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Chapter 1


I’m not going back.


Not now, not ever. My right ankle is the size of a fist and I can feel bone shards scraping together, six-year-old shards, as I limp away from the farm cottage towards the distant road.


The destination is there, I can see it, but it’s not getting any closer. I walk and hobble and it’s still a whole world of pain away from where I am right now. My eyes scan the road, left, then right, for him. Very little traffic. Lorries transporting cabbages and sugar beet; cars ferrying fruit pickers. One bus a day.


I have my five-pound note, his five-pound note: my ticket out of this flatland hell. The creased green paper’s rolled and tucked into my hair, still black after these nine British years, though only God knows how.


Every step is a mile. Etched aches and new pains melt into red-hot misery beneath my right knee: boiling fat and razor-sharp icicles all at once.


The track is pale October brown, the mud churned and dried and churned by the tractor. His tractor.


I move as fast as I can, my teeth biting down onto my tongue. I’m balancing different pains. Managing as best I can.


He’s not coming. I can spot his Land Rover from a mile away.


I stop to breathe. The clouds are moving over me, urging me out of this forgotten place, helping me at my back, pushing me along towards that road, towards that one bus per day with my five-pound note hidden in my hair.


Is that?


No.


Please, no. It can’t be.


I stand completely still, my ankle bones throbbing stronger than my own heart, and he is there on the horizon. Is that his truck? Maybe it’s just the same model. Some plough salesman or school teacher. I look right, towards the town past the bridge, and left, towards the village. Places I’ve never been. My eyes lock onto the Land Rover. His Land Rover. Keep driving, for the love of God be someone else and keep on driving.


But he slows and then my shoulders fall.


He turns onto this track, his track, the track to his farm, to his land.


I look right at the nothingness, the endless fields he’s sculpted, and the spires in the distance, and then left to the wind turbines and the nothingness there, and then back. That’s when I weep. Tearless, noiseless weeping. I fall. I fold forwards with a crack, a sharp stone beneath my right knee, a blessed distraction from my ankle.


He drives to me and I just kneel.


With a clean, clear-thinking head maybe I’d have managed to escape? Not with this leg. Not with him always coming back. Always checking on me. Always watching.


It’s Kim-Ly in my head now and I will not let him in. My sister, my little sister, it is you that gives me the strength to breathe right now on this long straight churned mud track in this unseen flatland. I’m here for you. Existing so that you can carry on. I know what’s to come. The fresh horrors. And I will endure them for you and you alone.


He stands over me.


Once again I exist only in his shadow.


Consumed by it.


I won’t look at him, not today. I think of you, Kim-Ly, with Mother’s eyes and Father’s lips and your own nose. I will not look up at him.


I’ve made it past the locked halfway gate.


But no further.


It’s still his land all around. Smothering me.


He bends and reaches out and gently picks me up off the dirt and he lifts me higher to his shoulder and carries me on towards the cottage.


I am as limp as death.


My tears fall to the mud, to the footprints I created an hour ago, the men’s size eleven sandal prints; one straight, the other at right-angles – that one a pathetic scrape more than a print, each step a victory and an escape and a complete failure.


He walks without speaking, his strong shoulder bulging into my waist, hard and plateaued. He holds me with no force. His power is absolute. He needs no violence at this moment because he controls everything the eye can see. I can feel his forearm at the back of my knees and he’s holding it there as gently as a concert violinist might hold a bow.


My ankle is burnt. The nerves and bones and tendons and muscles are as one damaged sludge; sharp flints and old meat. Fire. I feel nothing else. The pain is something I live with every day of my life, but not like this. This is wretched. My mouth is open. A silent cry. A hopeless and unending scream.


He stops and opens the door that I scrub for him each morning and we go inside his cottage. I have failed and what will he do to me this time?


He turns and walks past the mirror and past the key box bolted high on the wall and heads into the one proper downstairs room. In Vietnam my family had six downstairs rooms. He takes me past the locked TV door and past the camera and he places me down on the plastic-wrapped sofa like I’m a sleeping toddler extracted from some long car journey.


He looks down at me.


‘You’ll want pain pill I expect.’


I close my eyes tight and nod.


‘It’ll come.’


He takes the Land Rover keys from his pocket and walks to the lock box in the entrance hall. He takes the key from the chain around his neck and opens the box and places the keys inside and then locks the box.


He comes back in. A man twice the size of my father but half the worth of a rat.


‘Empty ’em.’


‘What?’ I say.


‘Empty your pockets, then.’


I unzip his fleece, the zip buckled as I sit hunched on his sofa, and reach down into my pinny, his mother’s pinny, and pull out my remaining four objects, the four things I have left in the world that are actually mine.


‘Four left.’


I nod.


‘Well, your fault, ain’t nobody to blame but yourself, Jane.’


My name isn’t Jane.


‘Pick one.’


I look down at the plastic dust sheet covering the sofa, at the ID card, which contains the last words I possess in my own language, the last photo of myself, of what I used to look like before all this happened. It’s the last thing with my real name, Thanh Dao, with my date of birth, 3 November, with my place of birth, Biên Hòa, Vietnam. It proves I am really me.


Next to it lies Mum and Dad. My mother with her smiling eyes and her cow’s lick fringe and that half-grin I see in my sister sometimes. And my father, his hand in hers, with love and trust and friendship and warmth shining onto my mother from his every pore, his every aspect.


And then Kim-Ly’s letters. Oh, sweet sister. My life is your life now; my future belongs to you, use every second of it, every gram of pleasure. I stare down at the wrinkled papers and think of her Manchester days, her job, her hard-won independence, soon to be real, complete, irrevocable.


I inherited the fourth item from his mother. I didn’t want it, but I needed it. I need it still. I found it in the store cupboard up in the small back bedroom, the one he makes me sleep in one week out of every four. Of Mice and Men is his mother’s book, but I’ve read from it or thought of it or wished from it every day for years so now by rights I’d say it belongs to me.


I look at him, at his lifeless blue-grey eyes.


‘I need them, Lenn, please.’ I mesh my fingers together. ‘Please, Lenn.’


He paces over to the Rayburn stove and opens the fire door and pushes in a handful of coppiced willow and closes the door again and turns to me.


‘You went leaving here so now you choose one of ’em. If you don’t, I will.’


He goes over to the sink and I see the jar on top of the cabinet.


‘Can I have a pill first, please?’


‘Pick one and then you can take pill.’


My ID card. My photo of my parents. My sister’s precious letters. My book. My, my, my, mine. Not his. Mine.


I already know which one it’ll be. I’ve rehearsed this in my mind. In the middle of the night. Planning. Scheming. Hoping for the best and preparing for the worst. For this.


‘You didn’t even make it one third out,’ he says. ‘Don’t know what you were thinkin’, woman.’


I focus on Mum’s face. I memorise it through my ankle pain, through the hurt and the dry tears. I register the details. The asymmetry of her eyebrows. The warmth in her gaze. I look at Dad and scan his face and take in every mole and line, every beautiful wrinkle, every hair on his head.


I push the photo towards Lenn and gather the letters and the book and the ID card back into my arms and onto my lap and bury them deep inside his mother’s pinny.


This was a selfish act. But I think my parents would understand, they’d know I needed the book to stay sane and the ID card to stay me and the letters to get up each morning and go to sleep each night. They’d forgive me.


He picks up the photo and holds it by the corners so as not to touch the image. He puts it inside his oil-stained overalls and then he stretches up and takes the jar off the kitchen cabinet. It looks like something you’d find in a sweet shop, tall and made from glass with a screw-on metal lid. It contains tablets the size of pencil erasers. He won’t tell me exactly what they are, but I know. He’s a farmer. He can order them without anyone asking any questions. He takes out a pill, the white dust marking the cracks of his calloused fingertips like some rock climber or weightlifter, and then he snaps it in two. He places half back inside the jar and screws on the lid so tight I can’t budge it, and then places the jar back on top of the cabinet. I’ve drugged him before, of course. Well, I tried to, did you think I wouldn’t? Fragments dissolved into hot gravy. Almost two pills. But he’s very particular about his food. He tasted something off. By then he’d eaten most of his dinner. I watched him, praying, pleading, begging. He got sleepy, and then, dozy like a furious wasp at the end of summer, he came at me. That’s how I lost my own clothes and the silver ring my grandmother gave me when I left home. He tasted the horse drugs in his chicken pie gravy. He’s more careful these days.


‘Have this.’


He pours me a glass of water from the tap and hands it to me along with the snapped half-pill and I take it and swallow it.


‘Can I have the other half, please, Leonard?’


‘You’ll get poorly, you know you will.’


The pill’s taking effect slowly. I urge its haziness down my body towards my ankle, faster, willing it down there through the blood vessels and nerve pathways to dull the pain away.


‘We’ll see about rest of pill. Maybe after you’ve had your tea.’


That is hope right there. The chance that I might black out, be swept away by the tide into a deep and dreamless sleep. He’ll be watching me, monitoring me, he always is, gazing, staring, owning, but I will be at the bottom of the sea by then, a break from this fenland life, a sabbatical from hell.


‘Better get sausages on while I watch tapes. I want it like me mother did ’em, proper brown and no pale bits.’


I try to stand from the sofa but my ankle’s too raw, even with the horse pill kicking in. I drag myself over to the fridge while he sits at the old PC, careful to unlock it with his password, his broad back shielding it from me. The screen lights up. Everything in his fridge is his food. Oh, I’ll eat some of it, but I didn’t buy or grow or pick or choose anything. I drop the sausages, Lincolnshire, into a cast-iron pan on the Rayburn. He’s scanning through the tapes, the tapes from the seven cameras installed by him in this house, his house, to monitor me every single day. The sausages spit in the pan. I watch the fat liquefy and boil inside the sausage skins, bubbles moving, and then one bursts open from its side and fizzes.


‘You’ve had quite a day, ain’t you?’ he says, pointing to the screen, to me a few hours ago collecting my belongings, my four objects that are now three, and leaving this place through the front door.


‘Quite the little holiday, you’ve had, ain’t you?’ he looks over at the potatoes in the sink. ‘Make sure there’s no lumps in it this time, Jane.’ He turns back to the desktop screen. ‘Me mother’s never had lumps. I don’t like eatin’ no lumps.’










Chapter 2


I put his plate down in front of him and place a fork by his glass of lime squash. He demands it the colour of morning piss, his words, so that’s what I give him.


‘Looks all right,’ he says, eyeing up the plate. ‘We’ll see.’


I take my food and place it opposite him. I look down at it, at the browns and the beiges. I can’t put too much pressure on my ankle so I cross my legs carefully and let my bad foot hang mid-air like some bodged medieval experiment.


‘It’s all right,’ he says, his mouth open, the food right there for me to see. ‘It’ll do.’


The half-pill is kicking in now, it’s draining my body of all feeling, lightening my head and fading all sharpness. I’m numbing.


He cuts his sausage with a fork, half crushing it, the coarse texture fanning under the prongs of his cutlery, and then he scoops up some of the mash, lump-free, as demanded, and pushes it into his mouth. The camera’s on in the corner and the keys are locked away in the box.


‘Mighty White,’ he says, not looking up at me.


I uncross my legs carefully and hobble to the bread bin, my good foot taking most of my weight. I place two slices onto the breadboard.


‘Don’t waste a plate for it, no point.’


I limp over to the table and offer him the bread. He takes it and folds it and mops up the remaining mash and eats it and swallows. He drains his lime squash.


‘When me mother and me used to go Skegness as a youngen, she’d cook us some bangers like them and it would be good, you know. Yours are getting better, not same yet, but getting better. Bit more brownin’ next time, maybe.’


I nod and clear the plates.


‘You done leaking yet or another day you reckon?’


I stop still, plates in hand, by the sink. I want to smash them all and use the shards to slice his neck. I’ve dreamt of it. Asleep and awake. The blood from his jugular vein hitting the plastic-covered sofa. The life leaving his massive body. The relief.


‘Another day,’ I lie. He might check. He’s checked before. Go ahead. Check.


‘Right, no need for bath then, just do dishes and then we’ll settle in for the night.’


I scrape the plates, a piece of sausage skin stuck between my front teeth, and pile them on top of the old cast-iron skillet, his mother’s skillet, and wash up. He won’t buy me gloves because his mother never used gloves and that’s why my hands look like this.


‘I’m going off up to feed pigs, what we got?’


His damn pigs live better than I do. I look out of the kitchen window, the small one above the sink, and I can see the pig barn in the far distance. Breeze-block walls and a corrugated roof. Far enough away that I can eclipse it with the tip of my thumb.


Off towards the sea, past the dyke, there’s nothing else except his pigs and the marshes. I take some scraps from the bin, some potato peelings, sausage gristle I couldn’t chew through, some out-of-date pre-sliced Spar shop ham from the fridge. I load it all into the scraps bucket and hand it over to him.


‘Make up fire for when I get back in, it’s raw out and the clouds lookin’ mardy.’


I wash up and listen for the front door.


That’s it.


The noise of the bolt.


Blessed relief. I breathe out and wait, scouring pad in hand, and then he’s there at the back field on his quad, a monster riding away on four wheels, riding off towards the pigs, his brethren. I wish upon him a heart attack and a bad fall, perhaps into the dyke, drowning, the quad on top, and a lightning strike. But nothing ever happens to him, no consequence. He’s as solid and as basic as a concrete wall. The times I’ve begged to all the gods, to the horizon, to the four spires I can see to the north on a clear day and the three to the south, to the wind turbines, for some retribution to be brought, some penalty, and yet he thrives on.


The tapes are rolling. They’re always rolling. If I move they start recording, that’s how he installed them. Leonard’s quite handy with electrics and plumbing. And he may come back. He says he’s off to feed the pigs, those royal animals luxuriating on their throne of filth, unaware of their relative freedom, but he could just as well race back in five minutes. To surprise me. To check up on me. To control his small world and keep things exactly as he likes them.


My three things are still in my pinny, his mother’s pinny. With my back to the camera I remove Of Mice and Men and prop it on the windowsill and read as I pretend to wash up. Comforting words. Hope. My eyes flick over the pages. I know all the text off by heart. I glance up to the window and back, always checking. I think about George and Lennie’s alfalfa patch, their rabbits, their dream, their escape, and I think of my sister, Kim-Ly. All of my potential futures are now invested in her one actual future. I will escape this place through her spirit and live on through her.


We arrived here together.


Nine years ago, and back then it was the rosiest thing that we could ever have imagined. It was sold to us well, the idea that we would travel to the United Kingdom to work good jobs – ten times Vietnamese wages – and be able to send money back to our family. The two of us could work and it would be hard but we’d always have each other, wouldn’t we? The two men who came to our house were professionals. They had business cards and one had a leather briefcase. The boss smiled at my mother and shook my father’s hand. They drank our tea. Those men sat and cast their spell and fed us their despicable lies. They sold us an impossible dream and they sold it very well, that alfalfa rabbit patch, that chance to look after the parents whose images will be burnt on the Rayburn stove in this place later tonight.


His Rayburn stove.


If it’s in this house or on this land and it’s not his then it’s hers, his mother’s, and that’s almost worse because she gave birth to him, she reared him, she created him.


I take the book back into my threadbare pinny, the grey light from the window dwindling, the autumn mists rolling in off the salt marshes that are beyond my vision but that he tells me are out there after the pig barn and the copse wood. I smell the salt on the air some nights. I taste it. Something from far away. From beyond his influence. I turn my back on his pigs and on him and look at this pitiful downstairs room. Rayburn to my left, the heater of us and our food and our water, our oven and our hob, our light and our comfort, the heart of this rotten home. And then the small pine table with two pine chairs and the armchair next to the Rayburn, the shape of him preserved in the cushion for all eternity. And then the locked TV cupboard, and then the sofa with the plastic dust cover. Aside from the entrance hall and the stairs up and the lean-to bathroom out the back, that’s it, that’s all there is down here.


I drag myself through the door and step down into the bathroom. It’s damp back here, always. And cold. The floor has a chill alien to the land outside; it’s frost-cold for six months of the year and wet to the touch. He built the room himself in his forties, eight years ago, after his first wife died. I don’t close the door because that’s a rule.


At least tomorrow I get a hot bath. Scalding hot, water heated from the back boiler behind the Rayburn stove, red hot, kettle hot. I take it just as close to boiling as I can stand. Burn me, numb my brain stem, help me take away these feelings. The downside is what will happen afterwards.


The cold of this room, the damp of it. My sister and I arrived in Liverpool in a shipping container nine years ago. It was the coldest time of my life. From the heat of Saigon to that icy metal box. Seventeen of us hiding behind packages and crates. Crammed together behind a fake partition. Blankets and water bottles. Buckets. Me clinging to my sister and to the backpack I had with me. The photos of my parents. Sixteen of us made it to Liverpool and I sometimes wish, I often wish, that I had been the seventeenth.


I pull myself upstairs, heaving my weight with my arms, clinging to the banister like I’m fighting in a tug-of-war, creeping up one bare step at a time. I need the second half of that pill, my ankle’s screaming out for it. I’ve only passed out once in my life from pain and that was the day this happened to my ankle.


There are two bedrooms in this place, his place. His room, which he calls our room, faces the front, towards the track I failed to walk out from today, and the locked halfway gate and the silos and barns and yards and old ploughs. There’s a storage heater and a wardrobe and a double bed. The other, smaller bedroom, the back bedroom, is my room one week out of every four.


For those six days, more or less, I get to sleep on my own. He will not tolerate me in his front bedroom. These are the days I live for, the nights I get to sleep in my own space and dream my own dreams. These are the days when I can almost exist.


But I have to keep the back bedroom door open at all times. That’s another rule.


Always open. And he’s pushed the single bed up against the wall so he can watch me from the landing or from his front bedroom. He wanders in whenever he feels like it. I have no security of space, no boundaries of my own whatsoever. Nothing to protect or hide behind. I have no privacy, not even anything resembling it. I am filmed and observed and caught out and recorded and spied upon. I live in an open prison surrounded by wall-less fields and fence-less fens. It’s the vastness of these flatlands that keeps me prisoner here. I am contained; incarcerated in the most open landscape of them all.


I can hear his quad. I rush into the store cupboard in the small back bedroom. The left side’s for me. It was full when I arrived here from the other farm, confused and terrified. Unsure of what had been agreed. I had seventeen possessions. Now I’m down to just three. The opposite shelves, on the right side, store his mother’s old things. He’s never bought me anything. I have to make do with his mother’s woollens and her underwear and her blankets. I can’t wear her shoes, I can’t really wear any shoes at all, so I wear his open sandals, his old ones, with one leather part snipped open to allow for my disfigured knot of a foot.


I put my ID card and my book and my sister’s letters down on the slatted shelves. This side of the cupboard looks sad. Almost empty now. An egg timer running out of sand. Then I pick up the letters, seventy-two of them, and hold them to my upper lip, to the soft skin beneath my nose, and I breathe her in.


‘Where are you?’ he shouts from the front door.


‘Coming.’


I arrive in the living room as he’s pulling off his boots in the entrance hall and unlocking the lock box with his neck key. He deposits the quad key in the box and yes of course I’ve tried to hotwire it, I had no idea what I was doing, four years ago, maybe five, failed totally and that’s when I lost my pencil, already shaved to a nub, that’s when he took it and burnt it in front of my eyes. I haven’t written a word since.


‘Get kettle on, it’s blowing summat awful out there.’


I put the kettle on the Rayburn hotplate.


‘Right, let’s get this done then.’ He pulls the photo of my parents out from his overalls. The tips of his fingers are red and his cuticles are bleeding. ‘Get stove open.’


I pull the door to reveal glowing embers.


He holds up the photograph but it’s gone to me already; I’ve made my peace. He licks his lips. ‘Don’t do it again, Jane.’


My name is not Jane.


‘Do it again and you’ll have nothin’ left to burn on stove, will you?’


I look at the embers.


He places the photo in, but before he even releases it the edges curl and distort from the heat and then there’s a contained white flash, an uneventful flaring from the burning willow, and then they’re gone, transformed into heat to warm his bleeding hands and to make his beige-sweet tea. They are gone.


I feel nothing.


I pour hot water into two mugs as he unlocks the TV cabinet in the corner of the room. I say cabinet, it’s a full-size door bolted to the walls in the corner on a diagonal. It creaks as he opens it.


He locks the TV key securely in the key box and sits down on his armchair with his remote control to watch his TV.


He says, ‘Thanks, duck,’ as I place his pesticide company freebie mug down by his chair.


‘Match of Day,’ he says. ‘One of your favourites, ain’t it?’


I look back at the pills, the horse pills, cow pills, whatever they are, on the cabinet. Tranquilisers not tested on or for human beings. Generic medication for swine and bovine.


‘Can I have the other half, please, Lenn?’


He takes a quick look at my right ankle, at the teeming mass of sinew and bone, at the pain contained within, at the bruising, the blood pooling at the base of my foot under the wretched skin, at the foot existing at ninety degrees, my foot, my sideways foot.


‘Get stove door open and heat this room, it’s freezin’ in here.’


He stands up and reaches for the glass jar and unscrews the cap, the muscles in his hairless forearm flexing and bulging, and then he passes me the other half of the horse pill. I take it and open the door to the Rayburn so that, in some feeble distorted way, the room, this one room, his room, is transformed, in his eyes at least, and only his, into a cosy living room.


‘What do you say?’


‘Thank you, Lenn.’


He sits back down on his armchair and I sit the way he likes me to sit, on the floor by his knees. By his feet. He watches Match of the Day with subtitles on, some early gift from him to me so I could improve my English, and he pats my hair.


‘It’s all right, ain’t it, this life?’ He sips his beige tea, and the fire from the stove lights one side of his face. ‘We’re warm, under decent roof, full bellies, together, not all bad, is it?’


I sit, my crushed ankle throbbing, his broad, rough fingers in my hair, patting my head, and I swallow the half-pill.










Chapter 3


I wake up, but not like you would.


There’s a sense that I’m not asleep any more, but I have distance from that sense, I am away from it.


And then the pain hits.


It doesn’t creep up on me like you might expect it to. From deep, sedated horse pill sleep, not sleep really, more like an amateur coma, to screaming pain. I look down. I’m in the back bedroom of his cottage under his mother’s bedsheet and my ankle’s almost twice the size it usually is. My toes are black with blood. I’m lying flat on my back and my left foot is sticking up like yours would and my right foot is lying away from me, attached, somehow, some fused knot of broken bones, glued splinters, into a ball of an ankle, an abomination of a joint.


I need another half-pill.


More numbness. More distance and more fog.


The clock on the wall says it’s half past eleven and I can hear his tractor through the loose timber window frames and I can feel the draught off his fields.


I drink a sip of water and try to stand. My ankle has the colour and ripeness of some long-forgotten soft fruit. It feels less cohesive than usual after my walk yesterday, my failed not even halfway walk. It feels like it might crumble and fall apart if I put any weight on it.


I hop, but that’s worse. My right foot dangles and bobs and the strain is too much and I sit back down on the end of the bed, sweat beading on my forehead and at the back of my neck; my face twisted.


The tractor’s close by, maybe the ten-acre field to the east, maybe the winter wheat field edged by the long dyke.


I straighten myself and pull my body down the stairs one step at a time, one agony at a time. The fragments inside my ankle joint scrape and when I reach the bottom I hear a dull crack.


The day is vague.


Overcast.


I’m standing by the front door, the damp breeze cooling my pain, my eyes on his tractor ploughing his fields, the outline of his head visible in the tractor cab, and I can still make out my one-day-old footprints in the dirt, each one a victory and a defeat.


He stops the tractor and climbs down.


Growing ever larger as he walks towards me.


‘What time you call this?’


‘I need a pill,’ I say, my teeth gritted.


He walks closer and then past me into the kitchen. He gives me half a pill and I take it.


‘You gonna get behind, better get crackin’.’


‘I will.’


He makes coffee: one for me and one for him. He re-uses his pesticide supplier mug and gives me a floral thing his mother used to like. Nescafé and two sugar lumps. The flowers on the porcelain are faded to the point of near extinction. My hands have scrubbed these mugs, and Jane, his mother, scrubbed them, and Jane, his first wife, she scrubbed them as well.


The pill kicks in. I’ll push him to change to three-quarters soon. He can snap off the end and give me the big portion of the pill. He can do that three days running. On the fourth day he can give me the three snapped-off end pieces. It’ll be convenient for him and better for me. I can manage it then. I’ll carry on for Kim-Ly.


I push coppiced willow into the Rayburn stove and stoke it. The water on the top begins to simmer.


The bathroom floor is as cold as a puddle in February. It’s soft, that’s the thing, not just the damp or the chill, but it’s spongy, as if he laid the linoleum straight onto mud. And the smell. Some sort of decay. Rot. The ground under this bathroom is poor ground and the smell is so pungent it makes me retch.


I comb my hair and then he’s there at my back watching me. He’s standing at the base of the stairs, but there’s a rule that I must keep all internal doors open. And he’s watching me comb my hair, watching my back. Tonight he’ll tell me to run a bath. This is why I tried to leave yesterday, the last day of my period, the last chance before it happened all over again. I was going to use my five-pound note, the one I lodged in the storage heater in the small back bedroom, to call someone. Anyone. I took the money almost a year ago. I don’t know who to call. Someone in Manchester? Someone to find her and tell her to hide. To flee. Because if I had escaped then he’d have called his friend, Frank Trussock. They’d have had her sent straight back, and then all her years of toiling, all her work and sacrifice to pay back the men who shipped us here, who tricked us – it’d all be for nothing.


Lenn leaves and closes the front door and drives away.


I make toast on the Rayburn with his Mighty White bread. The packet doesn’t say Mighty White, but that’s what he calls it so that’s what I call it. Mighty White. It’s like eating wall insulation, but I’m used to it now. I’m accustomed to it. I’ve grown to enjoy it, even.


The pain is dull and so is my head. This is why my memories are split like a ruined sauce. I can find blobs of this, recall strands of that, but it’s an unruly mess. How I got here, who I am, what he’s done to me. I remember his rules. That’s not an issue, I remember his rules and his meal schedule, what he eats each day of the week, and how he likes his ham, egg and chips. It’s myself that I forget sometimes. Who I really am. From before. But I still have my book and my ID card and my letters.


I load the old washing machine with cloths. They’re his mother’s, too. I begged him in the early days to buy tampons or sanitary towels when he went to the Spar shop in the village each week to buy food. He said, ‘Me mother never needed no fancy rags and you don’t neither.’ It’s an insult, a degradation so personal that it made me ill. I have to use his mother’s towels, the moth-eaten cloths she used for herself and then used as towelling nappies for him. They’ve been on both of them and now I have to wear them. I’m used to it now. It’s the price I pay for five or six quiet nights in the small back bedroom each month alone with my own thoughts and my own beautiful memories.


There was a time when my days were carefree. As a girl playing tag with the little boy next door, as a teenager studying history while falling in love, as a young woman dreaming of what might be.


The main room camera’s on me as I remove the cloths from the washing machine and take them outside. My pinny, his mother’s pinny, flaps in the damp fenland breeze as I walk to the line joining his house to his shed. I peg up the cloths with his mother’s wooden pegs and as I secure each one to the plastic line I study the horizon. If you’ve ever seen a photo taken from the edge of space then you’ll know what I’m looking at. That gentle curvature. Imagined or real. That sense of the edge of the world. There are four spires in this direction and two are obscured by his tool shed from here. Spires, churches, ancient trees, my salvation, places I’ve run towards before my leg, before all this, in the early days. I never made it past his fields. All his. From here they are endless, one after the other, each one vast and featureless, the hedges tall enough to block out everything beyond.
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