's funny and passionate and
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