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Fates of the Animals


‘Tarrant’s book of stories claps in blacked rooms, has a smile as wide as the Ripper’s blade, prowls in midnight back alleys until the threadbare structure of the world’s bones has some meat. It’s not jaded, it has wonder, she would stop to gain knowledge of leaves ballet dancing down in a purple sky, and that’s a rarity nowadays in this cynical world of austerity and celebrity. They could even be read to children as bedtime stories, and that is the greatest compliment I think I could give.’ — Grant Tarbard, Ink, Sweat and Tears


 


Long-listed for the 2016 Edge Hill Short Story Prize


 


Songs of the drowned and a dog with wings…


 


“The world was a grey place once, concrete grey and striped with grey; clay against stone. The pigeons stretched out their scrawny lives and lived as creatures must. Yet they were not hateful birds. They wore their poverty like overcoats; they sat upon the highest places and drizzled the whole world with their compassion. Their souls were dignified as tarnished spoons; pigeons bore witness to the sadness and the tearing of the wind.”


 


By turns tender and unsettling, this book lurks at the tattered edges of the world, where Satan’s daughter wants to die of love and a woman is paralysed with fear in the 24-hours Tesco. There are jokes here too, and you cannot trust the ground beneath your feet. The angels keep stealing God’s fags and the dog is hauled up before a kangaroo court.


 


Fates of The Animals is a book for those who remember fairytales and the TV Test-card; those who like to feel a little uneasy; those who sometimes lie awake in the night.


 


Praise for Padrika Tarrant


 


‘Let us celebrate a birth. In her new novel The Knife Drawer Padrika Tarrant has breathed life into the love child of Angela Carter and David Lynch. Standing godparent at the font are Marina Warner and Beatrix Potter, though neither seems to be very interested in casting out the devil. In Tarrant’s idiosyncratic, claustrophobic universe, the moral high ground is visible only to mice.’ — Sarah Bower Ink, Sweat and Tears









Fates of the Animals


 


Padrika Tarrant was born on a wet day in 1974. Her publishing debut came about in Bunty magazine in 1982. She read sculpture at Norwich School of Art, where she developed an unhealthy fixation with scissors and the animator Jan Svankmajer. Fates of the Animals is her third book, following Broken Things (Salt 2007) and The Knife Drawer (Salt 2011). She lives in Norwich in a little council flat, with her beautiful daughter and some lovely stuffed animals. She hates the smell of money. She does not entirely trust her cutlery.
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Dedicated to my beautiful Jay, and to poor old Dog









The Music of the Foxes


When all the world was a bald, flat path, the vixen trotted its length like the grin of a god. Her belly was laden with the sharpness of foxes; their queer, cruel love and the waiting souls of all the cubs that she would bear before she died. So her nails clipped along that empty ground, and for a century that was the only sound in the whole of the noiseless earth.


Now the clipping of a fox’s claws is a lovely thing, but the voice of a fox is magic. The song of foxes is harsh and kind and contradictory; a slipping between beauty and joy and the jaws that break the marrow from the bones of smaller creatures. The voice of a fox is a shadow in a puddle; dirty and clean, heartless and full to its surface with love. Theirs is a subtle beauty; a sly one, like the taste in the air beside a petrol pump. And when the vixen was bored of the sound of her nails she stopped and she cried out loud.


The noise that a fox makes when she sings is a Shak, shrill and high; sharp at its core; rich as Ribena. When the vixen paused, when she lifted her long red throat and spoke, all of creation held its breath. There was an utter still, and the vixen licked her lips. Shak! sang the vixen, shak!


And the air began to stir in a new way, cold and warm in overlapping billows, full of the tang of winter and the dwindling sun; perfectly keen. For a hundred years the vixen tiptoed through this new air, bathed in the death and living of the world, the scents and stinks of every creature. It was beautiful. Her slender muzzle split the air before her like the prow of a ship, and the atmosphere that slid along her flank was rank and dark as flowers, tinged with murder and birth-giving.


Then she stopped. The vixen turned to face the way she’d come, the endless nothing of it, like a line scraped in dust with a shoetip. And although her nails clipped; although the air was sweet, it was not enough to please her.


Shak! Sang the fox, shak, and the night fell down like the opposite of snow. Shak, she cried, and the world turned black and streetlight-pale; the moon hung in the sky like a bottletop and satellites finicked, high above the clouds. The world became a joke of lightness and despair; the creatures chose the dark to bear their young, to hold their stares wide and be afraid.


The vixen lifted her head. Shak, said she, and the night glittered with drizzle. Shak again, and the nothingness she stood upon became a road; a hard grey road with a lip of a kerb. She pushed her own patterns into it, wrote the network of her nerves in the intricacies of street and alley, of shopping square and churchyard and motorway.


Shak, said the vixen to the tarmac at her paws, and made it echo with sewers and secret rivers and graves. The vixen sang the water pipes and cabling into the matter of the earth, and it was beautiful.


She folded coal into gleaming seams, layers of rock beneath; she sang mud and grass verges, pink tarmac for cycle lanes and grey for the footpaths. Shak, said the vixen, and double yellow lines flagged before her and behind.


The vixen sat down then, and her brush curled along her haunch in a long, voluptuous curve. She cocked her magic ears to hear the whispering of bats, the endless chanting of the stars. Then she laid them flat like crumpled cloth and barked. Shak, said the vixen, and there were thick square drains of metal; there were manhole covers and litter and rotten leaves.


The world grew rich and cluttered as a dustbin; as the songs in a mind; as the fox cubs in a womb. The vixen sang her hard, sweet song and there was a zebra crossing, thick with paint, studded at the edges, jagged and lovely with zigzag lines. The vixen laughed quietly and trotted across, a steak of rust on white and black.


In the wake of the singing fox were fire hydrants and postboxes and fluttering bus tickets. The cars came after; the night-bus and the glorious headlamps that picked up the red in the vixen’s eyes, made them burn for a moment, showed their singingness.


Shak! Spoke the vixen, streaming her song down her back behind the flow of her tail, and everything in the world shone pale and black and red, just as glorious and cruel and full of jealous beauty as can be.









The Hyacinth Girl


You gave me hyacinths a year ago. You told me that my eyes were the precise same blue, the mauvishness of veins beneath white skin. And on our very last afternoon the river clung against my bones, cleaved my summer dress against the architecture of me. When my head broke the water, as you lifted it into daylight, the liquid coursed from my mouth and my nose, spread my hair over my eyes.


Water is as grey as the skies, unbreathable; a universe of cloud. The water strokes the skin like a mother’s caress, cold as can be.


And although my eyes were hyacinth-blue, although my eyes were still open, I could not see as I had used to. I could not return your stare my love, nor speak your name as the river poured away from me, as kingfishers skewered the water. You braced my chin in the grip of your fingers and you gazed right through me, seeking the soul perhaps, some very last image of yourself in my eyes. And all that I could do was gape back at you, foolish and witless as a poor suffocated fish.


The ankle ensnared by tendril; the tangled stem and petal, the outspread leaves that float like hands, palms uppermost. The burningness of drowning; the cough and cough and cough of it. Months flow by me. The flowers are gone now.


When I became your hyacinth girl I was meat-heavy, loose jointed, feet bare and dragging in the current. When I became your hyacinth girl your very strong hands made welts at my throat, on the back of my neck, each one finger shaped and perfectly blue. My hair knotted round your forearms; I danced against the weight of you, thrashed in the hope of some miracle, some bubble that I might breathe. I lunged and heaved, like a swan forcing skyward with its wings, straining and begging for the air. But I could not be free of you; I could not be free. In time I grew calm.


The summer came and it died despite you and the ribbons in my hair have rotted to grey. There is a nightjar who cries aloud for shame at the coming of the night. In the darkness, still I come to you my love, your hyacinth girl with eyes that never close.









Barking


The barking of the dog is relentless as choking, automatic like a door. The barking of the dog fills up the whole apartment, a slow and endless gagging from its pock-marked concrete face and the rubbish-cluttered balcony, from the bone-yellow nets and faded shabby curtains.


This dog has been barking since forever, each note the same, hysteric-shrill, hurting the throat, hoarse and shrieking like a paid mourner. The flat flinches with every note, shudders at the grief of it, of the deadlocked door and the teacup on its side, the contents long bled into the carpet. He lapped it dry ages ago, poor soul, though sugared coffee is no drink for a dog, and now he might lick the droplets off the window, which is turning his breath to water beads, but the dog is stupid and lacks the wits to help himself. So instead he barks, and every cry of his voice hurts like a new-discovered killing.


He trots in little circles, first anticlockwise, then the other way, round and round the armchair, past the television with the sound on mute. He treads his paw against the buttons of the remote control. The channel jumps: it’s God TV, flogging eternal life. The dog crouches on his haunches and throws out his barking like sobbing.


But God TV does not care for the despair of dogs, nor for broken china cups. Neither, these days, does the shape in the armchair, and the dog does not understand. One might mistake that shape for bedding, for a runched-up crocheted bedspread. A slipper lies upside-down against the carpet. The dog lolls his poor dry tongue, and he barks.









The Little Boy Who Lied


In the attic the air is scarce, and dry as leaves. Trapped between the film and the cardboard, the cracks and the teastains and the gelatine-silver years, there is a sepia child in a sailor suit, beads of sweat pricking at his neck. His head is small and slick as shoe polish. He is somehow vacant, unfocussed, as though those eyes were some device of glass and porcelain, like his sister’s sleeping-eyed doll that was not lost after all.


They searched a long time for Amelia, lifting bedcovers as gingerly as grave-robbers, Clara, Nurse and him, but Amelia would not be found. They even knelt and prayed to St Anthony, who restores the lost to the faithful. They looked among the things in the toy box and found a poor dead mouse, wedged between the heavy wooden bricks. Clara bore him outside for a proper Christian burial, dangling him from his stiff little tail at arm’s length.


He put his hand into the pocket of his short trousers and felt the porcelain fingers that had snapped off like carrots beneath his thumbs. When they ground together it made his teeth hurt. From the window he watched them dig a little hole among the peonies, whose flowers are like fists against the soil. He had tried to break off Amelia’s face all of a piece, but she shattered like a saucer. All he had from it was half her pretty smile, twisted in a handkerchief in the lining of his dressing gown.


Her golden hair had ripped right off like a scalp and made his very skin creep; curled and dainty it was, shorn off some desperate woman. He snipped and snipped at it with the sewing scissors till it was just bits, and then he shoved the leavings under the hearth rug.


When Clara came back in with Nurse, he held his head to one side and listened to her weeping. He played with the fire for a minute, thinking of how Amelia’s frock, and her tummy, dry as bibles, vanished among the flames with a crackle; Nurse snatched the poker from him and shooed him from the grate.


But the eyes; he squeezed his fingers tight against the palm of his hand. He wanted the eyes. They had sharp edges and were drawing blood inside his hot fist.


There is no birdie to stare in at all these decades; nobody to pity his guilty face, nobody to forgive him, for he is just as helpless as can be, plastered in an album in this attic.









How the Dog Lost His Wings


He was a fine sight back then, white and brown in the paintbox sky, wings and flip-flop ears caught in thermals, flapping like a plastic bag in air. Dog waggled his backside, gleeful as a strangler, and the universe was as full of promise as a bowl of dog meat. He galloped in the emptiness, beating his great furred wings, muscles flexing underneath his pelt, a canine angel.


Beneath his frantic thrashing tail, the earth seemed a small thing indeed, some fanciful toy constructed by the child of a god. Dinky rooftops spread like backbones, edge by edge; the river lay spread-eagled, shining flat beside the trembling sea.


A long bead of drool quivered on the dog’s lip, hung in a thread and then plopped off to spatter the world. Below the dog, the petty affairs of men and creatures, cars in car-parks, of rabbits and throwing sticks, were trifles only, barely visible. Beyond his toenails, cats were imaginary specks, thoughts that crawled the ground.


Dog shook his chops, jowls flailing sideways, ears as luscious as spam. There were clouds in his eyes, and dog was meant for higher things than clouds. Dog was a new creation, stirring the sky like exhaust fumes, clever as cyanide, as feathers and candle grease. He meant to have his way with the world, to chew the very sun to fragments.


In those olden days, the planet was a prototype, and the creatures were yet half-made, waxish at the joints, a little equivocal. Until last week the rabbit had been a proud, leggy thing, till the dog caught him in his jaws and shook him, tore him to rags. It took God a whole afternoon to stitch him back together; ever after he was rather pathetic, hunched low at the ground, legs all set for fleeing.


Lolloping his feet as though he were climbing stairs, dog clambered the sky, through horse tails and Cirrus, to the holy space above them, widdling and whimpering for his very joy. And God was not to be seen, nor angels either, no heaven’s host to shoo him away or catch his neck with choke-chain. All around the dog was the undiluted glory of high places; the wondrous light of the sun, weightless as razors.


Dog craned towards it, tried to turn his muzzle to the sun, face to face as though he were its equal. Sunbeams shot through his skull like little knives, dried out the wet at the tip of his nose. Clattering his paws, thrumming his aching wings, the dog found himself transfigured gold. And then, exactly at that moment, the whole enchantment tore right through. Too real, he was, too solid and doggish for that empty rind of air.
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