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Shortlisted for the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize, Rebbecca Ray published her first novel, A Certain Age, when she was eighteen and released her second, Newfoundland, to critical acclaim in 2005. The Answer and Other Love Stories is her first work for eight years.
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The Answer







For Edward Lowe







This is a story concerning London, the proud capital city of a first world country, and a few of the people who live there.





It begins late in the evening, on a night of sadness for one in particular. For although he’s still surrounded by others, Stanley Parsons is non-operational, yet to embark upon his journey, and as lonely as a question mark.










DAY # 0


Someone is dying – and say that in the other room you’re seeing through the window this night sky. It’s summer – August, say. The normal, practical things of life, the biscuit tins and bus stop views and tiling jobs of life are still the same, but in the middle is this ending. The world does not embody what you feel but continues to be: mundane and useless and unbelievable. Someone is dying. The person with whom you’ve spent your whole life. A car is passing. The television is audible from next door. Perhaps it’s an advert for private health care.


In Archway, the fire began. He stood on the garden path while their bedroom windows flickered softly. The engines’ warning lights lapped the pavements and fighters filled their home. The battle had been silent in there for months but tonight, at neighbours’ windows, faces appeared – unafraid of flames, which couldn’t creep up on you in the same way that throat cancer could. Between the flowerbeds, he stood like a drowning tree in this activity. Men had rushed from one vehicle with a plastic whiteboard and, kneeling on the grass verge beside their garden wall, had written into a column Stanley and Claire’s address. This was where he’d been told to wait, here in the centre of the world. They had it all in hand.


It was interesting because he’d had no one to help him before. A week last Thursday Claire had come from the hospital. Stanley had had numbers of course – emergency numbers – but what could they have assisted him with? They’d come and changed her, perhaps ten minutes a day, but really their jobs had been done. He was told to call afterwards and they would come to certify it. For a few days at the end of life, the system fled and let nature take over.


Now, a strangely silent scene. No alarms – the voices of curiosity could be heard, just twenty yards, fifty yards down the road.


Stanley was supposed to remain in this spot until the Fire Investigation Team arrived. He’d told people already, but it just didn’t sound good:


‘My wife died of cancer. Then the TV exploded and the living room burnt down.’


If there’d been doubts, the firemen themselves hadn’t voiced them; they’d conceded, televisions burned hotter than mostly everything. And it wasn’t that he didn’t want to help them find answers. Questions were rampant though, they ate up normality. There was no stopping them now his wife was dead. For instance this:


The way they had been cheated. Throughout life they had made decisions based, not really on what they wanted, but on what would bring them security. Claire had been four months from retirement though; security was a lie. No one could offer it to you, not for the highest premiums in the world. And if security was an illusion – plans and savings and added equity, bungalows and a national health system and the contributions that paid for it, and all the slow steps of promotion she’d taken, and all the Amway products on which they’d never make their money back, and God, as everyone who’d ever tried to bring this their way had ever presented it, and atheism too, for what had that brought them? – if everything they’d been surrounded by was a sham in the presence of this death, then what was real?


Questions had no borders.


It wasn’t just grief but fear and anger. Before him was this street, which he recognised, and the lights of the city beyond. Shops sparkled there, Sainsbury’s Locals, and buses circled with the endless beeps of commuters charged and counted, teenagers grouped around Chicken Spot and Good Chicken and Chicken Cottage while overhead security cameras slowly changed rotation. Throughout the sodium-yellow summer night, customers wandered between bright, open doorways, talking about new films or distant disasters, about politics, relationships in their workplaces or sport, and hardly thought of death at all.


Part of the problem Stanley faced now was the way that Claire had died; with black unidentified liquid coming out of her mouth and backing up through the pipes in her stomach and nose, covering their lilac towel set one by one. He had lived in the world for fifty two years and nothing had prepared him for it.


Streets, he saw, night fields of them. You could see more of London from Highgate Hill than anywhere and you couldn’t see the ends of it.


The whole problem, the problem in its entirety, occupied Stanley’s soul and stopped him believing – in anything he saw. He must stand here now and wait, yes this was what he’d been told, for though there had been no one to stand and help him change the towels under Claire’s cheek, there was an entire Team to interview him about what had happened afterwards. He didn’t want to answer questions. They had joined hands – every question that ever existed – and the chain they had formed encircled the world. If they could be put back into their boxes, separate, then he would be able to return – speak to the Fire Investigation Team. By that point maybe they’d be able to make some sense of this together. At the moment he couldn’t find anything that seemed solid. And he couldn’t just – what? – continue?


The world rang with this sound








–








and made him realise that he was powerless. He couldn’t shout now to make anyone hear him. Even these men, who were trying to save what they could of the house behind him, wouldn’t have understood if he’d called out like he needed to, just to ask to be heard, to make every one of them realise that it would happen to them, the people they loved would die, and they themselves and one day their kids. Everyone. If lives were tiny lights then London would have been transcendent with their glittering revolutions.


In fact, London’s lights would be constant again tonight, all across Kentish Town and Camden and down, through the West End or in Canary Wharf’s silver courtyards, until the sensors detected daybreak. Stanley now worked as a security guard, though he’d taken a great deal of time off recently. Over the course of the five years he’d been doing the job, a sensation had gradually become clearer, a discomforting sensation. This time of year dawn was silent in Canary Wharf and silence was frightening in such a well-lit place.


Stanley Donald Parsons looked out now and that sensation was the concrete truth. Yet he couldn’t articulate it to anyone. In fact, there was nothing he could do at all. One person couldn’t make the world stop, not even for a single moment.


No, one person could only stop themselves.


Stan Parsons must simply refuse to go on being.


He must utterly cease. Stand fast, do nothing, absolutely nothing, refuse to cooperate in any way with life, and answer no questions of theirs until he understood his own. SDP (as his friends used to call him when they’d all been very young) would discontinue.


Let the world see how it would deal with that one.





No one prevented him. He opened the garden gate without thought of the car and his feet just propelled him away. He wasn’t homeless: there it stood, behind him, growing smaller, with its blackened window frames and busy doorway. He wasn’t yet accused of any crime. He wasn’t mentally ill. He would have described it – that night as he sat and drank on the pavement of Junction Road, he did describe it to himself – as an illness of the heart, a realisation. They’d been conned.


They’d conned themselves.


Look:







DAY # 1


Pizza. On a roll.








It’s an incredible idea.


The sign has been lit all night.


This street’s slight-broken silence is the sound of everything outside his life. He’s never seen the place like this before. He’s on leave, in a foreign land.








Pizza. On a roll.








He’s no longer a security guard, nor a carer anymore. In the cold air, the flutter of loose threads.


Outside the newsagents, last fluoro lighting fades against a coldwater sky. Unable to go home without having to account for what happened.


A police car went by last night, around four, with a ghost’s passage, and neither of the occupants looked at him.


Listen to that, Claire, he thinks – though he knows she can’t.


There are these tiny morning sounds – like a bird.


This is Archway and Stanley is looking at Junction Road, flowing wide and still and changeless past his feet to the intersection that gives it its name: Highgate Hill, the Holloway Road, St John’s Way, Archway Road. No one is up but the cleaners this time of day.


He can’t account for anything.


If they’d seen what he had then they just would have stood there staring at the living room going up as well – the world had desperately needed, just in that one small area, to burn.


He doesn’t want the whole world to burn; he’s not an anarchist. In general he has always liked the place, with its many perfectly nice people – in some ways all the wars are unaccountable. Perhaps he’s been naïve. Maybe the world’s never shown him its true colours.


What is he to make of that though? He has lived here, with everybody else. His hasn’t been a sheltered life, particularly. And yet no one had described to him – nowhere had he ever read or seen televised, never had he heard anyone talk about death in the way he’s just seen it. Claire had wanted to die at home and he had wanted it too but he hadn’t understood.


It was as if the world kept this secret. Their living room had felt a closeted place – and yes, the curtains had always been drawn in the end. In how many other homes, Stanley wondered, were people dying in this secret way? Unsupported. Moving the sofas back three feet to make sick rooms out of lounges. We hadn’t progressed really. Where was the progression? Though Les Dennis played endlessly on the television in the corner and your home was full of such modern medical equipment as to replace the role of every working body part, you were only waiting. The equipment was only to assist in waiting. It held the body in place while it broke down. You shut the curtains to hide this from the rest of the world because it was frightening. Because we’d progressed in a lot of other areas.


(Pizza. On a roll.)


Surely these days people didn’t have to die so nastily?


What is he saying?


He’s hungry. His wallet is on the kitchen counter beside the protein drinks that Claire was unable to take for the last two weeks. He can picture it unscathed, but also burnt. And the Nestlé Milo? There’s a cartoon boy on the front, hurdling. Maybe unable to hurdle anymore.


He won’t go back for it. He has never had cause to dislike money but this morning the thought of walking home to pick it up makes him feel nauseous. Makes him hate the world, in a way he isn’t prepared for.


He will sit here. He will watch it get light.


He glances around the abandoned high street. Archway’s a Mecca for bargains; Stella, cat food, Turkish bread, kebabs, heroin. Though the street’s wide and holds a lot of sky, it’s not a place for star gazers. At night the air is milky. People pass through here in patterns – like the constellations – but to a city’s schedule. People pass through but few of them stay. There aren’t any real handholds here. They can get a meal at two am but not past then.


Only one twenty four hour shop. Perhaps they’ll give to him. He won’t steal food.





Across a whole portion of the world morning is taking place. Strong sun is touching Europe and the Mediterranean, glinting from each high and tiny jet plane. In the south it’s winter now, in another hemisphere, but still every clock tells the time agreed. Day is on its way, boxing the compass.


In Archway, the first hour opens. The beginning of the regular flow of buses. This is not a beautiful street.


Quiet is gradually stolen away by the early men, smoking second or third cigarettes – delivery drivers, council workers, operators, guards, coming to take their places at each joint of the infrastructure.


This is a good time for insomniacs to go shopping. You’ll see them crisply closing front doors with last night’s dreams still out of reach. Children are waking up to Radio One, with chocolate cereals and revision and slowly solidifying ideas of hierarchy. People searching for a home in this city are dialling numbers from classified ads and looking at a world of drawn curtains for which contracts have already been signed. On Newsbeat, thirty four have died in a suicide bombing, President Bush has detailed plans to return to the moon and it’s been discovered that there’s a gene for ambition.


Around the unattended baggage of Stanley Donald Parsons, here comes normal life.


Throughout all the mornings of the world, the homeless people are awake. They’re homeless in parks and doorways, in derelict buildings, on pavements and on the verges of Drive-Thrus, in cars. They sit under varying skies; above the days go by unnamed. Everywhere you go the end of the world is not nigh.





The pavement is still cold, though it looks like it’ll be a summery day. Stan sees the odd cigarette butt, but he doesn’t smoke – not anymore.


What does he do?


How did it come to this?


He’s always been part of the majority. He shouldn’t be tool-less, lost. He can’t believe what a surprise it’s all been. He looks around and death is an anomaly.


Everything works so well. The world Stanley sees has no gaps in it. If people were dying left, right and centre, it wouldn’t look like this. There would be signs.





Cancer can be invisible for quite a long time. Claire’s illness ‘began’ on the 25th of October with a bottle of Sunny Delight. Stan found her in the kitchen, hand to her throat, choking on it. When she’d been able to speak again her voice had sounded strange. She’d talked about how much the stuff had hurt her. He can’t believe, in retrospect, that he let it go unnoticed as a warning sign.


Claire had been Access Development Manager for a strategy firm in Mudchute. Job stress over the first two months had masked the weight-loss and fatigue. Most of all they should have noticed her constant tiredness. By February she’d been unable to make it through a team meeting without leaving for some respite – she’d sat outside on the edge of the antique barrel that held flowers in the spring and summertime, having a cigarette, she’d said, thinking of Peterborough. The bungalow they’d been looking at was out on the edge. A very nice one – though the increase they’d seen in the value of their once-upon-a-time council house was offset by the decreases they had both seen in their fast-approaching pensions – and to a curiously exact level, once they had done the mathematics.


Now Miss Manjit Balrai was Access Development Manager for Strategy Solutions – Claire’s thirty years of experience in the field counting for nothing after she’d tried to show Manjit the ropes and had simply been given the brush off. Manjit had studied Access Development, it turned out – to degree level – and had been awarded a 2:1.


His heart had gone out to Claire, watching as she was forced to relinquish leadership of the team. He knew how it felt to be superseded. For fifteen years, Stan had worked in the manufacture and sale of typewriters. Smith Corona had given him a 1921 beauty as a golden handshake in ’94. It sat in the middle of his desk at home with its tiny round keys and long-dry ribbons – both red and black.





Though the house doesn’t look the same now. Once a place of ordinary evenings, all the things Stanley’s so familiar with have been painted dark. This morning, as twilight retreats, there’s yellow tape across the front door.


In what was previously the living room, two walls are papered with nothing but grey flakes, falling, weightless in the light of a disclosing day. Silence lies flat on the floor. Footprints are everywhere.


‘It’s consistent,’ the first had said, as they’d stood in the doorway with their report books.


‘Maybe if the thing had been on standby. He was talking to one of the Holloway boys when they were still in here. He was watching it he told them.’


‘Just after she’d died.’


‘That’s what he said.’


The television had stood somewhere in the corner. A slightly less damaged area of carpet highlights where the hospital bed had been and here beside it, in the centre of the room, a pile of lilac towels lies.


Stanley Parsons, sitting half a mile away, has discovered that he doesn’t care what decisions they came to last night, or whether they find him or not. He’s chosen only to care about non-cooperation – with everything – a white reaction – non-cooperation with the funeral or the police or with the choice between throwing and washing the towels.





Stanley’s eyes are full of old pictures that he doesn’t want anymore, but despite this he keeps expecting people to look at his face. They think he’s homeless – they don’t know the story. They don’t understand that he could get up if he wanted now.


Bakeries are opening, and builders’ cafés. Stan watches people arrive. They walk the pavement, appreciating the sunshine, and look both ways as they cross the road. He must speak to someone about food. The street smells of bacon, exhaust fumes and new daytime. Now the tube station is awake. He must have sat through an exceptional three hours outside Archway station. There’s usually at least one mad person here.





Stanley realises that this man is mad before anything else, really before he even sees his face, because of the way he keeps looking into his carrier bag for encouragement, when there can’t be anything in there that normal people would find reassuring. Stan can wait, talk to someone normal. But they probably won’t know where to get food from. He has to talk to this man.


Stanley stands up as the first thin stream of Underground passengers surfaces and breaks around him. He’s been completely on his own, he sees, just because he’s been sitting on the ground.


This man is also sitting, in the first patch of sun, much further down Junction Road, holding a bottle of yoghurt drink and making syllables silently with his mouth. Approaching slowly, Stanley thinks he’s mouthing gibberish but, looking over the man’s shoulder at the ingredients list, it turns out he’s being quite accurate.


Behind him, Stanley clears his throat. The man grabs his carrier bag and turns in one smooth movement to clutch it to himself. He takes a second to make sure that he has it, Stan sees – and in this moment realises something about the tramp’s life very clearly, that he himself hasn’t wholly recognised. He can’t trust his own nerves and senses. If the world shrinks as you get madder then this person is very mad, because his world has become smaller than his body.


‘I don’t want your bag,’ Stanley tells him, calmly and confidently, though in fact he doesn’t know what’s in it.


But Douglas Johnson only opens his mouth and shouts at Stan in the morning sunshine – maybe something else from the ingredients list.


Lowering his upraised hands and moving hastily away, Stan shudders, missing the transformation to undisguised curiosity that occurs across Douglas Johnson’s face as soon as his back is turned.


Stan shudders.


He remembers once seeing a homeless person’s toenails and being disgusted by how long they had grown, yellow as claws. But looking down at his own feet as he wanders away from the hobo seated behind him, he almost seems to be able to feel the nails grow – slowly but uncontrollably becoming disgusting.


He gazes around, remembering the moment that Les Dennis’s face had started to sizzle. He watches a woman walk two dogs past his knees. A group of labourers push by on his other side. He says:





–








He used to have destinations.


He slows to a halt.


He could steal toenail clippers from the chemist’s, but he doesn’t want to steal, not even something so small and stupid. It occurs to him, if there’s the Salvation Army where homeless people can shower, there must be a drop-in centre somewhere where they can have their fingernails clipped or hair cut. Where they can be kept in working order. Just one or two visits a month and they’d be able to prevent you from reverting. In some ways, his body is now his enemy.


The world turns around him and Stanley Donald Parsons wants to get off. He wants to go back to normality; he hasn’t given it up voluntarily. He was never the sort of person who needed to take a stand. He and Claire hadn’t even wanted a lot; they’d never expected to retire as millionaires. In the spectrum of the world’s desires, really theirs had been on short leash. No one expects to die in agony at fifty one.


He could go back to his house and begin an attempt at reconstruction. Somewhere in the burnt out bathroom, behind the mirror with its arc of soot stain, he has a pair of toenail clippers. Somewhere in the ruined study downstairs his passport might still lie. He has an identity. He’d never realised effort was entailed in one before.


He stares at the Co-op’s wide doorway and the people moving there. Where are they moving to? He isn’t going. What becomes of a person when they just stop?


The answer seems so simple, revelatory. You sit down on the pavement and there is nowhere lower. The answer seems as bright and blank and obvious as a flashing neon EXIT sign. A person stops and the world doesn’t blink, but only continues to walk on.





Doug Johnson stands fifty yards from the bus stop and hails buses all day long every day but none of the buses ever stop for him there.


Once a man of letters, it was the conformity of children that had ruined Douglas’s life. He’d first begun to consider retirement on the day that his form’s debating team of thirteen years olds mustered a vote ‘For’ the use of school uniform. He’d sat misty-eyed and afflicted with a helpless smile as they’d nodded over the idea that uniforms helped prevent the bullying of those who would otherwise be wrongly clothed. It was the conformity of children – and of adults of course – which had left Douglas without vowels eventually. On the streets like this. A man of only one letter: G.


Now Douglas had loved children. He hadn’t wanted to ‘fuck’ children, as they’d said. He’d wanted to bring generations into life who owned their own minds: proud young independent thinkers who might one day change the country. Had the whole fiasco not occurred, he most certainly would have retired. A career in teaching had left him hopeless. Insanity was the only reply that you could give the world.


Douglas was in some senses an anarchist. Throughout his life he had railed against the system – against enthrallment to the system – but in the end the system had won. It had caught him with an erection and a picture of a fifteen year old female pupil – and it had rooted him out; ejaculated him.


Now everyone likes girls in school uniform. This is a simple law of life – of the calibre, ‘everyone likes food’, or ‘everyone likes sunsets’. A girl in school uniform is, for oft-unidentified reasons, attractive simply by the nature of her dress. Douglas had written an extensive and important essay however, The Fetishisation Of Our Children – and e-published it. Because there, deep in the aesthetic of those clean navy lines and white blouses, lies the nucleus of evil. He’d never said he was immune.


Yes, throughout life Doug had attempted to defy the system – in his later years the world around him had seemed a prison – but finally the system had shown its worth, discovering him within its midst and declaring him a monster.


Douglas Johnson’s madness had begun with anger and had not ended yet.





The 91 goes by and Douglas Johnson screams obscenities; the passers-by widen their berth. He has an Oyster card – it isn’t his – or he isn’t Grace Killick – but as he holds it out before their oncoming flat red faces, he thinks to himself that the machines can’t prove that.





It had occurred to Stan, in the year after he was made redundant, that he was useless. It had occurred to him that in the greater frame of history, say the evolution of mankind, he was a dead end. Had he been better equipped to anticipate the advent of the personal computer, would he have changed professions? The answer is no. He has always loved typewriters. He is innately, perhaps genetically, a cul-de-sac.


Claire at least made a dent on the world; left the access of Strategy Solutions’ every client in a far more developed state than she found it. Whereas Stanley must look at his life – which finally found him acting as security guard for a great number of computers – and ask himself why.


Every place his eye turns to though, the question of why now seems to have risen to the surface. For instance, the advertisement for a Sony Minidisc Player that dominates the right-hand stretch of Junction Road. Sarah, it says. Just recorded her first minidisc. Then it gives the date. Sarah looks moved but emotionally grounded. Translucent grey light infuses her face and the room around her. Though a citizen of the real world, her expression suggests new vistas.


Claire never recorded a minidisc – not in her whole life. He thinks about vinyl and the way that vinyl gave way to tapes, how tapes surrendered to compact discs, which turned out not to be as compact as minidiscs, which are again very much larger than MP3s, that, as far as Stanley can make out, don’t actually exist, because they’re so small. Around him, piece by piece, every object is replaced by a smaller version of itself, until humans are giants, patrolling a Lego world.


Why? Stanley asks himself. Why? But the only answer that comes back to him is:





Why not?








At some indefinite point between the morning and the afternoon, a girl walks out of the lunchtime throng to where Stanley is sitting. She holds out her hand to him and in it is a Big Mac Meal bag – and it is full.


She says nothing. She has bits of metal in her face, her clothes are all black tights with holes and mini-skirts. She looks for dog butts while he eats her food – wandering away towards the junction – and though she turns and glances back as she reaches the roadside, stuttering a little with her steps, she does not come back.


Such an act of kindness looks pretty bright to Stanley, sitting beside the constant rev and crawl of traffic through Archway’s centre, bereaved and unable to go home. He is disarmed already and, when she returns two hours later and, in the bustle, stops for a moment before him to say: ‘Why not get drunk?’ and then moves on again, he’s very vulnerable. Although Why not get drunk? is not in itself a philosophical question, today, because he can find no answer, it hurts his soul. He watches her go and noiselessly reiterates the question. The words have their own taste.


If Claire is dead, he thinks, and the world he sees is godless, why not get drunk?





Claire Elizabeth Cartwright Parsons had gone for her first biopsy on the 14th of April. It would have been far earlier but, upon finally getting through to Newham Hospital after three weeks of unanswered calls, Stanley had found that they’d failed to make the appointment for the follow-up test for which she’d been told to wait. Speaking to a human being finally, Stanley had enquired when it would be possible and the receptionist had told him any day that week. In fact, three days later he and Claire received a small card informing them that her new appointment had been cancelled because actually Claire fell within the remit of The Whittington, on Highgate Hill, and not Newham Hospital at all, where she’d been rushed after her first collapse outside work.


When the test results came back from The Whittington – two months after the word ‘biopsy’ had first been used – Claire’s throat cancer had metastasised and progressed to lymphoma, not confined to any particular remit at all.


Outside the foyer of The Whittington Hospital there’s a stall that sells fruit. Grapes cost five pounds fifty a bunch there, but there’s a market, you know, and if you’d never been into that car park then you hadn’t yet been forced to understand that.


‘That’s life, mate, innit?’ the man selling them would have said. And it is. And death too.


Stanley should be organising the funeral now. When the undertaker made a preparatory visit, he was given a brief description of the proper seating order for the hearses. There are guidelines. Society is the god of results.





Douglas Johnson sits touching his lower lip over and over again, speaking or maybe singing to himself. There’s obviously a rhythm to it. Every so often a smile breaks gently across his face as his foot jiggles on and on.


His figure is a little twisted blip amidst the currents of pedestrians. What kind of madness is it that he has? Stan pictures the man’s life: in and out of diagnosis, treatment, care, until the state can’t afford him anymore.


Another possibility comes to mind now though: simple circumstances led Doug here and slowly he became like this.


This indeterminate insanity, then sleeping sickness in the end. You see them closing their eyes to the world, you see their faces swollen up against the world, lying on paving stone or on concrete or marble. Their sleep seems natural. Maybe Stan’s always assumed that alcohol or cold nights are what leave these people drowning days in their own unconsciousness. Or that homelessness is like disease; it just leads to this kind of breakdown.


There are other countries though, where homelessness is a different thing – there are billions of refugees out there. Losing a grip on your home doesn’t just cause you to lose a grip on yourself, surely?





Douglas likes to concentrate on G. Generally, things tend to stay within the confines of good while he goes on this way. G has always been his favourite letter. Its sound is soft and comforting. Or strong.


He likes to talk about things that begin with G – and there are so many. Government, gun control, genetics, God. You name it. At a point in his life, Douglas had a problem with parameters, but now that’s gone.


He would tell Stan – though Stan might not listen – and he can’t because it doesn’t begin with G – life is too big for anyone. It must be filtered down. Focused. Though Douglas doesn’t like the concept, the truth is, it’s far more comfortable to be constrained.





Four o’clock traffic is starting to take hold and the thoroughfares of the city thicken. Shifts are changing; employees exchanged. Now the traffic lights revolve; everywhere Stanley looks, he sees the world catering for itself.


Is anyone looking for him? Maybe someone’s getting it in the neck right now for letting him walk away. The fire brigade aren’t the police though – perhaps it’s not their responsibility. Yesterday one of the fighters told him – did he ask? – the brigade didn’t have to hand their reports over to the police, unless they were sure a crime had been committed.


Do they search the streets, the homeless people, when suspects disappear?


There has to be a crime, of course, for there to be suspects. But there are such thin lines between crimes and non-crimes. He doesn’t want to have to try and explain that to them.


It’s like there has existed a pact between Stanley and the world he sees. There must have been if one of them has broken it.


Outside the abandoned Abbey National, he sits in the progression of the afternoon. If he doesn’t go back to talk to the police, he has no access to their accounts or to the social, nor even to a fresh change of clothes. He has no way to make a phone call. Everything will continue to be denied him. The right to grieve in private certainly, or the possibility of any future afterwards – the value in their home, in fact entitlement of any kind. Though he’s worked all his life to consolidate the things he owns, one step from the path leaves him bereft.


It comes to him that the decision he faced in the living room last night was greater than it had first seemed. A towel in each hand and very few thoughts in his mind, he had failed to recognise how many things were provisional.







DAY # 2


Stanley has consumed one Big Mac Meal in twenty four hours; he needs more. Last night, as was recommended to him, he managed to get drunk. As the pubs had grown busier and the night sky darker, Stan had stood outside The Green Man and watched Bacchus rule. Men and women laughed over nothing, so loud that they muffled the juke box’s cries. They’d leaned on each other as though in love and their pretty evening clothes had suffered slow subsidence.


Stanley’s own clothes were not quite ruined yet. He’d finally moved through the smoke tight double doorway and sat quickly beside a dead halfpint. His tipple of choice had always been bitter, but the halfpint had been Carling. He’d drunk it with distaste. After ten minutes, moving tables, he’d had two unfinished vodka and cokes. The night had swarmed with warm drunkenness around him and Stanley had bottom-dived until, outside the empty Abbey National, he’d finally been able to pass out.


He was lucky in one way, he’d thought as he’d woken this morning. It was August and the pavement was already warm.


He can’t remember the last time this building society branch was functional. It’s red and grey stripes still adorn the wide windows and ten yards from him, above the grey-screened hole-in-the-wall, the sign still reads Need Some Cash? Get It Here.


Empty-pocketed though, an idea has come to Stan.


Last night, before the drinking had begun, before the Co-op had finally closed its smoothly sliding doors, he had watched two young Indian men roll out a green lidded skip and deposit into it two unmarked bags.


The supermarket has not yet reopened. For the second time, Stan has watched dawn bring slow life to the junction. It’s beautiful; a quiet gathering that happens unbidden.


The skip still stands there. Just outside. It’s five forty five am and if he’s going to make a move it has to happen now, before the bin men come.


The tarmac is a dry streambed as Stanley looks both ways. He can hear the separate sounds of vehicles, distant and diverging. In the centre of the road, just for a moment, Stanley stops. No buses, no cars, no vans. Just one or two pedestrians. He looks down at the evenly broken white line that runs between his feet and imagines Claire driving past him on her way to work. Her thoughts would have been full of the day ahead (not this early of course, but not much later). She would have been smoking a Benson and listening to Terry Wogan on Radio Two. He doesn’t have a radio or a cigarette. In the little pause that occupies Junction Road, standing motionless, he has no thoughts for the day before him. He pictures Claire’s face as she spots him standing here, and pulls into the empty bus stop, winding down her window.


‘What are you doing, Stan? For God’s sake,’ she’d say. She wouldn’t recognise his expression: confusion, non-specific and un-rooted.


He imagines trying to explain it all to her: that just a few months of illness and one malfunctioning TV have done this to him. Even imagining, he feels shame.


He crosses the rest of the dead road and stands before the Co-op’s skip. The lid is wet with dew and some brown stain but his hands are dirty anyway. With two glances over his shoulder, he lifts its wobbling weight and looks inside at the two black bags. Condensation has gathered in their folds.


Maybe they hold packaging and old till receipts. But the shapes that push the plastic out are rounded.
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