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      Foreword


      


      





      This is the third anthology of stories I have edited for IRON Press. The first, IRON Women (1990) was published when there were three magazines in the region, IRON Magazine, Stand and Panurge that were regularly publishing short stories. However, women were under-represented and Peter Mortimer asked me to edit a collection written by women. Submissions were open to all women. IRON Women contained eighteen stories by writers like Helen Dunmore, who had already published three poetry collections, Leland Bardwell, who had published four novels, stories and poetry and others like Anna McGrail and Wendy Wallace who at that time had published nothing.




      In 1991, when the second anthology, Biting Back was published, there were no longer any print magazines publishing literary fiction left in the region. This time we invited male and female writers who had already been published to submit. There had been an upsurge of successful fiction by writers based here and the anthology showcased newly published writers like Andrea Badenoch and Chrissie Glazebrook, alongside more long standing authors such as David Almond, Julia Darling, Wendy Robertson and Christopher Burns.




      This new collection of stories is by writers living in North East England. There was no theme. The stories didn’t have to be set in the region or be about it. They didn’t have to be new writers, published writers or writers of any particular age or gender. Giving writers free rein to write what they wanted was the thing and the only restriction was the length, 4000 words. The entries were anonymous, with two exceptions.




      Firstly, The Newcastle Journal, a daily paper, working in association with New Writing North recently began publishing stories in their Saturday edition. We liked one of these so much we asked the writer if she would like to submit it for the anthology. Secondly, earlier in the year I had judged the stories in a competition run by North Tyneside Libraries and I asked the winner of that to submit to the anthology.




      I read all the stories – there were hundreds – and made an initial shortlist of fifty. Peter Mortimer (IRON Press editor) read this shortlist and then we discussed the stories one by one. Some were immediately earmarked for acceptance and a shorter shortlist was made of those that needed a little editing. We made editing and rewriting suggestions to these writers, an unusual move but one we believed was worthwhile. Eventually fifteen writers were chosen for inclusion. Our commiserations to writers who came tantalisingly close, especially Jeff Price, Annie Macmillan, Helen Graham, C G Allan and Noreen Rees.




      Three of the stories were written by men and twelve by women. The subject matter ranges through: loss, adoption, gardens, family relationships, death rituals, what God wears, sea mysteries, bullying, a vindictive house, fertility councils and cloning, a woman who morphs into Elvis, tough love, a circus ‘bearded lady’ and a paparazzi journalist. The writing styles are as different as the subject matter but they all pack a punch. I hope this collection will be a welcome addition to the wonderful literary heritage of the North East.


      





      Kitty Fitzgerald, Cullercoats, 2013


    


  




  

    

      Charybdis




      Jane Roberts-Morpeth


      


      





      God wears red Converse All Stars with red laces and scuffed souls, a bit like me. In his pockets he holds string, orange tic-tacs, a tin whistle and a very small, very grumpy cherub called Sid. So says my grandfather, but I confess I’m not wholly convinced. My parents tell me that God resides in Cullercoats Fisherman’s Mission Church, caught in frozen piety in the windows that paint my skin with rainbows as I fidget below them on Saint Sunday. He is in the blossoms that fill tall vases by the aisle, but as these blooms are rootless dead shrubbery I’m not sure this is true.




      From the church we walk to the clammy warmth of my Grandfather’s home, a spit away over the street. I think it’s odd; a fisherman’s cottage with its back to the sea and the outdoor toilet that my mother finds so awful.




      Within there is the swoosh of wind in the chimney dressing my cold fingers with a dream of ice and snow. I hide on the sofa beneath a blanket that holds the ghosts of tobacco and licorice past. A shattering of brick shards ping the grate and the fury outdoors is brought within. If God exists then he must be this force that throws all shades of grey against the old glass panes and weaves a siren song amongst their draughts. My parents mutter of blasphemy at such pronouncements, threaten to stop me from visiting the old man who fills my head with such nonsense.




      My mother frets at leaving me here but there is no choice. She needs to be with Broken Hearted Baby in the place that nature left behind. Locked doors, pink walls all coated by a metallic taint; they crowd the plastic box that holds the heart of their new child. I prefer to be here, in a world formed by weather where I can listen from my bed to the hissing of waves on shale.




      At the dawn I find God in the snow that has filled the crevices in the back yard until all looks saint dressed in lace finery. He finds kindness in His aluminum clouds beneath which my grandfather and I gaze at a world clothed in wraiths, illuminated only by the stain of the sun as it finds the edge of the sky, staining the metal with fingers of flame.




      Down to the harbour. I’m watching smoke emerge from brown pipes chewed over by strong men as they land their catch. A pink eel surges over the side of the basket, his mouth ringed with teeth like the gateway to the plains of hell where the bad dead go. I affect bravery with a finger, then recoil as the cauled eyes quest towards me and I spy the tiny swords ringing its throat.




      The men laugh, and Grandfather rumbles in annoyance. A silver flask appears and they pass it round, slurping contentedly. We sit by the Watch House for hours sampling other flasks brim full of bitter coffee. No one seems to remember my mother’s plea to remember I’m a child and I’m keen not to remind anyone, even if the brew makes me want to spit. I suck the coffee through my teeth, grounds catching in the cracks. My feet no longer feel the benefit of their boots and I huddle closer into my navy duffel coat as we watch the birds drift on the thermals, singing an eerie song.


      





      Later, after Grandfather remembers to feed me, I watch speckles of light shimmering in the wood in the grate as he brings down the bathtub from the outdoor toilet wall. There’s a brass kettle stained with age that he’s hung from a hook in the hearth, the water shaking the lid with violent life.




      I get first go, and steer my tub through Dark Water Carpet, past the threadbare Needles of Wrath and the Whirlpool of Charybdis that Grandfather tells me is created by a monster.




      ‘Like the eel at the harbour?’




      ‘No boy, a vengeful woman turned into a giant bladder by the Greek gods for theft. Her mouth inhales the sea and spits it back into swirls to catch sailors for dinner.’




      ‘What’s a bladder?’




      He regards me with slanted eyes that vanish into the crevices in his cheeks when he smiles. ‘You know bladderwrack, boy?




      I do, that black-podded seaweed with air pockets that you can pop. He tells me a bladder is like the black poppy pods, magnified a million times.




      I don’t sleep so well that night. Charybdis is playing on the shale, with the red eel and all of his cousins for arms. Hell at each fingertip.


      





      God remembers the darkness of the void, which he scattered with stars to give himself points of anchor. I think He’s a little afraid of shade, which gives us something in common. When the voices wake me I can see Sirius’s cold light through the skylight. Stars are prettier than Charybdis, I don’t know why they call him the dog.




      There are voices below and crying; that hot gulping sound that comes from the throat when the nose can’t breathe for water.




      Broken Hearted Baby has gone to be with Jesus. They tell me she has a special place where damaged children can be fixed, filled with toys and sunlight, and cookies with orange Smarties. That’s why I’m supposed to believe in Him, to book my place there if the unfortunate happens and I’m swallowed by death.




      I’m not sure I believe their stories anymore.


      





      We’re on the boat, at the prow and I’m shouting defiance to the waves as we surge beyond the harbour walls in a rare umber sunrise. My mother is beside me, grandfather clutching her fist. Father is being sick at the rear; the fishermen pat him on the shoulder when he refuses the silver flask they offer as medicinal.




      I can see the horizon curving, the sky melting into the sea and I wonder whether it will be Charybdis or God that takes Broken Hearted Baby when we give her to the water. My mother slaps my grandfather when I ask, and he stares at her with the water in his beard beginning to freeze like her eyes already have.




      ‘I knew this was a stupid idea.’ Her voice is like steam rattling a pan lid with temper.




      He shrugs hopelessly, and shakes the ice from his beard as Dad staggers to stand by us.




      ‘It’s time’ he murmurs, touching my mother’s cheek gently.




      ‘It’ll never be time,’ she answers, but softly, like all the steam has gone to drift on the vapour of the waves.




      We move to the bow. The priest walks uncertainly, feet roiling on the bleached wood of the deck. He can’t grasp the rail like us because he’s clutching Broken Hearted Baby. At least that’s what I’m told by Dad but I’m wondering how even a small child could fit into such a tiny jar. It is pretty I think, with blue sky and green fields oddly bright on this steel sea.




      There’s a scattering in the air, drifts of gray grit that falls to the sea over a song of loss. I’m standing eyes wide, as a second arc is flung by my mother, then yet more by her father and then mine, faces pale as Grandfather’s condensed milk.




      ‘Gone to God,’ my mother murmurs, her fingers catching my hair briefly.




      The jar must be empty; they turn and head for the relative shelter of the prow and I am forgotten as my skin sticks to the rail and wind fingers poke my spine.




      The sun breaks for a moment, settling on the surf where the ash has fallen. The water churns in our wake and fear fills my mouth with bitter liquid. She is coming for my sister, I know this and I cannot help her, I can only watch as her hands exit the water first, their sea serpent heads questing the air blindly. As She unfurls her body my knees fail and I watch from between the rails, bottom lip cut as I fell. Her eyes meet mine, such aquamarine eyes beneath a crown of pearls. Charybdis regards me gravely as the waters gather pace about her. My blood spatters the sea thinly and she nods, just once, and I realize that she is beautiful.




      More beautiful than God in his rainbow window.




      The eels gather below the surface. Cupped within their centre a smaller vortex forms, drawing together a simmering mass of ash. Charybdis pulls it against her breast and form emerges, a scarcely seen creature that is still as familiar as my own hands. Different now, silvered like a glint of sun on the waves.




      The sun flickers and vanishes. I blink, and she has gone.


    


  




  

    

      There’s a Woman Works Down the Chip Shop




      Angela Readman


      


      





      My mother was like a Custard Cream, nothing special, an ordinary sort of nice enough. She was just there, like gravity, or the white dog mess that appeared outside the bookies on Mondays. There was no need to think about her. She was Mam-shaped, bits of her slightly flattened under a white overall with pearly buttons. Then, one summer, she became Elvis. She yawned, frying chips, and worrying if there’d be enough hot water for a bath when she got in, then BAM! She was Elvis, hips jiggling, rocking onto the balls of her feet with only the counter between her and lasses screaming and promising to love her forever. Maybe she just thought, ‘Sod it. I’d make as good an Elvis as anyone.’ Who doesn’t want to be Elvis now and then?




      The funny thing is, I don’t think my mother was ever an Elvis girl. The stereogram went on only on Sunday mornings. She dusted with the aid of Julie Andrews singing about hills and a nun’s favourite things. All her Beatles records were before Lucy in the Sky. I sat on the carpet and flipped through my mother’s singles, her name written on in a tight scroll round the run-out groove. I suppose she must have went places she might lose them, but I couldn’t see where. She left school, got a job at the dogs and married the bloke who set the rabbit running. If she was ever going to be Elvis, you’d think it would be then – somewhere between school and the man who made a greyhound whip itself into the shape of a winner. No. For my mother, being Elvis took time. We never deliberately listened to the King, but knew how to dance to him. Maybe that’s what she needed, someone who just knew the words to her songs.




      Everyone knew my mother from the waist up. She was the woman in the chippy – a portion on the stingy side for spitters and folks with tattoos, overly generous to anyone who said ‘Please’ and ‘Thank you’ (never ‘Ta’.) She knew if her regulars were the mushy peas or beans sort. That’s all. Then, came that lass. The lass looked like someone who got into her Mam’s make-up box and went mad. Black stuff all over on her eyelids like tyre-tracks, her gaze was the victim of a crash. Chips. A mist of salt. No vinegar. Red cola. She came in with a slobbery ginger bairn in a pram and a fistful of coins like a piggy bank spewed in her hand.




      ‘You want scraps?’




      Mam held the vinegar, snowed on the salt and turned to the fridge for pop.




      ‘I like your bobble,’ the lass said.




      ‘Sorry?’




      She said it again.




      Mam’s hair came home every night smelling of other people’s suppers. It grew long and dark and waiting for her to decide to be a beatnik to make it feel at home. It was permanently scraped back with one of my bobbles. This one had white spots on red like a dice. What are the chances anyone would notice something so small? Who cares? Mam looked sort of stunned. Who comments on a bobble? There was something sad or lovely about it, it was hard to tell. The lass lined up coins on the steel in order of size. Nice enough lass. Friendly. Why? Mam double wrapped the chips and threw in a free sachet of ketchup to hide her embarrassment.


      





      On Saturday she came in with a haircut short enough to stop her needing to hold anything back. I ran my fingers along tapered hair, the back of my mother’s head felt like suede. No accessories needed. No comment required. She didn’t do much with it, but every morning, without trying, the top of her head rose in a quiff, a wave swallowing her ordinariness.




      ‘What’s with this hair?’ she murmured, ‘got a mind of its own.’




      She patted it down; it popped back up.




      ‘You look like my woodwork teacher, thinks he’s all that,’ Brian said.




      I noticed just how black my mother’s hair really was. It was the sort of black that made me look at roads and crows and decide ‘black’ needed more names. Elvis was waiting to enter the building. I don’t think she could have stopped it if she tried.




      She couldn’t stop the lass with the ginger kid fancying chips.




      ‘Long day, rushed off your feet I bet? Not long now,’ the lass said, looking at the clock on the wall.




      My mother lowered the basket into hissing fat and paused to look at the lass. Eczema on her knuckles, inquisitive chin. Her mouth had a look about it like it wanted to smile, if the woman behind the counter said anything that let it. I suppose my mother wasn’t used to considering how long she’d worked or if her feet hurt. They just existed, in a perpetual state of half-ache. She fastened her eyes on the lass now and unexpectedly smiled. A curl softly tugged her top lip. It wasn’t her usual smile. It was all Elvis, a smile that lets a second breathe. I noticed her mouth was the same shape as Elvis, how she looked just like him in the face. I never thought: if Elvis was a lass, and worked in a chippy, he’d be my mam. And now, I could hardly see her for Elvis. Elvis jiggled the chips, hips tick tocking like an over wound clock, all because someone asked how she was. It was like the difference between being Elvis and not being Elvis was as simple as someone really looking and wondering how you feel.




      ‘You’re my last customer,’ Mam said, like it was special.




      When Elvis said it, it was.




      Then, as if forgetting something, she added, ‘Cute bag.’




      The bag was a stringy thing full of holes. Impractical, my mother would have called it, if she’d noticed. But Elvis liked it. The lass wriggled her fingers in and out of her bag’s strings, little fish caught in a net. Elvis grinned.




      ‘Have fun,’ the lass said, hugging her chips.




      The woman behind the counter watched her walk out past the manager pulling down the shutters. She smiled, leaning back against the yellow glass windows of the lamp heating the pies. Elvis stretched like a cat in the sun. ‘Have fun?’ she drawled. It was an order no one ever placed. Elvis tugged a pouty lip, considering what it meant.




      Now, I don’t know exactly how often the lass came in the chippy, or when Gina became her name. I only got scraps, bits after and what I saw when I called in for pop or change for Spangles. I do know, there was nothing special about Gina, except how she talked. Gina made conversation like a gardener, planting a seed and waiting to see what might grow. None of us knew a woman like that. Women in Hinton’s were snipers. ‘How you keeping?’ was a loaded gun, mouths cocked, aimed to shoot rounds; Mam turned her trolley around to avoid friendly fire.




      What really did it is wiring. Gina came in with a lamp bigger than her. Mam’s quiff stood to attention. Behind the counter, the bottom half of her body tilted in a different direction all on its own.




      ‘Youboughtsomethingnicesugar?’ she said.




      Now, this wasn’t my mother at all. She was all salt ‘n’ vinegar, the odd splash of ketchup, but the way she spoke now made the lass shiver like velvet had been draped along her neck.




      ‘Lamp for the living room, if I ever get the plug on,’ Gina said.




      The woman in the chippy would have sympathised, but it wasn’t her job to do more. Elvis had other ideas. He offered to take care of business. Mam went to Gina’s after work with a screwdriver in her pocket. She wired the lamp, somehow turning her Elvisness on full-time.




      Everything was different. It was the summer of Elvis, and Mam having a friend she didn’t give to birth to. Gina lived on the estate where houses had gardens. We stopped sunbathing in our slice of yard where sun hid behind the walls. The ginger toddler, Simon, bounced up and down in Gina’s open back door. We sat in the garden, the grown-ups pulling weeds and mowing wonky lines in the lawn. They did all the usual stuff, but somehow it wasn’t boring. Elvis made it a breeze. Carrying stuff out for the scrap-man, the adults held one side of a fridge apiece, then creased up laughing like it told a joke. Elvis’ laugh made my mother’s old one sound like something running out of batteries, barely used. The sun blazed and she shone, her skin a gold suit. She washed windows with a hose and turned it on Gina. Gina ducked and dived about the garden, laughing, soaked. The wifey next door put out her rubbish and lingered by the fence on tip toes, slippers getting streaked with grass. She stood there a long time, unable to tear her eyes off Elvis making the woman next door laugh.




      ‘You making that sarnie or what?’ her husband yelled through the back door.




      I watched the smile on her face twitch like a curtain. She went in, looking back.




      I sat on top of the coal bunker, the felt almost burning my legs. Brian tossed stones.




      ‘Why do we have to come here?’ he said, ‘What’s Mam doing that stupid smile for all the time?’




      I looked down at Elvis and Gina taking a break; two tatty towels lay side by side on the grass. Their eyes closed then opened. They turned towards each other and spoke so quietly only a bee flying over might hear. Brian’s ears were red with listening. Brothers. He didn’t like being at Gina’s. He liked it even less when her water heater broke and she stayed at ours. Even when we went to Sandsend for the day, he walked ahead on his own, cheeks red as a slapped bum.




      Elvis took Gina’s hand to walk across the unsteady dunes. Then dropped it like it burnt. Someone was coming, an old man and a woman let a ratty dog do its business. I looked at the old woman from my Nan’s street. What was her name? Gwenny; everyone my Nan knew was a Gwenny or something like it. Every morning the women crossed paths on the way to the newsagents, stopping to chat, flowery headscarves flapping like parrots in the wind.




      ‘What’s wrong?’ Gina said.




      She looked at my mother, looking down as if she’d lost something in the sand. The old man shook his head. The old woman said something I wasn’t sure I heard. I think it was, ‘You should be ashamed.’




      Not till they were out of sight, and Gina had set up a windbreaker fort on the beach, did I see Elvis again. Somewhere along the path my mother took his place.




      Then she was gone again – buried. Elvis grinned at his body of sand, the mermaid tail weighting his hips. I swear, no one could stop looking. This was Elvis, right here. Elvis – suddenly bursting out of the shell of his sand tail and picking up Gina to toss in the sea like she weighed less than the shopping bags Mam usually balanced like the scales of justice.




      ‘Do you like Gina, honey?’ Elvis asked, tucking me in, sleepy with sea.




      ‘I wished we lived with her all the time,’ I said.




      Mam sighed like an Elvis who didn’t want to be famous, an Elvis realising the guitar he clutched was too small.




      The queue in the chip shop didn’t move as fast as it used to. Sometimes lasses hovered at the counter. Smiling at Elvis, they looked up at the menu unable to decide what they wanted. An Elvis pelvis rocked to the sizzle of fat like music. He whirled chips into paper and span around, laying them down. Some girls applauded and blushed, placing their hands over their mouths to stop their hearts leaping out. And some didn’t. They folded their arms. The lady who lived next door to Gina twisted her hands as her husband tapped fingers on his wallet.




      ‘What the fuck’s taking so long?’ he said.




      Elvis turned from the pie window, walked slowly to the counter and leaned forward.




      ‘That’s no way to talk in front of a lady, Sir,’ he said, head bowed.




      ‘Pardon?’ the man said. He looked at the queue of old men behind him, blokes back from the football, and his wife beside him. ‘I’ll talk how the fuck I like in front of her, she’s my wife,’ he said.




      ‘Maybe you should apologise,’ Elvis said.




      The wife tugged her husband’s arm, ‘Leave it,’ she said.




      He shrugged off her hand and pushed her into a stagger. Elvis shook his head slowly, then WHAM! A fist landed square on the man’s jaw with a cowboy loud crack. Kids pressed their noses to the window, trying to get a good look in, ‘Fight, fight, fight, fight…’ The man hit the deck, the queue twittered and scattered around him like sparrows.




      ‘You’ll be sorry,’ he said, hand on his jaw.




      ‘I am sorry,’ Elvis said, ‘I’m sorry for your wife.’




      Everyone talked about the fight for weeks. The woman in the fishy went mental and knocked a guy out for no reason, people said. No, she gave him a black eye for pushing in the queue. No one was sure, not even the manager who was at his sister’s wedding. No one actually complained. Elvis apologised to everyone who was there. It was free chips, no, it was free fishcakes, all round.




      It wasn’t the punch that changed things, I don’t think, it was something quieter that finally wiped the Elvis off my mother’s face. It was pension night. The Gwenny who lived near my Nan popped in for supper on her way back from bingo.




      ‘What can I get you?’ Elvis beamed.




      The old woman’s mouth was a zip, syllables caught in her teeth.




      ‘You can’t get me anything,’ she said.




      The queue shuffled and whispered. They looked at Elvis, then at the glaring woman and whispered again.




      The old woman didn’t place her order, and she didn’t budge.




      ‘What can I do for you?’ the manager said.




      He smoothed his comb-over over and walked to the counter to dip her haddock in the batter himself.




      I looked towards Elvis, coins for Pineappleade sweating in my hand. Elvis wasn’t there, just my mother, filling the box of wooden forks, looking like someone booed offstage.


      





      ‘You still hanging about with that lass? What’s her face?’ Nan said; her lips were a line.




      ‘No.’




      Nan nodded, broke out her stash of Bullseyes and squirreled them back in her bag.




      ‘Hear her husband’s back. Shame you can’t find a good solid man,’ Nan said.




      ‘You make blokes sound like tower-blocks,’ Mam said.




      She looked out the window as if imagining women who lived within the walls of good solid men – constantly moving the furniture, re-painting the doors.




      Elvis had left the building. He wasn’t in the chippy or at home. Mam brought in tea and biscuits, putting the tin down like it weighed a tonne. I picked a biscuit out the tin and looked at the Custard Cream, the scrolly pattern like an invitation on old fashioned note paper, then I dunked it in my tea. Mam hunched over the newspaper looking at ads for people next to lost cats and dogs. She circled ‘GSOH’ with a pen. A week later, stepping out of the house in heels she was Bambi learning ice.




      ‘Did you have a nice time?’ I said.




      She took two bags of crisps out her bag and tossed us one each.




      Brian buried his face in Commando.




      ‘It was OK.’




      I licked prawn cocktail off my crisps.




      ‘Is no one nice?’




      ‘They are, but… I dunno, there’s just… no… no… chemistry,’ she said, slumping onto the couch.




      It didn’t seem like she was talking to me or Brian exactly. It was more something she had to say to herself, like the way she figured out the crossword by saying words aloud and counting the letters on her fingers. I listened, picturing men in test tubes. My mother’s laugh was a scientist, none of her experiments succeeded in reviving Elvis. She put her heels back in the box and wrapped fish suppers in ads for men who liked long walks. Elvis was AWOL.




      I didn’t see so much as a trace of him until tatty picking week the following year, when some woman started popping into the chip shop on her way back from work.




      ‘You always put on just the right splash of vinegar,’ she said.




      She clutched a note, looking at my mother. She leaned up to the counter with a grin, sandals slipping off the backs of her feet. Chips. Pineapple ring. Curry Sauce.




      ‘Quiet night, eh?’ she said.




      And there was Elvis again, for a heartbeat, as if he never left and was just waiting in the wings – if my mother would allow him to make a comeback. Elvis looked at the lass – tufty brown hair, pianist fingers laid flat on the counter, no rings, dimples between her eyes and lips. The woman in the chippy shook off a smile and stormed on the salt.




      ‘You want scraps?’ she said.
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