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For my mother and father





 



One



When I was thirteen, my father killed my mother. Three
days after that, I was taken away from the hospital by two
people I had never seen before and would never see again,
a man and a woman who used my name each time they
spoke to me – Are you warm enough, Carol? Have you
got your case, Carol? Carol, come along with us now –
as if they knew me, although they didn’t tell me their
names. I must have shown willing somehow. I expect I
nodded and did what I was told. I was put into a car that
smelt new and then, when I was sitting alone in the back,
they told me I was going to stay with Aunt Margot, who
ran a pub called the Mermaid. I suppose I’d known that
I wouldn’t be taken home, but I was still surprised, and
shocked, as I would have been no matter what the destination.
They spoke about my aunt as though I was
supposed to know all about her. They laughed when the
man said I’d be able to get tipsy for nothing. That was
the joy, he said, of living in a pub.



When the car drew into the car park I could tell  someone was waiting just inside the back door from the
way the net curtain was twitched to one side. There was
nothing but dark beyond it; I couldn’t see a face. Outside,
a sign swung on the wall, with a painting of a dark
pond and a plump, ungainly mermaid sitting on a flat
white rock beside it, combing her hair. The expression on
the mermaid’s face – as if she was deep in thought –
and the way her tail was curled round the rock almost
made me smile.



Seconds later, my aunt stalked out. She was clutching
a thick pink cardigan around her, and had slippers on,
with clumps of white fur and no backs to them. I was
wearing a summer dress bought the year before, slightly
too small, tight under the arms and round the waist,
which they’d given me that morning. It made me feel not
only uncomfortable but foolish.



My aunt didn’t ask the man and woman to come into
the pub. She didn’t speak to them except to say, with a
sigh, as if she’d expected the worst and been satisfied: ‘So
you’ve made it, then. You’ve found us up here in the back
of beyond.’ She reached to take my case, then turned back
towards the pub.



I stood beside the car, not sure what to do, until the
man who had driven us coughed and gave my shoulder a
gentle push from behind. ‘Go on, love,’ he said. ‘Go on,
Carol, love. Your auntie’s waiting for you.’



But Aunt Margot was already walking away, the wind
blowing her skirt about her legs so you could see how thin
and bare they were, nothing like my mother’s. When she  was almost inside, she paused and turned, as if to make
sure I was behind her. As if she was checking on a dog.



I followed her down a long corridor, through the bar
and up some steps into a narrow hall and, at the end of
it, a kitchen. A man was reading a newspaper, spread out
on the table before him. He nodded at me when we came
in and that was the first time I saw Jozef. ‘That’s your
uncle,’ my aunt said, jerking her head in his direction.
‘Your uncle Joey.’ She pulled the paper from under his
hands and folded it into four while he sat and glanced at
me with an odd expression, as though she had told him
off and he was amused and mocking her. ‘Sitting here
reading this rubbish,’ she said. ‘I hope to God you’ve got
the cellar ready. They’ll be here soon with that spirits
delivery.’



Uncle Joey had shiny black hair, cropped short at the
back and sides, but longer at the front and hanging in a
fringe over his right eye. He was wearing a sleeveless grey
pullover tucked into his trousers. He stood and came
across the kitchen to shake my hand, bending slightly
from the waist in an odd little bow, not serious, perhaps
intended to make me smile, although he didn’t smile himself.
‘It’s all finished,’ he said, not to me, though he didn’t
take his eyes off me. ‘I thought to do it this morning, when
you were standing for so long at the door.’ And that was
how I learnt my uncle was a foreigner.



He wasn’t stern at all, I found out later, once I came
to know him. He liked listening to the radio, when he
could get away from the bar, listening to classical music,  and working in the cellar, where he would stay for hours,
in a small room with a neon strip-light at the far end
beyond the kegs and crates of bottles. Aunt Margot said
that kind of music was for people who didn’t have anything
better to do with their time, although she spent most
mornings sitting at the kitchen table with the radio on,
thumbing through magazines, in a dressing-gown and her
backless slippers. Uncle Joey never answered when she
made comments like that. He just went pale and muttered
something in his own language, Polish, which none of us
understood.



When Uncle Joey spoke English, you could see him
concentrate to avoid making mistakes, even though his
English was almost perfect, apart from his accent and
its studied, over-careful quality. Sometimes he would use
expressions he had heard on the radio, catchphrases, and
customers would look at him for a moment, wondering if
he was pulling their legs. He hated people to know he was
foreign and that he had been forced to run away from the
place where he was born, but as soon as he opened his
mouth it was obvious he had come from somewhere else.



I know what refugees are like now. I have lived with
refugees, and anyone who knew then what I know now
would have understood at once that he was a refugee,
with that way of being both grateful and resentful; grateful
they have been taken in by others; resentful because
they have no choice other than to be saved.



I think he understood I was a refugee as well, on the
run from what had happened between my parents, and  what I had seen and imagined and how it had all come
to an end, although I didn’t speak about that. Whenever
my aunt was unpleasant to me, as she often was, or when
I was teased by her son, my cousin Nicholas, my uncle
would listen, biting his bottom lip, before stepping in to
protect me with a warning word.



A few years later, Jozef said that I could make my life
whatever I wanted, but I didn’t believe him. I thought he
was simply repeating words that other people had said
to him, words of consolation. I sometimes think most
consolation comes to that, repeating things we know
are unlikely to be true, and will almost certainly never be
true for us, because otherwise everything we have lived
through will be meaningless.




 



Two



That first night my aunt said my bed wasn’t aired properly.
I’d have to sleep in my cousin’s room on a camp
bed. I was still wearing the vest and knickers I’d had
on when I was taken away from my home. I hadn’t unpacked
my suitcase because I didn’t know where to put
my things. I didn’t even know what was in it, whether my
pyjamas were there or not, because it had been packed for
me by the woman who’d brought me to the Mermaid.
While we were waiting for the car, she’d told me she’d
chosen the clothes she’d thought would be most suitable,
although she never said for what. For an orphan, I
suppose. ‘You can go back later and get anything else you
need,’ she’d told me, when she put the case into the back
of the car, and I hadn’t said I would rather do without
everything than go back into my house. I hadn’t said,
either, that it wasn’t my case at all but one my mother had
used for shoes when we went on holiday. I had nodded
and looked away.



That first night Nicholas, my cousin, told me about the  mermaid. His bed was higher than mine and all I could
see was the shape of his head and the outline of a shoulder
as he leant over. He told me the story in a silly, creepy
voice that frightened me, despite the noise from the pub
downstairs and the light from the landing. The mermaid
was the ghost of a witch, he said, who’d lived in the pub
when it was still a house, hundreds of years ago, on her
own with a cat. She’d been drowned in a pond near by,
accused of stealing two children, twins, and boiling them
to make soap. To make sure she was a witch they’d taken
her to the pool and strapped her to a ducking stool – I
didn’t know what that was; Nicholas had to explain –
and if she survived, he said, it would be taken as proof
that she really was a witch and she would be taken away
and burnt. But the woman who had lived in the house
couldn’t have been a witch because when the ducking
stool came out of the water she was dead. And it was too
late to do anything about it then, Nicholas said.



After the woman had drowned, the people in the village
heard singing, low but loud enough to stop them
sleeping. It seemed to be coming from the pond; they went
together to see, and there was the woman, sitting on a
rock with her clothes in shreds about her. They couldn’t
make out what she sang, but the priest said it was the language
of the devil, which only those who had given their
soul to him could understand. One morning, the man
who’d first said she was a witch was found dead in his
bed, with the sheets drenched and his lungs full of water.
‘Even now you can hear her singing sometimes,’ Nicholas  said, ‘during the night when everyone’s in bed, and it
means that someone’s going to die.’



‘Don’t be stupid,’ I said. ‘You’re trying to scare me.’



‘No, I’m not. You’ll see.’



I didn’t answer. After a moment, he said: ‘I’m going
to join up. I’ve only got to wait till next year. I found a
grenade in a field near here. I’ll show it you, all right?’



‘All right.’ I lay there and waited until he had gone to
sleep and the noise from downstairs had died away. My
aunt and uncle came upstairs but didn’t speak, and then
the landing light was turned off and there was nothing
but the cold light from the window and the gleam of the
plastic models of fighter planes that hung on threads
from the ceiling.




 



Three



That first morning, Uncle Joey made breakfast, the table
cluttered with plates from the evening before. We ate
toast he’d cut into triangles, with butter and marmalade
spread thinly and evenly to the edge. Nobody spoke,
which struck me as strange although I soon grew to think
of it as normal. Aunt Margot didn’t eat. She sat with
the teapot beside her and drank cup after cup of tea without
milk or sugar, chain-smoking, staring through the
window with a peeved expression; now and again she
pursed her lips.



When the rest of us had finished eating, and Uncle Joey
was standing by the sink to wash the plates, I pushed my
chair back from the table and stood up, expecting someone
to tell me what to do. Nobody did, and I was about
to sit down again when Aunt Margot said Nicholas would
take me out for a walk. He didn’t want to, but Aunt
Margot said she’d leave me in his room unless he stopped
playing up. Nicholas sighed and folded the magazine he’d
been reading into four, pushing it into the leg pocket of  his camouflage trousers, creasing it. I noticed this but
didn’t point it out because I was pleased; he would find
out later and be annoyed, I thought, it would serve him
right. ‘Come on, then,’ he said, as if it were the tenth time
he’d called me.



The back of the Mermaid looked down on to the road
between Leek and Buxton a thousand feet beneath us.
There was no wind, and from where we stood I could
hear the traffic all that way below. Nicholas said it
would be a great place to organize an ambush, and I
nodded, relieved. It sounded as though he had forgiven
me for being there.



He scrambled on to the top of the guard rail surrounding
the car park, holding his arms out for balance.
He seemed solid when you first looked at him, well built
for a boy of sixteen, then you saw that he was podgy, with
his big round bottom and soft legs. I climbed up behind
him and we walked like that, with the rocky slope on our
left and the car park on our right, until Aunt Margot
called from an upstairs window to stop playing silly buggers.
We jumped down and ran behind the building until
we were out of her sight. That was when Nicholas said
he would show me the mermaid’s pond. As he headed
along the road beyond the pub, I lagged behind, dragging
my feet. I wanted to slow him down, to let him know I
had a mind of my own.



The land rose steeply to form a narrow ridge and, as
I watched, Nicholas trotted up it suddenly and disappeared.
I called his name, the first time I’d said ‘Nicholas’  out loud. It felt and sounded strange in my mouth, a foreign
word. He didn’t answer and I panicked. I clambered
up the slope, slipping on the short grass once or twice and
dirtying my knees. When I got to the top there was a shallow
dip in the land and beyond it, sixty or seventy feet
away, a second ridge. In the dip, which was wider in the
middle, like an eye, there was a still, black pool, Nicholas
kneeling at its edge. The air in the hollow felt cold as I
slithered to join him, feeling my skirt ride up and the
prickle of grass against the backs of my legs. My knickers
will have green stains on them, I thought, but I didn’t
care; I’d been wearing them since my mother died. No one
had thought to change my underwear or make sure I’d
washed, no one, not even in the hospital. Already I had a
rash round my bottom and between my legs, which burnt
when I peed.



‘This is where the mermaid was drowned?’ I asked
Nicholas. ‘Yes,’ he said. I peered into the water, hoping to
see the bottom, but the surface was flat and closed. ‘How
deep is it?’



Nicholas shook his head. ‘Nobody knows,’ he said. He
picked up a stone, dropped it in. It disappeared almost
immediately. ‘The army’s sent divers down to try and
reach the bottom,’ he told me, ‘but they can’t because
there isn’t one. After a bit they don’t know where they
are. I’ve seen them. There was a diver once after a woman
from the barracks down near Thorncliffe, one of the
soldiers’ wives, went missing and they thought she’d  thrown herself in. When he came up he was bonkers. He
said he’d seen the mermaid.’



‘It can’t be bottomless,’ I said. ‘It has to finish somewhere.’




‘What do you know about it?’ Nicholas asked, looking
at me. His forehead was speckled with small red spots,
shiny with grease. ‘It always stays at the same level, even
when it hasn’t rained for weeks, even when the snow
melts. That’s how they know it’s bottomless.’



‘But how did the water get here in the first place?’ I
asked.



He shrugged, bent down to grab another stone and
skimmed it across the surface. It jumped twice, sank. ‘The
same way as the hills did, stupid,’ he said. ‘It’s always
been here.’ I looked back to where the road was behind
the ridge, and my eye was caught by something in the sky
that moved and shone. Nicholas saw me squinting. ‘It’s a
glider,’ he said. ‘Our uncle Joey’s mad about them.’ He
rolled his eyes: ‘He’s mad, full stop.’



‘Why don’t you call him Daddy?’ I asked.



He glanced at me and gave a short laugh. ‘He’s not my
dad,’ he said. ‘Any road, he isn’t old enough to be my dad.
My dad died in the war, in Africa, before I was born. He
isn’t my uncle either, come to that. He’s nothing. He’s a
bloody Pole. They wouldn’t even let him fight.’ He stared
at me; I could feel his eyes on me while I watched the
shining thing in the sky. ‘You ask him,’ Nicholas said, and
for a moment I thought he meant I should ask his father.
‘You see if you can make him talk.’



I didn’t know what a glider was. I suppose I imagined
something natural at first, perhaps a bird, a large white
bird, because what I saw was like a thread of light that
gleamed and then vanished as the sun went behind a
cloud. ‘I can’t hear anything,’ I said, ‘it isn’t making any
noise,’ and Nicholas explained what a glider was as we
climbed back towards the road. What I had seen was not
a bird at all, but a sort of aeroplane with wide, spread
wings, as smooth and silent as a toy.




 



Four



The room I was given to sleep in was at the back of the
house, overlooking the valley, away from the noise of
the pub. There was a window high in the wall and a
cupboard full of cardboard boxes. A wine-bottle lamp,
covered with raffia, stood on the chest of drawers by the
bed. It had a yellow parchment shade with a burn inside
it, where someone had knocked it too close to the bulb.
There was no carpet, just bare wooden boards and the
kind of oval rug you find in bathrooms, matted pink fake
fur. My aunt put her hand beneath the bed cover and
pulled out two hot-water bottles. ‘It should be all right by
now,’ she said. Nicholas sniffed and left.



My case was open on the floor. ‘You can sort that out
yourself,’ my aunt said, prodding at the lid with her foot
and leaving me to it, pausing for a second before closing
the door behind her.



Alone, I climbed on to the bed and tried to look out
through the window to where I knew the pool must be.  I felt it slide away from the wall. Instantly my aunt was
in the room again.



‘I won’t have it,’ she said, as I jumped down. ‘I won’t
have it, you ungrateful monkey. Moving everything
around the minute my back’s turned. I wouldn’t have put
the bed there if that wasn’t its place.’ I stared at my case
because I didn’t want her to see I was scared. She must
have been waiting outside the door, I thought, to find out
what I would do. I watched her kick the case to one side,
the lid falling shut. ‘I suppose you think it isn’t good
enough for you here,’ she said. ‘Well, you needn’t think
you can get up to your mother’s tricks, just because I’m
out of sight.’ Not looking at her, itching to push my case
back to where it had been before she kicked it, I shook
my head. I wanted to ask her if I could have a bath
because I was sore between my legs, but I was worried she
would see my grass-stained knickers and be angry with
me.



Anyway, it wasn’t true that I thought the room wasn’t
good enough for me. I thought I deserved it, the poky bedroom
without a proper window; I thought I deserved the
offhand way she treated me. And I think now that I was
silent about my knickers and the filthy state I was in for
the same reason. I felt I’d brought it on myself. And then
I wondered what my aunt had meant about my mother
and her tricks. Later that day I thought about the soldier’s
wife, who had gone missing, and wondered if she had
been like my mother, who had also gone missing, in her
own way, even before she died.



I waited until my aunt had left the room again, then
knelt beside the case to see what the woman had packed
for me. I tried not to think about a stranger in my room,
opening the drawers of my dressing-table and chest,
looking inside the wardrobe trying to think what I might
need. Inside the case I found three blouses, some vests
and knickers, a pair of green woollen tights I never wore
because they scratched when I sat down, some skirts, a
kilt and two pairs of gym shorts, my favourite pullover,
and another I hadn’t even tried on because it had a pink
and turquoise ribbon, which I hated, threaded through it
just below the neck. Some socks, rolled into balls, and a
pair of plimsolls. A toilet bag with toothbrush and toothpaste,
nail scissors and some of the lemon-scented soap
we kept for guests, still in its paper. She hadn’t put in my
school uniform, which surprised me until I remembered
I’d have to start at a new school when the autumn term
began. She’d forgotten my pencil case, mouth organ and
teddy bear, a Spirograph I played with almost every day
and all my books, except for one I’d just started reading
when it happened. I’d left it beside my bed, with a bookmark
at the end of the second chapter.



She had also put in my mother’s hairbrush and comb,
which made me cry, quite out of the blue, for the first
time.




 



Five



The girl’s the same age I was when I was taken to the
Mermaid. Thirteen. Her name is Kakuna and she’s a
Kurd, I find out later, back at the camp. When she arrives,
though, I’m at the beach with Flavio. It’s almost three
o’clock in the morning and I’ve been standing here for
twenty minutes, waiting. He phoned half an hour ago –
he’d seen my light on as he drove past the house – to tell
me that a boat had been sighted, adrift, half a mile from
the coast. I left Jozef sleeping and came at once.



‘One of the big ones?’ I ask him now, with a tremor of
anticipation. Let them come, I think. Let them all come.



‘No,’ says Flavio. ‘More likely a small commercial
fishing-boat, probably Russian, though it’s anyone’s guess
what port it left this time. The coastguards have tried to
make radio contact, but no one is answering. It looks like
the crew’s hopped it. You can’t blame them. They must
have known they’d never land and get away. Besides, the
boat’s not worth much by all accounts.’



‘Have there been any other landings?’ I ask.



He shakes his head. ‘There were radar traces an hour or
two ago,’ he says, shrugging and turning towards the water,
which neither of us can see, except as blackness fifty or
so feet from where we’re standing. Nevertheless we look
towards where the noise of the sea and the sharp smell of
weed and ozone are coming from as if we expect to see the
speedboats unloading their human cargo, their hulls light
in the water as they skim across the Adriatic to the other
coast.



That’s when we spot her. Flavio cries out, more excited
than alarmed, ‘There’s someone there!’ Moments later,
he wades in, his torch casting arcs of light across the
waves. I see her lit by the jumping, flickering beam,
struggling to her feet, with the water at chest level. She
staggers towards Flavio, then, as the current catches her,
is pulled back so only her face and an arm are visible. She
shouts and I try to catch what she’s saying, but it might
be anything at all. Get away, leave me alone, let me
drown.



I am standing in the shallows now, drawn into the
water some distance behind Flavio, my own mouth open
as I try to call above the pounding of the sea.



With an effort that must have used all her remaining
strength, the girl breaks into a ragged crawl and, within
seconds, reaches Flavio, just as I do. The three of us are
together, beaten by the waves, one of the girl’s hands
weakly clutching my arm as Flavio grips her and lifts her
from the water, against his chest.






This is when it all begins, of course, after the exhilaration
of rescue, when the child is no longer a desperate buffeted
thing you would risk your life to save, but someone to be
won back into the world. Sometimes they have suitcases,
vanity cases even, sometimes no more than one thing: a
favourite pair of shoes, some object made of gold to be
sold or bartered, a pistol in a sealed bag wrapped with
tape, which is immediately confiscated, a doll, maybe,
a Rubik’s cube with one coloured square detached and
missing, a plastic bag with letters in it. Never a document,
of course. The last thing they need is an identity, reaching
back like a running chain to their past.



Kakuna has a plastic model of a Pokémon, one of
those Japanese cartoon characters, which she must have
clutched in her hand all the time she was in the water.
Later, at the camp, one of the volunteers tries to take it
from her, gently, so that she can be washed, but Kakuna
gives a stubborn little whimper and refuses to part with
it. She only lets it go when she falls asleep on a chair and
her fingers gradually unfurl. It’s lying on the floor and I
pick it up before anyone else can. I almost wake her to
show her that it’s slipped out of her hand, but she’s
breathing so peacefully I don’t want to disturb her. I pop
it into the pocket of my trousers, to keep it safe until she
wakes.



At home I shower and change and begin to make
breakfast for us both, because it’s too late to go back to
bed, and Jozef is already up and dressed. I tell him about
Kakuna and her Pokémon. I think it might amuse him in  a dark sort of way, the idea that a Kurdish child might
cross the Mediterranean with a toy from a Japanese
television cartoon in her hand, not knowing that its name,
though warped and damaged, is English and means
‘pocket monster’. Pocket-sized monster, I suppose. Little
monster, the endearment we use to chastise a child. He
listens, stirring sugar into his coffee, looking concerned
and faintly puzzled at the word and I realize he doesn’t
know what a Pokémon is.



I pull it out to show him, watching him as he takes it
in his hands as if to weigh it. I have to give it back to her,
I think, filled with apprehension. It’s all she has.






 



Six



When I was a child, there were so many questions I would
have asked if someone had given me the chance, or I’d
had the feeling they might be answered. How long would
I stay at the Mermaid with Aunt Margot and Nicholas
and Uncle Joey? For ever? Until my father came to fetch
me? Would I be given another room or left in the one at
the end of the corridor? When could I have a bath? What
would I do with my dirty clothes? Where would I be going
to school and when would it start? Would I be given
pocket money?



The first few days at the Mermaid, each time I was
about to speak, standing with my hands behind my back
and my knees shaking – partly from the cold, partly from
fear, and partly from resentment that I should have to ask
her these questions – something would stop me: my aunt’s
expression, a sense that the moment wasn’t right, that I
would be better off waiting, that asking now would in
any case not get me what I wanted. But my reluctance to
ask wasn’t only because my aunt was distant; it was also  because an answer of any kind would confirm the truth
of my situation – that I was no longer in my own home
and would never return to it. How could I ask my aunt
when my father would come if I knew, within myself, he
never would? That he was in jail and might be hanged.



It wasn’t the first time I’d stayed with her. We were
eating our tea before the pub opened one evening when
she reminded me that my mother and I had taken refuge
with her once when I was six or seven. She said that her
sister would have been better off if she’d stayed away
from my father altogether instead of going back to him
with her tail between her legs. She’d let herself be bought.
A nice new coat, some curtains for the living room. That
was her way of doing things: everything had to be nice,
at any cost. She always had to have the best. She didn’t
care how she got it.



After my aunt had gone upstairs to get ready for work,
I thought about what she’d said. I remembered the rough
grey walls of a house and a boy, who must have been
Nicholas, watching from a corner as my mother took me
upstairs and put me to bed in a room overlooking the
street. There was a large oak wardrobe with a mirrored
door that wouldn’t stay shut until my aunt jammed it in
place with a piece of folded cardboard. Later, the cardboard
fell out and the door swung open to reflect the
room, making a creaking noise that scared me.



It was still light when I was put to bed. The adults must
have wanted to talk without my hearing them. I lay there
and looked at the wallpaper, beige and crimson stripes  with a fleur-de-lis design, and the shiny black fireplace.
After a while, as the room grew darker and I was beginning
to worry why my mother hadn’t been up to see if I
was all right – because anything could have happened to
me – the streetlights came on and the room was almost as
bright as before. The curtains were open, and whenever a
car passed the house I watched its headlights on the ceiling,
swinging from left to right, from right to left, growing
wider as they passed above the bed, then narrower again
before they disappeared.



It was a double bed, and when my mother came she
slept next to me in her petticoat, her clothes folded and
placed on a chair. I could hear her crying, quietly so as
not to wake me. I held my breath, excited that we had run
away. Then she reached over and stroked my fringe back
from my forehead and said in a low voice, so low I barely
heard her, ‘Oh, my darling child.’ Such strange, uncalled-for
words, I thought, and I have never forgotten the
shame and the thrill of them. But I also remember feeling
thrilled to see my father in the car outside my aunt’s
house, perhaps the following day, perhaps a day or two
after that; he was waiting for us to come down the steps
and climb in, my mother in front and me in the back. And
when I was in my own room again, in my single bed, I
stared up at the ceiling and missed the fan of lights, the
excitement.





During those first few days at the Mermaid, I started to
worry about my periods. I’d had my first a few months  earlier and my mother had explained everything to me,
so that I needn’t be afraid, she said. She’d taken me to the
chemist’s and we’d spoken to the woman who worked
there, who was an old friend of hers and called them
‘monthlies’ in a low voice. ‘There’s no going back now,’
she said to me. I was embarrassed at first, then proud of
myself, grown-up. The problem was that the woman who
had packed my case hadn’t put in my belt and towels and
I was due to start any day. I would have to ask my aunt
and I was afraid she’d be angry, although it seems sad
now, as I think of it, that something we shared – being
female – should have seemed so threatening.



As soon as I’d unpacked my case, I went into the bathroom.
I locked the door behind me and took off my
knickers, the elastic scraping my skin. Wincing, I sat on
the edge of the bath, lifted my skirt and saw that the skin
of my inner thighs was red and rough, like pinpricks. I
tucked the hem of my skirt into the waistband and used a
flannel to wash, but soap and water made the inflammation
worse. I wondered what I could do to make the pain
go away, then started crying because there was no one I
could ask. That was when I felt most alone, I think, standing
in my aunt’s bathroom with my skirt hitched up, still
wearing my socks and shoes as lukewarm water dribbled
down my legs. I cried until the need to cry was over, temporarily,
then dried myself as best I could on the towel and
pulled on my knickers again because I had left the clean
ones in my bedroom and didn’t know what else to do.



By the time I’d finished there was water everywhere,  and I must have had mud on my shoes because the floor
was dirty as well as wet. I looked around the bathroom
for something to clean up the mess, but all I could see was
a hand towel, yellow with embroidered flowers along one
side, which looked new. Hurriedly – because I was sure
Aunt Margot would knock on the door at any minute
and want to know what I was doing – I knelt down and
mopped up what I could, then tried to wash the towel,
scrubbing one end of it with the other. That only made it
worse. In the end, I squeezed out as much water as possible,
twisting it until it looked like an old rag, soggy and
grubby and striped with brown instead of yellow.



The bathroom overlooked the valley. I carried a stool
to the window and tried to open it against the wind, pushing
with all my strength, scared that the glass would
shatter and cut me. When it swung back to strike the
outside wall, I almost fell. I stood still for a moment,
towel in hand, to regain my balance. Then I shook
the towel open and threw it into the air, as far from the
house as possible, praying the wind would carry it down
to the valley and the road below. I watched it fall and float
for a second, despite its weight, eddying on an upward
current before it was dragged again. It finally settled on
the slope perhaps fifty feet beyond the path at the back
of the pub. I looked out towards the place that Nicholas
had said would be good for an ambush.








Later that afternoon, before opening time, my aunt asked
me if I’d seen the guest towel. I pretended I hadn’t heard,  my heart thumping, then jumped when she reached across
to touch my arm. ‘I put it on the rail by the basin,’ she
said. ‘You haven’t used it, have you?’ I shook my head.
‘It’s buttercup yellow,’ she said, ‘with daisies embroidered
all along the hem in white.’



I might have told the truth if I hadn’t seen the towel,
in my mind’s eye, filthy and torn and hanging from a
thorn beside the road below.






 



Seven



The first few days I kept myself to myself. It wasn’t
difficult. My aunt ignored me, Nicholas left me alone
unless ordered not to, and my uncle disappeared after
breakfast and went into the cellar, only coming up at
opening time. I wandered around the house, avoiding
whichever room my aunt was in, or sat on the floor
in my bedroom, arranging and rearranging the things I
had, folding my clothes and stacking them in piles.
Nowhere was worth staying in for more than a few
moments; nowhere held me. I thought at the time that
it was the bareness, the shabbiness, the way the furniture
was pushed up against the walls. But now I think it was
because the pub took over everything. Boxes of crisps in
the corner of the living room, which was never used
except for storing things; crates filled with ginger beer
and tonic water behind the kitchen door; even when the
Mermaid was closed you could smell the sickening sweet
mixture of beer and smoke. Before long my clothes were  permeated with it, although I didn’t realize this until I was
outside and suddenly smelt myself, shocked.



None of us had a home. We lived and ate and slept
around the borders of a public space that influenced
everything we did; our lives were peripheral to its needs,
its hours. It always puzzles me to read about pubs or
hotels with a family atmosphere. How do they manage it?
What do they know that we didn’t? What we had was the
opposite: a family with the atmosphere of a pub.





During the day my aunt wore her fluffy white slippers on
her bare feet and an old dress, or sometimes a dressing-gown
with a thin woollen cardigan pulled over it, no
make-up, her hair held back from her face with a knotted
scarf. It was hard to believe she was my mother’s sister
when she looked like that. My mother had always been
ready for visitors, ready to go out, ready to be observed,
admired. I had never seen her without lipstick and her
hair done properly, her stockings on. I remember how
upset she was one afternoon in the garden when she’d
bitten into a pear and I had seen she had a single false
tooth on a dental plate the colour of skin. ‘My little
secret’s out,’ she said, with a laugh, but she wasn’t
amused. One day my father had said that she was losing
her looks, she had started to sag round the jaw. We were
in the car, driving somewhere, perhaps during the school
holidays when he would sometimes take us with him
while he worked, leaving us in the car with a flask of tea
and sandwiches as he tramped around building sites,  waving towards the car every now and then as though to
remind us we weren’t forgotten. I wouldn’t have remembered
his words if she hadn’t laughed, a cold little laugh.
‘I’ll never forgive you for that,’ she said. She started sleeping
with a scarf running under her chin and tied at the top
of her head.



Aunt Margot stayed out of the bar at lunchtime, leaving
the customers to Uncle Joey. Lunchtime trade was
travelling salesmen, people from the gliding club a couple
of miles away and sometimes tourists – attracted by the
hand-painted sign outside that said ‘Scampi and Chicken
with Chips in a Basket’ – who usually drove on when they
found out the Mermaid didn’t sell food during the day,
only in the evening. Uncle Joey turned the radio on to the
Third Programme, whistling quietly while he polished the
beer taps. He didn’t encourage the customers to talk but
he was always polite, even when he didn’t understand
what someone said. In those cases, he would give a slow
smile, his lips together, so that often nobody noticed he
was bluffing. I started to hang around in the corridor near
the bar, where I could see in but not be seen, except by
Uncle Joey, who didn’t react at first. Then sometimes,
when a customer was talking to him, he would glance
across and pull a little face, to show he was bored, which
made me laugh. He had these funny expressions he used
when he wanted to mimic or mock the customers; the
mobile, pathetic face of a clown, his dark eyes always sad.



Aunt Margot stayed in the back, working on the
accounts, she said, until mid-afternoon. Then she would  disappear upstairs, into her room, only coming out when
the pub was about to open for the evening.



The first time she walked downstairs I didn’t recognize
her. She had piled her hair on top of her head and sprayed
it with lacquer. With the light of the landing behind her,
it shone like candyfloss. She wore a lot of make-up, more
than anyone wears today, green eyeshadow, thick mascara
and pale pink lipstick. She had on what she called a cocktail
dress, stiff shiny material that reached to her knees,
with lacy white stockings beneath, but nothing on her
feet. I found out later that she kept a pair of slippers
behind the bar and a pair of white patent high heels by
the flap that led to the other side, so she could put them
on when she had to go out into the lounge and collect
glasses, or join a customer for a drink. She often did that,
sitting on a stool with her legs crossed at the thigh, letting
a shoe swing from her foot. Uncle Joey never whistled
when she was there, though there was always music –
Matt Monro, Dean Martin. Her favourite singer was Mel
Tormé.



She was always smiling as she worked, a tight, anxious
smile that made the tendons in her neck stand out, unless
a customer had told her something sad or shocking. Then
she would pull a solemn face. ‘Isn’t that dreadful?’ she
always said. ‘What a dreadful world we live in. It doesn’t
bear thinking about.’



I was listening from the corridor one evening and
heard a man talk to her about my father, and it was then
I realized that the story of what had happened to us must  be in the newspapers. ‘Now, what would make a man do
that?’ the customer said. ‘Behave like that to his wife?
With a little girl in the house as well. Prison’s too good
for him,’ he said. He paused and drank; I heard the ice in
his glass as I leant against the wall in the corridor, only
feet away from them, holding my breath. ‘I’d never treat
the woman I loved like that,’ he said slowly, in an oily
voice, and I realized he was flirting with my aunt. ‘I’d give
her anything she wanted. I know how to treat a lady.’



‘I’m sure you do,’ my aunt said. ‘I bet you know how
to treat a lady.’ I imagined the light in her stiff blonde hair
as she shook her head. ‘Isn’t it dreadful?’ she said. ‘What
a dreadful world we live in.’








Sometimes I think there is only one authentic loss, and the
rest, the other deaths and departures, are echoes of it: we
learn how to deal with loss just once, then apply what we
have learnt until it becomes a sort of skill. But if this is
true, it must be the nature of the first loss that determines
how we handle later ones, and this is what frightens me.
Because to lose your parents as I did is to know not only
grief but shame. I love my mother because she wanted
me to have a father, and died for that: she took me back
to him when she could have run. But why should I have
wanted to go back to him if I hadn’t loved him? I love my
father because he picked me up and swung me between
his legs until I squealed and held me when I cried and
brought me presents back from work and let me sit on his
lap to drive the car and gave me whisker pie, rubbing  his bristly cheeks against mine until I squealed. I love and
hate them both with a fury that leaves me exhausted
and sick with confusion. I am the key to it, I sometimes
feel, as though what has been lost is me. Where am I?
Where did she go, that little girl? Why did she let it
happen and then disappear, to leave me with her life?
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