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I take an axe to Mick’s head. I creep up behind him, his blond hair is yellow in the sun, like a halo, his brown back wet with sweat. Or maybe it isn’t an axe, but some other tool, a simple mallet, easier for me to manage than an axe. He doesn’t hear me, my feet in trainers are silent on the grass, my glasses are slipping down my nose but I can’t free a hand to push them up again, both arms are raised, elbows pointing to the sun, with the mallet – no, definitely an axe, a mallet is way, way too small – suspended behind me, now curving up in an arc. The wonderful moment when gravity, force, time has taken over, when I don’t have to think about what I’m doing, don’t have to imagine the crunch of metal on skull, the chunky cut it would make, not clean but messy, the bone and blood and flesh munched up together. And then I wake up.


My hot sticky cheek is pressed up against the window of the truck. There is a smell of cooped-up bodies, of warm, smoky plastic and orange peel. I shift position and in the first two seconds have no idea where I am. Which car, which country, which journey. My neck is aching, my right thigh has gone dead from resting all my weight on it. I realise this when Mick reaches across the baby strapped in the child-seat between us, grins at me and gives my alive thigh a squeeze, then flexes his fingers on the steering wheel.


‘All right, doll? Everybody doing fine?’ He says, in his compère voice, an announcer, introducing the next act, keeping the audience happy. It’s a reference to my short-lived career as a singer, if career is the word for a couple of years of pub gigs. I smile back at him, and twist around in my seat to check on Frances. She’s sleeping, red T-shirt wrinkled over her fat belly, sweaty curls sticking to her head. A giant packet of Huggies is wedged on the floor, in the place where my feet should rest.


‘Where are we?’ I ask, trying my best to stretch without jogging Frances or dislodging the Huggies.


‘Welcome to the United States of America, Land of the Freeway,’ Mick says. This time it’s his American voice, his TV chat-show host. I yawn, grin, take my glasses off and wipe them on my T-shirt. Through my smeary window is a wide expanse of lake, blue as a spearmint, and the road has narrowed, is rising.


‘Don’t be silly, I mean, where are we?’


‘Diablo Dam,’ Mick says. ‘You’ve been asleep since Sedro Woolley.’


‘I wasn’t asleep.’


‘Whatever. This is the North Cascades Highway. You’re missing all the views. And this baby’ – he pats the dashboard, grinning again – ‘is running like a dream. She’s pulling fantastically, we’re doing forty even with this load, and we’re nearly eight thousand feet up . . .’


The truck, which I’m trying to remember to call a pick-up, is some rusty red thing, a Ford, I think. It reminds me of the toy ones my brothers had, with their empty flat backs, only our pick-up isn’t empty; what Mick calls the ‘bed’ (a black plastic tray, segmented, like a giant version of the inside of a cutlery drawer) is stuffed to the brim with planks of wood, a bath-tub (10 dollars from a thrift store, but I’m dubious, the edges look rusted and scratchy), a fold-up camping stove, a huge round water barrel, tied down with rope, a chair, a travel cot, a push-chair, four huge sheets of dirty glass wrapped in newspaper. Most of these have been picked up in the last week while me and Frances have been recovering from the flight and staying with Mick’s brother Jon and his wife Carole, at Mount Vernon. Scouring the goodwill and thrift shops is fine by me, but the best bargains – Levi 501s in my size for a dime – Mick keeps telling me to leave behind. ‘We need furniture Rita, you can get all that stuff later. Try and remember, we’re here now for a long time. There’s no rush to buy clothes, surely?’


But that’s just the trouble. I can’t remember. I can’t shake off the holiday feeling, it’s the newness, the hot weather, the shorts and T-shirts and ice-creams, the cases. It’s the accents, the strange thin milk, the tanned square faces of Carole and Jon, the pale beers late in the evening, outside on the raised up wooden deck, the cedar-smell of the house, the mosquitoes. When I look inside my case, which I do frequently, at the thick wool sweaters, the carefully stashed dollars, the Book of Western Forests and Ten Simple Solar Projects, the twenty boxes of ten non-allergic condoms (I’m not sure if you can get them in the States, and Mick is very sensitive) then I start to remember, with a jolt. But that doesn’t mean it sinks in.


‘Are you going for good?’ Nicola suddenly whispered, at Heathrow airport, her face in my hair, me bundled up to the gills with baby and buggy and baggage, trying to receive her goodbye hug. How could she have left it so late to ask? I’d been relying on her to ask, so that I could find out my answer.


‘I don’t know. What’s there to come back for? I want to be with Mick,’ I’d said, a damp, tearful remark – was that only a week ago? Jet-lag does something weird to your time, to your days, stretching them out then eating them up again, so that the lag is real, you feel it. There has been a lag somewhere, and surely that conversation happened in another lifetime?


Nicola waving tearily, a woman with a head of twig-like dreadlocks, blue spotty leggings and a black bra top, dark and small through my blurry glasses as I pushed Frances across the shiny floor towards the Departure Lounge, is such a tiny remaining image. But that’s all there is. No parents (Mum rang me the week before to wish me luck, and sent me the red T-shirt for Frances, I haven’t heard from my Dad for years), no brothers (various excuses: Dan says he might come for a visit; Billy is broke; Tony’s girlfriend is pregnant), no workmates (simple reason: no work). The absolute opposite of our arrival in Seattle, where Mick met us, at Sea-Tac airport, grinning and shining in his black leather jacket, twirling me off my feet and trying to kiss us both at the same time, with Frances squealing in my arms and Mick’s scratchy blond stubble all over my face and neck.


‘Wait ’til you see it Rita, wait ’til you see it. You’re going to love it,’ he was saying, ruffling Frances’s head, knocking my bag off my shoulder.


This was not the moment to ask him to explain everything at once – I hadn’t seen him for six weeks, the phone calls couldn’t come anywhere close to this blue-eyed Mick, hot, coffee-smelling, laughing – the cabin, the land, the mountain, the area, I’d ask about that later. I’d done everything he asked: sent my paltry savings over, sorted out my visa, packed the Box (a plyboard contraption Mick made before he left), given the keys to the squat to Mick’s friend Spider, phoned the Sea Removals company to send the Box over, and most of all, I’d got us here. Wrapped in Mick’s giant bear-hug, I couldn’t stop grinning.


Where here is, now that’s another matter. I suppose at the moment we are high up – on the left there’s a view of the lake and then the road climbs and there’s a valley with pointy dark tips of trees, and my ears are popping, and Mick keeps saying ‘Wow! Look down there!’ There are neat, new road signs with names like ‘Cut-Throat Pass’ and ‘Granite Creek’ and other more worrying signs that say ‘Road Closed in Winter’ or ‘Check Your Brakes’. And there are mountains, sometimes looming up beside us, sometimes appearing in the distance like peaks on a meringue, as we career around a bend.


Mick says he’s glad the weather is so good, the planks of wood won’t get wet, although there might be mist in the Methow Valley, and I say, remembering, that it’s the first of June, Nicola’s birthday. Then we both fall silent again. I’ve always had difficulty with big scenes; trees, mountains, snow, lakes, views, horizons. Give me a flower or a mushroom, a blade of grass, mud-pies and daisy chains, a spider’s leg, a tadpole; that I can appreciate. Mick is the opposite. He’s never at a loss for expressions of wonder – ‘Fucking hell, Rita, look at that!’ He likes the way things look from a distance. To me they are often vague, a blur. I have to be up close – with my glasses on – to see anything at all. The only thing I notice is the names, I like the names. Ruby Mountain. Ruby Creek. Rainy Pass. Silver Star Mountain.


‘Loads of these places are called Ruby this or Silver that. Have you noticed?’ I say.


‘That’s cos thar’s gold in them thar hills. Or silver,’ Mick says. This is a voice from a kids’ TV programme, I can’t remember which. I’m not sure if he’s serious.


‘We might even have some on our bit of land,’ Mick says, but whatever else he was about to say gets interrupted. Frances wakes up and finding her nappy wet and her legs cramped and her skin hot and sweaty – she begins yelling.
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After the Methow Valley is the town of Winthrop, a film set, a street lined with brand new wooden houses, a ‘Genuine Wild West store’, and a ‘Saloon’. ‘Touristy,’ announces Mick, although he knows Frances is hungry, and drives on. Then there’s another mountain pass – the Loup Loup, which I see nothing of because Frances is throwing things at the windscreen; her bottle, her Sindy, an orange, and I am preoccupied with attempts to anticipate, to catch things before they go, trying to wrestle them out of her hand without provoking too many squeals, which would disturb Mick.


‘We’re all hungry, we’re all tired,’ I say, ostensibly to Frances. ‘Daddy will stop soon. He knows you need something to eat. Come on now. Have another piece of orange, hmm?’


In only six weeks Mick seems to have forgotten what it is like to be with Frances. At eighteen months, big for her age, loud and squawky, she’s never been one to slip into the background. Apart from when she’s sleeping, which is my favourite time of day, I can never switch off from Frances. It’s amazing to me that Mick can.


We drive through a bigger town – Okanogan – which is tattier, not so new, but once again where the whole town, all the houses and shops seem to have been built on either side of one straight road, pretend houses, a cardboard town, there’s nothing behind them. Old men here wear the same clothes as younger ones; they just pull their baggy jeans in with a belt, wear the peak on their baseball caps the right way round. We drive across a bridge, the Okanogan river – slowly: the driving speed in towns is something ridiculous like 25 mph. The next town is Omak but we’re through that quickly. A sign claims Colville Indian reservation, but though I search for differences, there’s nothing discernible, only a huge billboard on two long legs advertising bingo with a cut-out dancing horse next to it, and a another smaller one saying ‘Tribal Elections: Vote Don Wattson’. Or Watt Donson. American names are always the wrong way round. Even Indian ones it seems.


We’ve joined a different highway now – Mick says ‘Here we are at last, 97’ – and even I can tell we’re in an enormous valley, somewhere flat and low with fields which are pale honey in colour. We’ve lost all the pine trees, the mountains are a backdrop; now the road is wide, with houses dotted periodically. They all have horses and two or three cars, on the roadside there are billboards advertising the Omak Stampede (with the same picture of the dancing horse from the bingo ads) and sometimes there are rows of small round trees, fruit trees, propped up with wooden sticks. Frances has put her thumb in and is sucking noisily; I can tell from Mick’s shifting and fidgeting and attempting to roll a cigarette, balancing the tin in his lap, that we will at least stop soon, that we’re not far.


The town we stop in is called Sinkalip. It appears from nowhere, a sign saying ‘Sinkalip Welcomes Careful Drivers’. One minute we’re on the wide, wide road, with Mick singing ‘I get my kicks, on Route Sixty-six!’, on either side of us are huge fields (some of them full of this dry-looking grass, Mick says it’s sage-brush; the locals gather it and sell it, but he doesn’t know what for), mountains on the horizon, a little wooden church, a Used Tyre centre stuck out in the middle of nowhere; the next minute we’re driving into town. Sinkalip is the kind of town where you can look down the main road and see its end from the beginning. The high street divides wooden-fronted shops, a gas station, a Mini-Mart, a Seven-Eleven, Hank’s Hardware, and then in the distance, open road again, more mountains.


‘God,’ I say, ‘Sinkalip is weird. Now I know what they mean in Westerns when they say a “one-horse town”. It’s so little! And all that space behind the buildings. Weird.’ I’m starving. ‘There’s a caff, Mick, Aunt Pattie’s Burger Stop. What about that?’


‘Na. I stopped there before. Horrible chips and weak coffee. Look, there’s “Joe Mason: Real Estate”, that’s where I bought the land. We’ll have to call in there next week, get a proper map. Here’s somewhere – what about this? The Round-Up Café?’


He parks right outside. No yellow lines, parking meters here – there’s so much space, every road is wide enough for four lanes of traffic, although there are only two. Pick-ups are definitely the thing to be seen in, the more bashed up the better, and Mick loves the ones with giant wheels, he says he’s going to buy a toy one, a shiny green Chevy. For Frances.


Heat hits us the minute we step out of the truck. Dry, breezeless heat – one hundred degrees of it. I wish I could wear sun-glasses but being so short-sighted I’ve never found any that I can actually see with. Frances has a pair, though, yellow with a bee over her nose. I pop them on her as I lift her out of the baby-seat.


The Round-Up Café is empty except for an old man wearing what Mick calls a ‘hickory shirt’ – a shirt that loggers wear in a thin, ticking material – sitting at the counter, chatting to the waitress. She refills his coffee before trotting over to our table.


‘Hi now. Can I get you folks a high chair for the baby?’


She has a high blonde ponytail, the kind that swings when you walk, tight jeans and a spanking new Bryan Adams T-shirt. She sets down two glasses of water, two thick white coffee mugs and brings us the high chair. Once Frances is installed she gives her a flat balloon with I LOVE THE ROUND-UP CAFÉ on it.


As soon as we try to order she grins at us, coffee pot raised in one hand.


‘Where you all from?’


I let Mick do the talking. He loves telling people. England. No we’re not on holiday. We’ve bought a place up here. On Mount Coyote. Yes, we do know there’s no electricity. Yes. Or water. Yes. Yes, in London. It was advertised in the paper. No not in London. Over here. Visiting my brother, he lives at Mount Vernon. No I’m not English, but Rita is. I have dual citizenship. Yes. Um. Bryan Adams is OK. Yeah – there is a problem with the IRA in London, but not as bad as you might think from the news . . . Yes, Frances is a doll, isn’t she. Finally we get to order – two all-day special breakfasts and an extra plate for Frances – and flex our stiff legs under the table. The walls are decorated with guns and a couple of antlers, and some photographs of deer, framed in glass and made into clocks, with a greasy handwritten postcard beneath them. ‘Any of these for sale. Ask Betty at counter.’


‘Not far now,’ Mick says, taking a breath between blowing up the balloon for Frances.


‘How far?’ I ask suspiciously.


‘Oh, about eight miles at the most. Mount Coyote is the other side of town, past the orchards. And our place is about half way up the mountain, not at the top.’


‘How on earth did you find it, the first time?’


‘Well in the paper it just gave Sinkalip as a reference, and Joe Mason’s number to phone. He told me to drive through town and take the first right straight after the sign for Goldtown. That’s the bottom of the mountain. You’ll see. It wasn’t that difficult.’


He hands the balloon to Frances. Once again I have a stab of disbelief. Did we really do it, did we buy some land for God’s sake, us? And some land in North-East Washington, miles from anywhere, half way up a bloody mountain? I’m exhausted, a headache has descended on me, every limb is aching from being cramped in the truck, Frances is batting the balloon on her head and squealing.


‘Don’t worry. Bout a ting,’ says Mick, in his Rasta voice.


The waitress brings the all-day breakfasts.


‘Your accents are real neat,’ she says.


Leaving Sinkalip, the sage-brush fields change into orchards. Squat rows of trees, no sign of fruit. (‘Washington Reds,’ Mick says. ‘All gloss and polish on the outside, watery crap on the inside.’) Wooden props rest against the trees, empty crates beside each one. After the orchards come the workers’ houses, and the Mexicans, hanging around the flimsy white boxes smoking, with little straggles of dark-eyed children playing outside, groups of skinny dogs and in one front yard, hens. Next to the box houses are sunflowers, nearly as tall as the houses, the tallest sunflowers I’ve ever seen. The sign for Goldtown (‘Welcome to Goldtown. Goldtown says No to Drugs’) comes up, and the turning on the right, and Mick takes it. Frances is too hot, squirming in her baby-seat, so I’m struggling to take her T-shirt off without undoing her strap.


There’s no sign for Mount Coyote. I don’t know why I expected one. There’s no sign for our place either, Mick says, just a lot number. He’s still raving about the price. Six thousand dollars. You can buy fuck-all in England for that.


The road we’re on is bumpy, just a gravel track, dust flies up behind us and our heads jolt around on stalks. The fruit trees are replaced by pines again, first a few pines, then more pines. We’re climbing and what we’ve just passed becomes a view; white houses and neat orchards, mountains in the distance. Strange birds strut and flap at the side of the road – little fat ones with curly question-marks above their heads – maybe they’re quails, but I don’t know if they have quails in this part of the world? In the sky I can see a huge bird, something impressive with gold and red on its tail – I don’t want to sound silly so I daren’t ask Mick if it’s an eagle – and on the telegraph lines a whole host of birds, different sizes and shapes, lining up like a bus queue.


As we climb further in the struggling pick-up there are more pine trees and the telegraph lines disappear. The road we’re on forks, and at the bottom of the fork is a row of about a dozen mailboxes, on their own, in the middle of nowhere.


‘That’s obviously as far as the mail man comes up,’ Mick comments, taking the left fork.


Notices nailed on trees warn about forest fires and suggest that in the event of one Channel 6 should be used, to contact Lewis Roberts the fire officer. Or was that Robert Lewis?


We pass a couple of houses, well hidden behind the trees, but what glimpses I catch I study intently. One sign pinned on a tree says ‘Mary and Rob’s Place’ (the fire officer? he has two large pick-ups outside his front door, but neither looks like a fire truck), the other cabin is called ‘Nancy and Jim’s Place’. Both houses are made of logs, Mary and Rob’s is bigger and more open, Nancy and Jim have even more cars and bits of cars around, both houses seem real enough – what did I expect? – although surely they should be more separate or open, not growing out of the pines and bushes and cars like that? Suddenly Mick veers into the trees.


‘This is our driveway,’ he mutters, a cigarette between his teeth. He drives slowly, his shoulders tense.


I’m craning my neck to see. A long flattened-grass drive, scattered with pine cones, most of them crushed or broken in half – why is that? – and raggedly lined with trees, all of them, as far as I can see, pines of some sort. At the end of it, flanked by larger trees, a square house made of logs piled one upon the other, it might be a gingerbread house, or made from chocolate logs, if it weren’t for the ugliness and irregularity. Grey peeling bark, flapping plastic roof, black windows like little gaping mouths.


Around the cabin is an assortment of junk; logs, pieces of rusty metal, broken toys, old clothes, beer cans. Grasses and shrubs grow up between them, everywhere small branches, twigs and tree-stumps cluster, and entangling themselves amongst them are large yellow flowers, giant daisies, their petals singed a dirty brown at the top.


‘Here we are, ladies,’ says Mick, switching off the engine.


Frances gives a loud squeal, and bashes her balloon at the dashboard. It pops.
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I open the truck door and set a sleepy Frances down on the grass, giving her a gentle prod in the back and expecting her to go off like a clockwork toy. Instead she squats down, perfectly still. Something has caught her eye.


‘Flower,’ I tell her.


‘That’s heart-leaf arnica.’ Mick stands, hands on hips, surveying. ‘The yellow flowers – I looked them up in the book. They were everywhere when I first got here, I’m surprised they’re dying so quickly.’


Arnica is what the homoeopath recommended, immediately after child-birth. For bruising and shock. It came in tiny white tablets, looked nothing like this straggly, over-sized yellow daisy. It was useless; I decide I hate the bloody stuff.


‘Maybe we should call the cabin that, Arnica House,’ Mick says cheerfully, hauling his rucksack from the back of the truck.


‘Ar-nee-ca, ar-nee-ca’ Frances is saying, she’s learned a new word. I watch Mick unlock the padlock on the cabin door, amazed at the trouble he’s gone to, when all four windows are nothing but huge holes; the edges dusty, dotted with bits of bark. It’s sunny, it can’t be six o’clock yet, but inside the cabin is dark and surprisingly cold. It feels like a barn, high-roofed, bits of stuffing peeping out from between the logs and scattering the floor, pieces of wood and logs piled in one corner, a brush and bucket in the other. There is a lumpy blue mattress, with blankets thrown on it, and against the back wall a sofa, mud-coloured. I plonk myself down on it, ask ‘Did you buy it?’ and we both laugh as I nearly fall inside it. The inside is rotten, soft as the brown bits in an apple.


‘Picked it up at a moving sale,’ Mick answers. ‘It’ll have to go.’ Then: ‘Did you see that chipmunk run behind the sofa?’


‘No,’ I say, disappointed. ‘I was looking out the window. So many trees. Seven acres. I can’t believe they’re all ours.’


‘The pines with the spindly branches at the end, kind of Japanese looking – that’s Ponderosa. The really big ones are Douglas Firs, they drop the cones with twin-pointed scales, that’s how you can tell, then the others are mostly Lodgepole, that’s the kind Indians used to make canoes out of, and we’ve also got some Tamarack, the locals call it Western Larch.’


Mick starts whistling, then asks ‘Well doll, fancy a cuppa?’ doing his cockney accent. I look around for a kettle and spot one, on the floor, but no stove. Following my gaze, Mick whacks me on the bum, saying, ‘No good looking at the kettle, we need water first . . .’


‘You can’t keep your hands off me for a minute,’ I tell him, standing on tiptoes to kiss his neck, and managing to whack him back at the same time.


Mick pretends to run away from me, pushes the door. He has scooped up Frances and a water container – a square blue plastic bottle with 5 Gallons in raised writing on the side – he must have brought that too, or else it was left here. I jump down off the deck of the cabin, there’s a knack to this, choosing the right board to leap from, one that doesn’t spring or wobble, and I trot behind him, staring at the muscles in his thighs, his hairy legs in his shorts. Amazing how quickly Mick tans.


First lesson is how to get water up from the pump. The well, I discover, is about 200 yards from the cabin, down the drive, kicking at the pine cones, across the gravel road we just drove up, and along a path lined with brambles, a mess of pine trees. Something moves, and Frances squeaks with joy. ‘Chipmunk,’ Mick says again. ‘There’s loads of them.’


It’s not what I would call a well, it’s not sunken, and there’s no bucket, but perhaps those are just the things in nursery rhymes, places a kitten falls into? This well is a giant stone cylinder, with a cement circle for a lid, and a rickety-handled pump. It stands in the middle of a large puddle which Mick calls a creek; the skin of the water is pitted with spidery-legged water beetles. ‘Yuk!’ I say, and Mick calls me a sissy.


He gives me a choice between pumping the water, or holding steady the small neck of the blue container to catch it. Since I don’t know what either entails, I shrug and say, ‘I’ll watch Frances in case she falls in the creek . . .’ which is the wrong reply. Trying to make amends I opt to steady the container at the bottom of the pipe while Mick works the arm of the pump. This, I realise from the effort he’s putting in, is easier if you use two hands. The pipe is cobwebby, looks dirty to me, and the icy water splashing out of it and over my hand is the colour of urine. Frances crowds me, getting her T-shirt soaked trying to muscle in, the container is too heavy, I’m scared I’ll drop it. ‘Rita, keep the pipe steady,’ Mick shouts, his arm pumping furiously. Frances and I are standing in a mud puddle where my aim has directed the pipe anywhere but into the container, my shoulder is aching already from the weight of it, my right hand with the water splashing over it is freezing.


‘Oh, for God’s sake, Rita, put some effort into it!’ Mick explodes and Frances and I jump back. I notice out of the corner of my eye a tiny movement of Frances’s head, not quite a duck, but a readiness to duck, and I wonder if I have the same look? We both stand still, hands by our sides as Mick steadies himself, continues pumping with one hand and with the other snatches the container from my hand. With it full to splashing he marches down the short brambly path, crosses the gravel road without looking behind him and strides up our drive. He is leaning determinedly over to one side, the weight of the water carrier is too much for him, I can see every muscle on his back straining, but this time he doesn’t ask me to help. There is nothing to do but trail behind him, wiping my wet hands on the back of my thighs. Frances trots at a ferocious pace, trying to catch her father up. As she passes me she aims an idle kick in my direction and misses.


‘Next time, you can fetch the water,’ Mick mutters, when we reach the cabin.


‘Sorry,’ I say. There is a pause. I stand awkwardly for a moment, then I try running my hand just under the hem of his shorts, which makes him wriggle and set the container down, splashing brown spots on the dusty cabin floor. His expression changes and I smile back, relieved.


Mick makes the tea, carefully showing me first how to light the stove, and where he’s putting the matches (out of Frances’s reach). There is a strong puff of fuel, the little Colman fire is rusty and wobbly, a blue and purple tongue licks viciously at the bottom of the kettle. (‘Do you recognise this stove?’ Mick asks, gleefully. ‘It’s that one I bought off Spider for 50p, I sent it over in the Box.’) I start folding up the blankets, then try stretching out on the mattress. Not bad.


‘Where d’you get this?’ I ask him. It’s better than the bed in the squat back home, an ancient, pancake-flat futon. It’s positively luxurious, compared to that.


‘Picked it up at Mo and Pete’s. Said we could have it. Brought it out here the first time. Good, eh?’


Mo and Pete are Mick’s in-laws. That is, the parents of Carole, his brother Jon’s wife, does that make them in-laws? I’m not too sure of these rules, not being married we don’t have any in-laws, it’s the sort of thing I’ve avoided, like office parties and christenings. Having Frances has pushed me into some of it, I can cope with children’s birthday parties now, but I dread her going to school. Parents’ Day, picking her up from school, the normal things, mixing with other people, getting up at a certain time, even setting an alarm clock. So much that I’ve managed to avoid so far.


We’ve no idea what the time is, but despite her nap Frances is obviously tired; rubbing her eyes and cranky. It’s a good job we ate at the café, that nobody’s hungry, because there’s nothing, and I can’t imagine how far the nearest shop might be. I can’t imagine anything out here; cooking, shopping, bathing . . . even the loo, a wooden out-house with no door and a plastic toilet seat, placed over the hole in a box of plyboard, makes no sense to me; being on a slight hill behind the cabin, won’t all that crap flow down, towards the cabin? Mick says just piss anywhere, what does it matter, this is our land, after all, and Frances at least takes him at his word, delighted to have her nappy off.


After drinking our tea we stand in the doorway, and shrug at the view. ‘Nine o’clock?’ Mick tries. It’s still light, but a dull grey light, sunless, trees dipping into a small valley at our right, green barriers to light, to the rest of the world. I can hear a dog, faraway, it must belong to our neighbour, Mick says we have one. And tiny, sharp little cries, musical – are they crickets or cicadas? They sound like a film soundtrack.


Mick sets up the travel cot Carole has given us, and heaves the other sofa from the truck, with some clumsy help from me. With Frances settled, in her pyjamas, two sweaters and two pairs of socks, we make up our bed for the night on the mattress, Mick’s old duvet from the squat, no pillows or sheets, two blankets thrown on top. I keep my clothes on, rough wool under my chin, I’m freezing. Mick snuggles up to me, his chest to my back, puts his hands under my layers of sweaters. Before he gets far I swat at his hands. They feel like spiders creeping under my clothes. I grab them and hold tight.


‘I’m too cold, Mick. I don’t want to get this lot off. It was so hot in the daytime. Is it always like this at night?’


‘Yeah. That’s this area for you. Don’t worry, it’ll be better when the glass is in, and I’ll make a stove out of an oil barrel. I’ve got a book on it.’


I release my hold on his hands and he continues creeping his fingers up inside the tight jumper, breathing snuffily in my ear.


‘Just pull your leggings down. Leave the jumpers on if you’re cold,’ he whispers.


Just before he falls asleep, I say, ‘Mick, will you put the glass in tomorrow? I hate those open windows. Are there wild animals out here? What if a bear came along, or . . .’


No reply. He’s rolled over, his body is heavy and still.


‘Mick . . .’ I whisper. The cabin is dark when we close the front door, a potent, unusual dark, like being in a cave, but of course we have to close the door. I change my mind, I don’t want to say it, there’s too much silence here, it’s palpable, like another body breathing in the room.


‘It will be all right, won’t it?’ I mumble.


‘What?’ His voice comes from a long way off, the edge of sleep. The bed smells of cigarettes, cold, damp, of our camping trip to Scotland.


‘You did promise, Mick. You are going to be, you know, calm, you do feel happy, don’t you and we are going to get on . . .’
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