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      ‘The house is just down there,’ the taxi driver said, pointing in front.

      I took off my belt and moved between the seats to look. We were at the top of a big hill. Below were squares and diamonds of green and brown fields all the way to the sunset. Then I saw the house. It was more perfect than the one I had been dreaming about. A red cube in the middle of the land, like someone had thrown a dice. I could not believe that I was going to live there.

      At the bottom of the hill we turned off the road and drove across the stones in front of the house. Out of the window I watched the line of pigeons sitting on the electricity wires. Suddenly there was a loud bang and I covered my head with my hands from the shock. A bird fell from the wire like a stone. The other pigeons flew off the wire in all directions, not understanding what happened to their friend. Then there was another bang and I saw the gun at the last window on the first floor of the house.

      I got out of the car and pulled my rucksack from the seat next to me. When I bent down to pay the driver through the car window, there was another bang above us.

      ‘Good luck,’ he said, raising his eyebrows.

      As the taxi turned and drove away, a woman came running towards me holding her green hat with one hand to stop it from falling. She was breathing hard and her cheeks were pink, her eyes wild. Two brown-and-white dogs ran next to her.

      ‘What the fuck is he doing?’ she said, looking at me as if I knew the answer.

      I opened my mouth to say something but she ran up the steps and into the house. I had imagined arriving at the house so many times, but it was never like this. I realised I knew nothing about these people. Richard and Sophie sounded like good names for good people. But they could be anything, they could be completely crazy.

      I waited outside on the step. After a few minutes I was too cold and decided to go inside. I brushed my feet on the mat, went into the dark hall and put my rucksack next to the empty fireplace. Upstairs I could hear a man and a woman shouting, their voices cloudy in the distance. On the wall there was a metal switch and I pushed it up. Above my head a big iron chandelier of yellow lights came alive.

      The first thing I saw were the dead animals. They were everywhere on the walls, some in glass boxes, some not. Their eyes seemed to stare directly at me.

      Next to the door was a white owl with bright yellow eyes landing on a branch with her wings open. Then there were two squirrels eating nuts inside a glass box, then another box with a black bird inside, picking up a worm from the earth in his beak. There were all kinds of birds, some foreign and colourful, some more English-looking brown ones, lots of mice and rabbits, a few small, long animals like the ones used for making fur coats, and a big grey animal with a black-and-white stripy face. I felt something powerful from them. They were not decorations like lamps. They had been breathing animals full of flowing blood. And now they lived together in a zoo of death, watching the people who came in and out of the house.

      I walked towards the fox inside a big glass box on the wall opposite the door. When I arrived at the glass I felt that the fox had heard my steps and froze. Her head was turned towards me like she was listening. I stared at her. She was amazing. I had never been so close to a fox in my life. She had rich orange fur and a white chest. There was a bird between her teeth and she looked at me with suspicious eyes, as if she thought I was going to steal the bird.

      The artist had made a beautiful natural home for the fox to live in. The back of the box was painted blue for the sky and her black feet were walking on grass with rocks and moss and ferns. She seemed so alive. But I knew she was dead, and if I looked at her for ever, she would look at me for ever too. But she would stay the same and I would grow old. My hair would grow long and grey, lines would cut into my face, my skin would become loose, until one day I would fall to the ground and turn to dust in front of the eyes of the fox.

      I heard heavy steps on the ceiling coming towards the stairs. I went quickly and stood next to my rucksack with my hands held together, smiling politely.

      ‘I’ve told you a million times not to do it from the house,’ the woman was saying.

      ‘Yes and I’ve got the message, thank you,’ the man said. ‘Now can you shut up about it?’

      On the stairs, through the white railings, I saw a man’s black boots. Then his legs in patterned trousers of different greens, the kind that soldiers wear. He was holding the strap of his gun on his shoulder. He had dark brown hair with curls over his forehead and the shadow of a beard around his mouth. I thought he must be about forty years old. He was handsome, very masculine. As he turned the corner in the stairs he saw me and looked at me like he wished I would disappear into the ground. I looked quickly down at my feet.

      He went out of the door without saying anything to me and I heard his feet on the stones. The woman followed him, but stopped at the door and shouted, ‘Did you hear what I said?’

      ‘Mind your own fucking business,’ he shouted back.

      ‘It is my business, you prick,’ she said quietly and closed the door.

      She breathed deeply, turned to me and smiled.

      ‘Right then, let’s get you settled in.’

      I let myself look at the woman as she took off her hat and threw it next to the telephone on the little table. She was younger than the man, maybe thirty-four or thirty-five with blonde, nearly white hair that finished just below her ears. She was beautiful, but also very unusual. Before I arrived I imagined she would be beautiful because rich men don’t usually marry ugly women. But she was not beautiful in the way I imagined. I had a picture in my brain of a thin, hard woman with long nails, red lips and dried hair. Like a poodle in a competition. But this woman was more like a snow wolf with long pale blue eyes and a pointy chin.

      ‘I’m Sophie,’ she said.

      She held out her hand and I saw the black moons of dirt under her nails and the holes in the ends of the sleeves of her red jumper.

      ‘You must be Mirka,’ she said, saying Murka like many English people did.

      I took her hand and shook it. ‘Meer-ka,’ I said. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      ‘I’m sorry about my reprobate husband. He’s a bit stressed.’

      ‘That’s OK.’

      She spent some time taking off her long green boots using her toes against the back of the heels and bending her leg to pull them with her hands, jumping around on one leg. Then she sighed and pushed the hair out of her eyes, as if it had been a lot of hard work.

      ‘Right, follow me.’

      I picked up my rucksack and walked behind her up the stairs.

      ‘How was your journey?’ Sophie said, twisting her head. ‘I know it’s a nightmare to get here with all those crappy trains.’

      ‘It was nice to look out of the window.’

      ‘Yes, it is a beautiful part of the world,’ she said, almost sadly.

      When we got to the corridor on the first floor we turned and went up more stairs to another smaller corridor with four doors. We were at the top of the house. Sophie opened the door on the left and switched on the light. I followed her inside. The room was so pink it hurt my eyes. Pink walls, pink curtains and a pink carpet. Even the lamp next to the bed was pink.

      ‘This was my room when I was a little girl,’ she said, looking with dreamy eyes at the wooden desk and wardrobe and drawers.

      I was surprised because I thought the house must be Richard’s and only became Sophie’s when she married him. But it seemed to be the opposite. I told myself I should not make judgements before I knew things.

      ‘You must have really liked pink,’ I said.

      ‘Oh, I don’t think I had any choice. My sister got the blue one and I remember being extremely jealous. Will you be able to get used to it, do you think?’

      ‘It’s perfect,’ I said to be polite.

      She pointed to different things in the room: ‘Towels over there on the chair. You’ve got your own little kettle if you want to make tea in the morning. The radiator can be turned up and down like this.’ She bent down and showed me how to twist the white circle. ‘I think that’s it.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I’ll show you the bathroom.’

      As we were walking past the other doors, I said, ‘Are these rooms where the children sleep?’

      Sophie turned her head and her eyebrows came together. ‘We don’t have any children. Didn’t they tell you that at the agency?’

      I felt hot blood in my cheeks. ‘They did not tell me a lot. Just Mr Richard and Mrs Sophie Parker, Fairmont Hall. I’m sorry, I did not mean to say anything —’ I stopped talking, embarrassed.

      ‘That’s OK, don’t be silly. I suppose most of the jobs must be for au pairs. But we only need an assistant. To help out with bits and bobs, here and there. Help Richard with his latest grand money-making scheme.’

      She raised her eyebrows and I had the feeling she did not think her husband was good at making money. I wanted to ask her more about the bits and bobs, now that I was not looking after children, but I did not want to be rude. Whatever the jobs were, I would have to do them.

      I followed her into the bathroom to the toilet with a cracked lid. The air smelt of the black fungus growing in the corners of the ceiling.

      ‘Now,’ Sophie said, putting her fingers into the hole at the top and pulling out a piece of string. ‘Pull this to flush. Sorry it’s broken. And if you could not do it in the middle of the night, that would be great. Especially when we have guests, as it makes an absolute racket.’

      She went to the bath with a metal shower resting like an old telephone on two stands and turned the tap on.

      ‘You need to run the water for a few minutes before it warms up. If you want a shower then you push this lever here to the other side.’ She pushed the lever to the left and water came from the shower in thin, weak lines.

      ‘Is that the shower?’ I said, looking at how short the metal tube was, and thinking that I could never get my head under the water. I could not believe people like Sophie and Richard lived in such bad conditions.

      Sophie looked embarrassed, as if she knew what I was thinking.

      ‘Yes, you have to crouch, I’m afraid. Sorry, the fixtures in this house are all about a century old. If you are desperate for a proper shower you can have one in our bathroom. We’ve just put one in. I’m more of a bath person really, but Richard kept complaining.’

      We went outside into the corridor again and Sophie looked at her watch.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it. Come down to dinner at about eight, or whenever you’re ready.’

       

      I closed the door to my room and stood there for a moment thinking about my life in the strange pink room. But then I smiled. The room was nice. It was warm. And it was mine, only for me.

      From the side of my eye I saw some pen marks on the edge of the door in the white paint. Next to a blue line, it said, Sophie, August 1988. I looked down and a few centimetres below there was another line in red pen, Sophie, November 1987. I followed all the marks down to the first mark, less than a metre from the carpet, Sophie, June 1984. I thought of Sophie growing against this wall, from the first mark to the last, and it seemed beautiful to me, but also sad for some reason, maybe because I thought how far from my home I was. How strange, I thought, to live in the same house all your life. I always imagined it would be nice to live in a few places and then one day to find your own home that would be different to the one chosen by your parents. But if I had a beautiful home like Fairmont Hall maybe I would never leave either.

      I folded my clothes carefully in the drawers. In the top drawer there was a little cushion with lavender inside and I took it out and breathed the smell and then put it back with my bras and pants. I put my trainers under the bed with the rucksack and made a line of my bottles and creams and hair gel on the top of the chest of drawers. On the desk there was a pile of magazines called Country Life with pictures of beautiful houses, horses, dogs or owls on the covers. I thought that I should read them so that I would learn about the English countryside. Next to them I put the frame with the photograph of my family standing on a beach next to a lake. For a moment I stood stroking the glass over the faces with the end of my finger, remembering the holiday when it was taken. I was fourteen. Unusually for my family, everyone is laughing. It was because the woman who was taking the photograph was strange-looking with a lot of green make-up on her eyes and yellow hair. Her dog, like a white rat, was taking a crap next to her shoe and his expression was very shameful. The woman did not know that we were laughing at her dog and thought she was being funny taking the picture. My sister – on the left side, in a blue dress – was touching her long hair like the tail of an animal sitting on her shoulder. I was on the opposite side wearing denim shorts and a black T-shirt with one eye closed because of the sun and my mouth open, laughing. I had the same haircut as always, just below my ears. In the middle were my parents. My mother was dressed in an elegant white dress, and my father was wearing his grey hat, like always. Seeing them made the back of my eyes get hot and I blinked a few times so I would not cry. I remembered my father sitting in his favourite chair reading books about chess and my mother in the kitchen talking on the telephone. She was always on the telephone. I had not seen my family for two years. They had no idea that I was in England. I had left them and now I could not go back, not after everything that had happened. But I thought my parents would be proud if they could see me living in such a big house. One day, I thought, maybe I would see them again and show them a photograph.

      When it was eight o’clock I followed the smell of onions and meat down the stairs and along a dark corridor to the kitchen. I pushed open the door. Sophie was bending over the table looking closely into a steaming dish. She saw me waiting and stood up.

      ‘Come in, come in. Richard’s gone to the pub.’ She bit the side of her lip. ‘I’ve had a slight disaster with the lasagne.’

      I walked to the table and stood next to her. The lasagne looked OK, with circles of brown bubbles in the cheese and a big hole in the corner where someone ate some already. I was so hungry.

      ‘What is wrong with it?’ I said.

      ‘Scrabble got up on the chair and took a couple of bites out of it.’ Sophie looked towards the dogs in the giant basket and waved her finger. ‘Didn’t you, you bad dog?’

      The dogs had their chins resting on the edge of the basket and looked guilty. I realised who Scrabble was and what had happened. I wanted to kill the dog.

      Sophie put some lasagne on the plate and looked at it closely before giving it to me.

      ‘There you go. I think I’ve got all of it. Anyway a bit of dog saliva won’t kill us,’ she said laughing. ‘Sit down, sit down.’

      I tried to laugh politely, but I felt the hairs rising on my arms. I could not believe Sophie was going to eat the dog lasagne, and that she thought I was going to eat it. I thought I must have not understood something.

      She went to the drawer and took out knives and forks and white napkins in silver rings. I looked around the kitchen properly for the first time and everywhere I looked, I saw dirt. Sauce stains on the blue tiles behind the cooker. Old teabags turning red on the edge of the sink. The necklace of egg foam on the outside of the saucepan. Two brown circles of coffee on the envelope next to my elbow. Dog hairs covering every surface like the first snow. I could smell something like old meat in the rubbish bin. There was a bloody bone in the middle of the floor and I stared at it, trying to see if there were patches of fur on it, or whether it was just dirt. My hands started to shake and saliva filled my mouth. I told myself, Mirka, get yourself in control.

      ‘Can I wash my hands please, Mrs Parker,’ I asked.

      ‘Only if you never call me that again,’ she said. ‘I hate my name.’

      I got up and went to the sink. There was a thin blue soap with black cracks in a metal dish next to the sink. My fingers nearly dropped it when they touched the other side. It was soft and melted like jelly from sitting in water for a long time. I stroked the top of the soap with my fingers and washed my hands carefully. The water was not flowing away quickly because of the pieces of onion and celery in the sink hole. I washed my hands again and I felt Sophie’s eyes looking sideways curiously at me but I ignored her because my hands still felt dirty and I needed to clean them.

      I sat down again. ‘Why do you hate your name?’

      ‘Sophie Parker. It sounds like nosy parker,’ she said.

      I did not know who Nosy Parker was, so I said nothing. Over the sink she poured the peas into a sieve. While she was busy I cleaned my knife and fork with the inside of my sweater.

      ‘My name means mosquito,’ I said. ‘Komárova.’

      ‘Hmm, Mirka Mosquito,’ she said. ‘It has quite a ring to it.’

      In the middle of the table there was a mat with a picture of a man in a red coat and tall black hat riding a horse. Sophie put the dish of peas on top of it.

      ‘Would you like some wine?’ she said, holding the end of the bottle over the wine glass in front of me.

      ‘No thank you,’ I said. ‘I don’t drink alcohol.’

      A drop of red wine fell in the glass. Sophie looked at me as if she did not hear me correctly. She kept staring, like she was trying to imagine how somebody could live without alcohol.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because I don’t like being drunk,’ I said.

      ‘Why not?’ she said, looking more surprised.

      I paused. ‘Because I like being in control,’ I said. I had never said this to anyone before.

      ‘Fair enough,’ she said. Then panic came into her eyes. ‘Oh my God. You aren’t a vegetarian, are you?’

      ‘No, don’t worry. I eat meat.’

      ‘Phew,’ she said, putting her palm against her chest. ‘I completely forgot to specify that with the agency. I know we said that you must be comfortable handling dead animals, but we eat so much game, it would be a nightmare if you were a veggie. You wait until the shooting season starts. You’ll never want to see another pheasant again in your life.’

      I remembered the woman at the agency asking me about touching dead animals and I had been surprised, but I nodded because I needed a job and did not want to look like someone who was difficult. I thought I must be doing a lot of cooking and I was happy because I wanted to learn how to cook.

      When she put the plate in front of me I tried to look closely for dog hairs without being obvious. Sophie was busy squeezing ketchup all over her lasagne and peas. Then she mixed everything together and used her fork like a spade to eat it. I brought my fork slowly towards my mouth. In the cheese I saw a white dog hair. I put the fork down again and pushed the dirty piece of lasagne to the side of the plate. But then I felt a sharp pain in my stomach. I had only eaten a Toffee Crisp and a packet of cheese-and-onion crisps on the train. I watched Sophie eating quickly and taking big sips of wine and I thought it must be OK. Like she had said, it would not kill me. I took some of the pasta and meat from the bottom and put it in my mouth. It was delicious. Once I started eating I could not stop and I ate all of the lasagne, taking the hairs out of the cheese with my fingers and wiping them on the napkin.

      As I ate, I looked at all the postcards on the fridge: pictures of beaches and European cities, tourist images of the Eiffel Tower, a Spanish bullfighter, or girls in Austrian national costume holding beers in front of their big breasts. Some were bright and new, some were faded yellow. They were held by magnets in the shape of miniature national objects, like a paella dish or the Leaning Tower of Pisa. I thought they must like Europe a lot.

      Sophie put down her fork and pushed her plate to the middle of the table. Then she reached behind her to take a small yellow plastic package from a drawer. She took tobacco from the packet and put it into a cigarette paper on her palm. As I watched her rolling a cigarette, she became more and more unusual to me. Her fizzy white hair in the shape of a triangle. Her zigzag bottom teeth and strong jaw. She was not wearing a bra and her small breasts under her red jumper were like little volcanoes. She lit the cigarette and held it with two fingers next to her face like she was pointing a gun behind her shoulder. Only some people can make smoking into an art and Sophie was a pro, she smoked like a movie star.

      ‘Did you grow up in the countryside in Slovenia?’ she said, with smoke curling out of her mouth.

      ‘Slovakia,’ I said.

      ‘Oh God, I’m so sorry,’ she said, looking guilty. Then she frowned and I knew she was trying to think where Slovakia was. It was an expression I had seen many times before.

      ‘I grew up in a town near the castle where Nosferatu was filmed.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘It’s a vampire film.’

      ‘You look a bit like a vampire,’ she said.

      I was shocked, but then I saw the laughter in her eyes. I lifted up my lip with my finger and showed her my teeth at the side, which are unusually pointy.

      ‘Maybe I am a vampire,’ I said, making my accent heavily Slovak. ‘Are you sure you want me in your house now?’

      For one second, Sophie’s face was confused and I thought I had made a mistake and ruined everything. But she smiled.

      ‘So you would prefer a coffin to sleep in instead of a bed? I’m sure I can arrange it.’

      ‘And I only work at night. Did the agency tell you?’

      She laughed. I was happy that I had made her laugh and I had not done something wrong. Then we were silent like we were embarrassed. Behind me something made the noise of a bird.

      ‘Blue tit,’ Sophie said.

      I turned. It was a clock with pictures of birds in a circle. A different bird for every number. Nine o’clock was a blue and yellow bird. Under the picture it said, Blue tit.

      While Sophie smoked, I picked up the plates and went to the sink.

      ‘Dishwasher’s over there,’ Sophie said, pointing to the cupboard next to the fridge.

      When I pulled down the door to the dishwasher, the dogs stood up and ran towards me, fighting each other to arrive first. They put their feet on the door and licked the plates. I tried to push in the tray and shut the door.

      ‘It’s OK, you can let them,’ Sophie said. ‘It’s their little treat. We call it the pre-wash, don’t we, boys?’

      My God, I thought, she is completely crazy. What kind of barbarians share their plates with their dogs? Why not put the lasagne in the big metal bowl on the floor and kneel down and eat it with her mouth? Every time I ate something from a plate in the house I would know that the dogs had eaten from it too.

      When the dogs had finished licking the plates I closed the door to the dishwasher with my foot and sat down again. I felt dirty.

      ‘How old are you again?’ Sophie asked, staring at me.

      ‘Nineteen.’

      Sophie nodded her head like she was impressed. ‘And is this your first job since you arrived in the UK?’

      ‘I had one job working in Pret A Manger outside Euston station.’

      ‘How was that?’

      ‘It was not so bad. The people were nice – I mean, the people working there, not always the people coming in to buy things. There were a lot of Spanish and Italian and Polish people working there who were good people. But every day was exactly the same.’ I gave her a polite smile, the same smile I always had when I was standing behind the till. ‘Who’s next, please? Can I help anyone? You, sir – can I get you any hot drinks today? Would you like milk in that? Can I get a white tea, please.’

      ‘Wow,’ Sophie said. ‘You are so good at that. But yes, I can imagine that it would get a bit tedious, doing that all day every day.’

      ‘It was not a good life in London. It was very hard and I was lonely. I shared a room with two people. I could not see my future, do you know what I mean?’

      ‘Yes, I think so.’

      ‘One day I woke up and I could not make myself go to work. I stayed in bed and I thought about what I could do. I remembered one of the girls at work told me about an agency that had jobs in nice houses all around England. I wanted to feel safe and have a home, only for a while, so that I could save money and think about what to do with my life.’

      ‘I can’t imagine how hard it must have been.’

      In the entrance hall the door banged.

      ‘That will be the B&B guests coming back,’ Sophie said.

      We listened to their feet going up the stairs. Sophie smoked her cigarette with an empty expression in her eyes.

      ‘Richard hates having people in the house. But we need the money.’ She sighed and put her cigarette out in the glass ashtray like she wasn’t thinking about what she was doing. ‘Personally, I don’t mind having people around. It’s funny that you said you were lonely in London, because I get a bit lonely here too sometimes.’ She seemed sad, but then she smiled as if she was being brave. ‘Well, I am really happy that you came here, Mirka.’

      ‘Me too,’ I said.

      ‘It will make a refreshing change from Richard and David.’

      ‘Who is David?’

      ‘He’s the gamekeeper. He also helps me in the garden with a few of the bigger jobs, but we’re not allowed to call him a gardener. Not exactly a barrel of laughs.’

      Then there were three loud knocks on the door.

      Sophie looked confused and sat forward. ‘I’ve no idea who that is.’

      She walked out of the kitchen. After a moment, I followed because I felt strange being alone. But when I came around the corner, I saw that it was a policewoman in a bright yellow jacket and black hat talking to Sophie, so I stayed hidden behind the wall, watching.

      A policeman came up the steps with his hand around Richard’s arm. Richard’s head was hanging down as if he could not hold it up.

      ‘He hit the landlord and another customer,’ the policewoman said to Sophie. ‘They managed to restrain him before he did any serious harm. And luckily nobody wanted to press charges.’

      Richard looked up for a second, then his head fell again. One eye was swollen and purple, and there was some dark dried blood under his nose. Sophie put her arm around his waist.

      ‘Thank you for bringing him home,’ she said.

      ‘That’s all right,’ the policewoman said.

      The policewoman looked at Sophie for a long time as if she was trying to see in her face if there was a problem with Richard. Then they left and the door banged shut behind them.

      Sophie turned Richard towards the stairs. ‘Come on then.’

      ‘What are you doing?’ he said. His head lifted and fell again.

      ‘I’m trying to help you.’

      Richard pulled his arm away. ‘Get off me. I’m fine.’

      Sophie stepped backwards and crossed her arms. Richard nearly fell over. Then he stood straight, trying to stay still, and concentrated his eyes on the stairs. He stepped forward, but his foot went to the left. Then he tried to step forward again, but his foot went to the right.

      ‘Let me help you,’ Sophie said, putting her arm around him again.

      ‘Get off me, you stupid bitch!’ he said, and pushed her hard on the shoulder.

      Sophie fell on the floor. I was so shocked I put my hand to my mouth. It all happened very quickly. Sophie was lying on the rug. She stayed there for a few seconds, then slowly pushed herself up. Richard was looking down at her, his eyes full of hatred. I thought I should go and help her. But I did not move. Then Richard turned and started to pull himself up the stairs by the railings. Sophie watched him. I could not see her face but I heard an angry noise in her throat as she started crying.

      I did not know if I should go to help her or if I should leave her alone. I nearly went to her, but then instead I walked quietly back towards the kitchen because I decided that it was better that Sophie did not know that I saw anything. I waited, but in the end she did not come back and I sat for a while at the table, feeling guilty that I was such a coward. Then I went to bed. I lay there for a long time thinking about everything that had happened. Had he pushed her before? Did he hit her? Why didn’t she leave him? I realised that I had imagined people from a piece of paper. But the people were real and messy and I was going to be in the middle of them.

      In the night I woke up in the darkness and I did not know where I was. I did not know who I was. It was like I was dead. I tried to remember the day before and there was nothing in my brain. I tried to remember something from my life and there was nothing. I could not breathe and I felt like my heart had stopped. Who was I? I was nobody. Then, suddenly, images from my life flew to me like bats in the night. I lay breathing in air deeply, like someone who had nearly drowned.

      After a few minutes I got up to go to the toilet. I sat there for a long time in the bathroom, feeling empty and strange. When I stood up again I saw the toilet was full of blood. For a moment I thought I was dying, until I realised what it was. It was stupid, because I had seen it so many times before, but on this night it was such a shock. I felt like it was a sign. And worse, I could not flush it away because of the guests. After this, I could not go to sleep again. Any optimistic thoughts had gone away. I had a bad feeling about being in the house and that the blood was the symbol of this feeling.
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      In the morning, after breakfast, I went out from the kitchen door and walked along a stone path next to a wall. Cold drops of water were falling from the black branches of the cherry trees into my hair. I looked over to the fields where white birds were flying in a cloud and I saw, almost hidden against the earth, eight or nine deer. They were standing very still as though they were listening. Suddenly, all together, like dancers, they turned and ran to the side of the field, their white behinds floating up and down, until they made a big jump over the fence into the trees. Seeing them made me feel better after such a terrible night.

      Through an arch of hedge there were two barns made from grey stones with red roofs and metal symbols like an S backwards on the walls. I went into the second barn where a ladder, a metal saw and a spade were leaning on the wall next to a pile of wood. A black cat came out of the darkness and made circles around my ankles. I bent to stroke the soft fur on her head.

      ‘Hello,’ I said.

      I knocked on the small door cut into the wall at the end of the barn.

      ‘Come in,’ Richard said. ‘Whatever you do, don’t let the cat in.’

      It was too late. I was already pushing the door as he said this and the cat ran into the room.

      ‘Oh bugger,’ I heard Richard say, and the noise of a chair scraping the floor.

      I followed the cat into the bright room, a kind of studio. Directly in front of me was the skull of a deer hanging by its horns from a hook on the ceiling. The skin had been peeled off and the skull was white and red from the fat and muscle still on the bone. It was twisting gently and in the space between the jaws I saw a light bulb behind shining through. One eyeball of black jelly was sticking out from the skull, but when the head twisted around, I saw the other eye was gone and there was only a red hole. It was disgusting. What was Richard doing to the deer? What was this place? I saw all the stuffed animals around the room and I realised Richard was the person who made them. Then I remembered about handling dead animals and felt sick in my stomach. This could not be what they wanted me to do, I thought.

      The cat was on the table, staring at Richard. I stared at him too. The skin around his right eye was purple. He was smaller than I thought, approximately the same height as me, because I am very tall for a girl, but I was narrow and he was wide, with big muscles in his sloped shoulders and in his arms. His shape reminded me of a bull.

      He suddenly reached out and picked the cat up by the fur around her neck. Everything about him was rough and strong, and reminded me of what he had done the night before. But then he held the cat next to his face and spoke to her in a gentle voice, full of love, as if he was talking to a baby.

      ‘Sammy Twinkle you know perfectly well you aren’t supposed to be in here. Don’t you, sweetie?’

      He walked across the room, put the cat outside the door and turned to me.

      ‘Take a seat,’ he said, pointing to the stool opposite his.

      On the table there was a brown bird, scissors, a thin knife and a ball of yellow wool. Richard went to the side of the room to the wooden chest and opened a drawer full of metal tools.

      I looked around the room. Dusty plants with long leaves were blocking the light from the milky window. Old grey spiderwebs hung from the ceiling like dirty tissues. The surfaces were covered in paintbrushes, scissors, knives and pieces of wood and grass. In the corner a big owl looked down at all the mess with her yellow eyes. On the floor, in a plastic tray, there was a fox’s skin lying flat like a rug. She had no eyes, I noticed, only holes like ones for buttons.

      Richard saw me staring at the fox. ‘Vicious fucker,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘They go crazy with bloodlust, foxes.’

      From the drawer he pulled out a metal tool, the same kind as the one for pulling hairs from eyebrows, and put it on the table. I was still thinking of a fox with bloodlust. Then he went to the giant freezer in the corner of the room and opened the lid. I saw an orange leg of a bird sticking up. I stepped closer to see. It was full of bodies covered in fur and feathers. Richard was moving them around, looking for something, and their stiff, icy bodies made a scratching sound like plastic rubbing. He pulled out a squirrel and put it on the shelf above the heater.

      ‘Right,’ he said sitting down and drinking everything in his cup. ‘I take it you have never done any taxidermy before?’

      ‘No. Taxidermy,’ I said, trying the word. ‘You are a taxidermer?’

      ‘I am a taxidermist,’ Richard said. ‘But you’re up for it?’

      ‘Up for it?’

      ‘I need an assistant. We asked the agency for someone who wasn’t squeamish. You’re not squeamish, are you? Not afraid of a bit of blood and guts?’

      So it was true. He wanted me to help him stuff animals. I did not know what to say. Richard was looking at me, waiting.

      ‘I’m not afraid of blood and guts,’ I said nervously. ‘But I would prefer not to touch any. I thought I would be cooking animals.’

      ‘O-K,’ Richard said slowly. ‘Well, how about I just show you and then you’ll see that it’s not too bad. Not that different to cooking really.’

      He moved his head to one side, cracking the bones in his neck, then did the same on the other side.

      ‘Ahh,’ he said. ‘Nothing like skinning an animal on a hangover.’

      In very quick movements, he picked up the bird from the table and with the other hand he took the thin knife and cut through the skin in the middle of the bird’s chest. Then he peeled the skin gently with his thumb so I could see the purple shiny meat behind.

      ‘Oh God,’ I said by mistake.

      He looked up at me and smiled. ‘You get used to it.’

      He continued making small cuts towards the wings, pulling the skin back gently with his fingers. The bird’s legs were wide open and his yellow feet jerked with the movements of the knife.

      ‘Is that the bird you shot yesterday?’ I asked.

      ‘No, this one’s a kestrel someone found on the road. I don’t bother with pigeons. It’s like trying to skin up with wet papers.’

      I felt like I was in a dream as I watched Richard slowly pull the skin away until the purple body was naked and the skin was over the head, completely inside-outside. It seemed sad and humiliating for the bird, even though I knew he was dead and did not know what was happening. I thought, this is death, exactly this. When you were gone, and only a body, people could do anything they liked with you because you were nothing. As I thought this, my throat became narrow and tears came into my eyes and ran down my face. I was swallowing, trying to control myself, but I made a loud sniff. Richard looked up, frozen with the knife in his hand. I was embarrassed and wiped my face with the sleeve of my sweater.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I don’t know why I’m crying.’

      But the tears did not stop. Richard looked sideways as if he thought someone might be in the room who could help him, then looked back at me like he did not know what to do with a crying girl. After a few seconds he got up, put down the knife and walked around the table. He put his arms around me with his hand on my hair.

      ‘Come here,’ he said. ‘The first one is always a bit of a shock.’

      My cheek was pressed against his shirt and I smelled his male alcohol sweat and pine laundry soap. I thought, who is this gentle, kind man? It was not the same man as the one from the night before. I let him hold me until the tears stopped, thinking how nice it was to be held by someone. It was the first time someone had done this to me for a long time. Then I got control of myself, took a big breath and pushed him away. I did not want him to think I was weak.

      ‘I’m OK,’ I said.

      ‘Are you sure?’ he said.

      ‘Yes, I’m sure. Please continue.’

      He finished pulling the skin over the head, cutting gently around the eyes and pulling out the little pointy tongue. The meat and the skin were now separate. I thought there would be organs and blood everywhere, but it was just a tidy purple body in the white dish. He made cuts at the neck with the scissors until the head fell off.

      ‘Next I’ll measure the body with these things —’ He picked up a big tool like scorpion claws. ‘Callipers. But I want to show you the whole process, so…’ He got off his stool and picked up a smaller bird-skin from the table under the window and showed it to me on his palms quite theatrically.

      ‘And here’s one I made earlier,’ he said, smiling like he thought he was being very funny.

      When he saw my face looking confused and not laughing, he stopped smiling and said, ‘Anyway.’

      He picked up a small cushion made of straw with wires sticking out.

      ‘This is his new body. Neat, no? But first we need to do the eyes. See that book over there?’ He pointed to a fat book on the shelf called Birds of Britain.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Go and look up the song thrush and then fetch some appropriate eyes from that drawer over there.’

      I found the song thrush in the list at the back and went to the page with the drawing of the bird. The eyes were small and black. I closed the book and went to the drawers and looked in the top one. It was full of little plastic packets of pairs of eyes. There were red eyes, yellow, orange, white, brown, black and blue, in all different sizes. I took Richard a pair of small black eyes and he glued them into the plastic skull.

      ‘Why did you want to be a taxidermist?’ I asked Richard as he pulled the skin of the bird over the new body.

      ‘For the cash mostly. But I suppose I became interested in it in the first place because I hunt and I thought, instead of sending animals to someone else, why not do it myself? So I started, and it just took off. The demand for taxidermy is unbelievable. It’s really trendy right now, for some reason. Pubs and hotels want it. All those pretentious wankers in East London can’t get enough of it. I’ve got this guy called Caleb who looks like something from Central Casting. He wears a bolo tie and snakeskin boots. Runs a shop near Bethnal Green where they sell taxidermy and have absinthe-tasting nights. You get the picture. He got in contact with me and comes down now and again to pick up some pieces to sell in his shop.’

      Richard was pulling the end of the bird’s beak out of a circle of fluffy feathers. Then the bird was looking like a bird again. Richard turned him around on his palm for me to see.

      ‘Need to pad out the stomach a bit more, but it’s looking good.’

      ‘Do people kill animals to decorate their houses?’ I asked.

      ‘Most of the animals would be dead anyway. Except for maybe deer, I suppose…’ He paused, thinking. ‘But even then, they aren’t killed for decorating houses, exactly. I guess people just want to preserve them, for whatever reason.’

      ‘Do people want to preserve their dogs and cats?’

      ‘They do. You’ll see we get a few calls. But I won’t do them. People are too emotionally attached to them. Sometimes they keep them for days after they die, stroking them, so when you get hold of them the skin is in an awful condition and they are starting to rot. And then when the owner sees the finished result they’re never happy because it’s not their precious Rover or Tigger.’

      I thought of someone crazy stroking their rotting pet for days and days. Richard saw my expression and he nodded at me as if to say, Yes, exactly.

      When the bird was standing on his feet on the wooden branch inside the glass box I felt better for him because he had a nice home with some moss. He seemed to have his dignity again. I knew it was not true, but I felt it very strongly. I felt that the bird was lucky because he would never rot and would live for ever.

      ‘So we will just make him look over here,’ Richard said, twisting the bird’s head to the side. ‘Like he’s listening. What do you reckon?’

      ‘It’s good. Maybe the tail feathers can go up.’

      ‘Yes, I like it. More alert,’ Richard said. He opened the beak. ‘Beak open or closed?’

      ‘It is too violent with the beak open. Like he is hungry or frightened. It is more peaceful with the beak closed.’

      ‘OK, beak closed. You’re getting the hang of this. ’ He smiled. ‘Sometimes you know when you get the right pose to capture the essence of the animal.’

      He went to the shelf and stood on his toes to take down a huge black bird standing on a block of tree. The bird had pulled his wing across his body like a shining black cape and was looking over his shoulder.

      ‘This one is probably the one I am most happy with.’

      ‘He is very dramatic.’

      ‘Isn’t he?’ Richard said, looking proudly at the bird.

      ‘Like Batman.’

      ‘Well, yes, except he’s a raven.’

      Richard finished making the song thrush into a peaceful but alert pose and turned it around so I could see. I had the same feeling as when I saw the fox: like the bird would come alive and start jumping along the branch or open his wings and fly away.

      ‘Voilà,’ Richard said. ‘It wasn’t so bad, was it? Do you think you could give it a go?’

      He looked at me hopefully and I did not say anything, but I must have looked worried because then he said quickly, ‘It’s OK, maybe we can work up to it slowly.’

      He went to the shelf over the heater and touched the squirrel with his finger and frowned. He came back and started to measure the purple body of the kestrel with callipers.

      ‘Richard, can I put the eyes in the drawer in order of colour and size?’ I asked him, because I could not stop thinking about the mess in the drawer.

      ‘Knock yourself out.’

      I tidied up all the mess in the room and washed the splashes of dried blood and dust from the surfaces. In the little metal square on the front of each drawer I put a piece of paper with the name of the objects inside: Pins & Needles, Thread & Wool, Bodies, Bird Legs, Scissors & Pliers, Tweezers, Modelling Tools, Knives and Wood Wool.

      At one o’clock Sophie came to the barn with ham sandwiches cut into triangles. She put two plates on the table and looked round the room like she was impressed.

      ‘Is this for Richard’s benefit or yours?’ Sophie said, laughing.

      ‘I don’t care who it’s for, it’s brilliant,’ Richard said, putting his arm around my shoulders and squeezing me until I was smiling, feeling shy from the praise but also happy that I had done a good job.

       

      Later, in the evening, we were in the kitchen eating chicken stew and mashed potato.

      Richard raised his wine glass. ‘Here’s to your first day as a taxidermist.’

      Sophie and Richard touched their wine glasses against mine, which had apple juice in it.

      ‘I am not sure I can be called a taxidermist,’ I said.

      ‘Give it time,’ Richard said. ‘Give it time.’

      They were telling me stories about getting married and when they were first in a relationship. Everyone in the stories was always drunk and Richard and Sophie were laughing a lot. I could tell that they had told the stories many times, but were enjoying having a new person to tell them to. I liked being that person. They seemed happy. It was like the day before had never happened and they were just a normal couple who loved each other very much.

      ‘How did you meet?’ I asked them.

      ‘We were at a house party and Sophie was dressed as a jellyfish,’ Richard said.

      ‘Which basically consisted of me wearing a blue dress and holding an umbrella with long bits of plastic hanging from it.’

      ‘I was impressed anyway,’ Richard said, leaning forward to light Sophie’s cigarette.

      ‘Yes, but you’re easily impressed.’ Sophie stroked Richard’s arm. ‘It wasn’t too sociable, being under an umbrella. I couldn’t see anything.’

      ‘It was pretty sociable once you got inside
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