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These stories are works of fiction.


Any resemblance to real life is purely inevitable.
















 







 







There has to be talking. That’s what people do, they talk.


RICHARD BRAUTIGAN




 





Any fool can cry wolf; to cry sheep is inspired.


DONALD BARTHELME




 





The watermills belonged to the manor of Singraven near Denekamp … While the watermills do exist, the setting is Ruisdael’s invention: there are no hills near Denekamp.


From a note at the National Gallery for
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BOLT





I’m filling my satchel with Butterkist popcorn and soon-to-be-gone-off Dairy Milk when she comes into the store. She looks at my bag, puts a hand over her eyes, and says in a costume-drama voice, ‘I’ve seen nothing, Andy. Continue as you are.’ She walks a steady pace through the New Releases aisle, the sound of her heels muffled by the red carpet. She used to come in with her husband, but I haven’t seen him in months.


The shelves are almost bare, and all week the regulars have commiserated me, expressed their regrets at the situation. Sometimes I’ll say in pretend anger, ‘I’m mad as hell and I’m not gonna take it any more!’ And sometimes I’ll say not much at all, just nod and accept their apologies and money.


But I’m not desperate yet. Rent at Hannah’s mother’s is low, less than low – it’s just bills, and some contribution to food that she often won’t even accept. I think it’s partly guilt at the way her daughter treated me, but I reckon she also enjoys the company. And we do get on – she’s like Hannah without the neurotic stuff.




*





The woman makes a funny trotting noise with her mouth as she walks through the Ex-Rentals aisle, then looks at me and laughs. Aside from the closure, the horse has been the talk of the day. There was a wedding up by the castle, and the couple had booked a horse-drawn cart. Martin, the town’s only homeless man, told me about it earlier.


‘I seen it!’ he said, like some sea captain describing a mermaid sighting. ‘The guys unhooked the horse to fix a wheel on the cart and – bang! – she was gone, just like that. It ran through the town, on its own – cartless! Women were screaming, and children cheered wildly. But when it reached the red light by the shopping centre, it just stopped. It saw the red light and wouldn’t move. And before the lights turned green, the owners caught up with it and reined the bugger back up!’


‘But why did it stop at the lights?’ I asked.


‘I dunno,’ he said. ‘You’d have to ask the horse.’


The woman pulls to a sudden halt at the Classics section, with her elbows resting at her side, her arms out in front, her hands bent like hooves. She’s the town’s only psychiatrist and she’s pretending to be a horse.


‘Is this one any good, Andy?’ she says, holding up a video. Hannah used to have sessions with her when she was younger, and told me she found her ‘creepy’. But I’ve always liked the psychiatrist. She looks good for her age – late forties, I’d guess – and the store always smells nice after she leaves.


‘What is it?’ I say.


‘The Apartment.’


‘Ah. Romance at its most anti-romantic – that is the Billy Wilder stamp of genius, and this Academy Award winner from 1960 is no exception.’


She looks down at the video.


‘That’s just the blurb, Andy,’ she says. ‘Is it any good?’


‘I haven’t seen it,’ I say. ‘I just know all the synopses.’


‘So now you confess.’


‘Yeah. Like a man on death row.’


She puts the video down, then realises it’s the wrong shelf. She goes to put it back, but I tell her not to bother.


‘You can’t beat VHS, can you?’ she says. She sweeps a hand through her brown-grey hair, and bracelets jangle on her wrist.


‘Oh you can,’ I say. ‘The amount of time I’ve wasted in front of a video player waiting for the bloody thing to rewind—’


My phone vibrates before I finish my speech. There’s a message from Hannah’s mum: dinner’s in the microwave, I can heat it up when I get in.


Back at the till, I take some chocolate from my satchel. It’s late in the evening and my sugar levels are low. Hannah’s mother has taught me all about this – the need for regular eating, and the importance of listening to my body. She’s good like that; she takes an interest.


‘How you feeling about it all then?’ the psychiatrist says, trotting over to me.


I lift my head above the counter, and put a hand to my mouth to hide the chomping.


‘Sad to be leaving,’ I say. ‘But it’s a good chance to do something else, you know. I might go travelling for a bit.’


‘Where you thinking, Andy?’


It feels nice to hear her say my name. But I’ve seen enough mental-hospital films to know it’s all part of the psychiatrist’s toolkit.


‘Well?’


I gesture at my mouth to show I need to finish chewing before I speak. It’d be nice to say her name too, but I don’t know what it is. She did tell me once, but I can’t remember. My boss doesn’t know her name either, and she’s been coming in for too long for us to ask her straight out.


I swallow the last melted lump of Dairy Milk and I can feel the chocolate coating my teeth.


‘I quite fancy Australia,’ I say. ‘Did you ever see Picnic at Hanging Rock?’ I think her name might be Andrea, but I can’t be sure – she’s always used her husband’s membership card.


‘Don’t bother,’ she says. ‘I lived in Melbourne for three years. It’s full of racists and the sun goes down at six. Winter or summer, it’s dark when you finish work.’


‘It looks amazing, though,’ I say. ‘All that space and freedom. And—’


‘You should go to Berlin,’ she says. ‘It’s a great city. And the people there actually value their freedom, you know? They fought for it.’


I think of Good Bye Lenin!, of old men with hammers at the wall, of hands touching through the gaps where bricks had been, of the boy’s mother sleeping through it all.


‘But I don’t speak German,’ I say.


‘Yeah, well,’ she says, ‘neither do they.’


I nod, like a pupil receiving instruction.


‘What are you doing tonight then?’ she says. She raises her left foot and caresses the back of her right calf with it. If I were a woman, would I wear heels to a video store?


‘Tonight?’ I say. ‘Nothing.’ I run my tongue across my teeth and they feel grainy with the chocolate.


‘Your last night and you’re doing nothing?’


‘Correct.’


‘Verrry interesting,’ she says, all Transylvanian.


Since Hannah left I’ve barely been out. All the people I know around here are her friends, and now we’re not together they don’t particularly want to see me. Besides, most of the good ones have left the town too. So if I’m not working, I just stay in the house and watch Wallander with Hannah’s mum.


The woman continues her way round the store, picking up videos and putting them down.


‘Everything’s a pound,’ I call out to her.


‘I saw the signs,’ she says.


The strip-light flickers. It clicks and clanks like there’s a bee trapped in there. I’d change the bulb but there’s really no point.


Hannah once told me that at each of her sessions the psychiatrist tried to make her cry. She told her that Hannah’s family didn’t speak about their issues, about the divorce, and that’s why Hannah had the problems she had. According to Hannah, the crying didn’t help, though. She’d just leave more upset than when she arrived.


I walk through the shop, straightening the videos.


‘Where’s the boss then, Andy?’ the psychiatrist says when I get to her aisle. ‘Isn’t she here for the big goodbye?’


‘It was her mate’s wedding earlier,’ I say. ‘She’s at the party now. We have to come back in on Sunday anyway – to pack everything up – so we’ll get to say goodbye then.’


‘I meant a big goodbye to valued customers like me, Andy. Am I not valued?’


‘Very much so,’ I say. Tom Hanks on the cover of Big stares out at me, as if he knows I’ve been stealing chocolate. ‘But I’m the only one here, I’m afraid.’


She smiles. ‘I suppose you’ll have to do, Andy. Anyway, don’t mind me. You must be closing up in a bit?’


‘No worries,’ I say. ‘Take your time.’


She picks up The Apartment again. ‘What do you think then? Fancy watching it?’


‘In here?’ I say.


‘No, no. At my place.’


I think of the meat and vegetables going cold in the microwave, the gravy congealing.


‘Ah, come on,’ she says. ‘Come keep an old woman company.’
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Outside, autumn lurks like a mugger. You can feel the change in the air, on your cheeks. My boss told me that before it was a video shop the place used to be a garage. The car park is where the forecourt used to be. And there’s something about this bottom part of town that feels like a garage, like somewhere that people are only passing through.


When I pull down the shutters and padlock the bolt for the last time, I get the same feeling I used to have the night before a new school year. The feeling that’d make me lay my uniform out on my bedroom floor, down to the socks and shoes, and then lie in bed not sleeping.


Sitting against the wall, lit by Domino’s Pizza, Martin holds a sign saying ‘Need money for a penis reduction. Live free or die trying!’ I unzip my bag and hand him four bags of Minstrels and a ‘party-share size’ bottle of Coke.


‘I turn up for five years and this is all I get?’ he says, and he readjusts his Man Utd bobble hat.


‘It’s more than I’m getting,’ I say.


‘What you gonna do now then?’ he says.


‘I’m going home,’ I say.


The psychiatrist walks towards her car. With his teeth, Martin tears open a packet of Minstrels. He looks beyond me, to the car park.


‘I meant now as in tomorrow,’ he says. ‘Like next week, what you gonna do?’


‘I dunno,’ I say.


He lifts the pack to his mouth and tips the Minstrels in.


‘You should get another job, mun.’


‘Good advice,’ I say, and watch him chew.


He looks past me again, to the psychiatrist standing by the car. I turn around and look at her. Her hand is resting on top of the door.


‘You best be off,’ he whispers. ‘Rule number seven: never be late for the shrink.’


She drives us up through town, past the castle, past the old furniture shop and past the closed-down post office. The car smells minty from the little green tree that hangs on the rear-view mirror. In the headlights, I can see horse shit on the road, flattened with tyre tracks. When we get up near the train station, a group of girls with heels the size of Coke cans run across the road, ignoring the lights. The psychiatrist pulls up sharply and beeps. And one of the girls slaps the bonnet.


‘Motherfucker!’ she shouts at us, and then she slowly crosses the road, staring at us the whole time.


‘Nice,’ says the psychiatrist. ‘A healthy attitude to anger.’


‘I bet the horse would have stopped,’ I say.


‘You reckon?’ she says.


‘Aye,’ I say. ‘He sounds like he had a healthy respect for authority.’


‘Bollocks,’ she says. ‘There’s no such thing.’


We drive past St Martin’s Church, across St Martin’s Road, and then up Caerphilly mountain.


‘You hungry?’ she says.


‘Yeah.’


‘I never cook,’ she says. ‘What do you think about getting a burger?’
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The Snack Bar is a wooden shack at the top of the mountain. On the menu it says, ‘Established in 1957 – We Are Older Than Motown And Coronation Street’. The psychiatrist orders us both a Mountain Monster Burger, and the guy tells us it will take five minutes. I bring out my wallet, but the psychiatrist insists on paying. The burger man laughs.


‘Just let your mam treat you,’ he says. He has a big face, and his pores are visible even though it’s dark. We don’t correct him, and he keeps on smiling.


‘Where’ve you come from tonight then?’ he asks. I say Caerphilly, and he starts going on about the horse.


‘They came up here for their wedding photos, they did,’ he says, pressing the burgers down with metal tongs. ‘They came here on their first date so they wanted photos of themselves with a burger.’


‘That sounds quite romantic,’ the psychiatrist says, and I see her voice in front of us – a warm breath in cold air. The oil in the pan spits and spats.


‘Aye,’ says the burger man. ‘Well, they came up here and they told me about the horse running off like that. It’s mad, innit? I can’t believe it stopped at the lights.’


We agree that it’s mad, and the burger man tells us how he’s actually an actor and a writer, that this job is just something he does to pay the rent. He gives us a flyer for a play he’s written and starring in. There’s a picture of him wearing a silver suit, a ball of flames behind him, and the words ‘Trial and Error’ arched around his head in Comic Sans.


‘What’s it about?’ the psychiatrist asks, squinting at the flyer in the burger shack’s light.


‘It’s about a guy who’s not very good at having relationships,’ he says, and he takes a handful of onion slices from a tupperware box and tosses them into the pan. ‘But it’s very humoristic, though. It’s a comedy, you know? Do you reckon you can come see it?’


I tell him I’ll definitely try, and we take a seat at one of the tables. Down below us the streetlights chart the housing estates, and Caerphilly twinkles in the night.


‘I like your coat,’ the psychiatrist says.


‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘My ex’s mum bought it for me.’


The psychiatrist smiles, then looks past me, over to the town. She’s got a concentrating look going on, as if she’s remembering something. Hannah used to be the same. We’d be having a conversation and then she’d tune out and stare off at the corner of the ceiling.


‘Caerphilly looks alright, doesn’t it?’ I say, looking behind me.


‘Yeah. It’s a paradox, though.’


‘What is?’


‘The fact that it only looks nice when you’re away from it.’


I nod and try to pick out the castle down there among the lights. There’s a sound of shoes over pebbles then – the man bringing us our burgers.


‘Cracking, innit?’ he says, casting a hand over the town.


‘It is,’ I say.


‘I reckon I’ve got the best view in all of South Wales,’ he says, and he sets a plastic ketchup bottle down on our table. ‘Anyway, have a good ’un.’


I eat my burger greedily, glad to have something warming my hands. She nibbles hers slowly, like she’s not even that hungry. And she keeps watching me, too. So after a few too many big bites, I go, ‘Well, thank you, I really needed this.’


‘You’re welcome,’ she says slowly, and she puts her food down, then taps a finger twice on her cheek. ‘You’ve some sauce on your face.’


‘Yeah?’ I say. ‘Well, it’s the new style now. All the kids are doing it.’
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Her hallway smells recently hoovered. She flips a switch and the place still feels dark. She lights incense in the living room and brings out red wine and purple tumblers from the kitchen.


‘Do you want some?’ she says.


‘Why not,’ I say, settling down on the orange couch.


‘I’ll turn the heating on now,’ she says. ‘The place will be like Spain in no time.’


We toast to new beginnings, though I don’t know what new thing I’m actually beginning, and we both take sips.


On the wall above the telly there’s a photo of a naked man and woman grappling each other.


‘Can I use your toilet?’ I say.


‘Depends what you want it for.’


‘Mostly toilet things.’


‘Then yes,’ she says. ‘It’s the second door on the left there.’


Like her, the bathroom smells delightful. There’s pictures of flowers on the wall, and there’s potpourri or something on the cistern. I go to wee but nothing comes out. This often happens. I’ll go to the bathroom to escape awkwardness or take time out, but when I get there I’ll forget this and try to piss.


I sit down on the toilet and send Hannah a sad face:
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She hasn’t replied to my last few texts.


The film is funnier than I thought it’d be. But it’s really sad too. When Shirley MacLaine overdoses on sleeping tablets I can’t watch. It seems too real.


‘Here’s a question,’ I say, during a lull.


‘Thanks for the warning,’ she says, picking at her sleeve.


‘Do you know what the two most popular phrases in US films are?’


‘Let me think,’ she says, and she tilts her head as if that’ll help. ‘Ummmmmmm. No.’


‘Well,’ I say. ‘I’ll educate you. The first is Let’s get out of here and the second is Try and get some sleep now.’


‘Interesting,’ she says.


When Shirley MacLaine says to Jack Lemmon, ‘Shut up and deal’, we’re both in tears. The psychiatrist wipes her eyes with her sleeve and goes to the kitchen. She comes back in with another bottle of wine, pours us large measures, then starts talking about her first husband. She says the marriage was emotionally demanding. I don’t know what to say, so I edge the conversation back to her job. She tells me how draining she finds it. I ask her to diagnose me, and she laughs.


‘I’m not very good at guessing personality types, Andy. That’s not how counselling works. You seem a very nice boy, though. And that’s a professional judgment, by the way.’


‘I’m twenty-three,’ I say.


‘Yes, like I said: a boy.’


I look down at her carpet. It’s green.


‘Whatever happened to that girl you were with?’ she says. ‘I haven’t seen her in ages.’ She dips her hand deep into the popcorn to retrieve whatever’s left. She puts some to her lips.


‘Moved to London,’ I say.


‘Ah, an ambitious one then. Ambitious people always end up in the cities. Well, until they have a breakdown and come back. Are you two still together?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Oh?’


‘We’re on a break.’


In reality, Hannah broke up with me three months ago and I spend my nights sending her aggressive, depressing emails, and keeping the same bedtime as the moon.


I’ve popcorn kernels stuck between my teeth and I dig in a sneaky fingernail to wedge them out.


‘Do you resent her?’ she asks.


I still have my finger in my mouth. I move it from the caverns of the molars to the wisdom tooth that’s coming through at the back.


‘Why would I?’ I say, drying my finger on my work trousers.


‘You moved all the way down from Bangor and then she went and left for London. And now you’re still here, working in VideoZone.’


‘Well, not working in VideoZone,’ I say.


‘Oh yeah, sorry,’ she says. ‘You know what I mean, though.’


She folds the empty bag of popcorn in half, and then in half again, and so on and on until it’s a little red triangle. She picks it up and moves it in the air, like it’s a boat sailing through a choppy sea.


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘But there’s no work around here for her. She had to move.’


I reach over the arm of the couch, to my satchel, and take out another bag of popcorn.


Hannah and I started going out in the final year of university. When we finished our finals we both moved home. But after my father got jealous of all the time me and my stepmum spent together – that’s when I had to leave. I didn’t tell Hannah about any of this, though. I just came to Caerphilly to visit and never left. That was a year ago now, and I haven’t heard from my father since.


‘So you don’t feel let down?’ the psychiatrist says.


‘Maybe a little.’ I think of Dad coming at me with the hammer.


‘That’s the hallmark of maturity,’ the psychiatrist says.


‘What is?’


‘Ambivalence.’


‘I’m not ambivalent,’ I say. ‘I miss her.’


‘No, no, I mean … to be able to see the good and the bad, to be double-minded.’


‘Ah. Well, yes,’ I say. ‘I am frightfully mature for my age.’


For some reason she finds this very funny. I don’t know why, but it makes her laugh. I generally know when I’ve said a good line – indeed, I have many – but that one really didn’t deserve this reaction. She settles back on the couch, lies down, and rests her feet on my lap.


‘You don’t mind, do you?’ she says.


‘It’s your house,’ I say. ‘You can put your feet wherever you want. I mean, this couch is probably, like, your office. Actually, do psychiatrists have offices?’


‘They generally do,’ she says. In her tights, her feet look webbed. ‘But I’m a counsellor – and that’s a different thing.’


‘You’re not a psychiatrist?’


‘Nope. I started the training, but God, it was just too much work. Everyone round here thinks I’m a psychiatrist, though. I used to tell them I’m not, but I’ve just given up now.’


‘I see,’ I say. ‘Do you ever do sessions from here, though?’


‘I’ve learned not to bring work home with me,’ she says. ‘You know, after my first husband, I started seeing this counsellor from Cardiff and we’d do it in her living room. But she’d always fall asleep halfway through.’


I don’t know if she’s speaking about counselling or sex with a counsellor.


I say, ‘And how did that make you feel?’


She gives me a look. She’s registered my comment but doesn’t find it funny.


‘It was strange, alright. I’d ask her was it me, but she’d say no, go on. I stopped going the third time it happened.’


‘Weird,’ I say.


‘Yeah, but I felt guilty about not getting in touch. It’s never nice when someone stops seeing you without letting you know. But that’s what I did. I couldn’t face calling her about it.’


‘Why did she fall asleep all the time?’


‘Well, here’s the thing,’ she says. ‘I was feeling really bad about it all. And even though she was the one being unprofessional, I couldn’t help feel as if I was being unprofessional by not getting in touch. I started having dreams about seeing her in post offices and airport departure lounges and all these other obvious symbolic places. And then one day I was walking around Cardiff – and I was actually thinking about her, wondering how she was getting on – and then I saw her across the road on Queen Street. So I went over and I told her I was sorry I’d stopped going, but I just felt uncomfortable about her falling asleep.’


‘What did she say?’ I ask. I think of my mother asleep. The weight of her arm draped over the side of the couch; the way the light came in through the window.


‘Well, we went and got some coffee, and she apologised about it all. She told me she’d been going through a bad time. Her husband had been violent. She said she really shouldn’t have been doing the counselling herself, but she needed the money to get out. She said she’d worked through a lot of it with her own counsellor and now she was feeling much better about it all. She was glad to meet me, though, because she felt guilty about the way things had gone.’


I picture the chain of therapy: counsellor → counsellor → counsellor.


‘Let me top you up there,’ she says and refills my glass.


I don’t tell her about my mother. Instead, I tell her about the night I found a man in a suit, lying on the side of the road, and how I thought he was dead. I called an ambulance and waited beside him in the dark for twenty minutes. But when the paramedics did their stuff, he woke up and told them to leave him alone. He said he’d just been having a nap.
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Her bedroom is smaller than I expected. The place is spotless, like a show home, and her body is in really good shape for a woman her age. Hannah is so insecure about her body that all the sex happened in the dark. But the psychiatrist is confident – she removed her top and bra while we were in the doorway. And as expected, she smells wonderful.


As she moves down on me, I reach for my mobile on the bedside table. I call Hannah and set it to speakerphone. She won’t answer, but when she listens to her voicemail she’ll at least know how I’m spending my time.


I’m getting into it when I realise I’ve been very selfish so far. So I push the psychiatrist off and start doing all the things a guy should do. I don’t think I’m very good at sex stuff, but she seems to enjoy it. Licking her, I think of licking batteries, and the jolt of the current running through my tongue. But before I know what’s happening, we’ve changed positions, and she’s straddling my waist and asking me to spank her.


Not really knowing what I’m doing, I awkwardly slap her on the bum. She groans, and I can tell the groan is exaggerated, deliberately encouraging. And there’s something about her encouragement that I find off-putting. I spank her a few more times, and then she gets down on her knees.


‘Hit me in the face,’ she says.


I feel myself seize up.


‘You can do it as hard as you like,’ she says, her head leaning towards me.


‘I don’t want to hit you in the face,’ I say. ‘Why would I want to hit you in the face?’


‘Just a slap then,’ she says. ‘Go on. It’ll only take a second.’


She closes her eyes and swallows something that isn’t there. The tendons in her neck are thick, but the skin looks thin, as if it’s stretched too tightly around her bones. I study her face. Her mascara has smudged, and a thick black track bleeds across her temple. I raise my hand. Her eyes are still closed, but she bites her lip now. I’ve never hit anyone before, not properly. And with my hand in the air, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I keep it there, aloft, for a moment, two moments, and then, in the end, I just finger-flick her on the nose.


‘Come on,’ I say. ‘Let’s just do it.’


So we settle on sex the usual way – no funny business – and when we’re done, she cosies up to me and rests her head on my shoulder.


‘How you doing?’ I say.


She makes a noise, a sighing noise. ‘You’ve no idea.’


I’m thinking of Hannah, of our first time in my college room, and how it feels like a very long time ago; how it seems like a line has just been drawn between then and now.


‘No idea what?’ I say.


‘I dunno,’ she says. ‘I’m just too old for all this.’


‘You’re not old,’ I say, running my hand over her leg.


I can feel the jut of her chin on my chest as she looks up at me.


‘Am I meant to believe you actually think that?’


‘Yeah,’ I say.


The first time I took off Hannah’s clothes, I was so turned on I came in my pants. She never found out, though; I hid it well.


‘You’re very kind,’ she says. ‘Seriously, though, I’m fifty-six. I could be your mother.’


I laugh, and then I think of Mum. A blemish of something, something hot, creeps up my neck.


‘And how are you doing?’ she says.


‘Yeah, fine,’ I say.


‘Good good,’ she says, and she reaches over and turns off the lamp.


I’m still thinking of Mum, and The Apartment, and Shirley MacLaine passed out on the bed.


‘I was only six at the time,’ I say.


‘Shh,’ she says, putting a finger to my lips. She whispers gently, stroking my neck. ‘Shh, try and get some sleep now.’


When I wake up I’ve three missed calls from Hannah’s mum, and two texts from Hannah. The first one says ‘When are you moving out of my house?’ and the second has no words, only question marks:




????





The psychiatrist is fully dressed, standing in the doorway, and I’m under the covers, still naked. I can feel an erection stirring. Through the curtains there’s a peek of morning light.


‘How you feeling?’ she says.


‘Naked.’


‘And your head?’


‘Murky,’ I say, scratching my arm. ‘How about you?’


‘I’m not too bad,’ she says. ‘I suppose there have to be some benefits to being a high-functioning alcoholic. Anyway, any plans for the day?’


I think about it.


‘Nay,’ I say.


‘Neighhhh!’ – she’s back on the horse game again. ‘Fancy a picnic later?’


‘That’d be nice,’ I say. ‘Yeah, why not?’


She gives me a shirt of her ex-husband’s to wear, and makes me scrambled egg on toast. We’re in the kitchen, and every now and then she gives me a hug or a kiss on the back of the head. While I’m drinking a cup of tea, she massages my shoulders and tells me I have a lot of tension in my body.


‘You’ve been very stressed,’ she says. ‘The shop closing down must be very hard for you.’


‘I don’t know,’ I say, forking some egg into my mouth. ‘Maybe.’


‘Well, that part of your life is over now,’ she says. ‘It’s time to start again.’
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It’s bright and cold out – as if the sun is just an inch too far away – and we’re sitting at a picnic table across from the castle. The psychiatrist takes crisps from a giant bag we bought at Tesco, and eats two or three at a time.


‘Here comes trouble,’ she says when two ducks waddle up. She throws them a slice of Hovis each, and the bread lands on some freshly fallen leaves.


‘Tell me a secret, little duckies,’ she says. The ducks just nibble at the bread, chomping till it’s all gone.


‘Looks like they don’t want to talk,’ I say.


A little boy, in a coat like Paddington Bear’s, walks past with his mother. He points at the ducks and goes ‘quack!’


‘Now that’s how you talk to ducks,’ the psychiatrist says. She pierces the top of her Capri-Sun with the straw. ‘Quality duck-talk.’


I take a slice of bread then cut some brie. I run my finger along the edge of the plastic knife and lick off the bits of cheese. The label on my shirt is starting to itch, so I smooth it down a little.


‘It’ll be cold tonight,’ I say.


‘How so?’


‘Clear skies,’ I say, gesturing with my brie sandwich. I take a bite and keep talking. ‘Clear skies means no cloud coverage. And that means nothing to keep in the heat.’


‘Sounds like the thought processes of a depressive,’ she says.


‘It’s science,’ I say.


‘Well, Mother Nature must have had post-natal depression,’ she says, and I snort with a laugh.


‘Do you think you’ll ever move back home then?’ she says. There’s an army of ducks around us now, all looking to be fed.


‘Back to Bangor?’ I say. I blow my nose into my hand, then rub it on the bench. ‘I doubt it.’


‘Well, what do you want to do?’ she says. ‘You’ve been out of uni a year now.’


‘I know,’ I say, watching the little boy throw bread to the ducks in the moat. I picture it going soggy, sinking in the water. ‘I just don’t know. I can’t even remember what I wanted to do.’


I take out my phone and there’s another message from Hannah’s mother: ‘R U OK?’


‘Let’s get these buggers,’ the psychiatrist says, and she hands me a wad of bread from the bag. ‘Okay, step one: remove the dough from the middle and roll it up like a ball, like this.’ She scrunches up the bread in her hand until it looks like a fist or a knotty heart.


I copy her and place the frame-crust down on the picnic table.


‘No, no, pick that back up,’ she says. ‘That’s the important part.’ And then she takes her frame of bread and looks at the duck.


‘Let’s see if we can get this square bit around one of the ducks’ necks,’ she says. ‘Like those games you get in fairgrounds, you know? And when it starts nibbling at the bread, that’s when we’ll throw the dough-ball.’


We do it for five minutes but it doesn’t work. Throwing bread around a duck’s neck is harder than it sounds.


‘It’s getting cold,’ she says. ‘Do you want to head back?


‘Aye,’ I say, though the temperature feels the same to me.


We go back to hers, she brings out her duvet, and we settle on the couch to watch more films. We watch Sunset Boulevard and then Vanilla Sky. Through the kitchen window, I can see the day is already over, the night is inky black. Ten minutes into Good Bye Lenin! we start having sex, and she keeps asking me to fuck her harder. I tell her to calm down, that I’m going as hard as I can. When we’re done, we both sit up and she tells me that her first husband killed himself, and that the second husband had an affair. He left her two months ago, she says. I tell her I’m sorry – I don’t know what else to say. She asks me to tell her what happened to my mother, but I don’t want to talk about it.


‘You need to,’ she says.


‘I don’t,’ I say.


‘It’s okay if you want to cry,’ she says.


‘I don’t,’ I say.


The film has stopped and we watch the screen go blue. The tape reaches the end of the reel, and it begins to rewind, begins to wind back to the start.


‘Just popping to the toilet,’ I say, getting up.


I go to her bedroom and get changed into my own clothes, into the VideoZone uniform. But I don’t know what to do with her husband’s shirt. I think about hanging it back in the wardrobe, but my neck has already dirtied the inside collar. And I don’t want to leave the shirt on the bed, so I take it to the bathroom and bury it at the bottom of the laundry basket. It might be a while until she sees it.


When I come back in, she’s on the couch, flicking through the TV channels. She’s wearing her cardigan, buttons undone, a glimpse of breast still visible.


‘Shall we get in pizza?’ she says.


‘I should probably get going,’ I say.


She picks up the remote control, then puts it back down on the arm of the couch.


‘Okay,’ she says.


She offers me a lift but I tell her I’m fine to walk. She sees me to the door and kisses me on the forehead, tells me to be safe. It’s misty out, and the ground is starting to stiffen with frost. I go along Mountain Road, the lights of the town disappearing as I move further down the mountain. Then I walk across St Martin’s Road, past the church, all the while being careful not to slip. And though it’s dark, the town’s awake with people now. There’s a queue of guys outside the Kings, as bouncers laugh and let in groups of girls who must be barely sixteen. Come on, the guys say, it’s fucking freezing. A couple argue outside Chicken Land. The man wants to get a taxi into Cardiff, and the woman wants food. She’s sat on the floor, her back against the window, refusing to move until she gets a burger. The man tells the taxi driver to wait, tells him this’ll only take a minute. I walk through them, through the mist that’s so low, and I keep going until I’m past Tesco and Martin, a blanket over him, eating a sandwich. I walk past the castle and the shopping centre and take a right at the lights, towards Hannah’s house, back to Hannah’s mum.

















CASTLE VIEW





He is twenty-seven. The school he’s teaching at is the same one he went to as a child, and his old teacher is headmaster now. He stays behind three evenings a week to prepare lessons, mark books, and make wall displays. When the place is empty, he uses the kids’ toilets, the same bathrooms he used seventeen years ago. It feels almost wrong to bring his adult penis into the cubicles now, and it feels strange to wash his hands at the low sinks.
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‘Heart-hurtingly acute, laugh-out-loud funny, one of
the most satisfying collections I've read for years.’
Ali Smith, Guardian Books of the Year
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