


[image: cover]








trezza azzopardi


the hiding place


WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY


D. J. TAYLOR


PICADOR CLASSIC




introduction


Almost from the moment that it crash-landed onto the newspaper Books pages in the summer of 2000, pundits have been worrying themselves over the precise genre category in which Trezza Azzopardi’s first novel might be thought to repose. Noting the ground-down backdrop supplied by Cardiff’s Tiger Bay district and the incidental references to the Dowlais Ironworks and Penderyn, one or two critics went so far as to diagnose a ‘Welsh novel’. To others, the presence of an ethnic sub-group rarely let loose in British fiction beyond the pages of a Soho crime caper was proof of its status as a ‘Maltese novel’. And yet a trawl through Azzopardi’s later output – Remember Me (2004), Winterton Blue (2007) and The Song House (2010) – insists that this is a not a book about locale or nationhood or psychogeography, but the inaugural treatment of a set of themes that would go on to resonate throughout her work. These, it might be argued, are such tantalizing abstracts as fear, subterfuge, buried memory and, above all, the constraints and concealments of family life.


The family showcased in The Hiding Place are the Gaucis, their number initially set at eight but – and if you’re new to this wonderful novel, jump straight to the opening page, because this introduction contains plot spoilers – diminishing almost from one chapter to the next. Of the six daughters, Marina is fostered out in highly suspicious circumstances to the family of a Maltese gangster with whom both her parents are dangerously embroiled, while pyromaniac Fran is eventually dispatched to a children’s home by the social services. Meanwhile, bookmakers’ pet, Frankie – who first arrived in South Wales on the boat from Valetta in 1948 – is preparing to desert his effervescing brood for a softer life back home. With or without him, the Gauci children are permanently stretched to breaking point, their dreams always liable to vanish into the ether when Dad backs another dud, their accommodation forfeit to gambling losses, their mother, Mary, steadily less able to cope, individual and collective life forever swept up in an atmosphere of anger, debt, dereliction and the search for scapegoats.


‘What really went on there . . . we only have this excerpt’, Mark E. Smith intones at the beginning of The Fall classic ‘Cruisers’ Creek’. The buried and endlessly contested memory that lies at the heart of The Hiding Place has the same fragmentary quality – the terrifying sense that the tapestry of past life can never be properly stitched together as the vast majority of the pieces are unreconstitutable thread. Part of this, naturally, is to do with the novel’s tripartite timescale. Most of the action, the majority of it seen through the eyes of the youngest daughter Dolores (Dol), takes place around 1965, but there are bleak look-backs to the calamitous accident that robbed cradle-bound Dol of most of her left hand, while a fifty-page coda finds the sisters reconvening at the family home long years later after their more or less abandoned mother’s death.


All this gives the information offered early on in the book an oddly provisional quality while establishing some of the questions it throws up in uncomfortably sharp relief. These involve such fundamental issues as Marina’s parentage, Frankie’s volcanic temperament – the birth of a sixth daughter is such an emotional blow that at first no one dares tell him the child is a girl – Mary’s extra-curricular activities, the source of the money under the teapot and the headlong plunge of Salvatore (Frankie’s erstwhile business partner) into the suffocating mud of Cardiff docks. If the reader has a fair idea of outcomes and motivation, then the truth nearly always seems ready to slip between the novel’s cracks at a moment’s notice.


‘Children burnt and children bartered’, Dol reflects at an early stage in the proceedings. ‘Someone must be to blame.’ While, on the one hand, The Hiding Place is a study of abuse, duplicity and straightforward lack of information – what really circumscribes the junior Gaucis’ lives, we soon deduce, is how little they know about the forces that control them – then, on the other, it is a precise recreation of an historical environment, in this case the self-contained stamping ground of the South Wales Maltese, a community that gets by on bar-owning, restaurant-provisioning and, we are led to infer, procuring. But this is the Swinging Sixties, a thousand miles away from home, and so the mantilla-draped shrines to the departed and the ceremonious rituals of birth, death and marriage march hand in hand with the latest news from Carnaby Street and the well-nigh forensic account of Celesta, Dol’s elder sister, dressed to the nines for a date in ‘a two-piece of shocking crimplene pink, a turtle-neck blouse, and a pair of white patent lace-up boots which don’t quite reach the knee’.


Significantly, the description of Celesta arrayed in her finery (‘American Tan tights. A look of cool defiance on her face.’) precedes a series of exchanges in which Mary’s friend Eva tries to establish exactly which contemporary style icon is being patiently reimagined here on the Gaucis’ hearthrug beneath the layers of Mary Quant Matte and the new-moon curls. ‘You’re the image of Cilla’, Eva first declares before abruptly changing tack to assure her that ‘No, I tell a lie, it’s Dusty’. It turns out that Celesta has her sights neither on Cilla Black nor Dusty Springfield but the fringe popularized by Ready Steady Go!’s pop picker Cathy McGowan (‘I’ll give it five’). But the symbolism of these passages carries them far beyond Azzopardi’s need to tether her characters in a recognizable pop-cultural milieu. Not only is the scene between teenage girl and maternal sidekick enacted in a room containing two photographs of Celesta as a small child in a bridesmaid’s dress (‘My father loves this picture’) and clutching a communion book, but it ends with her softly drawing the powder-puff across her younger sister’s cheek to erase a temporary scar. Taking her cue, Dol ‘holds out [her] bad hand for mending’.


The Hiding Place is full of eerie little symbolic episodes of this kind. One or two of them are bound up in the popular music of the day, which flows across the claustrophobic interiors in which the novel is set in an uncontrollable torrent and encourages the characters to reckon up their destinies while listening to Julie London’s ‘Cry Me a River’ or carolling Cliff Richard’s ‘Living Doll’, a song which Dol understandably assumes ‘is about me’. Far more, though, are to do with flesh, whether living or dead, and its niggling connections to the air of existential dread that hangs over their attempts to chart a passage through life. Some of this metaphorical gesturing is relatively unobtrusive, as in Celesta’s job at the Co-op meat counter, from which she returns bearing packets of Bowyers Pork Sausages and parcels of bacon (her father wolfs these down raw) and tempting invitations from her love-smitten manager, Markus. To balance this stealthy emblem-mongering are a handful of flaring moments in which Azzopardi’s figurative subtext becomes abundantly clear. One might note the awful, illusion-shattering morning of Celesta’s marriage when Dol catches her father in the act of dismembering a pet rabbit, gleefully ripping out the animal’s heart with his fingers for use in a wedding dish. Or there is the scene a page or two before in which Salvatore, proudly inspecting the nuptial baked meats locked up in his outhouse, catches sight of a rat nibbling at one of the pie-crusts, whacks it with a spade and looks on, aghast, as a hock of ham flies up at him ‘like a severed limb’ before bouncing away onto the flagstones. Worst of all, perhaps, is another rabbit episode in which the infant Dol tampers with a newly born litter left out in the back-yard pen, causing the mother to devour its young, and is told that this is the result of her ‘interfering’. Clearly, there are other things being interfered with here, if not metaphorically eaten alive, way beyond the confines of the rabbit hutch.


And so Azzopardi’s title turns out to be a well-disguised play on words. The Gaucis’ backstreet terrace may be a place where you can try to conceal yourself from the deeply demoralizing forces marshalled against you, but it is also a place in which secrets are hidden, defying the attempts of Dol and her sisters to winkle them out and make sense of their implications. Inevitably, these silences and evasions have serious emotional consequences for the people caught up in them. Like Winnie, the elderly heroine of Azzopardi’s second novel, the quite-as-neatly-titled Remember Me, the junior Gaucis are searching not just for security and peace of mind – all the things that most ordinary people take for granted – but for their own identities, desperately pursuing something that is recognizably their own but more often taking refuge in collective solidarity. The stripped down, collaborative, movie-fuelled slang in which the children converse (‘POW Dolores Gauci . . . Spill the beans’), full of callous public insult and heartfelt private love, is, in its way, a form of protection in which harsh realities are hinted at but rarely openly acknowledged.


In the end, the house in Tiger Bay gives up most, if not quite all, of its secrets. We know what happened to Salvatore down at the dockside, and we can follow the movement of the money stolen from his safe. We can explain the provenance of the bank notes under the teapot and we can guess something of the way in which Frankie treats his children. The puzzle set for the reader in decoding this tangled web of clues is compounded by the subtlety of the writing style, an outwardly innocuous piling up of very ordinary phrases and descriptions in which unobtrusive special effects lurk far below the surface, like depth charges waiting to go off. The scene in which baby Dolores sits entombed in a room which is about to erupt in flames is a terrific example of Azzopardi’s technique – artfully signposted, deviously set up and then adroitly shifting the focus of its horror by concentrating on the world beyond the slammed shut door.


Neatly set out, exactly defined, hard, sharp and visceral, the world of the Gaucis also turns out to be permanently in flux. There are bulldozers out demolishing the slum houses, piles of rubble where shops once stood, and Fran’s torching of the local grocers’ shop turns out to be a blessing in disguise for its soon-to-be-evicted owners. Many of the characters are eventually revealed to be voyagers in transit, for whom Tiger Bay is simply a stepping stone on some long and unforeseeable journey, far away from Cilla, Dusty or the Searchers’ ‘Needles and Pins’. Azzopardi can be quietly funny when she wants to – the pre-Frankie Mary, a refugee from bar work in the valleys fetched up in a rather more select establishment, reflects that the exotic selection of drinks on offer wouldn’t have done for the patrons of the Penderyn Miners’ Welfare, who drank either mild or bitter ‘depending on how they felt’. But The Hiding Place’s predominating tone is wryness, and the rueful banter that covers up its trails is rarely more than camouflage. What really went on hangs slightly out of reach, gathered up in cracks and hideaways, made all the more threatening by the stealthy obliqueness of its glance.


D. J. TAYLOR




For my mother




contents




part one


waiting


one


two


tinder


three


four


five


interference


six


seven


eight


nine


amulet


ten


missing


eleven


twelve


part two


waiting 2


thirteen


fourteen


fifteen


sixteen


seventeen


eighteen


nineteen


the list


afterword


PERMISSIONS ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




part one




waiting


Despite the fact that Carol Jackson has to sit in a pram, she and her mother are going out together, while mine is downstairs whispering with a perfumed woman in an animal skin.


I watch as the pram disappears round the edge of the street. Mrs Jackson’s stick legs and slippers are the last bits to vanish, but if I move my face further left into the crack of the window, I might still see them. I don’t do this. I lick the glass I’ve frosted with my breath, to get a clear view up the hill to the betting shop, and wait for my father, like I’m told.


When my mother’s friend Eva slipped in through the back door, I expected her to stay put. But she followed us up the stairs. She stood on the landing in her ocelot coat, with one hand closed upon the other. My mother stationed me at the glass.


Do three Our Fathers, and if you can’t see him by then, come down, she said. Eva laughed. Her body bent forward and she flipped the air with a glove she’d fingered off in the doorway.


Are you sure it’s alright, Mary? she asked, rapping across the floorboards in her heels.


He’ll be ages yet, said my mother, moving her away from the mattresses and the faint smell of urine, and taking her back down the stairs.


My father doesn’t like it when Eva comes round. He says she drinks too much. My mother says Eva’s the only friend she’s got left. When my father goes to the betting office, they sit downstairs and talk, and both of them drink too much. Sometimes I can hear them laughing. But when Eva came up to my room I panicked, because there’s really no more space for anyone else in this house.


~


This is my bedroom, and Luca’s, and Fran’s, and my mother’s. The four of us sleep here, and at the back of the house live Celesta and Rose, my other two sisters who I don’t really know. They have pinned a notice on the door which I can’t read but which I know says, KEEP OUT. THIS MEANS YOU! I think it means me. I imagine they’re serious.


We are Celesta, Rosaria, Francesca, Luca, Dolores. I’m the last, and like Rose and Fran I am shortened in my name: I am Dol. This is so my mother can get us all down for breakfast in one breath. There is one more of us, Marina, who comes after Celesta, but she’s not here any more, which is just as well, because how would she fit in?


My father has the last bedroom. It’s called the Box Room, but it has no boxes in it, at least none that I can see. It’s always open, as if he’s saying he doesn’t really live there, or is pinched by the size of it, or wants us to know he’s still alive at night by letting us hear him snore. I never go in there by choice, but sometimes I stand at the door.


My bedroom is full of beds. It’s practically a ward. There’s also an old fold-up, which has lost the ability to do what it suggests. It lounges on its side against the far wall, as if it’s waiting for another child to fill it. I share the big bed with my mother and my sister Luca. We lie on either side of her in our winceyette pyjamas, like two brackets stuck with fluff. I never consider that this might be my father’s place.


Fran sleeps on a slim divan in the corner. It’s not because she doesn’t want to sleep with us, but because she always wets the bed. I do too, sometimes, and so does Luca. It’s easy to tell who’s to blame; the mattress is patterned with flowers, and stains. My mother doesn’t understand why we do it, children of three, six, eight, and we can’t explain.


Our Father, who art in Heaven . . . I’ve done two as far as I know, which is only up to Daily Bread, so I stop and watch. I think I see his shadow on the hill, but as the shape trots down I laugh because it’s just a dog.


There’s only space for one more thing in here, and that’s the chest, which is also a bed of sorts. My mother keeps her old handbag in it, busting with photographs of lots of people I don’t know. They’re always getting married and standing on a step, so the two are linked forever in my head. There are others, too, of me and all the rest, black and white, cracked and creased, sliding on each other inside the dim nylon pouch, inside the handbag, inside the chest.


I slept in the chest, when I was newborn. My mother told me how she wrapped me in a shawl at night and hid me from my father.


He would’ve smothered you, she said, without malice but with a strange sense of pride, as if I were a Rescue kitten she had taken in.


I think about the little baby in the chest, and my father, creeping into the bedroom like a pantomime giant. He’s lifting his legs very high, placing one shiny hobnail boot slowly in front of the other. He has a pillow concertinaed in his hands; he’s sniffing the air for signs.


But wouldn’t he have heard me? I say, and my mother smiles.


Not when I shut the lid. You didn’t make a peep.


~


My mother’s laugh below and the chink of a bottle reminds me I am on lookout. He’s loping down the street, almost home, and I run to whisper in my mother’s ear. Eva drags her coat off the chair, pockets the bottle of rum, and moves to the back door. She lifts the latch and lets herself out. The air is frosty. My mother breaks off some blackened parsley from a pot next to the step, and folds it into her mouth.


Go upstairs now, Dol, and do your puzzle, she says. I must keep out of my father’s way.


~ ~ ~


That was a time before I was four. The house is still here, and now I am here, standing at the window of the bedroom we shared. A veil of grime is drawn across the sill. My mother would never have allowed it.


The Jacksons have long gone, moved to a new estate called Pentwyn Farm. It says so on the front of the bus which takes you there. Their house is empty now: one top window is boarded up, the other gapes; a smash of black glass juts from the frame like a broken bone. A stone’s throw. The other houses in the row are nailed with identical sheets of gunmetal grey, decorated with ribbons of graffiti red. There are a few people left on the street, but I don’t know any of them. There are no cars at the kerb.


I’m standing at my window, and I’m the last. All the rest have gone. All the sisters have gone. I’m waiting for them to stage their comeback.




one


Six-to-four the field, six-to-one bar!


Shouting the odds, the TV and my father, low down on the living room floor.


C’mon, baby! he yells, beating his flank with his fist. With the betting slip in his teeth, he gallops down the last furlong of the rug, to the home straight of the lino. Words bolt from the side of his mouth: Yankee Piggott Photo-finish. I don’t understand any of it: I think my father’s English leaves a lot to be desired.


He curses: Jesus Christ.


At the end of the race, his face is very flushed, an inch from the set. He’s watching the lines and dots as if Barney’s Boy will suddenly leap through the screen. Ripping pink shreds of paper from his mouth, my father tears up his slip and spits the remains on the rug. Then he starts in on the Sporting Life, holding it out in front of him, rending it between his fists until he’s tearing air. I know at these moments that he would tear me too, for the slightest thing, and I crawl ever so slowly behind the couch, until he’s put on his donkey jacket and slammed the back door.


He isn’t just like this about horses. My father will gamble on anything that moves. He won’t do Bingo or fruit machines or snow on Christmas Day, but horses and pontoon and poker and dogs. My father’s love is Chance. Look at that roulette wheel! Bet red, bet black, bet red, bet black. If he could place his bet Under Starter’s Orders he would still change his mind over every fence. The Form makes no difference, the words don’t make sense, and the odds at Joe Coral have no bearing on his stake.


He has always been this way, according to my mother. She made her own bet on him, in November 1948, in the church of St Mark’s, in a white lace gown.


~ ~ ~


This is what happens just before I am born: it’s 1960. My parents, Frankie and Mary, have five beautiful daughters, and a half-share in a cafe overlooking Cardiff docks. Salvatore Capanone, my father’s oldest friend, owns the other half. The sailors on shore leave pour in through the red door to eat, and find a girl. My family lives above the cafe. They have two rooms; one long one, divided into bedroom and lounge by a thick toile curtain depicting scenes of the French aristocracy, and an airless back room which they call The Pit, because you have to climb down into it. My sisters inhabit The Pit, and my father has put a gate up in the doorway to stop Luca, who’s only two years old, from climbing up the steps and falling down again. Luca swings her fat leg over the gate whenever my mother isn’t looking, and falls from that instead.


There is a third room, one more flight up. It has a square wooden table covered with worn green felt, and four vinyl-backed chairs stacked one upon the other. In the far corner is a window where a blind conceals the day. My mother never goes into this room; it’s not hers to use.


There is no kitchen. Every morning my mother trudges downstairs to the cafe to fetch food for my sisters to eat, which they do, sitting in a long line on the couch and watching the Test Card on the television in the corner, while she moves her washing from surface to surface, doing her impression of someone who is tidy. My father’s old sea chest is the only storage space, filled with baby clothes. I’ll be wearing them soon. My mother knows this, but she doesn’t want to air the clothes because my father doesn’t. Also, she’s determined that I’m a boy this time, and so a lot of the shawls and bonnets and little woollen coats will be redundant, being mainly pink.


Celesta, who’s eleven going on forty, is helping to get Marina and Rose ready for school. They look like two turnips in their cream-coloured balaclava hats, and Celesta doesn’t want to be seen with them. She wears a straw boater with a chocolate-brown ribbon, bought for when she goes to Our Lady’s Convent School. She won’t start there until next term, by which time the boater will have a distinctly weathered look, but at the moment she wears it all the time, even in bed. Fran has just begun at primary school. She draws angry pictures of bonfires using three crayons at a time. My mother pays no attention to this, having to deal with Luca now, and the prospect of me later.


When the other children leave, my mother squashes Luca into her hip and goes downstairs to the cafe. She unbolts the front door, slipping off the heavy chain which swings against the wood, and paces the narrow aisle between the tables. At the furthest end, where the daylight doesn’t stretch, are two booths and a long counter. Close to its brass lip sit a single smeared tumbler and a half-empty bottle of Advocaat. The air is sweetish here. A sleeveless Peggy Lee is propped against the gramophone in the corner – Salvatore has had a late night.


My mother eases Luca into her high chair, and as soon as she is down, with the rush of cold around her thigh, she screams. She won’t stop until she has something sticky on bread, or until my father comes back from the market and swings her in his arms. Luca can’t understand why she isn’t allowed to practise running. Salvatore used to let her, when my mother had to go and fetch Fran, or hunt the Bookies for my father.


Frankie and Salvatore are a strange brace. My father is smooth and lean, well cut in his well-cut suit. His partner is softer, larger, with milky hands and brimming eyes. Every morning Salvatore puts a clean white handkerchief in the pocket of his apron to deal with the tears which will flow through the day. He blames the heat of the kitchen, rather than his childless wife or the plaintive tones of Mario Lanza. The air is full of music when Salvatore cooks. He plays Dino and Sammy, endless Sinatra, and his favourite, Louis Prima, who reminds him of somewhere not quite like home. The records are stacked in the plate rack on top of the counter, the plates haphazardly stowed beneath. Salvatore glides through the days and nights, dusting flour into the grooves of Julie London, wiping her clean with his napkin. And then he wipes his eyes.


There is a delicate division of labour in this business. Salvatore is a better cook than Frankie, for whom the flames of the kitchen are too much like his vision of Hell. So while Salvatore cuts his fingers, brands the soft flesh of his forearm on the searing stove, and sings and cries, Frankie wears his suit and does things with money upstairs. But Salvatore likes it this way, he gets to see people.


~


At first, convinced that it would tempt the passers-by, Salvatore made stews and bread and almond cakes dusted with sugar. He wedged the red door open with a bar stool, wafting the smell of baking out into the street with his tea-towel. He wrote a sign, DELICIOUS FOOD, in a careful hand, and tied it with parcel string around the rusted frame of the awning outside. But Mack the Knife spilt out on to the pavement, upsetting the barber shop owner next door, the sign ran in the rain, and soon Salvatore brought the stool back to the bar. The pigeons in the yard grew fat on unbought food.


Never mind, said my mother. It takes time.


Now he cooks for the sailors, who want egg and chips or bacon in starchy white rolls, and the cafe is busy. Sailors bring in girls, and girls attract trade. Salvatore fries everything in the flat black pan on the stove, his thinning hair stuck to his head with steam. The combed strands come unglued throughout the day, falling one by one in lank array over his left ear. He pretends to be a widower so that the night girls will pity him. In fact he is married to Carlotta, who is respectable, and will not enter The Port of Call, our cafe. Or as Carlotta calls it in her broken English, That Den-o-Sin.


~


Salvatore loves my mother and my father and my sisters. He is part of the family. And he will love me too, when I am born. Until then, he has to make do with Luca, who shrieks from her high chair the moment my mother’s back is turned. Salvatore watches from a safe distance as Luca’s arms jolt up and down in an urgent plea to be lifted. He would free her, but he daren’t. The last time he did, she ran like a river to the end of the cafe and caught her head on the edge of a table. She stared at it, astonished, while her forehead bulged and split. The knock held her silent for two days, so silent, my mother thought she was damaged: it was the only time Luca was quiet.


Now when my mother has to go out, she traps Luca in The Pit with soft toys to keep her happy for the five minutes she thinks she will be away. Luca throws them at the furthest wall, screaming like a bomb.


In search of my father, my mother is blunt and shaming. She no longer has the time to be discreet.


Have you seen Frankie? Len the Bookie? In The Bute, are they? Righto.


She tracks down her husband, to the arcade, the coffee house, the back room of the pub. When she finds him, she is vocal. My father complains.


This is business, Mary. Keep out of it.


The other men look down and grin into their shirts. And when my father does return, my mother points to Luca’s head.


That’s down to you, that is.


Sufficiently shamed, or just tired of losing, Frankie starts a clean sheet. He stops betting; he has finished with it for good. But when my mother tells him about me (at six months the evidence is mounting), he takes the money he’s accumulated through not gambling and opens a card school in the top room of the cafe. He wins, and wins. And suddenly I am luck personified.


We’ll call him Fortuno, he says, rubbing my mother’s stomach as if she’s harbouring the Golden Egg. My mother has other ideas.


~ ~ ~


In the top room, all four chairs are occupied. There is a haze of cheroots, a sweat of onions, the stink of eggs in oil. My father has staked everything on the winning of the game. Away in the infirmary, I’m wailing at the midwife as Frankie decides to Twist. My mother is straining with the labour of prayer. Over and over.


Oh God, let it be a boy.


When the midwife pulls me out, she conceals me. I am shunted from scales to blanket to anteroom. She closes the door on my mother.


If you have to tell her anything, tell her it’s a boy, says the midwife to the nurse.


Salvatore’s wife Carlotta, waiting in the corridor with her big black handbag poised on the bulge of her stomach, catches just this one phrase – tell her it’s a boy – and makes a phone-call to the cafe.


Salvatore is watching the card game from the doorway upstairs, peeping through the curtain of beads which hangs from the lintel. They cascade from his shoulders like Madonna tears. He doesn’t hear the telephone; his mind is in anguish for the game he’s not allowed to play. His eyes are fixed on the Brylcreem glint which crowns my father’s head. Salvatore’s right hand rests stiff across his heart, his left holds a spatula, which oozes slow drips on to the red linoleum floor. He should be downstairs making greasy meals for the thin night girls, but Salvatore cannot concentrate on bacon and eggs when his business is at stake.


~


Salvatore likes his partner Frankie, even though he’s lazy and not always dependable, and he adores the night girls downstairs. The young ones perch on the stools, their bouffant heads nodding in time to the music on the gramophone; they are stiff-lacquered, clean-scented. The older ones smile, now and then flinging an arm across the booths to display their latest Solitaires. Or they sit in silence. They draw their wet fingers round the rim of their glasses, in an effort to make the last rum last.


Rita, Sophia, Gina. Salvatore recites the girls’ names in his sing-song voice. These women are really Irene and Lizzie and Pat. They close around the green metal ashtrays, depressing the buttons with their jewelled hands, watching the debris swirl into the hidden bowl below. When they do leave, the imprints of their bored thighs remain a while upon the shiny leatherette. They never say thank you and they never look back. Salvatore always forgives them. He wipes his hands down the breast of his apron, and sings through the night, while Frankie gambles in the room above his head.


~


Tonight, Salvatore wants to watch. Here we have my father, the giant Martineau, Ilya the Pole, and crooked Joe Medora. This pack of men is busy.


Sal . . . telephone, says Joe, not looking up.


Salvatore rolls reluctantly downstairs.


Joe Medora wears a slouch hat, a silk scarf anchored at the neck, a Savile Row suit. He’s an archetypal villain who makes sure he looks the part. He angles his cigar into the side of his lipless mouth, staring over his Hand. He’s seen all the films; no gesture is wasted. He is patient.


It’s my father’s move. Jack of Hearts, Five of Clubs, Four – winking – Diamonds.


It’s a boy! cries Salvatore, beating back upstairs. Bambino, Frankie!


And my father, who is Frankie Bambina to his friends, poor unlucky Frank to have so many daughters, Twists in reckless joy, and loses the cafe, the shoebox under the floorboards full with big money, his own father’s ruby ring, and my mother’s white lace gown, to Joe Medora.


At least I have a son, he thinks, as he rolls the ring across the worn green felt.


~ ~ ~


My father stands above my cot with a clenched fist and a stiff smile. He rubs his left hand along the lining of his pocket, feeling the absence of his father’s ring and the nakedness of losing.


At the end of the ward, Salvatore’s face appears in the porthole of the swing door. Carlotta’s face fills the other, and for a moment they stare separately at the rows and rows of beds and cots. Carlotta lets out a shout, Mary! Frankie!, and sweeps towards my parents. Salvatore raises his hand in salute, but takes his time, pausing to exchange greetings with the other mothers.


A fine baby, Missus!


What a beauty! Boy or girl?


Twins? How lucky!


There aren’t enough babies in the ward for Salvatore, perhaps not in the world. He bends over each one with his big smile and his hands clasped at his back.


Carlotta spreads herself on the chair next to my mother’s bed and rummages deep into her bag. She makes small talk, not trusting herself to mention me, or the cafe, or the future. My father stabs his teeth with a broken matchstick he’s found in the other pocket of his trousers, and sucks air, and says nothing. No one looks at me. Then Salvatore approaches the foot of my mother’s bed and opens his arms wide to embrace my father. Both men lean into each other, quietly choking. Carlotta produces a dented red box from her bag, prises off the lid, and offers my mother a chocolate.


Please have one, Mary. They’re your favourites.


Mary is in a state of mute blankness. A girl baby, yet again. In her head, she wonders what to call me – she’s exhausted her list of Saints’ names on the boys she never bore, and is sick of all the arias in the names her girls have got. Dolores drifts up in miserable smoke.


Salvatore rests a hand upon my mother’s arm and gazes into my cot. The pink matinee jacket is fastened too tight around my neck; it reeks of mothballs. Wearing his best suit for the visit (which is also the one he wears to funerals), Salvatore smells the same as me. He lands great kisses on my forehead and holds me up for inspection, cajoling my mother.


See, Mary! So pretty!


My mother fixes on the flaking paint of the radiator, and wishes we would all go away. Frankie, too, has had enough of Cooing and Aahing. He puts his hand on Salvatore’s chest and shunts him back down the ward. He presses so hard, Salvatore feels the buttons of his shirt indent his skin.


Mary is in shock, my father tells them. Better leave her alone.


This is nothing compared to the shock she’ll get when she finds out she’s homeless, and her wedding dress adorns a bottle-blonde from Llanelli.


~ ~ ~


I am a week old when everything changes. My parents move into a run-down house at one end of a winding street. The other end is dead, sealed by a high wall spun with barbed wire. Joe Medora owns our new house, and our old cafe. The rent increases on a whim: when Joe gambles on a loser, it goes up. But it can go up when he bets on a winner, too.


My father is put in the Box Room: it is a cell. Celesta and Marina and Rose have the back bedroom. One window overlooks the road, where Rose leans out to spit on unsuspecting heads. Marina springs up and down on her bed, tearing off the wallpaper in long strips, while Celesta puts her fingers in her ears, reads The Book of Common Ailments, and convinces herself that she is dying.


The front bedroom becomes Our Room, my mother and Fran and Luca and me. Fran has the bed in the corner, and Luca has exclusive rights over my mother, who puts me in the chest. When she’s convinced that I’ll survive the night, I’m allowed to share the bed.


~


Carlotta is recruited in these difficult times, apparently to look after us children. She’s really here to make sure my mother is a Good Wife who doesn’t desert her fallen-on-hard-times husband: my mother might at any second run away with, say, the Coalman. This is prescient, but not in the way Carlotta thinks.


For now, Salvatore still works at the cafe, renamed The Moonlight Club in sputtering neon, and he leaves his friend Frankie alone. But he thinks about us, he worries about me, and he asks Carlotta every night for a report.


Getting big now, Carlotta says, stretching her arms out like a fisherman to show how I’m growing.


Salvatore is not entirely convinced, and once a week he sends Carlotta with a parcel of food, stolen from his shifts at The Moonlight. He feels he is entitled; after all, he’s still a partner in the business. Except these days, working with Joe Medora, he feels more like a slave.


While my mother takes to her bed and stares at the ceiling, Carlotta cooks up a steam in the little kitchen. She makes baked pasta with blackened edges, solid slabs of home-made bread. Everything she provides is sharp and hard, as if to counteract the softness of her body and the thick roll of her voice. My mother thinks of little, but she listens. She hears the sticky cough of the woman in her kitchen, and imagines Carlotta dipping her feelers in the cooking pot, testing the saltiness of the ham.


It is about this time that I am burnt.




two


They’re defying gravity.


Nebuchadnezzar, King of the Jews, Bought his Wife a Pair of Shoes . . .


Celesta’s hands are plaiting air: the tennis balls skim her palms, fly, beat on the red brick; hand, brick, hand, brick. She is concentrating. If Celesta could only take her eyes off the arc she is weaving, she would see Rose upended in a handstand: her scuffed shoes pressed flat against the wall, her fat legs splayed, her black hair hanging like pondweed from beneath the bell of her skirt. Marina’s eyes flit from Rose to Celesta and back again, carefully studying the moves. She won’t try anything yet: she’ll examine every angle first.


Through tartan wool, Rose sees the world the wrong way up. The houses on the street fall out of the sky; a dog trots blithely along the grey cloud of pavement.


Look at me! Celesta! Look!


Celesta twirls and claps and catches; the balls hang in the air just long enough for a spin to the left. She ignores Rose and her blood-rush face.


Rose rights herself, squints at the grit embedded in her palms, spits on both hands and wipes them on her skirt. She inches along the wall, feeling the vibration of each bounce through the brick, and stops. Rose is intent for one minute, then suddenly snatches at a mid-flight ball, interrupting the pattern of hand, air, brick. The ball flies into the gutter. Celesta is patient. She retrieves it, inspects it, and resumes her game.


You, are, a Pain-in-the-Neck, she says, in rhythm.


~


They all ignore Luca: she is tethered to the pram. The harness is blue and has a lamb frolicking on the front, which Luca has drenched with dribble. Two metal hooks clip on to two rusted rings at either side of the hood. She pulls at the rings, and yells, and smears her face with her sticky fist. Fran has been told to watch her; but Fran has gone Walkabout. She’s got a box of England’s Glory in her pocket. Inside are three pink-headed matches. She’s heading for The Square.


We live at Number 2 Hodge’s Row. Between Number 9 and Number 11 is an alleyway which leads on to a hopeless patch of asphalt called Loudoun Place, but which everyone calls The Square. Fran goes there a lot, sidling along the alleyway until she reaches open space. The Square is a rectangle of nothing. There used to be swings and a see-saw, but now all that’s left is an iron climbing frame and a strip of battered grass. Fran explores. She likes it: better than wiping snot from Luca’s nose; better than sitting on the low kerb and watching Celesta play that impossible game: better than waiting for Rose to find an excuse to hit her.


There are treasures here, stashed along the edge of The Square where scrub grass ends and gravel begins. Fran studies the ground minutely, her boots marking a careful path between the dog-shit, broken bottles, coils of rusted wire, fluttering chip-papers. The asphalt shimmers with shards of glass; green, blood-brown, clear as ice. She collects the best shapes and places them carefully in the pocket of her gymslip. Today, Fran has the matches. She strikes one and holds it to her face. A rush of phosphorous stings her nose. Crouching now, she strikes another. Fran loves this sweet, burning scent. She licks the sandpaper edge of the matchbox. A tang of spent fire.


Under her bed, Fran keeps a red oblong box. It used to have chocolates in it, and smells like Christmas when she prises off the lid. But now the plastic tray holds all her jewels from the Square: jagged slips of sapphire; worn lumps of emerald; a single marble with a twisted turquoise eye. To mark my arrival, she has begun a secret collection which she stows in a cigar box my father has given her. Not glass this time, but an assortment of cigarette stubs she picks up, when no one is looking, from the pavement outside our house. Tipped or untipped, flaky grey, or smooth menthol white. Some are crushed flat with the weight of a heel, others are perfectly round and lipstick-smeared. Fran holds each butt to her nose before she hides it away.


~


I’m stuck in the house with my mother: at one month old, I’m sickly and I must be kept warm. My mother brings the chest down from the bedroom and puts me in it, smothers me in layer after layer of mothballed blankets. She drags a bucket of coal from the outhouse to the kitchen, bumping it against her knee until she gets to the hearth, where she pauses for breath. She bends down, rattles at the grate; it looks like an age since a fire was lit in the kitchen: the ash which should be smooth and fine is clogged with stray hairs, clots of dust. Turning the strips of newspaper neatly in her hands, she thinks: Joe’s man will call for the rent today, that kindling’s a bit damp, bet the chimney needs sweeping. The chest scrapes across the tiles as she pulls it, pulls me in it, nearer to the hearth; two long thin scars, like a tram track, will remain to show what she did. My mother puts me at an angle in front of the fire: the sight of the flames will amuse me.


She turns to the table, hacks at a loaf of bread and sings in her sharp, tense voice,




Don’t you know, Little Fool, you Ne-ver can Win


Use your Men-talitee, Wake up to Re-alitee . . .





~


Upstairs, my father is making music too, whistling through his teeth as he pulls a tie off the rail in the wardrobe, catching sight of himself in the mirror as the wardrobe door widens. He looks Lucky. Today, Frankie’s choice is a black tie with a thin seam of gold running through it. He sweeps the length between finger and thumb, smooth and cool as water, then ducks his head, flips the tie around his neck, folds back the stiff white collar of his shirt. He pauses in front of the mirror, pushes the door open to get a better view. It annoys him, this glass; flecked and tarnished with oily orange patches beneath the surface – even in close-up, he can’t get a clear reflection. Frankie pauses. He hears my mother downstairs, shouting from the front door.


Celesta! Kids! Dinnertime!


My father pulls on the jacket of his suit, casually stretches out his left arm, then his right, turning the exposed cuffs over the sleeves. A pair of gold cufflinks, embossed with the rising sun, is now the only jewellery he owns. He lifts them from the polished surface of his dressing-table, chinks them in his palm for a second, and then puts them back. He doesn’t feel that lucky. He takes his hat from the bed-post, pads downstairs, avoids my mother’s eyes. She weaves between the children in the kitchen as he makes for the living room mirror.


I won’t tell you again, wash those hands. Will you see Carlotta today, Frankie? Leave that. Eat your dinner. Frankie? Frankie, mouths my father as he steps up to the glass. Frankie, he goes, flipping one end of the tie into a smart loop, taking up the slack, adjusting the knot, nice and tight.


Do you hear me? shouts my mother.


He’s going out, says Celesta, straddling kitchen and living room doorway and staring at my father. They share the same black eyes, hard as steel, and a stubborn squareness in their faces. Celesta holds a plate of sandwiches high in the air, out of reach of Rose and Marina. My father grins at her in the mirror. She grins back, then suddenly retreats into the kitchen as the clamour rises behind her.


Wash your hands first, Celesta yells, slapping at Rose and Marina as they snatch at the bread. And again, Mam, tell them to wash their hands.


Wash their hands, says my mother automatically.


It’s getting very hot in this kitchen, what with the fire and the heat of my mother’s bad mood. She wedges the back door open with a chair, sending a blurt of wind racing through the house. The flames in the fireplace swoon in the draught. A door slams upstairs.


My mother mixes up a bowl of something grey for Luca, rapidly beating milk into powder. Her fury travels down the spoon and into Luca’s dinner. I am breast-fed: I get rage straight from the source. My mother’s also angry with herself: she needs Carlotta to visit with one of Salvatore’s parcels; some corned-beef pie maybe, or a bit of roast chicken. Her words are thrown to anyone who will catch them.


Never thought I’d want to set eyes on her fat face again, she says, thinking of Carlotta as she forces Luca into her highchair. Celesta laughs, thinks it’s a shocking thing to say about your kid, even if it’s true.


And where’s Fran? asks my mother, an afterthought.


~


My father moves from the mirror to the sideboard, stops his breath as he pulls open the drawer. His eyes stay on the doorway, watching the shadows on the kitchen wall while his hand slides over bills and chits and a soft bundle of knitting. All promises forgotten now, Frankie thinks only of the Race. His fingers trip along the stitches, the sharp point of the needle, and down to the cool metal surface of the Biscuit Tin. Then his hand inside, and the unmistakeable greasy slip of money beneath his touch. Frankie feels the edges of the notes – not much, enough – catches them up fast and folds them over, straight into his pocket. It takes five seconds. With his tongue hot on his lip, he pushes the drawer back into place, and starts up his whistling again.


Do you hear me, Frankie? Will you see Carlotta?


My mother appears at the doorway with one hand on her hip, waving a spoon in the other.


And where do you think you’re going?


She has noticed his smart suit. And the hat.


Frank?


An accusation.


Out, he says.


~ ~ ~


There are eighteen cafes on Bute Street, and my father doesn’t own any of them. Not any more; not since me. My parents argue about whose fault it is. She blames him, he blames me, and I can’t blame anyone yet. But I will. I’ll lay it all at Joe Medora’s door, when I’m ready.


Except Joe Medora has so many doors. He owns nearly everything round here: two boarding-houses on the Terrace, and our home, of course; and four cafes on Bute Street – the latest being The Moonlight.


My mother has to pass the cafe every day. She’s got herself a job at the bakery next to the timber-yard. It’s a factory more than a bakery, churning out hundreds of thick white loaves which my mother drags from the ovens with a long metal pallet. She does the nightshift, so whether she’s setting off for work or coming home at dawn, she can’t pass The Moonlight without noticing that the lights are on and there are people inside. Sometimes, not often, she can smell cooking, and she gets a yearning for one of Salvatore’s almond tarts. She hears music too, a lonely voice in the early hours; but mostly she hears the jangle of money rolling over and over in Joe Medora’s pocket. She spits a dry curse at the window as she passes.


~


My father takes the same route now, cutting over the street, down the alley, and across The Square. Fran sees his shape approaching from around the broken fence, his head cocked to one side in the sunshine, and she hides from him. For a second she wonders if he’s come to march her back home for dinner, but Fran senses that there’s something different about him today. She sees how his hair catches the light, a slice of pure silver dancing on the black, and the hat in his hand beating lightly against his thigh; she hears his whistle wandering on the air. It’s like watching a stranger. Fran ducks, crabs along the track of dirt near the railing and hides behind the hedge.


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
¢ ) THE HIDING
PLACE

TREZZA AZZOPARDI

With an introduction by

TAYLOR






