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      We know the adages about travel, the most famous surely being Ralph Waldo Emerson’s ‘Life is a journey, not a destination’ and Leo Tolstoy’s theory about fiction, marvellously, economically expressed as: ‘All great literature is one of two stories; a man goes on a journey or a stranger comes to town’. So it seemed we’d be on to a good thing if we combined stories and travel as the theme for Virago’s second book with Asham, and Carole Buchan from the Asham Literary Endowment Trust – to whom this book and authors owe much thanks – agreed. Happily, joining me as judges were two women who represent some of the finest of travel writing and of literature: Sara Wheeler and Helen Dunmore.

      We were given a longlist of forty stories and off we three went on one of the best kinds of journeying: armchair travelling. Unsurprisingly for a book about travel, many of the stories are on the move: on planes; on trains; on the road; and even on the school run. There are mischievous outings; missions to save a life (possibly); memories of childhood journeys and a story about discovering that staying home is sometimes best. We read and emailed, shortlisted and made notes.

      When at last we met to make our list of twelve writers and to choose our winners, we did not have an easy time of it as there are many stories of a very fine quality. Says Helen Dunmore, ‘Like travel itself, these stories are full of the unexpected. I love the polish and boldness of the writing, and congratulate the authors.’

      But we did eventually come to an agreement and chose a spare and brilliant story set in South Africa, The Journey to the Brothers’ Farm by Pippa Gough, as our First Prize winner. We judged the stories without any knowledge of even the authors’ names, but now that I can read Pippa Gough’s biography I see that she spent most of her childhood in Africa. She writes evocatively of the land and the haze of the heat, the dust and the grass roofs warming in the early morning sun. As she leads us slowly, reluctantly, down the road to the brothers’ farm, we are torn between desperately wanting and never wanting to know what’s at the end of the track… There we find a place where brutality and justice are sometimes too close to separate. Brilliantly handled and powerfully, simply told.

      Our Second Prize winner is by Dolores Pinto. Her story, Where Life Takes You, is about a young woman who has somehow ended up in Whitby, a small seaside town, where she doesn’t belong, where she feels different, where she knows everyone is looking at her. She wants to travel back to London ‘to walk unnoticed between tall buildings’. How can this place be where she will stay? It is a beautiful, deceptively slight story about longing, loss, love, and finding out what home is.

      The Elephant in the Suitcase by Deepa Anappara is a fantasy – or it is reality? – about a forest guard working for ten years in a place full of shrieking birds, wild dogs, sambars and a very pesky nocturnal elephant who makes him see it is high time to leave! Playful and truthful, it is wonderfully unexpected and winner of our Third Prize.

      And we decided to award an Honourable Mention to Pay Day by Dawn Nicholson, a heart-breaking story about a teenager who sacrifices everything to send his young brother off on an adventure, to save his life. Powerful and touching.

      Sara Wheeler expresses all our pleasure with the final selection: ‘I so enjoyed reading these richly diverse stories. They took me to many new places, real and imaginary, and constantly confounded my expectations. Bravo les filles.’

      The tradition with Asham is to invite a few established writers to publish alongside the debut ones. Here is Susie Boyt’s glorious story set in an old people’s home with a pair who’ve come ‘an awfully long way from the Dudley Hippodrome’; Helen Dunmore’s startling and disturbing glimpse of youth as it passes through an airport on its way to fight in Afghanistan; and an extract from Angela Carter’s beguiling 1967 novel, The Magic Toyshop, about a young girl’s journey away from innocence. Ultimately, I suppose, that – a journey from innocence – is perhaps what all journeys are about. But no one does it the same way and this is a great book of talent with laughter, ruefulness, sadness, wisdom, absurdity, curiosity, melancholy all packed up and ready to go.

       

      Lennie Goodings 

      Publisher, Virago 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Departure Time – Tessa Green
            

          

        

      

      Patras station is tall and yellow with pale marble floors, more solid than the bus station and less crowded; it looks like a grown-up building that could save you. The woman in front of Samantha buys a First-Class ticket and it seems so cheap that she copies her.

      
The seats in First Class are wide and green with three across the carriage not four. Samantha has never travelled First Class before. She looks down at her bitten finger-nails and makes fists to hide them. The ticket says 14A but when she sits in it the seat slides and swivels so she moves. The guard comes in and fixes 14A with a kick of a lever, looking at her snottily. You can turn it to face forwards or backwards, that’s why it slithered. The old woman with a stick and gold leather shoes across the aisle – the one who’d been in front in the queue – is watching her. Samantha is too embarrassed to move back to her real seat. And anyway she’s set herself up in the new one, barricaded by plastic bags. But now she’s anxious at every station and ready to leap up and vacate. In her mind she practises the smile and ‘my mistake’ gesture. She tries a little grin but her lip wobbles and it feels like a sneer. She’s regretting First Class now but if she moves down the train everyone will stare.

      
Out of the carriage window she sees orange trees like lollipops dotted with fruit. After five years she still can’t believe they’re real. A line of small children dressed for winter (although it seems warm to Samantha) stand holding hands by the track. When the smallest boy on the end lifts his arm in a wave, she lets her head sink to the table then fumbles a small blue cardigan out from one of her bags.

      
Each station takes her further away which is good and bad. She screws up her eyes and concentrates on the good: Mam and Dad; her sisters; feeling normal; nights on the town with the lasses; home. She rubs out nights on the town and adds an NVQ in hairdressing (if she’s not too old now).

      
The bad side is a hard grey lump sitting in her stomach. She sings ‘All Things Bright And Beautiful’ over and over in her head to block it out then lifts the little cardigan to her face; breathing in. How long will his smell last? Will she suck it all out? A sudden panic makes her insides lurch and she hugs the carrier bag. It’s the first time today she’s really felt anything. Since she got up this morning and put on her church clothes she’s been doing everything from a distance: catching the bus; getting to the station; changing her clothes in the toilet. She can’t allow herself to think too much. She holds on to the idea that when she gets home, Mam and Dad will sort it all out. They’ll get Alexander later. But she keeps it in a corner of her mind, skirting round it because she knows it’s fragile and empty like the blown egg on the nature table that she held too hard and then lied about. She hasn’t told them she’s coming. And part of her is just embarrassed about running home (‘tail between her legs’ she hears in her Nana’s voice) after all that showing off of her tan; starting sentences with, ‘Well in Greece, we…’; and ordering in Greek in the restaurant in the Bigg Market. But that’s too shameful to admit. And too small – a tiny spot on the bigness of it all.

      
The biggest thing she’s ever done before was in a whoosh of romance and wanting to be different from her sisters. She had nothing to lose then but a job on the check-out at Morrison’s. It didn’t even seem like a decision. This one she’s gnawed at for ages: hanging it out with the washing; chopping it up with the vegetables; turning it over and over. She’s been heavy with it for months. She pictures her mother’s face as she walks through the door. A warm thought, spongy with relief, but then she can’t stop the next one sneaking in as her mam’s voice asks, ‘But where’s the bairn?’ She hates it when thoughts jump out of nowhere or creep in behind others. She wants to blank them out but they keep coming back like felt-tip pen under emulsion paint. She pictures a NEXT CUSTOMER, PLEASE sign between one clump of thoughts and another. If only. The check-out doesn’t seem so hard now. She thinks of those men whose wives have left them, getting seedier every week with their ready meals and cans of Carlsberg. She always chatted to them. Nikos won’t go like that. He has his mother and sister and aunts and cousins. Sometimes the same man would come in all smartened up, buying wine and foreign cheese, and you could tell he’d found someone new. She thinks of another woman putting on Alexander’s little shoes. He hates anyone doing it, even her, and the blank-faced woman won’t know about the boat game. She jumps up; she’s got to go back. But the old woman is moving down the carriage like a crab, stick in one hand, the other papery and yellow, fluttering and landing on each seat in turn. And Samantha sinks back down. As the woman’s hand settles on the top of 14A, the chair twists round and the woman twirls and crumples, a bundle of sticks, too many arms and legs; her Gucci sunglasses now wonky on the thin pale face. Her paper-bag brown hair splays out so you can see her pale blue scalp underneath. At first all Samantha thinks is ‘I fucking told you so!’ to the guard, but then the woman crashes down, her head catching on the corner of the drinks tray. As she lands in Samantha’s lap a thin stream of blood runs down her forehead, disappears under the glasses and trickles out like a tear. Samantha cradles the woman, reaching into her bag for a tissue. Quickly she wipes the wound, all the time whispering words in Greek, hugging the fragile body. A whiff of rabbit hutches pokes through the smell of perfume and talc and hair-spray. When Samantha has helped her back to her seat, the old lady, in a hard, high voice refuses any more help and forbids her from telling anyone.

      
Samantha flinches at the dressed-in-black voice and knows she can’t go back. Not to the house where Nikos’s mother sits in the corner like a big spider watching her and making noises that mean she’s doing something wrong though she never knows what. Sometimes she rips Alexander out of her arms, making him cry. Samantha cries later. She lies awake waiting for Nikos. If she complains he takes his mother’s side now, so she keeps quiet, swallowing the sobs as he turns his back. And it’s not just at home. The tentacles slither into every corner of the town. She can’t walk down the street without someone shouting, ‘Where are you off to?’ or ‘What are you up to?’ The whole town is his cousin. At first she thought it was lovely.

      
When Nikos lost first one and then another job they had moved to the mainland to live with his mother. It was very different to when she had first visited. Then she was pregnant and everyone had made a big fuss of her. She had been trailed round to all the relatives who said how tall she was (the best thing for a girl to be in Greece), how pretty she was (like Lady Di) and how good her Greek was. She’d liked the attention then. And after Alexander was born it was like being a celebrity. But it didn’t last and the new house with an en-suite bathroom that Nikos had promised stopped being mentioned.

      
A few months ago she’d started going to the English church in Patras. She always dressed in smart clothes and got the bus. His mother accepted it because it was religion. Nikos or Yiannis would pick her up afterwards. The first time she had poked her head in and it smelt familiar, although in England she only went to church for weddings. The vicar had said, ‘It’s not an uncommon phenomenon, Samantha, there’s an enormous cultural gulf,’ and ‘My door is always open’. She had lied about the time, and before the service just walked round the city or sat in cafés. Of course she was watched, but strangers’ eyes have no befores and afters. They thought she was a blonde tourist. Eyes in the town were on long stalks stretching back to her husband’s mother. ‘Husband’ felt like a fib.

      
The train is moving so slowly and so close to the street that she can see the pink insides of people’s mouths as they stand chatting. Four teenage girls in identical black trousers stand in a group, all of them on their mobiles talking to someone else.

      
Samantha was seventeen and on holiday when she met Nikos. At work they said things like, ‘On the phone again, Shirley Valentine?’ After two months of drizzle and relegation to shelf-stacking for being late back from her breaks, she moved to the island to live with him.

      
She’d only been there three weeks when she and Nikos were down in the old port. You couldn’t tell where the sea ended and the sky started. And the door she leant against was the exact same colour. Marriage wasn’t on her mind at all but he begged her. He danced round her in his blue Tommy Hilfiger shirt with a huge bunch of jasmine saying, ‘Samantha, love of my life, you have to marry me to save me from the sheep.’ He meant the Greek girls his mother had got lined up, and she felt superior and sophisticated and thought ‘Why not?’ Nikos is very, very good looking, everybody said so. He’s in a different league to the lads back home though he wears the same clothes and likes the same films. And when they visited his family on the mainland, it was her and him together. He made jokes about his parents’ old-fashioned ways in English in front of them that make her giggle and blush and punch his arm when they got outside. That first year was like one long holiday. Samantha wonders now if she’s spoiled holidays forever.

      
The Gulf of Corinth is on the left. She’d looked on the map on the dentist’s wall. Deep in the canal a tug boat like a tiny shoe inches through. Corinth is where she and Nikos and the family would always stop on the way to Athens; a whole crowd piling out of the bus or car downstairs to the loo. People she knew but didn’t know. Sometimes they would have a souvlaki standing in the car park. As she thinks about it, she can smell the pork and rigani and diesel from the lorries. She always stuck out, and strangers talking to them gave her little sideways glances as they flicked their cigarettes.

      
The train is running right along the cliff edge and there’s only blue sea to the right. She thinks of Alexander’s nose pressed against the train window. Breath marks and spit. The road above juts out on stilts. She’s been along it loads of times. No one in the family ever goes by train. That’s why she’s chosen it although it takes longer. She’ll get off in Piraeus after Athens and catch the airport bus from there. She unzips her shoulder bag and feels her passport.

      
When Alexander was tiny and they had gone to England for Christmas, Nikos had put the baby on his passport. He’s got his own now. The photo makes him look like a little boxer. All the family documents are locked in the big trunk upstairs in Nikos’s mother’s room. One day when Samantha was alone she’d crept up and with the bent prong of a fork had picked the lock. She thanked God she’d gone out with Philip Gudgeon when she was fourteen although her dad had banned him. The trunk smelled of the house in the village where they always go at Easter. She’d taken out the boy’s passport, running her fingers over the gold lettering, kissing his photo although he was only downstairs, then slid it back under the embroidered tablecloths in exactly the same place that she’d marked with a piece of red wool. Hers was there as well inside a leather cover someone had given her for Christmas.

      
After that it was like a drug and if there was no one around she’d go up and get the two passports out. Then one day the boy’s wasn’t there. She’d nearly thrown up as she pulled out all the old linen looking for it. She’d sat on the bed with her head on her arms knowing that now she could never leave.

      
But as she put the stuff back, not caring how, she’d taken her own passport out of its case, put the empty cover back in the trunk and slipped it down the front of her jeans. It pressed on the top of her pubes and grew warm as she made the meal and did the washing up and put the child to bed. Later when the men had gone out and the old woman was in bed too, she’d wrapped it in tissues and put it in the box of panty liners with the packets of the pill that Marie sent her.

      
Marie’s the eldest and Samantha’s the baby. She knows she was spoilt. She knows now they’d all been playing along when she said she was going to be a model (just catalogues not catwalk), cutting out the photos for her scrapbook and helping with her daily beauty regime. But she is pretty. Nikos used to say she was the most beautiful girl in the world.

      
Recently she’d started to pray it would be Yiannis who picked her up from church not Nikos. He’s older and still not married. He was the only one who was kind to her. He did little things to help her that no one else knew about, explained things she didn’t understand, whereas Nikos went out all the time: eating at tavernas when she’d spent ages cooking; gambling on the football; coming home in the early hours.

      
The landscape has stopped being like a postcard now. It’s scrubby and dry, and full of corrugated iron shacks and factories. They pass a field packed with row after row of dusty cars. She thinks of her father with his big cracked hands that smell of soap and oil; the creases that stay black no matter how hard he scrubs. And as she’s explaining it all to him, he strokes her hair and calls her princess. But Marie’s there too and Samantha tries saying, ‘It’s not an uncommon phenomenon, there’s an enormous cultural gulf.’ But the words don’t work. Her sister, who has had five failed IVFs, looks back at her with the eyes of the world.

      
They’re so close to the flats that she can see the OshKosh B’gosh label on a pair of dungarees hanging out to dry. When a voice announces that the next station is Athens, Samantha shifts in her seat looking to see which side the platform is. A group of people appears and the man at the end walks just like Yiannis. With a shock she realises it is him, looking into the carriages, his head going from side to side like a goalkeeper. As he turns towards the other end of the train, she dives beneath the wide double seats and jams her whole body under, face down on the dirty lino. But one foot is sticking out into the aisle and there’s nothing she can do to move it. She’s wearing the big fluorescent trainers she bought in London that Yiannis always laughs at. She’s so tense that she wants to jump out and run to him but she’s stuck anyway. She’s thinking maybe he won’t look in First Class when she hears his voice from the end of the carriage, ‘I’m looking for an English girl – she’s tall with blonde hair…’

      
She’s just about to crawl out when the old woman’s voice cuts through, clear now like a teacher’s, ‘Well, she’s certainly not in here. I’ve been quite alone since Corinth.’ Samantha can see the walking stick stretched out between the seats, blocking the aisle.

      
There is a slow silence before she feels the engine through the floor on her bare stomach where her shirt has risen up and then a little shudder as the train pulls forwards towards Piraeus.
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      Mornings this clearing smells of damp mint and wild onion. I imagine it might have been the kitchen garden of some pioneer family that had put down roots for a while, or maybe it was the optimistic beginnings of a patch started by some transient miner following an off-shoot of the mighty Fraser River during gold-rush days long past and forgotten. Either way, the party moved on.

      
I collect our scant toiletries from the old Malibu’s glove box and follow Mary down the faint path we’ve made to the creek. The dozen-odd campsites are overgrown with weeds and even the money collectors have crossed this place off their to-do lists. Three weeks and no one’s bothered us, but Mary still looks up and down the shallow water tumbling over rocks polished to egg smoothness and tries to cover both breasts as she wriggles out of her top. I like her when she’s not so cocky. Satisfied that we’re alone, she steps out of her shorts and pads barefoot across the flat shale, laughing with that rusty sound of the day’s first utterance. I shed last night’s work dress and join Mary at the creek’s edge, trying to figure out how to leave her.

      
We kneel where the water’s fast and roiling, and scrub our teeth, kneecaps grinding on the rocky shelf. White foam drips from my mouth. We rinse and spit and lay our tooth-brushes on the flat to dry, then step into the glacial run-off. Mary’s hands fly up as she shrieks with the shocking thrill of cold. Birds startle from the trees at her voice.

      
The creek swoops south in a great rush as if it knows a better place. We’d planned to be away by now, off to the next town, leap-frogging easy jobs all the way to California. That’s what we decided laying on our backs in the muddy fields of home – Hudson Bay, moose capital of Canada – watching the stars come out, killing a twenty-sixer of rye between us. Every fall when geese flew over I felt stupid for being too drunk and broke to get up and move with them, away from that misery town with its pellet factory and pig farms. Dumber than a goose: that’s low. Mary threw our empty rye bottles at them.

      
We wade downstream to calmer water where all time slows and pools beyond the half-submerged branches of a fallen maple, me with my black dress crumpled to my chest, Mary with the soap bar before her in her hollowed palm like a supplicant making peace with her gods. She looks Egyptian with her hand that way: her face sun-coppered; chocolate hair cropped to her chin; that proud-humped nose. She was thirteen when she moved with her dad to our street in the north part of that too-far-north town, and we walked to school together the first day. Cheekbones like Cleopatra and she chose me: smaller, blonder, paler, weaker.

      
The creek deepens and my belly draws away from its scald; my breath comes in jerks. But Mary, she dips the soap and rubs it over her raw-boned arms as if pain was a pleasure. I pinch my dress by its straps, unfurl it like a dark pennant and lay it down in the current. Water fills it like a blousy wind. Mary dips the soap in the water and rubs it over her bluing wrists.

      
Currents in this creek pull so strong that when you let something slip there’s no recovering it. When we washed our clothes yesterday, my last pair of underwear got away like a slippery fish from my fingers’ dull hooks.

      
‘This guy at the bar last night, he knew I was going commando.’

      
Mary throws back her head and laughs in disbelief, teeth strong and even as bowling pins. ‘Your wicked ways,’ she says. ‘They’ll get you in trouble.’ Brown eyes slick in the dimpled shade.

      
I look at her quick, wondering if she knows the trouble I’m in. But she turns and bends close to the water, peering as if she can see the bottom, though our coming has churned up sediment and the water is cloudy.

      
‘Think there’s any gold in this creek?’ I ask.

      
‘I don’t know. Hard to say.’

      
Her hair is plastered to her cheek like painted tiger stripes. She smooths it back and soaps her neck and shoulders with infinite care, scoops water to rinse. I reach for the soap; she grins and smacks the surface, sending a chill spray across my flinching torso. She knows I hate that. Now I’m the one studying the patterns in the water as I soap and rinse. Mary spreads her arms, closes her eyes and falls into a back float, lifting her flat feet. I place the soap on her navel and her lids flutter but she won’t open them. The creek holds her buoyant and aloft. I force my numb legs up-stream and climb on to the sun-baked shale to wait.

      
Back pressed to the unyielding rock, my dress bunched beside me, I close my eyes and listen to the robins in the willows and the rumouring grasses twitch. After a while my muscles stop quivering. I feel super-charged – like I could juggle a grizzly. Like I should get up and do something. A beer would go down smooth. The sun has warmed the grass: the smell is dry now, oaty and domestic.

      
There’s a splash on the rocks as she leaves the water. I feel her shadow move across my feet and up my legs, cool droplets on my stomach. I open my eyes, and she’s standing above me, her head in the sky. Water runs down the hollow between her ribs and over her prickled flesh. Her pubic hair drips like tree moss in rain.

      
‘You’re making me cold!’ I screw my eyes tight and when I open them again, she’s stepped off and gathered her clothes in her arms. I follow her up the path to the campsite cradling my wet dress.

      
Pinch-browed, she checks around, afraid someone’s been snooping, worried about things that don’t matter. The tent has plastic bags sticking out everywhere to plug the leaks. We borrowed that rag from Mary’s dad. Tent of a thousand holes. Our sleeping bags are patched with duct tape. The battered camp stove is almost out of fuel. One burner works. Other than the old Malibu, which we would have heard backfiring if anyone started it, there’s only a dime-store Styrofoam cooler, Mary’s jumbo-sized ketchup, and half a loaf of Wonder bread. I’d say to anyone who wanted any of these things: Take it. No – thank YOU!

      
What Mary doesn’t worry about is what we’d do if we ever hit California. The way she sees it in her crazy head, we’ll camp on sun-kissed beaches and trade in beer and rye for Chi-Chi’s and pina coladas. That’s the shiny goal. And I’m supposed to get a permanent job at some quaint seaside margarita stand while she guards our stuff.

      
I hang my dress on the clothes twine, unpeg our towels and toss one to Mary. She rubs it over the hair on her head and see-saws it behind her back. Then she pulls on clean underwear and her red shorts, and I watch her disappear down the long path into a jungle of wild rhubarb and raspberry bushes that have grown out of all proportion in the fertile oasis of the outhouse. The raspberries are black and withered now. That first morning after our arrival I picked the last of the ripe ones for our breakfast cereal.

      
Her cigarettes are on the stump where she left them. I light one and take a drag, drop the flaming match in an empty beer bottle on the stump. A stream of smoke curls out the neck. Then I remember and throw the cigarette in the cold fire pit, pour a little water on it from the dish-pan. Expectant women shouldn’t smoke. When I was twelve, I stole cigarettes from my mother, sneaking to the kitchen after she was asleep, pulling one or two from the open pack on the table, trying to hold them between my fingers and tap them on the ash-tray like she did.

      
The best place to leave Mary would be Harrison Hot Springs, before we cross the border. Lots of tourists there. I’ll take her to a nice bar, buy her drinks. Not too many because she’s liable to throw punches. When she’s had a few, though, she makes friends easily – starts insane conversations with the crowd at the next table about the time she ate an entire jar of hot banana peppers on a dare, or how she can do a handspring and kick out a light bulb on a ceiling. I’ve seen her do that one. Hell, she’s amazing.

      
She comes up from the creek now, shaking water from her hands, and sits at the picnic table to flick ants off the camp stove. That’s one thing she does to feel useful. Her long brown finger catapults them over the yellow grass towards a line of dusty poplars that screen the campsite from the road. They probably crawl back within two minutes.

      
‘Full-time job right there,’ I tell her. Her concentration intensifies.

      
I watch for a bit, her legs pushing out of her shorts, levered at the knees, her tanned ankles folded primly under the bench. Birds sing of urgent business in the willows and shadows are bunched small and close to their solid forms. It must be about noon.

      
‘Any live ones left in the cooler?’ One beer won’t hurt, I don’t think.

      
‘Nothing but dead soldiers.’ Her toes poke at a Labatt bottle under the table. ‘We need more ice too. Eggs are going to rot.’ We tried keeping eggs in the creek but raccoons got them.

      
‘We should eat those eggs,’ says Mary. She lifts the lid off the cooler.

      
‘I can’t stomach eggs right now.’

      
‘Your appetite’s gone for shit.’ She puts the lid back on.

      
Her thighs push out from her shorts even more as she stretches her legs under the table. Then she pulls them back and folds her ankles again, pushes her pink toe-nails into the dirt as she coils her finger. I shuffle into my flip-flops and over to the Malibu.

      
I take the roll of money out of the glove box and glance up. She catches my look, asks the question that’s been stuck on her tongue all morning: ‘Tips any good last night?’ Her finger’s poised over the stove, gathering tension.

      
‘No better ’n usual.’

      
She lets go and the ant arcs forwards, a black speck above the grass. I imagine flailing legs, a sickening rush of wind.

      
I open the trunk, push clothes and shoes out of the way. ‘Twenty dollars for the California jar.’ I hold up the jar so she can see me stuff money in it.

      
‘Cheap town for a Friday night,’ says Mary.

      
‘No worse ’n last town.’ I shove the jar under the clothes.

      
Mary’s concentrating on the ants. I flip back the carpet and tuck a twenty inside the other bills in the plastic baggie. Maybe one more week, if tips stay good. I fold the carpet in place and pat it down, spread out the clothes and slam the trunk, and walk over to Mary.

      
‘Here’s for groceries.’ I hand her two tens.

      
She draws up stiff like she always does. ‘You know I’d take a turn if I was any —’

      
‘You don’t have to say —’

      
‘I’m just saying —’

      
‘I know.’

      
Mary did have a job for about two days outside of Calgary, helping in the laundry at a private girls’ school. I remember on her first day I went to pick her up and was waiting by the window in the common room. Girls’ voices and laughter floated up from the yard below. I could see them with their books spread on the grass – sharing answers, I guess. It was around the time I started thinking about leaving Mary. Hudson Bay wasn’t the problem. It was her – it was us. Who we were together, aimless and lost. I was sitting there in that chair staring dumbly at a patch of chequered light falling through the wire mesh of the window across the tiled floor. Just then, with the laughter stirring such a longing in my chest and the impossibility of our situation making me feel heavy and worn down, Mary wandered idly through the square of light with a basket of clothes balanced on one hip. She was wearing leather sandals and sparks of dust danced in the wake of her shuffle. The bones of her feet moved like strings, a kind of music as she walked. I don’t know exactly why she got fired from that place. Some mix-up in Mary’s head about rules, what you could and couldn’t take from the pantry, and how much and how often.

      
I find my watch under the driver’s seat where I keep it, but it’s still dead and I don’t know how to fix it. I could turn on the car ignition to check the time but that would drain the battery. Shadows are creeping out from under the trees and by my unskilled reckoning it’s one o’clock. I pick up the comb and make futile jabs at my hair.

      
‘You going to work?’ she asks.

      
‘Yeah.’

      
‘Don’t forget the rye.’ She lifts a beer bottle from the table and examines the contents.

      
‘Mary, that’s from last night.’ This is why I have to leave her.

      
She rubs the back of her head and regards me without concern. ‘You’re a mess,’ she says. ‘Come here.’

      
Mary takes the comb from my hand and runs it through my hair, catching a tangle. I wince, but she teases out the knot with a gentleness that makes my eyes well. In one week I’ll tuck a bus ticket in her purse and walk out some side door while she waits for me to come back from the lady’s room. I crave a cigarette and remember my mother at the kitchen table smoking quietly, picking at the chipped Arborite with her nicotine-browned nail all through my growing-up years as she waited for my father to come home from the Naughty Spruce. His truck dug such a groove into the parking lot that the wheels turned of their own accord after a while, instead of staying the straight course home. Finally he didn’t come home at all. He left that parking lot one night dead drunk and drove straight into a logging truck.

      
‘All done,’ says Mary, and pushes me away.

      
As I’m skinning into my wet dress she edges over, biting her lip, hands deep in her pockets. ‘Hey, you know…?’ She pushes through the dirt with her toe, burrowing towards me. I nod and give her a tight smile.

      
Afternoon shadows lay long across the gravel as I steer the Malibu towards Chilliwack. It must be later than I thought. I hardly know how long we’ve been on this broken journey. It was May when we started, a week after Mom’s funeral. Now it’s Indian summer. The leaves will be falling in Hudson Bay, the farmers will be cutting their muddy fields and spreading shit before winter. Geese will be flying over the town, honking past the pellet factory. At change of shift, men and women will glance up briefly to mark their passing, then down to the scratched metal of lunch kits and the dullness of their boots.

      
The Cloud’s jumping, and evening accelerates in a blur of full glasses and empty ones as I manoeuvre between chairs and elbows and hands and fingers, swaggering and staggering bodies, sweaty paper coasters piled with wet change. It’s stripper night and tips are fantastic. Outside, shadows purple. I need a smoke so bad I’m ready to light my finger and suck that, but I settle for a draught on the house. Bottoms up for a job well done. The bartender slips me a bottle under the table for Mary, and I remember ice.

      
On the drive home I figure out money. How much for the California jar, how much for my get-away. I think of Patrick back in Rocky Mountain House, try to recall his features. Wavy hair, longish, dirty blond. He had a habit of tucking it behind his ears when he bent over the drink orders. A space between his front teeth. Whiskers. A blue enamel fleur-de-lis that hung from his neck on a silk cord. Blue eyes? Yes. That was a nice town.

      
The fire’s low at the campsite. She must be asleep. I kick off my shoes, pour ice in the cooler.

      
In the tent, I can’t make out her face, but her grey form curls foetal around the darker lump of her sleeping bag. Her knees are drawn up close to her abdomen.

      
‘Can’t sleep?’

      
‘I couldn’t find my pills.’ She moans in the dark.

      
‘Oh.’

      
This is so like her. My hands frisk clothes and blankets, magazines and dirty socks and damp paper cups and I come away empty-handed. I feel along the edges where plastic bags are stuffed in failing seams along the canvas floor. I pull bags out from their holes and rifle their insides and throw them down. I pluck bags from the walls and bags from the ceiling, squinting my eyes at myriad shafts of moonlight. I can see her more clearly now: her mouth twists meanly and her hair splays damp across her face, black as crow feathers. She’s kicked off her shorts and her underwear gleams white in the weird, streaming light.

      
‘How could you lose them? You know what happens!’ The words sound harsh against her stifled cry.

      
I throw wood on the fire and find the smoke-black pot on a stump half-full of tomato soup from a day not this one, and fling the soup in the grass. Under a lopsided moon the creek runs molten. I dip the pot; the water burns my skin. I carry water to the fire and set it on the grate, shove clothes around the Malibu until the hot-water bottle reveals itself and when the water boils, I fill the bottle and wrap it in my sweater and take it in to her. But she doesn’t want it.

      
I remember a nameless store in a nameless town, the shapeless woman with frizzled hair, her green apron smeared with fine powder like dust on a chalkboard. She sold dried cures. Mary and I saw nothing we knew or wanted and were about to leave when the woman said: ‘Raspberry leaves are good for the female complaint.’ Mary pulled me by my jacket strings on to the bright sidewalk where we laughed like drunks down the street past the fiddle player on the corner, Mary throwing our last coins at his old shoes.

      
Moonlight glistens off a meaningless calligraphy penned in slime by the bellies of monstrous, horned slugs that criss-cross the outhouse path. I beat back wild rhubarb, its giant frills like prehistoric lizards. The child curls salamandrine in my womb, dreams of blue eyes and curly hair, opposable thumbs, frontal lobes, a name. Patrick or Patricia. I rummage among the raspberry in utter inadequacy, fingers pricked and clumsy, slow as sloth and Mary waiting.

      
The leaves steep until they smell like swamp. I drain the brew into a mug and blow on it and carry it to her with both hands. ‘Can you drink this?’ But she’s rocking her knees and she says she wants ice.

      
‘Come by the fire then. I have to see to do it.’

      
She brings her sleeping bag and lies by the fire, shivering in her underwear. I pull the waistband low and put the ice on her belly. The tea sits by, turning cold with the night, the settling dew. Ice skates under my fingers, gliding in figure eights, crossing where I think her womb might lie, circling her ovaries on either side.

      
‘Keep doing that,’ she says.

      
I push the ice over her skin and watch it melt and fill her navel and roll down her waist, spreading like a dark map across her sleeping bag. Firelight gilds her torso. She closes her eyes and seems to be concentrating, then she opens them and looks right at me, and I can’t look back because there’s a plastic bag of money in the trunk that’s going to save me.

      
She lifts one hand as if to touch my face and all I can say is, ‘Hush now, baby,’ as I move the ice on her belly. She draws her knees up hard, then pushes them down and takes a sharp breath. I smooth the ice to numb her, and wonder about all those words my mother didn’t say.

      
I remember one day Mary and I had gone up the creek to the warm, shallow pools and stripped out of our bathing suits, not quite believing that the world wasn’t ours alone, and we were playing there, splashing each other and laughing at everything and nothing, watching the sun catch and hold the water’s light, water filling our hands with a light that overflowed, when I saw a man and a boy fishing, making their way downstream in our direction. They were watching us with calm amazement, and I shouted a warning to Mary. We crashed shrieking through the water to crouch behind the boulders where we’d left our suits, and we wrestled them over our thighs, Mary and I, laughing, always laughing, spandex pinching our skin. But the quietness of the boy’s gaze and the man’s careful movements with his rod stilled me for a moment and it was like we all held our breath, a single unified breath, and the muddy waters of the creek opened before us. Look, it was saying. Look, what is here. And for that one moment I could almost see.

      
She’s breathing deep and regular now, her body slack. She closes her eyes as if she might sleep. Then she rolls gingerly on to her side and pushes herself up. Her dark hair falls over her face and she smooths it back the way she likes it. ‘Anything to eat?’

      
I fumble for the can opener, a can. She disappears down to the creek and comes back, flicking pearls from her fingers.

      
When our soup’s ready we huddle over it, spoons dipping, and talk of California beaches and grass-skirted margarita stands. Moonlight spills over the tent; plastic bags take on a glow like pale hands punching through. The sky’s a deep blue bowl filled with stars. The fire tosses orange sparks into it – they fall back cold to the touch, cold as coming snow. Mary opens the fresh bottle and pours.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              School Run – Kate Marsh
            

          

        

      

      I meet my future husband when I’m five years old. He’s my brother’s best friend and we give him a lift to school every day. I develop a crush on him while he’s teaching me to read by spelling out the shop names on the awnings we pass each morning. He sings in the school choir and has perfect pitch; he can recite from memory every line of the Goon Show’s Dreaded Batter Pudding Hurler, doing all the voices. Whenever we bump into his parents my mother insists, in the same tone with which she praises the artwork I bring home from school, how much she enjoys his early morning performances. Yes, sometimes it would be nice to listen to the Today programme on the car radio, but it’s a pleasure to be reminded of these favourites from her own childhood. How unusual that a schoolboy in this day and age would appreciate them. But then Magnus is a very unusual boy.

      
As I enter my teens I realise that my friends seem to fall in love for reasons I haven’t considered. Can he drive? they ask. Is he cute? Does he have any cute friends? My answers to these questions don’t sound right. He rides a bicycle. He has trouble pronouncing his Rs which I find endearing in someone older and cleverer than me; he’s friends with my brother who I don’t think you would call cute. At sixteen none of my friends are impressed with the skill of Magnus’s card tricks or his promise never to saw a woman in half; their expressions tell me that they do not consider leather elbow patches to be a sign of sophistication, or even of scholarship. They ask if I have ever tried going out with normal boys: the kind of boys we meet at parties, who gel their hair and save up for motorbikes.

      
He goes away to university and sends me letters every week or so, always set out as neatly as a lab report. Sometimes with diagrams, and often a bibliography. I feel there is something supremely trustworthy about a man who has never given an unattributed reference. But I struggle to glean particles of news from our correspondence to pass on to my family and friends. ‘Do you ever think about matter?’ he writes, in the washable blue ink I have persuaded him to use after an accident with blue-black over the car upholstery. ‘How matter can never be created or destroyed, but only altered? I would think that would be comforting to religious people. I don’t know why they seem to think science is cold.’

      
‘He’s enjoying his philosophy classes,’ I tell my mother. ‘He’s thinking about joining the choir.’

      
My friends, as they prepare for another Saturday night, say: ‘Do you really think it’s a good idea to try to keep the relationship going while he’s away? What if he’s met someone new and doesn’t know how to tell you? What if you meet someone?’ They ask, ‘Doesn’t he ever invite you up there to parties and stuff? Maybe we could all go one weekend. Have you met his friends? Are they cute?’

      
He writes to me, ‘A group of us is going to Bletchley to see the Enigma machine. Do you want to come? It’s got 10114 possible combinations.’

      
After I leave university and get my first job, he goes on to study for his postgraduate degree. My friends say to me, ‘What happens when he finishes this degree – is that the highest you can get? Will he stop then?’

      
He says to me, ‘I was going to buy you an engagement ring but I wasn’t sure whether we should buy it together or if I should choose one and surprise you. There appear to be two schools of thought.’

      
I tell him that my mother has put aside my grandmother’s ring for me and he inspects my face for clues as to how I feel about that.

      
‘I underestimated the variables,’ he says sadly. ‘I should have done more research.’

      
My mother seems to feel responsible for my marrying a man who wears corduroy year-round and who thinks that Scotch eggs are canapés.

      
‘Who was that other boy who used to sing in the choir too?’ she asks. ‘The one who got that very high-powered job in the City. I remember how excited you were when he joined the school run and his father’s chauffeur drove you in a Rolls-Royce.’

      
‘Nicky Mott. He takes cocaine and picks up women in nightclubs. The son-in-law you’ve always dreamed of.’

      
Her face falls. ‘Oh no, really? He had such a lovely singing voice. Or that boy who won the art prize and went to study in Italy. You always liked him.’

      
‘George Stefanidis.’

      
‘That’s right, George. Do you remember how he could never get up in the morning? Half the time we’d have to leave without him. I suppose he must have taken the bus.’

      
I ask her, ‘Are you wondering if I would be engaged to George Stefanidis if we had only driven him to school more often?’

      
We decide to wait until he has finished his thesis and I ask my friends if they would like to be bridesmaids. The reception will be small and simple – which they understand to mean that they should bring dates as they will be unlikely to meet attractive men there. They ask me with genuine concern if Magnus is going to ride to church on his bicycle and arrive with one leg of his suit trousers tucked into his sock. They worry that I will have to carry a plastic bouquet to avoid triggering his pollen allergies.

      
At the birth of each of my sons my mother comes to stay to help out for a while. She bites her tongue when Magnus takes a calculator to the lavatory with him in the morning instead of the newspaper like a normal person. She averts her eyes from the double-helix-shaped mobiles hanging over the baby’s cot. She makes tea in the kitchen for my girlfriends, sharing their disappointment at having to find presents for boys. Chunky wooden puzzles, clock-work trains and pull-along toys are not as much fun as pink accessories, fairy wings and miniature baking sets.

      
‘You hated all that stuff when I was growing up,’ I remind her. ‘If anyone gave me a Barbie you would accuse them of gender-role stereotyping.’

      
‘I know,’ she agrees with a sigh. ‘You couldn’t just be a recreational feminist in those days. You had to go the whole hog. I’m sorry now that I didn’t wear a bra more often. I’m sorry I missed out on all those bonding mother-and-daughter activities. I’d hoped to relive them through your children.’

      
She tries to make up for it by buying toddler-sized football strips, which make Magnus anxious. He has trouble with the responses at football matches, as poor attendees do at church. He is never sure when to sit down and when to stand up. He checks with me that I am not expecting him to take them, in baby sling and pushchair, to Stamford Bridge while their Chelsea all-in-ones still fit.

      
‘Don’t worry,’ I tell him. ‘She’ll just keep buying them new ones when they grow out of them. You’ll have plenty of time.’

      
Around the time the boys start secondary school I notice a change. Not in us, but in the world around us. Recently I have begun to see young men from my husband’s department, and on the train and on television, wearing sneakers with their suits with varying degrees of nonchalance. Magnus has, for fifteen years, worn Dunlop Green Flash with his corduroy and tweed, winter and summer. I often have to cut the laces out, like a surgeon snipping stitches, because he is fond of tying complex knots and then can’t untie them. In a post-breakfast panic, he has been known to lace them with garden twine, the twist-ties from freezer bags or birthday ribbon from my gift-wrappings drawer. Our older son tries to interest him in Velcro fastenings, opening and closing the straps on his own trainers. Look, how easy.

      
Wherever I look, the contact lenses that my contemporaries thought as necessary for adulthood as a driving licence are being replaced with black, square-framed spectacles. At friends’ parties and at drinks with neighbours, the opinions of Richard Dawkins and Stephen Jay Gould are being passed around with the crostini and the wasabi peanuts. Debates about the Large Hadron Collider break out at summer barbecues and copies of A Brief History of Time and The God Delusion have begun to appear in the bags of jumble I collect for the PTA.

      
Astronomers and physicists are no longer paunchy stand-bys, late-night TV fodder for insomniacs and Open University students. My husband occasionally appears on television-panel shows these days, when unthreatening displays of erudition are called for and Stephen Fry is unavailable. He answers the questions with the same unforced patience with which he once taught me that the letters on the butcher’s window spelled Purveyor of Fine Meats, and the same serious attention to detail with which he has answered the boys’ questions over the years about the weather on Mars and the relative merits of different dinosaurs.

      
When my friends ring up I can hear the embarrassment in their voices as they flip through my family news and wait for me to pause so that they can get to the true reason for their call: a child’s essay on electromagnetism; a glitch in the latest Microsoft upgrade; a charity quiz night in need of a host. When I look over at Magnus he’ll be snoozing in his chair. He has always been able to sleep bolt upright, silently; a gift which has carried him through various religious and sporting events, and every single movie I have taken him to see. He relies on his glasses to hide his closed eyelids, not knowing that the softening of his mouth, the gentle rise and fall of his lamb’s-wool chest, give him away to anyone who really knows him. I wave the boys aside when they go to wake him and tell my friend on the phone that it’s been good to catch up with her and that I’ll be sure to give him the message.
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      It’s a game we play, testing each other. One has to arrange the journey – that’s usually George, he likes doing business on the phone. Sometimes he mentions to the coach company that we’re blind – sometimes he thinks it will be more amusing to keep them in the dark about this detail. After all we are experienced travellers. There’s not much we haven’t faced before.

      
We’ve been friends a long time, since school. We were there seven years. You get a lower sentence for GBH, George always says – and you don’t get sent there when you’re eleven. Still, that’s how it was then, and that’s where we met. Not much we don’t know about each other by now.

      
George likes his little jokes; he likes to land us in it sometimes, to see how we manage, and we always do manage somehow. As for me – I’ve always been up for it. It’s an adventure, living on the wrong planet, trying to understand the natives; I might even marry one of them one day. Then there’s Pete – he’s special. He was born one of them, joined us a little late – some obscure disease of the retina the GP failed to spot. But it gives him a different perspective: well, it gives him the memory of perspective. It makes a difference to our outings when Pete comes along.

      
So there we were in the coach on our way to Coventry. George had been enjoying some mothering from the woman behind us. It’s one of his cast of characters – The Inadequate. He began as soon as we got on.

      
‘I got no lunch. I forgot my sandwiches.’ That happens often enough – but it was the voice he used, the little hurt voice, so I knew what to do. I ignored him. Sat across the aisle with Pete and we waited to see who he’d catch.

      
She was a nice woman, Irene. She introduced herself right away from the seat behind him. She was an older woman, her voice oozing concern. One of those who thought we shouldn’t be allowed out alone, so I had no worries about him taking her for a ride. Best way to educate them – to take advantage.

      
George played her a treat, got some crisps from her when the coach stopped, and when she heard we were going to the cathedral she offered to show us the way. Normally we pick up a taxi from the bus station: we’ve tried different things, but that’s the simplest. The problem is people are so bad at giving directions. I know exactly how far I walk in five minutes, I can count how many roads we cross, know my left from my right even; but I can’t see that school the guy points to, where we should turn, or aim for the spire ‘you can’t miss it really’. Well really, I can.

      
Anyway we arrived in Coventry, and Irene offered to walk us there. She said she’d take us past the ruins, which was nice of her, but showed how far she missed the point. She had George by the arm – she’d obviously decided we weren’t quite as blind as him and could manage with each other – which was fine by me. Pete was trying to trip me with his stick, which is his level of amusement most days. So I whacked him on the leg with mine and after that he stopped.

      
Cathedrals were Pete’s idea. He said they’d give us something to aim for, a sense of purpose. Not a religious purpose, but a list of places we were going, and he reckoned if we could understand them, get the point of it all, then we’d be that much better at understanding the natives. So far it all seemed pretty pointless to me, but he was right – having a list, places we were going to – it helped. None of us had what might be called a job, or not one worth having. At school if you had an idea, something you wanted to be, the answer was always the same: nothing was possible. Anyway, I couldn’t get on with Braille and my exams didn’t go so well – so all they could offer were work placements with firms who had to have you to fulfil some percentage they were set. Pete worked in his aunt’s shop but he could usually get days off. George – he was still planning on going back to college, finishing his degree. I didn’t reckon he’d ever go back though, not after five years.

      
Anyway Coventry was the one Pete had picked this time: a modern cathedral, he told us, standing beside the ruins of the old, where the German bombs had fallen.

      
Irene made a lot of noise as she walked – a sort of bustle, like she’d got plastic bags hanging under her skirt, and her footsteps sounded decisive. Our sticks swept and tapped and our shoes scuffed the edges of the paving slabs. The traffic was a few streets away. There were voices all around; every few steps someone said ‘sorry’ as they moved out of our way.

      
‘Nearly there now,’ said Irene. ‘There are the ruins – we could walk through that way?’

      
‘No, straight to the cathedral, please, Irene,’ George told her.

      
There were fewer people now and I was getting excited. It was nothing really, but we were nearly there and it had been easy this time. There was a flight of steps – too narrow, and they seemed to slope away to the left. Not designed with us in mind. Then we were in the entrance, and Irene, a bit breathless now, said she had to go.

      
‘We can manage from here all right, thanks,’ Pete told her. George was pretending to sulk, and hardly even said good-bye. He was expecting her to stick around for a while, but I liked it better that way. Just us and the cathedral.

      
We went in, pushing the heavy glass door open. Pete led the way. The smell got me first – outside it was just that general city smell of dust and cars and damp; but inside the air seemed cared for: cleaned, waxed, scented with lemons and floor cleaner. Then the sound was different, the world shut out as the door swung slowly closed behind us. Our sticks echoed, the sound going way up above my head. The other voices seemed small, swallowed up by the distance. I tried to imagine it – if we joined hands and spread ourselves wide would we reach the walls? And above our heads too – how many Georges, standing on my shoulders, to reach the roof?

      
And that’s Pete’s idea – to have us understand the scale. The first time, he got us a model of the place, St Alban’s Abbey that was. One of their guides saw what Pete was doing, trying to have us understand the shape of the building by feeling the model, so he came over and tried to help. It was quite interesting, about the blocks of stone and the years it took, and he had us feel some of the carving on the pillars and on the pews. I couldn’t understand how the walls stayed up – how this huge roof he kept telling us about didn’t just push the walls over. So he took me outside, this guide, and introduced me face to face to my first buttress. I could feel the angle of it, and it made sense now I knew there were all these props round the place. Like people leaning against each other. Like fingers spread when you’re doing press ups.

      
He was okay that guy but most can’t leave us alone, not once they realise we’re all blind. No native to take our hands, unless George has beguiled someone. They take us to the designated area for a bit of touching stone. Trying to ‘see’ with your fingers – it’s all bumps and lumps. Does it really look like a flower? It’s not how a flower feels to me: a vegetable softness, spoiling and falling apart in my hands.

      
Why shouldn’t the blind lead the blind? Who else can understand? Trying to speak to us in colours and distances. Thirty miles is time to me – the bus, the speed of my feet: my father’s car taking me back there, back to George and Pete, back to being one of us.

      
But I’m forgetting Coventry. We’re still there, by the door, our shoes sliding on the marble floor; my stick bumping over the edges, where the pieces join. George wanted to sit down. He was still in a mood. There were rows of seats in front of us. Not solid wooden pews but a line of chairs, and when George tried to move one to feel its seat as he sat, he knocked it over. He didn’t know what he’d done – just legs there where there should be a seat, and he was getting cross, swearing at it. Pete tried to help him, but I was laughing already. I know George. He was getting physical with it now, trying to twist the chair back to what it should be, and I could hear him shoving it and swearing, pushing, and Pete saying – ‘No, like this’ – and then a great glorious crash as he sent the whole line of chairs falling forwards, and I could hear where the ceiling was now – how high it was, how high the sound of those chairs fell back at me.

      
They were sympathetic, of course, understanding George’s frustration; how he could not see that the chairs were joined. We were assigned a guide, to help us ‘make the most of the cathedral’. To keep us out of trouble.

      
George never lets us stay free for long. He calls attention to us. Maybe I’ll have to start going on my own. Maybe just me and Pete. Or someone like that girl they got to show us round, someone like Annette.

      
She shook our hands one by one. She seemed younger than us and at home there. She told us her father worked in the cathedral, a clergyman. Not the bishop, I guessed. ‘No,’ she said, ‘not him!’ She laughed, as if I was deliberately being funny, as if I too knew the bishop – and I felt I did, a little.

      
She took us to the main attractions. George was subdued, and I had taken over as interpreter, lead alien. I could hear him and Pete muttering as they followed. It’s what he wanted – a fuss made, but it was me she liked.

      
She had flat shoes on and a skirt, and something, I thought, swinging round her neck, moving against the material of her shirt. I followed the flap of her feet across the stone floor. I did as she told me and ran my hand around the stone of the font. Rough surface, obligatory bumps, and smoothed inside where the water went. Damp, rough, smooth. That’s stone for you.

      
We stood in front of Sutherland’s ‘Great Tapestry of the Christ’. Her voice told me it’s not so great. We walked by the stained glass windows – and I could feel how narrow the slits were in the stone. She told me there were colours on my face. I could feel the sunlight coming through the glass. She said we were all standing in the colour; it fell in stripes on the floor by our feet. She didn’t try to explain it to us – but I knew anyway. I know light emanates like heat; I know how it passes through and takes that colour with it. I have been told of refraction and waves.

      
I followed her down the steps into colder places. George and Pete were talking somewhere behind me, but she was telling me about the pictures we passed – about the fish in the glass – ‘here,’ she told me – ‘here.’ Her fingers traced the shape with mine. The glass was flat and smooth. I told her I could feel the shape of the fish under my hand. She laughed at me – the sound of her like cream in my mouth. I wanted to touch her face, feel how her mouth moved when she laughed.

      
We went on down the stairs, my hand on her arm. The others followed knowing nothing of the fish. I wanted to walk on away from them, but she was responsible for all of us. ‘Hi’ she said to them as they caught us up, so I said ‘Hi’ too, so they would know it was us waiting there. I knew Pete and George were waiting for me to do something stupid, to say something rude to her. That’s usually the game I play. They would be waiting all day.

      
We went along the corridor, and she slowed and then coughed. We all stopped. She should just have said. We didn’t know what we were waiting for. Someone came out.

      
He said: ‘You looking for the Gents?’ and I realised what had happened. ‘Thanks,’ I said, and took George’s arm. Pete followed us in.

      
It’s a distinctive smell, however clean. There was no one in there except us, but it’s always a bit awkward getting the geography right. I usually opt for a cubicle; give myself a space I can manage. I told the others to wait for me, and thought about what I should say to them.

      
I knew it was mad – that we were too far from home. However much I thought I liked Annette there was no way I would see her again. But you know what they say – carpe diem.

      
I was washing my hands. Pete said ‘watch it’, but I had already heard George at the next basin. I jumped back before the spout of water hit me.

      
‘Bugger off, George!’

      
He was laughing, and I knew he’d be wet himself. Another of his great jokes. You get a splash of water down your front and it’s like – well, you know how it looks.

      
‘Tell him to lay off, Pete. I want to talk to you.’

      
We calmed George down – I had his head, and Pete had his legs. We got him quiet.

      
‘I want you both to lose yourselves when we get out of here. Whatever she suggests, say you’re bored with it – go out to those ruins or something.’

      
‘We could say we want to touch some more stone,’ said Pete, helpfully.

      
‘Why?’ said George. I let go.

      
‘He likes her.’ said Pete. ‘He likes Annette.’

      
‘The girl outside?’

      
‘She’s waiting. Come on, guys, do me a favour.’

      
‘There’s really no point —’ Pete said.

      
‘I know.’

      
‘Okay,’ said George, ‘that can be your challenge for today. Get a date with Annette. And Pete’s can be to sort out supper.’

      
Pete said, ‘What’s yours then?’

      
‘I’ll get us home.’

      
We went back out and turned towards the stairs. Annette was in the hallway waiting for us. She said we could visit the crypt next, and I nudged Pete. He said he wanted to go outside, and George said he’d go with Pete.

      
‘Do you all want to go now?’ she said. I thought she sounded disappointed. I told her I wanted to see the crypt. ‘Okay, good.’

      
She wanted us to make an arrangement to meet up – there was a café.

      
We agreed to meet in an hour. They went off, back up the stairs.

      
‘Will they be okay?’

      
‘They’ll be fine. We usually do this on our own.’

      
‘I’m sorry.’

      
‘No, it’s really nice of you to take me round. I’m sure I usually miss the most important things.’

      
I have to say she was pretty useless at first. She kept making the usual mistakes then apologising. I don’t think she had ever really thought about what it was like being blind. Mind you, I’ve not got much of an idea what it’s like to be sighted. I have no idea, for example, what you mean by a horizon. It’s a concept too far for me. I think I get the sky – thunder puts a kind of roof on the world. Like those chairs falling.

      
I should have guessed the crypt was modern like the rest of the building. There was some sort of audio presentation about the cathedral. I didn’t fancy it – though that’s what I would have done with George and Pete. She took me back upstairs a different way.

      
After a bit it didn’t matter where we were. I asked her what it was like being the daughter of a clergyman and she asked about my family. I said I was a bit tired, could we sit somewhere? She took me to a side seat, our backs against a window, our knees touching. We chatted. I remember thinking how different she was to the other girls I knew. I thought how odd it must be to be brought up with all this religion around you. It must make you seem older than you really are, more serious. She said she thought we were brave. I said it was just life and you had to get on with it. She asked, ‘Why cathedrals?’ and I said they had a special feeling about them. It seemed rude to say that it was just a list of cities, somewhere to go.

      
It was like talking beside water, the way other voices carried across the space, the echoes around us. It was quite distracting. I had to focus on her quiet voice, the way she shaped her vowels. The plum stone she balanced on her tongue as she talked. Her hair was long – it brushed against my face when she stood up. I caught a strand in my mouth. I nearly asked her then – can we meet again? I was sure she would tell me she had a boyfriend and that I lived too far away. But everyone comes to London sometimes, don’t they? And Barnet is almost London. I could have taken the bus in, met her in Covent Garden. I know bits of the city quite well.

      
She told me the time was up – that we should meet the others. I was running out of time. The café was back in the crypt.

      
‘Can we go past the fish?’

      
‘Okay.’

      
‘Show me where it is again.’

      
‘Right here.’

      
Annette – can we meet sometime? But the words wouldn’t come.

      
She could see George and Pete at a table in the café and one of the staff bringing their drinks. Maybe word had got around and they had heard what George could accomplish with a tray. Maybe they always carried the tray for their customers. We joined them – they offered us a drink, some cake. She went to get another cup.

      
‘Any luck, mate?’ Pete asked.

      
‘I haven’t asked her yet.’

      
‘Blown it,’ said George, slurping his tea.

      
‘Not yet,’ I said, though I knew I had.

      
We should have heard her coming, but there was someone collecting cups from the table next to us, rattling them and pushing a noisy trolley.

      
I said ‘I’ve just got to find a way to say it. Like – “Wanna fuck, sweetheart?”’

      
The others laughed. I laughed too. Then I heard her feet moving away. I knew those shoes by now. George was still laughing. The trolley moved on to the next table. I stirred my tea and waited to see if she would come back.

      
I asked how they had got on. Pete had enjoyed the ruins. Much more his idea of what a cathedral should be.

      
‘Until it started pissing down and we realised there was no roof,’ said George.

      
‘I knew there wasn’t a roof,’ said Pete, and George laughed at him. We were back to being us, larking about. I felt at home.

      
When Annette came back we had finished our tea. ‘Sorry I abandoned you, I met a friend.’ I thought she’d been crying. I wanted to tell her it was just a joke, but I didn’t want to admit I knew she had heard me.

      
‘That’s okay. We can manage on our own,’ George told her.

      
‘Right. I better go back to the desk then – in case anyone else needs a guide.’ She was talking to them, not to me, but they didn’t seem to notice.

      
‘Our time’s up is it?’ he said, nudging me.

      
Pete said, ‘It would help if you could show us back upstairs.’

      
‘Okay. All set then?’

      
‘What about your tea?’ I asked then.

      
‘No, that’s fine. I don’t usually stop at this time.’ She was spurning me. We walked back along the corridor; she was asking Pete what they had seen. He was nice to her, but she was embarrassed. He fell back beside George so I was with her again.

      
I said, ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s easy to say the wrong thing. He won’t mind.’

      
We came to the stairs. I wasn’t using my stick – it seemed too obvious somehow with her beside me. I could manage without if I was careful – but I was a bit distracted right then and I tripped on the first step. She offered her arm. I put my hand through and slipped it down to hers. She let me hold her hand. I said it then as we were going up past our fish. I said it quietly so only Pete and George could hear.

      
‘Can we meet up sometime?’

      
‘I’m sorry. I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

      
‘Just for a drink I mean, a chat?’

      
‘No, I’m sorry.’

      
‘I knew it. You have a boyfriend.’

      
‘No, that’s not it. I don’t really go in for boyfriends. I’m going to be a —’

      
I didn’t let her finish. I couldn’t bear the thought of all the jokes George would make, of the endless stream of humour it would provoke, that I wanted to date a nun. I stumbled again as she said it, pulling her against me as I fell, her body against mine. Feeling her fingers reaching for balance as we fell, reaching me.

      
‘I’m sorry. I’m so clumsy,’ I said, as hands came from every direction, pulling us upright.

      
I could have hurt myself. It was a risk on that unfamiliar stair. It was worth it, just to stop her talking.

      
I’ve thought about it since, and tried to finish the sentence another way. I’m going to be abroad, I’m going to be a bit busy. But I know, really, my instinct was right. That crucifix she was wearing hit me in the face as we fell.

      
I got it wrong. I thought she was flirting, when all the time it was just her Christian duty. No doubt she loves all God’s creatures, especially the blind ones. I could hear the pity in her voice; she was just another Irene really. That’s why we tend to stick together I guess; you know where you are with your friends. But she’s why I remember Coventry – my stupid attempt to reach out, to presume – and how I got away with it. At least they’ve never mentioned her again.

      
We made it back okay – of course we did. We’re seasoned travellers by now. It was just another adventure – quite an easy run. Pete thinks we should try an overnight trip next time. He quite fancies flying to Edinburgh, when we’ve saved up a bit. George, kilts, Scottish accents. It could be an entertaining trip.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Birds Without Wings – Angela Readman
            

          

        

      

      Last summer it was Eva and me against everything evil in the world. Swimsuits, kale, something that buzzed in our room. Yet I couldn’t stop thinking about Diana Pinter – some girl at school who went to Paris with her mother. I lay on a bunk scratching mosquito bites and pictured them outside the Eiffel Tower eating salad in the rain. I flicked through the magazines Mom posted, girls with eyes lost as gazelles. Their hair was molasses, toffee-apple shiny, the colour of Twinkies. My stomach growled. It would be dinner soon, something steamed. A postcard and cash fell out of Vogue, my mother’s handwriting like spun silk. Hope you’re having a good time. Be good! We’ll go shopping when you get home. I knew what ‘be good’ meant. I shoved the twenty in my sock and dangled to high-five Eva on the bottom bunk.

      
This summer would be different. Mom wanted us to take a trip. Dad was working and my brother wouldn’t come; Ed was oddly self-maintaining. He lived in a fort of science books in his room. At nine he wasn’t interested in space camp. If there had been an accountancy camp he’d jump in line. A camp where boys learnt to give bad financial news, and crinkle their brows exactly like their fathers, would suit him just fine.

      
‘What do you think? Just the two of us,’ Mom said, ‘Won’t it be fun?’

      
I wasn’t sure. Fun and Mom went together as well as she said my shoes matched my blouse. I watched her fiddle with lilies in the vase in the lounge again, fingertips unable to resist giving them tips on which way to turn to be elegant.

      
No camp! I thought. No hikes, kale or treasure hunts (hikes in disguise – except with fruit and a whittled wooden otter, rabbit, any animal that could be described as a ‘critter’, at the end).

      
‘Where d’you wanna go?’ I said.

      
‘Mexico,’ my mother replied.

      
Not Paris or Venice, which was weird. Her friends usually took their daughters to glistening cities of tiny espresso cups and art galleries to cram in a few more ‘sit up straights’ before school pushed them out into the world.

      
‘Why Mexico?’ I said.

      
She let the lilies be, looking down like she did when she told Dad the drapes were a steal.

      
‘I don’t know. It’s different,’ she said, ‘I read something about the spiritual side.’

      
I supposed being different was the appeal, and maybe the cost, though she’d never admit it. In the contest of who had the best holiday, I guessed spiritual trumped cultural every time.

      
‘Suppose it might be cool,’ I said.

      
My mother smiled, something up her cashmere sleeve. Mexico? Whatever. It couldn’t do any harm. I phoned Eva to break the news.

      
‘Mexico?’ she said. ‘Well, at least she won’t make you go clothes shopping.’

      
She was wrong.

       

      I followed my mother past counters like ice cubes. The air-con was on overdrive. My shirt stuck, sweat from the street chilled on my arms – shopping was a fever, hot and cold at the same time. My mother strolled, confident her hands were clean enough to stroke every dress on the rail. I pictured Diana Pinter and her mother swapping clothes in Parisian changing rooms, laughing when a cocktail dress suited Diana, and a pleated skirt and blazer looked inexplicably apt on her mom.

      
‘How can I help?’

      
The assistant’s suit was endive pale. She smiled at her commission in the form of a woman with a Chanel purse and hair like a cinnamon bun, coiled at the nape.

      
‘I’m looking for something for my daughter for a trip,’ my mother said.

      
The assistant’s smile slipped; she pinned it back into place on her face. I knew the look well. Sales girls and I have a history. She looked at me now, wondering how to squeeze me into something that fit my mother’s sense of style.

      
‘She looks like a very mature young lady,’ she said.

      
And off we went, following her towards the back of the store. I was far too ‘mature looking’ for Junior Miss. I wondered what ‘she’s a mature-looking young lady’ is in Spanish. My shame would translate.

      
Mom pushed another dress into the changing room. Some things never changed.

      
‘How you getting on? Don’t force the zip. You need another size.’

      
Her voice peered through the curtain. It reminded me of the bus home from camp. For two minutes a year my mother looked hopeful. When the bus pulled in, I’d see her on tiptoes, watching me walk from the back seat. Moving from window to window to the front of the bus, my head and shoulders were all she could see. Anything was possible.

      
‘Lovely to have you back!’ she said, looking me up and down.

      
She paused, like she had to swallow the words her mouth wanted to say.

      
‘Is that you? What happened to you!? You look…’

      
We walked past parents using words we didn’t use. Mothers hugged daughters, fathers hugged sons, amazed how little of their arms were needed to fit round.

      
Outside the changing room, my mother said, ‘Twirl.’

      
I twirled. She stood back and frowned.

      
‘Maybe something with a smock waist?’ she said.

      
The sales girl flitted away, dresses like failed parachutes in her arms.

       

      If Mom could free me from camp, I could give her the sky on the plane. We switched seats so she could have the window. It was our first trip alone other than weekends in Cape May – long days of Gramps on the boat, Gran trawling yard sales and Mom looking ashamed. Every night we met in the kitchen, Gran taking an interest in fishing in exchange for Gramps looking at the junk she’d bought, listening to the haggle of getting a dollar off, the drama of beating a neighbouring hand. I thought about their exchanges on the plane. Eating Mom’s leftover chicken, I waited to hear: ‘Are you sure you aren’t full?’ It didn’t come. If anything she smiled a private smile, maybe the same way I sometimes could when she tilted the lilies in the vase. I took her giving me her cookie as a sign. I wanted to believe we could be friends.

      
The bus wound down the dizzying road to the hotel. Out of the window were pine trees I hadn’t known Mexico had. I didn’t know a lot. I could smell the pine, the orange of the Japanese man behind us, and the perfume of the woman in the seat in front nursing a kid old enough to chew jerky. My mother had a million pictures of churches in her purse. She looked at them, determined not to look at the woman. Most of the passengers weren’t American.

      
‘San Cristobal,’ she’d said. Certain. ‘Says here, it’s popular with Europeans. I found out about something local we have to see. It’s…’

      
She changed the subject to the hotel.

      
We got off the bus and took our passports to the desk to check in.

      
Mom held on to them with white fingers. ‘Do we have to leave our passports?’ she said, ‘I have American Express.’

      
The clerk shook his sad head. We handed over our passports – two little faces in bad light.

      
‘We can manage,’ she said. ‘Men can take things the wrong way,’ she whispered, hauling our cases to our room.

      
The room was peach. Two beds, an iron table on the balcony, and chairs with scrolled backs. My mother wiped the rail in the wardrobe to hang our clothes. Then she laid stuff out on the bed to assemble a survival-kit tote: Spanish phrase book, guide-book, traveller’s cheques, handkerchiefs, toilet paper, toilet-seat covers, bottled water from home, pepper spray, Sweet and Lo.

      
‘We have to smile but not be too friendly,’ she said, reading about women travelling alone.

      
I smiled in a not too friendly way.

       

      I kept a journal on vacation though I was never the diary type. I hated the idea of my thoughts all being in one place to be used as evidence against me sometime. Dad gave me a journal before we left. It had a bunch of blue and lilac stamps printed on the cover and a quote in typewriter print: A traveller without observation is a bird without wings. Dad customised the pages inside. Under each day he wrote: Stuff I Liked, Stuff We Did, Stuff We Ate. He gave it to me with a smirk, an acknowledgement passing from hand to hand.

      
Under Stuff I Liked I wrote: The smell of cinnamon, mountain views, jack hares, markets, little tin things, red, bicycles, breakfast, the tile rose on the table, hot chocolate, raffia baskets, a whole family woven from corn on a craft stall, not knowing the language, being aware of my smile because it had to do all the work.

      
Under Stuff We Did I wrote: Walk, look, photograph old buildings, look in our phrase book, sneeze, touch milagros, be afraid to haggle, smile (in a not too friendly way), say ‘No, thank you’, say everything slower, tell taxi drivers we’re on the way to meet Dad, walk away.

      
Stuff We Ate had two columns, one for Mom, one for me.

      
        
          
            	
               

              Grapefruit  

            
            	
               

              Mexican breakfast

            
          

          
            	
              Coffee and cigarette  

            
            	
              Pozol

            
          

          
            	
              Egg white omelette  

            
            	
              Mole chicken

            
          

          
            	
              Orange juice  

            
            	
              Pozol

            
          

          
            	
              Grilled fish  

            
            	
              Fish tacos

            
          

          
            	
              Banana & bran  

            
            	
              Burrito

            
          

          
            	
              Coffee and cigarette  

            
            	
              Pozol

            
          

        

      

      Then I got bored with Mom and just did my own. Pozol was like sippable chocolate popcorn. I had it at the hotel, in a café in the old square and from carts. On the street my mother shaved off my milk moustache with her fingertip. I decided to add a new column to my book.

      
Stuff I Don’t Like: My clothes laid out every morning like instructions of how to match Mom’s purse. Hills. Cobble-stones & Mom’s heels. Mom’s fork turning over every bite to spot food poisoning lurking beneath. The dummies in The Museum of Mayan Medicine – a midwife and a spread woman with no mouth. The long walk through unknown streets to get there, one of Mom’s hands on the zipper of her purse, her other clutching American water. (It reminded me of Eva and her coke, a can in her hand all day; it stopped her fidgeting, she said. She missed it so bad at camp she poured water into an empty can, trying to trick herself.)

       

      Most mornings I took buses with my mother to small villages and lakes surrounding the town.

      
‘Now this is what I had in mind,’ Mom said.

      
People with backpacks squinted off the bus like turtles with ill-fitting shells. Most wore slacks and took sloppy photos. They looked like they were saying, ‘I was here, next to this crumbling church. Okay, I looked sloppy – so what?’ Outside the church in San Juan Chamula was a market crammed with pottery, woven blankets, paper Frida Kahlos and skeletons in red skirts. I touched strange milagros: tin fish and angels, the Virgin Mary, disembodied hearts, silver hands and feet that looked like they’d snap on the weight of a prayer. I wasn’t sure what they meant but I bought a stripey armadillo for Eva (a hard little shell). Mom bee-lined to a stall of hand-embroidered skirts, peasant blouses and lace shawls.

      
‘Stand back,’ she said.

      
I stood under the canopy. Two old women looked on, silently embroidering in wicker chairs behind the stall. My mother draped a shawl over my shoulders and another on hers. Both were white lace, delicate feathers on our arms.

      
‘Do you like it?’ she said, combing fringes.

      
‘I like this better,’ I said.

      
I reached for a black one embroidered with white flowers. She stroked the quality and picked up another covered in red roses, a garden on her back. She bought all four shawls, an embroidered and lace one each. It was the first time she had asked what I liked without saying I had no idea what suited me.

      
Back at the hotel Mom wrote postcards to Dad and Ed. I started one for Eva at camp – I only needed two sentences, but none were right. What I wanted to send was a river of pozol, tamales like rafts. I wondered if Eva had managed to find a junior counsellor saving for college this year. There was always one, looking both ways, sliding down a zip in the boat shed, a duffle bag of Peanut Buttercups, Butterfingers, Tootsie Rolls. Eva and I stared at plastic packets glistening like jewels in the half dark. The counsellor smiled the way shop assistants eyed our mothers in stores. ‘This is a customer who knows what she wants. Take your time. Look. Anything else I can get you? No trouble at all.’ Every night, Eva and I sat by the lake talking about our moms, eating chocolate with a mark-up to make them blush, laughing till we could burst a gut.

      
‘You’re peeling,’ my mother said, rubbing lotion on my shoulders before bed. I thought about Eva peeling sunburn off my back at camp. She had held up a mirror like a hairdresser showing a lady she was fit to go dancing. Carefully, I had set about Eva’s back, wishing we could just peel off a layer and reveal, underneath our old skin, the sort of daughters our moms could take on a trip.

       

      It was Thursday when my mother suggested we wear the white shawls. She got me up early, insisting I wear my best, and least comfortable, dress. I put it on. I still wanted to please her.

      
‘Hannah, get a move on,’ she said.

      
Her fingers twitched as if looking for lilies. She tucked my hair behind my ear. I didn’t see what the big deal was. I’d had my fill of ruins, mountains and villages. Tomorrow we were spending the day in San Cristobal doing last-minute shopping before our flight. Suddenly my mother looked as eager as she did the morning of the sale at Bloomingdale’s. This village wasn’t in the guide-book, she said. No tour buses went from the square; all she had was a slip of paper with instructions on how to get there. Outside the old cinema we rammed ourselves into a colectivo – a van packed with backpackers and locals. The driver’s music was deafening. The van jerked to a stop outside fields to let people on and off. We got off at a dirt track surrounded by corn.

      
‘This way,’ my mother said, looking at her map.

      
‘Where we going?’

      
‘You’ll see,’ she said.

      
I think she was smiling. Later I wanted to remember if she was smiling so bad it hurt. I hoped we weren’t visiting another old church; pretty as they were, they didn’t mean more to me than an hour in the shade. Walking around them my mother looked sort of bored, revived only when she saw tiles or woodwork that would look great in the summer house she was trying to persuade Dad to buy. I followed her uphill now, stopping to sip water and whine about the bugs picnicking on my arms.

      
‘There’s nothing here,’ I said.

      
I looked around at cattle sheds, the odd house with a rickety tile roof.

      
‘Here,’ she said, ‘I think.’

      
I panted behind her towards a white, stone house with a skinny guy stood aside. He leaned against the wall, watching us approach. My mother took a handkerchief out her purse and wiped the dust from our shoes. The man walked towards us, not smiling, just watching our clean shoes.

      
‘Hello. Is this the right place? We’re here to see, we heard…’

      
My mother fumbled in her purse, digging for her phrase book buried under breath mints and flyers.

      
The man nodded and held out his palm, sky up.

      
‘Yes, of course.’

      
She handed him pesos – I’m not sure how many – and we followed him to the house.

      
‘Here? Thank you.’

      
My mother zipped her bag closed over her camera, like she did before we went into churches.

      
‘What is this? Some cheese-making place or something?’

      
‘Sshhh,’ she said.

      
We stepped into a narrow hallway. My mother’s hand rested on my back. Someone, an old woman, was coming out of the door at the end of the dim hall, rubbing her eyes. I squeezed in my stomach to let her pass. She stopped right in front of us, cupping my cheek with the walnut of her hand, she cried, ‘Señorita gorda encantadora. Señorita gorda encantadora.’ There were tears in her eyes. I stared at her lips, like a drawstring bag, tightened around contents I couldn’t recognize.

      
‘Bendígale. Bendígale,’ she said.

      
She rushed past us to cry at the unsmiling man outside. My mother nudged me through the door at the end of the corridor and I lurched into the room. It was bare, a girl lay in an iron bed. In the corner was a woman on a chair. She stood, her hand gesturing us to the bed. She spoke in short bursts.

      
‘Look,’ she said, ‘my daughter. She not eat since year of too much rain. Crops fail. Only small water touch her tongue for two years. Yet she alive. Is miracle. She a saint, everyone say. ‘

      
Her English was bare as the room. She made a cross with her fingers over her shoulders and head. My mother followed, dabbing on a cross like perfume. I don’t know why but I did the same. I stared at the girl asleep in the bed, the light from the shutters making gold bars across her pale face. Her eyes were closed, her eyelids dark. I could hear her breathing, I thought. The white sheet, pulled up to the neck, barely moved.

      
The mother lifted the sheet for us to see stick legs, twig arms poking out of a white nightdress. Through it I could see ribs; frail as a house of matchsticks it looked like a sigh might blow her down.

      
‘We lost cattle. Corn. My daughter dream about angel. She know she did not have to eat,’ the woman said.

      
My mother nodded as if she understood. Something about the woman looked proud. My cheeks burnt hot and red. I stared at the girl, then the mothers. Why? I wanted to yell, Why are we here? What good does it do? How can this happen? Who let it? Who would it save? I looked up at the shutters and had the urge to throw them back, let sun flood the room, drown us all. I wanted to grab my mother’s purse and drop mints in the girl’s mouth one by one, feed her like a bird. I glared at my mother, opened my mouth and not a word came. I was close to the bed. I couldn’t move. My hand touched the back of the hand of the girl, so cool it washed the heat from my own.

      
‘Thank you,’ my mother said, ‘Bless you.’

      
The words were alien, spoken like a child repeating something she didn’t know the meaning of but wanted to know. The mother of the girl looked at me and patted my mother’s hand. The door opened then, a skinny man and a boy with crutches limped into the room. My mother and I stepped into the slim hall, following the jangle of coins in the man’s pocket outside.

      
Trawling downhill, my mother said we were lucky to see a miracle, a living miracle, in our lives. Even if it wasn’t a miracle, they believed it, she babbled, they really believe.

      
‘How many people can say that?’ she said, opening her purse to take a picture of a farmer skinning a duck, that little extra bit of local colour rammed in her purse.

      
I didn’t speak. I walked behind her, sun strapped to my back, our shadows swallowing each other if we got too close.

      
‘We have to hurry,’ she said, sipping water. She handed me the bottle. I shook my head, refusing the breath mints she offered. I just marched on, downhill towards the colectivo, the village, a little gift shop in town where we found a plastic money box of some saint with pink paint smeared on her lips and a slot in her crown.

      
‘Your Gran would love this!’ Mom said. She combed tangled fringes on my shawl. ‘Is there anything you want?’

      
I shook my head. No. There was not.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Duty-Free – Helen Dunmore
            

          

        

      

      They were the cleanest airport floors I’ve ever seen. Even so, a man was buffing up sparkles in a corner of the duty-free, beside a display of silver leprechauns. I was not quite the only customer in the half-acre of perfumes, whisky and cosmetics. Two or three of us drifted, desultory, fingering but failing to buy. The goods that shone inside the cabinets seemed to have nothing to do with us. A sound-system played music that broke on our ears as waves break on the shore. The staff were so attentive, so knowledgeably eager to carry out the tasks which could not be completed without the absent passengers. Even as you quaked for their jobs, you couldn’t help warming to their unfounded optimism.

      
Friendly were the security staff, gassing to one another about a football match. No one mentioned the result. Perhaps they’d all stopped watching at the same moment, to keep up the suspense for yet another working day. Warm and tasty drifted the smells of chilli con carne and mushroom lasagne in the restaurant. I ordered a cup of coffee.

      
‘Will there be anything to eat with that?’ sang the young man behind the counter, and I had to fight not to ask for the whole sweep of it, piping hot, just so that his face would light up. But he flourished the coffee on to the counter before me and smiled as if mine were exactly the order he’d been hoping for.

      
The mica glitter of the floors was getting to me. I’m easily disorientated, and on my way back through duty-free I was busy counting the small airport tasks that I had yet to carry out: buying a bottle of water and the newspaper if they had it, checking my email and the price of Chanel No 5… So I organise even my empty hours. There was a recycling bin handy, and there I sorted and threw away the papers from the conference I’d just attended. I held on to the timetable for a moment. It was marked out with notes, and the couple of sessions I’d presented were highlighted in green, the colour of a knot in the stomach. Strange how things could be so important, and then not important at all.

      
When I looked up the desert had flowered. The duty-free was packed. Scores of soldiers, men and women both, a hundred of them, no, many more than a hundred, milled purposefully around the displays or lined up in front of the tills. They had big boots and pale sandy uniforms. They were large, eager, polite, weary. You could see their health and youth in their springing hair and quick, observant glances. Their skin, however, was poor.

      
They all wanted to buy something in the short time that they had. Packed into bulky trousers, women soldiers compared lipsticks. Men queued for cologne. Names were murmured like prayers: L’Oréal, Shiseido, Versace, Prada, Paco Rabanne…

      
Even though the duty-free hall was now full, it was not far from quiet. The assistants had risen to great heights and were changing dollars into euros in their heads as they advised on a set of headphones while clicking up a fragrance purchase. Politeness flowed over us all, ample as a river.

      
‘This one is seventy-three euros, or would you prefer the larger size?’

      
We were at home again, in the kingdom of our preferences. Cabinets were opened and disclosed their contents to eager hands. White glossy packages were fetched down from the highest shelves. Leprechauns tinkled against one another. I fell into the swing of it and began to search among the lipsticks for number 719, the one I always wear. A young woman soldier alongside me waved a perfume-tester strip beneath her nostrils. She had stains of fatigue under her eyes. Maybe this one wasn’t right for her, she said. All she could smell was aeroplane.

      
‘You can’t go wrong with Chanel No 5. It’s a classic,’ I said, as I say to my daughter.

      
The soldier’s face lightened. ‘I guess it is, but I don’t know that it works on me,’ she said. She sprayed again, on her wrist this time, and turned it this way and that. She had a Southern voice. Her skin was pitted, not beautiful.

      
‘Where are you all going?’ I asked her.

      
‘Afghanistan.’

      
‘I think it works on you,’ I said, breathing in the wrist she held out to me. There was her body smell under the perfume. It was dry, powdery and somewhat metallic. She was correct. She smelled of aeroplane.

       

      It was a short stop-over for refuelling. These soldiers must have spent thousands of dollars in their brief time off the plane. After they had made their purchases they sat quietly on banks of plastic seats in the hall outside the duty-free, waiting for the tannoy. The bulk of their uniforms made them sprawl somewhat, legs apart, but not as students sprawl, ostentatiously at leisure, infantry of the gap-year dream that other travellers can only envy. These soldiers rested. The group beside me talked of mobile phones as if there were nothing else in the world.

      
How vast the airport was, and how bare of purpose. The life in it, for which it had been built, had sunk down to barely a murmur. Cafés, departure gates, transit lounges and scanners were becalmed. A coffee machine hissed to itself. Only everywhere, as far as the eye could see, there were these soldiers.

      
‘Where are you all going?’

      
‘Afghanistan.’

       

      They were not even born in the days when the boldest of my generation took the Magic Bus to Kabul in search of Afghan gold. Here they sat, composed, under orders, touching Irish soil; or at least their boots touched mica particles in the flooring that caught the light as far as the eye could see. They were not unhandsome, some of the men. The girls, too, rested utterly, closing their eyes so that the harsh overhead light exposed the pure cut of the lids and every blackhead on their overworked skins. All the same, they were not unbeautiful.

      
There was one low-key call for their flight. Immediately they were on the move, down the long hall through an exit which had nothing to do with the civilian airport. There was no gathering of hand-luggage, mustering of children, wheel-chairs, pushchairs. The soldiers were there one minute, filling the lounge, and then they were gone through a flap that had appeared somewhere in the wall of the airport, revealing it to be no more than a transit shed which had served its purpose. On my left the duty-free still glittered. Now there came four or five stragglers who had just succeeded in making their purchases. They loped past me, and for the first time I saw that they were fit and fast for all their heaviness. They quickened almost to a canter, laughing for the first time, then they too disappeared. The tin shed turned back into an airport. The soldiers’ big-bellied plane was already receiving them into itself.

      
An incident, I thought. A notable moment, equal to the sighting of rare passerines. But I was mistaken, because at that time they came in almost daily. A quarter of a million US military personnel, it seems, went through that airport in one year alone.

       

      Backwards and forwards the planes go, settling briefly on this small space of Irish soil, releasing their uniformed passengers. The lifeblood of the duty-free now that the Celtic Tiger is a shamefaced joke and the acres of car-park around the airport stand empty.

      
They go up slowly, those big-bellied planes. They are far from new, and they labour sometimes under the weight of what they carry. The youth inside them, packed into flesh, packed into uniform and then filling the metal skin of the DC-10. The youth that comes once, and doesn’t come again.

      
‘Where are you all going?’

      
‘Afghanistan.’

       

      Beautiful place, Shannon, in its arrivals and its departures. A dream of water, an enlacement of low-lying land by shining tributaries. As your plane rises you see it clear, and then the wing tilts and the sky is there instead, reeling away from you, all that greyness thickening to muffle your eyes, your ears, your lips. You will never see earth again. You say good-bye to it without emotion, among the whiteness, as if this is the death you have always expected; but as it happens this time the plane keeps climbing, and you punch through the clouds and out into the blue.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Hwyl – Emily Russell
            

          

        

      

      The summers at Tanodd Carreg were jade and myrtle but the winters were black and white.

      
Tanodd Carreg was a solid Welsh farmhouse – though no farm remained there, having been eaten up by bigger ones to the north and south. The exterior walls were three feet of impervious grey stone. Great square blocks one atop the other.

      
The house stood alone and undaunted on a natural ledge. To the back, the hill rose up steeply and disappeared skywards. To the front, forty yards of solid ground dropped away, down to a dark-green valley dotted with plastic cows. So high up was Tanodd Carreg that often the valley was obscured by thin low-lying slips of cloud. Some days the cloud was no more than a grey whisper, other times it was dense and opaque, and then the valley became a giant’s mixing bowl filled with the soft peaks of egg whites. In early spring the cloud would gather around the house itself and on those days Tanodd Carreg was a ghost; a phantom in damp swirls of cold, white silk.

      
The link to the outside world was a long stony track, lined with foxgloves in the summer and nothing in the winter. It curled up the hill, which rose sharply on the right and dropped away to the left, between slopes of soggy, gawking sheep. Three hollow steel gates barred the way along it. Named the ‘wailing gates’ by the two children who lived in Tanodd Carreg, they sung in the wind – a desolate noise that sank into Nina and Jay’s bones as they slept and nourished them like calcium.

      
Past the wailing gates and at the top of the track ran the mountain road. This was the way out. But they never went up that road. Up was the way things got mad, with the ruins and the hares and the sky. Down, eventually, over cattle grates and through muted woods of Sitka spruce, led to villages – chapels, post offices, schools.

      
It was on this road the children stood for three mornings running one January, waiting for a school bus that didn’t come. It had been snowing since New Year. Nina was six and her brother, Jay, a year younger. By 8.45am, abandoned, frozen and excited, they trudged back down to their world to change out of school uniforms and into matching green snow-suits.

      
The snow drifts on the east side of Tanodd Carreg had reached the first-floor windows and the lie of the land around had become tacit beneath ten billion sticky flakes. Even the cottage of their only neighbour, Gwen, which usually stood out like a splinter on the scrub-land to the south-west, was barely there any more. But while the earth slept the children played and that week was one of the busiest of their lives. They only went indoors when they could no longer feel their toes, and then their mother, Vivien, would fill them with sweet porridge. Woollen gloves were hung above an old Rayburn in the kitchen until the wool was dry and crispy and smelt of the tangy woodsmoke that permeated everything at Tanodd Carreg.

      
Nina and Jay’s father, Steve, worked six, sometimes seven days a week chopping down tall pines for timber. That week, unable as he was to get further than the second wailing gate, was the longest he had ever spent at home. He exhausted most of the short daylight hours in the barn, fixing holes in the roof, oiling the generator and chop, chop, chopping the logs. By the time the snow thawed there would be enough firewood to last them until the following Christmas.

      
Vivien spent her time in the kitchen – boiling up scraps, frying up leftovers and trying to make the freezer bigger than it was.

      
The cooking and the chopping of logs was nothing compared to the plans of Nina and Jay, who went to sleep every night concerned that the morning might bring a melt and leave so much undone.

      
On the first morning they built snowmen and decorated them with soggy chips of wood and a great aunt’s old hats, which they found buried in the back of their mum’s wardrobe. When they were done they built snow monsters and then a snow bear before they grew bored and decided to go hunting for real bears. Several times Jay thought he found promising tracks in the snow. Nina wasn’t so sure but they followed each of the leads anyway, all the way to disappointment.

      
The next day their dad took a break from chopping logs to build them some simple sledges from the obscene amount of wood which had filled the barn. They were basic but they went fast and Jay eventually had to be picked up and carried home, while Nina stomped behind in the fading light.

      
The third morning Nina woke to find flakes the size of party rings sneaking down around Tanodd Carreg. Beating like a heart, she woke Jay. He looked out of the window and then at Nina and laughed. On their way down the narrow staircase she whispered in his ear, ‘You know that wishes count for more today?’

      
‘Why?’

      
‘Because of the snow. It’s magic, and the stone will be covered in it.’

      
Their mum was leaning against the kitchen sink drinking tea. She was dressed in jeans and a large grey jumper, her brown hair tied back. The radio was on but she didn’t seem to be listening. ‘Nina, you shouldn’t wake your brother.’

      
Jay had cornflakes, and Nina had toast and peanut butter.

      
‘I want toast,’ Jay said, looking at his sister’s.

      
‘You said yesterday that you hated it.’

      
‘It looks different today.’

      
His mum picked up the bowl of dry cornflakes and poured them back into the box before putting some more bread in the toaster. ‘Nina, I don’t want you taking Jay up to that rock today. It’s too far.’

      
The outside door opened and their dad walked in, stamped snow off his boots and on to the doormat. ‘Morning, you lot.’ He moved over to the table, sat down and started on a plate of plain buttered toast.

      
‘I think we’ll find the bear today,’ Jay said.

      
Their mother looked at him blankly for a second over her tea and then at their dad, who had already risen from the table, toast still in hand, and was heading back towards the door. She raised her voice slightly, ‘Well, actually, Steve, before you go, I think someone should go down to Gwen’s today.’

      
‘You mean me?’ He was pulling on his boots.

      
‘Well, what if she needs the path cleared?’

      
‘She doesn’t leave the house.’

      
‘Me and Jay can clear her path!’ Nina interrupted. ‘We’ll take our spades.’

      
‘There you go then,’ he said as he opened the door and walked out, leaving some errant flakes of snow dissolving on the doormat.

      
Later that morning as they left the house Nina saw that the first-floor windows on the east side were now entirely obscured by the drifts. After the calmness of the last two days the wind was becoming strong and all three gates were singing in certainty. Just for a second as they passed through the first gate Nina thought she understood what it was saying to her but then the song changed and her understanding was lost with the wind, like a dream you can’t hold on waking.

       

      Gwen was somewhere between middle and old age and lived alone in the little tumbledown dwelling in which she had been born. Had been born, had grown up, had seen her parents die and had never left.

      
What must have once been a sweet but modest cottage now more closely resembled one of the many abandoned residences up in these hills. It stood on a low, scraggy bit of land that could have been nice if Gwen could have been bothered. Poor Gwen. Everything about her was lopsided. The cottage appeared to lean slightly to the left, and the fence around it to the right. Even Gwen herself always looked wonky; if she put her long greying hair up in a ponytail it flopped to one side. If she put on her best lilac cardigan it was covered in hair and lint and sagged off one shoulder. She had narrow shoulders and wide hips. Whenever Nina saw her she couldn’t help but think of a particularly overripe pear she had once found at the bottom of their fruit bowl.

      
They cut straight down from the track towards the scrub-land to Gwen’s, though marsh and scrub-land now looked much the same, and the Tan Woods beyond were just a dark line in the distance contoured with a thick pallid stripe.

      
The three of them picked their way along what they thought was the garden path – a dangerous path made more hazardous by the mantle of unadulterated snow disguising the many rusting objects and cracks that lay beneath. When they knocked on the door Nina could hear the startled scurrying of little hooves on bare tiles.

      
‘It’s tea with the goats then,’ Nina heard her mum mutter.

      
Gwen appeared, wrapped in several matted blankets, hair up in a sideways bun that rested over her left eye.

      
‘Duw, duw, duw, what have we here? You’ve come to check on me? That’s nice of you. Me and the girls are fine though. Come in, come in.’

      
Gwen’s Welsh accent rose and fell like the hills and valleys of the country, coming from somewhere far deeper than her throat. When Gwen spoke Nina sometimes wondered if her voice came straight up from the stone below the ground, through the tiles, up her stout legs and out of her mouth.

      
As they entered the dusty space that served as dining and sitting room, the white goat with grey patches, Gloria, trotted over to nibble at their shoes. Their mum did her pretend smile and patted the animal on its head as the children giggled and stroked Gloria back.

      
‘Sit down, sit down.’ Gwen motioned to the small round table in the middle of the room. ‘You didn’t have to come. I’ve seen worse snow than this.’ She gave Gloria an affectionate pat and laughed for no reason, a loud, rolling laugh. ‘I’ll get you all a drink. You sit there, sit tight…’

      
‘Actually Gwen, we really can’t…’ Vivien began, but Gwen was already pretending not to hear as she vanished into the kitchen.

      
The three of them waited in silence. They could hear Gwen chatting to the second goat, Gail. Gloria began nuzzling something which used to be a cushion and then wandered out to the kitchen to see what was happening, leaving them in the dark. The curtains in the room were illusory slips of stained grey lace but light still failed to penetrate through the ancient window panes.

      
When Gwen returned she was carrying a tray with three small glasses filled with fresh goat’s milk and with several short hairs floating on top. She placed them down, one each, around the table.

      
‘The best thing about snow is the thaw – and then the spring. With spring comes hwyl.’

      
‘What’s that?’ Jay asked.

      
‘It means “good-bye”,’ answered Nina, confidently.

      
‘Lord no, girl! You went sledging yesterday, didn’t you?’ Gwen continued. ‘I saw you. You know how you felt when you was on that sledge and it started to go fast? That’s what hwyl is.’

      
‘Oh,’ Jay said. He looked down at the glass of milk in front of him then caught his mum watching and saw the narrowing of her eyes as if she dared him to try it. He looked away quickly.

      
As Gwen pottered back out to the kitchen, her slippers flopping off her feet, Vivien reached into her handbag, which she had clutched to her body just below the rim of the table. The children heard the familiar soft rotation of a large cap being unscrewed. Their mum reached across the table for Jay’s glass. Nina handed hers over gladly. The flask cap was just being tightened when Gwen reappeared.

      
Vivien spoke quickly. ‘Listen Gwen, I know you probably don’t need anything but I’ve put a casserole on for dinner and there’s much too much for us. Shall I drop some round to you later? I hate to waste it.’

      
‘Well, if it’s going to be wasted I won’t say no. Duw, duw – we mustn’t waste food!’ Gwen laughed and grinned at Nina. Next to her Gloria looked as if she was grinning too with her strange oblong eyes.

      
On their way out the front door they all turned to say good-bye. Gwen gave Nina a wink. ‘Off with you then.’ She laughed. But halfway down the path Gwen shouted after them, ‘You’re doing it wrong, you know!’

      
They all turned around.

      
‘What?’ said Nina.

      
‘You’re wishing wrong. I can see the stone from here. I see you two wishing.’

      
‘How is it wrong?’

      
‘Come here, girl, and I’ll tell you.’

      
Before her mum could stop her Nina set back off along the path at a run, hopping over the bumps in the snow.

      
Gwen bent down and whispered the secret in her ear. She whispered for a long time. Nina didn’t say good-bye again but came bouncing back down the path to her mum and brother, a glossy rubber ball that Gwen had launched in their direction.

       

      On their way home they took the marsh route on the lower ground. It was divided in two by what was once a dry-stone wall. Now it was completely overgrown with moss and acted as a causeway across to the woods on the far side. In the spring they went hunting frogspawn along it. But on this day the wall was no more than a slight bump in an otherwise perfect mantle, which they wanted to corrupt. The sky had closed for a while and hung low and grey above their heads. They walked in silence. Vivien paused halfway along the causeway to empty the flask of milk. It made a sound like someone putting out a fire.

      
The wall ended abruptly in a steep bank that was overhung by trees. As they went to hop down Jay suddenly dropped to his knees. When he stood up he was holding a skinny little robin carefully in cupped hands. It lay on its side and was quite stiff and crusted with frost so that it sparkled.

      
Nina made a sound that began as delight and ended in dismay.

      
‘Poor thing, it must have died of the cold.’ Vivien went to give it a closer look.

      
Jay pulled his hands back, ‘Can I take him home with us?’ he asked, his voice high with emotion.

      
‘What would you do with it, sweetheart? You can’t keep a dead bird in the house – it will rot.’

      
‘We could bury him,’ Nina said, and saw a look of relief swell over her brother’s face.

      
Jay carried the bird all the way home with his arms outstretched in front of him. It made it hard to climb the bank but he wouldn’t let Nina help.

      
When they got home they immediately set about making funeral arrangements. The snowman was stripped of the great aunt’s hat, and Nina stood in front of her mother’s mirror and placed it very carefully on her head. Jay named the robin ‘Sir’ like a knight. On a piece of cardboard Nina wrote in red felt-tip: Here lies Sir Robin who fought bravely against the cold but lost. Their mum gave them an old shoebox, which they filled with cotton wool, and Jay set the robin in it with painful slowness.

      
Using spades designed for sand-castles it took a long time to clear away the snow and dig a hole in a patch of soil in their garden. It had taken them ages to decide on the best place. Eventually they chose an area at the far end that overlooked the valley. Once the coffin was in place they covered it back up. The hard earth made a hollow noise as it was scattered over the box. Then Jay forced the cardboard headstone down on top. The two of them stood for a moment looking down at the grave. Nina, elated by solemnity, tried hard to hide a smile.

      
Following the ceremony they went back into the house to change out of their smart clothes.

       

      As they left Tanodd Carreg by the front door, the light was not quite waning and the casserole was not quite ready, and their parents were in the kitchen bickering over who would take some down to Gwen later that evening.

      
Beyond the garden the snow reached their waists in places and it was hard going. They had to take the long way round up the track to the second wailing gate and then double back on themselves across the hill. There was a thick flurry falling again and they stopped often to look up until they were dizzy. Even though the air was quite still the flakes whirled and spun on their way down, moved by some other force. When they reached the top of the hill their legs ached superbly from the effort. Breathless and glowing the two children turned to view their kingdom.

      
Straight below they could see Tanodd Carreg – the roof completely covered, a thick plume of smoke rising from where the chimney must be. Far to the south the open space of the marsh ended at the dark forest beyond. They could make out Gwen’s cottage to the right of it. And Gwen herself. In a red and blue tartan blanket she was the only bit of colour in the entire realm. She lay on the ground next to the goat shed. She was waving. Nina waved back and Jay copied. ‘Bore da!’ they shouted.

      
‘She’s making a snow angel,’ Nina said. ‘Let’s make one too.’

      
They made them deep – waving their arms for a long time. When they stood up and shook the snow out of their hoods, Nina remembered Gwen’s special word.

      
‘Hwl!’ she shouted down as loud as she could. ‘Hwyl! Hwyl! Hwyylllll!’

      
Gwen was a long way away so she just waved back, though Nina was sure she could hear.

      
It took their eyes a minute to pick the stone out, so deep were the drifts around it, but its shape was clear – a perfect oval, the size of a small van.

      
‘Gwen said it was put here by a wizard,’ Nina told Jay.

      
‘Like Merlin?’

      
‘Yes, he put it here to show where the little people live. They’re below the ground and they haven’t come out for a long time but they can hear our wishes if we do it right.’

      
The children approached the rock slowly and quietly, their new knowledge weighing them down like pebbles in their pockets. Everyone knew the stone was for wishes. Even the sheep knew it was magic. In summer they would lie for hours on its solar charged surface. But today it was cold.

      
Nina went first so Jay would know what to do. She marched around the stone three times before pausing significantly at the far end for several seconds to remove her gloves. Then she shut her eyes tight and plunged both hands deep into the snow until her palms met the solid rock. She made her wish and Jay followed.

       

      Steve found Gwen later that evening after eventually agreeing to deliver the casserole. Nobody knew exactly why she’d gone outside – it seemed she may have crawled there. The stroke hadn’t killed her, but the cold had.

      
‘If only we’d taken the food round sooner,’ Vivien could be heard saying over and over on the phone to various friends and relatives for the next few days.

      
Nina began shutting herself in her room whenever the phone rang.

      
It stopped snowing but the cold stayed. When a week later Nina and Jay passed by the spot at the top of the hill, two shallow dents could be seen in the crust. They looked nothing like angels.

       

      Some weeks later, on her birthday, Nina’s parents took her outside and told her to wait by the barn door. It was late spring and the morning mist was so thick that she could barely make it out. The humid air clung to the new green of the ash tree above her and as it became too heavy it fell in a drop on to Nina’s left cheek. She watched her parents disappear into the cloud side by side.

      
A minute later she heard a noise she had been dreading. She closed her eyes and heard her wish become a ticking that became a purr. The dark shapes of her parents began to emerge from the mist, her dad encumbered somehow. Slowly a bright red pierced the grey between them. A deep emerald ribbon was tied to one of the handlebars, becoming the hundredth shade of green that Nina had counted that morning.

      
It was a boy’s bike but her dad had repainted it and fitted a new bell. He rang it proudly. A beautiful, clear note echoed out into the nothing. Hwyl, it called to her. Hwyl, hwyl, hwyyllllllllll.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              The Journey to the Brothers’ Farm – Pippa Gough
            

          

        

      

      One day, oh, it must have been when I was about seven, Miss Kotzee read a story about Dulcina, a beautiful young girl with milk-white skin and flaxen hair of the purest silk, who married a prince. ‘Dulcina was fine-boned,’ Miss Kotzee said to the hushed class, ‘and her face was her fortune.’

      
For many days I puzzled over the mystery of skin, bones, faces and fortunes. I knew about skin – black skin and white skin – but how did all the other things link together? I studied the other children in the playground. Bettina, I noticed, had very pale skin and white-blonde hair but she was an albino and her eyes juddered from side to side behind her thick glasses. Was this strange face her fortune, I wondered?

      
At home on the farm I looked at the familiar tough-skinned faces of my father, brother and Auntie Das. The person who stared back at me every morning from the mirror on the back of the kitchen door looked the same. My face wasn’t as creased as Auntie Das’s, whose skin resembled a screw of brown paper from the butcher’s shop, but for the first time I noticed the plainness of the Lourens’ features: the small chin, brown eyes too close together, the lumpy nose, the coarse hair.

      
‘Do you think a prince would ever want to marry Bettina?’ I asked Miss Kotzee one break time. She hesitated and looked around nervously. ‘I mean, out of Bettina and me,’ I persisted, ‘who has the best chance do you reckon? Or out of the whole class?’ I took a bite of my sandwich and waited for her reply. Miss Kotzee pondered my question and, as I watched, her face reddened up to the roots of her cropped hair and her thick, wide neck became marbled with weals and blotches.

      
‘I’m not sure marrying a prince is going to be your fortune, Annelie,’ she said slowly, and sucked in her breath between orange lips. We both looked out of the window at the other kids in the playground.

      
‘You see,’ she continued, ‘in the story, from the moment Dulcina was born, it was in her stars to meet a prince. Her prince. That was her destiny, her fate, her path in life.’

      
Miss Kotzee took another quivery breath and her blunt fingers stroked my cheek.

      
‘So, Annelie, in that way her face was her fortune. Your fortune, meisie, will lie in other things.’

      
I thought this over. ‘So… she got all that just because she was so mooi?’

      
Miss Kotzee nodded.

      
‘You mean, she just sat around on her jack?’ I could feel sudden tears pricking at my eyes. ‘She never had to fetch the cattle from the low field because the waterhole had dried up?’

      
‘Ja,’ Miss Kotzee said, shrugging her big shoulders. ‘That’s about right. And don’t say “jack”.’

      
I understood then my face was never going to be my fortune. Nor was Miss Kotzee’s or she wouldn’t have been our teacher here in Bultdorp. But that was a long time ago. There weren’t any fortunes in the way my family looked, or anyone else around our farm. Our fate was to work with our hands, our big-boned, squared-off hands, swinging pick-axes into the dry, red earth, where dust like chilli powder rose up to choke us from between the rows of whispering maize.

      
         

        This is the sworn statement of Annelie Louw, née Lourens, made on this day 17 February 1977 at Tweekopfontein Police Station.

        I own Louw Stores, 37 Main Street, Bultdorp. I have run this on my own since my husband Vernon Louw died three years ago. Every Monday I drive to Tweekopfontein to stock up on goods for the store from Van Riebeck Wholesalers. Today, Monday 17 February 1977, I left the store at sunrise for the usual Monday run. My journey takes me past the turn-off to Veldplatt, the Krugers’ farm…

      

      I loaded the bakkie with water for the journey and put Vernon’s old rifle in the front with me. For many years we had done this journey together. It had been our day out, away from the store. After Vernon had died Croenke’s youngest had offered to do the run instead but I found I still liked the break. And now I no longer minded travelling on my own.

      
         

        I have known the Kruger family all my life. I grew up on Bloumeer Farm. The Kruger farm, Veldplatt, was the nearest farm to us going on up the valley. Hendriks Kruger and I went to the same school in Bultdorp. He was five years older than me. His younger brothers, the twins Jacob and Isaac, never went to school. They had brain damage from birth. They hardly ever left the farm. Hendriks had no wife. He took over the farm when his father died. I have not retained a friendship with Hendriks and before today I had not been to the Veldplatt farm for thirty years. Occasionally I would see Hendriks when he came to town, in the hotel bar…

      

      The Soweto riots – they talked about it all the time in the hotel bar, especially on Fridays when Hendriks came to town. ‘You’ve got to treat them like animals,’ he lectured from his place at the end of the bar. ‘Show them who’s boss. Crack the bull-whip, my friends.’ His loud mouth, big frame and drunken arrogance pushed other drinkers into silent agreement. Like others in Bultdorp, I had learned to steer a wide path around him. And my path was wider than most.

      
It was one of those days in high summer when the cool of night had failed to curb the heat of the previous day. The dirt road ahead of me swam in a haze, fired already by the early sun. Fine, red dust coated the windows and settled over my arms. I mopped away the beads of sweat gathering under my chin with my hankie and stuffed it back into my bra. The rains couldn’t come soon enough. Looking up, the brittle, blue sky gave no hope of salvation. In the town tempers frayed and dogs fought. The hotel bar erupted into brawls more often at this time of year. Water and money were scarce.

      
The turning to Bloumeer farm came into view on the right. My father’s original hand-painted sign still pointed the way. I slowed as I always did and looked down the road as I passed. Swirls of dust blew across the familiar old track that wound its way into the distance across the veld, weaving through the small outcrops of rock that punctured the dry and wizened landscape. I guessed my brother would have put the cattle in the lower field until the rains came.

      
I still dreamt about the farm. Twenty years didn’t dim the memory. These were happy dreams of waking to the rustling and creaking of the grass roof heating up in the early morning sun; of the soft wash of pink light hitting the gauzy walls of my mosquito net; of the gentle cooing of doves and raucous crowing of the cock who scratched around with his hens below my window. At weekends and holidays I would be up and out at dawn. Rumba would be waiting in the stable and I would sing to him as I saddled up. Like ghosts we would move slowly down the track, the baobab trees blackened against the sudden reddening of the sky, thin wisps of wood smoke curling up from the cooking fires in the farm workers’ compound. Thabo would be waiting at the edge of the kraal, making clucking and clicking noises to Rumba who would drop his head and whinny back his response.

      
         

        I have known Thabo Kefentse since I was a child. His father was our Head Herdsman. Thabo went to work for the Krugers when he was about sixteen…

      

      Thabo. We were inseparable back then, when it didn’t matter. Then, quite suddenly, childhood had melted away. ‘Mix with your own type now, Annelie,’ my father had said one day. ‘Play with kids from your school. Leave the workers now, hey?’ So I took to spending time at Veldplatt with Hendriks and his brothers. Thabo hadn’t wanted to work for the Krugers but we couldn’t afford to take him on. We never really spoke to each other after that. When I did see him around the farm or in town, sitting in the back of Hendriks’ bakkie, he would lower his eyes. I became ‘madam’. He remained ‘Thabo’.

      
The sun was climbing fast as I approached the Veldplatt farm turn-off. I still had dreams about this farm too; dreams shot through with disjointed memories of storms, of pain and bruises and Hendriks’ face looming over mine, blotting out the sky. The welling sense of shame on waking would leave me sweating and choking. Every week I passed the turn-off and every week I gritted my teeth. I would gladly have travelled another hour to avoid it.

      
The track leading down to the farm was overgrown with thorny scrub and tall, stubborn bush grass. It clogged the storm drains either side. Talk was that the farm had been disintegrating since Oupa Kruger had died seven years ago. Everyone knew the brothers were in trouble, even though no one from the town had been down there for years. We just watched as Hendriks slowly poured away the money on whisky and beer. His brothers, the twins, were never seen. Hendriks mentioned them sometimes with bitterness and a curled lip.

      
I kept my foot hard on the accelerator as I passed. Then, a sudden quick movement in the culvert caught my eye and instinctively I slowed. An animal, maybe. Leopard had been seen on the farm many years ago. Again the movement – a hand clawing at the stones and grass on the side of the ditch. I slammed on the brakes and the bakkie slithered sideways on the dirt road, snaking to a stop. A red cloud plumed up from the spinning tyres. Taking Vernon’s rifle I scrambled out of the cab. A figure crouched at the verge, holding his arm over his head. I stopped and pointed the gun. The wind whipped the stinging dust against my legs and arms.

      
‘What’s the problem?’ I asked. My voice sounded thin and strange. I felt my heart in my throat. The man raised his head. He tried to speak but his mouth was too dry to allow words and sound to form. Slowly I recognised the face.

      
‘Thabo?’

      
I stumbled back to the bakkie, threw the gun across the seat and reached for the flask of water. Wrenching the cap from the top, I ran back and held the bottle to his mouth. He gulped and swallowed greedily.

      
‘Waiting,’ he said at last. ‘Monday. Knew you would come past, madam.’

      
Thabo took another sip from the bottle. I tipped water on to his face and wiped the dust out of his eyes with my hankie. I looked around. The road was empty. I sensed he didn’t want to be seen.

      
‘Come, Thabo,’ I said. ‘I need to get you off the road. Can you stand?’

      
Thabo nodded and painfully heaved himself to his feet.

      
‘I’ll get you into the bakkie. Then you can tell what’s happened.’

      
With a growing sense of foreboding I helped him into the cab. I climbed back into the driver’s seat and took a large mouthful of the remaining water. I swilled it over my teeth and swallowed. My hands trembled against the steering wheel. I wiped my palms down the side of my dress and stared across the ochre veld to the Kruger farm, just visible on the horizon. I reversed quickly and turned the bakkie on to the overgrown and potholed track. A little way off a large, spreading baobab dominated the flat and scrubby bush-land. I recognised the silvered smoothness of the vast, old tree-trunk and the way the blue of the sky was cut out around the huge, spiky branches, tufted with green. I remembered back in Oupa Kruger’s time, his cattle had always gathered under its shade, stamping flat the ground and clearing the scrub. I pulled in out of sight of the road and slowly exhaled. The inside of the cab was stifling. I opened the door and let the breeze, cooled by the shade, blow over us. I turned to Thabo. For the first time I realised he was bleeding.

      
‘Thabo, you’re hurt.’

      
‘There is a fight, Madam Annelie,’ he whispered. ‘Up at the farm last night. Baas Hendriks he was very drunk…’

      
Thabo’s voice tailed off. He looked terrified, ashen under his brown Tswana skin. He indicated the direction of the farm limply with his right arm. Blood, a lot of it, was dried on to his shirt and smeared across his hands and arms.

      
‘Thabo. Here, show me.’

      
Thabo shook his head and held his arm stiffly to his side, his left hand moving to hold his shoulder.

      
‘I tried to stop Baas, but he was wild, like an animal. Baas Isaac and Baas Jacob… they are very hurt.’

      
‘How hurt, Thabo? How bad is it?’

      
Thabo shook his head.

      
‘It is very bad, Madam Annelie.’

      
‘Did you call the police, Thabo? Did you ring Sergeant Van de Merwe from the farm phone?’

      
Thabo slid his eyes to look at the ground.

      
‘No, madam.’

      
‘For Christ’s sake, Thabo, why not?’

      
Thabo looked up and let his gaze drop again.

      
‘Because it is too bad, madam. I came to find you.’

      
Thabo lifted his eyes again. I nodded and took his hand.

      
‘Okay. I’m here now, hey. So, let me look.’

      
He sighed, then let me gently lift his arm. I could see a long, deep cut obscured by congealed blood that curved away from the top of his shoulder across his chest. As I moved the arm, fresh blood pooled in the wound and spilled on to his chest. It must have taken everything to manage the long walk to the main road.

      
‘Who did this to you, Thabo? Was it Baas Hendriks?’

      
I already knew the answer. The wound was made by a panga knife –

      
Hendriks’ weapon of choice when squaring up to his farm workers.

      
‘What about the others, Thabo? Your wife and daughter, her children? Are they safe?’

      
‘Yes, madam.’ Thabo paused. ‘He did not get them. I had to stop him, Madam Annelie.’

      
         

        Today, as I drove past the turning to the Veldplatt Farm, Thabo Kefentse waved me down. He explained there had been ‘bad trouble’ at the farm. Hendriks had been drinking all weekend and there had been a fight. He, Thabo, had made his way to the main road to find help. He was wounded and confused. He had lost a lot of blood. He said that he had tried to stop Hendriks and had received his injuries as a result. I believed this to be true. My first thought was to get Thabo back to the farm and ring for help from the phone…

      

      I felt suddenly exhausted. I didn’t want to think about what Thabo was saying. I had struggled all these years to blank Hendriks from my mind.

      
‘I’ve got to stop the bleeding, Thabo. Come, let me use your shirt.’ I pulled him forwards and gently lifted his shirt over his head. It was already tattered and torn, stitched and darned many times. As it came away from his skin I saw the weals and cuts on his back, extending up his neck and across his head. Hendriks had been generous with the bull-whip as well. I tore the shirt into strips and tightly bound up the wound. I gave Thabo more water and settled him back against the seat.

      
‘Okay. Let’s get you to the hospital.’

      
Thabo caught my hand, his grip strong, urgent.

      
‘No, madam. You must go to the farm first.’

      
I looked at his face, pinched, desperate. He released my hand but his eyes held mine. I nodded, started up the engine and swung the truck around towards the farm.

      
We ground our way along, dipping and twisting, every jolt causing Thabo to grimace in pain. With every kilometre, memories were flooding my mind. I was back by the reservoir above the farm with the three brothers. I was thirteen years old. Hendriks towered over me. The day was hot and suddenly dark as a storm blew in from the distant hills. We could see it rolling over the veld – a black pillar of cloud joining ground to sky. The air crackled with electricity and lightning forked and flashed on the horizon. Hendriks was in a wild mood. The static lifted his hair from his scalp. I too felt electrified and excited. The twins were whispering and giggling. I knew I should go home before the storm broke but I stayed. I was flattered by the attention I was getting from Hendriks. I remember feeling hot and pleased. I didn’t have milk-white skin and hair like gold but Hendriks thought I was pretty. He was telling me so. I smiled up at him. The twins smirked and chattered behind their hands. Hendriks was holding me by my wrists and leering at his brothers. I had giggled, unsure of what was happening, and then I remember the pressure of the hard ground on my back, the sound of my clothes tearing and Hendriks breathing heavily into my neck. The sudden pain between my legs took me by surprise and as I cried out, lightning sparked across the sky, lighting up Hendriks’ face and hair. Over his shoulder I caught a glimpse of Jacob crying. Isaac was standing quietly at his side. Then there was shouting and Hendriks was on his feet, pulling me up roughly behind him. Catching me by the elbow he spat into my ear, ‘You asked for that, you little tease. Tell anyone and I’ll let them know how easy you are.’

      
The din around us grew louder and I suddenly recognised Thabo’s voice. He was screaming. ‘Baas Hendriks, come quick. Baas Hendriks, I have just seen the leopard over by the vlei-side waterhole.’ Hendriks ran off, bellowing for his brothers to follow him. I sank down on to the grass as the metallic scent of the rain on dusty ground filled the air. That’s where Thabo found me. He gently took my hand and helped me up, smoothing down my dress, dusting off the burrs and ground dirt. ‘Go home now, tsala ya me,’ he said.

      
I never went back to Veldplatt. I would see Hendriks in the town but we never spoke. Some years later in a quiet moment together Auntie Das asked me what had happened at the farm the day of the storm. ‘Was it Hendriks?’ she said. Shame had stripped me of the words but my silence exposed my secret. It took Vernon to help me lift my head again.

      
Eventually the old farmhouse came into view and I stopped at the top of the drive. The neat, ordered farm I had known as a young girl had gone. The roof of the low-slung house had collapsed on one side. The front door was propped against the wall, its hinges rusting and useless. The paddock where Oupa Kruger had kept a couple of horses was overgrown, the fences rotting and trampled down. The neat orchard – ‘Jacob’s patch’ they used to call it – over to the right of the house had long since been reclaimed by nature, although the lemon trees still waved above the long grasses that tangled around their slim trunks. Hendriks’ old Land Rover stood in the yard. After rolling home from the bar he had probably carried on drinking all weekend. I slid out of the bakkie and reached for the gun. Thabo stayed my hand.

      
‘Madam… You won’t need that.’

      
I nodded and let the rifle slip back against the seat. I reached over and took his hand.

      
‘Thabo. Tsala ya me, my friend. It’s all right. I believe you have done nothing wrong.’

       

      I found Isaac almost straight away in the main room of the house. A wide trail of blood showed he had dragged himself in from the back yard and propped himself against the leg of the large, rough-hewn table that dominated the room. He had pulled the thick family bible on to his lap from its place at the end of the table. I don’t know how long it would have taken for him to bleed to death from the shotgun wound in his stomach. Outside I followed the sound of the flies and found Jacob in his orchard, lying face down where he had fallen. The blood had dried thick and black across the wound in his back, clotting the long grass around him. I turned and followed the path from the back of the farmhouse along a rocky ridge towards the workers’ compound. I squinted into the distance. Nothing stirred. No smoke rose up from the cooking fires. From what Thabo had said I knew I would find Hendriks somewhere between here and the compound entrance. It didn’t take long. He was lying below the path in a shallow ravine. His gun lay at his side. The panga and a pool of blood on the path marked the place where Thabo had fought to protect his wife, his daughter, his grand-daughter. I stood looking down at Hendriks’ broken form.

      
         

        Once I got to the farmhouse, I found all three brothers were dead from gun-shot wounds I believed to be from Hendriks’ shotgun. Isaac was in the house, Jacob in the orchard. Hendriks was further away from the farmhouse, lying below the path to the workers’ compound. He had the gun with him. I returned to the farmhouse and called Sergeant Van der Merwe from the phone in the kitchen. After that I went to find Thabo’s wife and family. They were hiding in the compound but uninjured. I then returned with them to the bakkie and waited…

      

      As I slithered down the crumbling bank, Hendriks suddenly moaned and turned his head. I stopped, horrified, paralysed. I slowly took another step. His leg was shattered, bent backwards at an angle. His face was obscured by blood. His eyes moved in swollen sockets, unseeing in the glare. He forced his cracked lips apart, tearing his tongue from his mouth.

      
‘Dank God,’ he moaned. ‘Water, help me.’

      
I knelt next to him, my head shielding the sun from his face. His eyes found mine. He reached out his hands and clung to my arm.

      
‘Annelie, dank God. Help me. Annelie, dank, dank God.’ His face twitched and his eyes rolled. ‘Bloody kaffir… beat me, pushed me. I’ll see him bloody hanged.’

      
I looked at Hendriks for a long time. Eventually I sat back on my haunches and glanced around. In the distance I could hear the wind rustling through the grasses on the veld and the cicadas singing loudly in the nearby Boer-bean tree. The sky was a deeper blue than earlier in the day and I found myself wondering again about rain. Hendriks’ hands pawed at my arms and clothes and his good leg kicked helplessly at the ground. Finally I reached over and pulled his gun on to his chest. I took his hands from my arms and placed them over the stock, wrapping his fingers round the trigger. I slowly eased the barrel up to under his chin. He muttered and tried to turn his head away. I caught his chin firmly with my fingers, pressing it on to the gun’s muzzle. I leaned closer to his ear.

      
‘Listen to me, Hendriks. Your brothers are dead. You shot them. There’s nothing left. It’s over.’

      
I pulled back and spat full into his face. His bloodshot eyes stared.

      
I stood up and clambered back on to the path. I hadn’t even reached the compound before I heard the shot.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Pay Day – Dawn Nicholson
            

          

        

      

      I joined the Sea Cadets because they meet on Tuesdays and Tuesday is Mum’s big drinking night. When I say that, I don’t mean that she goes down the bingo and has a few pints while she and her mates have a laugh and lose all their money. It’s not like she stays home the rest of the week, baking cakes and washing our school uniforms. When I say ‘Tuesday is Mum’s big drinking night’, the important word in that sentence is ‘big’. Mum drinks every night. She drinks every day; all the time, in fact. Look in the cupboard under our sink and you’re more likely to find a bottle of vodka than a bottle of bleach. She drinks lager mostly, the strong stuff, brown cans that she buys in fours down the off-licence. Only four’s never enough. More often it’s eight, ten, sometimes twelve. After the first four, there’s no point talking to her. Two more and I know it’s best to get out of the way, get Charlie upstairs and stay up there with him.

      
Once we’re upstairs and Charlie’s got his PlayStation on, there’s nothing for me to do except listen. Tuesday’s pay day, see? That’s when she gets her money, so that’s when she drinks most and when the worst of her mates appear. When I get in from school, I open the fridge to see if she’s been shopping. There’s a family pack of chicken goujons and twelve cans of special brew.

      
I realised ages ago that my mum and alcohol are a pretty exact science. Four cans and she’s dancing around the kitchen, singing Madonna songs at the top of her lungs and burning the goujons. Eight cans and she could pass for an extra in Casualty – comatose and slumped against the wall, slurring or throwing up over the cushions. But twelve cans and she’s a different animal altogether – twelve cans and she’s pure evil.

      
She’d had twelve the night she chased me up the stairs and tried to pull me down again by my hair. I can’t remember what I’d done wrong. I do remember trying to comb my hair the next day, the way it made my eyes water as I tried to pull the teeth through the matted strands where her nails had dug into me, flattening it down in the end and trying to make it look like I hadn’t combed it at all. You can’t see bruises on your head, but you can feel them. It was the week after that when I first went to Cadets. I took Charlie with me. He’s a bit young and he didn’t want to go. He would’ve much rather stayed at home on his PlayStation, but I told him I wasn’t going to be home on a Tuesday night from now on, and he switched it off and put his trainers on. ‘Where’re we going?’ he said.

      
I can’t remember a time when it wasn’t like this. Even when I was at primary school she was the same, swaying at the school gates, swearing at the other mums, forgetting to come at all. She loves us. I know that. But somehow that doesn’t seem to make a difference. Sometimes she cries in the mornings, calls me into her room, sobbing as she hangs on to me.

      
‘Sweetheart,’ she says, ‘you know I love you, don’t you?’ And I do. She’s always sorry afterwards. But that doesn’t mean I want to hang around here on a Tuesday night, and if I can stop Charlie getting pulled down the stairs by his hair once in a while then even joining the Sea Cadets is worth it.

      
The first time we went, I didn’t know what to expect. There was this boy in my year, Matthew Sweeney, one of the really weird kids. I have to sit next to him in Maths because Mr Williams has a seating plan and you have to sit where he tells you. I didn’t used to talk to the kid at first; I didn’t want people thinking we were friends or anything. But then I thought, who are you kidding Jewitt, you’re not exactly tripping over mates yourself? So I started talking to him one day, and after a few weeks he told me that he went to Sea Cadets and asked if I’d like to go. I laughed. No, I didn’t want to go to fucking Sea Cadets. He shrugged like he wasn’t bothered either way and we started talking about Dr Who. Then after half term he mentioned this trip he’d been on, how they’d camped in a wood and done abseiling and canoeing and stuff. I started to think it didn’t sound that sad after all. ‘How old do you have to be?’ I asked him.

      
‘How old?’

      
‘You know, for Cadets.’

      
‘Oh right. Twelve.’

      
I think about Charlie. He’s short for his age. ‘I’d have to bring my brother,’ I say. ‘He’s eleven, but he’ll be twelve in December.’

      
‘Bring him then,’ he said. ‘Get there for quarter to seven and I’ll take you to see the C.O.’

      
So now on Tuesdays we do drill and knot tying, and learn how to buff our boots until they shine like mirrors. It finishes at nine and we make sure we’re always the last out, taking the long way home and dragging our feet so we don’t get in before ten. She’s usually passed out by then. We take our boots off in the hall and Charlie carries them upstairs while I go in the kitchen to see if there’s anything to eat. When there is, I carry it up on a tray and we eat it sitting on our beds, still in our uniforms. When there isn’t anything, I make us a cup of tea each and we drink it slowly, not bothering to say if we’re hungry.

      
After a while, we get to like Cadets. The C.O. donates most of our uniform by asking the others to bring in old stuff that they’ve outgrown and stuffing it into my arms in a bin bag once everyone else has gone home. My jumper itches and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to wearing a beret. Charlie’s trousers are too long and they slide on the floor as he walks, but he doesn’t mind. Watching him on the parade ground, anyone would think he’d been born to march. He takes to it straight away, standing to attention, doing left and right turns, changing step seamlessly as soon as he hears the command. The C.O. says he’ll make drill sergeant one day. I think he likes the sureness of it – there’s no guess-work with drill. When the C.O. shouts attention we all know what he means. You stamp your feet together and then you stand still. Easy.

      
I watch my brother marching, chin up, his trousers trailing behind him and mostly what I feel is relief. He’s happy, and at least here he’s not getting the shit kicked out of him by our mum. It makes my stomach hurt even to think that – our mum, who loves us. But she’s got her problems and, unlike Charlie, who still thinks she’ll sort herself out, I’ve stopped believing she’ll ever solve them.

      
For a while I’m really pleased with myself, thinking how clever I am to have found a solution to the problem of Tuesday nights. But then I find out that as soon as you solve one problem, another one comes along to replace it, because it turns out that the C.O. and I aren’t the only ones who’ve noticed how good Charlie is at drill. We’re not the only ones to notice how good he is at sailing either. When Chief Petty Officer Rawlins tells everyone about a week-long sailing course at Easter, I look along the line in time to see my brother’s eyes light up. When Rawlins says it’ll cost ninety pounds, I see how Charlie looks at the floor, not listening any more because he knows he can’t go. Blood rushes to my face and I feel myself getting hot and angry. I think about the hole in the bottom of my shoe that’s started letting in water, and how impossible ninety pounds is, and my face burns. I write my brother’s name on the list on the noticeboard later, signing him up for the trip. Walking home, we talk about which puddings we’d put in our top ten and why school custard always has to have a skin on it even when it’s watery, carefully not mentioning the sailing course.

       

      I hand Mum the money and the bank card, holding my breath, forcing myself to look away as she stuffs them in her pocket without counting the money. The next day I’m scared to go home, sure she’ll have realised. To waste some extra time, I call in at the pizza place on the corner and ask the man there if he needs anyone to do deliveries. ‘You’re too young, mate,’ he says, shaking his head, ‘but we do need some leaflets delivered.’

      
For the next five nights Charlie and I deliver leaflets to every house in every street within a mile. At the end of the week the man gives me a twenty-pound note and tells me to come back in a month. I scrunch the note up tight in my hand, running home and hiding it under my mattress before even Charlie sees it.

      
I do two more lots of pizza leaflets and take small amounts from Mum’s purse whenever she’s really wasted, so that somehow, over the next two months, I manage to get the money together for Charlie to go to Portsmouth, forging Mum’s signature on the form to say that he can go.

      
When I wave him off at Cadets, the first day of the Easter holiday, I still haven’t told Mum he’s going. She was sleeping when we left but the fridge was full of cans, so I decide to stay out of the way. I go round to Matthew’s house and end up staying all day, helping him to fix an old bike his dad fished out of the canal. At tea time his mum comes into the garage and asks if I want to stay for dinner. I say I should probably get going, but I know we’ve no food in at home, so I let Matthew persuade me and when I see what it is, I’m glad I did: steak and onion pie with a big pile of mash, carrots and cabbage on the side with loads of gravy over it. It’s so good it goes straight into my top-ten dinners list. Matthew’s mum smiles at me as she spoons more mash on to my plate. ‘You can come again,’ she says.

      
The rest of the week passes slowly. Mum’s in a bad mood because I didn’t tell her about Charlie going away, so I try to stay out of the house as much as I can. I deliver some leaflets for the man at the pizza place in exchange for a pepperoni pizza, but it’s boring without Charlie and it takes forever to do just a few streets. I go over to Matthew’s house a few times, but his mum’s at work and his dad doesn’t ask me to stay for tea.

      
When Charlie gets home, he’s caught the sun and he’s full of how great the course was, how all the people were really cool and he wants to go in the navy, or maybe even the marines when he leaves school. I tell him not to say anything about it costing ninety quid. If Mum asks, I say, tell her Cadets paid for you.

       

      I keep the letter with me, unopened in my pocket. All day I can feel it, the thick cream envelope folded in half, hot against my chest. I wait until association after supper, hanging back, fussing with my blankets and pretending to make my bed.

      
‘You go,’ I say to Darren, ‘I’ll catch you up in a minute.’

      
I wait until the landing goes quiet before taking the letter from my pocket. I rub the envelope between my fingers a moment, feeling the thickness of it, the quality of the paper. I open it where it’s already been torn open and take the letter out, smiling at the neat, familiar loops and curls of Charlie’s handwriting underneath the prison stamp. I sit back on the bed and start to read.

      
I’m writing you this at the end of the proudest day of my life, he begins. Mum didn’t show, so no surprises there, but I did miss having my big brother here to see me pass out.

      
I fold the letter in half, my eyes swimming. He did it then. I hold my palm to my eyes, snorting and fighting back tears until I’m calm enough to carry on reading. I open the letter again, reading it all the way through, twice, until I’m smiling so much it feels like my face might crack. I slot the letter back in the envelope, noticing the date at the top for the first time: the sixteenth of October. Tuesday.

      
I get up and rinse my face under the cold tap and dry it quickly, hanging the towel back over the frame of my bed. Reaching under the mattress, I push the letter right to the back, as far as it will go. At the door, I take a deep breath, holding the air inside of me and then letting it out slowly as I put my prison face back on.

      
I keep my head down as I make my way down the stairs and over to the pool table where Darren is watching two fat guys potting balls half-heartedly. He nods as I approach and I think about telling him my good news, but then decide to keep it to myself, to let myself enjoy it for a bit. We watch in silence as the men finish their game. As we watch, I think about that ninety pounds and how it seemed like such a lot at the time, and I don’t know why it comes into my head, but I think about that thing people say; I’ve never really thought about what it means before – you’ve got to speculate to accumulate. I think about the ninety pounds and walking around with wet feet for two months. Then I think about my brother Charlie, the Royal Marine, and I think, yeah. This now, this is my Pay Day.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Documentary at Clareville Lodge – Susie Boyt
            

          

        

      

      – When I first saw Marigold she was clutching a bouquet of marigolds. Wearing an emerald gown, satin, with lilac beading at the neck and on the hem. No one dressed like that in England then. She was like a mirage. It was the complete package. Golden hair from Regent Street. Beautiful shoes, gloves always. You have to understand the impression she created. I was in Piccadilly coming out of the underground and she was going into the Café Royale. The way she moved! Stopped me in my tracks. There was mystery, there was sex appeal. People thought she must be from America.

      
And then not long after Bob took me to a show and there she was again, only a smallish part, but she had one number and was wearing these striped cocktail pyjamas. There was a polka-dot pair later on and some with Chinese fringing that she wore with evening sandals. I think it was in the script. Recognised her straight away from Piccadilly. Don’t know how she did it, but she had the whole audience in her pocket.

      
And afterwards I saw her come out of the stage door, with a beautiful young man on her arm, and she had on this breath-taking dress. It was black crepe – this was before America of course – and it was a Schiaparelli copy or Schiap-inspired anyway, bracelet-length sleeves with a big beating heart appliquéd on the bodice and arrows of love shooting out down the front. Can you imagine? This was when the other girls were all dimples and daisies. Her father was in the rag trade then, before that he’d had a bit of a career on the stage. Isn’t that right, Marigold?

      
– Father worked in the sort of place where the chairman boomed, ‘Kindly herblige the haudience with an hencore.’

      
– Whereas my parents thought the theatre was a cesspool of iniquity. Couldn’t stand it. They never once even —

      
– Carefree, Gloria.

      
– What darling?

      
– Carefree – the name of the film with the heart dress. Dad modified the shape slightly over the hips.

      
– Not that she had any hips to speak of. Yes, and he had seen, her father had seen, Ginger Rogers wearing the dress in the film with Fred Astaire playing her psychiatrist. And on the poster they put that they ‘Freudian slip and fall in love’. I think tap dancing formed part of the treatment.

      
– Sometimes we padded me here and there.

      
– That’s right.

      
– You’re terribly good looking, aren’t you, dear? Isn’t he handsome, Gloria? Such distinguished features. When the woman telephoned to set this up… I thought you’d be a big florid man with a beard and a stammer.

      
– Did you?

      
– Seems so silly now. What on earth possessed me? I do apologise!

      
– Not a problem! And so you two became friends straight away? How did you actually meet, the first time?

      
– It was with friends of Bob’s at the Café de Paris – he knew the maître d’ slightly, got us a good table. And Marigold came and sat down with a friend of his. Bob’s agent was there too. The nicest man in London people used to call him and if you were one of his he’d greet you like a long lost friend, a terrific slap on the back, sometimes a bear hug, made you feel you were the one actor in London he really wanted to see, and as he gripped you he slowly manoeuvred you towards the door all the time telling you how happy he was to see you and how fine you looked and how excellent the prospects were for you – next week – and by the time you said good-bye he had practically pushed you down the stairs. Why am I telling you that, there is a point to this story there is a — Oh yes, I simply couldn’t believe that someone as beautiful as Marigold could also be so sincere. Usually with people, by which I mean with persons of both the female and the male, er, genre, it’s one or the other.

      
– That is true.

      
– I don’t know if I’ve quite communicated what it was like to be out with Marigold. Streams of men used to follow us down the street and women who wanted to look at her, really study her. When they were on the way to the factory or when they ought to have been collecting their little ones from school. The glamour that is today is simply nothing compared to what she had. The hats had to be seen to be believed, a gondola with a little waterfall of lace with a fish motif woven into it to represent the lagoon. Just on a Tuesday! There was another like an artist’s palette, with splodges of paint made from rainbow paillettes and two crossed brushes sticking out with the dearest mink tips. A musical one that had a cascade of black velvet notes against ivory satin in a figure of eight. Stole it from the finale of Melody Girl.

      
– Do we still have that somewhere? We used to have it.

      
– Good question! When we were first in New York she got a Broadway show straight away, a small part, a thing called Johnny Two-by-Four – it was thirty dollars a week and our rent was twenty-three. She played the cigarette girl. We were living in a theatrical ladies’ hotel. Some of those ladies were no ladies if you see what I mean. We only ate when people took us out. Befeathered, bejewelled and befurred we were after dark. We were eighteen going on thirty-five. All the girls lent us their best things, and we did too as soon as we got anything good enough to loan.

      
– And we were taken out a great deal, were we not?

      
– Oh we were, we were.

      
– And you know who else had a small part in that show? Betty Bacall! We used to jitterbug between rehearsals. But she contracted the measles, had it for most of the run. We thought it very unprofessional.

      
– So measle-free we took New York by storm. It was the Depression but as the song says, were we depressed? Nowhere near! All our money went into our clothes. It was an investment. She used to wear this shell-pink, silk-velvet, ombré evening skirt. A Dior copy from Paris, was it?

      
– I remember it like yesterday.

      
– Looked a tiny bit as though someone had thrown a barrel of pink champagne over you. And she used to pair it with – and this was terribly daring – a tiny white cashmere with a perfect, white, heart-shaped moth-hole just below the left shoulder. Can you imagine? It really was the end. Drove people wild. And later when she met Louis and went to Hollywood… It wasn’t our kind of town, naturally, but we made our little mark didn’t we? And the parties that she had!

      
– Louis loved a full house. He loved everyone singing at the piano and everyone in beaded gowns. We were just happy to be able to eat every day. What luxury!

      
– He liked to serve mountains of pink and red crustacea on these mermaid-shaped platters. More like sculptures than plates. Turquoise and silver tails at one end with long golden hair at the other. Italian. And rivers of champagne. You could swim in it.

      
– Once I did.

      
– Once she did! They used to install these beautiful marble urns filled with flowers not just in the house but lit up with pink lights all the way up to the house from the gardens for a party – so elegant! I just adore tall flower arrangements outside. Used to have these white roses with a strong lemon scent and honeysuckle and tendrils of ivy trailing everywhere, and masses of stock, eglantine, hydrangea and narcissi, and in the spring-time silver ice buckets everywhere crammed with apple blossom.

      
– Lily of the valley…

      
– That’s it.

      
– The flowers here disappoint me fifty times a day.

      
– I know, dear… and I am trying to address it. Janet says they’re about as strong as the local florist can muster. Still… And there was this fashion then for very low-hung crystal chandeliers everywhere, very fluffy in appearance; French crystal, I think it was, and she put them in all the bedrooms, two feet off the ground, pairs of them next to all the bedsides in place of reading lamps. Can you imagine? She was more Hollywood than the natives! I came back one evening from London – my mother was bad and I had gone to see what could be done – and Hines let me in, and I remember hearing Marigold tell the decorator this was the Maple Drive House in this very certain voice, ‘Oh, do use the red silk velvet, you know, that intense throbbing crimson, like in Gigi!’ And I remember thinking, Lord we’ve come an awfully long way from the Dudley Hippodrome!

      
– Yes, I was going to ask about that.

      
– Remember they had that fancy sliding roof installed. Guaranteed to keep you cool on summer’s nights and warm in the winter, or so they claimed.

      
– Oh, yes.

      
– But no one was happy when there were thunderstorms. Gallery had to put up their umbrellas! George made a joke about it. They used to call him the Prime Minister of Mirth.

      
– So many funny things. Remember you found that gardener called Ava. Marvellous hulk of a girl.

      
– She was so strong.

      
– That was when you were still with Louis, before we all came back from Calif and before he —

      
– Deborah, his third wife was it, the ballet dancer?

      
– Paulette, I think.

      
– Yes, Paulette. Why am I talking about her?

      
– Were you going to say about that thing she wrote about Louis in her memoir?

      
– She said – wrote in her memoir – let me get this right, ‘Sometimes I think the only thing he ever gave me was athlete’s foot!’

      
– But such a beautiful man.

      
– Yes, he was. When you were standing in front of him it was actually a little bit difficult to believe. He was like a — like an oil painting of a famous hero that everyone adored… Is he still with us, do you suppose?

      
– No, oh no, he left us, sadly. Ten years ago I think, maybe twelve.

      
– Oh no. That’s too bad.

      
– I’m sorry. Would you mind stopping the thing for a second? I just want to put a tiny bit of powder on her cheek – the lights you brought are very harsh on her face suddenly… Thank you. There, all done, you can resume the thing now, whenever it suits. Are you… is it on now? Good. Thank you.

      
– And… and can you both tell me something about the book you’ve been writing together?

      
– Are we doing another book?

      
– Yes, that’s right. Next year.

      
– Oh, I thought it was this year.

      
– We were doing that bit about your father yesterday. ‘There’s a little bit of good in the worst of us,’ he used to sing. They used to say of her father that he had a wink that conveyed a wealth of meaning. And that he was a complete master of the unsaid. Can you imagine?

      
– Whatever did they mean, Gloria?

      
– Well, I know he took it as a compliment.

      
– Well, that’s all right then, I suppose.

      
– We’re not really allowed to talk about it yet, except to say it will blow off your socks.

      
– I look forward to it! Um… um… And now can you say something about how you find the routine here? Some of the other residents I spoke to said there’s always something exciting going on.

      
– Oh, we don’t join in on principle. Do we? We are not life’s joiner-inners.

      
– That’s right. We’re in a world of our own making. It’s SO much nicer. They call us ‘the girls’ here – it’s what they called us when we were at the Empire, starting out. We’re still ‘the girls’ now. It’s how we think of ourselves. But we keep our distance. We are a little bit grand. A star is a star is a star.

      
– But we’re gracious though, aren’t we, Gloria?

      
– Oh yes, we’re all about that. Unless, you know, we’re provoked. Some of the gents who live here claim they knew us from the old days. They like to tease her. ‘You wouldn’t of even spoke to me back then would you, Marigold. Aloof? Forbiddin’? She wouldn’t even of give you the drops from ’er nose, not that I’d ave ’em.’

      
– Yes! Oh yes! [clapping her hands wildly] Wonderful!

      
– Do be careful of the mic.

      
– I am sorry. Now, where were we? Did you say Louis was coming to visit?

      
– No, darling. He won’t be coming, I’m afraid.

      
– He was always so busy with everything. Why are you so busy I used to say? What is it that is so important that you can’t even —

      
– Yes, he did like to live a full life.

      
– I was going to ask more about your extraordinary friendship that has spanned almost six decades.

      
– Now this bit I do feel strongly about. You see Marigold was the first person I knew who really loved music the way I did. From the inside out, is how we always thought of the songs. She thought about what they meant, didn’t consider them silly pieces of fluff, throwaway. We’d listen to old love songs and think about the girls in those situations, the girls on the records, I mean the American girls: Ella and Dinah and Deanna and Judy and Billie, looking for, and finding and losing, love.

      
– Oh, Billie took things very hard.

      
– I used to listen to the records like it was a novel, so in one song she’s in love and then in the next it’s all wrong, then it’s wonderful again, then she seems to have shot ’im. Then she’s waiting for him to come home. It made such strange sense! And then we’d think about those men they fell for. Why did they get into those predicaments? Why did they keep getting into them?

      
– Thing is, Gloria, if you fall for a playboy, fair enough, you’re a fool to yourself, but it happens to us all at least once or twice and I’m the last person on earth to judge anyone harshly. You know how it is, wherever you go you see people looking at you pityingly as though you’re a lamb to the slaughter, and you feel a bit foolish and confused and as green as a baby gem, and you know you’re not the first or the last… But do you really think you should try to get him to retire to a farm! If that’s what you think’s going to happen then you ought to be shot!

      
– Well, yes, but —

      
– Do you think that’s why people move to the country?

      
– How do you mean?

      
– To keep their men folk away from you know… harm?

      
– Well, when you put it like that it does have the ring of truth.

      
– Is that what everyone thinks I should have done with Jack?

      
– I don’t know, my love. I don’t know. Perhaps we never really know these things. Jack is… Jack was… It’s such a long time ago. But we’re all right. Did you remember this morning to take your [lowers her voice and whispers something inaudible].

      
– If you’ve ever waited for someone, in a way you wait for them always…

      
– But coming back to your earlier question, everyone else I had met up till then thought the songs just didn’t bear being gone into that closely, but I thought they could and so did, so does, Marigold.

      
– Yes, yes I do. Like in ‘Making Whoopee’, when it says, ‘He doesn’t phone, or even write.’ Everyone knows phoning takes less effort than letter writing, so it should say and easily could say, shouldn’t it, he doesn’t write or even phone, and everyone else says, well, it’s just like that on account of the rhyme, what’s the problem, dah di dah di dah, but this is Cole Porter we’re talking about – he wouldn’t use the wrong word just because it rhymed. That sort of thing, you know? Why isn’t it: ‘Most every night, she sits alone/He doesn’t write, or even phone…’ Doesn’t that make more sense? I used to sit wondering about that line for hours at the Cecil House. Sometimes it got dark without me realising it and I’d be sitting in the gloom. It just didn’t make sense. Of course nothing about that time adds up. So often it’s the one thing men don’t tell you that makes sense of everything…

      
– I think it was the second time we met and Marigold telephoned me afterwards. I was actually washing my hair so water was dripping down my back and making a little pool on the landing. I was renting with three other girls, two typists and a dancer – two left feet she had, we all felt sorry for her – and there were never enough towels. Then without even saying, Hello, Marigold says, Okay, me here, what do you think? In ‘Thanks For The Memories’ when the gentleman sings, ‘And how I jumped, the day you trumped my one and only ace’, to what is he referring? And I say, Well, evidently he’s talking about playing cards, and the trump card of the correct suit will beat even an ace of a different suit… and she says, Yes, obviously. I am not an imbecile – she was quite severe with me – but it’s figurative, of course. The poor fellow tries one last crazy saving thing and it just doesn’t work and it’s curtains for their relationship. But what is it? What’s the thing he pulls out of his hat, his best shot? Does he give her a huge diamond out of the bank that once belonged to his mother’s mother and she drops it down a grille in the street the same day, or does someone else give her a bigger one that night? I need to know, she said. She was quite adamant. So we discussed all the options.

      
I said, Obviously she’s run through all his money.

      
Well, yes, of course, she says. But what does it consist of, this last attempt? It’s gotta be something financial. I think he names the biggest sum he can muster, or his father dies and suddenly he inherits the lot and she says, sorry, not enough, no dice.

      
It was so exciting to have that conversation. Can you imagine?

      
– But, Gloria, what do you think of this? I’m just thinking off the top of my head now, but imagine if it was a woman singing, what if she would say, ‘Darling, I am expecting a baby,’ and that would be her ace, hoping he would be over the moon, that it would seal in everything? But supposing he wasn’t delighted. Not in the least. What if he just shrugged as though the whole thing was her problem and he didn’t care one way or another and walked out of the door backwards, waving and apologising. So she would feel she had no choice but to get rid of it.

      
– I’ll have to think about that. She’s always had the most marvellous imagination, you know, like a novelist who takes three hours to read the newspaper every morning because he is imagining everyone in the news’s feelings.

      
– Yes, I do do that.

      
– But, of course, William, the correct answer to what does he mean by ‘how I jumped, the day you trumped my one and only ace’ is this: nobody knows.

      
– There’s so much that’s maddening, Gloria. So much is wrong with the world. People always sing ‘It’s All Right With Me’ as though it’s a sweet enchanting thing, but actually it’s very hard-hearted. There’s a powerful man, predatory, trawling a bar or a party, trying to pick up a girl, any girl, because the one he likes isn’t free. It’s a song about someone looking for a quick — It should be sung hard, with hard eyes, worldly, menacing. But people don’t do it like that. They sing it like a love song. Why do people who don’t care about people pretend to be romantic? I can’t stand it!

      
– That song always makes me think of Bob. He would show an interest in a pillar box when Joan was out of town.

      
– Well, yes. Yes he would. Or a lamp-post.

      
– A bollard!

      
– A Belisha beacon!

      
– He did always like flashy women.

      
– You’re too funny, Marigold. Stop! You’ll have me —

      
– Were there songs you were both particularly keen on?

      
– When I was dressing at the Palladium – it was a wonderful place to work – we didn’t think of it as a theatre, we thought of it almost as a cathedral. And backstage it was like a labyrinth with all the stairs and passageways. Anyway, Marigold, she was in Calif and she would ring me up on Sunday nights – this was in the late fifties – and we would have the most wonderful ‘chinwags’, we called them then, in, in our day!

      
– Yes, and sometimes whole conversations made up of song lyrics.

      
– Marigold would telephone on Sunday evenings, it was terribly exciting, seven sharp, I wouldn’t break the date for anything, not even when — In any case she would telephone and say something like, oh, I don’t know, can’t think of it now. I might be a bit down and say, ‘I had that feeling of self-pity’ and she’d say, ‘Dinner for one please, James?’ and I’d say, ‘Picking on a wishbone from the Frigidaire,’ and she’d say, ‘I’ve got a little story I want you to know,’ and I’d say, ‘As the adding machine once said, you can count on me.’ And she’d say, ‘I’m in love with wonderful guy,’ and I’d say, ‘With nights of tropical splendour?’ And she’d say, ‘What made you think that I was one of those girls,’ and I’d say, ‘Is it more, don’t throw bouquets at me?’ And she’d say, ‘My romance doesn’t need a castle rising in Spain,’ and I’d say, ‘Derby and Joan who used to be Jack and Jill, kind of stuff?’ and she’d say, ‘I’m biding my time,’ and I’d say, ‘What is this thing called love?’ and she’d say, ‘Well, I don’t understand the Parisians.’

      
– Except it was much better than that.

      
– Dinner here is at a quarter past six, can you believe?

      
– [Singing] I don’t get hungry for dinner at six. I wear a ball gown with beige control knicks!

      
– Very good! There’s usually some kind of show, a bit of singing. No one can dance any more but we say the name of the steps, mark the routine with the flats of our hands to show we still remember. A sherry or a martini at a quarter to, they bring us… They allow only one, but it can be as big as you like.

      
– We like to shop for glasses in the vase department, don’t we, Gloria.

      
– We do not, she is joking. Naughty! And if we’re feeling Good Olde Merrie England, we’ll have the sherry, but if we’re in Broadway mode, if we’re all I’ll Take Manhattan, then it’s a martini. And the funny thing is we never know which way we’ll go until they ask us, do we?

      
– We never know. [Starts to sing] ‘And when you came to visit, my parents said, “Good God! What is it?”’

      
– You are on a roll this afternoon, Marigold! The soap pays for all this. It’s all right here. We provide our own glamour. Not too many low-slung chandeliers. We were awfully hoity about telly to begin with… but you have to bend to the times.

      
– [Singing] ‘I wasn’t born to stately halls of alabaster, I haven’t given many balls for Mrs Astor.’

      
– Isn’t she wonderful? A hairdresser comes twice a week to sort us out. She does our nails if there’s time and any other bits and bobs.

      
– She really is wonderful.

      
– And so after I stopped working so much myself, and I didn’t want to be a dresser for the rest of my life because there were only so many times I could say, ‘You were a knock-out, Miss Kerr,’ I began devoting more and more time to organising Marigold’s career, running the fan club, answering the mail, sending out the ten by eights and organising the personal appearances. We accept any charity requests involving children and animals. Especially if it’s local, otherwise they must provide a car and driver. Requests come in all the time.

      
– And you know the thing about Gloria? Never in fifty-six years has she done a single annoying thing. She can’t say the same in return, I know that, but there we are.

      
– She says that, but she’s never, she’s never been in a rehabilitation centre, she’s had no issues with alcohol or, or with anything worse, there’s been not one breakdown, she has stolen no other woman’s husband. There have been no suicide attempts. No neglected children to pen revenge memoirs. No shoplifting incidents. No dicey investments. Nothing that could be called anything approaching an episode. She’s never even worn a bad dress. There is absolutely nothing on her. Not one thing. Tell me, who else, who on earth, of her calibre, of who else on this insane planet can one, in truth, say that? You tell me, young man!

      
– I do apologise about Gloria. She really is the end!

      
– Sorry, dear. I am too much sometimes. Anyhow… Time is ticking on. A man’s coming to do stretches with us in half an hour – he’s eighty and wonderfully fit. There’s literally a symphony of creaking bones in the rehearsal room but it stops us from seizing up. Luigi, he’s called, an Italian.

      
– Both my hips are aliens now. Bionic or what have you. And one of my knees. The choreographers I could sue if I could only remember their names!

      
– And those of us who can no longer stretch do chairobics to the music.

      
– I wish I could still dance! You know, these days I can’t even bear to look in the mirror.

      
– Marigold!

      
– I am afraid I won’t stop weeping when I see what’s gone. I can’t even sing in tune any more. Why did we have to get old? It goes against my pride so. [Begins sobbing uncontrollably.]

      
– Darling! Here, let me just… Turn your head away, dear. Put your back to the thing, then they won’t use it. Turn the camera off now, young man. Is that all right? Right now! Oh, good. Oh, thank you, dear. Thank you. Can you leave the room for a moment? Just so I can… Pull the door behind, could you? Oh, that is kind. [Lowers voice.] It’s all right, darling. I know. I know. You’re tremendously brave about everything. And the wonderful thing is, everybody loves you. Just as they have always done and always will. You are a shining meteor who merely by existing has brought pleasure to millions and millions of people. How many people can say that? Please don’t cry! Marigold, Marigold! Listen to me. Listen. You know, everything you’ve ever been, everything marvellous that’s happened to you, every extravagant sunset, every beam of brilliant moonshine, every pearl, every duet, every sable, every dewy close-up, it’s all still there, every last bit of it. All of it shines out of you like the most dazzling ray of starlight, lifting up the hearts of the world.

      
– Say it again, darling. Oh, oh, oh, oh, do please say it again.
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      The light here is brutal. It seeks out the smallest fingerprint on the surface of a mirror, the smudge on polished wood. It finds me and I turn my head away, cowed by its radiance. I take the tea Spence hands me. He sits on the side of the bed cradling his mug close to his chest and we watch streamers of cloud race past the window. Gulls surf the air, their heads angled downwards like arrows.

      
‘Come on, Rita,’ Spence says, ‘it’s a grand day.’

      
I manage a smile but then falter; too muddled by sleep and resentment to talk.

      
He stands. ‘I’ll go and open up then,’ he says, and there’s a dying fall in his voice as he turns away. He goes downstairs and unlocks the café door. A neighbour calls to him and they talk about the weather, their voices loud in the quiet street. Everyone in Whitby talks about the weather; they listen to the forecast and study the clouds and the flight of birds, and discuss its vagaries endlessly.

      
I wash and dress, choosing my clothes with care. Flat shoes and black slacks, and a plain white shirt. Practical working clothes. Then I tie a red-polka-dot cotton square around my neck gypsy fashion, and encircle my waist with a broad leather belt. Now I’m a pirate, a film star, a tomboy. But no; too bold, too flamboyant. I take off the scarf and undo the belt.

      
Spence is clattering dishes in the kitchen, so I slip outside and lean against the harbour wall. The town is waking. A milk float hums and rattles over the cobbles, and the clash of machinery and the shouts of the men in the fish market reverberate in the stillness. Behind the quay tiers of houses, row upon crooked row climb up towards the dark silhouette of the abbey. Dracula’s castle, the locals call it, a story for the tourists. At sunset when the ruined arches and spires show jagged against the horizon, you might think you see a cloaked man creep like a lizard down the walls.

      
A lone boat is coming in to harbour. It bobs and dips and the gulls follow. They wheel and dive and wheel again, as if to bring it safe home. Their raucous cries scrape the air. ‘Why do they scream so?’ I’d asked Spence.

      
‘You’ll get used to them after a while,’ he said. ‘You won’t even hear them.’

      
I should have told him then that I don’t belong here. That I want to walk unnoticed between tall buildings. To wake in my bedroom in Pimlico with its sloping ceiling and dark corners, and watch Louie dress in the light seeping through the curtains. Hear him scoop his keys and loose change from the bedside table. ‘I’m off then, love,’ he’d say, ‘see you later,’ and bend to kiss me.

      
This place is too stark, too unforgiving. The women in the town lower their eyes and the men nudge each other when I pass them in the narrow lanes, or on the stone steps leading to the church.

      
‘The people here don’t like me,’ I told Spence.

      
‘Give them time, they don’t know you. They’ll forget about you when the tourists come in the summer.’

      
‘When they have someone else to gawk at?’

      
‘They’ll be too busy to gawk at anyone. They’re curious about you, Rita. Give them a chance. Some of them have never been out of Whitby.’

      
‘They resent me.’

      
‘Don’t start that again, Rita, please,’ he’d said.

      
He’s working at the stove when I go inside. I watch the play of the muscles in his forearms as he lifts the heavy pans and the slow methodical way he moves around the kitchen. I think of Louie’s deft hands and quick movements as he set up his barrow in the market. See him stand back and throw out an arm like an impresario, waiting for me to admire the pyramids of oranges and heaped apples, and the purple grapes arranged so artfully on plastic grass.

      
I leave Spence standing over his grill and push through the swing doors into the café. It’s six thirty, time for the news, and I turn the dials of the wireless until I find the Light Programme. The plummy voice of the newsreader is familiar and reassuring. The Conservatives have got back in; Churchill is forgotten and Eden is the new man. It makes no difference to me. I hardly listen anyway. The men from the fish market will be here soon. I tie on my apron and wait.

      
The sound of their boots striking the stones and shouts of laughter herald their coming and they troop through the door. The fishermen come first, then the men who weigh the catch. The lads who swill away the stringy purple guts and gun-metal scales come last. They stamp their feet and rub their hands, and look at me from under lowered brows, as gauche and awkward as schoolboys.

      
‘You’re looking good this morning, Rita,’ Donnie says. He makes it sound like an insult. He’s Spence’s best friend; they’ve known each other since school. The other men look at each other or at their shoes. But their eyes follow me as I trot between the tables to take their orders. I bring them their food, and they forget me and tuck into bacon, eggs, and thick slices of buttered toast.

      
Spence comes out of the kitchen, his tea towel over his shoulder. He leans his elbows on the counter.

      
‘Keeping an eye on the missus?’ a young lad says, looking at me sideways and winking.

      
Spence ignores him. He joins in the argument about the game on Saturday.

      
‘He should have played two up front,’ he says.

      
‘He hasn’t got one decent striker, let alone two,’ someone answers.

      
I stop listening and start to fill the big metal teapots, one for each table. They like their tea strong, these men, and plenty of it. Spence clears the dishes. He pushes the kitchen door open with his hip and smiles at me over the laden tray. His smile is hopeful. Last night we’d slept with our backs to each other for the first time.

      
We’d met through an introduction agency. Spence had arranged for us to have dinner in a restaurant in Chelsea. I was late and he was already seated and studying the menu, his eyes straying towards the door. Not anxious, just alert. He’s a big man. Craggy faced and broad across the shoulders. I liked the look of him and strode up to the table as bold and brassy as you like. He stood up, and his eyes never left my face, even as he clutched and caught at the napkin falling from his lap.

      
‘It’s not much, the café, but you’ll love Whitby. What do you think?’ he said a month later. We liked each other. Why waste time? His wife had died two years ago and Louie had been gone for over a year.

      
We’d been together for eleven years, Louie and me. I was twenty when I caught his eye; not long down from Sheffield, but long enough to learn that an eye for style, a lithe body and skin the colour of burnished copper wasn’t going to get me far in London. He was standing outside Lyons Corner House in Piccadilly. My feet hurt from standing around, and I hadn’t eaten all day. There was a ladder in my stocking, which I’d tried to mend with a dab of nail varnish, and my jacket let in the cold. He looked smart in a black overcoat and leather gloves. I smiled up at him from under the brim of my pert little hat and he tipped his trilby, as suave as any film star, and asked if he could buy me supper.

      
I was young and needy, and he was old, old enough to be my father. He wooed me with stories; threw a net of words over me and drew me in. He’d seen men dressed as women dancing in the squares of Marrakech, ‘… and they wear the veil, as if they really were women,’ and watched pelicans fly past the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. Drank green sugarcane juice on the streets of Singapore, and ate chocolate-covered ants in Mexico.

      
‘Paris,’ he said, and reached for my hands on the table, ‘you’d love Paris, with the shops and the jazz in the bars, the girls so trim and the men so slick. And you should see the women of Amsterdam, darling, posing in the windows, the light behind them.’

      
I imagined drinking cocktails with him on the veranda of a hotel somewhere warm. I would wear a pale silk dress, and he would wear a linen suit and carry a cane. By the time I found out he’d been a merchant seaman and all he really knew of foreign cities were sailors’ bars and whores’ bedrooms, it didn’t matter. He was a good man and his flat in Pimlico was warm and safe. He understood that we all have secrets and never once asked me about my past.

      
‘Tea up yet, Rita?’ one of the men calls.

      
‘Come and get it,’ I reply, and they swagger up to the counter, bold now with their bellies full. The odour of fish clings to their fingertips. I wonder if they leave the briny scent on their women’s flesh, if their children smell of the sea.

      
The wireless is playing an old song, ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’. It reminds me of the Yanks strutting around in fancy uniforms during the war. Pimlico took a beating in the Blitz. Thirty houses in Sutherland Terrace obliterated, hundreds killed. The worst of the bombing was over by the time I moved there to be with Louie, but there were still raids. Later there were the doodle-bugs. I stood in doorways and watched the search-lights crisscrossing the night sky, and listened to the buzz overhead. I held my breath in the silence before they fell.

      
Louie was too old to fight, and he was exempt anyway. He was cagey about that. Medical, was all he’d say. I know he had a dickey heart. He didn’t let it slow him down; he forgot about it most of the time. He did his bit as a warden. Sometimes he couldn’t talk when he got home. He’d sit and stare at the wall, his clothes covered in dust. They had a hard time, the wardens.

      
Then it ended. No more blackouts, no more sirens. Kids played on bomb-sites and fire-weed pushed up through the rubble where homes used to be. Demobbed soldiers roamed the streets, blank-eyed and jittery.

      
The café is quiet; the men have gone, tramping down to the boats with their clumsy, rolling gait. They’ll pull on their rubber boots and fishing gear, sail out to sea, and leave all they know of the land behind them. Their wives will brush silver scales from their beds and wait for them to return.

      
Spence brings in our breakfast and we sit together to eat. We share the newspaper and listen to the wireless. Last night is still between us, and we’re too careful with each other, too polite. He clears the dishes and looks at me expectantly.

      
‘Just going to have a ciggie, then I’ll be in to help you,’ I tell him. He goes back to his kitchen reassured. He doesn’t talk much, and I wonder if what I know about him is all there is. I know he’s a hard worker and a good lover, and I know he likes to read and take photos of the harbour with a camera that his father left him. I know he won’t speak about his war or his dead wife. I know he cares for me. It’s not enough.

      
‘Talk to me,’ I’d asked him last night.

      
‘What do you want me to say?’ he’d replied.

      
My words then were vicious and childish. ‘You’re a coward,’ I said, and ‘you’re ashamed of me,’ and ‘you let Donnie and the other men sneer at me.’

      
He smiled and threw words like ‘disappointment’ and ‘paranoia’ back at me. He said: ‘You’re too sensitive; you’ve got a chip on your shoulder.’ We turned our backs on each other then.

      
Louie would never let anyone look at me the way Donnie does. He’d stare back with that dead-eyed, hardman’s stare he practised in front of the mirror. It made me laugh, but if you didn’t know him, it was frightening. We were mates, Louie and me, partners. No one else mattered. We’d hurt and forgiven each other, survived the war and hardship together and now we were enjoying the peace. Weekends were special; we looked forward to them. Friday night we’d go to the pictures, see whatever film was showing. Romances, comedies, war films even, it didn’t matter to us. On Sundays we’d go for a walk up on Box Hill if the weather was nice.

      
‘Come on, slow coach,’ he’d say, scampering up the hill, as fleet as a gypsy’s dog. I’d pant after him carrying the bag with our lunch: egg sandwiches, crisps, and a bottle of stout for him, Tizer for me. We hiccupped and giggled on the bus going home, holding hands like kids.

      
Then he died. Just when things were getting interesting. Money in our pockets, colour coming back into our life. It was his heart. I found him in his chair when I got back from work one evening. I thought he was having a nap. His newspaper had fallen on to the floor, and I picked it up and went to put the kettle on. I dropped the teapot when I realised.

      
I couldn’t get used to being alone. To coming home to an empty flat. To sleeping alone, waking alone. Having no one to talk to. I saw him in all our places for months afterwards. Walking in front of me on Turpentine Lane, his newspaper under his arm. Leaning over Ebury Bridge to watch the trains on their way to Victoria Station, or outside the cinema, lighting a cigarette. Then I stopped seeing him, he’d gone. I set out to find someone else and found Spence. But it was too soon. Grief returned just when I thought I had done with it.

      
I lay the tables then go to help Spence in the kitchen. ‘How could you think I was ashamed of you, Rita?’ he asks me. I turn off the flame under the pans on the stove. He locks the café door and follows me upstairs. We match our rhythms to that of the sea, steady and enduring, our naked bodies stark and marked by our years in the bright light.

      
Later that evening we walk along the cliffs. Spence points out the sites of wrecks, and tells me stories about vampires, and of Vikings and poets and bold explorers, and the men from the town that followed the whales. And the polar bear that swam in the harbour.

      
I lean against him and feel the ebb and flow of his breath. I want to tell him that I’ll get used to the light and the shriek of the gulls and the taste of salt on my lips. That this is my home now. But I say nothing; just lay my hand against his chest to feel his heart beat against my palm.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Legs – Lynn Kramer
            

          

        

      

      ‘Stop fidgeting, Anna,’ said her mother, ‘can’t you stand still for once?’

      
They were waiting at the bus stop outside the Waldorf Dining Rooms where Yvette van Niekerk had her ninth birthday party the Saturday before last and Anna threw up in the lav over her black, patent-leather T-bars. Never again in her whole life would she order a lime cream soda even if Yvette drank three of them in a row, she was such a show-off.

      
‘The bus will be here in a minute,’ said her mother and took Anna’s hand. ‘It’s not far, only Sea Point.’

      
Anna wiggled her fingers around so that she could feel the shape of the wedding and engagement rings through her mother’s cotton glove. She once asked if she could have her rings when she died, and her shoes except for the plastic overshoes, and her mother had laughed and said she could, but that Anna’s feet would be bigger than hers.

      
‘Why are we going to Sea Point?’

      
Anna’s feet were planted in first position: heels together, toes apart. Her feet were itching to try a pirouette. They longed to dance or skip or jump from one pavement square to the next. She shut her eyes for a second and wished she was inside the Waldorf, sipping a grenadilla float while the band played ‘Rock Around The Clock’ and people got up and jived, instead of standing here with the south-easter whirling dust and old bus tickets in her face. Except that if she wasn’t here she’d be at school and Miss Smit would be shouting ‘domkop’ because she’d got her Afrikaans homework wrong again.

      
Her mother cleared her throat. ‘To see a new doctor.’

      
‘But I’m not sick any more,’ Anna said.

      
‘That’s true.’

      
‘So why are we going?’

      
‘Because,’ said her mother, grabbing the brim of her hat which was about to blow off.

      
Anna could see their reflections in the window of the restaurant alongside them. Her mother’s straw hat at the top, then her navy-blue, button-through dress, and then her legs going on right to the bottom of the glass. Next to her, halfway down, was Anna’s pink blouse with the puff sleeves, and her grey pleated skirt, and her legs which looked like pick-up sticks, except that legs were supposed to hold you up and pick-up sticks just fell down. She’d played it on the folding table that Sarie carried in from the lounge and set up beside her bed when she was sick. Only Sarie never had time for pick-up sticks because she always had to go and hang out the washing or polish the front steps or peel the potatoes for lunch, because Madam might otherwise give her the sack.

      
‘Because why?’

      
‘Because of your legs.’

      
‘But,’ said Anna, ‘we’ve already seen millions of doctors and my legs are completely better now. I can walk and run, I can even do cartwheels like Yvette van Nie —’

      
‘I know all that,’ her mother said, and gave Anna’s hand a shake as if she wanted to throw it away, except she didn’t let go. ‘That’s the whole point.’

      
‘So why are we going to a new doctor then?’

      
Her mother seemed to expel all the breath in her lungs at once. ‘Will you please stop driving me crazy with your questions.’

      
The only parts of their bodies that Anna couldn’t see were their feet because the window stopped at their ankles. So she couldn’t admire the thick, white, crinkly soles of her new sandals, or her mother’s high heels that matched her dress.

      
Sometimes she would try on those shoes. She’d wait until her parents had gone to work and Sarie was beating wet tea leaves into the lounge carpet as she sang along to pennywhistle kwela on the wireless. Then she’d open her mother’s wardrobe and start with the red peep-toes hiding behind the shoe rack. But every pair she tried was always the same: her feet would slip about in them like fish. She stared at the window and kept her lips shut tight so no more questions could escape.

      
The bus arrived and they climbed on. The seats for white people were empty so they marched right to the front and sat in Anna’s favourite place behind the driver. The conductor blew his whistle and the bus began to move. Suddenly a woman with a baby tied on her back in a red blanket ran across the road, waving her hand. The driver hooted and Anna swivelled round to watch the woman jump on as the bus gathered speed.

      
‘Want to get yourself killed?’ said the conductor, but the woman just laughed and gave him her money. All the seats by the doorway were full so she had to stand and hold on to a strap that hung from the ceiling.

      
‘Hoe gaan dit?’ said an old woman with a creased face. She got up, and the woman with the baby took her seat. They went on talking in Afrikaans but it was too fast for Anna to understand.

      
Sarie had said hoe gaan dit? when Anna dressed up as her friend and knocked on the door of her room in the backyard. She’d mixed cocoa and water in a saucer and rubbed it over her face, and tied her doll on her back wrapped in the old tablecloth that her mother had given her for dressing up. Hoe gaan dit? Sarie said to her. It meant: how are you?

      
‘You’ll rick your neck if you’re not careful,’ her mother said, ‘and anyway it’s rude to stare.’ She tugged off her white gloves. ‘I can’t believe you brushed your hair this morning.’ Turning Anna’s face towards her, she unclipped her hair-slide, pulled the floppy brown hair away from her forehead and clipped the slide back in. ‘Always untidy, just like your father. Shame you don’t take after my side of the family; just think of Grandma’s curls. Well, there’s nothing for it but a perm when you’re older.’

      
Grandma nearly got herself killed one day when her bus drove off while she was getting on. Anna didn’t know if she had fallen into the road with her head cracked open like a walnut, and if the ambulance had raced up with the bells ringing, and if her blood had splashed into the gutter like the day the water main burst. Grandma lived in America so Anna couldn’t ask her. And when she’d questioned her parents they said: don’t be morbid. ‘What is morbid?’ she asked, and her father said it meant unwholesome or sickly, and her mother clapped her hands and told her it was time for bed. But when they wanted her to be careful about climbing on buses, or washing her hands after swapping comics at bioscope on Saturday mornings because you don’t know where they’ve been, they would say: Remember what happened to Grandma.

      
The bus was slowing down in heavy traffic. Anna wiped the window to look at the flower sellers who squatted among the buckets of red and pink and purple flowers overflowing the narrow alley. A few yards further on, the bus came to a standstill outside OK Bazaars. Her father had bought a bag of hot chips in the basement which they ate with their fingers, and he said it was a poetic experience but don’t tell your mother because she doesn’t go in for poetry.

      
‘That window is filthy.’ Her mother clicked open her new tan handbag. It was made from the skin of an ostrich and had tiny pimples all over where the ostrich’s quills had been pulled out. ‘Clean yourself up now,’ she said, shaking out a blue hanky, the spare one she kept in her bag for emergencies.

      
‘It’s not dirty,’ Anna said, giving her hand a quick wipe on her skirt to be sure.

      
‘What’s this then?’ Her mother caught hold of her wrist, spat on the hanky and rubbed it over Anna’s hand and fingers.

      
Dirt was dangerous. Dirt made you sick. Flies could kill you. If you got polio you would die or end up with one of your legs shorter than the other and have to wear a black boot for the rest of your life. When she was sick her legs hurt so much she couldn’t walk. She had to stay in bed and wasn’t allowed to be a Raggle Taggle Gypsy in the school concert at the end of term. The doctor came every day. He stuck needles in her arms to siphon her blood into little bottles which he took away for testing. Her father bought her treats on his way home from work as a reward for being so brave: acid drops, iced zoo biscuits, little bags of sherbet with liquorice sticks to dab it up. She gave him her word of honour not to make a mess on the sheets.

      
‘You see?’ Her mother held up the smudged hanky in triumph. ‘That’s the proof. So don’t you deny it, my girl.’ She rolled the hanky into a ball and stuffed it in the pocket of her bag.

      
The ostrich bag, swaddled in tissue paper, lived inside the wardrobe when it wasn’t being used. On the same shelf lay the birthday present from Anna’s father: a silky black dress that looked like a petticoat which her mother never wore.

      
Anna had lingered in the passage after breakfast on her mother’s birthday. Through the half-open bedroom door she’d seen her pull the dress over her head, and her father shake out a pair of stockings like golden shadows. Her mother sat down on the bed, the black ribbon straps of the dress slipping off her bony shoulders as she leaned forward to gather each stocking in turn and ease them on over her feet. Anna watched her smooth out the wrinkles to the tops of her legs, stand up and press the thickened welt into the little clips attached to her step-in. Then she straightened and looked across at the mirror on the wardrobe door, the folds of the dress she’d hiked up falling back over her thighs, all a shimmer in the morning sunlight. Her mother was staring at herself, it seemed to Anna, as if the woman in the mirror with precise, yellow-waved hair and sea-blue eyes was not her at all, but someone she had never seen before. ‘You’ve got better legs than any of your precious ballerinas,’ said Anna’s father, who was standing close behind. He wound his arms around her mother and began to kiss the side of her neck. ‘What do you want from me, Arthur?’ she said in a low voice. ‘Don’t you know who I am after all these years?’ He moved away, thrusting his hands in his pockets, and did not answer. She began to take off the dress. Her father started for the door and saw Anna standing in the passage. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. She said that she wasn’t doing anything. ‘Then go and get ready for school.’ She told him that she was ready already. ‘In that case, go help Sarie clear the bladdy table, for chrissake.’ Anna always took care to fold the petticoat dress exactly the same way her mother had folded it, and to set it back on the shelf in exactly the same place.

      
‘It’s enough to make you sick, the state of this bus.’

      
Anna’s eyes followed the toe of the navy blue shoe which was pointing at each of the cigarette butts on the floor, and at the trail of wet left by a brown bottle rolling around under the seats.

      
‘I’ve a good mind to complain to the City Council, but will they listen? Ha.’ The bus began to trundle forward again. Her mother frowned over Anna’s head at the street. A couple of dronkies with battered felt hats jammed on the backs of their heads were staggering about on the corner, strumming banjos, crooning fragments of some long-forgotten, half-remembered song. ‘No one cares about anyone else these days,’ she said, ‘they’re all in it for themselves.’

      
When Anna was sick, her father cut holes out of an old grocery box and set it upside down over her legs like a bridge so nothing could touch them, not even the sheet. Joko Tea Unequalled for Flavour and Strength it said on both sides of the box. Her mother closed her eyes and murmured that this was the last straw. ‘But,’ said Anna, ‘there isn’t any straw in the box like there is when it’s had peaches in it or guavas.’ Her mother covered her face with her hands as if she was counting to ten for Anna to jump out of bed and run away and hide.

      
They reached the crossroads. The policeman in white gauntlets beckoned them on and they turned left. Anna’s feet began to jiggle up and down as the bus rumble-grumbled out of the city towards the sea. The shops, the people, the slow-moving carts and lorries were all left behind, and suddenly they were going at such a lick she couldn’t even count the palm trees on Beach Road.

      
‘There’s nothing to worry about. The doctor only wants to ask you a few questions.’ Her mother’s voice had gone all dry and papery, the way it did when she’d had it up to here and had to go and lie down in the bedroom with the curtains drawn.

      
Her mother wanted her to be a famous ballerina when she grew up, and the ballet teacher did say that Anna had useful legs. The teacher also told Yvette van Niekerk that she had perfect feet. The trouble with Yvette, said her mother, was that she had a vivid imagination. Anna’s name was a compromise. Her mother had set her heart on Anna Pavlova, after the Russian ballerina, but her father was determined to call her Anna Livia Plurabelle who was a character in Finnegans Wake, his favourite book. In the end they settled on Anna Olivia Pandora. A compromise, her father explained, was what people ended up with instead of going to war.

      
Her mother inspected her watch, then delved into her handbag. She brought out a gold compact and fluffed powder over her nose and cheeks, ran a lipstick across her mouth. Anna wanted to press her fingers into that powder and make her cheeks all smooth and pink like her mother’s cheeks. She wanted to turn her lips red with her mother’s lipstick.

      
Soon she would see her favourite, her very best thing in the whole wide world and universe. They were getting nearer and nearer. Please don’t talk to me, Anna thought, and she wished that her mother could see this thought inside her head. The bus slowed down on the next bend and there it was, shining like a castle in the sea.

      
The lighthouse. Her lighthouse.

      
Her mother squeezed her arm. She was holding out a twist of barley sugar. Anna crammed it into her mouth and turned back to the window to stop her mother spoiling everything, like when she burst into her bedroom in the morning calling, ‘Anna, it’s time to get up!’ in the middle of a beautiful dream.

      
The lighthouse was her castle, her ship, her best friend; it was sailing round the bay right next to her; it was keeping her company.

      
‘He says it won’t take very long. Are you listening, Anna?’

      
Sometimes you could hear the foghorn at Mouille Point warning those in peril on the sea. This was also the name of a hymn sung in school assembly. The foghorn sounded like an animal with a sore throat, a great big lonely animal with a bellow so loud it drowned out the noises of people talking.

      
‘Will you look at me when I’m talking to you,’ said her mother, and her stockings hissed as she uncrossed her legs.

      
Anna turned away from the window and gazed at her mother’s face and then at the ostrich handbag on her lap. Ostriches had thin legs and only two toes on each foot but they could run faster than anything. She used to run faster than Yvette van Niekerk but now Yvette could run faster than her. How did an ostrich become a bag with a pocket and a zip and a little mirror inside? She wanted to look out of the window again because any second now the lighthouse would disappear back down into the sea where it came from, even though her mother had once told her that buildings didn’t move, it was impossible, just made-up nonsense in her head. But she couldn’t look because her mother was watching her.

      
‘Sit properly now,’ her mother said, and smoothed Anna’s pleats over her knees. ‘This new doctor just wants to talk to you. It’s about your legs.’ She slid her gloves back on, pressing them down between her fingers. ‘He wants to talk to you about why you couldn’t walk. Because the hospital says all the tests are normal. Do you hear me? They said that every single one of those tests is completely normal.’ She tore the gloves off and struck them against the ostrich bag. ‘It’s proof, Anna. It’s proof there is nothing wrong with you.’

      
Roses are red, violets are blue, sugar is sweet and so are you. That’s what her mother wrote on the first page of Anna’s autograph book when her legs were hurting and she couldn’t walk.

      
‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’ Her mother’s blue eyes were tunnelling into Anna’s grey eyes. ‘When you were lying in bed with that grubby box over your knees you weren’t ill at all. There was nothing whatsoever the matter with you.’

      
Anna stole a glance at the window. The south-easter was blowing the palm trees this way and that. It was blowing sea spray against the glass.

      
‘Anna?’ Her mother’s eyes were watering. ‘Anna, why won’t you listen to me?’

      
It had gone now, the lighthouse had gone back down under the waves. Anna knew that, even though she was looking into her mother’s sea-watery eyes and not out of the window at the sea. She knew it without checking because she didn’t need to check. Because the bus had finished driving around the bay and was zooming straight along Beach Road; and soon it would be passing Rocklands and the swing park and the Pavilion, and then they’d be there.
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      Nirmal whistled as he shovelled, but he was not feeling cheerful. His head throbbed from the summer heat and his spine ached from bending down. He had hoped to dig a six-foot-deep trench around his house by nightfall, but a day’s work had only resulted in blisters on his palms and a shallow ditch that even a child could cross. His mouth tasted of dust and disappointment.

      
A Malabar thrush picked up the feeble notes of his whistle, as if telling him not to give up. It was an old habit of his, this looking to the forest for signs. In his first year as a forest guard, a pair of mottled wood owls had kept him awake with their eerie howls one night and, the very next morning, the deputy ranger had turned up outside his quarters with the news of his mother’s death.

      
He stopped digging to look for the whistling thrush in the canopy of trees surrounding the house. But the bird was nowhere to be seen. He aired his khaki shirt, which patches of sweat had plastered to his skin. A squawking flock of parakeets descended on the tree-tops. He wondered if he would be safer up a tree. His ditch would deter neither wild dogs nor elephants.

      
The shovel on his shoulder, he jumped over the ditch and headed back to the house, dry leaves crackling under his feet. His makeshift home in the forest looked grimmer than ever before. Paint peeled off its brick walls. The wooden shutters meant to cover the front windows hung loose like broken elbows. But what pinched his heart was the sight of the iron bars on the windows, which a bull elephant had bent out of shape the previous night.

      
Nirmal had just about fallen asleep when he heard the unmistakable crunch of branches being snapped into two. He tiptoed to the window, looked out and saw a lone elephant shaking the jack-fruit trees in his garden, its ivory tusks beaming in the moonlight. He crawled back to his folding bed, shivering in spite of the heat. Tried to be still. Prayed to all the gods he could name. But the elephant sought him out; charged against the walls of the house, and twisted the metal bars on the windows with its trunk, trumpeting so ferociously that even the always raucous crickets fell silent. In all his years in the forest he had never seen anything like it.

      
Was this too an omen? He drank some blessedly cool water from a mud pot and, on a messy table by his bed, looked for the letter from his wife. He had read it the day he picked it up at the check-post but he went over it again. As usual her real reason for writing the letter was hidden somewhere between the stories of their daughter’s indifferent grades at school and the procurement of a new blender. Call me as soon as you get this, Shalini had written. Ramesh has a job for you in the Gulf.

      
There were no details about the job offer from his brother-in-law, a ploy no doubt meant to pique his curiosity. Shalini often badgered him about finding a better job, reading out recruitment advertisements in newspapers over the phone and, on his short visits home, making him entertain relatives who might know someone looking for a security guard or a clerk. There was a new urgency to her job search undertaken on his behalf, as if she had sensed his disquiet from miles away.

      
The two-room house was becoming dark. He squinted as he studied the letter, thinking of Shalini’s face as she wrote it. She must have frowned as she tried to balance her threats with pleas. Her words carried the faint smell of coconut oil, which she applied to her curly, waist-length hair every morning.

      
Squirrels scurried on the roof above him. He lit a kerosene lantern and looked out of the window. The sky was dark blue, with rose-tinged clouds floating over it like the remnants of a pleasant dream. He decided everything would work out; it had to. Then came the high-pitched shrieking of birds, alarm calls rippling through trees and ringing in his ears. A deer fawn raced outside his window, followed by a pack of wild dogs, their red coats as bright and menacing as their snarls. Nirmal was used to these chases. This was the way of the forest. But today, the vicious whistling of the dogs hounding their prey made his hands tremble.

       

      The elephant returned to his quarters that night, trampling his unkempt garden and his prayers. This time it tore off the window shutters and banged against the only admirable feature of the house: its thick, metal front door. Nirmal looked at his .303 Lee Enfield rifle leaning against a wall but it gave him no comfort or confidence. The gun was a colonial relic that jammed constantly. It should have been in a museum, not a forest. He wrapped its expired cartridges in a handkerchief and carried them in the pocket of his pants.

      
He crawled under the bed, closed his eyes and covered his ears with his hands. Mosquitoes hummed around him and sucked his blood. Only when the bites started to itch did he flap his hands; he dared not swat the insects as even a squelch might signal his presence to the elephant. He lay on the floor, his throat parched, even after the unruly sounds outside his door quietened down.

      
The next morning he inspected the ditch and found it was filled with leaves. Though he had expected the dismal result, predicted it even, it soured his mood as he set off on his patrol, the strap of his bag across his chest and his useless rifle hanging over his shoulder in a sling. Pavitran, a forest watcher who accompanied him on his rounds once or twice a week, joined him by a river a few kilometres from his quarters. In the monsoon the river was an angry goddess, spitting and frothing at the mouth, but now it was a gentle brown-green stream that occasionally disappeared between rocks. Nirmal told Pavitran about the elephant.

      
‘Elephants can charge at forty kilometres per hour, I have heard,’ Pavitran said. ‘How fast can you run?’

      
Then he laughed at his own joke. Nirmal felt a rush of envy. Pavitran was still young enough to feel invincible. He scampered up mountain slopes, surefooted like a goat, unafraid of steep inclines and falling rocks. Just the thought of it made Nirmal’s knees creak.

      
‘Wait until it happens to you,’ Nirmal said, heading in the direction of a watch-tower that he climbed every other day. ‘See if you feel like laughing then.’

      
‘Sa-ar, you have toddy in the house?’ Pavitran asked, sprinting ahead. The ‘Sa-ar’ was offered without courtesy. Though technically Nirmal was his superior, Pavitran liked to treat him like a slow-witted uncle.

      
‘What are you saying?’ Nirmal spat out a bug that had flown into his mouth.

      
Pavitran skirted the chocolate saucers of a cluster of fungi growing under a branch on the ground. ‘Elephants are great drunkards,’ he said. ‘They love toddy more than we do.’

      
‘You know I don’t drink. It’s not that… it’s one of those things that you can’t explain. This elephant, it’s like he won’t stop until he has stomped on my head.’

      
‘You should ask for a transfer,’ Pavitran said. ‘Get a posting where you can stay with your family. In nice, clean quarters. Some place where there’s a good school nearby for your daughter.’

      
The air was sweet with the smell of cinnamon but Nirmal felt bitter. Whenever he went home, his daughter smiled at him once or twice, then went back to the television or the phone or the stereo or whatever it was that caught her ever-changing fancy. When he asked her questions, Radha ignored him kindly, singing along to strange Hindi film songs, or pretending to develop a sudden yet keen interest in her books.

      
He paused to catch his breath. Pavitran stopped too, but he was restless. Like a monkey, he swung from the prop root of a fig tree dangling over their path.

      
‘You think it’s easy to get a transfer? You think I haven’t tried?’

      
‘All I’m saying’ – Pavitran jumped down and wiped his hands on his shirt – ‘I haven’t heard anyone else complain about an elephant.’

      
‘Oh, I see, so I’m making it all up, eh? That’s just great. And the best I could come up with was an angry elephant? Not even a bloody ghost?’

      
‘Don’t get mad at me, boss. I’m not your enemy.’

       

      The steel watch-tower swayed in the wind. Nirmal gripped the rough railings to steady himself. The forest seemed deceptively empty. Not even a bird in the sky. Pavitran was looking through the binoculars a tiger-loving NGO had donated to forest guards in Kerala along with jumpers and blankets.

      
‘You see anything?’ Nirmal asked. ‘Let me have a look.’

      
Pavitran held on to the binoculars. Nirmal nearly snapped at him, but stopped himself. He could not afford to alienate Pavitran, who having grown up in the forest, knew more about it than a trained guard like him. Pavitran still lived in a tribal settlement in the jungle, but unlike the other men in his community did not brew hooch illegally or help poachers. In return for his selflessness the Forest Department gave him a khaki uniform like the one Nirmal wore, a daily, often-delayed wage of ten rupees and a scratchy blanket as bonus at Deepavali.

      
‘No sign of any poachers,’ he said, returning the binoculars.

      
‘And elephants?’

      
‘They’re in the valley. Sa-ar, you know that. Once the monsoon starts —’

      
‘Yes-yes, they will be back.’

      
‘What I don’t understand is, why do we even bother catching these poachers? The courts just let them out again.’

      
Nirmal did not respond but wondered if his own sense of disaffection had sprung from a lifetime of enduring such big and small injustices. Sometimes a leak in the roof could go unfixed for years before it caused the ceiling to sag or cave in.

      
Pavitran sat down on the floor, his legs hanging out between the metal rails. Nirmal zoomed in on a herd of sambar drinking at a water hole. There was a time when he had a hawk’s eyes but not any more. He could once cover the entire stretch of the forty-kilometre beat he had been assigned, but now ten kilometres, even five, exhausted him. Was he old? When had he grown old? His short shadow mocked him from the ground below. His breath sounded hollow; his skin was creased. Tomorrow his body would shrink; his back would crack; bones would jut out of his skin, sharp as knives.

      
He put the binoculars back in his bag and tapped Pavitran on his shoulder. ‘Nothing to see here. Let’s go down.’

       

      Nirmal, in his time in the forest, had learnt that the average elephant ate one hundred and fifty kilogrammes of plants, and drank one hundred litres of water every day. He saw no evidence of this scale of consumption on his patrols. His nocturnal visitor did not leave footprints, have dust baths, pass dung and urine, or scrape the barks of trees with its tusks.

      
He might not have looked for the elephant hard enough. He was short of time. The summer heat was beginning to strip leaves off trees. Small fires broke out in parts of the jungle, which luckily fire-watchers hired from Pavitran’s tribal community managed to put out.

      
A week after he first saw the elephant, Nirmal visited the forest department office a couple of kilometres from the check-post. His officers told him to clear grass and shrubs around the area he patrolled to stop fires from spreading. He did not tell them about the elephant. (What if he had imagined it?) He did not call his wife, though another letter from her – this time with details of the Gulf job – had been waiting for him. (What was he to tell her?)

      
He scrambled back to the tribal village in the heart of the wildlife sanctuary, so he could speak to Pavitran about the fire line. Poachers started most of the fires in the forest, dropping matchsticks on grasslands to distract guards so they could escape with their kill. His department had no helicopters or extinguishers so Nirmal and others had to contain a fire by beating it with branches. The last time it happened his eyes had watered for days and it had seemed as if soot would never budge from his lungs. He stopped to pick up a couple of flowers lying on the ground under a red silk cotton tree and placed them at the feet of black rocks shaped like gods. Not again, Lord Ganpati, Lord Vishnu, Lord Shiva. Not again.

      
Above him a Nilgiri langur crashed from one branch to another. A herd of gaur crossed the track in front of him, scarcely paying him any attention. Nirmal continued walking, scratching his balls and spitting on the ground. He wondered if he could ever appease these cruel gods with his modest offerings. He was angry: with the poachers and the judges, and the government that did not care if guards like him had food to eat or a place to sleep. In ten years he had not even got a promotion. What was the point of it all? Would he not be better off doing something easier, like tending an Arab’s or a Russian’s garden in Dubai? He tried to imagine what his life would be like if he earned in dirhams. His daughter might respect him a little. They would have a house of their own so Shalini would not have to argue with crass landlords barging into her kitchen and peering into pans to find out what she was serving for lunch. But he would still be alone, in a land where only air-conditioners and sprinklers made life possible.

      
He reached a small clearing where a tour operator sometimes pitched tents for tourists so they could spend a night or two in the forest. The only semi-permanent features of the site – a bamboo table and a bench the operator had put together – had been smashed to pieces, perhaps by an elephant. Nearby was a grove of bamboos, whose shoots and leaves elephants favoured over most other plants. He made a mental note to ask his seniors to shift the camping site before tourists returned in September.

      
The snap of a twig near him. Must be a porcupine or a langur. He spied a black rock in the distance but — what was that, was it moving? Probably not. God, he needed a good night’s sleep. No point looking. Pavitran would tell him to wear glasses and he would be right.

      
Thorns lanced his legs through his trousers. The birds on the trees around him were jittery, as if mirroring his unease. The staccato calls of giant squirrels filled the air. His feet ached. He heard a low rumble, then a high-pitched, brassy trumpet. Should he climb a tree or run? He ran, ducking under branches, flapping his arms as if he were swimming. His rifle thrashed against his back. His feet caught a gnarly root. He slipped and fell face down on the ground. A sharp pain pierced his jaw. Skin peeled off his blister-ridden palms as stones cut into them. Might as well give up. Might as well lie down. Let it end like this. He thought of Shalini and Radha. He thought of the brief, satisfying affair he once had with a tribal woman named Janu, which he had kept from everyone else. He closed his eyes and waited.

      
But there was nothing. Insects crawled on his skin. He slowly forced himself to stand up. Dusted his clothes. Felt a bit foolish. He bent down to pick up his rifle, which had fallen away from him.

      
‘No need for that,’ he heard a voice say.

      
The two poachers he and Pavitran had caught a month ago stood on either side, cornering him.

      
‘How much does our government pay you?’ a thin, bald man asked him. ‘Nine thousand rupees? Ten thousand?’

      
‘You should join us,’ the other plumper man with wiry hair said, laughing. ‘We may not get a monthly salary. But one kill and we can relax for two months.’

      
The men did not seem interested in killing him. They taunted him about his rifle and then poked him in the ribs with a slicker gun Nirmal could not identify.

      
‘Don’t come after us ever again.’

      
‘Or we will kill you.’

      
‘Not that we want to kill you.’

      
‘But we won’t have a choice.’

      
The thin man thumped him on his back as if they were friends. Then they walked away.

      
Nirmal bent down to pick up his rifle, his head sore, white lights flashing in the corner of his eyes.

       

      Two days later, Pavitran visited Nirmal in his quarters. He examined the bent iron bars and the leaf-strewn garden, and said, ‘But wasn’t it always like this?’

      
‘Forget it,’ Nirmal said. ‘Did those poachers come to the village looking for you?’

      
‘Not yet.’

      
The sky turned black as they talked. A summer storm. A strong wind hissed through the trees. Birds huddled in the grooves of branches. White hailstones pounded the forest, followed by rain. Nirmal and Pavitran peeled off their shirts and stood outside, arms outstretched. Only the jagged bolts of lightning forced them inside.

      
Nirmal gave Pavitran a cotton towel to dry himself and made tea.

      
‘I’m thinking of leaving,’ he said as Pavitran sipped from his tumbler. ‘I have spent ten years in the forest. Ten years, just imagine. A man can go mad in half that time.’

      
‘Is this about the elephant? Because we will find that bastard, no problem. We will give him one of those injections that will calm him down.’

      
Nirmal stood near the front door and watched the rain pelting down.

      
‘If you think about it,’ he said, turning around, ‘it’s not the elephant’s fault. What does it know? This is its territory. We’re the trespassers.’

      
Pavitran scratched his head. ‘I don’t know what this elephant has done to you.’

      
‘Actually, the elephant isn’t real. Didn’t you say that?’

      
Pavitran sulked. Water drops splattered on Nirmal’s feet. He did not know how to tell the young man about the deterioration of his body; he did not think Pavitran would understand the exhaustion he felt, or the loneliness. For so many years, these forests, these quarters as paltry as his income, these conversations with those like Pavitran who lived in the jungle, had been enough. But no longer. He touched the bald patches on his head and thought of the receding treeline of the forest, chopped down to make way for dams or quarries. The forest was dying, slowly but surely, and so was he.

      
‘But, Sa-ar, what will you do if you leave?’ Pavitran asked. ‘Where will you go?’

      
‘To the Gulf. I could become a gardener. Or a guard. I don’t know.’

      
‘You won’t like it.’

       

      Nirmal walked with Pavitran to the check-post, his belongings squished into the two bags they carried between them. At 5pm a taxi would ferry him from the check-post to the nearest railway station, where he would sleep in a waiting room until it was time to catch the train home.

      
The summer storms had given way to an early monsoon. The croaks of frogs now joined the chorus of birds and crickets. Their feet sank into slushy mud as they walked. Water dripped on their heads from the gleaming leaves above them. Black leeches clung to their clothes and they stopped frequently to shake off the creatures.

      
‘You should have taken all your stuff, Sa-ar,’ Pavitran said. ‘Such a waste.’

      
Nirmal, having left most of his meagre possessions behind for Pavitran to take home, said, ‘It’s alright. You will be using most of it, I suppose.’

      
A half-green, half-black frog sat on a rotting log by the track. It saddened him that he did not know its name. How many other creatures were there that he could not identify?

      
Everything seemed unreal to him, as if he was watching himself in a dream, up until the moment he shoved his luggage into the boot of the taxi. Then the smiling faces of his colleagues, wishing him well, putting a garland around his neck, presenting him with a small, wooden elephant as a parting gift, became sharp and clear. He felt like crying but grinned instead. It started to drizzle and people left. He asked the taxi driver to reopen the boot and put the elephant in his suitcase. Pavitran was still standing by his side, getting drenched in the rain. Nirmal embraced him, then got into the taxi, and told the driver, ‘Okay, shall we leave?’

      
By then the sun had disappeared behind the clouds and the mountains. It was dark though it was not yet night.

      
‘It’s tricky driving in this weather,’ the driver told him, flicking the headlights on. ‘A bus rolled into a gorge this morning.’

      
‘They were talking about it at the check-post,’ Nirmal said, scratching the taxi’s stale-smelling upholstery. He felt bereft. He wanted to scream, knock his head against a rock. He wanted a sign. Dear Lord, tell me I’m doing the right thing.

      
‘You have to be very careful on these roads,’ the driver said, but then he drove too fast, the taxi’s tyres veering towards the edge of the winding mountain road.

      
Nirmal clutched the dashboard but he was swung from side to side.

      
Negotiating a hairpin bend, the driver said, ‘Looks like there’s some trouble ahead.’

      
Through the windshield, Nirmal saw a truck that had stopped in the middle of the road. The taxi driver pressed the brake pedal too late. The car tyres screeched as the vehicle just missed slamming into the stationary truck.

      
‘Maybe the road’s crumbling,’ the driver said, but he did not look concerned.

      
‘Let me check,’ Nirmal said and stepped out.

      
Two men on a bike honked behind them, revving their vehicle and shouting at the truck and taxi drivers for blocking the narrow road.

      
Nirmal walked ahead, passing a slanting sign erected on the roadside by the Forest Department: Nature has everything to meet man’s need but not his greed. The thick, yellow headlights of the truck did not reveal any cracks on the tarmac.

      
‘Get back in the car, you son of a dog,’ a cleaner who sat in the front of the truck, next to its driver, shouted.

      
Nirmal felt fear gripping his shoulders but his feet would not move.

      
Perhaps tired of waiting for a landslide or an apparition to materialise, the men on the bike rode ahead having somehow squeezed past the bigger vehicles on the road. They had barely gone ten feet when they whizzed around. An elephant, its shape hidden until then by the blackness of the night, came charging behind them, a speeding mass of unbearably loud, terrifying trumpets. Was this his tormentor? Had it followed him?

      
The drivers pressed their horns and flicked the headlights of their vehicles on and off as if to scare the elephant away. The animal stopped running and sauntered towards Nirmal. He could feel its eyes on him; was sure its tusks would rip his chest.

      
The elephant snorted as if mocking the drivers’ attempts to frighten him. Then he turned around and disappeared into the mountainside.

      
On wobbly legs Nirmal walked back to the taxi, where the driver stood leaning against the bonnet.

      
‘What were you thinking?’ he asked.

      
‘Have a death wish, do you?’ the excitable cleaner shouted from the truck.

      
Nirmal got into the taxi and wiped his forehead against the sleeves of his shirt. His heart was still racing.

      
The driver started the car after touching a small idol of Lord Ganpati affixed to the dashboard. ‘It’s good luck to see an elephant at the start of a journey,’ he said. ‘You’re going to succeed in whatever you choose to do.’

      
‘We will see,’ Nirmal said. He stuck his head out of the window and looked at the forest above him, but it was too dark to see anything and raindrops fell on his upturned face.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Level and Nearly Unaffected – Carol Rowntree Jones
            

          

        

      

      The second night, after you left, you didn’t miss a thing. You know how we were trying to pluck up courage to join in and were really just enjoying watching his hips? Well, the next evening I went back and it was the ugly shift. No, that’s cruel, but that guy would not have kept you awake at night. I didn’t stay late; I had to pack and get an early train to the airport.

      
But I thought this salsa thing looked pretty good, and when some flyers arrived in the office about a class nearby straight after work, and I was feeling lardy around the middle, you know how it is, I thought I’d give it a try. I didn’t want to go anywhere I would know anyone, didn’t want to look a complete idiot, and it was a night no one needed lifts anywhere. It’s getting easier now, isn’t it – they’re older and you get a bit more time. Still all the washing and you just have to stop yourself worrying about what they’re eating. You make up for it other nights. It’s like another friend of mine. She got a horse, was completely besotted, and the family had never eaten so well she felt so guilty.

      
So I went along. Random people – couples, other people straight from work like me. No one there for the lonely-hearts thing as far as I could tell. And I loved it from the start. You get the basic movements first – you know how the guy was showing the others at the session we saw, what we could see from the back of the bar – it’s like three steps and then you pause, and as you get better it’s what you do with the pause that counts.

      
This seems ages ago now, and for me to be having to spell it all out… but I just have to tell you. So I started to pick up the rhythm and it became the best thing in the week. The tutor, a married guy – he was local but he’d learnt it all in London, so he was good. Great hips, girl!

      
One, two three, tap. One, two three, kick. It was a different variation each week. Then you do clever things with the weight transfer – I know it wasn’t salsa, but you know how Fred Astaire always looked like he was floating? Well, it’s not like that, it’s very grounded, but when you get it just right and the pause is practically electric it feels weightless.

      
I became the star pupil – yes, I know that’s hard to believe – and the guy would use me to demonstrate. His hands were pretty nice on me but I felt immune; the absolute best thing was the dancing. By now I was going to another of his classes as well. More new people, but they were just bodies around me. Good partner? Indifferent? Totally rubbish and I’d blank them the next time. The music, the moves, took me high as a kite.

      
So how did everyone at home take it? Bit of a joke really. Nice for mum to be doing it, that kind of thing, a bit of a joke from him too. And that suited me, I guess – a bit of a laugh, a way of keeping fit.

      
It becomes odd, the significance of things.

      
I’d be in the supermarket trying not to three step and keep focused on the baked beans, but I’d be off to the rice, pasta and accompanying sauce; then aubergine, tuna and pulses. Even the shopping list was in time. I’d watch other people and see if they were salsa addicts – because that was what it was like, it was an obsession.

      
I started to think of all my relationships in terms of who was the lead and who following. I interpreted my daughter’s tiffs with her friends as who was being open – still communicating, involving the other – and who was closed: shut down, restricted, taking no responsibility.

      
I heard there were salsa nights in town so I went along with two of the girls I’d met at the second class. Every other Saturday, so our films still happened. These nights were dark, sweaty affairs. I’ve never drunk so much water. I tell you, I needed nothing else. And it’s an art, what to wear. So that you can get out of the house looking fairly normal, but survive the evening on the dance floor without being a complete ball of sweat.

      
Then I danced with him. If we thought that guy we saw together had snaking hips… I hadn’t seen this one at the club before, and that night the other girls couldn’t make it so I was doing my own thing. He came up and asked if he could dance with me, and at salsa that’s fine. It’s all about the dance and you need a partner.

      
Did I mention electricity before? This was like we were burning a path through the room, like no one else was there. I didn’t know how I was breathing.

      
I guess we danced together for a couple of hours, then the session ended and we said, ‘next week?’ And so it went on. We would dance there together all night – all evening – sweat together, love the music together, then leave. But I’d be dreaming it. I knew the weight of his hand on my back and how his hip fitted mine. I knew we looked good together. We improvised like we read each other’s minds. Other people stood and watched.

      
But it made me feel so strange I had to stop.

      
All that stuff in the first class: ‘the upper body remains level and nearly unaffected’. Okay, a get-out clause in the ‘nearly’. But I was certainly affected.

      
God, I miss it.

      
But putting dinner on the table, turning round the sports kit, being able to face people, clean toilets: I needed those as well.

      
But that sweet tension in my belly.

      
Life is calm now with no intricate foot-work. A kind of relief. It felt like a big thing that everything else might not survive.

      
So all is harmony here, that’s me.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              The Magic Toyshop – Angela Carter
            

          

        

      

      Melanie swam like a blind, earless fish in a sea of sedation, where there was no time or memory but only dreams. Summer changed to autumn before she surfaced and lay palely on her bed, remembering. When she was strong enough, she went out one early morning and buried the wedding-dress decently under the apple-tree. Her breast felt hollow, as if it were her heart she had buried; but she could move and speak, still.

      
‘You must be a little mother to them,’ said Mrs Rundle. Mrs Rundle sewed black armbands to their coats, even Victoria’s. Mrs Rundle’s coat was black already; she was always prepared for mortality to strike. She was disappointed, even aggrieved, that the remains would not be brought home for a funeral. Since there were no remains to speak of. But even so.

      
Melanie started wearing her hair in stiff plaits, in the manner of a squaw. She plaited her hair so tightly that it hurt her, straining hair and flesh until it felt as though the white seam down the back of her head might split and the brains gush out. It was a penance. She chewed at the spiky end of a plait and kicked at a kitchen chair-leg. Through the open door into the hall drifted the murmuring voices of the auctioneer’s men.

      
Everything was to be sold. There was no money left. Daddy hadn’t saved any money because he thought he could always make more. In a vacuum, the children existed from day to day. There was still food for them to eat and Mrs Rundle was still there. She was a fixed point. Melanie stayed beside her, now, helping her about the house. She did not like to be alone. The mirror was broken and she hated the casual glimpses she got of her face as she cleaned her teeth or when she passed the hall-stand. But Mrs Rundle, the mother-hen, was looking for a new post and the house was to be sold over their heads, and the furniture, too.

      
‘A little mother,’ repeated Melanie. She must be a mother to Jonathon and Victoria. Yet Jonathon and Victoria hardly seemed to feel the lack of a mother. They had their own private worlds. Jonathon pressed on with his new model. Victoria babbled like a brook, chasing motes in the sunbeams. Neither referred to their parents or seemed to realise that their present life was coming to an end – Victoria too young, Jonathon too preoccupied. When prospective buyers came to look at the house, which happened more and more frequently, they stayed out of the way until they had gone.

      
‘The burden is all mine,’ said Melanie.

      
Mrs Rundle knitted a knee-sock. For Jonathon, a parting gift. She was turning the heel.

      
‘They told me to tell you,’ she said. ‘The lawyers did. Since I am close. I have been waiting my time.’

      
‘What is this?’

      
‘You are to go to your Uncle Philip.’

      
Melanie’s eyes grew wide.

      
‘Your Uncle Philip will take the three. And it is not right for a family to be separated.’ She sniffed emphatically.

      
‘But we have never known him. He was Mummy’s only brother and they drifted apart.’ She dredged the name from a chance remark in the remote past. ‘The name was Flower. Mummy was a Miss Flower.’

      
‘The lawyer says he is a perfect gentleman.’

      
‘Where does he live?’

      
‘In London, where he has always lived.’

      
‘So we shall go to London.’

      
‘It will be nice, and you growing up. All London for you. Theatres. Dances.’ From magazines and novels she recollected: ‘Soirées.’

      
‘How does he make a living? He used to be a toymaker.’

      
‘And still is. He is married. There will be a woman’s guidance.’

      
‘I didn’t know he was married.’

      
‘These days,’ disapproved Mrs Rundle, ‘there is such a lack of contact within families! Fancy not knowing about your uncle’s wife! She is, after all, your aunt!’ Her steel needles flashed.

      
‘It will all be new and strange.’

      
‘That is life,’ said Mrs Rundle. ‘I shall miss you all and often think of the baby, growing up into a little girl. And you, into a young lady.’

      
Melanie bent her head and the plaits swung over her face. ‘You have been so kind.’

      
‘I shall help with the packing, of course.’

      
‘When’ – she gulped – ‘when do we go?’

      
‘Soon.’

      
October, crisp, misty, golden October, when the light is sweet and heavy. They stood on the step and waited for the taxi with black bands on their arms and suitcases in their hands, forlorn passengers from a wrecked ship, clutching a few haphazardly salvaged possessions and staring in dismay at the choppy sea to which they must commit themselves.

      
‘I may never see this house again!’ thought Melanie. It was an enormous moment, this good-bye to the old home; so enormous she could hardly grasp it, could feel only a vague regret. The rose wreath still hung in the apple tree, a little weather-beaten, already.

      
Mrs Rundle kissed them wetly one after the other. She, too, was leaving the house that day. She wore her good, black, cloth coat and her neatly darned cloth gloves and her sturdy, serviceable laced-up shoes. Her cat slept in a basket beside her trunk. Her new employer would pick her up by car. Their relationship was at an end. She belonged to another house, other people.

      
‘Oh, dear,’ said Melanie, suddenly. ‘School.’ The sight of the trunk reminded her. She had not thought of it till now. But she and Jonathon should be back at school and Victoria starting at the village junior and mixed infants democratically this term.

      
‘Your Uncle Philip will see to all that,’ said Mrs Rundle. ‘Mind you look after them on the journey and buy them sweets and comic books for the train.’ She dug amongst the bottles of aspirin and loose hairpins and tubes of digestive mints in her whale-backed black simulated leather handbag. ‘Take this.’ A pound note for a good-bye present.

      
Then the taxi came for them. Did the taxi-driver, the ticket-collector at the station, the other passengers standing on the platform – did they sense the difference about the children and, seeing the black armbands, nod sadly, knowingly, and smile in encouragement and sympathy? Melanie thought they did and froze at the first breath of pity, summoning all her resources to act coolly.

      
A little mother.

      
‘I am responsible,’ she thought as they sat in the train and Victoria pulled up seat cushions to see what lay beneath them and Jonathon studied a diagram of the rigging on a schooner. ‘I am no longer a free agent.’

      
A black bucket of misery tipped itself up over Melanie’s head. Part of herself, she thought, was killed, a tender, budding part; the daisy-crowned young girl who would stay behind to haunt the old house, to appear in mirrors where the new owner expected the reflection of his own face, to flash whitely on dark nights out of the prickly core of the apple tree. An amputee, she could not yet accustom herself to what was lost and gone, lost as her parents scattered in fragments over the Nevada desert. A routine internal flight. An unscheduled squall. An engine fault. Two Britons are among the dead. We regret to announce the death of a distinguished man of letters. And his wife.

      
Mummy.

      
No, Mother. Now she was dead, give her the honourable name, ‘Mother.’ Mother and Father are dead and we are orphans. There was, also, an honourable ring about the word ‘orphans’. Melanie had never even known an orphan before and now here she was, an orphan herself. Like Jane Eyre. But with a brother and sister whom she must look after for they had nothing left but her.

      
‘London! London!’ cried Victoria every time the train, a slow, halting, bucolic train, drew to a standstill, either at a drowsy country station where cow parsley foamed along the line or simply nowhere, among the fields, to have a little rest.

      
‘They won’t know us at the station, in London,’ said Jonathon suddenly. ‘We have never seen one another.’

      
‘They will easily recognise three children travelling alone,’ said Melanie.

      
The train was a kind of purgatory, a waiting time, between the known and completed past and the unguessable future which had not yet begun. It was a long journey. Jonathon stared from the window at a landscape which was not the one Melanie saw. Victoria, at last, went to sleep and did not see the slow beginnings of London nor wake when the train finally halted at the arched and echoing terminus. Melanie was stiff, aching and covered in smuts. She felt oddly cold and sick but bit her lip staunchly and gathered their cases together.

      
‘Jonathon,’ she said, ‘you must carry Victoria.’

      
He considered this, holding a special parcel of his own.

      
‘I would rather carry the model I am working on, in case it gets injured,’ he said reasonably. She realised there was no use arguing with him.

      
‘I’ll carry her, then, and we’ll get a porter.’

      
Victoria was a great, heavy lump of a child and Melanie’s arms cracked under the weight of her. Buffeted helplessly by the crowd, Melanie peered around the platform. There were no porters to be had. And where was Uncle Philip?

      
Then her attention was caught by two young men who leant against a hoarding, drinking tea from cardboard cups with unhurried, slow, rustic movements. Their stillness attracted her. They created their own environment around them. Although behind them was a six-foot-high beer-bottle, with the red-lettered statement ‘A Man’s Drink!’ across it, they superimposed upon it a silent and rocky country where there was always a wind blowing with a touch of rain on it and few birds sang. They were hard but gentle men. They were country people in a sense that Melanie was not, although she had just come from the green fields and they might have lived in London all their lives. They were brothers.

      
Obviously brothers, although startlingly dissimilar – two different garments cut, at one time, from the same cloth. The younger was nineteen or so, just a few inches taller than Melanie, with longish, bright red hair hanging over the collar of a dark blue, rather military looking jacket with shoulder flaps and brass buttons. He wore washed-out, balding corduroy trousers wrinkled with their own tightness. His clothes had the look of strays from a parish poor-box. His face was that of Simple Ivan in a folk-tale, high cheek-bones, slanting eyes. There was a slight cast in the right eye, so that his glance was disturbing and oblique. He breathed through his slack-lipped mouth, which was a flower for rosiness. He grinned at nothing or a secret joke. He moved with a supple and extraordinary grace, raising his cup to his mouth with a flashing, poetic gesture.

      
His companion was the same man grown older and turned to stone. Taller, wider in the shoulder, clumsily assembled, with a craggy, impassive face. A bruising-looking man in a navy-blue, pin-striped suit with trousers frayed at the turn-ups and a beige and brown shirt of the sort that is supposed not to show the dirt. His brown and blue tie was speared with a tie-pin in the shape of a harp. He had a half-smoked, stubbed-out, hand-rolled cigarette, disintegrating into rags of paper and shreds of tobacco, stuck behind his ear.

      
They drank their tea and did not talk to each other. They kept quite still, although all the commotion of the station swirled around them. They inhabited their silence and gave nothing away.

      
When the younger one finished his tea, he tossed the cup over the hoarding with a lyrical, curving, discus-thrower swing and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He seemed to be inspecting the train, raking the length of it with a slow, sweeping, lop-sided gaze. His eyes were a curious grey green. His Atlantic-coloured regard went over Melanie like a wave; she submerged in it. She would have been soaked if it had been water. He touched the other man’s arm; at once he dropped his cup and they came towards her. And if one moved like the wind in branches, the other’s motion was a tower falling, a frightening, uncoordinated progression in which he seemed to crash forward uncontrollably at each stride, jerking himself stiffly upright and swaying for a moment on his heels before the next toppling step. The boy smiled and stretched out hands of welcome; the other did not smile. Melanie knew they were coming for her and started.

      
She was dismayed to see these strangers accosting her when she expected to see an old man in a cowboy hat with a black and white photograph face. Half-remembered Sunday newspaper stories about men who haunted main-line London railway stations to procure young girls for immoral purposes ran through her mind. But the boy said: ‘You’ll be Melanie.’

      
So they knew her name and it was all right. She saw his mouth moving; he was still talking but a train was blowing its whistle and drowned his voice, which was extremely soft.

      
‘I’m Melanie,’ she said. ‘Yes.’
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