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For my mother and my father




Introduction

I came to reading late, and writing even later. There were no childish poems, no adolescent novels, no comprehension that any living person could ever write a book. But that’s not to say that there weren’t stories. My mother read to us aloud – The Arabian Nights, Tintin, Alice in Wonderland – and from the start I was caught up in the crossfire of these dramas, thrilled and terrified, reassured. Soon I began telling stories of my own. At first to myself, and then as entertainment for my sister and the group of friends we collected as we travelled across Europe to North Africa, hitch-hiking through the Atlas Mountains, making our way from Marrakech to Fez. Stories and their telling gave me a role, and I was hungry for identity; they helped to fill the in-between hours, made me useful, formed a frame for the events of our peripatetic life.

I was ten before I learned to read. Dyslexia, or possibly sheer overwhelm – my head was full of noise and colour, mirages and oases – scrambled the letters of the simplest words into unidentifiable shapes. But at school too I was saved when our teacher, with nothing but his voice, recounted tales from the ancient myths: Persian, Greek, Egyptian, Norse, as real to me as my own life. These I memorized, repeating in detail to a friend over the course of one half term the entirety of the siege of Troy: the duel between Paris and Menelaus, Hector’s body dragged behind a chariot, the lamentations of his parents, Hecuba and Priam, their tears and despair. Even so, I was concerned. What was to become of me? How would my life be if I could never learn to read? I considered practical solutions: Farmer. Acrobat. Or were these jobs reserved for men? And then one day I picked up a paperback – its cover a picture of a girl, dark-haired, smiling, not so unlike me – and, after a stuttering start, I found myself drawn in. It was the story of a child declared to be uneducable, and how her parents had dedicated their lives to proving this untrue. Half an hour passed. And then an hour. I looked up to find that I was being watched, the eyes of my family, staring. I flipped a page; there were more words waiting, neat and clear. I was in. I’d found the secret, and I was never going to give it up. I could read.

It wasn’t until I left education that I began to write. Sketches and songs set down, often on a bus ride, starting when I knew that time was short. My subjects were love, confusion, heart-ache, none of which it seemed warranted more than a page. If only I had something to write about! The profession that I’d trained for, acting, left me with time to spare and so I signed up for a creative writing class, and when I was asked to present a longer piece, I turned to my childhood, to the Moroccan adventure that we’d embarked on, my mother, sister and I, when I was five. Again, I felt all eyes on me as I described a camel festival, the terror of riding in the saddle bag of a donkey as it clipped along a mountain pass, getting lost at night on the beach at Agadir. Encouraged by the interest of the group, I vowed to continue, which slowly, laboriously, I did, tangling myself in complications, the narrative jarred with flashbacks, the structure unsustainably confused.

‘Tell the story.’ This was the advice I received at an Arvon course I signed up for some years later. ‘Start at the beginning, and keep going to the end.’

‘The problem,’ I confided, ‘is I don’t remember enough to—’

‘Make it up!’ The response was stern. ‘You’re writing fiction, aren’t you?’

Rather than argue, I went out into the garden where there was a dilapidated summer house, and wrote what became the first chapter of this, my first book. The rest might have flowed from there – I had my structure now, and it was simple – but I hadn’t found that other vital ingredient. In order to write, apparently, you had to sit down and actually do it, and I still hoped this wasn’t true. In stops and starts I moved forward, forcing myself to add a few more pages whenever it was my turn to read aloud to the writing group that met regularly at my flat. And so it may have continued. Indefinitely. Discipline can be hard-won. But two years later, out of work, and in a surprisingly despairing mood for twenty-six, I made a decision that the following week I’d write for three hours, every day, and I’d keep on writing until … either I was offered an irresistible part in a play (surely!) … or the book was finished.

Nothing irresistible materialized, and so I applied myself, at first with difficulty, slowly with more ease, until soon there was nothing I wanted to do more than sit at the kitchen table and move on with my story. Memories came back to me, some humorous, others chilling; whole conversations fell word for word from my pen. When I was stuck I’d visit my mother with a list of questions, and as she spoke I’d reimagine what she said from the perspective of my five-year-old self, caught as often by what I hadn’t known as by what I remembered. By chance I was living in an area of West London with a large North African community, and there was a Moroccan advice bureau on the corner of my road where sometimes I queued with queries about the correct spelling of a Berber village, the ingredients of a favourite meal. I did wonder, on difficult days as I stared, frustrated, into space, if I should simply return, remind myself of the eighteen months we spent living in Morocco, but I was worried that the memories I’d stored, along with a kaftan, a bead choker and my sister’s Arabic schoolbook, would evaporate the moment I arrived. It was only when the novel was finished that I rewarded myself with a trip to Marrakech. As soon as I stepped off the plane and breathed in the scent – dust and heat, diesel, mule – my fears subsided. I was home.

I stayed in a hotel in the Medina, three floors around a courtyard, one toilet on the landing, a tap and a plastic basin to wash clothes on the roof. A hotel so familiar we might have lived in it before. Once settled, I set off for the Djemaa El Fna, the vast square at the heart of the city, reassured to see the women still selling their dark loaves of bread, the men behind their tiers of oranges, the boys hustling and flitting between stalls. Here were the Gnawa shaking their cowrie-beaded caps, drumming as night fell. The next morning I wandered the lanes of the souk, found the wool-dyeing district, the alleyways strung with coloured skeins, the leather district where babouches were hammered into shape. There were the pyramids of spices, the dark green grains of henna, coal sold piecemeal from a hole in the wall.

Later that week I took a bus to Essaouira, dozing as the Koran blasted from the driver’s cassette, stopping for lunch at a small, red-and-green-painted town, where tripe stew was served in earthenware bowls, where there was spinach, shredded and oily, flaked with almonds, a dish I’d forgotten that I loved.

By the time I returned I had an excited feeling about my book, and as I packaged up the manuscript and sent it to an agent, I allowed myself to drift off into fantasy: interviews and photographs, who might play the part of ‘Mum’ when it was made into a film. All the same I wasn’t surprised when the pages came thumping back – acting had prepared me for rejection. But it had made me resilient too, and I posted them straight off to the next agent on my list. I’d amassed a small collection of polite, discouraging letters when, early one morning, the phone rang. I’d slipped the manuscript through the door of yet another agent, and it was this agent, telling me she’d been reading through the night, and not to change a word. Unless, perhaps, I had another title?

I had no title at all, had tentatively typed A Home For Us on the first blank page, but a friend had suggested I call it after the game my sister and I played, a phrase we’d used as code for when things became too strange or alarming. ‘Hideous Kinky?’

‘That’s it!’ And within a week she’d sold it to an editor (the same editor I still have, thirty years on).

I was exultant, flooded with energy and ideas, as if a fog had lifted, as if the events of my childhood, set down, had made it possible to step into the present. I began work on a new novel, and not long after, as I was sailing down the Portobello Road, I bumped into a friend of my mother’s. As a young woman she’d visited us in Marrakech, bringing along her baby, Mob, who we’d strapped on to our backs as the local children did when in charge of their siblings, and run with her out into the square. Mob was grown. She’d changed her name. But her mother congratulated me – she’d heard my news – and asked what I was doing now. ‘I’ve started another book,’ I told her.

‘Another one!’ She looked amazed, but no one could have been more amazed than me.

Esther Freud, February 2022




CHAPTER ONE

It wasn’t until we were halfway through France that we noticed Maretta wasn’t talking. She sat very still in the back of the van and watched us all with bright eyes.

I crawled across the mattress to her. ‘Maretta will you tell us a story?’

Maretta sighed and turned her head away.

John was doing the driving. He was driving fast with one hand on the wheel. John was Maretta’s husband. He had brought her along at the last minute only because, I heard him tell my mother, she wasn’t well.

Bea glared at me.

‘Maretta …’ I began again dutifully, but Maretta placed her light white hand on the top of my head and held it there until my skull began to creep and I scrambled out from under it.

‘You didn’t ask her properly,’ Bea hissed. ‘You didn’t say please.’

‘Well, you ask her.’

‘It’s not me who wants the story, is it?’

‘But you said to ask. I was asking for you.’

‘Shhh.’ Our mother leaned over from the front seat. ‘You’ll wake Danny. Come and sit with me and I’ll read you both a story.’

I looked hopefully at Bea. ‘Oh all right,’ she relented, and we jumped over Danny’s sleeping body and clambered up between the two front seats.

‘“Will you walk a little faster?” said a whiting to a snail. “There’s a porpoise close behind us, and he’s treading on my tail.”’

I sat warm against her and joined in when she got to ‘Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, will you join the dance?’ ‘Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, will you join the dance?’ until we heard the rustle of Danny’s sleeping-bag as he sat up in the back.

‘D’you want me to take over soon?’ he yawned.

John kept his eyes on the road. ‘Half an hour.’

Danny was my special friend. The first time we’d met he’d magicked a sweet, a white sugared almond, out of a pipe for me. I had been waiting ever since for a good opportunity to ask him to do it again. Now he was always either driving or sleeping. Or Bea was there. Bea was two years older than me and there were some things you had to keep secret about. Anyway, I thought, however magic Danny said these almonds were, they’d be bound to run out like any others.

That evening we stopped to cook. My mother made soup with carrots and potatoes in a metal pot on a camping stove. We sat on the grass verge and ate.

‘Maretta?’ My mother held out a bowl to her.

Maretta looked at the ground.

‘Maretta would you like some soup?’

She turned her face away.

My mother’s hand began to tremble. It made the spoon rattle on the tin side of the bowl as she stretched it out to her.

We waited.

‘Well, all the more for us,’ she said finally, pouring the soup back into the pot. Her voice was high and tight. Maretta smiled serenely.

A truck roared by. A wave of hot and cold laughter swept over me and I bit my lip and stirred my spoon noisily.

John stood in front of my mother, between her and Maretta. ‘She’ll be all right once we get to Marrakech. She’ll be all right.’ He put his arm around my mother’s waist. ‘I was married to her for four years. I should know.’

She let her head rest limply on his shoulder. ‘I still think we should take her back.’

They stood by the side of the road rocking gently from side to side.

‘Danny?’ I felt this might be my lucky moment. ‘Will you magic me a sweet?’

Bea, who was sitting nearer than I thought, raised her arched eyebrows. I screwed up my face in warning.

‘Damn and blast.’ Danny slapped his hand on his knee. ‘I’ve gone and forgotten my pipe.’ He lowered his voice and said with a laugh, ‘Well maybe we should go back to London after all.’ And he squeezed my disappointed face between his fingers.

Late the following afternoon we arrived at Algeciras and drove the van on to the ferry. We got out and stood on deck. Bea and I leant against the railings and waved enthusiastically at the straggle of Spaniards on the quay. The air was thick with the smell of fish and oil. Some men in blue overalls waved back. Almost before we lost sight of Spain, Morocco began to appear at the other end of the boat. A long flat shadow across the water.

‘Land ahoy!’ Bea shouted out over the sea. ‘Land ahoy!’

We ran fast from one end of the boat to the other waving goodbye to Spain and shouting ‘Land ahoy!’ to Morocco. The sun was sinking fast and the gulls had stopped circling. As we leant over the railings, Morocco faded into the night and we could only guess at the layers of blackness where the sea stopped and the land began. We went back to the van. Maretta was sitting in the front seat.

‘Where are the others?’ I asked, climbing in, forgetting for a minute.

She didn’t answer. Bea stood by the door.

‘Come on. Let’s go and find them.’

‘Would you like to come?’ I touched Maretta’s hair. It was thick and damp with dirt.

Bea pulled my arm. ‘I’ll race you to the deck.’

Maretta didn’t move. Not even her eyes.

‘All right then,’ I said, and I started after her on a hopeless challenge.

The ship was lit now by the white froth of the waves. We edged along where earlier we had run. At the front of the boat we heard laughter and snatches of familiar voices. We crept forward, our eyes on the red tips of cigarettes.

‘Land ahoy!’ Bea jumped out of the darkness and put her hands over my mother’s eyes. She screamed with mock alarm.

‘Your money or your life.’

Mum put her hands in the air and pleaded for mercy. ‘I don’t have any money,’ she said. And everybody laughed.

A slow, low hoot rose into the air and we all jumped. Danny picked me up and swung me over his shoulder. ‘Right. Back to the van,’ he said.

I called to Bea as I hung, the blood rushing to my head, ‘I’ll race you,’ and I drummed my hands on Danny’s back to make him go faster.

We sat in the dark in a queue of cars waiting for our turn to drive off the ferry. My mother showed us our photographs under hers in a black leather passport.

‘In a minute a man will come to check that it’s really us,’ she said, tucking my hair behind my ears. John was in the driving seat, and Danny and Maretta were awake in the back. The line moved slowly forward car by car.

‘Once we’re through customs it should only take a couple of hours along the coast road and we’ll be in Tangier,’ Danny said. He talked with a rolled cigarette unlit and hanging between his lips. ‘I just wish they’d get on with it.’

We were edging now towards a white barrier. Two men in uniform inspected each car before the barrier lifted into the sky and let them through.

There was a tapping on the glass. We sat very still and John rolled down the window, letting in a blast of cold and salty air and a whiskery face with bright blue eyes. ‘Hi, where you heading?’ he said, sticking his head right in and peering at us in the semi-darkness.

‘Tangier tonight … and then on to Marrakech.’

‘Hey, I’m heading that way myself. Dave. Call me Dave.’ And he rested his elbows in the open window and smiled.

Dave ambled along beside us as we neared the barrier. ‘So this is your first trip, you’ll love it, you won’t want to leave. Where you from? Let me guess? London. Forget London, man. Marrakech. That’s where it’s at.’ He had a scarf tied round his head and his pale ginger hair hung over it in strands. He had no bag and no coat. ‘Hey brother,’ he slapped John on the shoulder, ‘you’re going to need some introductions. I’ll tell you what. I’ll ride into Tangier with you. What do you say?’ And he whipped open the van door and leapt in.

Dave settled himself in the back.

‘Hey lady, how you doing?’ he grinned at Maretta.

She didn’t answer.

Another face appeared at the window. A dark, serious face with a thick moustache. My mother leant over and handed him our stack of passports. He flicked through them and glanced at us each in turn. A quick flick of a glance and he handed them back. The customs man nodded towards Dave who was hovering on a mound of cushions by the back doors. He said something I didn’t understand. John and my mother both shook their heads but Dave stuck out his long white neck and nodded. The officer was silent for a moment and then he jerked his thumb backwards. He was telling the van to turn around. Back, round, and on to the boat. Back towards Spain.

The barrier stayed firmly closed.

We ate our breakfast in Algeciras. Bread rolls and Fanta. Maretta sipped a cup of black coffee and forgot to wipe away the marks it left on either side of her mouth. Mum said it was lucky they hadn’t stamped ‘undesirables’ in our passports. She said if we saw Dave or anyone who looked like Dave at the barrier at Tangier we mustn’t talk to him.

‘Is it very hideous to be an undesirable?’ Bea asked. Hideous was Bea’s and my favourite word. ‘Hideous’ and ‘Kinky’. They were the only words we could remember Maretta ever having said.

‘Hideous kinky. Hideous kinky,’ I chanted to myself.

‘It is … if you want to get into Morocco,’ Mum answered.

When we arrived in Tangier later that day after a short and sunny second crossing there was no Dave in sight. The officers waved us through with only a glance at our passports and everyone except Maretta shouted and yelled as loud as they could to celebrate.




CHAPTER TWO

We were still hours away from Marrakech when the van backfired, veered sharply off the road into a field, and shuddered to a halt. John got out and opened up the bonnet. He stood for a long time peering in at the engine with his hands in his pockets and a knowing, not-to-be-disturbed look on his face. ‘Actually, I haven’t a clue what I’m doing,’ he said eventually, and he and Mum began to giggle.

Bea was worried. ‘We can’t stay here for ever,’ she said. The field stretched as far as I could see. There was nothing much in it, just grass and a lot of flowers. Poppies and daisies.

‘No we can’t stay here for ever,’ I repeated, because it was always safest to be on Bea’s side. We both got back into the van and waited for Mum and John to stop laughing.

Maretta lay on her side with her arm over her face and her eyes closed. You could tell she wasn’t asleep. First she stopped talking, I thought to myself. Then she stopped eating, and now she is never going to move again. Maretta still had the coffee stains from two days ago around her mouth.

Danny had only wanted to go as far as Tangier. We had dropped him off outside a café with an orange and white striped canopy. Danny said goodbye to everyone and then, just as he was leaving, he bent down and tweaked my nose. ‘My God, how did that get there?’ he said, and a large pebble-white sweet lay in the palm of my hand.

‘Do you think they sell sweets in Morocco?’ I asked Maretta.

She didn’t answer, and Bea said she didn’t know.

We sat on the side of the road and watched John grow smaller and smaller as he went off in search of someone who knew something about cars.

Mum stretched out in the grass. ‘Tell us a story,’ she said.

Bea lay down next to her. ‘Go on, tell us a story.’

So I told them about how on the day before we left London I heard two birds talking. I told them all the things the birds had talked about. Breadcrumbs. Other birds. The weather. I told them about the argument they had had over a worm.

‘That’s stupid, no one understands bird language,’ Bea said.

My eyes stung. ‘I do.’ But my voice didn’t sound very convincing.

‘Liar.’

I flushed. How could I be lying if I remembered every single word? The more I thought about it the more I wasn’t sure. ‘Mum …?’

But she had fallen asleep in the sun.

We followed John into the tiled café. It was set back from the road and was not so far from where our van was now parked.

‘It’s a French hotel,’ John whispered. ‘I think it might be a bit expensive.’

‘We’ll just have some tea,’ Mum reassured him, and we sat down in the shade of the terrace.

The tea they brought was made from mint leaves and was very, very sweet. Mum looked into the pot. ‘It’s like syrup in there,’ she said.

John had returned with three Moroccan boys in cloaks with pointed hoods. They helped us push the van along the road to the hotel. Maretta refused to get out. The Moroccan boys didn’t seem to mind at all. They smiled and waved at her through the windows in the back door.

We stayed at the café all day while John squinted dismally into the engine. ‘I suppose it’s a miracle it got us this far,’ he said when it began to grow dark.

Mum dragged blankets out on to the road. She made an open-air bed for us in the hotel garden. It was nice to go to sleep on ground that wasn’t rushing away from under you.

‘I’ll have to use those insurance stamps to have us towed into Marrakech,’ John said from the other side of Mum.

‘Insurance? You?’ Mum’s astonished voice came back. And Bea asked, ‘What’s “towed”?’

We sat in the truck, even Maretta, and watched our van dangling along behind us on a rope with John at the wheel. At first Maretta hadn’t wanted to move, so John had picked her up and put her in the truck himself. He picked her up easily like a child and she didn’t struggle or even move. Now she sat in the front with the Arab man who was driving and who had looked for a long time at the insurance which John said was like money but was really just a lot of bits of paper.

I kept wondering how we’d get home again now that our van had to be dragged everywhere. I thought it might be easier if we could take a boat straight to London. Then I must have fallen asleep. I dreamt about John and Maretta and their little girl who had stayed behind in England, waving to us from a gangplank. We were on a ship and everyone was throwing rolls of toilet paper to their friends on land but we didn’t have any toilet paper to throw.

When I woke up I was sitting on Mum’s lap in a tiny white room. Mum was talking in French to a small, plump man who smiled when he spoke and clapped his hands together and laughed at the end of every sentence. Bea looked out of a window through which bright white sunlight was falling. The van was parked opposite. It looked tired and dusty. A small crowd of children and flies were beginning to gather.

Akari the Estate Agent, whose shop we were in, poured mint tea into glasses. He poured it from a great height without spilling a drop and then, when the glasses were full, he tipped the tea back into the pot and poured it out again in as high and perfect an arc as before. The tea that was finally allowed to settle was thick and yellow like the eye of a cat.

‘Ask him if I can leave the van here,’ John said, ‘just until I can sell it or get it going again.’

Akari nodded and smiled in response to the translation. ‘He says he has a house we can rent in the Mellah. He’ll take us round to see it now.’

Akari was already locking up his little shop.

The Mellah was the Jewish quarter of the city. Our house was plain and whitewashed with three bedrooms upstairs and a kitchen and sitting-room below. There was a yard with flowers pushing up between the paving-stones. Maretta walked straight into the house and sat down on the floor. The floors were all tiled with tiles that went halfway up the walls. There was no furniture.

‘Akari says we’ll need a mijmar,’ Mum said, looking round the bare kitchen.

‘What’s a mijmar?’

‘It’s a stove for cooking. With charcoal. And we’ll need some bellows.’

‘I’ll get someone to bring the mattresses from the van,’ John said, and he disappeared.

‘What are bellows?’

‘Bea, what are bellows?’ But she was out in the garden, kicking at the poppies and the marigolds and searching for salamanders among the loose stones of the wall.

That night, when Mum read to us in the upstairs bedroom, I leant against her and asked, ‘Are we there?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘we’re there. Is it what you thought it would be like?’

I didn’t know. I hadn’t thought what it would be like.

‘How long are we going to stay?’ Bea asked.

‘Oh I don’t know. As long as we want.’ She started to read our story to herself. Bea and I waited for her to finish. ‘You could go to school here if you wanted,’ she added.

‘What about me? Couldn’t I?’

She stroked the top of my head. ‘Maybe in another year or so. When you’re as old as Bea.’

I started to sulk, but I was too tired to keep it up. Before I knew it my clothes were being pulled away, up over my head, and I felt the unfamiliar smoothness of a cool, clean sheet catch against my legs.
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