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Little Egypt


 


Little Egypt was once a well-to-do country house in the north of England. Now it’s derelict and trapped on a small island of land between a railway, a dual carriageway and a superstore, and although it looks deserted it isn’t. Nonagenarian twins, Isis and Osiris, still live in the home they were born in, and from which in the 1920s their obsessive Egyptologist parents left them to search for the fabled tomb of Herihor – a search from which they never returned. Isis and Osiris have stayed in the house, guarding a terrible secret, for all their long lives until chance meeting between Isis and young American anarchist Spike, sparks an unlikely friendship and proves a catalyst for change.
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SPIKE’S A THIN streak of a boy, American, with silver studs in his face and ears, pale matted snakes of hair, and a distinct whiff of the vegetable about him. He hitchhikes when he needs to travel, or else he walks. He doesn’t believe in ­money – marvellous!


We met when he sprang from a skip and landed right in front of me in a tumble of rolling oranges. I screeched and clutched my trolley handle, frightened half to death. He was all solicitation and apology – charm, I’d go as far as to say. We were in the service area behind the supermarket and I’d caught him ‘dumpster diving’.


U-Save throws out huge quantities of perfectly good food just because it’s out of date. A sinful waste and shame, I say, and have said, but do they take heed? Once I’d regained my composure, Spike showed me his haul and offered me a caramel doughnut – delightful. And then he climbed back into the skip and called things out:


‘Carrots? Hummus? Tiramisu?’ and if I said yes he passed them to me and I added them to my trolley. I’ve seen him regularly since then and the same has happened, which does save money, but really the fun is in the sport of it, don’t you know? If I could climb and spring about like Spike I’d do it myself. The beauty of it is that you never know what’s coming next. I’ve been introduced to all sorts of new delights that way: panacotta, globe artichokes, sushi, chicken satay on most useful pointed skewers.


Spike became a friend to me – like an angel, you might say – and it was Spike who set me free.


We were sitting on a doorstep in the service area sharing a tub of Kalamata olives. (Not the most salubrious place. Here they keep the bins and skips and bales of flattened boxes. Here the dual carriageway roars above you and occasionally a hubcap or paper coffee cup or strip of rubber tyre flies down. Here stray cats yowl and prowl – there’s plenty of vermin to keep them fed. And here too, the smokers among the U-Save staff emerge to puff on their cigarettes. I’ve spotted I’m Doreen how may I help you?, the sourest faced person I’ve ever met, puffing away there. Seeing me with Spike caused her orange-pencilled eyebrows to shoot into her hairline. Most gratifying.)


It was a late September day, still quite warm, and I’d rolled up my trouser legs to sun my shins – flaky and crinkled and mapped with veins. However did they get like that? Each time he finished an olive Spike ejected the stone forcefully from between his lips, aiming for an empty beer-tin, but overshooting. I told him he was blowing too hard; he demonstrated that if he blew more softly the stone simply dropped onto his legs. ‘Well, move the tin further away then, dear,’ I suggested, but he merely frowned and desisted from his game.


We turned to the subject of dreams – in the sense of ambition. His I found grand but disappointingly vague: peace, love, equality, and so on. Visions of the world as it could be. As he waxed lyrical I watched the nervous fidget of his hands – fingers young and straight but stained from smoking, painfully bitten nails.


When the olives were gone, he rolled himself a cigarette. ‘What’s your dream then, Sisi?’


(You see how I reverse my name? How much more comfortable it’s made, by such a simple flip.)


‘To leave,’ I said, nodding towards my home.


‘And go where?’


‘Sunset Lodge. Once I’ve sold up.’


He snorted his derision, but I indulged myself once more in describing the luxury I’d seen in the brochures: reclining armchairs, vast televisions, tempting menus, alternative therapists, a dedicated ‘friend’, parties, seasonal entertainment and a 3-star suite for visitors.


Spike ground out his cigarette and fiddled with the packet of tobacco. ‘Don’t give in to the fuckers now,’ he said.


‘You asked my dream,’ I pointed out.


We sat in a silence that almost approached the prickly for a while, until he broke it.


‘They still hassling you?’


I shook my head, which was a lie. Stephen, the latest of the developers’ representatives, waits for me twice a week in the U-Save café where I go each morning for my coffee. I conduct all my business in the café rather than let anyone into the house. (Osi would go berserk at such an invasion.) The U-Save Consortium propose to buy Little Egypt – the last remnant of the family property – to raze to the ground and erect what they call a ‘mega-homestore’ and it’s Stephen’s task to win me over.


From the scattered litter, Spike picked up a glossy leaflet advertising this week’s special offers and skimmed it, scoffing. ‘Thirty-six fishy nuggets – buy two get one free – that’s 108 fishy nuggets. The oceans will be fished-out before they’re finished.’


‘And think of all those fish without their nuggets!’ I jested, but he didn’t laugh.


‘What if,’ I said, ‘now don’t go getting on your high horse, dear, but what if a person did want to sell a property to someone like, say, U-Save.’


‘Then they’d want their fucking heads examined.’


He moved to a crouch as if about to spring away, but I caught his arm. ‘But what if, for instance, there was something there, something hidden that got uncovered, dug up, say, during the building work?’


He cocked his head at me and squinted. ‘Like Roman ruins and stuff?’


‘Mmm,’ I said, ‘or a corpse, something in that line?’


There was a chink of silver against tooth as he puffed out his lip. ‘Huh, they’d cover it up and you’d never know. Think they’d let anything get in the way of profit?’


Though he was not to know it, these were the magic words that freed me. It was a thought quite new, a revelation. Ever since . . . well for all the years, all these years I’ve supposed that we could never leave, that once it was discovered we’d go to prison; Osi, certainly, and perhaps me, too. That’s what Victor believed and left me believing.


I needed to be back home to test the thought. To be alone. If Spike was right, then we could sell and go. Could it really be so? But what of Osi? I flailed about until Spike hauled me to my feet. (My knees are really dreadful, the left in particular. You can get new ones, I hear, though not, so far, at U-Save.)


‘You really think so?’ I asked him.


‘I fucking know so,’ said he.
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ISIS WANDERED INTO her parents’ bedroom, stretched out on the stripped, stained mattress and stared at the ceiling. She could hear a faint stipple of birdsong from outside and Mary banging round the house with her broom – she was always in a temper when Evelyn and Arthur left, till she got things ship-shape. Apart from that it was quiet, except for the usual creaking and settling of the house, as if it too breathed and shifted into another mood with the departure.


From where Isis lay, the wardrobe mirror reflected only a dull blue swatch of cloud. Crushed in behind it were all the gowns and frocks that Evelyn shunned, preferring trousers – often Arthur’s own. When she was small, Isis had sometimes crept in to watch her parents dress. They hadn’t cared and went on just as if she wasn’t there at all. As they’d talked – usually about bloody Egypt – Arthur would stride about, hair stamped across his chest like two grubby footprints, thing jiggling and sometimes jabbing out like a fried sausage. Evelyn’s bosoms were like empty socks, her belly hair a puff of mould. The hard muscles in her long shins reminded Isis of the fetlocks of a horse.


Sometimes Isis pictured her mother as a horse, of the thin haughty variety, and Arthur as a big whiskery dog, trotting obediently at her heels.


They had left in high spirits, convinced more than ever that this time, after all the years, all the false trails, all the disappointments, they would find the tomb of Herihor. Evelyn said she felt it in her bones, and Arthur always expressed great faith in her bones. Besides, they had a new guide now, a Mr Abdullah, a topping fellow who really knew his onions.


Their leave-taking had been the usual kerfuffle of luggage and lists and last minute panics, the scrunching of wheels on gravel – and swearing this time, when Arthur broke the tread of the third stair while lugging down a trunk. And then the quiet. Only now a trapped fly began to buzz and bat itself against the window and Isis roused herself to let the poor thing out.


She paused to finger the ornaments on the sill – a shiny black scarab, its base covered in minute columns of hieroglyphs; an ankh of lapis lazuli, and her favourite, Bastet, a cat-headed woman, gold inlaid with turquoise and lapis and carnelian. This last really belonged in the British Museum in Arthur’s opinion, but these were Evelyn’s special treasures.


Once the house had been full of Grandpa’s collection of Egyptian statues and ornaments, even an enormous gilded mummy case at the turn of the stairs, but over the years Evelyn and Arthur had sold almost anything of value to raise money for their quest.


Snarling through the quiet came the sound of an engine and Isis peered out of the window in time to see the drawing up of a low, bright yellow motorcar. Once it had stopped, the figure inside, like a gigantic insect in hat and goggles, sat motionless staring up at Little Egypt.


‘It’s Uncle Victor!’ Isis cried as she pelted down the stairs.


For days, Victor, Evelyn’s twin, had been expected back from the nursing home, where he’d been ever since the war. He was still unfolding himself from the motor as Isis launched herself at him, rubbing her face against the stiff twill of his jacket, ‘Oh I’m so glad,’ she said, ‘so, so glad.’


‘Steady on,’ he said. ‘By God Icy! You’ve grown!’


‘‘Well we haven’t seen you for years!’ She stepped back from him. He seemed smaller than she remembered and rather old and stooped. ‘We’d almost given up on you,’ she added.


He took off the goggles and helmet and tilted back his head. ‘Good to see the old place again,’ he said. ‘Didn’t always think I would.’ He blinked. ‘Where is everyone?’


‘They’ve only just gone,’ Isis said, ‘literally. This morning. Evelyn hated to go without seeing you – but they had to catch their boat.’


‘But she wrote they’d be here till the 27th.’


‘That was the day before yesterday,’ Isis said. ‘Our birthday, we’re thirteen now,’ she reminded him.


Before the war, when they were small, Victor had never forgotten the twins’ birthday, always sending something silly and expensive – and nothing to do with Egypt. As the only other person in the family who wasn’t obsessed by Ancient Egypt, Victor was her ally.


‘Blast,’ Victor said in a dwindling voice. ‘Not much of a hero’s welcome then.’


There was a pause and Isis shifted awkwardly, wondering what to say to this man who looked so different now, and so cast down. The lines on his brow and around his eyes were sharp as knife cuts and his skin was grainy grey.


‘What a lovely motor,’ she offered and it was the right thing, for Victor brightened and patted the bonnet as if it was a horse.


‘Yes. Bugatti. Quite a stunner, eh?’


The interior was upholstered in pale lemon leather and the dashboard was a glamorous glossy wood, intricate with complex whorls of grain. ‘Walnut,’ he said. ‘Pigskin. 16-valve engine.’


‘It’s beautiful.’ She stooped to sniff the leather interior. ‘It smells of money.’


‘Dear little Icy.’ Victor reached out to give her a proper hug. ‘Thirteen,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe it.’ Squashed against his chest, she saw the two of them reflected, in grotesque distortion, by the curve and shine of chrome, and below her ribcage felt a pang, a qualm, and pulled herself away.


Mary came out drying her hands. The sunshine lit up her fair curls and she was smiling. ‘Welcome back,’ she said. ‘You’ve missed Captain and Mrs Spurling. Will you be staying? Only I’m not set up for visitors what with the laundering and them only just gone.’


‘You’re looking well, Mary,’ he said. ‘Does a chap good to see those dimples again.’


Blushing, Mary dipped her head. ‘I’m tolerable. It’s only soup. I expect I can eke it out and we’ve got a bit of ham.’ She slid Isis a look. ‘You can help by laying the table, Miss.’


 


‘I’ve only just had the tablecloth off,’ Mary grumbled. ‘If I’d known I could of stretched it for another day. He’ll have to make do with second best.’


‘I don’t s’pose he gives a fig.’ Isis took an embroidered cloth from the sideboard and, together with Mary, flapped it over the table.


‘And I had that ham lined up for your tea,’ Mary said, straightening the cloth.


‘But don’t you think it’s nice to see someone else?’ Isis said. ‘And he was nearly killed, you know.’


Mary nodded and went out and Isis wished she could bite her tongue off. Mary had been married briefly to a Gordon Jefferson. They’d tied the knot in July 1914 before he went off to the front. They’d had one weekend together in Hastings, and then he’d sailed off and got himself shot at the Marne. There was a photograph of the wedding day beside her bed, Mary with a smaller, sharper face clutching the arm of Gordon Jefferson: short, uniformed, bespectacled and stern. Mary still wore the ring, a band of gold, thin as wire, embedded in the work-worn puffiness of her wedding finger.


 


After she’d washed her hands and combed her hair in readiness for lunch, Isis found Victor standing in the hall, a blank look in his eyes. She paused on the stairs to watch him; he stood as if lost, hands hanging limply at his sides, mouth a little open as if he was stupid, which he most certainly was not.


‘You’ll never guess what we got for our birthday,’ she said extra brightly, bounding down to take his arm.


Victor flinched.


‘Come and see.’ Isis pulled him towards the drawing room. She flung open the door to reveal a cage dangling from a stand and inside it, two bright budgerigars – one blue, one green.


‘What beauties,’ Victor said. ‘Bit lost in here though, eh?’


The drawing room was only used when Evelyn and Arthur were home and Mary had already swathed all the furniture in dustsheets so that the poor creatures were surrounded by nothing but hulking white shrouds.


Isis made kissy noises through the bars and the birds moved away from her with disconcerted chitters and huddled together in a puff of feathers. ‘I hate to see birds in a cage though,’ she said. ‘You’ll never guess what Osi’s gone and called them.’


‘Something Egyptian at a wild stab?’


‘Rameses and Nefertari,’ Isis said. ‘Have you ever heard anything more ridiculous?’


‘You could call them something else,’ Victor pointed out. ‘They’re hardly going to know the difference.’


‘Mary was livid,’ Isis told him, and mimicking Mary’s voice: ‘What we need’s a new tutor for the twins, someone else to help about the house, a lad to help George in the garden and what do they come up with? A couple of blasted budgies!’


‘Fair point,’ Victor said.


‘Thing is, Uncle Victor . . .’ Isis took his arm again. She didn’t know how to put it, not quite. ‘I worry that Osi . . . that he might . . . get them.’


Victor frowned. ‘Don’t catch your drift.’


But Isis stopped. One of the budgies and then the other began to cheep, hard chips of glassy noise that rattled against her teeth.


‘Lunch,’ called Mary.


‘Coming,’ Isis yelled back, sending the birds into a frenzy.


She knew she should not worry Victor. Anyway, she had a plan to keep the budgies safe.


 


At the table, Isis noticed how the spoon shook in Victor’s hand, and as he moved his head, the silk cravat slipped down to reveal a scar, like a livid bacon rasher sizzled to the side of his neck. Dizzied, she put down her spoon. The soup was too thin with the water Mary had added to make it stretch. Peas and cubes of carrot floated on the surface. It was a grudging soup – you could always tell Mary’s mood from the way her food came out.


 


Victor was trying to have a conversation with Osi. ‘Been out and about?’ he said.


Slurping, Osi shook his head.


‘Have a fine time when the folks were home?’


Osi nodded eagerly and opened his mouth to tell him all about Herihor, but Victor held up his hand and grinned at Isis, almost like his old self for a moment. ‘No Egypt over lunch, if you don’t mind old chap?’


‘Hear, hear,’ said Isis.


Osi scowled at her. ‘Have you got your medal with you?’ he asked Victor. ‘Why aren’t you wearing it?’


‘Prefer to leave all that behind me.’


Isis saw that the tablecloth was jumping where he sat. He saw her looking. ‘My bally leg,’ he said, a note of panic in his voice. ‘It jerks and jumps, I can’t . . .’ He was leaning on it and pressing with all his weight.


‘It’s all right,’ Isis said. ‘Have a slice of ham, Cleo’s having kittens, perhaps you’d like one? There’s dates in the pantry, Mary makes a lovely date and walnut loaf but she says there’s enough dates there to last us till judgement day . . .’


Victor snorted dryly. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘No need to gabble.’ But he continued to press down on his leg and pushed his soup aside. He said nothing more and they sat in silence except for Osi’s terrible slurping.


‘Don’t take any notice of me,’ Victor said at last. ‘Didn’t mean to be so sharp.’


‘It’s quite all right! After luncheon perhaps we could go for a walk? Or perhaps a drive? It’s a lovely motor Osi, you should go and look.’


Mary came in, pushing the door with her hip and carrying a bowl and jug. ‘I’ve resurrected a bit of stewed apple for you, and there’s cream,’ she said. ‘And I expect you’d like some coffee.’


‘And a spot of brandy,’ Victor added.


‘Very good, Sir.’ The door banged a little too emphatically as she went out and Isis darted a look at Victor to see if he minded, and saw that his eyes had gone lost again, and cloudy.


‘It seems unfair of Evelyn not to wait and see me,’ he said. ‘It was an arrangement.’ His leg began jumping again.


‘They’d booked their passage,’ Isis said. ‘Will you take some apples? And she really was upset to miss you.’


‘Nothing’s as important as their blessed expedition though,’ said Victor.


‘No,’ agreed Isis. ‘Never.’


Osi pulled a gruesome face at her. He was eating with his mouth open as usual and she saw the churn of apples on his tongue. ‘Don’t be so putrid,’ she said.


‘Don’t be so stupid then.’


‘I’d rather be stupid than putrid and anyway I’m neither.’


‘Are.’


‘Not.’ This was unspeakably childish but Isis could not help it. ‘You bloody idiot,’ she said.


‘Now then.’ Victor’s face had gone ghastly grey. He picked up a spoon but it dropped from his fingers and clattered to the floor. He bent to retrieve it but couldn’t reach. He was half under the table, contorted, arm stretched out towards the spoon, panting with frustrated exertion – as if it mattered!


When she bobbed beneath the edge of the tablecloth to retrieve it for him, Isis saw how his leg was jumping and caught the awful frightened tang of his sweat. ‘Forget the blasted spoon,’ she said as she emerged. Her heart flowed out to him, this ruined man, her uncle. ‘Oh Victor I’m so sorry about your neck,’ she blurted. ‘About your leg, poor Victor.’


He gulped, jaw twitching, his whole being trembling with the effort of control, but it was too much. Something in him broke apart and he began to shake. Tears spurted shockingly from his eyes and Isis darted a panicked look at Osi, but he was concentrating on spooning up his apple.


‘Osi! Wake up you fool!’ she shouted.


Victor began to jerk all over now as if he was having a fit.


‘Mary!’ Isis yelled. ‘Mary!’ and she ran towards the kitchen where she collided with Mary who was carrying a coffee tray.


‘Lord above, what’s got into you!’


‘Quick. Victor’s gone berserk.’ Isis took the tray so that Mary could hurry.


‘Mr Carlton,’ Mary said, having to shout above the noise he was making now, a frightful, inhuman yowling. ‘Captain Carlton. You’re upsetting the twins.’


She got hold of one of his hands and when she got no response, his shoulders. ‘Captain Carlton!’ She shook him until he met her eyes, his all red and flinching. ‘Come now,’ Mary said. ‘Come to the kitchen with me and we’ll see if we can’t get you calmed down.’ Victor was gasping as if he couldn’t get his breath, but he consented to go with Mary and she flicked a look of alarm at Isis as she led him out.


‘Osi!’ Isis went and shook him.


‘Not my fault,’ he said, staring at his empty bowl.


‘No of course not but . . .’ Sometimes I could kill you, she thought. ‘How can you just carry on eating? Don’t you care?’


‘Finished now,’ he said, got up and left the room.
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LATER, ISIS CREPT along the corridor to listen at the door of the Blue Room where Mary had settled Victor for a rest, but there was nothing to hear and she went down to the kitchen.


‘Is he staying the night?’ she asked.


Mary was whipping butter and sugar together as if she was punishing it. ‘Can’t send him off in that state, can we?’


‘You making a cake?’


‘He’ll have to have something for his tea.’


‘What kind?’


‘Guess. What’s he doing visiting just when they’ve gone? That’s what I want to know, and if you ask me he’s in no fit state to be out and about.’


‘Date loaf?’


Mary harrumphed.


‘It’s my fault,’ Isis said.


‘You can break a couple of eggs for me,’ Mary said. ‘Your fault? How do you make that out?’


Isis picked up an egg and tapped it on the side of a basin.


‘Harder than that.’ Mary took the egg from her hand and gave it a sharp crack so that it split obediently, its contents slithering into the bowl. ‘And don’t be daft. It’s the war that sent him, not you!’


Isis went back upstairs and listened outside the Blue Room. In hospital Victor had had treatment with electric shocks, but now he only needed to take pills when he had an episode. Mary had made him dose himself and he was sleeping it off and mustn’t be disturbed.


Isis wandered along to the nursery door and there was Osi with his books. He didn’t even look up. I might as well be a ghost, she thought, and imagined skimming over the worn carpets and the creaky floorboards. There must be ghosts here, of the people who’d lived in the house before – maybe of people who lived here before the house was even built – but they were discreet ghosts and never bothered anyone.


Little Egypt was miles from anywhere – ten from the nearest village. Isis dimly remembered when they used to go there – the grocer’s, the church, a pub, stocks on the village green where people had been pelted with rotten vegetables in the olden days. But now that Evelyn and Arthur were so set on their mission they were always away and the outings had stopped. Mary, left in charge, didn’t allow the twins to stray from the grounds of Little Egypt where she could keep her eye on them. A good school was too expensive and Evelyn wouldn’t dream of letting them be educated with common children. And even the last tutor – a straggly, limping French man, grandly called Monsieur de Blanc – had gone away last year after a row about his pay. Arthur had promised, next time he was home, to hire another tutor. Once they found Herihor, they would be rich, of course, and able to send Isis to the best school in the country. She wasn’t so sure how Osi would get on. Maybe a school would turn him normal?


In her parents’ room it was cold, the sun had gone round to the other side of the house and the papyrus scrolls on the walls, with their men and animals and gods, gave her the creeps. She opened the wardrobe and sniffed Evelyn’s most glamorous dress: green chiffon, sewn with thousands of sequins. The fabric under the arms was whitened with sweat and the sequins were cold as fish scales against her cheek.


She had only one memory of Evelyn in the dress. When Grandpa died it turned out that he’d left Little Egypt to Evelyn, and Berrydale, thirty miles away, to Uncle Victor. Evelyn had been livid because Berrydale was worth more and she needed funds for her expedition, while Victor was bound to fritter his inheritance away.


To raise money for the excavation, she’d sold most of Grandpa’s precious collection of paintings – he was still whirling in his grave according to Mary – and held a ball before they left. Four-year-old Isis and Osiris had been dressed up as their namesakes in long white robes with black kohl caked around their eyes and great tall head-dresses, to be cooed at by all the ladies and gentlemen. Evelyn, the horse, had paced about in the slithery frock, smoking and neighing with Arthur panting faithfully at her heels.


Despite a stab of disloyalty, Isis grinned. If only she could draw, what a funny picture it would make. And after all, Egyptian gods could be people or animals, so why not her parents? She shut the wardrobe and wandered back to her bedroom where she found Cleo crouching on a fallen dressing gown, tail lashing from side to side, quietly yowling.


Cleo was forever having kittens, which vanished overnight. Mary used to claim that she’d sent them by coach to a stray cats’ home, which, at first, Isis had believed, until early one morning she’d found a wet and heavy sack outside the kitchen door.


Years ago, and it still made Isis sicken to remember, she’d discovered Osi with a litter of dead kittens in the nursery. The tiny creatures, all hard and stiff, their tabby fur dried into spikes, had been lined up on the floor as if for some kind of ritual, and his eyes had been bright, cheeks rosy with excitement.


Isis had shrieked for Mary who’d spirited the kittens away, muttering about disgusting, morbid little boys, and Osi hadn’t spoken to Isis for months. But he had never stopped being obsessed by anything dead and the nursery windowsills were cluttered with the skeletons of birds and mice.


Kneeling down now to stroke the cat, Isis was just in time to see a neat wet purse slither out from under her tail on a trickle of pink water. The purse twitched and squirmed and Cleo twisted round to split the silk with her teeth and extricate the first kitten.


Isis cried out with a pang of pleasure. She’d caught her! This time Mary could do nothing about it; Isis would protect the kittens and Victor would back her up. In fact, a kitten might be just the thing to lift his spirits.


Cleo nipped through the little string that came from the kitten’s belly and rasped it with her tongue until it opened its toothless mouth and gave the tiniest squeak.


‘Clever Cleo,’ Isis said, settling down to watch and stroke and give encouragement. After the kitten came something frightful, wet and red that Cleo ate, and then there was another kitten, and another two. Four kittens, though the last never moved when Cleo freed it from its purse and its mouth stayed sealed despite a frenzy of licking.


The three blind kittens found their way, with a little nudging, to Cleo’s teats and, kneading with their tiny paws, began to feed, their pipe-cleaner tails twitching with the rhythm of their suckling.


Once she was sure that all the kittens had come, Isis went to tell Victor the good news. Of course, she shouldn’t disturb him, but surely tapping softly on the door wouldn’t wake him if he really were asleep. There was no answer. She opened the door and peered into the dim, smelly room. The curtains were drawn and Victor a hump beneath the eiderdown. Drawn by curiosity, she crept inside.


He was facing away from the door and she skirted the end of the bed to see his face. His eyes were closed, face sagging to one side, peaceful. The scar showed on his neck, shiny and raised and so much like a rasher that she almost expected the smell of bacon, but there was only the whiff of brandy and an empty glass on the bedside table beside a phial of pills. She leant very close to look and was startled to see his eyes open.


‘Icy,’ he said groggily.


She jumped back. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I came to tell you that Cleo has had her kittens and I thought you might like one?’


He drew himself up so that he was half sitting against his pillows, and patted the mattress. He was wearing a pair of Arthur’s pyjamas, dark red paisley, and his skin was the colour of raw pastry.


‘There’s one black and two tabby I can’t tell if they’re girls or boys and one dead, I’m afraid.’


‘Come here,’ he said and opened his arms. Isis hesitated. She didn’t want to touch the scar or to be too close to the smell of brandy and something else, stale and unappealing, but afraid of offending him, she leant forward awkwardly into his arms. ‘Dear little Icy,’ he mumbled into her hair and his arms were tight around her.


‘Isis!’ Mary came in with a tea tray on which sat a slice of date-flecked cake.


Isis jumped from the bed, blushing hotly. ‘Cleo’s had kittens and I was telling Victor and saying he could have one,’ she said. ‘I didn’t wake him, honestly.’


‘Kittens! Whatever next! I’m sorry.’ Mary put down the tray. She swished open the curtains, her expression unreadable. ‘As if Captain Carlton wants anything to do with kittens!’


‘I will have to decline the kitten, I’m afraid. But it’s perfectly all right.’ Victor added to Mary. ‘She’s quite a tonic, don’t you know?’


‘We’ll leave you in peace,’ Mary said, and yanked Isis through the door. ‘Whatever were you thinking? Going into a gentleman’s room on your own!’


‘He’s my uncle.’


‘And him not well in the head.’


‘He didn’t mind.’


‘Lord above.’ Mary rubbed her hands through her hair causing it to stand up madly. ‘And where are these famous kittens?’


Isis led the way to her room. Cleo was giving the black kitten a vigorous licking and the two tabbies were suckling. ‘That one’s dead,’ Isis pointed out.


‘That’s one small mercy,’ Mary muttered.


‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ Isis knelt down. ‘Clever Cleo.’ She stroked the cat’s head, and she arched her neck for more.


Mary tutted. ‘Well, you can’t keep them here for a start.’


Isis clutched Mary’s sleeve. ‘Please don’t drown them.’


‘They’ll have to come down to the scullery.’


Isis scooped up the dead kitten, took it down to the kitchen, wrapped it in a duster and, muttering an apology, pushed it in the stove before Osi could get his hands on it.


She left the kitchen quickly before the flames crackled round the little corpse. Now was the time to carry out her plan for the budgerigars.


‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered to the panicking birds as she dragged the cage across the hall to the ballroom. That the ballroom was a vulgar extravagance, out of kilter with the rest of the house, was Arthur’s oft stated opinion. In his heyday, before the twins were born, and in a fit of grandeur, Grandpa had had it built on to the back of the house, along with the adjoining orangery, but for years there had been no parties and no need for it at all. Now its tall mirrors were dull and spotted and the windows looked through to the broken orangery with its wizened fruit.


Isis closed the door behind her and unlatched the cage. At first the budgies took no notice and then the blue one hopped through the entrance into thin air, and with a frightened screech wheeled out into the room on unpractised wings, clumsily looping round the ceiling and bashing itself against its reflections before finding a perch on the chandelier. The other bird soon followed, sending a squitter of droppings down onto the parquet and shrieking until at last it found its mate and they huddled together amongst the startled tinkling of the crystals, crooning and preening.


They were way out of reach up there and they could have the ballroom to themselves – they’d only need seed and water. Cleo and the kittens would never catch them and nor would Osi.


Thinking she caught a glimpse of movement in a mirror, Isis turned to catch her own white face, her hair in its awful childish pudding-basin cut, her face a plain, pale pudding too. She tore her eyes away, went out quick and shut the door.
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I HAVEN’T SET EYES on my brother for years. But I know there’s something wrong because the bucket system’s broken down. I will go up today. I’ve said it before, but today I really will. Those broken stairs – it’s like contemplating Everest. But really it’s the fear that stops me; I’ll admit it.


Yes, I admit it. I’m scared of what I’ll find.


The bucket system came about when we stopped talking, which was, I believe, 1992. Ten years! Gone like a flicker. Before that we used to eat together and have some sort of stunted conversation. Even in his heyday (did he have one? Did either of us?), Osi was never any good as company, not like a real person in the world. He’s not a real person in the world. He hasn’t left the house for decades or been seen by a single soul. The only person to whom he counts as anything is Mr Shuttle, the solicitor, for whom he exists as an occasional ragged wobble of ink on a dotted line. Mr Shuttle knows nothing and cares less about us. We are a task on his list of tasks, faceless. He pays his bill himself from our investments – easy money, I should say. Our scant and intermittent communication is conducted perfectly well by Royal Mail.


Ten years ago he wrote to advise me that in order to remain solvent, we would have to sell another parcel of land, informing us that he’d had what he called ‘feelers’ from the U-Save Consortium.


It was Grandpa himself who set the ball rolling by selling the land off to the railway board, before we were even born – around the turn of the last century, I believe. And then, in the 20’s, Victor sold the nut grove for the A road. And later we sold off the meadow, and after that parcels of land for the dual carriageway, which cut the estate in two. Those arrangements kept us in funds for years. Then U-Save bought the meadow on the other side of the road to build their supermarket with car park and petrol station. I saw no objection myself, and in fact it was a bonus, making shopping so much easier. But Osi refused to sign the contract, would only stick his fingers in his ears and hum like a demented hornet when I tried to tell him that we had no choice. So, of course, I had to forge his signature in order to sell the meadow, which is now my lovely spanking great big shop.


Osi has never set foot inside U-Save; and even when we still spoke, he maintained a ridiculous pretence that it wasn’t there. But how I love it!


If it weren’t for U-Save I would be stark staring mad by now.


Once he’d removed his fingers from his lugs and saw from his window that the bulldozers were ripping up the land, Osi sealed his lips to me forever, rarely even venturing down the stairs again. But there was absolutely nothing else I could have done. What else did he think we were to live on, the stupid, stubborn bugger?


Isn’t bulldozers a lovely word?


Since U-Save arrived, my life has been arranged like this: each day I push my trolley across the bridge to lose myself in that sweet brightness, the million choices that there are. The store is open 24/7, as they term it, and in the middle of the night, if I can’t sleep, I go across the bridge and wander in the aisles, counting things. In Home Laundry for instance – I have counted 54 ways you can wash your clothes. There’s liquid and there’s powder and there’s capsules, there’s bio and non-bio, special stuff for coloureds, whites, blacks – (and that doesn’t count conditioning or stain removal.) However does a person make a decision like that? And that’s just one decision out of – perhaps hundreds. I’d love to hear Mary on the subject.


Or I ride the moving pathway that sweeps you up to Clothing, Household and Electrical. They have a pharmacy, a Post Office counter, a bank machine, even a dentist who does a weekly clinic. I do my ablutions in the Ladies; eat and conduct my business in the café (with its panoramic view of Little Egypt); buy my food and clothes there (I have training shoes with flashing lights [£6.99], meant for children I know, but such a lark, how could one resist?); I buy books and batteries for my radio; even find my friends there – take Spike as a for instance.


I devised the bucket system even before Osi and I ceased to talk, because he was such a lazy blighter and wouldn’t always deign to come down to eat, as well as the fact that my knees were getting bad. Besides, the stairs were becoming too risky for daily traverse – downright dangerous, to speak the truth. Osi would put a note in a bucket rigged to the banister, to indicate what he wanted. In actuality, there was little need for he ate the same thing almost every day – water biscuits and liver paté or Dairylee cheese triangles, and bars of blackest chocolate. And once we ceased to talk we simply carried the system on and it became our only communication. (Though occasionally I’d hear the distant rumble of the lavatory cistern.) From the deterioration of his handwriting I’ve charted his degeneration, but as long as the bucket was going up and down, I knew he was alive at least, and eating.


I’ve never sent a drink up there so I must suppose he drinks from the tap in the bathroom, as he did as a child, angling his head over the basin and suckling on the steel. (I am partial to a Gin or a lovely drink called a Bacardi Breezer. And of course I like a cup of tea. Coffee I take in the café in my shop, where they make it better than ever I could.) Sometimes for a lark I’ll send Osi something unexpected, once a tin of squid (courtesy of Spike), which remained in the bucket travelling up and down for days until I took it out to try it for myself. (I wouldn’t bother.)


 


It was a few weeks ago now that the bucket system began to become erratic. A note with nothing on it; a failure to haul it up; a failure to send it down; the bucket lowered but with contents untouched. Once there was a dead pigeon inside, and once something much, much worse that compelled me to discard the bucket and buy a new one (plastic, red, £3.99).


I fear he’s lost his mind.


I really, really must go up.
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IT WAS WEEKS since Evelyn and Arthur had gone. Isis pictured her mother cantering through the desert, Arthur nose to the ground, hot on the scent of Herihor. When they found the tomb, he would raise his snout and howl. There would be a telegram, of course, and then what celebrations! A party in the ballroom, school, friends, perhaps a finishing school in France. And Isis would become tall and slim, she would bloom and win a heart or two, no doubt.


The gate banged and shook her to her teeth. She was supposed to be helping Mary search out the last of the peas, but instead she was riding the gate – pulling the rusty wrought iron thing open as far as it would go and swinging back on it, a lurch of a ride that ended in a sickening jolt.


She got off and leaned over the gate, wishing someone would drive by, or at least a person on a horse or a bicycle to say hello, but it was a quiet lane, leading to nothing but a scatter of cottages. George’s cottage was a mile or so away, and she had dared walk to it once or twice. But it was a dull walk to a dull dwelling – not worth the tongue lashing if Mary missed her. The only regular excitement was the trains, but none were due.


She shut her eyes and listened to the high trill of a skylark, the faint swish of breezy leaves – and at last there was the sound of an engine and Mr Burgess’ grocery van came puttering along. Mr Burgess was very proud of the vehicle, though Isis was sad not to see his horse anymore. It had been a funny horse, mottled like a rainy pavement, with a hot velvet nose that would nuzzle in her pockets for biscuit crumbs. The motor van, which Mr Burgess boasted could do 25 miles an hour, was painted with beautiful swirly letters: Burgess and Son, General Provisions.


Isis held open the gate and Mr Burgess saluted as he drove through. She began to call ‘Mary!’ but Mary was already approaching, a bowl half full of peas in her arms, her hair all snarly, cheeks pink and dimpling.


Mr Burgess doffed his hat. ‘Mary.’ He was beaming so hard that his moustache quivered as he went round to the back of his van to fetch the carton of groceries.


‘Any letters?’ Isis asked. Mr Burgess’ wife ran the village Post Office and Mr Burgess delivered the post to the far-flung customers on his round. Not that many letters came to Little Egypt. There were bills of course, but Arthur and Evelyn rarely sent anything except a hasty postcard.


‘Not today,’ Mr Burgess said and yelped as Dixie, the black kitten, ran up his leg.


‘Isis, shut that little beggar in the scullery and finish picking the peas.’ Mary put the bowl in Isis’ hands. ‘Fill it to the brim, there’s a dear, while I get Mr Burgess his cuppa.’


Isis unhooked Dixie’s claws from Mr Burgess’ corduroy trousers, and snuggled her face in his silky fur. His body was tiny as a bird’s and he never stopped moving. She carried him out to the scullery, where Mary tried to keep the kittens shut up, and then she crept to the kitchen window and climbed onto the pile of bricks she’d constructed as a vantage point. Mary was laughing as she put cups and saucers on the table, and her hands went to her hair, patting and smoothing.


Isis got down and sat on the bricks. With her thumbnails she popped a peapod and ate the five green peas, starting with the biggest, and then she crunched the pod between her teeth and spat out the stringy bits. Eventually she dragged her feet to the vegetable garden to pick more peas. She sneaked past the potting shed – there was no sign of George, for which she was grateful. Mary didn’t especially like George either, not because he was idle and ancient, but because he was half mad and most dreadfully rude. Though Osi would sometimes trail him round the garden, oblivious to the snapping and snarling and outrageous cursing this provoked.


The garden was a scandal, Mary was always saying, but mention it to George and you’d get your ear bitten off. Arthur was supposed to be hiring a lad to help, but no lad ever arrived and now there was bindweed clambering over everything, quite smothering the raspberry canes, and dandelions and nettles between the rows of beans and peas. Isis stung her wrists trying to reach the pods. She soon gave up and went back inside.
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