
Dad wouldn’t come to the house. He would park by Savory’s and wait
there. It would be better if Gordon and Annie walked up to meet him.

‘Your mother,’ he reminded Annie when he rang to arrange. It was
because of Mum that he couldn’t pick them up.

Mum had been angry when Annie had told her. ‘You will wait for him
here,’ she had declared. She’d been angry all that evening and the rest of
the weekend. By Monday morning she had calmed down and had seemed
normal all week, though she hadn’t mentioned it once and that wasn’t like
her. Then the night before, she got all sad and came upstairs to help Annie
pack. It was the first time she and Gordon had stayed overnight with Dad.
He hadn’t had room for them before. This was his new flat, he’d got it
specially so he’d have space for them. Mum folded Annie’s clothes
carefully so they wouldn’t crease, even her knickers. 

‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ she said, patting down her nightie.
She’d miss their Saturday night in front of the telly with a takeaway

from the chippy. Annie’s fish cakes, Mum’s scampi. Mum would have
beans on toast instead.

But in the morning, Mum didn’t come up for her. She shouted from the
bottom of the stairs for Annie to get up.

‘You’ll miss your appointment with your father.’
Normally she knocked on Annie’s door and then came in, right up to

her bed to wake her up.  Annie didn’t need her there of course, she could
get up on her own. It was a habit they’d got into, what they’d always done.

Another thing was different. When Annie got downstairs, bumping her
bag behind her, Mum was already dressed. Mum was never dressed before
breakfast. She was wearing work clothes, even though it was Saturday. A
skirt with a split up the back and a green jacket with shoulder pads and a
pinched-in waist and lots of buttons.

Gordon gave Annie a look when she came into the kitchen. A don’t-
say-anything look. Mum had her back to them, she had the bread under
the grill. It was burning. Someone had to speak.

‘Mum, the toast,’ said Gordon.
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And that was all it took.
‘Here,’ she yelled, throwing toast at them both, ‘take it with you, I’m

sure you can’t wait to leave.’
Annie picked up some pieces of toast from the back door mat.
‘Better still,’ Mum yanked the bin out of the cupboard under the sink,

‘throw them away.’ She rattled the bin under their faces. ‘Go on, throw
them away. Get your father to feed you, that’s what you want isn’t it? I’m
sure he’ll do it brilliantly.’ She thrust the bin at them so that it fell against
their legs and the insides came out. 

There were tea bags and dried up spaghetti and empty dog-food tins all
over the floor. It was nearly 10 o’clock already. That was when they were
supposed to meet Dad. 

‘You get your coat,’ said Gordon, ‘I’ll clear up.’
He got the dustpan and brush out. Annie went for her coat and shoes.

She could hear Mum crying in the bathroom.
‘We have to go,’ said Gordon, following her into the hall.
‘What about Mum?’
Gordon called out, ‘we’re off now, see you later,’ as if they were leaving

for school.
Annie looked up the stairs. She wanted to go up, she wanted a proper

goodbye, but she didn’t want Dad to have to wait. He hated having to
wait.

‘Bye Mum,’ she called, her voice didn’t seem loud enough.
Mum came to the top of the stairs and looked down at them. She wasn’t

crying.
‘If you go now, don’t come back,’ she said it slowly, not shouting.
‘Just ignore her,’ Gordon whispered, ‘she doesn’t mean it.’
They had to go, leaving it like that. Mum stayed at the top of the stairs.

Annie knew she was watching them.

Dad was already there. He was standing with his back to them, hands in
his pockets rattling his change, looking up the High Street. Gordon called
out to him as they got closer. He turned round and opened his arms for
Annie to run into. Gordon was too old for that kind of thing. It was hard
to run when she was carrying her bag and it seemed to take ages to get to
him. Dad hugged her and lifted her feet off the ground. She was still
holding onto her bag. It got in Annie’s way when she tried to stand upright
again.

Everything alright?’ asked Dad, looking at Gordon.
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‘Mum’s in a huff,’ said Gordon.
‘Oh dear,’ said Dad in a way that sounded like he wasn’t surprised.

‘That’s your mother for you.’
He opened the car door for Annie, then went round to the front.
‘Cheer up,’ he said, looking at her through his driver mirror, ‘you’re

with me now.’
Annie tried to smile. She wanted to say that Mum wouldn’t have been

in a huff if it hadn’t been for him. But she couldn’t say it, hurt him more
than he’d already been. He’d cried when he lost the custody battle. Mum
had seen it. She said it was the only time she’d ever seen him cry. She’d
given him joint custody then, because she felt sorry for him. Not that it
meant much, just that he had a right to see them, with the law on his side.
And he could pick them up wherever he said.

Dad’s flat was in St Andrew’s Road, not far from the university. It was
number 1, so it was on the corner. Lots of buses went past and there was
a bus stop practically on the doorstep. He could hop on the 35, 46 or
71 and be in the city centre in 10 minutes he said. Right in the heart of
things.

The flat was in the basement. Dad said the ones further up the building
were too expensive. He was only renting, but still, it was a lot of money,
especially with the extra bedroom for them to stay. A bed-sit, if it had been
just him, would have been much cheaper.

The main door was for all the flats. As they went in someone was going
up the stairs. A man with jeans on and only a vest on top. They couldn’t
see his face. In the hall there was a huge cupboard. Letters were piled on
top. Dad checked to see if there were any for him. He showed them the
inside of the cupboard, it was full of envelopes.

‘For all the people that used to live here,’ said Dad, ‘they move out and
don’t come back for their mail. Nobody knows where they’ve gone.’

Annie wanted to sort them into piles, in case they came back. What if
there was an urgent message? But she wanted to get into Dad’s flat too, in
case anyone else came down stairs, or through the front door and caught
them standing in the hallway.

They had to go down some dark stairs to get to Dad’s front door.
‘The flat’s a bit damp,’ Dad warned, ‘no one’s lived here for a while.’
Annie wondered where the last person had gone. Maybe, if they’d

moved out years ago that was all their mail upstairs.
The damp smell was worst in the hall. It had orange walls.
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The living room had windows looking out onto a small courtyard and
a wall. It had a sofa and the green velvet chair that was Dad’s, that he’d
always sat in at home. Mum had let him have it. There was no TV. Dad
wasn’t going to get one.

‘I’m not sharing with Annie, said Gordon as soon as Dad showed them
the spare room. 

‘It’s alright,’ said Dad, pulling Annie into him, ‘she can come in with
me.’

He took Annie back across the hall to his room.
‘Teenage boys,’ he said, ‘smelly creatures, you wouldn’t want to share

with him anyway. And I promise not to snore.’
Dad had bought a brand-new double bed in the sales. He’d got a king

size for the price of an ordinary double.
‘Plenty of room for the two of us,’ he told Annie.
The pavement came halfway down the window, with a grille to let in

light. Sometimes feet walked over it and made it clang. 

Dad took them to the Observatory, so they could see the city.
‘It’s your city now,’ he told them, ‘your home too.’
If Dad wanted it to be their city, maybe that meant he was staying.

Annie checked to see if Gordon was going to say something sarcastic, but
he was looking pleased. Almost smiling, even. He hated Ashbury now, he
was always going on about how provincial it was. Bourgeois, he said. It
was his new word. There weren’t any communists in Ashbury. And all the
pubs knew he wasn’t 18 yet.

There were 93 steps to climb up to get to the top of the Observatory.
They were shut into a dark room with other people. In the middle was a
huge white saucer. You could see roofs and roads, houses and moving
blobs. Dad said they were cars. The fuzzy shapes were trees. They tried to
work out where Dad’s flat was, but the picture was too hazy. The clouds
stopped it working properly.

When they got down Dad said they could walk across the suspension
bridge, stand in the middle to look down the river. It was cold and windy in
the middle but at least they could see more of the city from there. Dad was
pleased because it was only 2p each. The tide was out and there was hardly
any water in the river, just smooth brown mud creeping up the banks. 

Annie wanted to phone Mum when they got back to the flat. She’d left it
so late already. Mum would want to know she was safe and sound. But

4

Kate Hendry

HENDRY, KATE  9/10/09  14:30  Page 4



Dad didn’t have a phone, he wanted to save on his bills. There was a pay
phone in the hall. Annie didn’t want to go up there, to the hall, on her own.
She couldn’t disappear up there, without saying to Dad. She didn’t want to
ask, to bring the subject of Mum up.  Maybe she could get Gordon to phone.

‘What for?’ he said, ‘we’ll be home tomorrow. And she’ll just shout
anyway. No thanks.’

Annie didn’t want to get shouted at either, but it would be worse if they
didn’t.

‘I haven’t got any coins,’ said Annie, ‘only a five-pound note.’
Gordon shrugged. They were in the living room while Dad was in the

kitchen making the tea. Gordon was bored without the TV, he had nothing
to do.

‘She might not be so angry tomorrow if we phone tonight,’ said Annie.
‘Ask Dad for some money then,’ he knew Annie was right.
‘You,’ Annie hated him. He always made things so hard.
‘You’re such a wimp,’ said Gordon, pulling himself out of the sofa.
He came back with Dad.
‘You should have reminded me,’ said Dad, drying his hands on a tea

towel. He had a jar of 10ps. ‘I’ll come up with you.’
Annie looked at Gordon. He’d flung himself back into the armchair

again. He was useless.
Dad read the notice board for tenants while Annie dialled the number.

He had his back to her and his hands in his pockets. Tina answered the
phone with her usual cheery hello.

‘Hi babes,’ she said when she realised it was Annie. ‘Having a lovely
time? I’m so jealous – a weekend in the city. We’re missing you.’

Annie asked for Mum but Tina told her she was out. She didn’t know
when she’d be back; she’d slipped out without Tina knowing.

‘The house is so quiet,’ said Tina, ‘hurry home babes.’
‘Everything alright?’ asked Dad when Annie put the phone down.
‘She wasn’t in,’ said Annie. 
Mum hadn’t told him about the lodgers. It was none of his business,

she said. Annie couldn’t tell Dad about them, in case he let on he knew to
Mum and then Mum would be cross with Annie. And anyway, how could
she tell him about all the new people? The ones Annie had got to know
since Dad had left.

Dad put his hands up.
‘Nothing to do with me anymore,’ he said, like he thought Annie was

lying, that Mum was in really. 
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‘You don’t have to tell me anything,’ he said, ‘I won’t interfere.’
That meant the lodgers were her other life. Mum and the lodgers, they

were one life and this was the other.

Annie went to bed before Dad. The duvet was thick and heavy and the
sheet felt rough. Dad didn’t do ironing.

The streetlight outside the bedroom window was on and its orange light
glowed behind the curtains. Annie hadn’t noticed the curtains when they
were open, only that they were long and had some sort of old-fashioned
leaf pattern. Now, with the orange light behind, she could see the faces.
Old men with wild hair and open mouths, the hair shooting upwards, the
gaping mouths calling out. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, it
was like they were behind glass, trying to make themselves heard.

Annie still wasn’t asleep when Dad crept in. She could hear him taking
his clothes off, the rattle of change in his pocket as he dropped his trousers
onto the floor. She hadn’t seen his pyjamas left out. She tried to listen for
sounds of them going on but it was hard to tell the difference between the
sounds of clothes coming off and going on. She pretended to be asleep on
the edge of the bed so he would have enough room. He would be used to
having the bed to himself now. A double bed, all to himself. Like Mum
was used to having her double bed to herself. It was over a year now, since
they had slept in that bed together. Mum even said she liked the space, she
could stretch out. Annie hoped Dad didn’t want to stretch out, she didn’t
want his toes touching her leg accidentally in the night. It was a bigger
bed than Mum’s, Mum hadn’t got a new bed when Dad left.

Annie thought about Mum sleeping. It was hard to imagine, when
she’d been so angry; you couldn’t sleep if you were that angry. Maybe
Mum was sitting up in bed, smoking. If, eventually, she got so tired she
had to sleep, would she wake up angry? She’d have her first cigarette of
the day in bed and that would remind her, of how angry she’d been during
the last cigarette, the night before. About how angry she was with them,
Annie and Gordon, especially Annie because she’d walked away and left
her. She’d closed the door behind her without it making a sound, just a
small click, as if she could get away with it, leaving her, by doing it
quietly. They would be back that afternoon and she’d be waiting for them,
Annie and Gordon, especially Annie and she’d finish off what she’d been
saying. No one would close the door on her, walk away without expecting
to hear the end of it. Her words would be ready. She might even say them
quietly. If Annie wanted to shut the door quietly she could give her quiet.
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How it was being left alone, in the quiet house, everyone having walked
out. Even the lodger had gone out, the quietness had driven her out. She,
their mother, had been left waiting all weekend, like that’s all she was
good for, waiting, smoking herself to death, waiting for them to come
back. Dad was snoring on the other side of her and the faces in the curtains
were all trying to have their say. 

When Annie woke up, she was still lying on her left side, facing the
curtains. She’d been wanting to turn over all night. Dad was in the
kitchen; she could hear him doing the washing up from the night before.
She got dressed quickly and looked around the room. Besides the bed,
there was a chest of drawers and a wardrobe. Annie didn’t know where
Dad could have got them from. There was nothing from home. Mum
hadn’t given Dad any furniture. Besides the green velvet armchair. Or else
Dad hadn’t wanted any. That’s what Mum said; that he didn’t want to be
reminded of his old life, of her. Dad had had on a blue and white striped
night shirt; that was new. He used to wear pyjamas. His shoes looked the
same, though it was hard to tell, she’d never looked at his shoes properly
before. On top of the chest of drawers was a bottle of aftershave. Annie
sniffed it; it didn’t smell like Dad. She’d never seen aftershave in the
bathroom at home. There were photos too. A school one of Annie and
Gordon together – they had been forced to sit right next to each other for
it. Gordon had to put his arm round Annie. He’d squeezed really hard to
make sure she knew he didn’t mean it. Both of them were smiling.

The second photo was of the two of them with Dad. They were on
Disley Hill. It was a bit blurry. Mum had taken it. She wasn’t very good
at photos. Dad usually carried the camera. Mum hated him taking
photos. She always had to say something. Like how he was always too
busy recording life to live it. How had Dad got her to take this photo?
Maybe he’d promised her it would be the last one. Annie picked up the
photo to see if, close up, she could tell if any one was smiling. Their
faces were too far away. Mum had stood too far away when she was
taking the photo.

In the kitchen Dad had the cereal boxes lined up on the table. There was
Weetabix, Shredded Wheat and Frosties. They were for Gordon, the
Frosties; even though they were a baby’s cereal, he still ate them. That was
all he would eat. The Weetabix was for Annie, she knew. Dad didn’t know
she’d moved on. She and Mum both ate Special K now. She would have to
get used to Weetabix again, that would be what she had at Dad’s flat.
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Gordon and Dad weren’t talking. They were waiting for her. Gordon
pushed the box of Weetabix towards her. 

‘These are for you,’ he said. He knew she had Special K for breakfast.
He was waiting to see if she’d say anything.

‘Do you like Weetabix, Annie?’ he asked.
Annie tried to get him to shut up by ignoring him, by getting on with

taking two Weetabix out of the packet. She was trying to do it carefully.
She hated the crumbs. That was why she’d changed to Special K in the
first place, because of the way they fell apart.

‘Annie doesn’t eat Weetabix anymore,’ he said to Dad.
Dad was at the sink making up glasses of Ribena for them both. He was

making an effort, Annie could tell, to make things right for them. Gordon
wanted to spoil it. He wanted Annie to spoil it.

‘You should have said,’ Dad brought the glasses to the table, ‘what
would you like instead? I can get it next time.’

‘She has Special K,’ said Gordon, ‘like Mum.’
Annie had known, before he’d even said it, that he’d bring Mum into it.
Dad put Shredded Wheat into his bowl as if nothing had happened, as

if they should carry on with breakfast as normal.
‘Well isn’t this nice,’ he said looking from Gordon to Annie and back

again, ‘my family together.’

They left too early and got back to Ashbury twenty minutes before Mum
was expecting them. Dad said they’d have to wait, he didn’t want Mum
accusing him of something.

‘This is stupid,’ said Gordon, ‘I’m fed up with it.’ But he didn’t get out
of the car.

‘Don’t blame me,’ said Dad. And Gordon didn’t. Neither did Annie.
They knew Mum was at home waiting.

Dad wanted to get out of the car to stretch his legs. They all got out.
Annie went to look in the shop windows. There was a display of gloves
and hats and scarves, on faceless dummies. Gordon leant against the car
and Dad walked slowly up and down the same bit of pavement, swinging
his legs forward, making his stride long.

When it was time, Dad took them round the corner. They could see the
house from there. Annie tried to see if there was anyone standing at the
bay window, but they were still too far away. At least Mum wouldn’t have
spotted Dad. He gave Annie her bag.

‘Will you manage?’ he asked, ‘it’s not far.’
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He pulled them both into him.
‘You know I can’t come with you, don’t you?’
Annie’s face was pressed against his jacket, so she didn’t have to

answer.
She knew he was watching them as they walked down the street. When

they got to the front door she waved back at him, a signal that he could
go; he’d have to be gone before they could ring the doorbell.

Annie wanted to stand behind Gordon, but he wouldn’t let her. He was
going to be the one to ring the door bell so she had to stand by the door
knob, the place where Mum would appear, still angry, when she opened
the door. Gordon pressed the bell. He let it ring for too long. It sounded
impatient.

Mum was there before it had even finished. She was in her normal
clothes, her home clothes and her slippers. She was smiling and holding
out her arms to them both. Gordon let her put her arm round his neck and
pull the top of his head down to kiss his hair. He got past her and into the
house. That left Annie and Mum put both her arms round her.

‘Hello love,’ she said and her voice was quiet. Quiet like at bedtime,
when the day was over.

Annie put her arms round Mum’s waist. She couldn’t tell where Mum
was looking; if she was looking up the road after Dad. But then she felt
Mum holding her face; she was looking at her. She looked in Annie’s face,
with her thumb on Annie’s cheeks as if she was looking for tears to wipe
away.

‘You’re home now,’ she said, pulling the door shut behind them, ‘back
with me.’
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