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Introduction


Nicholas Royle


If I had a pound for every time over the last year someone has remarked to me that the short story is enjoying a notable renaissance, I’d have enough money to submit numerous stories to Ambit and the Fiction Desk. But more on that later.


First, the New Statesman. I like the New Statesman – I subscribe to it and look forward to its arrival in my letterbox every Friday – but I wish it would do more for the short story. Among US newsstand magazines, Harper’s Magazine and the New Yorker regularly publish short stories. (Indeed, the New Yorker published a very good story, ‘Cecilia Awakened’, by Tessa Hadley, in Sepember 2018.) The New Statesman does, too, but regularly only in the sense of two or three times a year. The 2017–18 Christmas special featured an extract from a forthcoming new collection by Rose Tremain and the 2018 summer special extracted a story from Helen Dunmore’s final collection, Girl, Balancing & Other Stories (Hutchinson). The 2018–19 Christmas special giftwrapped us a new story by Kate Atkinson. How about a new story every week instead of just in the summer and at Christmas (and sometimes in spring)? That way we would get to enjoy not only more stories, but more new stories, rather than mostly extracts from forthcoming collections (rather a lazy way to publish short stories).


Short story competition anthologies have clearly become a bit of a thing. The Bristol Short Story Prize Anthology has reached volume 11; the Bath Short Story Award Anthology has been going since 2013 (in print form since 2014). The City of Stories anthology is on its second incarnation; it has a tag line – ‘Celebrating London’s writers, readers and libraries’. Spread the Word are responsible for it and this edition features over 60 London-based writers who took part in creative writing workshops in June 2018 in libraries across the city. A competition for 500-word stories was judged by four writers-in-residence – Gary Budden, Meena Kandasamy, Olumide Popoola and Leone Ross – who have all contributed pieces that appear alongside the winning stories.


May You: The Walter Swan Prize Anthology, edited by S. J. Bradley, is published by Scarborough’s Valley Press in association with the Northern Short Story Festival, Leeds Big Bookend Festival and the Walter Swan Trust. Bradley presents nineteen of the best from a field of more than 300 entries, including a short-list of six and three winners. The judges, Anna Chilvers and Angela Readman, awarded first and second prizes to Sarah Brooks and Andrea Brittan respectively, and they’re very good stories, but I would have been tempted to give top spot to P. V. Wolseley just for the description of a hamster – ‘He was golden-brown and sagged like a beanbag’ – in her story ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. Megan Taylor’s ‘Touched’, short-listed, was also among my favourites.


Megan Taylor also appeared among last year’s chapbooks from TSS Publishing, with ‘Waiting For the Rat’, a worthy addition to an always-enjoyable sub-genre, holiday-let horror stories. It was the fifth in TSS’s series and it was followed by Christopher M. Drew’s very powerful ‘Remnants’, which reminded me of Cormac McCarthy, in a good way. I was delighted to see Rough Trade get in on the chapbook boom with Rough Trade Editions. Mostly non-fiction, the series has included one short story, ‘The Faithful Look Away’, by poet Melissa Lee-Houghton; I hope it goes on to feature more stories.


In yet more chapbook news, Word Factory and Guillemot Press formed a collaboration, the Guillemot Factory, to publish, in the first instance, four new stories in chapbook format. Lavishly illustrated, the four titles, by Jessie Greengrass, Carys Davies, Adam Marek and David Constantine, were received with great enthusiasm. In Constantine’s ‘What We Are Now’, my favourite of the four, an unhappily married woman bumps into an old flame. Nightjar Press, meanwhile, if I may mention my own baby, although now ten years old, published four more chapbooks, two in the spring and two in the autumn.


From single stories to single-author collections. Vicky Grut’s Live Show, Drink Included (Holland Park Press) is a selection of her published stories from the past twenty-five years. There are a couple of previously unpublished stories and two that appeared for the first time in other publications during 2018. My favourite of these was ‘On the Way to the Church’. I would have chosen it for this volume even if it hadn’t featured my favourite track on my favourite album by my favourite solo artist.


Other interesting collections included Sean O’Brien’s Quartier Perdu (Comma Press), Vesna Main’s Temptation: A User’s Guide (Salt) and the publishing phenomenon that was Ann Quin’s The Unmapped Country (And Other Stories). To say that the latter was ‘edited and introduced’ by Jennifer Hodgson, as is recorded on the title page, I’m sure gives very little idea of the amount of love, dedication and sheer hard work that must have gone into creating this book of ‘stories and fragments’ by the great British writer who died in 1973 at the age of 37. Hats off to Hodgson and to her  publisher.


Is it a book? Is it a magazine? From issue ten of The Lonely Crowd the answer was on the cover: ‘the magazine of new fiction and poetry’. It still looks like a book, like quite a chunky anthology, and it’s still publishing tons of really good stories. In issue nine I particularly liked Courttia Newland’s ‘A Gift For Abidah’ and James Clarke’s ‘Waddington’, while stories by Kate Hamer, Jane Fraser, Lucie McKnight Hardy and Neil Campbell were the highlights, for me, in issue ten.


Newsprint is not dead: two new publications launched last year. Firstly, the Brixton Review of Books, an excellent and very welcome free literary quarterly created by Michael Caines, whose day job is at the TLS. Well, free if you happen to be wandering around south London when a new issue hits the streets (it’s given away outside tube stations, I believe, and I’ve seen it in the Herne Hill Oxfam Bookshop), or you can pay £10 for a subscription (check the web site). It features reviews, articles and columns, and, in issue three there was a notable story of ‘formless dread’, ‘Down the Line’ by Richard Lea. What’s not to like about formless dread? More, please. Secondly, at the Dublin Ghost Story Festival in June last year I picked up a copy of Infra-Noir, edited by Jonathan Wood and Alcebiades Diniz and published by Jonas Ploeger’s specialist press Zagava. The first issue contains stories by Brian Howell, previously featured in this series, and poet Nigel Humphreys, whose first-published short story ‘Beyond Dead’ is reprinted in the current volume.


Staying with literary magazines, the most interesting things in Hotel issue four – and they were very interesting – were either not short stories or not by British authors. In Structo issue 18, I was struck by Paul McQuade’s ‘The Wound in the Air’ and was similarly drawn to his not-unrelated story, ‘A Gift of Tongues’, in Confingo issue ten, which also included notable stories by a number of writers including Simon Kinch and Giselle Leeb. Jumping back to spring 2018, Confingo issue nine was packed with good stories. Stand-outs: Charles Wilkinson’s ‘Berkmann’s Anti-novel’, one of those stories about oddball school friends and how they turn out, which are always interesting, especially when they’re this well written; Elizabeth Baines’ ‘The Next Stop Will Be Didsbury Village’, which is best read on a Manchester Metrolink tram leaving either East Didsbury or Burton Road in the direction of Didsbury Village; David Gaffney’s ‘The Dog’, which, like Baines’ story, was written to be performed in the Didsbury Arts Festival. ‘Performed’ in this context may strike you as an overstatement, when such performance generally takes the form of reading the story to an audience, but Baines and Gaffney (if that doesn’t sound like a new ITV cop show partnership, I don’t know what does) always read well.


Lighthouse continues to illuminate the darkness with excellent writing. ‘One Art’, by C. D. Rose, in issue 16, was very good, but ‘Smack’ by Julia Armfield in the same issue was outstanding, probably the best story to appear in the journal during 2018. I don’t know what the jellyfish represent, but I don’t care. And yet I do care about the story.


The same dimensions and format as both Lighthouse and Confingo, Doppelgänger was a new publication edited by James Hodgson. Its web site states that it aimed to publish twice a year, with six stories in each issue, three realist stories and three magical realist stories. As far as I can tell, there has been no follow-up to the first issue, dated winter/spring 2018 and featuring work by Dan Powell, Andrew Hook, Cath Barton and others. Max Dunbar takes a risk with his story, ‘The Bad Writing School’. If you’re going to satirise the teaching of creative writing, you’ve got to be pretty sure of your ability.


If I had to pick a favourite story out of all those published in horror magazine Black Static during 2018, it would be Giselle Leeb’s ‘Everybody Knows That Place’, set on a camp site, which immediately makes it pretty horrifying for me. Some people find taxidermy horrifying, whereas I’m drawn to it, and that’s one reason why I liked Sally Jubb’s ‘The Arrangement’ so much. It appears in issue 42 of Brittle Star alongside other stories, Ren Watson’s ‘Sky-sions’ (reprinted in the current volume, under another title) and Josie Turner’s ‘The Guide’, that emerged as winners in the Brittle Star short fiction competition.


A friend alerted me to the fact that Ambit, the great avant-garde arts magazine founded by novelist and consultant paediatrician Martin Bax in 1959, had recently started charging for submissions. To submit a short story used to cost nothing, unless you counted the cost of photocopying, stationery and postage (not forgetting the stamped addressed envelope); now it costs £2.50, which Ambit says is to pay for the cost of using Submittable, a service that charges Ambit a monthly fee. There are advantages to Ambit in using Submittable, editor Briony Bax tells me: it enables their editors to work wherever they are; they can respond to submissions in a timely manner; it creates a virtual office for their eight editorial readers for whom an actual office would be prohibitively expensive etc. All reasonable arguments, of course, and Bax emphasises that there is a student/unwaged category with no proof required of such status, or people may still submit by post for free.


I don’t much like this development, even as Ambit celebrates its sixtieth birthday, but I haven’t let it stop me selecting two stories from last year’s issues of the magazine: Stephen Sharp’s ‘Cuts’ from Ambit 231 (in the same issue I also liked John Saul’s ‘Tracks’) and Adam Welch’s ‘Toxic’ from Ambit 232.


Ambit is not alone. Magazines such as Ploughshares and Glimmer Train in the US have been doing it for years, and, as Rory Kinnear says as Stephen Lyons in Russell T. Davies’s post-Brexit drama Years and Years, ‘We are American. Our business is American, our culture is American. We’re certainly not European, are we?’


Also doing it is the Fiction Desk, whose £3 fee can be avoided if instead you buy one of their anthologies, the latest of which, their twelfth, is And Nothing Remains. I may not like submission charges, but that’s not contributor Alex Clark’s fault and so I will say I enjoyed her story ‘Briar Rose’, as I did her story ‘The Thief’ in Stroud Short Stories Volume 2 (Stroud Short Stories) edited by John Holland. This second volume in the series features stories read by their Gloucester-based authors at Stroud Short Stories events between 2015 and 2018. In particular I enjoyed Joanna Campbell’s ‘The Journey to Everywhere’, its exuberance of language and character reminding me of the great William Sansom.


 


There was no shortage of anthologies published last year, among them Unthology 10 (Unthank Books) edited by Ashley Stokes and Robin Jones – congratulations to them on reaching that milestone. The blurb on the back of Tales From the Shadow Booth Vol 2 edited by Dan Coxon describes the Shadow Booth as a ‘journal of weird and eerie fiction’, taking its inspiration from Thomas Ligotti and Robert Aickman, but nothing in it reminded me of either writer. It feels more reminiscent of The Pan Book of Horror Stories, and, speaking as someone whose first short story sale was to that long-running series, I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. Mark Morris, a contributor to the Shadow Booth, is the editor of New Fears 2 (Titan Books). In his introduction he acknowledges the lasting influence of un-themed horror anthologies, such as the Pan series and others. He goes on: ‘My aim with New Fears, therefore, is to bring back the un-themed horror anthology – and not as a one-off, but as an annual publication, with each volume acting as a showcase for the very best and most innovative fiction that this exhilarating genre has to offer.’ What a shame, then, that publishers Titan pulled the plug after this second volume, in which a highlight for me was Stephen Volk’s stomach-churning ‘The Airport Gorilla’, which may be narrated by a soft toy, but is extremely hard hitting.


Jez Noond’s ‘Zolitude’ drew my eye in The Cinnamon Review of Short Fiction (Cinnamon Press) edited by Adam Craig. I liked it, even if I didn’t really understand it. I sense strongly that the lack is within me and not the story. I always enjoy Courttia Newland’s stories; ‘Link’, in Everyday People – The Color of Life (Atria Books) edited by Jennifer Baker, was no exception. Ramsey Campbell led from the front in The Alchemy Press Book of Horrors (The Alchemy Press) edited by Peter Coleborn and Jan Edwards; Campbell’s ‘Some Kind of a Laugh’ is followed by a further 24 stories by a roll-call of horror writers. Standing out among the stories in Dark Lane Anthology Volume 7 (Dark Lane Books) edited by Tim Jeffreys is ‘Your Neighbour’s Packages’ by Megan Taylor, which you read with a dynamic response of mingled horror and delight, as the neighbour’s packages mount up in the protagonist’s home. You hope the packages remain unopened while the story delivers on its promise. You’re not disappointed. It’s followed by Charles Wilkinson’s ‘Time Out in December’, which could hae been called ‘Hotel Lazarus’ and could have been written by Franz Kafka.


Running a small press is a draining business in lots of ways, not least financially. Manchester’s Dostoyevsky Wannabe don’t charge a submission fee, but nor do they supply their writers with contributors’ copies. This didn’t put off the writers contributing to Manchester edited by Thom Cuell, among them Sarah-Clare Conlon and Anthony Trevelyan, whose stories, ‘Flight Path’ and ‘Repossession’, respectively, were my favourites. While I can’t help feeling that, if you’re not paying your writers, providing them with a free copy of their work is the very least you can do (co-founder Richard Brammer puts forward a case for it being more punk operation than big corporation), I love the look of Dostoyevsky Wannabe’s rapidly growing list of publications, for which credit must go to art director Victoria Brown.


Let’s stick with the north for two more anthologies published last year. Firstly, Bluemoose Books published Seaside Special: Postcards From the Edge edited by Jenn Ashworth, whose prompt for stories inspired by the coast of the north-west of England, produced a fascinating anthology with some outstanding stories. Melissa Wan’s ‘The Husband and the Wife Go to the Seaside’ is remarkable, mainly for its style and its embracing of doubt and uncertainty. Pete Kalu’s historical piece on the subject of slavery is impressive, partly for the unflinching examination of its subject matter and partly for its original approach, the story taking the form of a will being dictated. Also notable were Andrew Michael Hurley’s ‘Katy’, a missing-child story with a difference, and Carys Bray’s haunting tale about the song of the Birkdale Nightingale, or Natterjack toad.


Secondly, and finally, there was We Were Strangers: Stories Inspired by Unknown Pleasures (Confingo Publishing) edited by Richard V Hirst. It so happened that my favourite story in this anthology of stories inspired by Joy Division’s first album was Sophie Mackintosh’s ‘New Dawn Fades’, which also happens to be my favourite track off the album. Other highlights, for me, included David Gaffney’s ‘Insight’, Zoe Lambert’s ‘She’s Lost Control’ and Jessie Greengrass’s ‘Candidate’.


There were more stories in more magazines, anthologies and collections, as well as on web sites and broadcast on radio. I can’t claim to have read them all, but I have read as widely as I can and selected what I think are the best. Next year’s volume will be my tenth – and last – as editor of this series.


 


NICHOLAS ROYLE


Manchester


May 2019
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The Husband and the Wife Go to the Seaside


MELISSA WAN


The husband and the wife arrived at their cottage on the coast one moonless night. Both were ready for a change and told themselves this time away was the beginning. From a distance they saw that their cottage, mid-terraced in a row of holiday homes, was the only one with its lights still on, shining into the dark. The wife said it looked exactly like the pictures and when the husband stepped from the car to unlock the gate, she smiled at him as he turned back, before realising he wouldn’t see her in the glare of headlights.


Approaching a house with all the lights on made the wife feel like an intruder, but the husband turned the key and edged her in with his hand on the small of her back. Everything awaiting them seemed exactly as they expected.


‘Nice of them to leave the heating on,’ said the husband, peering into the dining room. The wife walked upstairs, half expecting to come upon another couple in their bed, but instead the towels and blankets were neatly folded, not a crease in sight. Downstairs, the husband had left a trail into the sitting room, his brogues kicked off, suitcases abandoned in the hallway. He was flopped into an armchair – the best one, she noticed – and tapping into his phone.


‘After this we’re turning them off,’ he said, ‘and I’ll find a place to hide them.’


‘Do we have to?’ asked the wife. ‘What if I need to get in touch with you?’


The husband looked up with raised eyebrows. ‘You said we needed some time away, so that’s what we’re doing. It’s two weeks.’


The wife nodded and turned into the kitchen. She found a gift basket on the counter with a handwritten card reading Welcome to Arnside.


‘We can always eat these,’ she said, holding up a tin of spaghetti hoops.


‘What an odd thing to leave in a hamper,’ said the husband.


‘They’re nostalgic. We used to have the alphabet ones. I’d eat them from my bowl which had the alphabet around the side.’


‘That’s cute,’ said the husband.


The wife told him she could heat them up.


‘No thank you.’ He fished out a packet of shortbread and sat down at the dining table. ‘We never ate anything tinned.’


The wife put the hoops back into the basket and sat across the table from the husband. She kept mistaking the tap of a twig on their kitchen window for a knock at the door and every time she’d snap up her head. She could hear the husband chew above the thin vibration of the fridge.


‘It’s so quiet here,’ she said.


‘That,’ said the husband, ‘is the sound of having left it all behind.’


The wife turned on the television, glad for the false laughter of a studio audience, and asked if they could go to the chip shop tomorrow. The husband said she could do what she wanted.


‘It’s what I’ve been dreaming about,’ said the wife. ‘The drip of all that chip fat.’


The husband unfolded his paper and raised it to hide his face. On the cover, the wife read the headline: Body Found in River Bela. The photograph was of the river, static in black-and-white, and didn’t show the corpse. They’d crossed the river on their drive through Milnthorpe, had stopped to walk over the footbridge, and the wife’s eyes widened at the thought of a corpse drifting cold and stiff below their feet.


‘What’s that noise?’ she asked, looking up at the black window.


‘What noise, darling?’


‘It sounds like breathing.’


The husband told her not to let her imagination run away with her, and turning up the volume, the wife stared blankly at the screen as the husband turned the page.


 


When the wife got into bed, she left her light on for longer than usual. Her eyes would lose their place in her book, find it again and read the same sentence over. She wore her new satin nightclothes spotted with pink roses and slipped herself between the sheets. When the husband came in wearing his flannels, he kissed her on the head, switched off his light and turned away onto his side.


‘“It was times like these,”’ the wife read, ‘“when I thought my father, who hated guns and had never been to any wars, was the bravest man who ever lived.”’ She turned to look at the back of the husband’s head; she could detect where his hair was beginning to thin. She closed her paperback, sipped at her water and turned off her reading lamp.


‘Goodnight,’ she said.


The husband made a noise with his throat.


‘It’ll be nice to be here, won’t it?’ she said. ‘To refresh.’


The wife adjusted her pyjamas until an audible sigh came from the husband’s side and she was still. There was a skylight in the ceiling through which, on her back, she watched the drift of cloud.


 


In the morning the husband and the wife were woken by the sound of drills. A team of builders were busy on scaffolding around the front of the house next door.


The husband retrieved his phone to email the cottage owner, who wrote back to tell them it had been on the website. Indeed, he found the small print: ‘From mid August until January there will be building work next door. Some noise and disruption may be experienced.’


‘You mean it’s going to be this loud the whole time?’ asked the wife.


The husband said they would be out most days anyway, and told her not to look when he put the phone away.


In daylight the house looked tired, its walls and surfaces more grey than white. On the website the sitting room had been described as historic, but the bookcase was stuffed with second-hand romance novels and the wife knew the throws were bought in Ikea.


‘It could do with a lick of paint,’ she said, to which the husband replied that this was what they called shabby chic, that it was a style.


The wife boiled the kettle and took her cup of tea upstairs. Since the husband had claimed the armchair, she contented herself either with the sofa in the sitting room or this chair with the view. She sat by the window and looked down onto the street beyond their front garden, from where she could see the labourers moving back and forth. She watched, trying to ignore the noise, and when the bronzed arms of a worker caught her eye her cup stopped before her lips. His muscles shifted as he hoisted a plank onto his shoulder and he walked with extraordinary confidence for somebody so high up. When he lifted the board, she glimpsed the dark growth of hair beneath his arms.


After breakfast, through which the drills whined and the wife overcooked the eggs, she left the house arm in arm with the husband. The promenade was a few hundred metres away, a mixture of express supermarkets, small-town cafes and upscale boutiques; to walk from the pub on one end to the chip shop on the other took about five minutes. This morning the sky was turned white by a layer of cloud, and as they passed groups of elderly ramblers in fleeces and walking boots, the husband greeted them as though he knew them, shaking their hands because it was a small town, and as he said, things are done differently in small towns. The wife smiled but kept her eyes squinted on the mudflats, her legs trembling as gusts of wind blew up her skirt. Luckily she’d packed a jumper but eventually she had to ask the husband if she could buy a pair of trousers from the shop.


‘I did tell you,’ he said, handing her their credit card.


The husband waited in the pub, sitting down with a pint as the wife closed the changing room door. It was a shop for ramblers and the wife looked so ridiculous in the waterproof pants and sandals that she reluctantly bought a pair of their cheapest walking boots and asked to wear both immediately.


She read on the handwritten labels that the fleeces were made from a flock of rare Woodland sheep, farmed only a few metres away. This and the antiquated tin of Werther’s Originals on the counter made the wife think it might all be staged, as though if she opened a wrapper she would find a piece of folded card inside.


‘You know there are rambling groups here,’ said the shopkeeper. ‘And Cedric does cross-bay walks. They’re very popular.’


The wife took her receipt, saying thank you but she wasn’t a big walker.


Arriving at the pub – hoping to have lessened the effect of the mismatch by taking down her hair – the wife found the husband talking to a crowd of older women at a table outside. Their trekking poles were stacked against the wall behind them, their faces browned with sun and their silver hair sporting the occasional well-placed streak of dark hair. The wife thought this crowd made the husband look even more distinguished, and she had the notion of him as a stage actor well known for performing Shakespeare. His jeans and jacket of cornflower blue were the precise balance of casual and chic, his hair peppered just enough to make the wife in her present state feel humiliated.


She went inside to order half a pint, hoping the women might have left by the time she came back, but when she did, they’d surrounded the husband and were all energetically laughing together. The wife approached the group from the side and handed the husband their card, excusing her appearance by gesturing to her trousers and explaining the shop was too small to have any options. The ramblers cackled and stuck their legs into the air, telling her she was one of them now.


‘You’ll have to come on our next walk,’ said one.


‘We have a pole you can borrow,’ said another.


‘And a spare coat that should fit.’


‘Oh no,’ said the wife, blushing, as she looked at her husband. ‘This was just for the cold.’


The ramblers shook their heads, the sunglasses on their headbands like rows of additional eyes.


‘She says that now,’ said one.


‘Just wait ’til you’ve been in them pants a few days,’ said another.


‘You won’t be able to get her out of them!’


They all screamed with laughter. The husband told the wife that one of the women had a partner who’d also gone to Cambridge.


‘They were different years of course,’ said the woman, ‘But I’m sure they’ll have lots to gossip about.’


‘Isn’t that a coincidence?’ said the wife. ‘I’m sure if I met anyone from my old poly we wouldn’t have anything to say.’


The women chuckled and the husband said his wife had a wicked sense of humour, at which she smiled and supped her porter.


‘How did the two of you meet?’ asked one.


‘We both teach at the same school,’ said the husband.


The wife said, ‘He’s history and I’m English.’


‘Luckily we’re all English here,’ said one.


‘Although we are getting a lot of Poles,’ whispered another.


‘And not the right kind!’ They lifted their sticks and roared.


The wife stayed quiet as they moved on to talking about property and how dead the market was. Conversation then turned to their partners; their other halves went fishing whilst the women walked and enjoyed their freedom, and in the evenings the two groups came together to watch the sunset.


‘Turner said Margate had the best skies in Europe, but he’d probably never been to Arnside,’ said one.


‘Nigel has the perfect viewing spot. Always comes with Prosecco,’ said another.


‘He’d be happy to pull out a couple of chairs.’


‘It will have to be next time,’ the wife said, explaining they needed to catch the next episode of a show they were addicted to.


Luckily the siren sounded and the group was up, downing their pints to catch the bore, saying that next time they wouldn’t take no for an answer.


‘You’ll want to meet Nigel,’ said one to the husband.


‘He’ll take you canoeing,’ said another.


‘Amongst other things.’ And they laughed for a final time.


When they left, the husband finished the wife’s porter and said he was going to see the bore from the pier. The wife had no choice but to follow, the sound of the women’s laughter still ringing in her ears.


‘They seem to have their routine worked out,’ she said. ‘Too much activity for us though, don’t you think?’


Although sunbathing in this weather was nonsensical, a young girl lay on the jetty in two pieces of red string, magazines heaped beneath her towel. Passers-by looked at her and laughed, shaking their heads and zipping their parkas up against the wind. The siren sounded again and the girl tucked in her breasts, flipping onto her front. The wife went to comment, but the husband had walked on.


She came up by his side and asked when the tide was coming in.


‘That was it,’ said the husband.


The wife looked down at the water: it wasn’t more than a couple of centimetres high and the same dirty grey as the sky.


‘Oh,’ she said.


‘You know this is one of the only places it happens on the whole planet?’


By the time she turned around, the husband had walked on again. She saw him on the promenade, tufts of hair blowing in the breeze, shoulders lifted in a shrug to the question they were both asking.


 


The wife quickly learned to occupy herself as she saw fit, and by the end of the first week both were spending much of their time apart. The wife decided she didn’t have to cook if she didn’t want to, she’d eaten at the chip shop twice and tried hard to leave mess she could then avoid clearing up: a sock in the kitchen, hardened crusts on her plate, a used toothpick on the doily. It wasn’t long before the husband was out every day, fishing with the Nigel mentioned at the pub. The husband was asked to bring bait in exchange for borrowing Nigel’s equipment, and in the morning the wife chopped pieces of chicken into food bags, wincing at the raw flesh between her fingers. She kissed the husband goodbye and shut the door behind him.


The wife began to frequent the gift shop at the end of the promenade which sold artisanal ice cream, and this was the furthest she would walk. Most mornings she darkened her lips, did her hair in a French twist, and looked only at the top half of her body in the mirror. Now she walked alone, she often drew the gazes of men, and today a crowd in shooting jackets tipped their hats her way.


Passing the pier the wife could never find the husband amid the anglers, who were all old and portly, flat-caps pulled over their thinning hair. She continued her walk until the gift shop with its gaudy blue paint, tacky postcards and baskets with multi-coloured hats. When she ordered her rum and raisin, the shop assistant asked if she was staying at Highbank. Initially the wife forgot this was the name of their house, but when she remembered she shook her head and said no, she was staying with relatives in Milnthorpe.


‘I was sure it was you,’ said the woman, wetting her scoop and rolling a perfect globe. ‘Marda said she’d bumped into you and your husband last week at the Albion.’


The wife smiled but stayed quiet. The woman rolled another and asked, ‘Doesn’t your husband go fishing with Nige?’


At last the wife said that yes, he did.


‘Oh, he’ll have him in a canoe soon,’ said the woman, licking the end of her finger. ‘Nigel has an adventurous nature.’ She smiled and pushed a plastic spoon into the ice cream. ‘You’re not as talkative as your husband, are you?’


The wife thanked her and told her to keep the change.


‘You want to be careful on that sand,’ the woman called after her. ‘It’s not like other beaches. Some people have sunk up to their waists.’


The wife walked back down the prom and stopped at a bench facing the sands. Sometimes big crowds crossed the flats, but today it was empty. She sat and licked at her ice cream and watched the train roll in across the viaduct. It was quiet and when she bit into her cone, the noise made her conscious of being a woman alone. When a crowd of seagulls flocked down to the bench, she was sent to her feet in surprise and dropped her ice cream. They struck at the mess with their polished yellow beaks and she rushed away, followed by their shrieks until she turned the corner.


When the wife got home, the husband was in his armchair. He had fallen asleep with his phone on his knee and when he stirred she asked him what he was doing. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, saying he took it out to quickly use the map.


‘Well then I’d quickly like to use mine,’ she said.


He looked at the wife’s trousers. ‘You’ve not been walking around in them all day?’


The wife ignored him and said she wanted her phone so she could talk to her sister. ‘And I want to meet this Nigel. I’m not sure why I haven’t been introduced already as everyone else seems to think he’s really something.’


The husband sat up. ‘You’d honestly have nothing to talk about.’


‘Because I didn’t go to Cambridge?’


‘He’s not Cambridge,’ the husband said, then mouthed Oxford.


‘God knows you lot think you’re a breed apart,’ she said.


‘I was joking,’ he said. ‘If you want to know the truth, he did want us for dinner but I fibbed and told him you get migraines.’


‘You told him I get migraines?’


‘It rolled off my tongue.’


‘Your tongue again,’ said the wife. ‘It’s always going places you didn’t intend.’


The husband told the wife there was no need to be spiteful. He walked into the kitchen and said she could do what she wanted but that they were a bunch of bores when they got together.


‘And how do you know that?’


‘I can imagine.’


‘I suppose you go on imaginary fishing trips too? I never see you down at the promenade.’


The husband poured himself a glass of wine and told her everybody knew you had to go to the river to catch the real fish. ‘And it’s terribly boring when you play the suspicious wife.’


‘That’s one way to shift the blame.’


‘Why do you always need somebody to blame?’


‘It’s just that nothing seems to matter. It doesn’t make a difference what time we go to bed, or what I wear . . . none of this,’ she motioned at the room, ‘seems to make any difference. You always say it’s because we’re busy or because you’re stressed—’


‘Well it doesn’t help, does it?’


The husband walked upstairs, leaving the wife to listen to the clock, ticking in time with the thump of her heart.


 


The following day the wife was up and out soon after the sun had risen. The night had been restless and full of dreams in which she’d driven home early, letting the husband take the train. In the morning she tried to find the key to the cupboard where her phone was locked but gave up when she realised she didn’t have a clue as to where he might hide it.


One of the cafes on the prom was open and the wife sat there into the early afternoon, drinking cups of tea and staring out of the window. Her paperback sat untouched in her lap and she watched people drift in and out, dotting the tables around her. A couple arrived and sat by the window, on the same side as each other. They shared a black forest gateau and the boy refilled the girl’s teacup whenever it was empty. He let her have the cherry. The wife realised she wanted a drink. Young couples in love, she thought as she paid the bill, have no regard for the rest of us.


The wife spent the rest of the afternoon moving between one pub and the other. Once or twice the crowds inside recognised her and said hello, but she feigned deafness as best she could and they soon left her alone. She buried her face between the pages of her book, never reading a word. As the afternoon drew on, she watched as ramblers returned from their walks, skin ruddy with cold, mouths lifted at the corners. She ordered another beer. These were wonderfully cloudy, golden beers and she soon lost count of what number she was on. The wife always ordered porter around the husband as for some unknown reason it was the only beer he approved of her drinking. At first she’d tried to work out if he was joking – and she suspected he was – but in the end it felt easier to grow to like it than mention it again.


‘Everything okay for you, miss?’ The wife looked up at the waiter through hazy eyes and said yes thank you everything was just fine. The potted shrimp smelled delightful but, thanks, she’d just finish her beer.


‘You want to set off home soon,’ he said, taking her empty glass. ‘Looks like the weather’s going to turn. One minute it’s clear, and then . . .’


When she stood and drained the last of her bitter, the wife felt glad for her thick walking boots. Approaching the cottage, she heard the workmen packing up, shutting the doors to their vans. The lad she’d seen last week with his shirt off now stood on the kerb, smoking. He was young enough to remind the wife of some of the older boys she taught.


She stopped as she walked by. ‘Couldn’t spare one, could you?’


He fished into the pocket of his tracksuit bottoms and pulled out a pack, flicking open the top. She took one and asked him for a light. He had on his poker face, keeping his mouth shut to feign indifference around the men, all of whom had fallen still. The wife took a drag, feeling the warmth work its way down her throat. She looked at him, couldn’t say if he was good looking; he was just young.


‘It’s going to rain,’ she said at last. ‘Don’t want to get wet.’


As she opened her gate, she heard the conversations start up again. She bent to untie the laces of her boots on the doorstop, cigarette in mouth, and didn’t turn back when they drove by.


The wife knew the house was empty before she put her key in the lock. She supposed an evening alone would be welcome. Kicking off her boots, she walked through the house to turn on all the lights and in the sitting room she stood and looked at the husband’s armchair: pristine white, unruffled. The wife lowered herself into it and put her feet on the table, smoking until she got to the stub. She’d missed that wave of calm, watching the smoke drift and curl in the air. She turned on the television to murmur in the background and decided to eat the tin of spaghetti hoops. As she was alone, she slurped and tried to make noise when she burped, letting the thick arms of the chair hug her into a stupor.


Before she fell asleep – with the heat and beer, stomach full – she watched the TV through narrowed eyes. The show was about single mothers and on screen was a young woman, her mascara smudged, crying into her tissue. The wife felt her own eyes water, but then she was asleep, and afterwards she wouldn’t remember whether or not she’d dreamt this.


 


It was dark and raining by the time the wife woke. Something loose rattled on the roof and the rain had left dirty streaks on the windows. The tide was in, glossy black with gulls hovering low over its surface.


The wife called out for the husband but no reply. The clock read quarter to midnight but she checked the grandfather clock in the hallway to make sure it was right. She couldn’t help but think of the headline on the paper the day of their arrival, imagined the husband washed away in a river flood, being sucked into the sand and buried alive. The wife believed in premonitions. She forever told of how out of sorts she felt the day before Princess Diana’s death, of how there were hints everywhere: a burned-out car on the motorway, her niece’s plastic crown snapped in two. It’s like something was telling me, she told her sister. I could feel it. She’d had the same intuition of fear when they first approached the village, its streetlights blinking from afar, the only sound the low murmur of their car.


She walked into the kitchen to pick up the newspaper by the bin, but there was no longer any headline about the body in the river. Instead the picture was of a woman crying, her inky lashes running into the white of a tissue. It felt familiar but the wife was sure it hadn’t been there before. She checked the date and it was the same Westmorland Gazette of the day they’d arrived. Flicking through its pages, she found no reference to the death she was certain she’d read about.


‘Where is he?’ she breathed and the thunder answered in a long, ominous roll. The wife walked up the stairs. Accidents happened, she knew, the line between life and death thin as a hairline crack. All it took was a step in the wrong direction.


In the bedroom, rain hammered on the skylight like hail. She was glad she’d turned on all the lights. The air was icy and she noticed the draught was coming in through an open window. She pulled it shut and noticed, for the first time, a framed photograph of a river beside the bed. Leaning in closer, she knew the name she’d find before she read it. Typed in silver, glinting as she approached, she read ‘the River Bela’.



OEBPS/font/Palatino-Roman.ttc


OEBPS/image/9781784631864logo.png
Best
{BRITISI—I}
Shol Stoiies

2019





OEBPS/font/Palatino-Italic.ttc


OEBPS/font/Palatino-Bold.ttc


OEBPS/image/9781784631864.jpg
‘Britain’s modern short story writers are
mapping out the million dimensions to a
lonely, atomised life. And this anthology
holds up that mirror. Like the finest art, it
mesmerises as it disturbs’ BOOKMUNCH






OEBPS/image/9781784631864ttl.png
Pesl

{BRITISH}
Showt Steries

2010

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL

kkkkkk





