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You know the saying: 

It takes a village to raise a child?

This is the story of one child the village let down - badly let down.
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She worked from the age of nine years old. OK, maybe not a full-time actual job since she was nine, but she always grafted. She decided one day it was what she was going to do and she went out and did exactly that.

She wasn’t old enough – or big enough – to get a paper-round. She didn’t have a bike to run errands (hence the need for a job). She would always say yes if the old-folk on the street wanted a letter posting, or a loaf of bread and a tin of beans fetching from the shop. 

The other kids, especially the bigger ones, either ignored their shouts or couldn’t hear over their own boisterous noise. Ash seemed able to tune-in though, and always abandoned the game she was playing in order to get that gig.

She saved every last penny she got from those little errands and chores. The only sweets or treats she had were given instead of the cash she preferred.

None of the kids had much, but she seemed to have even less.

On occasion, she’d get taken for the 5p or so promised, but she got to know which ‘canny old bird’ did that, and the old woman earned the privilege of taking her own damn letters – even to the point where the girl walked right past her at the garden gate, ignoring the letter waved in her face. The girl was going to the shop for one of the neighbours and would have passed the post-box, but the old woman had performed the tried and tested, “I’ll give you a penny when you come back,” and disappeared off into her house before she had chance to collect her ‘wage,’ once too often, and as far as the girl was concerned, the old woman had died. 

Before the girl was nine years old, she had the cynicism to blank adults if they pissed her off. What a skill-set she was developing. 

Then, she dropped lucky. Robin, a kid she kinda knew, told her to follow him. He knew a bloke that wanted someone to work for him.

Yes, she did wonder why she was being offered a favour. She also wondered why the kid hadn’t taken the job, and why he was offering it to her. 

So, with those questions tumbling about in her cynical mind, she followed anyway. 

She had to trot to keep up. Small for her age, and skinny, she knew there was little chance of landing a job that needed a bigger or stronger kid. 

They stopped at a house perched on a parcel of land high above the pavement. It loomed from the top of a steep flight of stone steps. A veritable cliff face of a front garden, overgrown and almost wild, served as a barrier to trespassers better than any fence.

The girl stood on the pavement and looked up. The other kid climbed the steps and still the girl hesitated. She couldn’t see the top two or three steps. At last, just as he cleared the top step, she followed him, and ran to catch up. He walked right inside the house. It wasn’t his home and he didn’t have any relatives in the village; his family were newcomers, been living in the village less than a year.

He didn’t knock or call out, he just walked right in and the girl followed.

A man sat in a dark, dingy living room. The curtains were closed and he watched the television. The room didn’t seem filthy, it was probably cleaned on a fairly regular basis, but it sure could have used a decorator. The décor heralded from the 50s, at least a decade or more out of date.

A disturbing, faint odour hung in the air, a smell of piss – sickly-sweet piss. The girl wrinkled her nose.

Her eye roved the room, taking in details such as the fact there were no photographs of family, no ornaments, and scant furniture. She took a better look at the guy when she realised he was studying her. He wasn’t just watching, he was actually measuring her up.

So, in return, she measured him up with her cynical eye.

The room was dingy and in need of decorating because he couldn’t do it. He sat in an armchair and she could see even then that his legs were scrawny, wasted, and all-but useless.

His arms were not quite so emaciated, but were well on their way.

A recess of a small bay window to the side of his chair housed a bucket which became apparent as the source of the sickly-sweet-piss smell.

“What’s your name, kid?” he said. His voice was strong and deep and she imagined the disease he suffered with would eventually steal even that vitality, but for the moment, he still possessed it.

“Ash,” she said after a moment.

“Did you forget your name, kid?” he said, poking fun at the pause.

“No. I was figuring out whether I was sticking around or not and if I wasn’t, you wouldn’t need my name.”

He raised his eyebrows at that unexpected response from so small a child.

He turned his head toward the other kid. “What have you told him about the job? Have you told him about the job?” he asked.

The kid looked at Ash and she shook her head. Just one slow, deliberate movement, but he got it.

“No, I haven’t said anything about it. I thought you’d want to do that, I might get some of the details wrong.”

“Or the details would have put him off and he wouldn’t have come,” the guy said.

Robin nodded. “Maybe,” he said.

Again, the guy looked at the girl he wrongly assumed was a lad.

“Come here, kid,” he said.

The girl once more shook her head slowly and deliberately. “No. Tell me what the job is and if I decide I’m ok with it, we can get to know each other, but not until then. If I don’t like something, I’m walking away.”

“How old are you, kid?”

“My name is Ash and I’m nine.”

“Nine?” he said with a hefty dose of scepticism. “You’re nine and you talk to adults like that?”

“I talk to adults like they talk to me. I’m a fast-learner, but I’m not taking any shit from anyone.”

The man’s head drew back and he blinked as he thought about what she’d said.

Then he laughed. 

Robin looked at the girl, eyes wide as though he’d never heard a laugh before, and he seemed scared.

The guy broke off laughing when he started coughing, and Robin went over to him and handed him a glass of water. He took it and sipped from the glass, hunching over as though the coughing fit hurt his chest.

Robin took the glass and put it back where he’d found it. The girl took advantage of the distraction and looked around the room. The TV was relatively new, the armchair was too, but it was covered with throws and blankets so she hadn’t noticed before.

The rest of the furniture; the sofa, the sideboard and the coffee table were decent enough, but old.

“Right kid,” the man said. “I mean, Ash.” He’d caught her frown and corrected himself. “Right, Ash, the job. You come ‘round here every day before school and again after school. No excuses, I will rely on you coming every day. You got that?”

Ash nodded to show she understood. It wasn’t a nod of agreement, not yet.

He looked at Robin. “Are you sure he can handle this? I don’t want to be let down because it’s too much.”

“I can handle it,” Ash said.

“I also need you to empty this,” he said, and pointed to the bucket at the side of him.

“It’s only piss,” Robin said to reassure her, “And it’s only ever gonna be piss.” Robin directed the sentence to the man and it seemed more like he was convincing himself than anyone else.

“OK,” Ash said. “What else?”

“Sometimes I might need you to make me something to eat. Nothing fancy or complicated, just a sandwich or some soup.”

“Before or after I empty the piss bucket?” Ash said with a straight face.

The guy looked at her for a moment and then a grin spread across his face and he started cough-laughing again.

“Are you sure you’re only nine?” he said once he’d calmed down. He clutched a hand to his chest. 

Ash guessed his lungs hurt from all that coughing.

“How much?” she said.

“A fiver a week, paid on the Sunday.”

“A tenner, paid on Friday,” she said.

“Fuck off, kid, I’m not made of money!”

“Empty your own piss bucket,” she said, and walked out.

As Ash walked toward home, she second-guessed herself, wondering if she should have gone for £7.50 rather than the tenner. She was down the steps and across the road before Robin called to her. She waited, head down, mentally kicking herself, as he caught her up.

“You lucky bugger!” he said. “I only got a fiver a week when I started.”

“To empty someone’s piss bucket? You’ve got to be kidding. I should have asked for twenty. At least I’d feel that I hadn’t sold myself short.”

“He wouldn’t have gone for twenty. He only just agreed to the tenner. You start tomorrow,” Robin said.

“Oh, ok.”

“I’ll meet you here just after eight, ok?”

Ash nodded.

“There are a few things you need to know. He sleeps downstairs now. He didn’t when I first started helping him. The bathroom is upstairs, but there’s an outside toilet to the back. Unless it’s really cold or raining, I take the bucket and tip it down the outside toilet.”

“Right,” Ash said. She got the feeling there were a lot of other things he wasn’t telling her, but she waited. She figured he’d get around to whatever it was.

“He has a woman come in every other day, she cleans the kitchen, living room and sometimes the bathroom. She’s not allowed anywhere else. She tries it on, but he keeps his bedroom door locked. He only trusts me with the key, ok?” Robin took the key from his pocket. He seemed about to give it to her, but had second thoughts.

“I’ll keep it for a while, until he trusts you,” he said, clasping the key in his fist once more and sliding it into his pocket.

Ash nodded. “I could do without that responsibility anyway,” she said. “What’s his name and what should I call him?”

“His name is Justin Massey. I started off by calling him Mr Massey and he soon told me ‘Justin’ was fine, so I suggest you do that.”

Robin walked away and Ash started for home.

“Oh, one other thing,” he said.

Ash half-turned back.

She waited... ‘Here it comes,’ she thought.

“Don’t get close to him if you can help it. I always keep the piss bucket between me and him. Rumour has it, he can get a bit gropey. He’s never done it with me, but I’ve been careful, you know.”

There it was.

“That’s why you told me about the job, because he doesn’t like girls,” she said.

“Yeah...”

“But he doesn’t think I’m a girl, which is why he agreed to a tenner a week,” she said.

“Yeah, sorry about that. I can tell him you’re not bothered if you like?”

“No. A tenner a week to empty a piss bucket and dodge his groping hands is fine. I can do that standing on my head.”

She wandered back home, head down, looking at her feet without actually seeing them, because her mind was elsewhere. She knew she had to prepare herself for the new job. If she didn’t talk herself out of it before the morning.

A tenner though... that was way too much to pass-up.

Ash didn’t have a good night’s sleep. She worried about too many things; one of which was her sister. “You’ve wet the bloody bed again. Why the hell do I have to share a bed with my bed-wetting sister?” Ash got out of bed, pulled her wet pyjamas off her legs and held them between finger and thumb as she went to the bathroom to wash.

She dropped the soggy pyjama bottoms in the bath and ran water in the sink. A strip-wash would have to manage. Ash started laughing quietly to herself. The irony of starting the day piss-wet-through wasn’t lost on her, she only hoped she wouldn’t have to perform the same kind of clean-up later on.

Still, it meant she was up and about, washed, dressed and breakfasted – a too-dry Weetabix because there wasn’t enough milk to go around, and she rationed her share. ‘It’s a different story when I’m last up,’ she thought. ‘I don’t get enough milk for my breakfast because everyone got up before me and they had it all.’

She went out of the house to the sound of her mum shouting after her to take her sister to school. “Yeah, I’m out of ear-shot now and can’t hear you screaming at me,” she said quietly. “And guess what, I won’t be waiting for her after school either,” Ash said a little louder, starting off down the street at a trot, just in case her mum came to the door.

Robin was nowhere to be seen when she got to the steps leading up to Justin’s house. She decided not to wait, it was trying to rain and there was no point getting wet.

Robin had got there early and not waited for her. The door was unlocked and she knocked and went right in. 

Ash went through the kitchen to the living room as quietly as she could in case Justin – Mr Massey - was still asleep.

She wasn’t expecting the sight that confronted her.

Robin stood in the middle of the living room with Mr Massey draped over him. It looked very much like Robin was trying to give the guy a fireman’s lift.

Ash watched for a moment until Robin turned his head, saw her standing there and snarled, “Well don’t just fucking stand there! Gimme a hand!”

“I’m sorry, Robin, I didn’t mean to... I just, I just...” Justin sounded like a different guy to the one Ash met the day before.

“Yeah, don’t worry, it’s all going to be taken care of. It’s a good job I got those plastic sheets, isn’t it?” Robin said. His voice was quiet, calm, and patient, almost like he had an affection for the guy.

Ash helped Robin shuffle Justin across to his chair. Robin had covered the chair in a plastic sheet, similar to the ones painters use to cover furniture. Justin’s head slammed back into the chair and he made an ‘Ooof’ sound.

“Careful!” Robin said to Ash. “He can’t be thrown about like that, he’s not strong enough.”

“Sorry,” she mumbled.

“It’s all right, lad,” Justin said with a sigh. “You’ll learn.”

She helped Robin take the bedclothes from the sofa where Justin had spent the night, and as they moved the sheets, the stink of warm, sickly-sweet piss assailed her nostrils and she couldn’t help but pull her head back as she caught a whiff of it.

“You’ll get used to that,” Robin said.

So for the second time that day, Ash cleaned up piss-soaked bedclothes.

‘Wow, what a buzz my life is turning into,’ she thought, grimacing. 

It was one thing to wake up and have to deal with piss-wet clothes you’re lying in, but a whole other set of circumstances when you hardly know the guy who you’re cleaning-up the piss-wet clothes for.

Without being told, she took the piss bucket out and tipped the contents – carefully - down the outside toilet. She swilled the bucket round using the outside tap and some bleach she found at the side of the toilet.

Robin was indoors getting Justin cleaned up and changed into clean, dry clothes when Ash went back in.

Justin lay on the sofa as Robin straightened the chair’s covers. Ash saw a sheepskin and figured it was to make Justin more comfortable.

She walked around the sofa, before she realised Justin was lying there completely naked. His body was pitiful to see. He must have been a strong man at one time, but his muscles sagged and the skin covering them was mottled and hung like melted wax.

Ash put the bucket back in place without reacting to Justin’s naked state.

Then she helped Robin finish with the covers on the chair.

Robin went upstairs to fetch clean clothes.

“Do you want some breakfast before I get off for school?” she called over the sound of the running water as she washed her hands in the sink.

“Just a cuppa for now, please lad... Ash,” he called back. “Brenda will get me something to eat when she comes in.”

“Brenda isn’t coming in today, remember?” Robin said as he helped Justin to get dressed.

“Oh fuckit. I forgot.”

“What do you want for breakfast?” Ash asked, looking in cupboards, trying to find something.

“He needs something warm,” Robin said.

She took the cuppa she’d made and set it next to the glass of water from the day before. She took the glass and rinsed it out, bringing him a fresh drink. She set that next to the cup of tea.

Justin took hold of Ash’s hand as Robin helped him slip into his jogging bottoms.

“Sorry about this, lad, it’s not a good first impression, is it?” he said and brushed the back of Ash’s hand with his thumb.

She was a little creeped-out at the feel of his smooth, yet wrinkled skin passing over hers, but she mentally shrugged; a job’s a job.

Robin said he’d be late for his school bus if he didn’t get a move on but he was worried about Justin not getting any food.

“I’ll nip across at dinner time,” Ash said. “We get ages, and I can nip to the shop to grab some soup if you like?”  

“That’d be good,” Justin said. 

“But... I don’t have any money to get soup,” she said.

Robin looked at her and she saw suspicion in his expression. Ash glared back as though daring him to doubt her.

Robin leaned toward Justin, reached down behind him, fishing behind the cushion. He brought out a crumpled pound note.

“Soup and bread,” he said, handing the note over.

“Yep, got it.”

Robin locked the door behind them and gave her the key. “You’d better have this, I won’t be here when you come back to give him his soup.”

Ash walked away, tucking the key inside her coat pocket.

Robin caught up with her. He caught her arm and pulled her round to face him.

“This isn’t a game, you know,” he said.

She nodded.

“I mean it. The man’s dying, he looks weak now, but when you come back, he’ll be a lot stronger than he is now. You’ll be on your own. Make sure you keep that piss bucket between you and him.”

“What do you mean, he’s dying?”

“Don’t worry, you can’t catch it. He’s got some disease or something that’s passed down. His dad had it and he died young too. Just make sure he doesn’t get his hands on you because if he finds out I lied to him, neither of us will have a fucking job!”

Ash wasn’t late for school, but she did see her sister and she told her, “Mum’s upset with you, cos she had to bring me to school.”

‘Something else I’d have to deal with later,’ Ash thought, sighing. There was no point saying anything to her sister, she’d only go and blab it right back to her mum and then Ash would cop for a clip ‘round the ear when she got home. Better to bite her tongue.

When the bell went at mid-day, Ash ran to the hall for dinner and bolted it all down, second-helpings, pudding and all. Then she had to find a way to get out of school. Kids weren’t allowed out unless they were going home. She ran up the playground, around the back of the ‘temporary’ classrooms that had been there for thirty years or more, and hopped over the wall. 

‘Hopped’ is a bit of a stretch, she had to jump as high as she could and scramble over the top.

She dropped down into an overgrown garden and walked down the path, as calm as she could, across the front of the kitchen window and out of the front garden gate. 

Then she ran across to the shop, bought soup and not-quite-out-of-date bread, and legged it to Justin’s house.

Ash looked in the window as she passed and made sure he wasn’t asleep. She unlocked the door and called out so he’d know he wasn’t being robbed. “It’s only me, Mr Massey, Ash. I’ve come to bring your soup.”

“OK lad,” he said.

He did sound a lot more ‘with-it’ and she remembered Robin’s ominous warning from earlier.

“It’s stopped raining,” she called from the kitchen as she warmed up the soup on the ancient cooker.

“Why do I care if it’s fucking raining?” he snarled back.

Ash poured the steaming liquid into a bowl and took the soup to him on a tray.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do with that?” he snarled again.

“I’ll put it in a mug for you, shall I? Grumpy bastard,” Ash said, turning around and going back to the kitchen.

She put the mug on the table next to him, with a plate of bread next to that. She’d also put a spoon with the bread, just in case he wanted that too.

“Gotta go,” she said. “The bell’s about to go.”

“Stick around if you like, kid,” he said, his bad mood dissipated.

“I can’t. Seeya later,” she called as she locked the door behind her.

The way back into school was a lot easier. Ash just walked through the gate with a couple of kids coming back from home.

That afternoon, she dodged her sister. Ash saw her looking for her, but she thought, ‘There’s no way she’s coming to Justin’s with me.’

Robin showed up about ten minutes after Ash got there. Justin had a cuppa at the side of him and she was washing the dishes from his meal.

“Hey,” Robin said. “Has he been any bother?”

“No, just a grumpy bastard earlier,” she said.

“I can fucking hear you!” Justin shouted from the living room.

“You can get off home now if you like, I’ll stick round and get him settled down,” Robin said.

Ash handed the key back to Robin and nodded. “See you tomorrow.” She left the house, turned around and went back indoors. She didn’t say anything, but pulled her hand from her pocket and deposited a few coins on the table next to the cup of tea.

“That bread will be ok
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