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Little girls are cute and small only to adults. To one another they are not cute. They are life-sized.

Margaret Atwood, Cat’s Eye

Now I wish to introduce the following idea. Between the age limits of nine and fourteen there occur maidens who, to certain bewitched travelers, twice or many times older than they, reveal their true nature, which is not human, but nymphic (that is demoniac); and these chosen creatures I propose to designate as ‘nymphets’.

Vladimir Nabokov, Lolita


One


This is the moment Mandy Baker reappears. It’s early summer 2002 and I’m with Dean and Poppy on a working holiday on the east coast of Malaysia. Poppy is ten years old, leggy, dark; she has Dean’s colouring: great black saucers for eyes. We’re staying on the tiny Gem island near Pulau Kapas, where I’m studying the courting rituals of Hippocampus kuda. Right now, there’s a swishy kind of breeze and the beach is littered with coconuts. Stupidly, we canoe over to Kapas in scalding midday sun. Plastering our skin with Factor 30 lotion every ten minutes makes hardly any difference at all. We’ve baked to a red glow, though we can’t see it yet. The sunlight tricks us, blanching our skin white. We have lunch at Zaki’s restaurant of squid, curried chicken and vegetables in soy sauce, followed by chunks of water melon and a huge bottle of water. Some boys at the table next to ours are eating a durian, and they wave the spiky porcupine fruit in our direction, laughing. Poppy bravely agrees to try it. The foul stink and prickly skin is opened with a knife, revealing milky slimy flesh inside. I take one tiny piece and yes, it is more appetising than I expected, but it has a curious after-taste, like an onion. Poppy smiles at first, but soon she’s grimacing, glugging back water from the bottle. The boys laugh, knowing she won’t be able to remove the taste for days.

There are crusts of sand coating my burnt thighs. Ants crawl everywhere, up the chair legs, across the plastic tablecloth, straggling over every abandoned grain of rice, every flake of bread. Because I’m working, I’m utterly perfectly happy. There’s the sound of a boat engine, and a guitar somewhere, strummed here and there by various children, giving off the odd sudden twang like the night call of a frog. In the evening, while Poppy sleeps in the cabin next-door, we sit at the bar and drink the sour green-tasting coconut juice with sugar syrup, and smoke marijuana with another marine biologist, Roni.

Did you know they have the death penalty here for this? Roni laughs, twirling the joint in front of him like Groucho Marx. I shake my head next time he offers it.

Dean often tells me I seem like someone stoned. It’s my natural state, he says: no need of illegal substances for Tina. He doesn’t say it in a critical way, or complaining. He says it playfully, affectionately. Wake up, Tina. Dean would like to call me back from somewhere, a lot of the time. I love this about him. I rely on it.

From our bedroom in the morning we see the giant green whale shape of the island of Kapas, with its strip of yellow beach. In the sea in front of us there are tiny turtles in a netted square hatchery. Grey herons hunch over these like old men, staring into the nets. Two white underbellies of the tiny leatherbacks float upright, the size of children’s palms. Dead. Terns wheel overhead. Every few minutes, there is the thud of a coconut falling. When I move I hear the pressing crunch of a rattan chair.

Dean walks towards me, carrying masks and snorkels hired from the hut on the beach, and suggests a swim in the shallows where the coral strip is clearly visible.

Poppy and I stride out into the warm water, fiddling with our snorkels. Poppy’s snorkel is tourist fare whereas mine is from home: there’s no way I can tolerate a leaky mask or one that fogs. Still, today for some reason the mouthpiece feels big and clumsy – I keep wanting to gag – I’m conscious of it tickling the roof of my mouth. There is a lot of shaking out of water and fiddling with the rubber straps and spitting and cleaning our masks. One of my fins flicks off my foot and bobs up on top of a wave, and Poppy reaches for it and throws it but it’s a bad throw and lands far from me, so we giggle a lot about our own incompetence – really, this shared incompetence is always our favourite joke, even here, in what is undeniably my domain. Eventually, waiting for Poppy, I follow her out towards Dean, half-swimming, half-walking, towards the deeper part of the sea. Ghostly white needlefish leap from the water to the left of us, and Poppy giggles nervously.

Here we put our faces in and the coral looms up like a moonscape, full of fat pudding anenomes waving brown hair. Poppy points to a large fish, half-black and half-white, and I gesture back excitedly to show I’ve seen it, though it’s one I’ve seen many times. A shoal of silver needlefish, dream-like and transparent, circle me. Spiky black sea urchins, coral shaped like crucifixes. Tiny pieces of abandoned cellophane float around us: jellyfish. Poppy and I point them out to one another under the water. Poppy’s short braids float around her hair like Medusa’s snakes; we try to waft the jellyfish away with our fins, avoiding stings. Clown fish, cleaning the anemones, nose up to us aggressively, swimming close to our masks. I shake my head at Poppy as she goes to bat one away. Never touch anything on the coral! Her frown shadows the mask. I know, I know, you don’t need to tell me, her look says. I’m not one of your students.

I can hear the snapping sound in the water of my own breathing popping in my ears. In one spot our skin is stung by piercing pricks, the broken-off jellyfish tentacles. We make more hand signals to one another, gestures of pinching and pricking with finger and thumb to show where the fire corals are and we nod, our movements mired in syrup, astronauts, dreamily slow, and we swim on.

It’s deeper here and there are dead coral skeletons, all the same shade of toffee brown, sprouting a pale-brown fur of algae. Impossible for me not to feel sad, noting the coral bleaching, wondering what caused the corals to stress – is it climate change, again? – and expel their zooxanthellae in such huge numbers. Some dark caves gape. Flat hard toadstools, green and brown sea trees. Some huge bulbous brain coral, dotted with chips of green, specks of emerald. Tiny urchins in bright blue and yellow with what looks like a little eye blinking at the centre. I hear something rolling and watery that could be a peal of thunder. I can’t see a single seahorse, but that’s no more than I’d expect. They don’t favour the beautiful coral, but the squidgy mud and grass of the sea-grass meadows, a trip planned for tomorrow. I can’t see Dean anywhere.

And then suddenly, here is a black-tipped reef shark, so graceful, weaving towards us. I hold my breath. The sea is abruptly cold, a sharp drop beneath me. I can see Poppy’s legs, a strange underwater lemony colour. Sunlight mottling the water makes my own fingers bloodless, white and puffy at the tips. I’ve seen sharks before. This is not the first time, diving, I’ve seen a shark underwater but here it is, grey, poised, shadowy: making a bee-line towards my daughter, ten years old, with her skin bared and her feet in their black fins hiding her ten unspoiled toes. Poppy has her back to the shark, she’s moving in slow motion in front of me, her legs gently folding the water, like long, languid spoons, idly stirring a cocktail. She hasn’t seen it yet and she is so naked, only that tiny blue triangle of her bikini visible; her skin bare, bare and wet and sea-yellow, and unreal: she is paused in time as if preserved in aspic, I’m looking at her through an amber lens, as if she’s an eerie specimen in my own tanks in the lab, as if I have all the time in the world to look at her: is this really my daughter? Did I make her, how did she get here?

And then that’s it, that’s the moment. That’s when I see Mandy – her name firmly attached to her – Mandy Baker. She’s here in the water with us: yellow and turquoise and stippled, her blonde hair wafting upwards in this ghastly way, great clods of green in it; and something shadowy and appalling, that I really should understand, is zigzagging its way towards her. Something peels away and my stomach drops from me like a stone. Mandy’s face, blurred by the green of the water, bobs up beside me, bloated, like a puffer fish. My heart goes beserk inside me, rattling the bars of my ribcage, trying to escape. I can’t breathe. I can’t move.

My thoughts are moving very, very slowly indeed, like treacle spreading in a puddle. My little girl is ten years old. A shark is weaving towards us. What are you doing here, Mandy Baker? Mandy Baker, where have you been?

But then at last something normal kicks in and the icy chills slips from my skin and my lungs fill with air and I think: it must be the joint I smoked last night, get a grip, Tina, for God’s sake! I smash to the surface of the water, screaming: Poppy!

And there’s the black tube of her snorkel and Poppy comes crashing to the surface too, shaking her braids in a dramatic black spray around her and says: what, what? in that American accent of hers, all innocence, and just behind her I see the black fin of the shark silkily gliding away from us. Dean is in the shallows, closer to the beach, standing half-out of the sea, trying to empty his snorkel of water, but he follows the direction of my outstretched arm towards the departing fin and whistles, a wild, impressed whistle, the ear-splitting kind that Dad used to do, to show he’s understood.

My stomach rejoins my body with a careering jolt. I pull up the mask from my nose and throw up, a speckled mess spattering the sea.

Poppy stands a short distance from me in the water, adjusting the clasp on her bikini top, the mask pushed back on her head, watching the shark fin melt to a black dot on the waves.

But I don’t get it, why you were upset? Poppy says, later. You said that kind weren’t dangerous...

I know, I know. Black-tip reef shark. They have excellent hearing, so shouting is the right thing to do. Shouting will usually make them disappear.

It was afraid of you, Roni says. Needlefish – yes, there is danger. Last year needlefish stab a man in the ribs – like this... (he demonstrates with his fork)... and kill him.

Yes, sure. I’ve seen shark before of course, I say. When I’ve been diving.

I feel foolish now. I don’t tell Poppy about Mandy.

Roni is laughing at my worried expression.

You have very nice, very lovely daughter, he says. A big shark – like to eat her up. His eyes slide to Poppy, still practically naked in her damp bikini. They rest for a second on Poppy’s sun-burnt skin and then they slide back to me, just in time.

It’s not until I’m back at work that I think of her again. Her face suddenly floats towards me, not watery-green and swollen, but heart-shaped, familiar. Mandy. Amanda Baker. Right now it’s early in the morning before anyone else arrives in the lab. My favourite time. I have my waterlogged blue notebook in front of me and I’m standing in the dimness, listening to a dripping somewhere, staring at my own handwriting. The lists: Tank No: Tank Volume: System Volume: Species. Today the overhead light-strip is sputtering – a dodgy thing for me and the seahorses, both, that splintering light. I must let the technician know about that lamp. Changing light levels – they won’t like that at all, that’ll bugger up everything, the timing, the courtship, light affects all of it. At last the lab comes back to me in full beam: huge and glossy with its rows of benches, computer screens, the familiar hooked taps. And finally here they are, the rows of green tanks, with their tiny inhabitants: the seahorses.

Up close, Henry is bobbing away. All one inch of him, tail hooked around his sea-grass, bobbing like an ice-cube in a glass. Hippocampus zosterae. It’s hard to describe seahorses as swimming exactly, though of course the dorsal fin on Henry’s back will be fluttering madly, like the movement of a hand-held fan. Usually he blushes a creamy yellow when I put my face close to his tank. I’ll note this, with the time and date. (His name in my notes is always H, not Henry. I do try to retain a professional distance from them, from all of them. In my notes, in any case.) I’ll scoop some shrimps from the plastic jug beside his tank, and they’ll be leaping and tickling my hand. We have tried the frozen kind – defrosted of course – but seahorses need to be trained to recognise them as food if the shrimps don’t move. Henry and Anais are young and need to see flickering to help them with their hunting skills. Hunting we call it, although to students, to visitors, it often looks like nothing.

My hands always smell of the shrimps. We’re supposed to wear surgical gloves but if there’s no one in the lab to observe me I never bother. Dean sometimes complains. I mean, if I’m stroking his face or something, trying to be romantic, he’ll suddenly go: uggh, fish-smell! I know I’ve a rival for your affections, Dean says. How can I compete with something that’s less than an inch high and a master of disguise?

It’s true I spend a lot of time with my seahorses. They need so much care. But mostly, if Poppy or Dean want to find me, I’m just in the lab, staring at them. Looking is what I do. My research is often just glimpses and flickers, the feeling that something I know to be true, or at the very least possible, is just out of range, out of the corner of my eye.

Henry is the most delicate colour, the colour of a hen’s egg, with mottling like splashes of paint, but he can change. A friend of mine, an underwater photographer, she’s been photographing a species of seahorse that’s really tiny, like mine. They’re pink and blobby, exactly like their coral habitat: gorgonian corals. That’s the thing people don’t know: the disguise bit. They know it about chameleons, but not seahorses. The question I’m most often asked, and not just by children, is are seahorses real? People half-believe they’re like unicorns or mermaids: magical, mythical. Poseidon was dragged through his watery universe by four seahorses. But yes, I tell them, they’re real.

What are they, fish? That’s always the next question, after the ‘are they real?’ one. They are fish, I say. They belong to the family Syngnathidae, which includes pipefish. But I don’t think that’s what I’m really being asked. I think the question is: if they’re real, prove it. What are they? For proof, they need a name. A name is the trick, it’s what would convince them.

So here goes:

Her name is Mandy Baker and she went missing in the summer of 1972, the last summer of primary school.

Summer. Primary school. Those words do it. Make stuff crowd in. The smell of warm blotting paper curling on windowsills, growing a lawn of mustard and cress. Jars with tadpoles, turning green in the sunshine. Every day after school we’d buy pink and green ball-shaped sherbet lollies, so hard your teeth barely made a dent in them.

I haven’t thought about her in years. Well, I’m not sure that’s strictly true but if I’ve thought of her at all it’s been like a lot of things in my life, an undercurrent, an absence. Even now it’s only these little details, the lolly, the mustard and cress that drift up to me. I suppose this is my area of expertise. My domain: small things. Small fry. Things other people think are insignificant. After all, I’m not just working with seahorses but the tiniest of seahorses. The dwarf seahorse.

The babies are exquisitely small: about the size of hair lice. Henry’s heavily pregnant again at the moment, so he’s ravenous. He has a distended belly and what I’m watching for each day is the explosion of babies. This is a regular event – they can have two broods a month – but it’s still wondrous, and tricky. Plenty can still go wrong in the timing. That’s why the daily mating greeting is so important: they need to synchronise perfectly. We’re expecting about twenty to twenty-five babies. He’ll usually leak a few in advance to let us know it’s about to happen, like blowing a waft of dandelion spores out into the water. They’re like this tiny, as Poppy would say. Poppy often comes to the lab after school to help with the feeding or just to hang around, enchanted by the various pairs. Everyone is. I’ve yet to meet a person who isn’t enchanted when they first meet a seahorse. Did you have them as pets, when you were a little girl in England? Poppy wants to know.

I tell her I always had goldfish. I wanted a snake. Dad said a snake would escape and strangle my brothers in their sleep. He put his face close up to mine when he said this and squinted one eye like a pirate, and made this snaking movement with his arm around his neck and then stuck his tongue out and rolled his eyes until Mum told him off. He was always joking about and making stuff up. My brothers would get scared and Billy would always ask: is this in real life? I taught myself to stand there, put my hands on my hips and shout: I don’t believe you! Then Dad would just laugh even more, say: that’s my girl!

So, goldfish it was. The Ely Show. Dad threw the darts, he never missed the bull’s-eye and a plastic bag with two fish in it was the prize. Mum bought a bowl at the pet shop and put some water in it but they never lasted long. Still, that idea about goldfish having a three-minute memory is patently rubbish. That was my first bit of original research. I noticed that Moby used to come to the surface when I picked up the tube of fishfood and started rubbing my fingers above the bowl. Why would he do that if he didn’t remember from the day before that this meant food? Dad said I overfed him, that this was the reason he didn’t last too long: I had loved him to death. You can do that, he told me, warningly. I cried so much it drove Mum insane. I had an aquarium when I was older but that drove her mad too; she didn’t like the smell or the gloom or the bubbling sound. She’d hate it now, in my lab. Gloomy, green and a constant bubbling sound. My perfect environment!

Yesterday, I finally told Dean about seeing Mandy.

He’s my doctor as well as my husband so I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that he doesn’t see it as Mandy re-appearing, but my symptoms reappearing. The symptoms I used to have – fainting and this weird burning smell, this aura, as Dean calls it, and these other things, the trances and the headaches – well, I haven’t had them for years and years. Throwing up, that was part of it sometimes, only rarely. I’ve been fine since I’ve been here in the States, fine since I met Dean in fact, and that’s nearly fifteen years. He’s advised ethosuximide again, four times a day. It has some side-effects: drowsiness, sometimes this little rash on my stomach, a red nest of spots right next to my navel. That I can cope with, but the weirdest thing is what it does to my memory.

Sometimes I can’t remember a word and other times a perfectly normal word turns foreign and won’t attach to the thing it’s supposed to represent. It’s driving me mad and it’s not as if I’m ancient either: I’m forty years old. To me, that’s somewhere in the middle of a long climb and just before freewheeling down the other side. I don’t have early Alzheimer’s. I’ve always had a poor memory in some ways; my memory for pictures, scenes from my childhood, that kind of thing, were just... patchy. Sometimes vivid; mostly nothing at all. Now that’s shifting. The odd word has hightailed it and instead, pictures are hurtling back.

I don’t even know if it really is the ethosuximide, or if it had already begun around the time we went on holiday, and a greater dose would be the remedy. I only know it’s frustrating, I mean, I can drive and I’ve held down this job – and now. Now this. Possibly I’m being paranoid and it was just the snorkel mouthpiece, or the sea-water, or the dope. Perhaps it was Poppy, the age she is, ten: the exact same age Mandy was. We were. The year she went missing.

It’s a shame seahorses are so passive, Yelena says. Yelena is a big-boned girl from upstate New York, a post-grad who has transferred to me to work on phylogenetic relationships among ninety-three specimens of twenty-two seahorses. She wears her lab-coat two sizes too small for her, with the buttons undone almost down to her waist, and I’ve heard the boys make jokes about her name. Ya lean any further and we’ll see everything. Yelena’s a feminist, she says. She despises passivity, and what a shame that it’s so... female. She’s thinking these days that she picked the wrong subject and wishes she’d stuck with the Five College Coastal Program at Smith. It’s a real problem.

What looks like passivity can hide an awful lot, I say. It might not be fashionable, but don’t be so hasty in your judgments. They’re incredible survivors. They’re smarter than you think. And then usually, when I’m giving this lecture and we’re leaning over the tank, staring at the tiny shapes bobbing in the water, tails curled around a frond of grass, there’s a sound like someone flicking the water with their finger. Ping. That’s the kill. The shrimp’s gone, snaffled. Snorted up their paper-fine snouts, like powder up a straw.

Never underestimate a seahorse, I say. My students laugh politely. I get defensive: we need more humility, I say, when we talk about seahorses. We need to acknowledge how little we know: about their range, their numbers, how long they might live for. Their medicinal properties. (In Asia they claim they can cure everything from sexual dysfunction to kidney stones to asthma.) Their astonishing pigment change – we don’t even know how they achieve this, the chemical processes that might be involved. This is my own specialist area of research, and the project I’m currently supervising.

The polite laughter dries up. They’ve heard plenty of this before. Most have attended one of my lectures as undergraduates – I’ve been here a while. (‘The sea covers seven-tenths of the earth, but we’ve mapped only a small percentage of it. Of the millions of species of animals and plants, we’ve only identified a few thousand. The sea controls our climate, but we don’t really understand how...’)

Now I’m muttering: I know it’s difficult. We want to know – that’s why we’re researchers...

Yelena exchanges a glance with another student, but I carry on.

. . . That’s good, of course. But for now (I think I’ve turned my back on my students at this point, I’m bending over the tank and they have collapsed into silence behind me) we need to bear it. Ignorance. Doubt. Learn to tolerate the not-knowing feeling, not rush to the simplest conclusion just because we can’t allow another perhaps implausible one to form. It might seem wildly improbable once it comes, the idea. But it doesn’t mean it’s wrong.

I’m talking to myself, really. I need this lecture. I’m finding my own research rather frustrating just at this moment. Usually I love the incremental aspect of my work. I’m patient, I like doing the same thing every day. I have a heap of data, I have theories. I’ve been testing the water currents and studying the data on the octopus, which also changes colour, but I’m not much further along. I’m distracted, and something keeps getting in the way. My concentration is shot to pieces.

So it’s the end of July now and two weeks after our holiday in Malaysia when I get a phone call from my brother with no warning at all and no sense that we haven’t spoken in years and years and that there is such freight, such a huge ocean-dragging net full of stuff between us (green-furred, like the wreckage of the Mary Rose) and he just says casually that he’s getting married and can I come over to England in August for the wedding.

Where? Where are you getting married? I ask, playing for time.

In Ely of course, at the registry office – where else?

It’s 4 p.m. on a hot afternoon and I’m standing by the open screen-door, with a coffee in one hand, the phone in the other, staring out at the trees. A squirrel twirls up a tree in front of me in a barley-sugar twist, like the movement on a barber’s pole. The coffee-maker in the kitchen behind me sizzles away: the apartment has the warm grainy smell of a café.

Why didn’t you give me more notice? I ask him.

I knew you wouldn’t come if you had time to think. I don’t think you Yanks will fly anywhere any more. Go on, Tina. Ask Dean. It would mean a lot to me if you could come.

You Yanks. He thinks of me as a Yank now. I know I have a hybrid accent. Whichever country I’m in now I sound like a foreigner.

The thing is, I start, you know my seahorses, the research I’ve been doing for years and years... well, one of them is pregnant and it’s a crucial time, I mean, it would be quite hard to leave my seahorses right now...

There is a long pause, then Andrew repeats, slowly: one of your seahorses is pregnant. You can’t leave it behind for a few days? Well –

He’s a probation officer, my brother. His job is to be a go-between, to speak the language of his young charges, adolescent boys, mostly in trouble for nicking a car, trying to start a boat, under-age drinking. I get the impression I’m hearing his professional tone: he probably spends a lot of time repeating back to kids the stupid things they’ve just said. Tearaways: that’s the word Mum would use. Boys like our brother Billy was for a while.

Not even if you just came for the weekend? he asks. For three days or something? The wedding is on Saturday. You can stay with me and Wendy and meet her daughters...

Well... will Mum be there?

Of course Mum will be there, Tina, it’s my wedding!

I hear a splinter then, in his accent. Is it Dad I hear, in his voice? Dad was born on a farm just over the Suffolk border, and he was proud of that, of the Suffolk rather than the Cambridgeshire Fens in his accent. Suffolk he felt was the real thing: the first East Anglians, the originals. Not that anyone but a local would know the difference. Mum would tease him and say it was all poppycock anyway. Don’t listen to a word he says – he was born right here, at Black Horse Drove! Whatever the truth, wherever he was from, I heard it then, fleetingly. My brother’s ‘o’course’ sounding just like an old Suffolk farmer.

Me, I’m standing in Merrill House, on the campus of Amherst College, Massachusetts. The apartment is pale, clean, unmistakably temporary. Behind me, Poppy lies full length on the cereal-coloured sofa, staring at the TV, a giant glass of kiwi juice balanced perilously beside her on a cushion. The windows and door to the campus are open and behind me an electric fan purrs; in front a sprinkler sends jets across the grass and the well-cared for pine trees, soaking the pine-needles so that their smell rises up under the coffee smell like green fingers.

There’s a little crackle on the line and a cough.

OK, I tell Andrew. I suppose I can ask Yelena. My post-grad. She can feed him and keep notes for me. Hopefully he’ll hold off with the babies till I get back. It’s a shame they’re so unpredictable... it’s such a worry, I’ve never really entrusted them to a student before...

I’m sure your seahorses will manage perfectly well without you for three days, Andrew says. He hangs up.

Poppy darts me a look. She’s attuned. She gets up, rescuing the glass of juice just in time and closes a couple of the windows, pulls the Venetian blinds to half-shut out the sun.

Would you like to confront the parent of a seriously obese child? Poppy says.

It’s a catchphrase we like; it’s from one of those issue programmes when ‘average Americans’ get to discuss their problems with experts. We whisper it to one another whenever we pass people so fat that we cannot resist staring: a woman whose flabby feet overhang the edges of giant, specially constructed sandals; a man who needs a whole bench to himself in a restaurant. Poppy means, on this occasion, are you OK? There must be something in my face, my voice, perhaps my squinty eyes. I don’t know what the clue is, what I’m giving away. I know I’m gazing at her, and I know she is a dark shape in front of me, I can make out perfectly well the bright red legs of her jeans; they look like two chilli peppers, but that’s about all I can see. A shape, another shape of a fairer girl, an imprint, or blot, like a negative on a photograph, is struggling to form, right in front of her, right where my daughter’s shape ought to be. And there’s the smell, the familiar acrid burning smell from such a long time ago, and the sense of somewhere inside or beside me a giant shell cracking open.

From a long way off, down a well or a long tunnel, Poppy is shouting: Dad! Dad, come here!

Then the biscuit-coloured floor tiles are speeding towards me: I don’t know if I’m staring at a screensaver, or a blizzard, or tiny pieces of my own smashed brain.

This is the resurgence that Dean is talking about. These are the freak symptoms. These, and Mandy, are why I need to rethink my medication.

The first time it happened I was about ten, in church with my brothers. It’s a Baptist church a short walk from our house, on the straight boring road that drives right through the centre of our village, and I’m allowed to walk there on my own and take my brothers so that Mum can get on and cook the Sunday dinner and have five minutes peace. It’s the only five minutes peace she gets all week, she says.

Dad has already left. He leaves before any of us are up. He’s on a mission, he says, it’s the Search for the Secret Pike-Perch. Last night he showed us a fishing magazine, smacking the page with his finger. And then they came. Pike-perch from a fenland drain. He cracked into one of his shot-gun laughs, so noisy we all jump as if jerked by a string.

Some bloody stupid River Board employee – can you imagine it! He’s let them loose in the bloody Relief Channel!

Quickly, my brothers laughed too. They have church ready, their excuse if he ever asks them to come with him, makes them carry his nasty smelly bait, the swilling bucket full of chub and roach and rudd. But they needn’t worry. It’s only me he likes to come fishing with him; they’re too rowdy, they can’t sit still.

Our church has a Girls’ Brigade; it involves wearing white gloves and a navy cap, and Andrew and Billy, being boys, aren’t allowed to be in it. They don’t get to have their own special bibles, with the lovely gold-edged pages.

Billy is a pest: the worst fidget. He likes to sing the words to the hymns all wrong, loudly, to annoy me. Stuff him, stuff him! he’ll sing to the tune of Praise him, praise him, right here, in God’s house, where God is not snoozing or out watching over other more important people, but listening intently to our prayers. Every time we are told to kneel on the little blue pillows on the floor in front of us, Andrew forces out a fart. Then the pair of them huddle together, convulsed in a scuffle of giggles and punches while I bat them as hard as I dare on their heads with my bible.

This day, there’s a new minister. He is young, with black raisins for eyes, like the face in a gingerbread man, and an Adam’s apple that bobs so much it makes me feel sick. He is wearing his long black robe over jeans, which I save up to tell Mum later, knowing how much it will insult her. He is telling us a story in his own words, not using thees and thous: making Jesus sound very casual as well, like he is wearing jeans under his old-time robes too, in the story. I like to fiddle with my white gloves, smoothing them neatly down over each finger, and I’m constantly adjusting my hat with the two grips on either side. I know I look smart. In my white handbag with the hard clasp in the middle I have a tiny mirror in a pink plastic compact, with stars on it. I would like to check my hair again to see if my fringe is lying flat, but the minister is close to me and his voice has become louder, and I’m afraid to move my arms.

Then the story corkscrews. I missed a bit somehow when I was feeling for my pink compact, and suddenly the minister is talking about some man, found on the wayside, with a bullet in one arm. We can’t possibly be in Bethlehem. Billy and Andrew perk up at the word bullet, like dogs, with their ears twitching. The minister steps forward from the pulpit, begins to walk amongst us. This church is small and airless. It smells of my brothers’ socks and of leather and wood polish and women’s hairspray. Jesus is pinned on the wall right behind him, a wooden, lanky figure, drops of wooden blood dripping from the crown on his head, his wooden pupil-less eyes boring into me. Some Pharisees are apparently passing the man, who is lying there half-dead, having been shot by members of a rival gang. My head is spinning with the idea that they had gangs in Jesus’s time and bullets. I’d definitely thought bullets were modern things, like telephones or electric lights.

Now the minister is near our bench. He pauses right in front of us, the knees of his jeans level with my seat. He’s too close. I can smell smoky denim, just like Dad’s coat. Think about it, he says. Are you going to be somebody who looks the other way? And his voice is sly, low; I see a tiny glob of spittle fly from his mouth to my gloves, but I daren’t brush it off.

No, no, not me, I think, but I say nothing.

Thank God at least the Samaritan has come along now, he probably looks a bit like Cliff Richard, and now he is doing his bit. He’s produced a knife, a red Swiss army knife with that little white cross on it and all the tools for cleaning your nails and getting stones out of donkeys’ hooves, and begins digging at the bullet. It’s curious how much time the minister gives to this description; he shows us with his hands how the Samaritan digs and twists with the knife, trying to dislodge the bullet. He is right in front of Billy and Andrew and they are eating out of his hand. Perhaps that’s it, he can’t resist the sense that he has them and has only to reel them in for two new fishermen to add to his boat. But it’s way too vivid for me. I can smell the blood and see the white and pink textured flesh like the guts of a fish and somehow this must be Mandy. Is this what has happened to her, is this what they refuse to tell me? And then I smell burning, a sharp smell at the back of my throat, and a huge, spiralling fear is building up right under my nose, so that I have to flap my arms to press it down, as if it is a big bird, attacking me; then there is a white and grey feeling, like something tunnelling, like being overtaken, and I’ve been here before, too, twisting and turning and never getting out, something gripping me, holding me tight, and it’s not like pain but only fear and sickness and voices turning into slurry underwater sounds and then a great wash of navy caps and white gloves and crackles like small fireworks exploding. Then nothing.

Later, Mum blames Andrew. He’s older than Billy. He should have seen what was happening. Look at her face! she shouts at him: she’s white as a ghost. As the holy ghost, whispers Andrew in an aside to Billy. She was twitching! Billy agrees. Mum flicks the tea-towel at him to smack him round the head and misses.

She’s cross again but none of us knows who with, or why. Dad is still not home. The meat is dried up and the roast potatoes hard and brown, and she’s slamming his plate into the oven and kicking the oven door closed with a great big slam. The boys managed to get me out of the church and Mrs Richardson, a neighbour, brought us home. That must be the final straw, the Mrs Richardson bit, as when we arrive Mum has flour in her hair and a sweaty look, with red cheeks and steam filling the kitchen. She’s flustered and not at all grateful and when Mrs Richardson says, oh Doreen, isn’t it sad about the little Baker girl? Mum turns very red and nods her head towards us, frowning in a strange way, which Mrs
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