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There is a lion in the way; a lion is in the streets.
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I slept at the feet of Boot and Sack. My one small bed went longways across the end of their big one. If I turned my head in the night and the moon was shining through, I could see the hill of Boot’s feet beside my face. Sack’s feet I couldn’t see but I knew they were there – no shoes, tipped-over and sleeping.


Every night Sack pulled my blankets tight around me, pressing me down. ‘Lie still, Hester, not a peep from you, not a wriggle.’ Every night I lay on my back looking up through the dark at the grey paint cloud, at its cracks in the shapes of wings, and the white curtain sometimes blowing.


Cat was there and together we’d wait for the bird dream. Cat’s bird dream was hiding in the long grass, a fast chase and a jump. In my bird dream everything was white without walls. Bird sang and flew and so did I. Then bird became many birds. Every part of me moved with the many birds – my fingers, hair and toes all swirled and twirled in bird circles. Which was me and which was bird?


A secret has no sound; it lives in your darkest corner where it sits and waits. Sometimes it gives a jump or a wriggle but mostly it waits like the spider waits for the fly. A secret grows thick like the ball of web the spider weaves around the fly when he makes the trap. Fly can’t breathe or smell in there – his world sticks against his face, small as his own eyes.


I sat on the floor with Cat. Cat rolled on her back then she jumped for the yellow wool. I pulled it from her and she jumped again. She twisted her body in the air and spun herself around. She ran under the table then she ran back to me. Sack was sewing, her foot pumping the floor pump pump pump, the needle sticking the white cloth stick stick stick. A tickle grew in me.


Yellow wool wrapped itself around Cat’s black paws; she rolled onto her back, wool curled around her tum. It went round and around her until Cat was in a yellow tangle. Every way she moved she tangled more. Cat was playing like the children at Christ’s feet when he made a visit to the marketplace in The Abridged Picture Bible.


The tickle in me grew bigger; it pushed at my nose and mouth wanting to escape. Cat jumped and twisted and fell against me. My mouth was shut tight; I was holding that tickling laugh back because I knew it was trouble. Cat jumped on my lap and then that laugh burst out of me, like a sneeze from my toes up.


I laughed at black Cat turning and turning her shining black-grey body caught in the net of yellow wool. I laughed and laughed. I couldn’t stop. What went in through my eyes tickled the inside of me and made me laugh louder. I was shaking with it. Sack was up and out of her sewing seat, scissors fell from her knee, she held my chin in her hard sewing fingers and she shook my face from one side to the other, her two blue eyes looking into mine.


‘You laugh like the devil. I swear there’s a devil in you!’ The laugh went out of me and wriggled its way into her fingers that were holding my chin. I couldn’t hear it any more after that; it was hidden somewhere inside Sack. Laughing was the same as crying; it left you empty as air.


A devil in me … Is his home in the bone down my back? Does the devil live in the same place in me that the laugh comes from? Somewhere down deep, a place you can’t touch with a finger?


Sack said, ‘When you’re bigger you can move into the empty room where you will be by yourself.’


‘When will that be?’ I asked her.


‘When I say,’ she said. I walked into the empty room that would be mine when Sack said, and I sat on the floor. Cat was there too. The room wasn’t empty anymore – it had Hester in it, and Cat. I wondered how many times the hands would go around the face of the kitchen clock above the stove before Sack said.


Boot found me sitting there. ‘You know this is not allowed!’


Sack heard him and came running up the stairs hissing like Cat in a corner. ‘Don’t you push me, young lady, don’t you do it!’ She slapped my ear. It put a ringing bell in my head, the more I listened the louder it got until it was a whole song with words and the bell to go with it. Not a song from Sack’s radio box, not a song that Sack ever heard. It made me smile; it was a secret song just for me.


I sat and I sat and I ate what was put before me. Chicken legs, oats and milk, pork and corn, bread and oil. The chicken legs used to be a walking chicken. ‘Why did it stop walking?’ I asked Boot when he was carving. Sack hadn’t come back from folding sheets in the laundry.


Boot patted my head. ‘Unlucky,’ he said. The oil made the bread heavy. I pushed it with my sharp fork.


Sack came back. ‘Don’t play with your food, Hester, eat it. John, the fire needs wood.’ Boot left the kitchen. I put the bread in my mouth but I couldn’t chew. Teeth and tongue said no. The heavy bread filled every space. I couldn’t swallow. Sack was watching, waiting for the bread to go down into the deep of Hester, but it wouldn’t. It stuck.


‘Eat it.’ There wasn’t anywhere else to look but Sack’s face. The bread took up all the other room. ‘What are you doing, Hester? I told you to eat your dinner.’ Sack had two blue eyes with a pink stain under one, the shape of a small spider with three legs. The pink spider glowed pinker as Sack watched me with the stuck angry bread. Suddenly her hand was at my mouth and she was digging and pushing at the bread. ‘Greedy, greedy you took so much from me!’ Her fingers clawed at the insides of my cheeks like Cat clawed at the carpet.


Sack pushed down the angry bread with her fingers. I couldn’t get the air past the bread and fingers. The angry bread filled the room with its shouting no no no! Boot came running back into the kitchen. He pulled Sack off and held her by her shoulders. The pink spider turned in tiny circles under her eye. Sack was shaking. Boot told her to have a lie-down upstairs. He gave me water. I drank the water. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to stay there until you’ve eaten it all up,’ Boot said. I tasted blood.
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I lay on the hallway floor and ran my fingers down the dark cracks between the boards. Sack was in the laundry telling Boot he did it wrong. I couldn’t hear the words of Boot’s answer, only his soft sound. He wanted Sack to be quiet. Sack’s voice was a thin line; Boot’s was wet as a bucket of leak-water.


‘Hester, come here.’ Someone was calling me. I got up and went into the kitchen.


The line of Sack’s voice grew thinner and darker. ‘How many times do I have to ask? It’s the same every time!’


The round handle of the back door said, ‘Turn me.’ It was handle who’d been calling. ‘Turn me, Hester,’ he said again.


Sack’s voice went on. ‘What am I supposed to do now?’


Outside was forbidden because it had no walls or roof telling you when to stop. Boot could go there to chop wood, Sack could go there to hang clothes, but not Hester, an aberration who came too late. I had seen outside through the windows only. Whenever the day curtains were off for cleaning I climbed up on the arm of the couch, lay across it like Cat in the sun and looked at the outside while Sack washed the curtains in the laundry. Any time I ever looked at the outside I could hear the slush slush slush of the hard laundry brush against the curtains. Then I’d watch her carry them outside in the cane basket and hang them. Cat watched too, blinking beside me. The curtains hung like thick brown walls on the line, moving back and forth in the wind. I wanted to see more of the outside so I climbed down from the couch and pressed my nose against the glass. I tried to see around the corner but the walls of One Cott Road stood in the way.


Sack wasn’t in the laundry scrubbing curtains now; she had taken Boot into the living room. ‘How many times, John? Why is it always like this?’


‘Turn me, Hester,’ handle said. I stepped closer. ‘I am your friend, turn me.’


‘What is a friend?’ I asked him.


‘A friend gives you pictures,’ he said. I reached out and turned him. The back door swung open and I stepped out. I was looking at the forbidden world with a tree in it.


I stepped down into the long green grass. It scratched my legs where my socks finished. The tree was a different tree to the one in Jesus’s paradise. This one had no leaves and it went every way just like the flames from the fire in the red wood stove. It was as if the flames had stopped moving and become tree. Tree reached up like Hester reaching for the handle. She reached up with all her many flame fingers. I looked to where she reached, up up into the sky. What handle did tree want to turn? What door did tree want to open?


The sun burned hot in my face. The sky was the home of the sun. The sun was there when Jesus rose on the fifth day in his white dress. Two ladies saw when they walked past on their way to the shop. Jesus wanted to go to the same place as tree. Tree wanted to open the door to the home of the sun! I stood and looked until drips came from my burning eyes.


I walked to the other side; socks without feet inside and trousers empty of legs hung from the line. Boot’s shirts hung upside down by their arms. No hands, body or neck of Boot inside. Boot’s hands, body and neck were in the kitchen being shouted at by Sack. I could still hear the black line of her words. ‘You didn’t look, you never used your eyes!’ The shirts waved their empty arms in the wind.


I walked down through the scratching grass to tree. I touched her trunk and pressed my ear close. ‘Hester … pretty … beautiful Hester …’ Those were the words from the wood of tree; she sent them straight down the tunnels of my ears and into the place where messages came. I put my lips to her thick body and kissed like Sack kissed Cat’s head, kiss kiss.


The tree was full of little lines making shapes and bumps, like somebody drew into tree with Sack’s sharp list-pencil. I saw pictures of mice and a bottle and a wing. Who had been living out here drawing secret pictures into the body of tree? Was it a friend?


I bent down so my knees came up close to my face and I patted the ground around tree. A line of ants moved across the stony ground one following the other. I put my finger in the line and the ants climbed over. A finger couldn’t stop them. I lay on my tum with my face close to the moving line. I watched the ants quickly walking. I rolled over to look behind me. Would a line of Hesters be following? I watched the ants walk into a small dark hole. They followed each other down. Were they going home? What was down there? How did the ants know it was their home?


I looked at the stony dirt. Stones all shapes; every one different. I could have made a crown of stones with string, and butter for glue. I could have put it on my head and done a prayer in a circle dance. I picked up two stones; I rolled them around in my hands. I felt the edges. Who made them? Who did they belong to?


I looked into the grass. I saw flowers. They were smaller then the ones in the Garden of Eden and there were more of them. The pink flowers were like tiny coloured hats in the grass. The orange flowers wore skirts and in the middle of the orange skirt was the seeing-eye. Through the seeing-eye the flower saw the way dirt moves, each piece up against another, always changing places. The orange flowers wore skirts for the dance of feet passing. The purple flowers were teacups full of tea that tasted like honey. I put my face up close and took a small sip. I closed my eyes. Blankets of purple, orange and pink came down over me.


I lay and listened to the sound of ants walking. I listened to the pencil making pictures in tree and I listened to tree reaching for the handle to the door of the home of the sun.


I heard another sound too, deep inside, in a part you couldn’t put a finger on. It was Sack shouting at Boot for all she was worth. Soon she would go looking for me in the bedroom where I should have been, on the floor reading The Abridged Picture Bible. Then there’d be trouble. Sack would be shouting for all she was worth at me then. I stood up and ran through the grass back to the steps and the door. I turned and I looked at the forbidden outside – no window with dust between me and the world – one last time. I was Lot’s wife on the cliff looking back. Would the outside go away when I closed the door? I looked until I could see it with my eyes shut then I walked through the door and closed it behind me.


I was shut inside the house now. The walls and the ceiling and the floor told me when to stop, the way the spider’s web tells the fly when to stop. Somewhere there was Boot and Sack but I didn’t know where. One Cott Road was quiet, though Sack’s words still bounced around the room; John, times, God, why on earth? disappoint, you. The only thing missing was her mouth with the dark tunnel leading down to where her messages came. I crept like Cat, past the words as they knocked against the walls and floor, looking for an ear to reach. I climbed the stairs one step two step three step four, past the room that would be mine when Sack said, until I got to the master bedroom. I took The Abridged Picture Bible out from under my bed, opened it and touched Lot’s wife with my fingers. She stood on the high cliff with her face turned back, the colour of ash. Her coat flew out behind like a hard wing. She was looking for the line of Lot’s wives. They weren’t there and that made Lot’s wife sad. ‘Lot,’ I said, ‘Lot, where are you? Have you eaten your dinner, Lot? You better eat it all up.’


‘Hester, I’m coming in a moment to check on you,’ Sack called from the toilet. I heard it flush. I turned the page so Lot’s wife could go to sleep, and I waited for Sack to come and check on me.


It was night and I could hear the sleep-breathing of Boot and Sack in out in out in out. Boot breathed as if the air was heavy as a bag of flour. Sack only breathed on the way out. A small whistle. Every night my song sung itself to the tune of their breathing. I turned on my back and pulled my arms out from under the tight covers. I closed my eyes and I saw the tree from outside. She was reaching up and then I reached up too, spreading my flame fingers as far as they could go – far enough to split – up up up to the home of the sun.
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‘I wish you wouldn’t,’ Sack said to Boot when he tasted the soup that sat on the stove. When she was gone for a lie-down I asked him. ‘What is a wish?’ He turned to me, soup caught in the hairs under his mouth. ‘Why won’t you call me daddy, or papa, or father?’


‘What is a wish?’ I asked again.


‘What is a what?’


‘What is a wish?’


He looked down at me, then up again and into the faraway. ‘It is something you want very much.’


‘Why can’t you have it?’


‘Different reasons. Something stops you.’ I made my back hard and straight. Something you want very much … I wanted a pencil.


Cat was one of the Lord’s creeping creatures. She slept on a thin pillow by the step. Sack fed her, Boot fed her and I did too. Cat was grey and black with a bit missing from her ear and a tail with a bend. I always knew where she was and she always knew where I was. She never came when I wanted to touch her head and look at where her missing bit was. She hissed at me when I put my face close. Sometimes Cat and me ate together, both of us under the table. Sack said, ‘Until you learn you are no more than a dirty thing on all fours.’ I looked into Cat’s eyes while we shared the bones.


Cat caught mice. She brought them inside, put them between her paws and knocked them on the head. They tried to run away but they couldn’t run fast enough with blood out the nose, and a torn ear. Cat let them get a little way, just far enough to think they could get home to the hole in the wall, and then she knocked them on the head again. The mice tried to walk but it was getting harder with blood on the side and an eye out. I lay on the floor and watched. Soon the mice couldn’t walk at all. They lay still and quiet and that’s when Cat walked away.


Cat had climbed up on the mantle piece and was playing with the list-pencil that Sack hung from the wall by a piece of string. Cat knocked it one way, then another, with her black paw. I sat under the chair and watched. She kept pulling. The pencil was coming loose from the string. Soon Cat knocked the list-pencil so hard it dropped to the floor. I jumped out from under the table, picked it up and hid it in my pants.


Different reasons weren’t stopping me from having my wish anymore.


I went to the shelf of books. I reached back into the row behind the row, and I took a book from the very end. Nobody had touched the book for a long time. It had dust along the top. On the cover of the book was a king on a throne. Lot’s wife was the queen standing beside him. Her hand was on his shoulder and she was smiling. She held a long stick and wore a crown of pointed stones. The stones were stuck together with butter from the cooling cupboard. Every page of the book was covered in little black marks with space round the sides as if the line of ants had walked in twisting circle paths, and then somebody closed the book with a snap and squashed them flat. Boot asked, should we teach her to read? and Sack said, she doesn’t have the wherewithal. Wherewithal is what you need to read and go outside. I don’t have it because I came late to my mother. She nearly lost her life to the birth of me. All those years of waiting and longing, and for what? For this?


I flicked through the pages of the book, dust fell off the paper, the pages were brown at the corners. The book needed a friend. I hid it in my pants with the pencil then I walked up the stairs to the bedroom. Sack was out on a visit. Boot was in his study listening to the radio. I was locked inside with my wish. It was hard walking up the stairs with a book and a pencil hidden in my pants but I could do it. I was the Lord’s mistake but I could do it.


I went into the bedroom and crawled under the bed with my head out the side for light. I took the book and the pencil from my pants. I opened the book and found a page without so many squashed ant marks. I put the pencil to the paper the way Sack did when she wrote a list. A list was a line of things that Sack wanted Boot to bring home from the shop. We will need flour, and tea. And don’t forget soap. I wrote my own list in secret writing. On my list I put outside, I put a skirt, I put a crown of stones. I tried to make my writing look like the words in the book but soon the pencil didn’t want to write a list. It wanted to do other things. I watched my hand move across the paper. The pencil made the shape of the tree; the marks that were already there on the page became leaves and a nest. Then it made the shape of God the Bird flying through the branches of the tree. He had a sheep with him; the sheep had a wing. If my pencil was green the sheep would be too. My pencil made the home of the sun. It had circle doors but it didn’t have walls or a floor. Through the circle doors you could see gardens full with orange and purple flowers. The gardens floated in the sky. Then my pencil made the pink spider under Sack’s eye, then it drew her eye and then it drew the soup caught in the hairs under Boot’s mouth, then the hairs turned into water, then it made Lot’s wife but this time she was moving, she was flying from the cliff out over the grey seas, her coat spread like the wings of a bird, and then it made the seas parting, fish flew out, and then it ran out of pencil. The pencil was flat. I pushed the flat pencil harder into the page of the book and it made a small hole.


There is no need to cry. You are not a baby anymore. I crawled further back under the bed and I put the pencil where the carpet meets the wall. The flat pencil was my secret. I put the book back in my pants and I crawled out from under the bed. I walked downstairs – Sack was not back from her visit – and I went to the shelf. I put the book back onto the very end of the row behind the row.
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I was stirring the stew when someone spoke to me. Sack was in the living room tapping her foot to Alleluia coming from the radio box. Boot was outside chopping wood. It was the wooden spoon in my hand who had spoken to me. It was only a whisper and hard to hear. I had to bend close to the stew to hear spoon better. I smelled warm meat and onion. ‘Ask Boot for pencils and paper,’ spoon whispered.


‘Alleluia,’ sang the radio box, ‘praise Him!’


‘Chop!’ went axe into the block. I didn’t ask Boot or Sack for anything. I knew better. You should know better, Hester. You are a big girl now.


‘I should know better,’ I whispered back to spoon.


‘Praise Him! Praise Him!’ sang the radio box.


‘Chop chop!’ went axe into the block.


Spoon lifted meat and potato from the pot as she stirred. ‘Ask Boot.’


‘But I am a big girl now,’ I whispered back.


‘Ask him.’


‘But—’


‘Ask him.’


After we’d eaten the stew Sack said that her back was giving her trouble and she was going to bed. Boot sat at the table making a matchstick boat in a bottle. Spoon lay clean and drying across the rack. I could see her from where I was sitting on the floor with Cat. ‘Ask now,’ said spoon.


‘Now?’


‘Yes, now.’


‘But—’


‘Now.’


‘Could I have a pencil and paper?’ I asked Boot.


He looked up from his boatbuilding, a matchstick shook between his fingers. ‘What?’ he said.


‘Could I have a pencil and paper?’


He waited. ‘Why don’t you call me daddy, or papa? What is wrong with you? Every daughter calls their father daddy or papa. Why not mine?’


I looked at Boot, at his trousers and his white fingers holding the matchstick. There were some small dark hairs on the knuckles. I looked at his neck coming out of the top of his shirt. His neck had grey hairs, faint red lines and some brown spots that looked soft like sponge. Why had they grown up out of his skin, those spots? What was inside them? Boot scratched at his shoulder. ‘Father, could I have a pencil and paper?’ The circles of Boot’s eyes filled with water that came from a deep well beneath his feet. He put down the matchstick – matchstick quick-whispered thank you – and came to me across the floor. He held my face in his hands, they smelled of stew and boat glue, and he kissed the top of my head. Then he went into the locked study. He came back with a pencil and some paper. The paper had blue lines running across. I had to hold back my hungry hands from grabbing.


‘What are you going to do with them, Hester?’ he asked. ‘Are you going to write me a letter?’ His mouth curled up at the sides as he passed me the pencil and the paper. I lay across the floor and started to draw. I couldn’t wait. Boot watched for a minute, then he went back to the boat. ‘Don’t make a mess,’ he said.


The pencil had me sailing on a spoon-boat, the way Noah did in the storm. I wore a skirt and a flower hat and I stood at the front of the spoon-boat. It was me who knew the way. We sailed through the hole in the bottle.


‘I hope you’ve drawn a picture of me,’ said Boot, his mouth curling up again. ‘Show me.’ He bent down to where I lay on the floor and he looked at my picture. ‘What is all of this?’ He shook his head. ‘I can let you have the pencils and paper for drawing as long as we clean up after ourselves.’ Then Boot took my spoon-boat and he turned it into a small ball. He put it in the kitchen bin with the bones and the dust. ‘You can have more later. It will be our secret.’ He put his finger to his mouth. ‘Shhhhhhh.’


There are one-person secrets and there are two-person secrets. This was a two-person secret. Boot gave me pencils and paper for drawing when Sack’s back gave her trouble and she had to take an early lie-down. The pencil spoke softly to me while I drew. She said, ‘I am your friend for eternity.’ I said, ‘What is eternity?’ Pencil answered, ‘Where there are no walls or floors. Where it is light and you can hear the music of the wind.’ I drew eternity. It had stones and water and the wind blew. There was a house with pencil walls and there were spaces between every pencil so you could always visit the forbidden outside. ‘What do you do in eternity?’ I asked pencil as I drew. ‘You become the eye of the world, you see it all, it goes into you, and when it goes into you it doesn’t hurt. It shivers. You have wings.’ ‘Can you dance there?’ ‘Yes, of course.’ I drew wings dancing with wings, lifting me up and spinning me into the eye of the world. ‘What do you eat in eternity?’ I asked. Pencil said, ‘Apples.’ I filled the sky with apples.


Whenever I drew Boot was there. He sat at the table and put boats in bottles. After a while he looked at my drawings, shook his head, curled his mouth up at the sides and said, ‘What a funny mess.’ Then he took my picture, made it a tiny ball of paper and put it in the kitchen bin. I counted the little hand going around the face of the clock and I waited for the next time Sack had her back trouble, and I could draw again.
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It was raining and Sack said it was too wet for washing. Cat and me couldn’t look at the outside through the window from the couch arm. ‘Tomorrow will have to do,’ said Sack, and sneezed. I climbed up onto the couch arm anyway, and looked at the brown curtains. Sack said, ‘Get down off there.’ Boot came in. Sack blew her nose into a handkerchief. ‘I’d better check on Mother. Last time there was a downpour like this her chimney leaked.’


‘I can go,’ said Boot, touching her arm.


‘No,’ said Sack, and pushed past him. ‘My mother doesn’t recognise you.’


‘But you aren’t well, Katherine.’


‘I’m well enough.’ She took her coat from the hook and wrapped her scarf round her cold neck. She sneezed again then walked out the front door. I had never been out the front door because I was a source of shame and the thief of my mother’s strength.


Now the house only had Boot in it. And me. ‘Who is “my mother”?’ I asked Boot.


‘What?’


‘Who is my mother?’


‘Who is your mother, what do you mean?’


‘Who is she?’


‘You know who your mother is, Hester.’ Boot shook his head because I was an aberration then he went into his study and locked himself inside. The doorway of Boot’s study opened into the neck of a bottle and if you stepped through you stepped straight into the bottle and got stuck like the boats. Only Boot could come and go.


Water fell down onto the house. The sky rumbled. ‘Hester.’ Somebody called me. I went into the kitchen. ‘Hester, turn me.’ It was handle. Jesus beat the drum the way he did at the feasts. ‘Hester, I am your true friend. Turn me.’


‘But I should know better.’


‘Turn me,’ he said again.


‘But—’


‘Turn me! Turn me! Turn me!’ I turned him. The back door opened to the forbidden outside. It was dark and wet, water poured from the home of the sun. Jesus beat the drum faster. I walked down through the wet grass. The hungry sky rumbled again. Tree was there, still reaching, but for what? There was no sun. I ran to her, to ask her. She was rough against my cheeks, her kisses rough on my lips. She said, ‘pretty … beautiful.’


‘Tree, what do you reach for?’ I asked, my mouth pressed close. I put my ear to her for an answer. There was nothing. ‘What are you reaching for, tree?’ Still no answer. ‘Tree, talk to me, tell me what you reach for.’


Her voice was a cooing pigeon. ‘I am reaching as high as I can.’


‘For what?’


‘For all of the highest things.’


‘For eternity?’


‘Yes, for eternity. Eternity is the highest of all.’


Water fell down on my head. The world was a bath. I pulled off my clothes and my shoes and ran around the garden. A bright light turned on in the sky, then there was a crashing sound and I shouted back as loud as I could. ‘Aaaaaahhhhh!’ The grass was sharp under my feet; my feet prickled because they had insects running in circles inside them. Running and rubbing their wings together, calling and singing as I ran and laughed the devil’s laugh. A dark shape moved down from the house towards me. It was Sack. Tree called, ‘Come here, climb me!’ I jumped up to her lowest branches and tried to pull myself higher. My legs hung down. My feet of insects made them too heavy to lift. Sack had me by the back. She smacked my legs. ‘You’ll be the death of me!’ My feet broke open and the black insects came charging out from my toes. They ran up my legs, along my back, across my tum, and down onto Sack, who screamed. The insects covered us until there was no skin left. Rain fell. The sky lit up over our heads, I could see the flame fingers of the tree with the sky white and angry behind them. Tree shouted, ‘You will be the death of her!’ and Sack pulled me back inside by my hair and arm, insects streaming from her body.


After that the back door was always locked. Handle stayed quiet when I passed. Sometimes I looked at him and there was a question in his wooden eye but I couldn’t hear it, even with my ear pressed close I couldn’t.
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When I grew bigger my jobs were sweeping floors, mopping floors, cleaning between cracks, washing walls and clothes, dusting our Saviour, cleaning toilet with toilet brush, wood-stacking, washing dishes, setting table with washed dishes, polishing forks and spoons. Prayer. Prayer was God washing me, stacking me, dusting me, sweeping me, mopping me and hanging me out to dry. Prayer made pink cracks across my knees that hurt but I didn’t stop. Once I did. Sack’s voice was loud beside me, ‘And God said take unto me my child, my heart, he that weepeth, knoweth not why he does but that God does move and when,’ and I stopped. I don’t know why. I knew the words of the prayer but I stopped anyway. Sack kept going on her own and then she stopped too. She looked at me and I looked back. The pink spider under her eye waved his legs at me. Something special was going to happen.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


‘Get up,’ Sack said.


‘Sorry,’ I said, and then I said it again: ‘Sorry.’


‘Too late for sorries.’ Sack took my hand and she pulled me up. I tried to pull my arm back to the part where Jesus beat the drum beat beat beat, but Sack wouldn’t have it. ‘I won’t have it, Hester, I won’t have it!’ She pulled harder again – ‘The more you pull, the worse it will be!’ – so up I got and followed. She took me down the stairs, into the kitchen, through to the pantry, and she opened a door in the floor I never knew was there, down some more stairs, and then we were in a dark room. She called up through the door in the floor, ‘John! John! Get down here and help me!’


Boot came down the stairs, ‘Yes, Katherine, what is it?’


‘She needs to learn.’


‘Katherine, do you think, do you really think?’


‘Would I be taking her arm? Would I be calling you like this?’


‘No – no.’


‘Help me lift her to the table.’


‘I’m – I’m not sure.’ Boot’s voice was stopping and starting.


‘John, you lift her onto the table. Lift her. Lift her!’ Sack’s voice was loud. I kept quiet while Boot did as he was told. I saw a white shape in the faraway coming closer. Boot put his hands under my arms and lifted me hup! onto a table that was waiting. The wood of the table was warm under my feet. A bar hung down over the table like a swing, attached to the ceiling with ropes. More ropes dangled loose from each end of the bar. The dangling ropes were waiting for something to tie up. They wanted to bind a small animal.


The white shape was very close now – it was a big white bird. He stopped in front of me. ‘I am God the Bird,’ he said. God the Bird’s wings were the same shape as the cracks in the ceiling, his beak was long and gold, he had a crown of stones and his eyes were black lights. God the Bird flapped his wings, his gold beak close to my face. Table spoke up through my feet. ‘I am here, Hester, and I am your friend.’


‘What is a friend?’


‘A friend gives you pictures.’


Sack climbed up onto the table and tied my arms onto the bar. My arms were open wide like Christ on the cross. The bar ran across my back. If buckets hung from the bar I could have carried water. ‘Look at the walls, Hester, look at the company you keep!’ she said close to my ear as she tied. There were pictures pasted to the walls of people hanging from their necks with rope. Other people in the pictures stood and looked. They were like the people who stoned Mary. Some of the people hanging had black bags over their faces so their eyes were hidden. There were pictures of ladies lying on pins, and pictures of ladies being stretched on wheels. In one picture a lady’s head lay in a fruit basket. The eyes looked up to the sky where the Lord would not forgive. Sack climbed down and said, ‘Move the table now, John.’ Boot looked at me and I looked back. He scratched at his back as if a mouse was caught in his shirt. It was the eczema. It crawled across his back in search of water. ‘Move the table,’ said Sack. Boot moved the table and all of my body hung down by my arms like the company I kept. I could not feel my friend beneath my feet; my friend was gone. I was hanging.


God the Bird said, ‘Quiet now, Hester.’


As Sack walked up the stairs table called to me from across the room. ‘Wait, little Hester, your time will come.’


I hung there and God the Bird stayed with me. When he flapped his wings a breeze blew the hair from my eyes and dried my eyes and face. It cooled my hot wet body. God the Bird’s beak was a smile. He made his wing do a wave, I couldn’t wave back because my arm was tied to the bar, I hoped God the Bird knew. I told him sorry and then he flew up into the air over my head and the hanging room filled with blue sky and I didn’t know where I went.


From the far away blue I heard Boot say, ‘Do you think that’s enough?’


‘Take her down,’ said Sack. Boot untied me and I fell down onto the table but my arms tried to fly up there back to God the Bird. It made me smile. ‘Go upstairs,’ Sack said. I couldn’t walk. I told my feet to make the steps but they wouldn’t do the job. Boot picked me up in his arms and God the Bird flew in circles around me, his black eyes shining.


I woke up in my bed with hurting arms.


The next time Boot gave me pencil and paper I drew God the Bird carrying me on his wing to the land of the sun. I drew tree lifting from the ground. Dirt fell from her root onto the roof of One Cott Road as she lifted, covering it. I drew tree flying beside us with her flame hands flapping. She was coming too. Then I drew the company I kept standing in a circle around the house way below us. The black bags were off their heads so I could see their faces, but they didn’t have eyes, only eyeholes. God the Bird had their eyes in his beak. He was carrying them to Jesus to eat at his feast.
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I was washing a plate in the sink when Sack came and stood behind me. ‘Hester, stop what you are doing, I have something to show you.’ I kept washing the plate. There was sticky egg on the side. ‘Hester, did you hear me? I asked you to stop what you are doing.’ I washed over and over the egg. One bit of yellow sticky was left. It didn’t want to leave. ‘Hester?’ The plate was egg’s friend. If the plate let go then egg would have nobody. ‘Hester.’ Sack put her arm on mine. I stopped cleaning the plate. Water dripped from the wet cloth onto the toe of my shoe. It left watermarks the shape of suns on the leather. Sack took my wet hand in her dry one. ‘Leave that in the sink,’ she said. I put the plate back. Egg and onion skin floated on top of the grey water. Sack led me out of the kitchen and I followed her up the stairs. ‘Come on.’ She pulled my hand to go faster.


We stood holding hands in the doorway of the room that would be mine when she said. The room wasn’t empty anymore; it had my bed in it with a coloured blanket on top that I hadn’t seen before. The blanket was made of coloured woollen squares. They were yellow, blue, purple, green, white and red. ‘I knitted it,’ Sack said, ‘for you.’ On the wall there was a picture of a lamb and a lion. They were lying together. The lamb was the mother of the lion. If there was something you wanted to know you asked the lamb. Cat jumped up on the bed and rolled onto her back on the coloured blanket so her tum was up for tickling. ‘Funny cat …’ Sack said, bending down and scratching Cat under the chin. I looked around the room; on the shelf was The Abridged Picture Bible and Illustrated Hymns. There was a flower in a cup; it was the same flower as the ones with the pink skirts that grew around tree. Above the shelf was Christ Our Saviour. His arms were open wide and the blood on his dress was gone. There was a carpet on the floor with swirling leaves and a moon. Light came through the small window and poured onto the pillow.


‘Do you like it?’ Sack asked me. I didn’t know what she wanted me to say or do. ‘It is your room now, Hester. From now on you will sleep in here. It is yours.’ She looked at me as if she was waiting for something. ‘Do you like it?’ she asked again. What happened next I didn’t want to happen, I didn’t wish it. I cried. Sack stepped in and put her arms on me, they were hard arms, like the arms of a chair. ‘I am sorry for things,’ she said. My crying went into the hard of her arms, and stopped. Sack stood back, her arms full with my tears, and dabbed at her eye with a handkerchief. The pink spider waved and smiled underneath. ‘It is your room now. I always wanted a room of my own.’ She blew her nose into her handkerchief and then she was gone.


I stepped into the room that was mine. I was the only one there. If I put one foot wrong, nobody could see it.


The next time Boot gave me pencil and paper I drew the lamb riding on the back of the lion. Leaves grew around the moon. In my picture Christ Our Saviour sung the hymn about the people dancing for joy, from Illustrated Hymns. He had the coloured blanket around his shoulders. When he lay down to sleep it was in a room all of his own in a bed of dark.
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I was drinking cat milk on my hands and knees when I heard a loud knock at the door. Sack said, ‘Upstairs, Het, upstairs and under the bed, go on! Up up up!’ I ran upstairs, and bending I watched through the bars. A man with a round brown hat on his head stood outside One Cott Road.


‘Mrs Wakefield.’ The man put his hand out but Sack didn’t take it.


‘Yes?’


‘I am from the Department of Welfare.’


‘Yes?’


‘We have written to you but received no response. You left us no choice but to come to the house, as we advised that we would in our last letter.’


‘Well?’


‘We believe you have a daughter, Mrs Wakefield, and that she doesn’t go to school.’


Sack’s eyes became two little blue fires that burned holes in hat man. ‘Yes, I have a daughter, and she has certain problems – mental problems. We teach her everything she needs to know at home.’


Hat man wiped the shine from his face. ‘Nevertheless her condition will have to be assessed by an outside professional body – there might be a place for her in a special school, you may be entitled to some financial assistance.’


‘Do you think we don’t know our own daughter?’


‘I am not suggesting that you do not know your own daughter, Mrs Wakefield, but—’


‘Hester is not well enough to go to school.’


‘Your daughter will have to be tested – perhaps the outcome of those tests will indicate that she should stay home with you, in which case you could be eligible for some assistance.’


‘We don’t want any assistance.’ From where I watched I felt the fires burning hotter in Sack. She wanted to give that hat man a turn in the hanging room – maybe she’d want to give me a turn in there too. It was time for me to hide under the big bed.


I heard the front door close and Sack coming quickly up the stairs. Hat man was gone. Sack came into the room, bent over and looked under the bed. I made my self small and flat as the hidden pencil but the fires in her eyes lit up the darkness and she saw me hiding. She reached in and grabbed me by the arm. I took hold of her leg with her foot in her hard shoe and I held on tight. ‘Let go of me, Hester!’ I didn’t let go. She kicked and wriggled and her shoe got me smack in my throat. She pulled me out. ‘I was too old to have you – I wasn’t strong enough!’


That night I lay in my bed of dark. Hat man came from the forbidden outside. Did he come from the same place that Boot went to every day? Did he come from the same place as the eggs and porridge? What was school? That night my wooden bed sang me to sleep. Yahweh’s people dance for joy, praise Him praise Him!


For the the day of the tests Sack sewed me a dress, it was tight across the top, with a row of buttons. Buttons are small circles that hold a dress together. Without buttons the dress is a loose cape that lets you fly. You have to have buttons. Sack brushed my hair – each stroke pulled at my wicked knot – and tied it back. Sack went into her room and came out in a grey skirt with tiny flowers that grew along the edges. I had not seen that skirt before. Her shirt had little white grapes that grew up around her neck and down her back. Her shoes were shiny with an up at the back. Sack walked around the house on little boxes tap tap tap. There was a gold chain hanging on her throat, but Jesus wasn’t there, only the cross of his home.


Boot took my hand and we three walked out the front door. I could see all of the forbidden outside under the grey of the sky and all of it shone with the light of eternity.


Boot took me down to his chariot but it was different to the chariots in The Abridged Picture Bible. Its wheels were black and it had a brown roof and brown doors. The chariots in my Bible had flying red ribbons, golden doors and spikes coming from the wheels to stop the other chariots. Thick-legged Romans rode the chariots in my Bible. They wore helmets and whipped the horses in front shouting, ‘Win! Win!’ Sack wanted me to lie across the back seat. She pushed me down. ‘Try and sleep.’


I lay across the back seat and made up a song to the rumbling music of the chariot. It was about Abel and what he did to Cain when his father was out. Abel knew it was wrong but he did it anyway, he did it over and over with a stick, he couldn’t stop himself. He did it again and again, it didn’t matter that Cain was shouting no, please don’t, please don’t, Abel, please don’t, Abel kept on doing it anyway. He wanted to see blood on Cain’s knees. After a long time of driving Boot stopped the chariot. ‘We’re here. Wake up, Hester.’ Boot touched my arm. ‘Time to get out.’


Sack turned round from the front seat and pinched me short and quick. ‘Behave in there.’ The pink spider held a fist up at me. I climbed out of the brown chariot and Boot and Sack took a hand each. I saw two dogs from Jesus and the marketplace. They chased each other and barked. Water came from a pipe and wet the grass. There were many trees and houses. In front of the houses were squares of grass with bars for hanging and plastic buckets. The road was full of chariots without spikes speeding past. I wanted to run and sing my song loud. The madness of the world was infecting me.


We walked down a path into a big box house. There were flowers growing all along the sides of the path. They were white with yellow stripes. The flowers rested in beds of leaves. I wanted to stop and look closer to see if there were ants and if they lived under the flowers but Boot and Sack pulled me along. Tap tap tap went the box shoes of Sack as she walked. My dress was tight across my chest. We went inside the building. There was a room full of chairs with a jar of flowers in the corner. A lady sat behind a desk. Her lips were red and shining and around her neck was coloured glass. She smiled at Boot and Sack and me. ‘Please take a seat, the doctor will be with you shortly.’


We sat in three seats. Sack let go of my hand but Boot didn’t. There was a pile of paper books on a table in the corner. If I turned my head I saw a queen on the front. She was not the same as the queen in The Abridged Picture Bible; she didn’t have as many clothes on. Sack did a sharp turn with her head at me and I stopped looking at the queen because it was wrong. That’s why Adam ran so fast.


A man came through a door. He walked towards us with his arm held out. Boot shook the hand. ‘Mr and Mrs Wakefield?’ He looked down at a paper he was holding. ‘Come inside, Hester.’ Boot and Sack wanted to come into the room with me but the man who looked like hat man but more smiling and no hat, said, ‘Just Hester this time, please.’ Sack’s mouth went as straight as the fence outside One Cott Road. Boot patted her hand and in I went.


The man took me into a room. There were a lot of coloured things in boxes. There were yellow chariots made of plastic, there were blocks and bells and dolls made of wool and a soft mouse and a white rabbit with pink ears, and books with shiny pictures of trains, clouds and a man with a red nose and shoes too big for him, round at the top. There was a pile of paper and pencils. One of the pencils was green. The man with the smile asked me to point at a circle and a triangle and a line. He asked me to put the same things together and take the different things away. He asked me which way the lines were going. He said, ‘Which one is different?’ He said, ‘What is the biggest?’ and, ‘Hold up your fingers when you see the light go on.’ He sat me on a bed and looked close at my eyes and ears with a torch tied to his head. He held up a picture of a man, a lady and two children sitting on a blanket eating bread with cheese. The man said, ‘Can you tell me about this picture, Hester?’
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