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For my mum and dad with all my love and thank you for making me so independent




 


I poured out my worries to a friend


Hoping it would make me feel better


But what I told him became an open secret


Fireflies in the dark.


Ahmad Ibu-al-Qaf,


eleventh century




MOTHERLAND




Like a Hook from the Sky


When I was born, they thought I was dead. Paul arrived first, ten minutes before me. When it was my turn, I just rolled out, small and yellow with eyes closed. I didn’t cry. But at the moment of my birth into this world, I somehow felt a mistake had been made. I couldn’t scream or cry or argue my case. I just lay motionless, wishing I could go back where I’d come from.


They put me into a little glass box and slowly I came round.


Paul and I would lie together in our cot. He would always be going on about something or other and no one could understand him, except me. But I would lie quietly on my back with my arms stretched out towards the sky, constantly pulling my hands through the air, holding on to the invisible lines that only I could see, the strands that join every moment: past, present and future. The lines that join every part of human destiny from eternity to the stars.


As a baby, I tried to die a couple of times. My most successful attempt was suffocation by pressing my mouth against the side of the carrycot. But Paul saved me – saved me with his constant screaming. It seemed that he would always be there, looking out for me. It was hard not to feel resentful. After all, my soul had been floating along when, somehow, it got caught up in his conception. It was like a hook in the sky – I was pulled down and turned into a creature of this world.


The first words I ever heard – the first that weren’t Paul’s – were ‘The deaf and dumb are one year old, one year old today.’


I didn’t talk until I was three. One day, my dad took me into the garden. He lifted me in his arms and pointed to a tree. And as he held me on that autumn chill morning, my first words sprang from my lips. ‘Look. Apple.’


It was supposed to have been the last night our mum and dad spent together. This was 1962; Mum was married, Dad was married, but not to each other. My mum was twenty-one when she first gave birth – to my older brother, Alan – and she always said that you could not imagine the pain, that any woman who claimed it didn’t hurt was lying. When she fell pregnant by my father, she booked into a clinic to have an abortion, only to talk herself out of it at the last moment.


This wild, roaming Turk, who had hit the London property scene and swept her off her feet, now came up with an offer: three days a week or nothing. Mum changed her name from Cashin to Emin and settled for three days a week, knowing he would never divorce his wife. Later, after his bankruptcy and a trail of financial disasters, she would be left with nothing.


But some things are meant to be for ever …


I sat by the tomato plants, Mum and Dad screaming at each other. I pulled a bamboo stick away from one. The weight of the tomatoes dragged the green stem down to the dirt. As they argued, I pushed the stick through the top of my thigh. Blood started to pour. And they stopped screaming.


Hotel International, that was where Paul and I grew up. A seventy-bedroom maze, along Margate sea-front, overlooking the Winter Gardens. It was actually six small guest-houses joined together, full of strangers, guests, kitchen staff and chambermaids, a juke-box and the Blue Room, where we used to dance. We were rich and spoilt and spoke three languages: English, Turkish and, of course, our own.


Because the hotel was six guest-houses, it had six backyards, connected via holes smashed in each of the adjoining walls: a world of camps and bases, sheds and chalets, roofs and garages. A vast territory, a kingdom, our domain. We were rich – and envied. I remember hiding unwrapped Christmas presents under the bed, just hoping they would disappear.


All Paul and I wanted was to be normal, like other children. But it was impossible. We were the twins. We had our own language until we were five years old. We shared a bedroom and sat next to each other at school. Once, we had shared a womb and now we shared a compulsive need for attention, which at times we liked and at others we hated.


Mum explained to us that they weren’t sweets: they were pills, very special pills. And because of these special pills, Paul and I stayed special. If she took one every day, she would not have any more babies. We were six years old and tired of being special. We went to her handbag, removed the pills and, one by one, put them down the sink.


We didn’t get a baby brother or sister. Instead we were given a rabbit. A tiny white ball of fluff. It had a little house. Paul made it a bed out of shoeboxes and I started on its clothes: a jacket, hat and tiny shoes made of serviettes. On warm summer days it would bounce round amid the wild strawberries and Paul and I would laugh, the joy of unconditional love.


As we got older, our world came to seem more and more unnatural – and we knew it. We first began to notice around the time our rabbit died. Of course, it had not simply died: it had been murdered, starved to death by the kitchen staff. We had been away in London. When we came home, the first thing we did was rush through the hotel into the yard and through the hole in the wall to what we called the green garden where our rabbit lived. The hutch was there, but no rabbit. The staff came out of the hotel in twos and threes calling, ‘Rabbit, Rabbit.’ They looked under pieces of wood, behind doors, under car wheels, in bushes, sheds and bins. Paul and I stared deep into each other’s eyes: it didn’t matter what anyone said, we knew they had killed it. The one real living thing that, individually, we had both chosen to love: gone. Our fluffy white rabbit.


Soon after Rabbit died Paul and I contracted whooping-cough. We lay next to each other in Mum’s double bed, delirious, sweating, coughing our guts up. Even in our illness, we were desperate to get well and so bored – with the attention and fuss and gifts. One day I woke up and Paul was standing on a chair, naked, in the middle of the room, holding a catapult. As he pulled back on the elastic he said, ‘I feel better.’ Suddenly, I was screaming, my eye was burning. People ran into the room. Wham – he had flicked a lighted cigarette butt into my face where it had been caught neatly between the lids of my left eye.


The twins are well.


We were well, but we didn’t go back to school. And we carried on sharing a double bed. We would scream and fight, pulling each other’s hair, biting and scratching, demanding each other’s space.


Paul and I walked round the square. A gang of other kids stood on the corner. They were all looking at a pile of dog shit.


‘Go on, Emu,’ one said. ‘I dare you to walk through it.’


‘Yeah, go on,’ said the others.


I looked at Paul and said, ‘Don’t.’


Paul put out his hand and said to the others, ‘Give us all your money.’


Then he walked straight through the shit.


As me and Paul walked home – him scraping his shoes – I said, ‘Why, Paul? Why did you do it?’


He pulled a handful of money out of his pocket, shook it around in his hand and said, ‘It’s only shit, sis.’


I understood. I understood that Paul and I were different, and we would grow apart.


One day, I woke up to the sound of hundreds of bells ringing. The room was full of smoke and flames lapped round the bed like a giant ocean. Ismile, our mum’s lover, was beating at them with his bare hands. I remember being carried away in his arms.


Paul stood in the hallway, smiling. He had set the bed alight. For a while we had our own rooms.


Then there were no rooms, no hotel, no guests. Dad was gone: he had lost his money and lost the hotel. As the Hotel International was being boarded up, my mum frantically carried our furniture across the yard to the cottage, the old staff house.


We didn’t own the cottage, we just lived there. We had to: there was nowhere else to go. It was a comedown but we didn’t care: we felt we were normal, living in this tiny house with our mum.


And we were wild and free. We spent the summers swimming, listening to Buddy Holly and the Beach Boys, wearing star-spangled plimsolls, watching the Banana Splits and covering our bedroom walls, from ceiling to floor, with posters. It wasn’t strange that, at ten years old, we still shared a room: we shared everything. Even more so, now we were poor.


‘Come on, sis, I’ve got something to show you.’


Paul stood on his bed, his blue nylon Aertex underpants pulled tightly round his willy. Tiny bobbles of flesh came through the holes. I ran my fingers across them. Paul took a flying leap across the room, slamming me on the bed. He rammed his foot between my legs and pushed against my minge. ‘Submit, submit.’


‘Okay, okay. I do,’ I said. ‘Please, Paulas. You’re hurting me.’


They were squatters and we were squatters – we had that much in common.


I watched them as they climbed up on the kitchen roof and through the window. There were three of them: one fair and two dark. The hotel had been empty for years; at the front it was covered with plywood boards, but at the back there were a hundred different windows. And I would watch the windows: it became my obsession. Every glimpse I had of the three men became a secret triumph. I felt they knew I was watching.


I got up early, crept down the stairs and out of the back door. It was daylight and the sun had begun to shine. I was going to see the squatters. They had seen me, I had seen them: they knew I’d been watching. My imagination was filled with them: one fair, two dark. I went through the hole in the wall, and stood beneath their room. The two dark ones – both with long hair, one with a beard – climbed out of the window and stood on the flat roof. ‘Hiya,’ they said, and smiled. ‘You’re our watcher.’


I stood there in my pink-and-white-striped nightie, not knowing what to say.


‘Does your mum know you’re here?’


‘No, no one does,’ I said. ‘You’re my secret.’


They reached down and, by my wrists, pulled me up on to the roof. I followed them through the window. The room was square; three lots of sleeping stuff lay on the floor as well as a washing-line, some pots and pans, and a small gas burner. The door to the room was barricaded from the inside.


‘What’s your name?’ The one with the beard asked.


‘Tracey. I’m Tracey.’


Smiling, he said, ‘Well, pleased to meet you, Tracey. I’m Albert. This here is Bert, and this is Andy.’


They were from a place called Manchester. They had come to Margate for the summer to find work. I liked the way they spoke. It was different. They were different. I stood in my pink-and-white-striped nightie, knowing there might be some danger, but also knowing not to be afraid. They were my secret, almost as though I had invented them: they were the dream of an eleven-year-old girl, my three wise men. And Albert, he looked like Jesus with his long dark hair, full moustache and beard.


Each morning before school, I would creep out of bed, down the stairs, out across the yard, through the hole in the wall and climb on to the roof, sometimes taking them slices of bread, teabags, biscuits – anything I could get from the kitchen without it being noticed. We would play the little radio and, sometimes, dance: me, a little girl in my pink-and-white-striped nightie, dancing around a radio with the three wise kings.


They showed me card tricks, and I’d snuggle up in their sleeping stuff while they told me about places I’d never heard of and their lives on the road, the four of us bound in this early-morning secret ritual. Sometimes, when Albert lifted me on to the roof – his arms round my ribs – I would look into his eyes. They were soft and brown with long lashes, gentle like a puppy: like he could never hurt me. I was in love.


School had finished. It was the summer holidays. Mum worked as a chambermaid and would be gone by six thirty each morning.


‘You see this coin?’ said Albert. ‘You can have it if you can roll it all the way down your face, like this.’ He held the coin in his hand and, as I watched, he rolled it from the top of his forehead, down the centre of his nose, across his lips, over his beard and down his neck. I liked it: the silver rolling across his skin.


He passed the coin to Bert and Andy and they did the same. The four of us, cross-legged on the floor, taking part in an ancient ceremony.


‘Close your eyes,’ said Albert. ‘And keep them closed.’


He passed the coin into the palm of my hand and, slowly, I rolled it down the centre of my face.


I opened my eyes, they were laughing and giggling. A big smile spread across my face.


‘Christ,’ said Albert.


A noise from hell: a pickaxe swung its way through the door – smash – sending bits of wood flying through the air. I was screaming. It seemed as though footsteps and shouts – hundreds of them – were coming from everywhere.


Albert swept me up in his arms, pushed me through the window and, holding my wrist, dropped me from the roof, shouting, ‘Run – run – run.’


I stumbled across the yard, through the hole in the wall and into the arms of a policeman. I wriggled and tried to slip through his hands. My nightie was torn and blood was running down my shins.


I kept my mouth closed and would not tell the police anything. They kept going on and on, but I didn’t even listen to them. Then, as Albert, Bert and Andy were taken away in cuffs, I began to cry.


But all the police wanted to know was: how did I get the line?


In a smuttering of tears, I said, ‘What line?’


They passed me a mirror and there, from the top of my brow to the bottom of my chin, was a perfect silver line.


And now Paul and I were in the bathroom.


‘Look, Tray, I can make it grow.’


He ran his hand up and down his willy. It was getting bigger and bigger. And then – wow – a white spray flew out of the end, splattering across the back of the toilet seat. As he smiled, I stood on the bath, my feet either side of the tub. I picked up the long-handled bath brush and said, ‘Well, watch this.’


But, one day, I told Paul I didn’t want to do it any more because God would get us.


Paul said, okay, he didn’t want to be got by God, because He didn’t love us anyway.


Mum was out collecting lead. Since we had squatted the staff cottage, it was easy for her to get into the back of the hotel as it was only boarded up from the front. She didn’t believe it was stealing; she felt it was rightfully hers. Me and Paul always got excited by her expeditions: our mum, leaving the house with a hacksaw and shopping-bag. A giant bird gathering food for her chicks. Mum loved us: she would do anything for us.


Strange to think we had been an accident …


When my mum was pregnant with me and Paul, people used to spit at her in the street and call her a nigger-lover. Friends tried to persuade her to have an abortion because she wasn’t married to our father. Even worse, there might be a throwback: we might come out black.


When Paul and I first went to school, the other children said our daddy was a wog. We went home and – ‘Mummy,’ we asked, ‘what’s a wog?’


She said that if anyone called our father a wog, we should say, ‘Yes, a Western Oriental Gentleman.’


Daddy told me that his great-great-grandfather was a slave in the Ottoman empire. A warrior from the Sudan with skin as black as the night. He wore a red fez, rode a great horse and carried a sword by his side.


I no longer have the skin, ride the horse or wear the fez. But it’s good to know that the blood still flows and I still carry the sword by my side.


There were people in our lives who were always coming and going. But Chris seemed to be a permanent fixture.


Something that has always disgusted me …


Lying across his lap, I could feel his hard, erect penis pressed into the small of my back and he was rubbing his hands across my chest. My tiny little chest, my bony little ribs. I was only ten.


As I got older, I would watch him from the corner of my eye. His hand down his trousers, always fiddling with himself, always looking at me. Then I would wake in the middle of the night and hear him having sex with Mum. And I’d wake Paul up and say, ‘Listen, listen, Paul.’


Paul would say, ‘Don’t worry, sis. Sis, don’t worry.’


It all hurt so much. A stranger coming and going.


The world had become a sad and ugly place.


One day, a kind of warm summer day, my mum was running down the road screaming, ‘My baby, my baby, what’s wrong with my baby?’


I hung across her arms, my stomach about to explode. I felt my eyes rolling round and my head was gone. I was wearing my pink-and-white-striped nightie, and I remember the yellow of my brother’s Chopper bike as he rode down the hill. He was calling, ‘Don’t worry, sis. Sis, don’t worry. I’ll get him for you, I’ll get him.’


In the hospital, I had to shit into a toilet, and when I went to flush it, I found it didn’t have a chain. The toilet had a hole in the bottom where they collected my shit and put it into a little tub. The policewoman was talking to me but I kept kind of sleeping. My auntie was there and she was saying, ‘Have you been naughty, mucking around, playing strange games?’


I didn’t know what strange games were. To me, it was all part of living. A strange living. I had never known the truth so I had never cared for the truth, rationality or reason. I lived in a world of dreams, good and bad.
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