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            LIONS AND TIGERS

         

         “Away and recycle yourself, then,” Linda Urquhart was shouting as Graham slammed the door behind him. He heard a picture fall off the wall inside: it could only be his mother’s holiday painting, from years ago.

         The bags in his hands clinked as he moved off, and Jas cocked her head. “Dad be a bit careful?” she said, mimicking a hundred warnings he’d given her in the past.

         “Jasmine be very careful, OK!”

         He was keeping his tone even. He was keeping his tone almost even.

         Softer: “Because I can’t hold your hand.”

         He lifted the bags to show her. “Stay on the inside of the pavement, alright?”

         “I’d like to see tigers and lions today,” she said, as if this was the natural answer to his request.

         “We’re only going to the bottle bank. We’ll go to the Zoo another day.”

         Jas looked at the couple of plastic animals she was holding and gave the consoling echo, “We’ll go to the Zoo another day.”

         
             

         

         He had control of the bottles.

         Father and daughter walked on in silence.2

         Before long Jas started to skip a few paces ahead of him. She could do this in only one way, leading with her left foot. She was trying it with her right but was blocked by the thought of it. At the end of five irregular semi-hops she stumbled then recovered. They both laughed.

         “That was a bit funny?” she said, looking up at him. There was a suggestion of doubt, but she looked him in the eye and laughed again, deliberately, confidently this time. She skipped ahead of him, strong left, weak right.

         Bit, Graham thought: I need to work on vocabulary.

         
             

         

         At the three-way junction she waited for him, and he put the bags down to lift her up. She pressed the button.

         Through a superimposed sticker a nearly white word lit up: WAIT.

         The sticker said Save The Trees Fight The Link.

         “Come on Green Man!” Jas told the light on the traffic island.

         The Red Man would not surrender his vigil.

         Graham thought he might just walk her over in any case. Last time he had risked this, Jasmine had upbraided him, “That’s naughty!”

         He’d replied: “Grown ups can see danger from far away.”

         The Red Man conceded before Graham had made up his mind to cross.

         Finally, after a few seconds, Green stepped visibly out of his tunnel’s darkness, mimed assent.

         Graham carried Jas and the bags awkwardly to the traffic island and set his daughter down.

         
             

         

         They had to wait again.

         
             

         

         3This lane was busier. Graham clutched both bags with one hand and gripped Jas’s hand firmly with the other. He pressed the traffic button himself.

         “I don’t like it!” she squealed, twisting out of his grip, letting slip one of the plastic figures, a tiger, on to the pavement and stepping into the road.

         A yellow cabriolet with its top down was racing towards her, its driver with his head slightly bent. He was speaking rapidly into his phone, in thrall to his sentences. He was oblivious to the human detail on the road.

         “I want to walk on my own!” Jas turned to say as Graham froze before her.

         The car did not slow.

         He was unable to call her name.

         He was unable to call her name because he was deep inside a fraction of trying to call her name.

         He was unable to call her name because he was far far outside a fraction of trying to call her name.

         He heard “Jasmine!” in his head, felt it in his chest, heard it failing to be translated to his voice, failing to be translated to the action of his arms and fingers.

         The car did not slow.

         Graham lurched towards her.

         At the same time Jas saw the miniature tiger she had dropped on the traffic island. She evaded her father’s outstretched arms, stepped back into safety, and picked the toy up.

         “Tie-Tie! Don’t get lost!”

         Graham jumped back with a jolt, the bottles clinking again, and the car swept by them.

         The yellow car only slowed when it had passed them. The 4driver turned his head away from his phone and shouted back at them: “Keep your fucking brat on a lead if you can’t control it.”
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            FIVE GREEN BOTTLES

         

         Graham took his first new breaths as the yellow car accelerated again. Moving out of his line of view it sped round a louvred outhouse, an electrical substation or a bin park.

         At the traffic lights on the other side of the road, the second Green Man illuminated.

         “Come on Tie-Tie,” Jas said to the tiger, “Don’t be slow.”

         Graham took Jas’s hand with a snatch as she started to walk ahead of him, still holding the two bags with his other hand, and they crossed the road together.

         By the time they reached the bottle bank, sited in the middle of a supermarket car park, Graham’s left arm was aching with the weight of the bottles. They’d crossed the path of several twitchy family cars, mothers looking for spaces. Jas was pulling at his side, trying to escape.

         Graham could feel himself filmed in sweat.

         “We’re nearly there.”

         “Giant playboxes!” Jas said.

         “Right,” Graham said, “Marmite first.”

         Jas grabbed at the bags, “I want to do it! I want to do it!”

         The exclamatory phase, Graham thought.

         Jas picked up one of the jars, in her hands a small cauldron. 6Graham lifted her up to the brown-coloured skip and she tried to push the jar through the stiff fibres guarding its opening. There was no give. The jar just slipped out of her hands and broke on the concrete at Graham’s feet.

         “Aw, never mind. Maybe I can help with the next one?”

         “No! I want to do it!”

         “Well you have to really push this time, OK?”

         Jas really pushed this time, but the bristles were springy. They sent the jar in a failed parabola just past Graham’s elbow, breaking on the kerb edge.

         “Careful now!” a woman passer-by said, adding, “Cars do use this car-park you know!”

         There was only one brown bottle left in the bag, the former home of liquid paracetamol. The medicine was rendered in a concentration suitable, it had been judged, for infants. Linda and Graham always kept a bottle spare.

         This time Graham made sure to help Jas at the last moment. There was a brief protest, overwhelmed by a squeal – delight – as the bottle was heard smashing in the metal depths.

         “Green ones now,” he said.

         He moved Jas over to the green skip. There were five green bottles and, as they destroyed them one by one, Graham began a version of the children’s song. Jas soon joined in and they finished with “No green bottles sitting on the skip.”

         All that were left in the bags were three clear jam jars and an empty wine bottle made from blue glass.

         They moved to the white skip.

         It was a strain lifting her up like this.

         “Another song!”

         “Aw, you don’t want to do it again do you?”

         “Another song!”7

         He knew he had to lower his expectations. Everyone has to live with repetitions. This is a way of learning and a way of enjoying the world.

         “Oh, alright then,” he said, mustering a grin.

         “There were three clear jam jars, sitting on the skip!”

         No, once he started singing, he always liked it. Perhaps he had a good voice.

         Jas could easily push the bottles through this time. She laughed heartily as the first two disappeared and smashed.

         When she came to the remaining one, they both sang, “One clear jam jar, sitting on the skip!”

         At the last moment Jas said, “Lie-Lie wants in”.

         These childish names – but he had started it. Somehow from his Gee-Gee for a long-forgotten horse Jas had moved to the double-syllable menagerie.

         She dropped the plastic animal, a lion, into the jar and, before Graham could stop her, thrust captive and container into the skip.

         Father and daughter heard the glass smash.

         Jas laughed but then stopped.

         “My lion wants out now, Daddy,” she said.
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            EARLY LEARNING CENTRE

         

         Graham took advantage of Jas’s sobs by pushing the remaining bottle, forged from blue glass, into the white skip marked Clear. He was glad she didn’t notice the anomaly. There were no skips for blue glass.

         Jas struggled a little as he manoeuvred her into a better carrying position, then resigned herself to quiet tears on his shoulder.

         They walked away from the recycling station and now and again she cried out, “My lion wants out, Daddy!”

         He murmured, “I know, I know.”, Finally he said, “He’ll be alright in there, Jas. Honestly, lions can look after themselves.”

         She considered this seriously, but when he added, “And I’ll get you another one. Don’t worry,” she started to wail again.

         “I want that lion!”

         Graham breathed in and said nothing.

         As he walked out of the car park with his living bundle, past the supermarket and towards the mall, Jas’s mood began to soften. She became more interested in a substitute. She had remembered there were plastic animals in the shop at London Zoo.

         “Can’t we go to the Zoo today?”

         “We’ll try the Early Learning Centre, first.”9

         [image: ]

         Just before the automatic doors of the mall they both said, “Open Sesame!” with a laugh.

         The doors obeyed the command.

         It reminded Graham of one of the family rituals he and his brother Andrew had shared with their father when they were children. Whenever anyone coughed, their father would say “It’s not the cough that carries you off, it’s the coffin they carry you off-in!” The boys would groan a consolidated groan: it was a real groan and the simulation of a groan.

         Inside the shopping centre (as they used to call malls when he was a child), Graham set his daughter down and she walked beside him.

         Without prompting, she softly took hold of his hand.

         Their fingers were a little sticky with the diluted jam from the jars.

         At easy listening low volume the mall’s public address system was playing Thunderclap Newman’s ‘The Revolution’s Here’.

         There was a general bustle of shopperly mooch. One woman in a lime green gilet smiled at Jas in recognition, turning to scrutinise Graham as if to say, “So you’re Linda’s husband, are you?”

         They passed an electronic goods shop and Graham noticed that all the televisions, though tuned to a spectrum of channels, were showing the news. Framed in each channel’s house-style, every screen was displaying the same black and white still, a small island.

         
             

         

         When they crossed the threshold of the Early Learning Centre 10together a small box mounted near the door gave a click. It counted the two of them as one.

         They went straight to the stands holding the plastic animals. There were dinosaurs, insects, amphibians and aquatic crustacea. Graham liked the tree-frogs best, brightly-coloured dandies of green and orange. Their turret-eyes looked out in different directions. Many of the creatures were not in scale with each other – a shrimp could have snacked on a brontosaurus. There were very few mammals and certainly no big cats.

         “Would you happen to have any lions?” Graham asked the assistant, a woman in her forties.

         “You’re the second person to ask me that today! They’re making another sequel to the Lion King, right?”

         “Oh. I, I don’t know. But we’d like one anyway. Have you got any in storage?”

         “Sorry. But I’ll put an order in, now I know there’s a demand.”

         Graham glanced at Jas to see how she was taking the news. She didn’t seem upset.

         “No, that’s OK. Thanks anyway.”

         As they walked out together – Jas placid, biddable for the moment – the machine at the door again clicked. Again, just the once.

         The Who’s “Won’t get fooled again” was playing quietly on the mall’s PA.

         Graham was annoyed and then annoyed at being annoyed.

         “You think too much,” Linda had told him, “Which means you don’t think enough about the important things.”

         Graham was annoyed about being annoyed at being annoyed.11

         [image: ]

         The next shop they tried was a bookshop with a children’s section.

         In the middle of this there was an old-fashioned rocking-horse. Riding it was a girl of eight or nine, too big for the animal Graham thought, but he could see she was deliberately taking care to be gentle. She was shaking her shiny blonde hair and laughing with a peculiar laugh. It was a laugh which, though it was uncertain of itself – seeking confirmation that riding a rocking horse was truly as good and fun a thing to do as she thought it was – was all the same a laugh which had no intention of stopping.

         Shoppers turned around and stared before slowly returning to their browsing. Graham expected the girl to say something, to shout out to whoever was with her.

         No words issued. She appeared alone.

         Jas moved off to the audio tapes shelves where she could recognise images from TV reproduced on the inlay cards.

         Seeing her among the logos, he thought of the photograph of the island that he had seen on the sets in the mall. He was unsettled by this mental recurrence. Like the girl on the rocking-horse, there was something out of kilter about the image. His pre-cognitive senses registered disquiet without his intelligence being able to articulate just what the problem was.

         Graham reached into his pocket, scooped his phone out and switched it on. Once it had warmed up it beeped and vibrated twice. It presented a little envelope sign on the screen, declaring “1 message received”.

         He opened the in-box and read the text.12

         “Give us a call. And.”

         Graham erased the message, changed the mode to vibrate only, put the keyboard protection on, and slipped the phone back into his pocket. He didn’t know why he had switched his mobile on in the first place. He was embarrassed at the beeping. Even the children’s section of a bookshop he regarded as sacred as a library. He’d call his brother later.

         At least the office hadn’t called and left a message. The island couldn’t be his story.

         He was surprised that most of the tapes were not covered in cellophane, packet-of-cigarettes style. Jas had disgorged each of the many cassettes from its box.

         He began looking for the Lion King books.

         Across the shop, a six-foot little Simba the Lion Prince, a sculpture in cardboard, was just what he had in mind. He left Jas to her tapes.

         He was soon disappointed: the angular bucket at the base of the lion was half full of Harry Potter figurines, with no big cat in sight. Simba’s dump-bin had been recycled. Even the Harry Potters appeared rather shop-worn, and the presence among them of a single Darth Vader suggested this display was used by the bookshop as the last holding place before bin really did mean bin.

         A scan of the adult fiction shelves nearby found no Lion King volumes, never mind plastic lions. All the Harry Potter books were there, as well as some early Martin Amises, and a few books based on the Magic Roundabout.

         Graham began to feel unlucky.

         As he returned to Jas and helped her match the right tapes to the right inlay cards, he wondered if Linda would have fared better. He knew she would.13

         “Yes,” he answered himself, imagining her voice, “Your tributes to me are always double-edged.”

         He put the last tape back on the shelf, not stopping to alphabetise.

         The blonde girl on the rocking-horse was now moving the horse with an energy that threatened its bearings.

         The shoppers paid no attention. Graham saw a small woman in her early twenties step away from the nearby Travel section. She went over to the rocking horse and lifted the girl off.

         “She’s not a show-jumping horse, Zara!” she said, kindly.

         Graham saw she was the girl’s mother. He saw that Zara could only have understood her own name and perhaps the word “horse” in her mother’s simple sentence. Her head was just slightly too small for her body; her jogging pants were bulked up with the oversize nappy they concealed. She couldn’t walk without her mother’s help. She was obviously, obviously now, a child with severe brain damage.

         Zara laughed with a strange low hum as the woman hugged her to take her off the horse, staggering a little.

         “Simba’s not a real lion, anyway.” Jas said, and father and daughter walked out of the shop.
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