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Remember me when I am gone away,
Gone far away into the silent land;
When you can no more hold me by the hand,
Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.
Remember me when no more day by day
You tell me of our future that you plann’d;
Only remember me; you understand
It will be late to counsel then or pray.
Yet if you should forget me for a while
And afterwards remember, do not grieve:
For if the darkness and corruption leave
A vestige of the thoughts that once I had,
Better by far you should forget and smile
Than that you should remember and be sad.

Christina Rossetti


 

 

 

‘Why d’you come out here?’ the girl asked.

‘My boss asked me to come,’ I answered truthfully.

‘Why him want you t’ come?’

‘I suppose he wants me to get to know you.’

She thought about that one. She was very small for her age, looking more like a five- or six-year-old than her ten years. We sat in the unkempt grass of the field behind her family’s house. Her long hair was all curls and the same colour as corn.

‘Why he want that?’

‘I don’t know. Do you mind my hanging out with you and your brothers and sisters?’

She made an expansive shrug.

‘I don’ mind.’

I watched swifts chasing insects across the sky like fighter planes. We could hear the sea less than a hundred yards away.

‘I like bashin’,’ the girl said, as if this was a profound statement.

‘Bashing?’

‘Yeah. Want to help me bash?’

I couldn’t think of a reason not to.

‘Do you have a spare basher?’

She giggled, a delightful, musical sound.

‘I don’t gots no basher,’ she said. ‘I uses a stick. Le’s get you a stick. You’ll need a big one.’

She pushed herself up off the ground and skipped off.

We found a sturdy hazel rod in a clutch of trees that formed a border between two fields.

‘So . . . how do we bash?’ I asked.

‘I will show you,’ she said, and taking my hand led me to a small field, barely more than a copse, that had grass, cow parsley and ragwort that had grown taller than she was. ‘Now, we gots to bash a passageway through all these here weeds, and make a hideout in the middle.’

Bashing. Now I understood.

For a tiny thing, she had an impressive bashing arm. She used a thin ash branch, but she whipped it with such force she carved her way through the undergrowth at a tremendous pace. Every now and then she would pass a comment on my work or bark an instruction:

‘Tha’s some good bashin’ there, mister,’ or ‘Not too much on tha’ side – we wants the passage to be small, okay?’

In about forty-five minutes we had carved our way right into the centre of the field, and the girl, perhaps a little tired now, supervised my creating a circular space, like small room. She was remarkably thorough, even taking up the cut pieces of vegetation and throwing them away, so we were left with a patch of grass with a few stumps poking through, but mostly flat.

‘There you go,’ I said. ‘All done. So what are you going to do now? Plant some flowers here? Dig some holes?’

‘I’m gonna cover up the doorway,’ she said solemnly.

‘That door we made to get in? Out at the start of the field?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘ ’Cause this is a secret hiding place.’

I nodded conspiratorially.

‘For when you’re playing hide and seek?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘For when I need to hide.’
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