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Chapter 1

I’m not going back.

Not now, not ever. My right ankle is the size of a fist and I can feel bone shards scraping together, six-year-old shards, as I limp away from the farm cottage towards the distant road.

The destination is there, I can see it, but it’s not getting any closer. I walk and hobble and it’s still a whole world of pain away from where I am right now. My eyes scan the road, left, then right, for him. Very little traffic. Lorries transporting cabbages and sugar beet; cars ferrying fruit pickers. One bus a day.

I have my five-pound note, his five-pound note: my ticket out of this flatland hell. The creased green paper’s rolled and tucked into my hair, still black after these nine British years, though only God knows how.

Every step is a mile. Etched aches and new pains melt into red-hot misery beneath my right knee: boiling fat and razor-sharp icicles all at once.

The track is pale October brown, the mud churned and dried and churned by the tractor. His tractor.

I move as fast as I can, my teeth biting down onto my tongue. I’m balancing different pains. Managing as best I can.

He’s not coming. I can spot his Land Rover from a mile away.

I stop to breathe. The clouds are moving over me, urging me out of this forgotten place, helping me at my back, pushing me along towards that road, towards that one bus per day with my five-pound note hidden in my hair.

Is that?

No.

Please, no. It can’t be.

I stand completely still, my ankle bones throbbing stronger than my own heart, and he is there on the horizon. Is that his truck? Maybe it’s just the same model. Some plough salesman or school teacher. I look right, towards the town past the bridge, and left, towards the village. Places I’ve never been. My eyes lock onto the Land Rover. His Land Rover. Keep driving, for the love of God be someone else and keep on driving.

But he slows and then my shoulders fall.

He turns onto this track, his track, the track to his farm, to his land.

I look right at the nothingness, the endless fields he’s sculpted, and the spires in the distance, and then left to the wind turbines and the nothingness there, and then back. That’s when I weep. Tearless, noiseless weeping. I fall. I fold forwards with a crack, a sharp stone beneath my right knee, a blessed distraction from my ankle.

He drives to me and I just kneel.

With a clean, clear-thinking head maybe I’d have managed to escape? Not with this leg. Not with him always coming back. Always checking on me. Always watching.

It’s Kim-Ly in my head now and I will not let him in. My sister, my little sister, it is you that gives me the strength to breathe right now on this long straight churned mud track in this unseen flatland. I’m here for you. Existing so that you can carry on. I know what’s to come. The fresh horrors. And I will endure them for you and you alone.

He stands over me.

Once again I exist only in his shadow.

Consumed by it.

I won’t look at him, not today. I think of you, Kim-Ly, with Mother’s eyes and Father’s lips and your own nose. I will not look up at him.

I’ve made it past the locked halfway gate.

But no further.

It’s still his land all around. Smothering me.

He bends and reaches out and gently picks me up off the dirt and he lifts me higher to his shoulder and carries me on towards the cottage.

I am as limp as death.

My tears fall to the mud, to the footprints I created an hour ago, the men’s size eleven sandal prints; one straight, the other at right-angles – that one a pathetic scrape more than a print, each step a victory and an escape and a complete failure.

He walks without speaking, his strong shoulder bulging into my waist, hard and plateaued. He holds me with no force. His power is absolute. He needs no violence at this moment because he controls everything the eye can see. I can feel his forearm at the back of my knees and he’s holding it there as gently as a concert violinist might hold a bow.

My ankle is burnt. The nerves and bones and tendons and muscles are as one damaged sludge; sharp flints and old meat. Fire. I feel nothing else. The pain is something I live with every day of my life, but not like this. This is wretched. My mouth is open. A silent cry. A hopeless and unending scream.

He stops and opens the door that I scrub for him each morning and we go inside his cottage. I have failed and what will he do to me this time?

He turns and walks past the mirror and past the key box bolted high on the wall and heads into the one proper downstairs room. In Vietnam my family had six downstairs rooms. He takes me past the locked TV door and past the camera and he places me down on the plastic-wrapped sofa like I’m a sleeping toddler extracted from some long car journey.

He looks down at me.

‘You’ll want pain pill I expect.’

I close my eyes tight and nod.

‘It’ll come.’

He takes the Land Rover keys from his pocket and walks to the lock box in the entrance hall. He takes the key from the chain around his neck and opens the box and places the keys inside and then locks the box.

He comes back in. A man twice the size of my father but half the worth of a rat.

‘Empty ’em.’

‘What?’ I say.

‘Empty your pockets, then.’

I unzip his fleece, the zip buckled as I sit hunched on his sofa, and reach down into my pinny, his mother’s pinny, and pull out my remaining four objects, the four things I have left in the world that are actually mine.

‘Four left.’

I nod.

‘Well, your fault, ain’t nobody to blame but yourself, Jane.’

My name isn’t Jane.

‘Pick one.’

I look down at the plastic dust sheet covering the sofa, at the ID card, which contains the last words I possess in my own language, the last photo of myself, of what I used to look like before all this happened. It’s the last thing with my real name, Thanh Dao, with my date of birth, 3 November, with my place of birth, Biên Hòa, Vietnam. It proves I am really me.

Next to it lies Mum and Dad. My mother with her smiling eyes and her cow’s lick fringe and that half-grin I see in my sister sometimes. And my father, his hand in hers, with love and trust and friendship and warmth shining onto my mother from his every pore, his every aspect.

And then Kim-Ly’s letters. Oh, sweet sister. My life is your life now; my future belongs to you, use every second of it, every gram of pleasure. I stare down at the wrinkled papers and think of her Manchester days, her job, her hard-won independence, soon to be real, complete, irrevocable.

I inherited the fourth item from his mother. I didn’t want it, but I needed it. I need it still. I found it in the store cupboard up in the small back bedroom, the one he makes me sleep in one week out of every four. Of Mice and Men is his mother’s book, but I’ve read from it or thought of it or wished from it every day for years so now by rights I’d say it belongs to me.

I look at him, at his lifeless blue-grey eyes.

‘I need them, Lenn, please.’ I mesh my fingers together. ‘Please, Lenn.’

He paces over to the Rayburn stove and opens the fire door and pushes in a handful of coppiced willow and closes the door again and turns to me.

‘You went leaving here so now you choose one of ’em. If you don’t, I will.’

He goes over to the sink and I see the jar on top of the cabinet.

‘Can I have a pill first, please?’

‘Pick one and then you can take pill.’

My ID card. My photo of my parents. My sister’s precious letters. My book. My, my, my, mine. Not his. Mine.

I already know which one it’ll be. I’ve rehearsed this in my mind. In the middle of the night. Planning. Scheming. Hoping for the best and preparing for the worst. For this.

‘You didn’t even make it one third out,’ he says. ‘Don’t know what you were thinkin’, woman.’

I focus on Mum’s face. I memorise it through my ankle pain, through the hurt and the dry tears. I register the details. The asymmetry of her eyebrows. The warmth in her gaze. I look at Dad and scan his face and take in every mole and line, every beautiful wrinkle, every hair on his head.

I push the photo towards Lenn and gather the letters and the book and the ID card back into my arms and onto my lap and bury them deep inside his mother’s pinny.

This was a selfish act. But I think my parents would understand, they’d know I needed the book to stay sane and the ID card to stay me and the letters to get up each morning and go to sleep each night. They’d forgive me.

He picks up the photo and holds it by the corners so as not to touch the image. He puts it inside his oil-stained overalls and then he stretches up and takes the jar off the kitchen cabinet. It looks like something you’d find in a sweet shop, tall and made from glass with a screw-on metal lid. It contains tablets the size of pencil erasers. He won’t tell me exactly what they are, but I know. He’s a farmer. He can order them without anyone asking any questions. He takes out a pill, the white dust marking the cracks of his calloused fingertips like some rock climber or weightlifter, and then he snaps it in two. He places half back inside the jar and screws on the lid so tight I can’t budge it, and then places the jar back on top of the cabinet. I’ve drugged him before, of course. Well, I tried to, did you think I wouldn’t? Fragments dissolved into hot gravy. Almost two pills. But he’s very particular about his food. He tasted something off. By then he’d eaten most of his dinner. I watched him, praying, pleading, begging. He got sleepy, and then, dozy like a furious wasp at the end of summer, he came at me. That’s how I lost my own clothes and the silver ring my grandmother gave me when I left home. He tasted the horse drugs in his chicken pie gravy. He’s more careful these days.

‘Have this.’

He pours me a glass of water from the tap and hands it to me along with the snapped half-pill and I take it and swallow it.

‘Can I have the other half, please, Leonard?’

‘You’ll get poorly, you know you will.’

The pill’s taking effect slowly. I urge its haziness down my body towards my ankle, faster, willing it down there through the blood vessels and nerve pathways to dull the pain away.

‘We’ll see about rest of pill. Maybe after you’ve had your tea.’

That is hope right there. The chance that I might black out, be swept away by the tide into a deep and dreamless sleep. He’ll be watching me, monitoring me, he always is, gazing, staring, owning, but I will be at the bottom of the sea by then, a break from this fenland life, a sabbatical from hell.

‘Better get sausages on while I watch tapes. I want it like me mother did ’em, proper brown and no pale bits.’

I try to stand from the sofa but my ankle’s too raw, even with the horse pill kicking in. I drag myself over to the fridge while he sits at the old PC, careful to unlock it with his password, his broad back shielding it from me. The screen lights up. Everything in his fridge is his food. Oh, I’ll eat some of it, but I didn’t buy or grow or pick or choose anything. I drop the sausages, Lincolnshire, into a cast-iron pan on the Rayburn. He’s scanning through the tapes, the tapes from the seven cameras installed by him in this house, his house, to monitor me every single day. The sausages spit in the pan. I watch the fat liquefy and boil inside the sausage skins, bubbles moving, and then one bursts open from its side and fizzes.

‘You’ve had quite a day, ain’t you?’ he says, pointing to the screen, to me a few hours ago collecting my belongings, my four objects that are now three, and leaving this place through the front door.

‘Quite the little holiday, you’ve had, ain’t you?’ he looks over at the potatoes in the sink. ‘Make sure there’s no lumps in it this time, Jane.’ He turns back to the desktop screen. ‘Me mother’s never had lumps. I don’t like eatin’ no lumps.’


Chapter 10

I don’t say a word.

This is a moment for myself. A moment I own. A moment to register what is happening. This sliver of time is for me and my child.

I look at my gloss legs, at the puddle by the base of the toilet.

‘Starting, is it?’ he says, right behind me, in the doorway, looking at the floor, looking at me, uninvited.

I nod.

‘Early, is it?’ he says.

‘Too early,’ I say. ‘Lenn, it’s too small. I need some help.’

‘Be back in a bit,’ he says, turning and leaving.

I clean up the clear fluid and flush the toilet and sit on the plastic dust sheet of the sofa. The air is warm. I’m cramping but I’ve had no contractions, at least I don’t think I have. I need the toilet again.

By the time Lenn gets back my contractions are ten minutes apart and I know exactly what they feel like.

‘Get off settee, Jane,’ he says. ‘I’ll set you up down next to table.’

He unfolds a tarpaulin sheet, something you’d use to cover a hole in a roof, and flattens it down on the floor opposite the Rayburn. It’s covered in leaves and dry dirt.

I look at it and look at him.

‘I’ll brush muck off.’

‘I need the bathroom.’

‘It’s all right long as you keep door open.’

‘No, I mean I need help walking there.’

He swallows and I see his Adam’s apple roll down beneath his collar and up again. He helps me up and then supports me to the bathroom. The pain is intensifying and I wonder at what point, if at all, this will overtake my ankle pains. Will the two run concurrently or will one eclipse the other?

‘Don’t go making a carry-on about all this, not a mother on planet who ain’t been through all this, don’t go making a big fuss about it.’

I want to gouge his eyes out with a pencil.

He helps me to the tarpaulin and I rest with my back against the wall. In front of me is the stove, to the left of me is the kitchen, to the right of me is the locked TV cabinet and the camera and the window.

‘Get the pills down off the shelf,’ I say.

‘You’ve had your half, had it with your corn flakes, I watched it.’

I clench my teeth through a contraction. When it’s passed I say, ‘Get the pills down now.’

He stretches for the jar and unscrews the lid.

‘How many?’

‘Two,’ I say. ‘Break them up into pieces.’

He does it.

I’m not in full labour yet and the contractions are small. I need the pill fragments lined up now because I can’t be negotiating with him later on, I don’t want to have to speak with him at all later on. That time’s for me and my child. It’ll need me and I’ll need it, we live as one today or we die as one.

‘Like having a lamb, me mother used to say, same difference.’

Shut. Your. Mouth.

‘Me granddad had lambs for a time, beast too. Up inland he was, small farm, rocky land and no good drainage. Went up there as a lad.’ My contraction kicks in and my back stiffens and the pain is like a solid object. ‘Saw lambing as a lad, nothing to it really, slipped out they did, some had three youngens and most of them survived good into summer.’

I take a fragment of pill, maybe a fifth, and swallow it dry.

‘Water,’ I say.

He huffs and pours me a glass of water and leaves it by my hand.

‘Want telly on?’ he says.

I close my eyes tight shut. If my sister were here, what would she do? She’d have me in bed, not on some dirty tarpaulin sheet. She’d have fresh towels and baby clothes at the ready, pain medication and hot water and pressed linen. She’d have a bowl of fruit: some candied, some fresh.

The next contraction comes at me like a wave I never saw. My God. It’s like my womb is pulling itself apart, the pressure deep down, way down, spreading my skeleton, moving the bones that took a lifetime to form. I scream out and pant like an animal.

He comes to me. He looks down disapprovingly and removes his belt. I recoil. What is this? What is he doing?

He bends it, looping it over on itself, the cracked brown leather splitting at each traverse.

‘Bite down on it if you need to, Jane.’

What century am I trapped in?

He hands it to me and I place it down by my bad foot.

The hour hand drags itself around the clock face and the baby does not come out of me. Hours of pain. The contractions are closer, they’re harder. I’ve had one and a third horse pills on top of my usual half, and my head is awash with dream-like images and thick fog. There’s blood on the tarp. It moved around for a while by my legs and my ankles and he didn’t clean it up. It’s dried now, stuck to some oak leaves and wheat husks, dried into some unheard-of fertility emblem from a different place and a different time. I can’t focus. The things I see at the edges of my eyes are hazy and when the pains come, as spaced-out and regular as the heartbeat of a blue whale deep underwater, my eyes fog completely and I throw back my head and I sob.

My ankle is nothing.

The pains aren’t eclipsing, they aren’t concurrent, they are different. Separate, but together. The pills help, but I’m weak now. Exhausted. How do women do this with no pain relief? Why do they do it?

‘I need food,’ I say to him.

He looks over from the armchair, the blue clock of Countdown on the TV, and says, ‘Cheese and ham?’

I nod.

I feel sick, I can’t eat, but I can’t afford to pass out either.

He makes sandwiches for both of us.

I wail as the next contraction strikes me. It’s a period cramp amplified to the point where I’m breaking apart. Cracking open. I feel down for the baby’s head between my legs but there’s nothing. How long can I do this?

‘Have your sandwich then,’ he says. ‘Made them for you so eat them up, do you some good.’

I eat one because I really need the fuel, and then, during the lull between the pains, I throw it back up.

‘That’s why I brought ground sheet in, you see that now, don’t you?’ He throws me a kitchen roll. ‘For your mess, that is.’

‘I need the bathroom.’

‘Again,’ he says.

‘Help me up.’

I try to go but I can’t. Nothing. But the sitting down on the toilet is more comfortable for now. It’s better than the floor.

‘Can you help me up to bed,’ I say.

‘Nobody’s having no youngens upstairs. Got you all set up down here, don’t go making no fuss, it’s what you women been doing hundreds of years. Me mother had me down here, right in this spot, it’s best place for it.’

He helps me back to the sheet and I squat for a while and take the belt between my teeth and bite down so hard during a contraction that my teeth move in my gum sockets. The leather tastes of him and it tastes of cow.

‘It’s all right,’ I say to the baby, whisper to it, ‘you’re doing well.’

Lenn shakes his head. ‘Daft.’

There are more contractions and more pill fragments. Lenn throws a pile of newspapers down on the floor. I have no idea what they’re for.

‘Need to get sprayin’ before too long, wind gonna pick up or so wireless said.’

I want him to leave me here but it’s the wrong thing to want. I may need him. I want this to be me and the baby, nothing connected with him whatsoever, but what if there’s a problem, what if we need to drive to hospital, what if the umbilical cord is wrapped around its neck, if I haemorrhage?

There’s more pressure now, more pain. I feel faint so I grip the table leg with one arm and slide down the wall and glance at Lenn and he has fear in his eyes now, pure fear.

‘Squash!’ I scream at him. ‘Squash!’

He runs to the sink and makes strong lime squash and helps me to sip it. I reach down and touch the top of my own baby’s head and it is the most perfect thing I have ever touched in my life. A smooth, dry head; perfectly formed. I’ve touched my child and that makes all the difference somehow and the agony is still there but it’s worth something now.

‘What do I do?’ he asks.

‘Nothing,’ I say.

‘You what?’

‘Nothing!’ I scream at him, saliva spraying towards his armchair, sweat flying from my hair as I whip my head around to face him.

I push hard, there is momentum, the energy in this fenland farm is concentrated on my lower abdomen. There is no power anywhere else to match it, the force of this baby making its way out into the world, opening me, moving lower.

My screams are distant from myself. Not sure if it’s the pills or what. I hear them before I make them, screams to topple mountains. I yell and retch and push and grit my teeth and bite down into his rancid leather belt.

‘His head’s out,’ says Lenn.

I reach down and touch my baby’s face, its nose, its forehead. My mouth breaks into a smile. The pads of my fingertips probe the softness under the baby’s chin. I pause, looking down, I can see black hair, fine, wet, matted, bloody.

One more push, two more. Again. My eyelids scrunched tight shut. I screech and his belt falls from my mouth and my baby slips out of me and I see a deer in a forest in my mind as I bend forward to touch the little one; a deer mother birthing a fawn in some quiet protected glen.

I reach to pick up my baby, but Lenn takes it and holds it up.

‘Ain’t breathin’,’ he says.

I scream and kick out with my good leg and he hands the baby to me like it’s some skinned hare and I take its warm body and turn it around. Turn her around.

‘Lass,’ he says.

I take my finger and scoop fluid from her perfect mouth, from her red lips, and turn her around again, some ancient impulse that I do not question, and I smack her behind and rub her back and she stiffens and wails and I pull her in to me and smile the broadest smile anyone has ever seen and we lie there together, just her and me, together.

‘It’s a lass,’ he says.

I nod and stroke her tiny head and touch her earlobe, a pearl, and latch her to my breast. She doesn’t take straight away so I adjust her and hold her and she searches me with her blood red lips and she finds me.

‘I’ll get blanket for her.’

He goes upstairs and we are alone. Do not come back, Lenn. Leave us be.

She is drinking from me. I have never done this before but it feels like I have, she is drinking and suckling from me and together we are warm.

He comes back downstairs.

‘More stuff comin’ out now,’ he says.

I look down at the eyelids and the nose of my daughter. Eyelids like petals. A nose as perfect as a stone worn smooth by a river. She is the smallest and strongest looking person I have ever seen and in the moment I hold her on this green tarpaulin sheet I pledge to her my body in its entirety. My soul, as well. For ever. I pledge, unthinking and unsaid, that I will be her mother and her father, her siblings and grandparents and neighbours, I will be her teacher and her priest and I will not allow harm to visit her. I will not permit it.

‘Name’s Mary,’ says Lenn.

He is not one of us. He is not alive in our world or any part of it. Your name may be Mary to him but I will think up the right name for you when he is out ploughing his flat fields, when I’ve studied every pore of you and watched you until my eyes dry over.

I drag the blanket up my midriff and cover her back.

We are as one.


Chapter 11

She’s asleep.

I’m in the single bed in the small back bedroom, towel wrapped around my waist, blanket over her back, double thickness, and she’s asleep for the first time in her life. I feel her breath on my skin, each exhalation a gift from her perfect lungs. Her heartbeat is fast. Faster than I expected it to be. She is as small as a bird but as complete as anything I have ever seen or imagined. She is miraculous.

When she wakes I carry her – she weighs less than a kitten – I carry her to the cupboard and bring out a pile of terry nappies, the ones I use as sanitary towels, his mother’s old cloths. I should have had them prepared but she came so early. I stack them by the storage heater and place her down within the pillow nest I built on the bed and fold a cloth the way I’ve done a hundred times over the past seven years, and place it inside my underwear, his mother’s underwear. Then I take another and fold it the way I’ve practised, and place it around her waist, around my daughter’s waist, and she stays asleep and she looks so tiny. So perfect. I cannot stop smiling. My ankle is a dull ache in the middle distance, but my heart is swollen with pride for growing this person and bringing her out into the world all on my own and for feeding her and for her sleeping so peacefully like she’s been born into a normal home, yours for example.

I lie with her and curl my body around hers. She makes noises. Safe noises. Contented noises. My stomach is still huge, like I haven’t given birth at all, but it’s soft now. My mother tore when she had me, she told me she did, and she tore with my sister, and I always expected the same. But I seem to be OK. Tender and numb, the pills doing what they’re designed to do, but I’m OK.

‘Finished drillin’,’ he shouts as he enters the house. ‘Birds never left me alone for one minute, summat wrong with ’em I reckon.’

I tighten my curl around her, my back a wall between her and him.

‘You making me a pie or what?’

I don’t say anything, I just watch her sleep, her chest moving up and down, her cupid’s bow lips parted slightly, the air pocket sucked in and out as small as a sparrow’s cough. He steps upstairs to our small back bedroom. The treads creak and then they stop creaking. He’s behind me, watching. Watching us now, not just me, she is now living under his roof, his things, his rules.

‘You makin’ pie?’

I close my eyes and feel her cool feet on my belly and her cheek close to the tip of my nose and I pretend to be fast asleep. He watches us. He stays but he does not attempt to wake us, he just observes. And then he walks back downstairs.

I could lie here with her for a hundred lifetimes. She is nothing of him and everything of goodness and I know this with all my soul and she’s only been here half a day. I know it.

She wrinkles her nose and I think she might sneeze, but she sniffs and opens her mouth as if for my breast and then she settles down again and rests. Her eyes move beneath her lids. Dreaming. I’ve never seen harmony like this in his house. She is a gift and he is not worthy of even knowing what she looks like.

I left the cord downstairs. He offered me a freezer clip and then a pair of scissors that he sterilised in a pan of water on the Rayburn hotplate, we weren’t sure if that was necessary but it seemed sensible. I’ve covered her belly button with veterinary gauze and secured the gauze with electrical tape. It’s the best I could do.

I have never been so tired or so relieved. A month early, maybe more, but she seems to be perfect. Well, she looks perfect, and she feeds and she sleeps. All the fingers and toes. Some hair on her head, some on her shoulders. A birthmark on the back of her neck. Eyelashes, my sister’s eyelashes, and the most exquisite nostrils I have ever seen.

I want to study her like a postgraduate student might study a narrow niche of a subject. Deep and singular. The kind of focus that’s difficult to comprehend. I want to know her.

It was three pills in the end, three whole horse pills counting the dose I had that morning. I’m as strong as a bloody elephant, so it turns out. I have the anatomy of some long-forgotten mammoth, some killer whale of the cold arctic deep, I am as formidable as a river in full flood. Maybe he sees that now. But I need to be careful. I look at her and I think clearly and that needs to be the way it is from now on, for her sake and for mine. I need to be watchful and alert. Half a pill for the next few days, then a third. Maybe down to a quarter in time but probably a third.

The tarp’s still down there unless he’s tidied it away. He’ll leave it to me I expect. Blood and other things, a discarded umbilical cord lying like a dead copper snake, sweat, lime squash, placenta, dead leaves.

‘Sandwich?’ I hear from down the stairs. ‘Ham and cheese?’

He’s offering me a sandwich.

Offering me.

It’s not my stomach’s spontaneous grumble that surprises me, it’s this role reversal, this change. The awful night of my ankle six years ago he wanted sausage and mash and he waited until I tried to make it, until I passed out again from the pain in front of his Rayburn.

I uncurl myself from her and sit up on the end of the bed.

‘Yes, please.’

‘Coming up.’

I hear the metal clank as he opens the bread bin. I hear the cellophane wrapping come off the thick-cut Mighty White. It rustles. I hear him open the fridge and pull out the pre-sliced cheese and the pre-sliced ham and the marge. He doesn’t ever do these things and I’m sitting on the single bed in the small back bedroom next to my sleeping daughter listening to him make me dinner.

He walks upstairs with two plates and gives one to me, all the time watching her.

He stands in the doorway resting his immense shoulder against the frame and we both look at her and we both chew and swallow and it is very quiet in the house. The June light is warm in the window and it casts a glow on one side of her face and the shadow cast by her is small.

‘Youngen all right, is she?’ he whispers.

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll go down town tomorrow, get the weekly shop done early, we’re getting low on squash.’

I just smile at my baby. I need the bathroom and I want to take her with me, to never have her more than an arm’s length from me. But she’s fast asleep and I think she needs the rest.

‘Can you watch her for me,’ I say. ‘I need the bathroom.’

‘Of course I can.’

I hobble to the door and he stands aside and I hop to the banister and pull myself down, looking back at each step, seeing her there, alone, unprotected, fragile. My right foot’s in bad shape. Worse than usual. If I put any weight on it then it feels like it’ll snap right off. I grip the wall to get to the toilet and then I sit down, one foot facing forward, the other to the bath, my toes blue, the blood supply worse with each year that passes.

I’m leaking fluids. Not as much as I expected, but still. I clean myself up and splash cold water on my face and my neck and a force pulls me up towards the stairs. It’s been long enough, too long. I need to see her breaths, her chest moving, her eyelids, her nostrils. I need to give her my warmth.

He’s still in the doorway watching her. I hobble up and pass him and she’s still asleep, still shielded by a ring of pillows.

I check her breathing and it is shallow and fast but she seems well. I would give a kidney and a lung for her to be checked by a doctor right now, a full check-up, some kind of report or certificate telling me she’s healthy, that she’s not in any pain, that she’ll live, thrive, and that she’ll never be anything like him. I’d even settle for the red-haired woman to come back. To check on my baby. To reassure me the child is strong.

He finishes his sandwich and I finish mine. I’m tired. She’ll be awake soon for a feed and I need rest, I need to recharge.

‘I need to sleep now,’ I say.

‘Get another blanket. Clear night, colder than it looks out there.’ He points to the window.

I go to the store cupboard. On the right side are his mother’s things, on the left side are my stack of letters from Kim-Ly bound with baling twine, and my battered copy of Of Mice and Men. I take a blanket from his mother’s side and hold the door frame and turn around and he is holding my child.

‘What,’ I breathe, a broken whisper. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Holding me daughter,’ he says, looking down at her with a smile, her whole body supported by his two big hands, his gnarled cuticles curled up around her head and her thighs.

I step to him. ‘Let me take her, she needs a feed.’

‘She’s a strong youngen,’ he says, lifting his chin to look at me. ‘And if you ever try to leave this cottage with her,’ he moves one of his hands so his flat fingers curl around my baby’s neck, the rough tips meeting over her tiny throat. ‘I’ll sink her in dyke.’

I rush to him and take her and he releases her with no struggle and I turn my back on him and pull her tight into my chest, into my belly.

‘You understand?’

I nod, my back to him.

‘I said, do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘Right then,’ he says. ‘Now that’s out the way, I can tell you summat I been meaning to get out for a while now.’

I turn my head, my back still to him, my spine a guard rail, my daughter starting to nuzzle for my breast in her sleep.

‘You seem quite pleased with yourself, Jane. Quite happy with all this.’

I frown at him.

‘And now I know you ain’t leaving, you’ll never leave now, not after what I just said to you.’

She finds my nipple and latches on and starts to suckle.

‘It’s your sister, you see,’ he says. ‘Well, she ain’t in Manchester.’

What?

‘She got sent back, didn’t she, got herself deported about five year ago, she’s not here in England no more.’

‘What?’ I say, turning to face him, my shawl falling open. ‘You’re lying.’

‘She’s gone back where you both come from, back to the jungle, not here, just you and me here, and now little Mary and all.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I have her letters.’

‘All old, they are
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