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From Seven to the Sea




1


Seven, thought Esther, I am going to be seven. It seemed to be a significant number, perhaps more important than any that had gone before.


On a beautiful summer’s morning, when the sun came bright, the events of the day about to unfold, unfold and render themselves crystalline, Esther turned seven. And what might never be debated was the certainty that this very particular day would carve itself deep as landmark; and, like a paper doll, Esther would part from the flimsy perforations at the edges, the tiny slithers of paper that had held her in place, and slip from the page with the breeze.


It was already proving to be an especially busy day. Lots of adults that were not usually there, dashing from room to room, and all of them dressed up. Was all of this for her birthday? She went to ask, but no one stopped, and she didn’t mind, somehow the bustle only added to the feeling of birthday bliss. Things were being gathered up in a rush of excitement, packed into suitcases and boxes, and carried out to cars and a huge old van. It wasn’t obvious how any of this related to her special day, but she didn’t give it too much thought. It would all become clear. So, when another adult hurtled past and missed her question yet again, she gave a cheerful shrug and smiled. There’d be presents later, and perhaps quite a lot. So many people; she skipped back up the stairs as it suddenly  occurred to her to make sure that she was ready, get out of pyjamas and put on a dress. But as soon as she had done this, struggling with the buttons, Mum and a cluster of other grown-up women barged into her room. They were in a terrible hurry, no one had dressed her! Esther pulled out the skirt of the dress she was in, and laughed, she already had on this one!


Esther hadn’t realised that her mum was re-marrying. No one had told her, or perhaps each thought someone else had told her. Still, when she found herself suddenly and efficiently undressed, then zipped and buttoned into another dress, a bridesmaid dress, it seemed quite clear. There was a wedding. Whose? Your mum’s. Your mother’s. She’s marrying that man. That one, that one over there...


He stood in the doorway. Esther vaguely recollected having seen him before. But more from the side, and from the back, as he walked away. Apparently, he had bought her a small doll some weeks before, though he had not spoken to the little girl, and had not actually given it to her himself. Didn’t she remember? The little doll with the bendy joints, brown skin, the yellow hair? Mum had passed it to her, and at the time it had not been at all clear who the doll was from. Was it then, from him? Truly?


Esther looked him over now, since opportunity presented itself. She felt awed by the idea of the wedding, and quietly excited. She had to stand very still as the women brushed and twirled her hair and added in things that scratched the scalp, small flower decorations she later discovered—they matched  the blue dress they’d put her in.—If Mum was to marry, then… well then, then she’d have a dad. Wow! …and, wow! She’d never known her own. ‘A dad’, she repeated silently to herself, ‘Father’, ‘my father…’ tumbling the syllables around her mouth. The idea suddenly a tiny seed and full of promise. This was her chance then, the chance to have one. Brilliant! And there was every possibility that it was going to be even more brilliant since the whole thing was all so new. Her thoughts ran on, each colliding with the one ahead, forcing out the ever more pleasing ‘father, daughter’ story. She felt warm, and she felt proud. And how proud he might be of her! If things went well. If she did things well. If she was good and kind. And polite and fun. She would show him her drawings – the really good ones. And she would listen carefully and learn from him.


As the women finished dressing her, the man spoke directly to her mother. He did this over the little girl’s head, quite as though she wasn’t there, quite as though no one else was there. He used her mother’s name in a somewhat exasperated tone, ‘Maud…’ he said, ‘Maud, we really have to get going.’


‘We’re almost ready,’ Maud replied. The women seemed intent on taking care of the socks, and buckles on sandals too, so with each of her hands resting on the shoulders of the crouched down women, Esther took advantage of the moment for a further stolen and prolonged perusal of the man. He was not very tall, and he didn’t have a nice face. His nose was small and plump, and round and red, but his eyes were quite a pretty blue. He didn’t have a mouth, just a line,  like a cut, with shorter, thinner lines travelling upwards towards his nose, scratches in a rock wall. And when the jaws parted, just inside the line, lay thick yellow teeth, dinosaur teeth, the kind you see in museums. He was old, Esther decided, or quite old, but that was alright, Mum was old, or fairly old – and this was discovered following claims of ‘twenty-one’ some three years running. In fact, Mum was fifty-five, the age of her school friends’ grandmas— Esther finally settled that the lower half of the man’s face wasn’t very nice at all. But it was good at least that he had pretty, blue eyes. They looked a bit smiley. 
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It was a long car ride to the ceremony. So many bumpy roads. The sun’s hotness burned through the windows as yet another corner was taken badly, the driver, the groom, attempting to cover it over with jocular remarks about it being very difficult to navigate such tricky mountain roads, always worse so close to sea, like a chicane! He laughed. Esther slid back and forth across the back seat. Shiny mock leather. It had a funny smell and was sticky and hot to the touch. The windows were all tight shut, and leaving it too long she couldn’t catch her breath for quite long enough to ask if perhaps they might be opened. Disorientated, and by now made somewhat anxious by the day’s surprise events, she found herself hiccupping, and this with greater and greater rapidity, until, in a final sudden spasm, and a humorous jerk of the wheel, she vomited down the special bridesmaid dress.


It was hot. It was humid. They couldn’t waste time pulling over, and there clearly wasn’t space to do so. Not safe at all. No designated spots for such things. There were tissues in the glovebox. Maud, by some feat of acrobatics, cleaned Esther up as best she could whilst leaning over the front seat and into the back. No, there wasn’t any water that the child could rinse her mouth with, and no, it still wasn’t possible to stop. If you stopped, it would be difficult and dangerous to pull out again onto the road, very poor visibility thereabouts; besides, and as had already been pointed out, it would make them late. 


The car stank. Esther stank, and hiccupped. After informing Esther that she should sit still and try to keep herself calm and quiet, the driver and front seat passenger made the remainder of the journey in silence. The little girl gripped the car seat with her hands under her knees as best she could, emitting only the occasional nervous burp which, after the first few, began to make her giggle. The man surveyed her in the rearview mirror. Esther looked down at her dangling feet. She needed a wee. 
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On arrival, it turned out that you couldn’t be a bridesmaid with sick all down your dress, and Esther was quickly bundled into a plainer summer dress that her mum had packed as spare—did she know that this might happen?— The man that Maud was marrying speculated that the spare dress was perhaps not smart enough to appear at the wedding ceremony itself, and it was perfectly possible that the child would vomit again. Esther was affronted by this, but didn’t let him see. Maud hurried away, anxious to greet some guests arriving early. Esther viewed her in the distance.


In place of the wedding ceremony, it was decided that Esther would be taken to the beach. And those offering to do this were a nice middle-aged couple, old friends of Maud’s from way back, Anne and Paul, generous guests, happy to help. They’d catch up with everyone later at the reception. The groom explained what a torment it was to have a child along on such an auspicious occasion. And on top of that, a child that puked like that. Hideous. Anne, at first unusually stuck for words, said that taking little Esther wasn’t a problem, and that they didn’t mind forgoing the ceremony, not in the least. I mean, not in the least! They’d been at Maud’s first wedding, and this second wedding, they felt, was something of an unnecessary add-on in their friend’s life; and it wasn’t as if they knew the man. This was their first time to meet him and they had taken it as remiss of Maud that this should be this  case. And she ought to be more cautious didn’t she, it wasn’t as though Esther’s father had hung around for long. Just a matter of months wasn’t it, in the end? Why marry at all? Why in such a hurry? Maud was hardly a pregnant teenager, and it wasn’t the bloody 1950’s for Christ’s sake. Paul coughed a fake cough, a signal for Anne to lower her voice.


The couple hadn’t had children and they liked little Esther a lot. They rarely got to see her since her mum had moved them so far up country some twelve months before. No, it would suit them well to take her out, and then meet up with the wedding party later. Anne held Esther’s hand tight. Had the groom anything else he wanted to add before they departed?


‘No, no!’ he offered in his jocular manner, ‘saving myself for the speeches!’


Well, that might be for the best… Paul patted Anne’s shoulder as they walked away. The groom was probably under a certain amount of stress. Stress? Well, a wedding can affect some people that way. Paul recalled having heard that somewhere. Though he was cautious enough to add that he might have got it wrong, since he didn’t recollect having felt that way himself.


The couple drove Esther out to the island nearby. They had a convertible and let the top down so that they could all enjoy the wind in their hair. They had done some research in advance, thinking to make the most of the time away and stay on a day or two. They would take Esther to the most wonderful beach on the far side of the island. They’d read that the  sand there was almost white. Esther pictured it, and hummed cheerfully to calm her excitement. Paul told her to give a yell if she felt poorly and they could easily stop, and Anne had some water and apple juice if she wanted any.


When they reached the island, it seemed it was even better than they expected, there were dunes! ‘Bloody great sand dunes!’ Paul yelled, ‘Fan-bloody-tast-ic! Ye-haa!’ Hide and seek, and tag ensued. And rolling down slopes, and sand sledging of sorts. Esther’s tummy lurched and grumbled a few times but she wasn’t sick again, and the stomach growl made Paul and Esther chuckle. He patted her shoulder and made sure she wasn’t simply being brave or polite. Then he burped to make her giggle. Anne shook her head but smiled, the right balance somehow. 




4


Happily sunned and freckled, Esther arrived back at the garden and the reception, refreshed and full of life with her newly adoptive Aunty Anne and Uncle Paul. She skipped along behind them, in through the large walled enclosure letting the tall, heavy wooden gate swing back hard behind her.


‘The gate!’ called the man, now legally her stepfather, eyeing her tiny frame from afar. The fresh new father, now red-faced from drinking, from sunshine, from yelling from the cut in his face that now made an angry ‘O’, was the man she was soon told by her mother, quietly, but firmly, that it would be best to call, Dad.


Esther glanced back at the huge gate. it had closed cleanly, and everyone seemed to be inside, no harm done. Nothing untoward. She skipped forwards after Anne and Paul, smiling bright, still full of the fun of their beach walks, the air, the sea, and wanting to bring this back, to let it lap gently over them, over them all, and make them all happy. Mum had just got married! There was a party. A garden party. And the garden was like the one in a story she knew, a secret garden, and it had high stone walls like a castle, and there were lawns and trees and shrubs, plenty of curious hiding places, and places that would make super-brilliant dens. She skipped about at hip height to the grown-ups. So many people. Old faces, and new ones. She wanted to tell them about her beach escapade with Anne and Paul, but people were getting drunk by now,  ‘sozzled’ as her grandmother would say, and it was hard to get their attention. Her grandmother wasn’t at the wedding, and neither was her grandad. That was a shame, she thought. And now they lived so far away. Well, Esther hoped she’d get to see them soon. Perhaps Mum would take her for a visit, and they could take photos of the wedding to show them. The wedding and her birthday.


Speeches came and popping corks, and later everyone had cake. A four-tier wedding cake. Esther scouted about. There was wedding cake, that was clear, white icing, layered up high, a misshapen plastic couple grimaced at the top; but no, and no, and no, not there either… there wasn’t a birthday cake. Or? Now what was that? No, just an over-sized and elaborate sort of pork pie, but perhaps there’d be one later, when they had some tea, or tomorrow. Mum wouldn’t have forgotten. Esther settled to admiring the tiny roses iced like a trailing pathway from tier to tier on Mum’s cake. Her wrist was tapped sharply as the man said she shouldn’t have cake in case it made her puke again. Then he turned away to admire a lady’s dress. Esther regarded him with disdain, taking squares of cheese and pineapple on sticks instead, and hovering a moment with one of the sticks close to his bottom. If he took one step back, he would be impaled. Just one tiny step. Her chest tightened and she withdrew the stick, suddenly uncomfortable at the thought.


The garden belonged to the man and the house belonged to the man. Esther and Mum were moving there to live. Moving from their home and into the man’s house. And she  would be allowed to play in the man’s garden if she kept off the flower beds and boarders and didn’t climb the trees, and made sure to treat the gate with due care. The last part of this was reiterated sharply.


Esther placed the cheese-and-pineapple stick collection in her pocket, taking a stray chunk of pineapple as she went. It was terribly hot all of a sudden, she thought to go inside and get a glass of water.


Entering the house, and unsure of where the kitchen might be, she quickly found herself in a room full of funny looking things. Masks, sticks, feathers, and huge huge shells. Gnarly and beautiful. Treasure of the sea. Smooth on the inside, cold to the touch. She held one to her ear, she knew this from her grandad, and with a whoosh came the sound of the sea. It rushed into her ear, a great wave! Again. Then coming to rest. She put the shell back carefully in its place. Walking further in her eyes ran along the smooth shiny backs of ebony carved elephants with ivory tusks. Lots of them, in different sizes. Arranged in order of height, big at the front, tiny elephant at the rear. And there were giraffes made of wood, a family of them too; and more masks, some carved, painted, embellished with straw and small white shells. Some of them were quite a size, high up on the wall, and most of them looked scary. She ran her hand over an ebony black elephant. It was cold and smooth and beautiful. So very beautiful. She smiled.


‘Stop that!’ Esther froze. ‘Right away… you stop that, right, right away!’ the man’s voice shot through her body from behind. ‘You shouldn’t be in here. And you’re not to start  touching things that aren’t yours.’ She had already pulled her hand away. She didn’t speak, nor did she turn to look at him. ‘Now, out of here!’ he ordered.


She left the room, she let herself breathe, then thought to leave the idea of water just for now and went outside again to skip.


The man, it would transpire, had a long list of ‘rules’, a long list of ‘dislikes’… things that caused him ‘displeasure’ and on top of this, a list of ‘hates’, ‘a bloody long list’ as Paul might say. The hate list included: the Irish, the Scots, and people from Liverpool; anyone Asian, Oriental or Black, and anyone from the Middle East, especially those with beards, for they were terrorists, every last one of them. But more than any of these, he hated on sight, and would come to detest, Esther, just turned seven. 
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Esther went to sleep that night in her new bedroom. It seemed rather nice, all pale blue. A small window with a big tree outside. Heavy, dark blue curtains, framing. A nice bedside cupboard close by that she thought to hide small secret things inside. The bed itself was higher than her last bed, but that was alright. But after she’d lain awake awhile waiting for Mum to come and say good night, she began to notice the sounds the house made, wooden doors heavy on their hinges, the wind whistling thinly through old window frames, uneven floor boards creaking as though they were being stepped upon. ‘Mum?’ she called out softly, ‘Mum…’


But no one came. Esther watched the clock on the table by the window, and after a few more minutes passed, she slipped out of bed and trod quietly along a dark hallway to the room that Mum was in. At the door, she hovered, there were sounds. Rustling sounds, and odd sounds difficult to make sense of. She nudged the door very gently, the air smelt a wine sort of smell, a musty sort of smell, and the lights weren’t on, and Mum wasn’t sitting up reading. Esther withdrew unable to settle quite on all that had happened, and then her mind switched suddenly, remembering that today was still her birthday! She giggled as she hopped from step to step down the big stairs and into the rooms below. She had been so busy with other things, with Anne and Paul, with exploring the garden, and with feasting on the party food, she had  entirely forgotten. She turned a large white painted door handle and entered what surely was the living room. She switched on a light. There they were, presents. Some open, some piled up expectantly. She read the labels. It seemed most likely that the presents for Mum and the man had got mixed in with hers. It took rather a lot of rummaging, but finally it was clear. Not a one. Then they were in another room, of course, and perhaps if she didn’t look too hard for them they would suddenly appear. Mum used to say that, sometimes things turn up just when you stop looking.


She opened the door again onto the room with the elephants and giraffes, and undisturbed, turned on a small lamp and looked around some more. The lamp made shadows, and the moonlight through the window, more. High up, the masks, she now decided, were not really scary, just wooden, woodenlooking, and like grandparents, would look lovely and smiley when you smiled back up at them. She tried this, and in some cases, though arguably not all, some of the masks did begin to smile. Some of them had carved-out eyes, others were painted in, she followed their line of sight. Straight to the floor. Stripes. Black and dirty white, zebra stripes. She was standing on a zebra skin, a zebra’s coat, a sort of rug. ‘Oh!’ she gasped, stepping back quickly out of respect and uttering a gentle ‘Sorry, soooo sorry…’ She knelt down and began to stroke it gently.
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