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For Anne-Marie




He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence.

William Blake, Proverbs of Hell




It was August when I finally crossed the street. I slipped off a shoe and pressed my foot into the warmth of the doorstep, finding a space amongst the plastic bags and paper scraps that littered it. I sniffed at the air, swallowing the taste of roasted meat and smoke. At the end of the long weekend, the street was empty. Beer cans lay abandoned in the gutter and sacks of rubbish spilled out the remains of picnics. Birds hunched on branches, tucking their beaks into their chests. There was no-one to see me. I was safe. I untied my headscarf and wrapped it around my hand, then picked up a brick from the pile of rubble by the step. The dirty glass smashed easily. I reached through and lifted the latch.

The hallway was as I’d expected, smelling of old tobacco and gas. A stack of telephone directories filled a corner and a table was piled high with unclaimed post. The pattern on the linoleum was hidden under layers of dirt and the walls bore the marks of many tenants. Once-white paint, now a greasy yellow, flaked off the banisters. I knew without reaching for the switch that the bulb which dangled from the ceiling would give off no more than a dim glow. I walked across the hallway to the second door, as scratched and battered as everything else. It gave way to my push. The body was hunched on the bed, under a grubby sheet.




One

THE SICKNESS HAD STARTED IN MAY. IT CAME STEALTHILY at first, creeping up on me. Strange aches occurred, odd pains. At first I ignored them, convinced they were nothing, but as they grew stronger, I worried. Each night I fell asleep hoping that the dragging in my stomach would be gone when I woke. Soon it was the first thing I noticed each day.

It made me tired. I spent most of the time in my chair, wrapped in a blanket, staring out at the street. The window had nine panes of old, thick glass and I looked through it one pane at a time like a painter dividing up a landscape with his fingers, watching the comings and goings of Victory Road. The street had changed over the past few years and some of the houses had been smartened up. Window boxes appeared on ledges, red geraniums flowered and the stumps of railings grew back into tall spikes. Garden gates  were hung and oiled, swinging open smoothly when the postman pushed them.

The house opposite mine was still shabby, a poor relation to the others in the row, blackened with dirt and stripped of everything that could be sold. Each window held just one piece of glass, giving the house a blank, indifferent appearance, and the flimsy front door had no knocker. The railings remained amputated and the garden had been smothered by concrete. Weeds straggled through the cracks. Tenants came and went, none staying longer than a few months.

It was June when I first noticed the girl. One morning, she was sitting at the downstairs window looking back at me. I ducked away, pretending to watch a group of children who were circling on bicycles like predatory animals. When I dared to look again, she hadn’t moved.

I puzzled over what she was doing there. She was young, no more than eighteen, I thought, perhaps not even that. Girls her age had other things to do. I often saw them, prowling the streets in packs, strutting and swaggering like boys. I avoided them, afraid of attracting their attention. But this girl was different. She sat motionless, as if she were waiting for something, her thin shoulders poking out of a tight black vest. Despite her physical fragility, she had an air of determination about her. Her shoulders were squared and her face set, her little chin held high.

I was intrigued, and watched her for the rest of the day. She showed no sign of having noticed me but went on staring out of the window, straight ahead. At last, at dusk, she stood up. Her silhouette was a shock. A high, round belly stuck out from her body. It was jarring to see, grafted onto someone who was still a child herself. She yawned and stretched, then turned to draw the curtains, shutting me firmly out.

I watched the girl the next day, and the next day after that. All  through the summer I watched her at the window, staring into space as her belly grew, making the vest rise further and further up her torso. As the days passed, something odd began to happen. My stomach started to expand, as if in sympathy with hers. My skin stretched over a small potbelly, smooth and tight, as if I were young again. The rest of my body was shrinking. Skin hung loosely from my arms and thighs. It was as if I had a baby of my own trapped within, a malevolent little thing, a child who would never be born, staying inside until it had consumed all of me.
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I didn’t want any interference from doctors. I didn’t want to draw things out any further than required. But as the summer wore on, I worried that I was losing my mind. I mislaid things. A stain developed on the bathroom floor from water that slopped over the sides of the tub when I forgot to turn off the taps. I found myself standing bewildered in rooms, unsure of how I had got there. I did not mind my physical disintegration but losing my capacity to think was something different altogether. One day in August I decided I couldn’t put it off any longer. The time had come to seek medical attention.

I was on edge from the moment I left the house, knowing that I’d have to pass the prison. I hurried past it quickly, my head down, to the surgery. It was a cuckoo of a building, squeezed between two houses, squat and square and practical, with a blue sign outside listing the names of the doctors.

The doors slid open as if my arrival had been predicted. As I entered the smell of disinfectant caught in my throat, making me cough. I leaned against a pillar to catch my breath and looked about. It was a dismal place. Faded posters telling those who looked at them to change their ways were stuck haphazardly on walls that  were blistered with peeling paint. A patch of damp crept down from the ceiling to the window as if it were trying to escape. Patients slumped on chairs around a table covered with magazines that were missing their covers. The only sound came from a small boy playing with a toy truck that had no wheels.

I went up to a counter with a sign on it that said Reception.

Like a hotel, I thought, and for a moment felt more hopeful, until I caught sight of the woman behind the desk, who was bending over some papers and muttering. I stood very still, waiting for her to notice me, looking at a vase of drooping carnations. The water was flecked with green scum.

Eventually she raised her head. ‘Yes?’ she said sharply.

‘I think I should see a doctor,’ I said.

‘What’s your name?’

I told her and she peered at a machine, stabbing at it with long, crimson fingernails.

‘I can’t find you. What time’s your appointment?’ Her voice was accusing.

Not like a hotel at all, I thought, sadly. I looked down at my feet, shifting my weight from one to the other.

‘I haven’t got one.’

She sighed, as if I had confirmed her suspicions. ‘Then you can’t see a doctor. You’ll have to make one now and then come back. Who do you usually see?’

‘I haven’t been here before,’ I admitted. ‘This is my first visit.’

‘You need to see your own doctor,’ she said. ‘You can’t go to just any surgery. Where are you registered?’

Everything was a question. I was being cross-examined before I’d even entered the doctor’s consulting room. I felt my heart begin to beat faster, speeding up to match the pace of her interrogation.

‘Nowhere,’ I muttered.

‘What? I can’t hear you.’

‘I haven’t got a doctor. I’m not registered anywhere.’

She looked at me sceptically. I forced a smile, trying to arrange my features into something that might suit her.

‘All right,’ she said, at last. ‘We might be able to fit you in. You’ll need to bring proof of address and identity. That means a utilities bill or a bank statement and a passport or a driving licence. And we’ll need the name and address of your previous doctor so that we can get your notes and check your medical history.’

I didn’t want her or anyone else to check my history, medical or otherwise. I didn’t want them to know where I lived. I didn’t want them to write things down about me for just anyone to see. I remembered the drill.

Be Careful What You Say. Like Everyone Else, You Will Hear Things That the Enemy Mustn’t Know. Keep That Knowledge to Yourself - and Don’t Give Away Any Clues. Keep Smiling.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I’ll come back when I can prove who I am.’

She had gone back to her papers before the words had left my mouth.
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The Holloway Road was choked with traffic fleeing the city. I stumbled the opposite way, my head spinning. The trip to the doctor’s had unnerved me. There was someone I wanted to see. I made my way past the Indian restaurants and the off-licences, flat-fronted pubs and bookmakers, the flooring shops with giant rolls of carpet stacked on the pavement. I avoided the enormous hall of the Seventh Day Adventists, offering salvation for sinners. My own salvation was up the little side street. I walked along it, wondering why I’d left it so long to go back.

The minute I pushed open the door and heard the jangle of the  bell, I felt better. I stood for a moment, drinking in the shop’s familiar smell, soothed by its particular, contented silence.

‘Can I help you?’

It wasn’t the voice I’d been expecting. I turned to see a young woman sitting behind the desk. She was smiling brightly, waiting for me to answer. I tried to hide my surprise.

‘Isn’t Stephen here?’

‘Not today. He takes Wednesdays off.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘Had you arranged to see him? I can call him if you like.’

I kept my voice even. ‘It doesn’t matter. I was just passing by, that’s all. I’ll have a look around while I’m here.’

She nodded. ‘If you need any help, just ask.’

I went into the next room and stood in front of one of the shelves. I ran my hands over soft leather bindings, feeling the raised lettering with my fingertips like Braille. Fat novels stood next to slim volumes of poetry, rubbing shoulders with dictionaries and encyclopaedia sets, atlases and cookery books, their covers spotted and stained. I scanned their titles, looking for ones that I recognized. I couldn’t afford to take a gamble. I wanted a proper story, with characters to care about and hope for, something to take me away from myself.

I was out of sorts after my trip to the surgery. I wanted to talk to Stephen. My disappointment made me realize how lonely I’d become. I took down old favourites and flicked through them, reading pages at random, but none of them was what I wanted. It was a while before I saw it, a slim book with a faded dust jacket, not the sort of thing that I was looking for at all, not a novel, strictly non-fiction, a textbook or a manual. My hands shook as I pulled it off the shelf. I turned to the list of chapters, looking for answers. This was the one, I decided. It would tell me all I needed to know. There would be no  doctors, no examinations, no evidence for anyone to find. My disease would stay a secret, my own last secret.

I took the book to the girl and counted out coins.

‘Would you like to leave Stephen a message?’ she said. ‘Shall I tell him you were here?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry. It wasn’t important.’
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I made coffee, strong and hot, carried it to the sitting room and put it on the table next to my chair. I wrapped the blanket around myself and settled a cushion behind my head. I found the chapter and started to read.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS? said the first line, in capital letters.

Loss of appetite, vague indigestion, nausea, swelling in the abdomen, abnormal bleeding.

None of that was news but the next question was intriguing.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR YOU?

The answer was surprisingly simple.

Your body is made up of cells and they repair and reproduce by dividing themselves. But sometimes the cells are abnormal and get out of control. They carry on splitting and they cluster together into a lump, which invades and destroys the tissue around it. If left untreated it will spread to other parts of your body and do the same again.

There it was, written down in black and white, confirmation of how my life would end. It was almost a relief to have it spelled out. I read on.

By the time it is detected, it may have been growing for many years.

This was no surprise. I knew exactly when I had started to go bad.

However, treatment is available. Many patients fight the disease and win.

I didn’t want to fight it. I’d lived long enough. I closed my eyes.

‘I’m coming,’ I whispered. ‘I’m coming to join you, my love.’




Two

If I had been given the choice, I would have taken my chances and stayed. I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to leave her and I said so. But it made no difference. I was going; Ma said I must. We sat at the table eating bread and dripping. I liked bread and dripping but I wasn’t hungry. I stared at the floor as she said dripping but I wasn’t hungry. I stared at the floor as she said it again.

‘Nora love, there’s going to be a war. I want you to be safe. It won’t be forever. When it’s all over you’ll come back and it’ll be as if you were never away.’

Two woodlice were hurrying towards one of the table legs. I fixed my eyes on them instead of Ma.

‘It’ll do you good to live in the country. You’ll have lots of fresh air and space.’

The woodlice had almost got to the table, little grey shapes  running one after the other. I didn’t care about fresh air and space. I wanted us to stick together, like them.

‘I don’t want to go,’ I said. I pushed my plate away and looked up at her. Ma’s face was my favourite thing to look at in the world, the first and last thing I saw each day, but she wasn’t pretty now. She had two dark patches under her eyes like smudges of coal dust and she was frowning. It was early still, but the room was made dim by the paper we had stuck up over the windows the week before. I had cut it into squares with the scissors that Ma used for bacon, leaving smears of grease along the edges. If I went she would be left in the dark. The thought of her sitting alone at the table every night made my stomach twist and churn.

‘Please don’t make me go,’ I said. ‘You won’t have anyone left.’

‘You can’t stay here,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t worry. I’ll be all right.’

‘I won’t go.’

‘You’re going, and that’s that. God’s already taken your father from me. I’m not about to lose you too.’

The anger in her voice made me angry too and I stamped on the woodlice, crushing them under my shoe. If I was to be sent away from her, I thought, why should they be allowed to stay? But as soon as I had done it I was sorry.

‘What if the bombs come, Ma, like they say they will? What if one of them hits our house? You’ll be killed.’ I pictured myself standing by a coffin and my eyes began to prickle with tears.

‘I’m not going to die,’ she said. ‘Come here.’

I ran to her and she held me, stroking my hair like she had when I was a little girl. We stayed together like that until the room was dark, then we prayed to the Virgin, kneeling side by side at the foot of our bed.

‘Look after Nora,’ Ma said, in a small, cracked voice. ‘Keep her safe for me. Help her to be good.’

She held me all through the night and in the morning the back of my nightdress was damp from her tears.

The next day was the first of September. It should have been my first day at my new school. I woke feeling sick. I lay in bed, listening to the whistle of the kettle, waiting for Ma to come and tell me that it had all been a bad dream, that there was no war and that I could stay. But when she came it was to tell me to hurry.

I put my hands on my stomach. ‘I’ve got a pain, Ma. It hurts, here.’

She patted my shoulder. ‘Nora love, you’ve got to go. Get dressed now. I’ve made tea.’

I knew she didn’t believe in my stomach ache. Slowly, I put on the uniform that she had sat up late so many nights to stitch and went downstairs to the kitchen. As we walked through the streets to the schoolyard, I was angry and afraid. When Ma held out her hand, I shook my head. I wanted to stamp my foot and tell her that my stomach really did hurt. But I knew it wouldn’t make any difference. I had never seen Ma so determined, so I said nothing.

When we got there it was crowded but strangely quiet. Some of the little ones were crying, clinging to their mothers, and a few of the bigger boys ran about, pretending to shoot at each other like soldiers. But most of us were silent and still, waiting to see what was going to happen. I knew that nothing I said or did would change anything. I couldn’t stop the war. I couldn’t even make Ma change her mind about sending me away. I didn’t know where I was going, where I would sleep that night or where I would wake up in the morning. All I knew was that Ma wouldn’t be there with me. I swallowed hard, trying to force back the panic that was rising in my throat. When a whistle screeched and a teacher clapped her hands to make us listen, I thought I was going to be sick. A hush fell over the schoolyard.

‘Say goodbye to your mothers and line up in pairs,’ the teacher shouted. ‘Quickly, now. We’ve no time to lose.’

Suddenly everything was movement and noise.

I tried one last time. ‘I want to stay here and be killed with you.’

Ma shook her head sadly. ‘Don’t say things like that. It’s not right.’

She pressed something into my hand. It was the little picture of the Virgin and Child that hung from a hook on the wall next to our bed. I saw it every night before I went to sleep. I liked how they were together, the two of them, just like me and Ma.

She put her arms around me and held me tight, pressing her cheek against mine.

‘Remember, Nora, I’ll always be with you,’ she said quietly. ‘We’ll always be together.’

I closed my eyes and breathed in her smell, carbolic soap and sweat, filling my nose with it to take with me to wherever I’d end up. The next thing I knew, she was gone and I was holding the hand of a boy who was smaller than me, aged five or maybe six. Two lines of snot trickled towards his mouth, making me feel even sicker. I couldn’t bear to look at him. I stared instead at the label that hung from a piece of string around my neck.

Nora Lynch, it said, in tidy teachers’ handwriting. Aged 12 years.

It reminded me of the words on Pa’s gravestone. James Lynch. Died 1929, aged 25 years. It made leaving Ma even worse and I hated her for making me go. I wouldn’t turn my head to look at her as we marched out of the schoolyard in a crocodile. We shuffled like prisoners, our heads down, staring at the ground, and even the birds were quiet as we went.
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As the train jerked out of the station, the boy sitting next to me began to whimper. One of the older girls tried to put her arm around his shoulders but he pushed her away.

‘You’re not my mother,’ he shouted. ‘Get off me.’

Hearing him say mother did for us and soon we were all in tears. I pressed myself into the corner and stared through the dirty window, wishing that I was back at home, curled up in bed with Ma. It was the first time she hadn’t been around to put things right. I looked down at the palm of my right hand, marked with a silvery scar from when I had lifted the kettle off the fire without a cloth. Ma had picked me up and carried me to the back yard, where she held my hand in hers under the tap until our fingers were red with cold. I touched the patch in my eyebrow where no hair had grown since the day I had tripped on the doorstep and hit my head. That time Ma had taken me to the doctor. I remembered his sour breath as he leaned close to examine me.

‘She’ll live,’ he had said. ‘She’ll live.’

If anything happened to me now she wouldn’t be around to make it better. I would have new scars that she wouldn’t know anything about. I pressed my face against the window like she had pressed her cheek against mine in the schoolyard, trying to pretend that she was with me.

One by one, the others fell asleep. My eyes were heavy but I was determined to stay awake. I wanted to know where I was going. As the train pulled further away from London and from Ma, I leaned back in the leather seat and stared out of the window at fields that stretched on endlessly, further than I could see, a hundred shades of green. The train passed through empty stations, each like the one before it; a platform with a bench, a white fence and flowers planted in tubs, all so different to the crowds and soot at Waterloo that it was hard to believe we were in the same country.

After a while I felt the pain in my stomach, worse than before, stabbing at my insides. The potted meat in the sandwich that Ma had given me was beginning to smell, making me gulp. I got to my feet, suddenly wanting to be alone and out of sight. I remembered  that when we had boarded the train there had been a rush for the lavatory. I would hide myself away in there.

I picked my way past the sleeping bodies and over gas masks and suitcases, then crept along the corridor, holding my stomach as I went, swallowing back the sour taste of sick. Eventually, I arrived at a small door marked W.C. When I opened it, the smell made my stomach heave and I stood at the threshold, trying to decide if I could bear to go in. I made up my mind when a group of boys came charging along the corridor. Pinching my nose with my fingers, I slipped inside, locked the door, pulled down my old school knickers and sat on the lavatory. I slumped on the seat, trying to lift up my feet away from the sticky floor and keep my balance as the train rocked from side to side.

I was trapped in the lavatory with nowhere else to go. Leaving Ma had been the end of everything good. Since then, every minute had brought something new and worse, as if it were a test of how much I could stand. But the next thing to happen was the worst of all. The train lurched suddenly and I threw out my hands to steady myself against the walls, losing hold of my knickers, which fell to my knees. I glanced down at them and what I saw made me blink in horror. There was a mark on them, a strange smear against the grey cotton. It looked like rust, or blood.

I turned hot and then cold. My heart was beating so hard I felt as if I would choke on it. When I dared to look again, my thighs were trembling. It was still there, a brownish smudge, evidence of something that I knew at once was very bad. Slowly, I brought my hand down from the wall and touched my thigh. I rested it there, frightened of moving it further, then, as if they belonged to someone else, I watched my fingers creep between my legs and then I felt them touch that part of myself that I had never seen, never mentioned and touched only when I was washing, as quickly as I could.

I brought my hand back up to my face and touched my fingers to  my nose. An odd smell, of iron and darkness, filled my nostrils. It was like an animal, or meat that had been left out somewhere warm. I lowered my hand and made myself look at it. My fingertips had blood on them, not red like the sort that spilled from a scraped knee or a cut finger, but a dark, dirty brown, something shameful. I was bleeding between my legs.

I shivered with fear as I realized what it meant. God was punishing me. I had hated Ma for sending me away. I had stamped on the woodlice, refused to hold her hand on the way to the schoolyard and not looked back when I left.

‘Honour your mother and father,’ the Sunday School teacher always said. It was one of the Ten Commandments. I didn’t have a father but I had Ma. I hadn’t honoured her. I had despised her instead. I had said I would rather die than leave her behind, but now that I was gone it was happening all the same.

The only hope I had, I decided, was to pray. I would confess my sins and ask for forgiveness like I did in the little booth each week before Mass. Perhaps God would listen to me then. I closed my eyes.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’

I told him all of it, from the woodlice onwards, leaving nothing out, and just as I came to the end of it, the train stopped moving. For a moment, everything was peaceful and still. I opened my eyes and looked down at my knickers, hoping for a miracle, but it was no good. The blood was still there. My confession hadn’t changed anything. I began to cry, hot tears that dropped onto my thighs as if they were trying to wash them clean.

A knock came at the door, and then a woman’s voice.

‘Is anyone in there? Open up, please. We’ve arrived. Everybody must get off the train. Come along.’

I had no more choice about it than I’d had about anything else that day. I pulled my knickers up and wiped my fingers on my skirt,  stepped out of the stinking lavatory and went back to the compartment. It was empty apart from my gasmask and the pillowcase that held my things. I picked them up, made my way along the corridor to the end of the carriage and climbed down the steps to the platform.
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We were taken to a place that smelled of animals, and was divided by wooden fences into pens. I sat on the ground in the dust, feeling numb, watching the teachers try to calm the little ones. Women dressed in hats and suits like the ladies that Ma cleaned for were giving out glasses of lemonade and cups of tea. I had never seen a lady make a cup of tea. It was as if everything I knew to be true had changed in the time that it had taken to leave London. I drew my knees up to my chest and rested my head on them, closing my eyes and wishing that Ma was there to tell me what to do. I stayed like that for a while, shutting everything out, drifting in and out of sleep, until I heard a girl’s voice, high-pitched and clear.

‘Mummy, look! Look at that girl, there, in the corner. Don’t you think she looks like me?’

All I wanted was to keep my eyes closed and pretend I was back with Ma, but the voice went on calling.

‘Please, Mummy. Can’t we have her? We could be friends, I know we could. Please.’

I tried to melt into the fencepost that I was leaning against, to make myself invisible, but her voice grew closer and louder until at last I could feel her standing in front of me and I had no choice but to open my eyes.

I didn’t think I looked like her at all. She was a girl out of a picture book. Her eyes were blue and her cheeks pink, as if someone had coloured them in with a pencil, and her pale hair hung to her shoulders. She wore a flowered dress and brown leather sandals that  had just been polished. Mine were still damp from the lavatory. I tried to tuck them underneath me.

‘Hello,’ she said. She was smiling. Her teeth were very white.

I stared at the ground, feeling dirty and shy.

‘My name’s Grace. What’s yours?’

‘Nora,’ I said.

‘Nora.’ It sounded different when she said it, as if it could even be pretty. ‘Nora what?’

‘Nora Lynch,’ I said, still looking at the ground.

‘How old are you?’

I wasn’t used to questions. ‘Twelve.’

‘When will you be thirteen?’

‘In a month. October the fifth.’

The girl let out a little shriek. ‘My birthday’s October the tenth. We’re almost exactly the same age. Please come to stay. You must! Please say you will.’

I raised my head and we looked at each other. She smiled at me again, a wide smile as if she thought me coming to stay was something thrilling. I couldn’t help but smile back.

The lady who was standing next to her spoke, her voice soft and low. ‘Hello Nora,’ she said. ‘I’m Mrs Rivers, Grace’s mother.’

Everything about her was nice to look at. She wore a pale blue coat like the Virgin Mary in the picture that Ma had given me and her eyes were kind.

‘Would you like to come and stay with us for a while?’ Mrs Rivers asked. ‘We’re to take in an evacuee.’

Grace grinned at me again. ‘Of course she will!’ she said. She picked up my pillowcase in one hand and my gasmask in the other and there it was, decided, just like that.
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I don’t know how long the journey took, that first day at the very start of it all. I had never been in a motor car and I sat in shock, intoxicated by the smell of the leather seats and Mrs Rivers’ perfume. I stared out of the window as we glided through the countryside, which they said was called Kent. It stretched out all around us, more different to London than I could ever have imagined. The city was straight lines, corners and edges. Each street had a name, a beginning and an end. The countryside was different. Grasses and flowers spilled over fences and ditches and grew up along the middle of the road, jostling for space, all mixed up together, making it impossible to know where anything started or stopped. The roads twisted and curved through tunnels made by trees, a dark world in which everything was cool and green.

Even the village seemed to have grown up out of the earth. Houses built of reddish brick nestled low, their roofs close to the ground as if they were reaching to touch it. Each one stood apart from its neighbour in a garden that stretched between the front door and the road, filled with flowers, more colours than I had ever seen together. In the middle of the village was a patch of grass with a stream running through it and a pond with ducks. Beyond the water, stretching up above the houses, was a church spire. Mrs Rivers turned the steering wheel towards it and we began to bump along a track so narrow that if I had reached out through the window I could have picked flowers from the hedgerows that grew on either side.

I didn’t reach out to touch the flowers. I kept my hands clenched in my lap. The church spire had reminded me of my punishment from God. I would go into Mrs Rivers’ house bleeding because of my wickedness. My skin began to itch. As we drew closer to the church, I started to sweat. I knew that soon we would come to a stop and I would have to get out of the motor car. My stomach twisted with  fear. If the blood had soaked through my skirt it would be there for everyone to see.

Sure enough, when we got to the church, Mrs Rivers stopped the motor car.

‘We’re here!’ said Grace, pointing to a house that stood next to the churchyard.

It wasn’t like the other houses in the village. It stood alone behind tall iron gates with no neighbours. Like the church, it was built of stone the colour of winter sun, cool and pale, and separated from the rest of the world by railings. In the churchyard I saw row after row of tombstones, hunks of rock carved into crosses and angels. Each one meant a body, I thought to myself, one dead body in the ground. As I looked at them, wondering what it would be like to be buried forever under the earth, I heard a ghostly noise. I listened hard, trying to make out what it was. Gradually, the noise became louder and clearer and finally I realized that it was people singing, something grave and slow.

Grace giggled. ‘It’s Evensong,’ she said. ‘Father takes it every day at six o’clock.’

I was puzzled.

‘My husband is the rector of the village,’ Mrs Rivers said.

I still didn’t know what she meant and my face must have given me away. ‘The vicar. The priest, if you like. We live in the rectory, the house next to the church. This is your new home.’

I didn’t see how it could be true. Priests didn’t marry, I was sure of it. They were beyond temptation and the sins of the flesh. A priest who was married would be no different to any other man. I was confused, not knowing what to believe. I shivered. If Mr Rivers really were a priest, I was in trouble. I would have to make my confession to him. I would have to go into the little booth and tell him about my wickedness towards Ma, about the cruel things I had  thought and, worst of all, about the bleeding. I would be disgraced. My head began to spin and suddenly all I could see was darkness.

[image: 008]

The first thing I noticed when I woke was the softness of the sheets. I was used to rough ones that always felt damp no matter how long we left them to dry on the line. These sheets, as smooth as Ma’s cheeks, were tucked in tightly around a narrow bed. I had never slept on my own. I stretched out my arms to the sides of the bed, wedging my hands between the mattress and the sheet and looked about.

I was in a pretty room with striped paper on its walls. Flowered curtains, pink and white, hung at the windows. A fireplace held a stack of kindling ready to light and above it was a mirror in a golden frame. Next to the bed was a little table with an alarm clock. On the other side of the table was another bed with a pink coverlet pulled up over it.

I tried to cast my mind back to what had happened. As I lay there, trying to think, I realized that, rather than being dressed in my old cotton nightdress, I was wearing a pair of striped pyjamas. I didn’t own any pyjamas. Somebody had taken me out of my school uniform and put them on me. Whoever it was would have seen me without my clothes. Whoever it was had seen the blood.

It must have been Mrs Rivers, I thought, Mrs Rivers, who had stood at the station in her pale blue coat, Mrs Rivers, whose hands in their soft leather gloves had controlled the motor car with the lightest touch, Mrs Rivers, who smelled of lemons and cleanliness. My cheeks burned and I curled up into a ball, hiding myself under the blankets.

After a while I began to feel as if someone was watching me. I drew back the corner of the blanket and looked out. Perched on someone’s knee like a tiny child was a ragdoll. It was dirty and worn  and missing one of its eyes. The other eye seemed to be staring at me nastily, as if it knew everything. I shrank back under the bedclothes but after a minute I heard somebody cough. I looked out again to see Mrs Rivers.

‘Oh, you’re awake!’ she said. ‘I’m so glad. I was beginning to worry about you.’

I couldn’t bring myself to look directly at her.

‘Are you feeling better?’

I nodded.

‘Do you remember what happened?’

There was no way of escaping her kindness. I shook my head.

‘You fainted. One of the churchwardens came out of Evensong to carry you up here. It’s Grace’s room. We thought it would be nice for you to share.’

I looked about for Grace. Mrs Rivers smiled.

‘I told her to leave you in peace for a while. You must be very tired.’

I looked at Mrs Rivers’ hands, holding the doll around its middle. They weren’t like Ma’s, red raw from scrubbing floors. Mrs Rivers’ skin was smooth and pale and she wore a shiny ring on her wedding finger. My cheeks grew hot at the thought of her hands touching me.

‘Have you ever fainted before?’ she said.

‘No, Miss,’ I said.

‘Do you know why it happened?’

I lay still with my eyes closed, hoping that if I kept quiet she might give up and go away, but it didn’t work. I felt a hand on my forehead, smoothing back my hair like Ma would have done.

‘I didn’t mean to do it,’ I blurted out. ‘I didn’t, I swear.’

Mrs Rivers went on stroking. ‘When did the bleeding start?’ she said.

I kept my eyes closed. ‘Today, Miss. On the train. But I didn’t meant to be bad to Ma. I just didn’t want her to send me away. I  didn’t mean to be wicked. And now I’m being punished for it.’

Her hand stopped. ‘What do you mean?’ she said. ‘Who’s punishing you?’

‘God, Miss. He’s making me bleed until I’m sorry.’

Mrs Rivers sighed. ‘Look at me, Nora,’ she said.

She waited until I turned my face to her and then she said, ‘Didn’t your mother ever tell you about the curse?’

When I was smaller Ma had told stories at night, stories from Ireland about gypsies and their curses on the people who crossed them. But I suspected that Mrs Rivers meant something different.

‘No,’ I whispered, feeling small.

What Mrs Rivers told me then was terrible and I stared at her in horror as she said it. It was as strange a story as the ones that Ma told me at bedtime but it wasn’t a story, she said, it was the truth. It was a curse that would never be lifted, no matter what I did. It happened to all girls. It even happened to Mrs Rivers. It must have happened to Ma, I thought, but she had never said a word about it.

I wondered how many other secrets she had kept, what else she hadn’t told me. When Mrs Rivers left me to sleep, turning out the light as she went, I lay awake for a long time thinking about it, feeling hard and cold.
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