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For Pearl










‌The Clinic


It’s set up to look like a home, with sofas and a coffee table, but nobody’s fooled. I haven’t been here since she was a newborn. Stupid of me.


‘She’s a bit tired today,’ I say. ‘Busy day yesterday. We went to the park. She didn’t want to get up this morning.’


The clinician smiles briefly, a little wanly. Her assistant sets out cubes on a mat on the floor. At the touch of a keypad a mounted camera in the corner swivels towards us. Behind a glass screen another clinician watches.


Cara’s spotlessly dressed in her smartest clothes. I’m wearing my dumbest outfit, complete with slogan.


Dean clears his throat. ‘She might not be at her best,’ he says.


‘Put her down on the mat,’ says the clinician.


I put Cara down and she reaches immediately for the shapes. She looks at them. Starts to put them together, clumsily. She piles them up but they fall down.


‘This is normal,’ says the assistant. ‘By eighteen months she’ll be able to do it.’


‘Does she babble?’ says the clinician.


‘Babble?’ says Dean. ‘Oh yes – she talks.’


She sure as hell didn’t get her brains from him.


‘Talks?’


‘Gabber-gabber-gabber,’ says Dean. ‘Mum-mum-mum.’


The assistant smiles.


‘Is she walking yet?’ says the clinician.


I shake my head. ‘She crawls a lot more than this normally,’ I say, as the assistant holds out a toy to her, arm’s length away. ‘She’s a bit tired from yesterday is all.’


Cara crawls towards the toy. The clinician seems satisfied and touches the screen on her device. ‘We don’t record brain activity this time,’ she says. ‘Just run basic checks.’


She taps her keypad and a Perspex box to our right emits a high-frequency sound. Cara turns towards it and a puppet waves at her. She laughs. The clinician repeats the task several times, different frequencies and different directions. Then with no sound, just the puppets waving.


The assistant passes Cara a pen. Cara pincers her fingers. ‘Good.’ Into her device she says: ‘T33. NA.’


‘We’ll see you again at fifteen months,’ says the clinician. She consults her screen. ‘Which will be some time in June.’


Cara stares at my T-shirt and starts to form a shape with her mouth. I scrunch up the shirt and zip up my jacket.


Back in the anteroom she’s weighed and measured, her stats plotted on a graph – reassuringly unexceptional for her age – and then we are free to go.


We walk home. From her buggy Cara says, ‘I liked the puppets.’ And then she falls asleep.


We take the path by the nature reserve. The daffodils are out.


‘We got away with it,’ says Dean. ‘For how much longer, though?’


At home, I put Cara to bed to sleep off the cough syrup.


Over dinner I say, ‘I wonder if we just don’t talk in front of her.’


‘We can’t keep her with us for ever,’ he says.


*


At Wednesday baby group she’s spotted. By one of the other mums, newish. Her child’s well dressed. New spring trousers already, rolled up at the cuff. Woollen waistcoat and brown leather boots, though he’s hardly walking. One of those.


Cara’s sitting in the toy kitchen, stirring some play food round and round in a pan.


‘She’s a clever little thing, isn’t she?’ Harsh-eyed.


I laugh. ‘Is she? Saves it all up for when we go out then.’


‘What you got there, Cara?’ says the woman.


‘Egg,’ says Cara.


The woman purses her mouth and says nothing more, eyes hard with satisfaction. Cara abandons her saucepan and crawls to the bookcase, clambering up it and pulling down picture books much too old for her. I read them to her to quieten her down but I know that the woman can see me, peering over from her place at the sand table.


After the session the manager catches me. She wants to make a film of me reading to Cara. She’s never seen a baby that likes books so much. I laugh uneasily.


‘Think about it,’ she says.


*


I stop taking her to the groups so regularly. I tell people she’s had a cold. I tell them we’re going to the park more often now that the weather’s better.


‘I hope she’ll be walking by summer,’ I say. ‘I can’t wait.’


And I get people to give me tips about trikes and trousers and surfaces to try her on. I go to the more active groups, leave the quieter ones alone. But a week or two later I lift Cara onto the top of a slide and she says, ‘One, two, three – go!’ quietly, but I look around and there’s the new woman, watching me.


‘Go!’ I say, and push Cara down the slide.


I look up again and she’s still looking. She holds my gaze for a moment and then slowly turns away.


At lunch that day, Cara counts out her beans onto her highchair, one to twenty.


‘If I eat one, it will be nineteen,’ she says.


‘That’s right,’ I say.


‘If I eat two, it will be eighteen.’


I don’t reply.


‘Mummy? It will be eighteen.’


‘Eat your beans,’ I say.


After lunch she wants me to read to her. I say no – no more books now, I’m tired. While I load the dishwasher she crawls to the pile and pulls one out, then sits on the floor and studies it, turning the pages delicately. She furrows her brow. I take it from her, gently, and switch on the TV.


*


I’d heard of this before, on the internet. Archived chats. Coded suggestions. Always accompanied by post deletions. And then posters who just stop posting. It doesn’t end well.


I start to overbuy, little by little, in my grocery order – small, cheap things that won’t be noticed by the software; things that are easy to pack and that don’t require cooking. Flat tins of sardines are the best, but I have to be careful – too many will raise a flag, so I get one extra every week – just enough to look like the baby’s eating more and likes tinned fish, I reckon. I vary the other items – one week hot dogs, another baked beans. In this way I collect twelve tins within six weeks.


We eat a bit less, and save what else we can. We run through everything in the store cupboard – anything we can’t take – and eat that instead. Pasta, rice, noodles, dried pulses, instead of valuable tins and vacuum packs.


I go to a shop in the next district and spend some of next month’s tokens there, filling my basket with party foods and a small birthday cake. I buy birthday candles too, and a birthday banner, and household candles, and a cigarette lighter. In another shop on the way home I buy another lighter.


At baby group, I sow the seeds. I give out that we’ll be staying with my sister for the summer, with a view to moving there. I tell them she’s got an allotment.


‘It won’t feed all of you, though,’ says the new woman, sharply.


‘Maybe not, but we’re going to learn how to work on it,’ I say, mildly. ‘My sister doesn’t have the energy to make the most of it, she’s not in good health. And we’ll pool our tokens. Anyway, it’s not definite – we’ll see how we get along over the summer and then think about it.’ I smile.


‘I didn’t know you had a sister,’ says one.


‘No… we haven’t seen much of each other in recent years. She’s not in good health.’


‘What about Dean’s job?’ says someone else.


I sigh. ‘That’s part of it really. We always worry about him being laid off, things never look good. He can pick up some work with my brother-in-law over the summer, and then his boss’ll take him back on afterwards if it doesn’t work out. We won’t need much money out there. They’ve got a generator.’


I wish I had a sister. With an allotment and a generator. Some safe place where Cara could be well, and we’d just be country bumpkins, not worthy of notice. The clinic appointment comes through, and I open it with a lurch.


Cara needs a pox jab. She’s not quite old enough for it, but we’ll have to be gone before she is. I could take her and tell them that we know someone who’s got it, but we might be caught out, and we can’t risk that. I could go to the walk-in centre in a panic and say I saw a boy with spots, and act a bit stupid when they ask for details, but it’s still a risk. But then we’ll come up on the records anyway when we miss the jab in half a year’s time.


I take the risk, at the walk-in centre, and they agree to do her. Cara knows what’s up. When she sees the needle she screams. ‘No, Mummy! Hurts!’ The nurse doesn’t bat an eyelid. I realize that she hasn’t looked at Cara’s date of birth.


*


On Dean’s day off I leave him with Cara and head out to pick up the last supplies. The camping shop is in the next district but one, in a row of specialist traders. I’ve passed it before but never had any call to go in. As I push the door, a bell ting-tings. Proper old school. A skinny old man comes out of the back of the shop, newspaper in hand, and nods ‘Morning’ to me before taking a seat on a stool behind the counter and settling back down to read. I take out my phone and scroll down my list, brushing through the racks of cagoules, examining elasticated inner cuffs and breathable linings. I look at map protectors and whistles and torches, and then at thermal underwear.


‘Looking for anything in particular?’ says the man, eyes still fixed on his newspaper.


‘I’ve got a list,’ I say, going over to him.


He looks at it, then up at me. ‘Where you going?’


‘Spending the summer at my sister’s in Suffolk.’


‘And you’ll need a tent there, will you?’


‘We might do some camping while we’re there. Explore the countryside.’


‘Might you. Nothing firmly planned then?’


‘I’ll see what the prices are.’ I shrug and move away. ‘We’ll need the clothes anyway, got nothing suitable.’


I wander over to the small bookshelf and run my hands idly over the spines. Birdwatching… wildlife… birdwatching… birdwatching for children… angling… geology. I pick up a second-hand paperback, Foraging, and flip through the pages, stopping to read. I sense him watching me and snap it shut. It puffs up a cloud of dust.


‘When I was younger a lot of people used to do it.’ He smiles and looks at me intently.


The bell ting-tings and a middle-aged man comes in, asking for waterproof trousers in a Large. He buys them and leaves.


The owner watches me for a while as I try out binoculars, then eases himself up off his stool and beckons me to follow, round the L of the shop, through an archway.


In the inner room recess, three mannequins dressed head to toe in waterproofs – a man, a woman, and a child a little older than Cara, her dark hair cut into a bob with a blunt fringe – crouch round a campfire, in attitudes of rigor mortis. The mother, skin a waxy yellow, eyes full and staring, whistle dangling from a lanyard round her neck, clutches the cup from a thermal flask. Three silver sleeping bags – one junior-sized – sit neatly rolled in the pop-up tent behind them. Kendal mint cake and firelighters litter the groundsheet. A square of tinfoil lines the portable grill.


I inspect the tent, shiny green nylon, just big enough for one person, or one person and a child. ‘I’ll take the lot,’ I say, turning to him.


‘Sizes?’ he says, going to his stockroom, and I tell him, giving Cara’s next size up.


He piles the bagged-up clothes and boxed-up boots and gear on the counter, then comes out from behind it with a packet in his open palm.


‘Sterilizing tablets, in case you can’t boil your water.’ He shows me and chucks them on the pile.


He pulls things off the shelves and out of drawers. ‘A flask – when you do boil water, put some in a flask. Then you have it even when your fire’s gone out.


‘Medical kit – essential.


‘Thick winter gloves – also good for picking nettles. You can eat nettles, you know. Yes – once you cook them they don’t sting. That’s where your flask of hot water comes in handy.’ His thin mouth stretches over his teeth in a smile. ‘They also make good tea, for when you’ve drunk all the real stuff.’


Has he been questioned before, I wonder, about branded goods on people found (alive?) in the woods, in caves? I’d love to ask him whether they were found alive. I wonder if he ever hears back from anyone. How he knows what works.


‘Do you sell anything else?’ I ask, looking at him directly. He looks away. And then goes to the door of his back room. I wonder if it’s an invitation to follow.


I make another circuit of the shop. I choose a large waterproof camper bag, maps, torches, penknives and binoculars. I pick up the Foraging book and Birdwatching for Children.


‘Oh, and I might take these,’ I say carelessly, dropping them onto the counter. Then I hand over the equivalent of three weeks’ pay.


As he packs up my purchases into the camper bag, he passes me a card. ‘Do come back,’ he says. ‘We do mail order too.’ And he smiles again, revealing a false crown.


*


At home I pack the dried foodstuffs into the camper bag – cheesy biscuits, packets of small cakes, raisins and chocolate – and all the tins. Candles. Cutlery. Vitamins. Toiletries. Jewellery. Cash. Nothing electronic. A few warm clothes, mostly things for Cara. Wellies in two child sizes. We’ll wear the rest. Dean collects up all his lighters from when he used to smoke, before the pollution got too bad. I used to tease him for being a hoarder. I stuff in a couple of print books for Cara. We eat the birthday cake.


Late at night, in the kitchen, with the washer on, I read about foraging, committing to memory the properties and seasons of fungi, berries, leaves, bulbs, roots, flowers, nuts and seeds. I make Dean learn about them too, in case we get split up. One day I’ll teach Cara, if we last that long.


I redraw the maps on paper, using code words for the names of places and marking in South as North. I make copies for both of us. We’ve got an old compass that belonged to Dean’s granddad. I don’t know how to use it but I’ll figure it out. I know how to use the sun.


It’s hard to leave all of Cara’s baby things, but if we hang on to the past we lose the future. Nothing to keep them for anyway: no chance of having another one now. I don’t want anyone else to have them, so I burn them in a metal waste bin on the balcony, one box at a time, one Sunday afternoon.


I tell our neighbours on both sides and down the walkway that we’ll be gone for the summer. Dean tells his boss that we might not be back.


We’re lucky the weather’s still cool when we leave in June. No one will comment on our anoraks. We dress as holidaymakers, in light hiking gear, Dean in shorts.


At our local shop I use some more of next month’s tokens for picnic food. Some of it will keep for another day – and the tokens are no good to us now. I tell the shopkeeper we’re away for the summer. He knows us. ‘Sister’s got an allotment!’ I say. And ‘Dean’s got a holiday job!’


The last thing I do is tell the clinic we’ll be on holiday when the check is due – gone for the whole summer. No, we don’t have time to reschedule: we’re leaving today. The receptionist huffs with frustration, especially when I say I don’t know exactly when we’ll be back.


‘She’s hitting all her milestones…’ I say.


‘That’s not the point!’ she snaps, and huffs a bit more as she types something. ‘Just call for an appointment as soon as you’re home,’ she says. ‘I’ll make a note to contact you in September, just in case.’


My heart gives a little leap.


I know that if they want to find us they will. I just have to hope that they don’t care enough. We’re nothing valuable to them – at least, they don’t know that we are.


*


When we get to the forest, we look for an area with good cover, not too far from a stream. We find a small place surrounded by bushes. We can stay here for a while, and maybe come back here too. Some of the bushes are evergreens, so they’ll shield us in the winter. I mark the place on our maps. We use branches and a picnic blanket, and cover them with ferns to build a bivouac. I set out bowls to catch rainwater. We take off our layers of clothes and pack them away, back in the waterproof bag. We make a light camp; we might need to move quickly.


We build our first fire, just for the practice: dry leaves and twigs, one match, one candle, smiling in the glow of it. We eat sardines and madeleines. I read Cara her book and brush her nine teeth. While she sleeps in the tent, I leave the camp and scrape the dirty nappies with leaves, then wash them in the stream. When I get back I curl against her. A fine rain patters on the bivouac, but in our sleeping bags we are warm, and it will only get warmer this summer. We should be hardened enough when October comes round.


In the morning I wash myself, upstream of the nappies. I find some field mushrooms on the banks, and cut them with my penknife: they smell fresh and mouldy, damp with dew or rain. I walk back jubilant, a longer way, so as not to make a path between our camp and the stream. Nettles grow everywhere. I’ll pick some later, to stew with the mushrooms.


As I cross a clearing, a huge auburn fox, the biggest I’ve seen, as big as a pig, pounds past me, a hare in its jaws. Another, younger fox chases it. I watch them hurtle through the wet trees, flashing tawny and white.


When I return to the camp, Cara is standing outside. She is barefoot. She fixes me with her eyes and takes two tiny steps on the forest floor, then a pause, then one more. I run to her and scoop her up, then show her the mushrooms, which she wants to eat immediately. I wipe them on a cloth, slice them and put them in the pan.


‘Dean, I’m going back for nettles,’ I shout, and I grab my winter gloves.


I wonder about the foxes, and the other things. Will we be their prey, when the weather turns, when the ice sets in?


I wonder about loneliness.


Maybe we’ll find some of the others? There must be others.










‌My Brother Is Back


He was woken one evening and told that he was going home.


They drove in silence – a slow, heavy, quiet car with tinted windows. He wore handcuffs tethered to leg shackles, but no goggles this time. The two agents held his upper arms on the way to the car, and sat in the back seat with him.


It was dark outside and the windows were dark. The car moved through the wide and low-lit streets of the town, the sidewalks empty and frosted, and he felt more than saw the movement as they turned the corners, soft headlamps lighting the way. It was like one of those games he played as a child, where the victim was blindfolded and turned around and around and around and led somewhere. And then they were on a motorway – a freeway – and they fell into a line with other cars.


He did not seriously believe they were taking him to the airport until they arrived at the bright lights and glass of the terminal entrance. But then they drove past the building and on, out onto the tarmac. They got out and the car disappeared, swinging silently round and moving off.


There were steps leading up to a hole in the jetbridge, and he shuffled up these, escorted by the agents and security, the pilots and cabin crew watching. A lipstick-smiling blonde greeted him at the threshold: ‘Hello, how are you, welcome aboard.’


Once on the plane, his restraints were removed. The trapdoor was closed and the steps wheeled away. A few minutes later, the other passengers boarded.


The first ones he saw were an Uncle and Auntie type, grey beard, hijab and saree. It seemed a good omen. The woman glanced at him across the empty cabin, and briefly smiled.


When they left the East Coast behind, he looked across the aisle to see glimpses of the land receding. He had once wanted to see the United States. But this was the last he would set eyes on them now.


The agents spoke to each other occasionally on the flight. One read a book – some light fiction by an American author. The other did nothing except stare ahead with eyes open, except when wanting to eat or drink or use the toilet, and then the novel-reader would put down his book and pay attention.


The American stewardess looked at him and at the men on either side as she handed him down his halal meal. It was better than prison food.


He watched the progress of the plane. He had once appreciated the limbo of airports and journeys; after eight years, though, limbo was losing its appeal. He would have liked to have watched a film, but he did not want to with the agents watching him. When he needed the toilet, one of them accompanied him and waited outside the door. He went several times, for the chance to walk through the plane, and to look at his face in the unbreakable mirror. Some of the passengers glanced up as the bearded Asian and the tall white man passed by, repeatedly, always in tandem. Back in his seat, he looked across to the windows to see the sky. At one point the Auntie went past and seemed about to speak to him, a smile playing on her lips, but changed her mind. After a few hours of it he fell asleep.


*


Now at Heathrow, the agents take him through security and immigration, flashing their badges.


And then they leave him. Once they’re through passport control they stop, and the novel-reading one holds out his passport and says, looking over the top of his head rather than at his face, ‘OK. You’re free to go.’ And then they leave.


Trolleys and suitcases wheel past him on the polished floor, which bounces light. He holds his passport.


Airport security is everywhere. The eyes of uniformed men run over him and rest on him. He has no money but he dare not beg for change.


He wonders if they know who he is, if they’ve been alerted, and then decides that they don’t – they are suspicious of him anyway. And he is not big news any more.


‘Ringing for you now.’ The reverse-charge call goes through to his parents’ house.


He senses the presence of the operator on the line. Calls to his brother and parents from prison, always with a rasping, rushing sound in the background, and a clicking occasionally.


‘There’s no answer from that number, caller.’


‘I’d like to try another one.’


He gives his brother’s flat, and then his parents’ shop: the only landlines he has dialled in eight years. There is no answer from these either. Putting a call through to a mobile is not allowed. He guesses at the number of an aunt.


Uncle Greybeard and Auntie Hijab emerge from passport control. He considers approaching them, but decides not to risk it. The Auntie smiled so nicely at him before; he’d prefer not to see the shutters slam down.


‘There’s no dial tone, sir. Are you sure you have the correct number?’ Slightly testily.


What does it matter to you? he thinks. Are you on commission? But there is nothing else he can dredge up and so he rings off and hangs up the phone.


Outside the airport he finds the taxi rank. His tracksuit top is tight around his shoulders now, and somewhat too thin. From across the concourse he suddenly sees the agents, watching him in plain view from behind the glass of the terminal.


When he reaches the front of the queue, the driver’s eyes flick up and down over him, taking in his lack of luggage but saying nothing.


He gives his parents’ address in the suburbs to the south and east of Heathrow.


‘Seventy quid alright?’ says the driver, after a pause.


It sounds too much but he is not in a strong bargaining position. He looks across at the agents and around at the queue massed behind him.


‘Alright,’ he says.


He gets in the back. He closes his eyes and shields his forehead with a hand, to indicate he does not wish to be disturbed. The driver drives.


After a safe distance he removes his hand from his eyes and looks around, still careful to give no encouragement to conversation.


He wonders if he is being followed. A blue Toyota tails them for some time, leaving the motorway with them at Junction 10, then to his relief takes the exit for Cobham. But there would not be just one car, unless the objective was simply to spook him rather than track him effectively. The driver of a white Lexus now seems to be taking an unhealthy interest in the cab.


He laughs out loud at his initial thought back in the airport, that they really had been letting him go. That he was free.


He catches the cabbie’s eye in the mirror, but they do not speak. How green it is here, even with the trees bare, even on the edge of the city. Fields and parkland. So much grass.


They pass Morden Hall and he sees the mosque. From here he could easily walk it. He looks out at the road on either side, at the changes in buildings and signage.


At Eastfields the cab leaves the main road and cuts through side streets. They seem to have shaken off the Lexus.


They approach his parents’ road and he directs the cabbie to the house. There is no car in the driveway.


‘My parents will pay the fare,’ he says. ‘Wait here.’ And he gets out before the cabbie can respond.


Gravel crunches under his feet. There are new rose bushes in the front garden, a few dried petals clinging on, and heavy planters bearing evergreen shrubs on either side of the front door.


He rings the bell. He can make out a light further down the hallway. He rings again, then looks back at the cabbie, whose face registers mild annoyance. No sign of them in the front room, though he notes that they have a new television and curtains.


He rings once more then walks back to the cab.


‘I’m sorry, they must be at their shop. It’s only a few streets away.’


As the cab turns into the road he can see that the shop is shut. He gets out anyway and tries the door handle, peers through the glass, playing for time. He presses the buzzer once, twice, holding down his finger.


There’s no answer. The driver is watching him from the cab. He is trying to think of other local addresses when the tenant in the flat above the shop throws up the dirty sash and leans out into the street, filling the frame of the window. He is wearing white Panjabi pajama.
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