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I've never asked anything of the Fruit Woman before.  You don't pray to her like Mum and Dominic pray to Jesus, although the imploring nature of my thoughts at this moment may be bordering on what most people think of as prayer.  Please, I'm saying to her (in my head) as the road rises the one and a half miles up from the village. Please help me get through this next fortnight without looking an utter gawk. Please let this attraction be mutual.  There, I’ve said it, given a voice to it, albeit a silent one. 

The car bumps to a halt outside Myrtle Cottage.  The silence of the switched-off engine is still in my ears as the five of us climb out of Dad's car, happy to stretch our legs.  Uncle's new Ford is already here, parked in front of the old chimney pots, brimming with small summer flowers: lobelia, Cornish daisies and suchlike.  The front door to 2 Myrtle Cottage is already open. "It's unlocked," Uncle says, nodding his head at No 1. "I collected both keys."  We always booked both cottages back then too.  Us in No 1, our cousins in No 2.  

We go inside No 1.  The low beams almost catch me unawares, like they do Uncle who has to stoop through doorways.  I see the flypapers in the kitchen and I remember our cousins, Les and Pat, goading us backwards into that sticky armoury of squashed dead things until our hair got caught and we screamed.  Silly little girls.  That's all we were to them.  That's all we were fit for.  I see the electricity meter by the huge spidery crack in the plaster and remember the minutes spent crouched there, watching the wheel, waiting for the slow return of the little red mark again and again.  We go through to the sitting room and we’re greeted by those twin smells: the remains of last winter's log fires in the grate and the musty armchairs in the same floral fabric as the curtains and the little wall lamps.  

It's four o'clock.  As children Cathy and I loved to arrive here at four o'clock because by the time we'd had a cup of tea and been told about the faulty washing machine it would be too late to start out on a long boring walk in the mud, leaving us to look forward to our first holiday tea.  Now, supposedly grown up, we unpack upstairs and squabble over the eleven hangers in the wardrobe that have seen better days.

"Oh that's right, Helen.  Leave me all the wire ones." 

"Well, you bagged the best chair.  You never bother hanging up your stuff anyway." 

Funny how you revert to childhood when you're with your family.  Not that I've ever properly left it.  People call me naïve and you can tell it's meant as criticism.  "You're not like an eighties girl," people say to me.  "You're not like someone in her mid-twenties, come to that."  Well, I can't help that.  I've always lived in a fantasy world.  Cathy too.  If I'm not mistaken, it was here at Myrtle when it first took hold, this game of ours, this escape into other worlds.  Cathy told me about her glass chess pieces and we looked inside them and spent hours telling each other what we saw. 

Cathy's always been bonkers about chess.  She'll be in her element here because there's still no television and there'll be nothing else to do in the evenings but play chess or cards.  I prefer cards myself because it's more sociable; it isn't just for two people to the exclusion of everyone else.

"I dread to think what it'll be like next week," Cathy says. "With all these extra people shattering the peace."  

Shattering the peace?  She does have a point because next week we'll go from our present six – me, Cathy, Mum, Dad, Uncle and Gran – to a possible ten.  Our cousin Les is supposed to be joining us, and Mum's invited Dominic and I have to confess to a little flutter somewhere in my chest when she told me.  "Shall I invite Bella too?" I said to Mum.  "We haven't spent much time together for ages.  Not since undergrad days or before." I was thinking Bella might provide a distraction from my internal upheaval.  Mum said that would be fine, though Cathy pursed her mouth at the mention of Bella, like she did about Dominic.  She's not keen on the Veronas as a family.  "Is that it, Mum? What about Uncle Tom Cobley?" Cathy said, not seriously expecting there to be anyone else.  "Well, there may be one other," Mum started to say but when we tried to pin her down she just said, "To be confirmed."

*
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Cathy's just clearing away her chessmen from the kitchen table and Gran her split bag of acid drops and magnifying glass because it's time for our evening meal.  Dad's always sworn by the evening meal as the only time in the day when we all get together as a family.  It's a civilized and social thing to do he's always maintained and I'm usually inclined to agree, although the manic cack-handed preparations over a tiny temperamental Baby Belling this evening have made me seriously reconsider my position.  I suppose I should be thankful that electric cooking has replaced the old Aga which used to have pride of place here, though the one next door is still going strong.  The thing is we did all agree to chip in and share the chores but in practice it's we females – and Mum in particular – who find ourselves lumbered with the cooking while Dad and Uncle fiddle around with their cars, checking the water or oil or whatever they do, until serving-up time.  They're simply experts at disappearing at crucial times and have this annoying knack of saying, "Anything I can do to help?" when they're quite sure all the tricky stuff – like getting white sauces to the right consistency – is safely out of the way.  And if they lay the table or watch the stove for a moment while Mum squeezes in a quick pee they give the impression of having made an enormous contribution to the proceedings. Mind you, Mum only has herself to blame since she continually complains of claustrophobia when there are more than two people in the kitchen at any one time especially if one of those happens to be Gran who thinks she's being helpful when she puts the red wine in the fridge and suchlike.

Tonight we're about to have a typical holiday meal: jacket potatoes, grated cheese and salad.  It's astonishing how tasty these simple meals can be and Mum doesn't look all humble the way she does at home after she's tried out a new recipe because this sort of cooking doesn't count.  This sort of meal cooks itself.

"I must spend a penny," says Gran getting up from table and we wait for her just as we wait for Mum to say grace on Gran's return.

"Oh, I say," says Gran.  "All this for me?  Oh, I do like a potato.  A most underrated food."

Mum leans towards Gran's plate. "Can you manage the skin?"

"Of course I can, Gay.  Good for the bowels." 

We all roar with laughter, the bowels being an obsession when we have a change of air and scenery.  

"Telephone!" calls Cathy, pulling the rug from under our merriment.  This is something else that's new since our last visit – the installation of the pay phone in the cubby-hole – and it's exciting having someone ring us here.  Perhaps it's Bella, I think, as Dad goes to answer it.  I watch the back of his neck through the kitchen door for clues; his navy-blue collar digging into the carroty-flecked flesh making it pout.  It's almost as if the collar cut those lines into his skin, though of course it didn't – those are lines of natural wear and tear.  Whenever it's something or someone for Dad you can hear him stomping every so often in that slightly proud, slightly embarrassed way of his but at the moment there's nothing but hush.

"It's for you, Gay," he says, turning round and pointing the receiver in Mum's direction.  "Didn't catch her name."

"Ah, I know who that'll be ...carry on eating," says Mum enigmatically and we're all silent now as we do our best to earwig.  I'm pretty sure it's To Be Confirmed.  I'm looking at the lettuce – crisp and pale green, like flouncy swans on my plate.  Do you remember when they got up from our plates, Cathy, and flew away?  That was here I'm certain.  I was ten, maybe, you seven.  I catch a whiff of orange juice (the chilled dry red is still regaining some of its lost temperature on one of the sideboards) and it reminds me of the time you said that orange juice smells of cat's pee.  Fresh orange juice, you said, not the synthetic stuff, though I still don't quite get it. But we told our cousins – Les and Pat – about the cat pee juice just to tease them, to put them off their food like they did us.  When that didn't work we invented the cheese juice instead – remember? – and maybe Pat did turn slightly sour at the thought but not outwardly.  They always dismissed our attempts as sissy and pathetic. At that time you'd never have guessed they were Uncle's sons.  Fun-loving, mild Uncle.  What does he look like with his sellotaped glasses and bits of dinner in his beard? 

It's never easy trying to build a picture from a one-sided conversation but I've already gleaned, as the others will have, that To Be Confirmed is someone from Mum's church.  Dad freezes mid-munch with that look of incredulity as if to say: "Not someone from the blessed church while we're on holiday, surely."

We're all onto our creamed rice by the time Mum comes off the phone, except for Gran who's still wrestling with her potato skins.  Her wedding ring, far too wide for the skinny finger these days, shakes up and down as she saws away.  I'm reminded of when Grandpa was alive, when meals took an eternity because he chewed everything slowly, resting his knife and fork between mouthfuls.  

"Some time after next Saturday," says Mum returning to her dinner, "someone I'm counselling from church is hoping to join us, and I know you'll all respect her wishes for a woman-only environment.  So what I suggest is that next week the women all sleep here and the men next door."

As always, Uncle is agreeable and co-operative while Dad looks distinctly put out.  "I mean it's our main holiday this year," he complains.  "Is nothing sacred any more?"

"The woman in question," continues Mum in earnest, "has reached a crucial stage in her healing.  It's Christine.  Christine Wigg."

I almost choke on my creamed rice.  Everyone knows about Christine but no one quite knows what to say.  We can't ever forget, at least I can't, about the rape, about the finger wrongly pointed at Les, briefly, when it happened six years ago.  But it was Christine's plight that got Mum into her pastoral work in the first place.  Tired of her usual church with its old ladies and flower arranging and endless fêtes to raise funds for restoration of this or that, Mum switched to a younger more dynamic church.  "I want to do something," she said.  "I want to help all those unfortunates.  I see people like Christine staggering out of The Ring O'Bells, and the drunks slouching on the Cross, and I know these people need something," she said.  "They've lost their way."  And so she jumped at the chance of doing a counselling course run by the church.

It makes sense too why Mum's invited Dominic here.  Like Mum and Christine, Dominic's also a Christian so the three of them will be able to talk churchy stuff and share prayer meetings and Holy Spirit healings or whatever they do.  Mum's got to know Dominic fairly well through the church and probably knows him better than I do these days.  Mum does like to debate God over coffee especially with young converts – she likes their enthusiasm and unshakeable conviction.  Dominic isn't quite as insufferable as he was a few years ago when he became a new starry-eyed Christian – (God, did he come out with some real gems back then.  You will know them by their fruits, that was one; it was the way he said it more than anything, with dark-eyed intensity, and there was that time he said his cup was full and running over!) – but he's still got that air of evangelism does Dominic – Saint Dominic – which so appeals to Mum.  I've always been a bit of a non-believer when it comes to God.  They stuff your head full of fairies and Santa Claus when you're a kid and then you find out that actually these chaps never existed after all, so why should God be any different?  Perhaps that's rather a strange conclusion to be drawn from someone who's spent half her life in a fantasy world.  Perhaps, because I'm a creator, I want to be inventing my own stories and myths rather than putting up with someone else's hand-me-downs.  When I die I don't want to meet up with God or angels – I want to see my life played back to me as a film, yes, that's how I like to imagine it; putting my feet up, watching it on the big screen and ducking down during the scary bits and there will be plenty of those.  I'll be munching my popcorn and cringing and chuckling in all the right places and then we'll all go down the pub afterwards to dissect it and look forward to the next film.  

And when I die I want to meet the Fruit Woman, just as I’ve always done. 

*
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Christine wasn't born a Wigg – she married one. The one called Martin – a solid hard-working man, like his father and brothers. Marrying a Wigg must have given Christine a strong sense of belonging because there have been Wiggs in my Cumbrian home town for generations.  In the area known as Low Town, for instance, there's Wigg's Forge which is still in the family and until recently there was Wigg's Creamery down there as well.  

Perfumed, breasty, Christine used to be the sort of girl – (and I still think of her as a girl, though she must be well into her thirties by now) – who a few men got their wires crossed with, mainly because she could come across as a bit flirty.  But deep down Christine's never been that interested in the world at her level so much as the one lower down where children and animals hang out.  She always used to look bright when we first knew her with her blond hair bouncing up and down in waves as she walked, and her eyes the colour of grapes, seeded grapes that could squeeze out tears of fun and laughter. Before she was thirty, her husband walked out on her and her three young children, because she was unfaithful, it was rumoured, but it turned out he was the one having the affair.  So the Wigg brothers and their wives stuck by Christine, as the wronged party.  Throughout that traumatic break-up of her marriage she kept up the brightness for the sake of her children.  It was that other business, the rape that tore off her colour.

Now that's something I'd want editing from my life film if it had happened to me, along with all those other bad memories.  Like when we first moved to deepest darkest Cumberland, which became our home after the enlightened city.  It's OK if you're in real country, like we are here on holiday in Devon.  Here, the lore of the country can be seen in action, everyone friendly and exchanging 'hellos' as they pass in the lane, not like in London where black looks are traded instead.  But give me a city any day than a small town.  A small town is betwixt and between.  I remember our journey when we moved up to Cumberland and the coldness of the air as we got out of the car in a northern town, en route; the houses slapped wet after a shower, taking an age to dry.  I remember our first night in our new Cumberland house and the eerie white streetlamps, curving like question marks.  I longed to go back to the solid orange ones of the city, warm and familiar as my pillow.  We moved up to Cumberland in order to be with Gran and Grandpa – we were all under the one roof at last in our big new house so that Gran didn't have to take the sole strain of Grandpa's failing health.  I was just eight years old.

We brought the City with us to Cumberland – its attitudes, its tolerance, but some of the townsfolk, particularly those in the Low Town area, didn't quite know what to make of us because we kept ourselves to ourselves.  

Dad, of course, was wholly oblivious to the small minds and wagging tongues, the way he was to half of life.  He simply cycled off to work in a world of his own – sometimes against wind and driving rain, head down, a warrior against the weather – until he reached the science laboratories and I envied him that world of slides down a microscope, that grown-up place of serious research and activity that was barred to me.

We got off to a bad start in our new town by simply buying the Stamp house.  People still saw it as the Stamp's house. Dear oh dear, a Stamp has lived in that house for years.  Don't know what the world's coming to, Claudie, do you?  Trouble is, Stamps are all dying out now, Phyl.  Still, should have had a local family buy it, that's what I say, not these outsiders from the city, bringing all their funny ways.  Sheer heresy, Claudie, that's what it is.  

The old Stamp house when we first saw it wasn't what you'd call a welcoming house with its grey stone and its position closer to Low Town than High Town (though belonging to neither), but Cathy and I weren't worried in the least.  We were very much into house-hunting and the parlance of estate agents whose lists we employed to devise our own.  Sixty-nine Victoria Road is situated in pleasant surroundings, with spacious hallway, one chess room, a doll's attic and three toilets.  When we visited properties we counted the number of gas taps while Mum always looked at the kitchens and gardens.  She wanted a garden that would look after itself and the Stamp garden seemed to fit the bill.  It didn't have a single flowerbed or vegetable plot to speak of apart from the huge apple tree towering out of the long grass.

Cathy's favourite room was the kitchen with its large lino floor stretching before her like a huge chessboard.  The kitchen, in fact, was the very place where she first learned to play chess at the age of six; no one taught her – she just picked it up from watching Grandpa, Mum and Dad.  She never said much in those days, except to me, but we didn't doubt her abilities for one moment the way the school children did.

I've not lived there for years, though the house is still home to the others: Mum, Dad, Cathy, Gran – and more recently, their cat – but it's still in my blood.  Our home town has always been a pretty little place with its hilly backdrop; its old Cornmarket and Malt House in the market place.  In those days the market was twice weekly and there was Claudie's wool shop tucked in between one of the shops selling waterproofs and Anderson's sweet shop where we used to buy Kendal mint cake or pineapple chunks and suck them on the steps of the Town Cross.  But only when the youths were absent. You didn't dare hang about the Cross when the Low Town youth were sprawled over the steps, puffing and swigging away time that dragged like a sore foot.  The Cross has always been their territory after the evening curfew and on Saturday afternoons.  

It was our first July in our new Cumberland home, and round every corner or over every fell there was always a lake or tarn freshening our air and view – those not already veiled in a day of wet mist. Sheep left tufts of their fleece pegged along the barbed wire and their dried droppings for us to kick like marbles down the slopes, while in the fields we picked our way past newly-set cow pats.  There were shallow stony brooks to paddle through, loose stone walls to navigate and ancient stone circles. Up at the borders there were sections of Hadrian's Wall, which I thought was called Adrian's Wall.  

I saw her that summer before I started my new school.  The girl from High Town, beyond the Lord Digby estate, where the professionals lived: the doctors and accountants and auctioneers.  Wasn't she the auctioneer's daughter, in fact, this girl with the kiss-curls on her shoulder like the coiled ends of banisters?  The girl I'd soon know as Bella?  And did the dead birds in the gutter also happen before September?  They were the start of it, weren't they? We moved into the Stamp house and a couple of weeks later dead birds started appearing in inexplicable places.  Proof enough for the superstitious.  Half a dozen people is all it takes.  With children it takes even fewer.  Mum said they were as sinister as rooks, the adults, the way they congregated silently, blackly, in the area they simply called Town, but you could trace it back to its source, that funny feeling, like a ball of wool.  You could follow it to the row of shops containing Claudie's wool itself.  Mum said it reminded her of Hitchcock's film The Birds.  (Of course Cathy imagined the other sort of rook, it made perfect sense to her that the black rooks of the chessboard should be sinister.)

"Hey, Cathy?"  We're upstairs in our twin bedroom after the meal and before cards.  Cathy's got the bed nearer the window, looking across a counterpane of fields.  I've got the one nearer the stairs and the loo.  "Do you remember The Forsyte Saga with Nyree Dawn Porter and Susan Hampshire?"  

"Vaguely.  Why?"

"It was the year we moved to the Lakes."

"So?" 

"Mum and Dad wouldn't let us watch one of the episodes."  

"Which episode?" 

"Well, Mum and Dad said it was because of a divorce or something, which seemed an odd reason to ban it, even then.  I know times were different and they didn't exactly approve of divorce, but it wasn't as if we didn't know about divorce, was it?"

"So what was it then?"

"It was a rape. Irene was raped by Soames in that missing episode." Which just goes to show how some of your life can be edited for you, great chunks of it censored.

I flip a pack of cards, hinting for a game, when Mum calls up.  "Helen?  Cathy?  Could we have some help with the dishes?"

In the kitchen, Mum's just making the last drink of the evening.  She hands me a tea cloth but I bags washing-up.  I'm like Uncle in that respect.  Cathy can dry.  

"Mum?” I start to say, thinking to myself that this is usually where the real conversation goes on, over the dishes, women together, while the men lounge in the sitting room waiting for coffee. "Mum, is it really such a good idea Christine coming here, what with Les coming and all?"  

"I know what I'm doing, Helen.  Trust me."  

Does she?  Do I?  "You might have at least warned us."

"Oh, don't be like that.  Anyway it was Christine's idea." 

"I suppose she wants to make the peace with Les after all these years." 

"Come on, Helen, you know me better than that.  I wouldn't be much of a counsellor if I breached confidentiality now, would I?  Can't you just get on with the holiday?" 

She's got me there.  I do respect what she's saying, and you've got to hand it to her, all this good pastoral work she does and everything, but I'm more with Dad on this one. I feel she should have discussed it with us beforehand.  

"Is Christine bringing any of her children with her?" asks Cathy, appearing in the kitchen, and immediately Mum thrusts a tea cloth into her hand. 

"No, just herself."

"Where's she going to sleep?"  

"She can sleep in my room."

"So where will you go, Mum?" says Cathy, handing me back the rejects for a second wash.

"I can go in with your gran, can't I?"

After the dishes, I climb back up the uneven staircase to our bedroom and invoke the Fruit Woman again.  She's probably on the turn, mellowing, blackberries in her hair, a certain wisdom about her, though I can't fathom her thinking on this one.  I can't quite see where Christine fits in at all but the Fruit Woman, like God, sometimes moves in mysterious ways, and that gives me hope.  Even a bit of a thrill.
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The curtains in our bedroom are awash with rosy sun this Sunday morning.  Climbing out of bed, I flick them back, tracing a finger across one of the crooked panes.  Each pane, like the window itself, is so tiny.  A doll's house of a window.  There I am, enjoying the calm, the quaintness of it all this Sunday morning, when suddenly I have to clutch my stomach to staunch the gripings. I’m feeling bunged up.  I have to explain that whenever I'm on holiday with my family, the thorny subject of the loo always crops up sooner or later.  Usually sooner.  Wherever we've stayed the loo, for some reason, is always tiny, and here it's even diddier than I remember.  Absolutely no leg-room whatsoever – not for fully-grown adult legs anyway, and it's situated right next to the sitting room so that everyone can hear.  And I'm not talking about spending a penny either – a Granism if ever I heard one – I'm talking bigger things.  I'm talking crap!  Dad's usually the first one brave enough to have a go.  "Can you all sing?" he said yesterday evening.  "I'm just going to try out the thunder-box."  Uncle's pretty relaxed about the whole affair too.  But me – my rectal muscles always clamp shut like some shellfish.  That's it, I thought yesterday, I shan't be able to go for a fortnight, and it got me into a big panic.  Gran did suggest the radio, full volume, and this idea's been welcomed with open arms.  Prince or Purcell, it serves the same purpose.  Cathy and Mum are like me, judging from previous holidays, and this I find enormously reassuring.  We tend to compare achievements.  Did a raisin today.  Oh, I managed a plum! 

"Perhaps we're picking up on Christine," Cathy says this morning, rattling open the casement to check the air outside.  She starts getting dressed.  "You know, wanting to let go of something but not being able to."  I force a smile.  "I don't think so, Cathy.  We're always so full of crap whenever we go away," I retort, surprising myself at my ability to joke at a time of such pressing discomfort. Cathy laughs and brushes her hair before braving the loo.  Her hair is longer and lighter than mine – it always has been. I used to love brushing it for her when she was little, imagining it was my firm strokes making it grow, but neither of us have the richer colours of our parents' hair.  Cathy's prettier than me, she's got cheeks as round as a Persian cat's and a slight Mongoloid look to her eyes, if you're still allowed to say such a thing. I've got one eye that looks half-shut which, since I've grown, some people have found quite appealing so they've said – like Jonathon at university – and if not they just keep it to themselves, unlike most school children and their almost fascist desire to root out the imperfect.  Cathy's got more freckles than me – on her face, her shoulders, down her arms.  Arms that remind me of childhood summers because it was only in summer that I saw them in their full glory and what the sun had done to them.  Speckled-eggshell arms.

Oh yes, Cathy, I'll dream if you dream.  Remember?  Remember the bird's egg which cracked open and released the feathered cat, all staggering and sticky and ugly to begin with but didn't he become a beautiful creature, that great winged cat with his stunning smoky plumage?  It was all animals in those days, born from the walls of the glass knight.  They knew we were different, Cathy, didn't they?  But were we different because we were alone or alone because we were different?

Cathy has gone to the toilet before anyone else is up.  This was my idea.  "You go first, Cathy," I said.  "Then I'll go."  We stand a better chance at this time of the morning especially with Uncle and Dad both next door now.  Dad carried over his shirts, pyjamas, slippers, sandals and towel in one huge trailing bundle last night.  "I may as well get myself settled in early on," he said, "rather than having to uproot from here at the end of the week."  To be honest, I don't think he's too sore about this women-only business and Uncle did welcome someone next door with him if only to warn him about cracking his nut on the beams and suchlike.  In fact, I think Dad's starting to see it as a 'blessed relief'; a nice break from Mum's religious crusades as he calls them.  Oh he doesn't half bait her at times.  Poor Mum.  I know her faith has been a deeper, more heart-felt thing in recent years but she certainly isn't what you'd describe as fanatical.  If anything she can be quite unorthodox and isn't averse to telling some fundamentalists to take a running jump if she sees fit.  Her faith is purely a personal matter she says.  She's never tried to ram it down our necks.  Only if she catches me searching for a higher something might she say, "You haven't given Jesus a try yet, Helen.  I can recommend Him without reserve."
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