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    Something Wrong




    Today the papergirl delivers the news to the big houses. She folds her body into the wind to make herself narrow, so she can slip through the gaps in the rain. The bag of papers slung across her shoulder bumps off the back of her legs as she walks, turning her progress into a battle against turbulence. Sometimes she regrets taking this job, but she’s not sorry to miss the morning routine at home.




    This isn’t her usual round but at least she can’t get lost on this one. One single road. Must be about a mile long but all she has to do is go all the way down one side and all the way back up the other. She doesn’t have to deal with the tangled geography of the estate.




    Her original route was a nightmare. She couldn’t seem to get the streets in the right order. She was always having to double back on herself, trailing around terraces, crescents and cul-de-sacs that made no sense to her. It took her so long to complete the deliveries that there were complaints and she was often late for school. Mr Patterson, the newsagent, was patient at first because he was short-staffed. He must’ve assumed she’d get quicker with experience, but this morning he’d said, ‘Last chance. If you can’t get this round done in under an hour, I’ll have to let you go.’ Fair enough. He didn’t shout or try to make her feel stupid.




    Whichever part of the brain is supposed to be in charge of a sense of direction does not exist in the brain of the papergirl. Or perhaps she has a wonky chromosome. They did that in biology last term. How everything like hair and eye colour and pointless stuff like whether you can roll your tongue is coded into your DNA. There is something wrong with her code.




    Left and right have always been a problem, as long as she can remember. Close up, they’re fine. She knows her own right and left hands, can put her shoes on her right and left feet. No problem there. But as soon as she starts trying to apply direction to the world around her, it all falls apart. She remembers, in primary school, she tried to explain her doubts and the teacher had another child stand facing her. They’d squared up to each other, hands dropped to their sides, fingers curled and twitching around their own loaded ideas of left and right. She was outgunned. If they were both right, both correct, as the teacher insisted, then that meant every direction was both left and right at the same time. What use was that in finding your way?




    She crosses the road and starts back on the return leg. The traffic is heavier now, heading into town. She’ll have to watch her time. Provided the road doesn’t start tying itself in knots ahead of her, she should make it. The houses are large and set back from the road by gardens with driveways, trees and dark bushes that throw handfuls of rainwater at her as she passes, feet crunching over gravel. Only a few of the houses are still family homes, most have been converted into offices or split up into flats.




    About halfway along she comes to one with a nameplate that says Sunshine House. Despite the cartoon smiley sun above the name, the place doesn’t look very sunny. The stone front is dark with rain, its narrow windows reflect the morning’s grey skies. The letterbox is vertical and spring-loaded, unwilling. Soon the outer pages of the Independent she’s trying to force through start to crumple and tear. She gives up and rings the bell. They’ll probably complain less about being disturbed than finding a shredded newspaper on their doormat.




    She’s not prepared for the full-frontal assault that barrels into her when the door opens. The force of it nearly knocks her off her feet and she stammers over her words as she holds out the paper. She’s not sure if the owner of the friendliest smile she’s ever seen is male or female, or how old they might be. They’re shorter than her and softly plump. Before she can wonder at this, her spare hand is grasped and she is tugged over the threshold and into the house. She experiences a brief moment of alarm when the door closes behind her but no sense of threat as she is led by the hand into a large kitchen filled with half a dozen more smiling faces.




    A chorus of cheers goes up. Somebody hugs her. A strong hug, arms wrapped tightly around her waist, head buried in her chest. She holds her arms up and out to the side, completely bewildered. They must be mistaking her for someone else, someone who looks like her perhaps. She should explain about the paper. But the hug is so warm and tight, so generous, that eventually she lowers her arms. Everyone cheers again. Someone offers her a bowl of cereal. ‘Have some Coco Pops!’




    The kitchen is warm, the steamed-up windows striped with runs of condensation. A long table covered with a yellow, plastic tablecloth is cluttered with cereal boxes and mismatched cups and bowls. She feels dizzy and thinks she might faint but that it would be okay if she did. She starts to laugh and the more she laughs, the happier everyone gets until the kitchen is a hubbub of laughter and excitement. Some huge unfamiliar sensation is rising through her body, filling her up to the brim. Someone reaches up, pats at her face with a dishcloth and tells her, ‘You are raining, silly!’




    The laughter dies down and she looks up to see a middle-aged man with a patchy beard and a bottle-green cardigan standing in the doorway peering at her through wire-rimmed glasses. ‘What’s going on here?’




    She swallows and steadies herself, explains about the paper, holds up her bag.




    ‘Oh dear, not again,’ sighs the man. ‘Christine, didn’t I tell you?’ he says to the person who opened the door. ‘You mustn’t keep kidnapping people!’




    She doesn’t want to leave but knows there isn’t any reason they should let her stay. She peels herself away from the hugs and allows the man to escort her out. Everyone follows them to the door, waves and smiles, smiles and waves. And then she’s out, back into the wind and the rain. She tries to fold herself into them again but can’t seem to fit. She walks for five, ten, maybe fifteen minutes before she realises she’s going in the wrong direction.




    The next day the papergirl delivers the news to the breakfast table.




    ‘You got sacked? From a paper round?’ Her father makes a rare appearance from behind his newspaper.




    Her brother snorts and shakes his head in amazement. She has once again managed to surprise him with just how useless she can be.




    She tries to tell the story of Sunshine House, tries to describe the warmth of it.




    Her mother frowns and interrupts. ‘What were you thinking of, going in there?’ she says. ‘It could’ve been dangerous.’




    She shakes her head. ‘No…’




    ‘You actually went inside Sunshine House?’ Her brother grins in an ugly, lopsided way.




    ‘So what?’




    ‘It’s a home.’ The way her mother says the word has an inflection to it, a lowering of tone and a pressing down on the o-sound that somehow completely changes the meaning. ‘For folk with something wrong with them.’




    ‘You’d fit right in there,’ says her brother, laughing. ‘Ya mong.’




    Her mother bangs her mug down and coffee splashes onto the table. ‘Richard!’




    Her father silently folds over a page of his newspaper and lifts it back in front of his face as her mother and brother settle back into yelling at each other.




    The papergirl focuses on the thin beam of sunlight stretched across the breakfast table, separating her from the rest of her family. ‘There wasn’t anything wrong with them.’ But no one is listening. She pushes back her chair and leaves the room, leaves the house and starts walking. It doesn’t matter which direction.


  




  

    Worst Case Scenario




    Hamid had one of the big knives and was holding it out towards me. ‘Come here,’ he said.




    His face, as usual, was unreadable. My boss had a sour set to his mouth and narrow eyes that glittered with suppressed emotion. That was his normal look. I did my best to avoid finding out exactly which emotions he was suppressing. Behind him there was something frying on the griddle, strips of something dark sent up twisted spouts of metallic-smelling smoke.




    ‘Try this.’ He made a gesture with the knife which I realised was supposed to be reassuring. There was a sliver of cooked meat balanced on the flat of the blade.




    I breathed out. ‘What is it?’




    Hamid often cooked up a little something private on the back grill. Ate it through the back with some watery yoghurt drink he kept in the fridge. He’d never touch a doner; said he didn’t like Scottish food.




    ‘Just try it.’ He held the knife out towards me, nodding.




    ‘No. Thanks. You’re alright.’ I didn’t move.




    He almost smiled, and tilted his head. ‘Come on. I’m not trying to poison you.’




    The meat behind him on the griddle shrank and hissed.




    The kebabs we served were lamb or chicken, sometimes beef. We didn’t sell anything with pork in it. Doner meat, a complete mystery to me before this job, turned out to be minced lamb, threaded in fat rounds over a metal rod and shaped into a tower of packed meat, cooked by rotating it in front of an upright grill.




    I looked at the knife.




    The shop was empty. I looked at the door and wished for a customer, or for Ali to come back from his break but the door stayed closed. I walked towards Hamid. I’m no longer vegetarian but that doesn’t make me keen to experiment with unidentified bits of animal. But on balance I reckoned it’d be more dangerous to refuse. I asked myself, how bad could it be?




    Col snorts with laughter when I get to this point in the story. So far, he’s hardly been listening. It’s 2am and he’s stretched out flat on the sofa, watching something on cable that involves a lot of pink flesh and squealing. I try not to focus on it.




    ‘Worst case scenario?’ he says.




    I shrug. Typical Col to think it’s up to him to supply the ending.




    ‘It’s dog, or cat or something,’ he says. ‘No, hang on, that’s the Chinese, isn’t it? What are that pair you work with?’




    ‘They’re from Iran.’




    Ali and Hamid are brothers, although you’d never guess it to look at them. Ali came over when he was a kid, went to school here, calls me hen and pet and laughs easily. Apart from his silky black hair and dark eyes, he’s hardly exotic. Hamid was already middle-aged when he arrived a year or so ago. Since then a wiry white tuft has appeared at his hairline and the lines around his mouth have deepened. He describes himself as Persian, doesn’t talk much but when he does, his English, though accented, is faultless.




    ‘Well, then.’




    ‘Well, what?’




    ‘You’ve no idea what he might be cooking up for you.’




    ‘I do know.’




    Col acts like I haven’t spoken, distracted by a more interesting thought of his own. ‘Oh! No. Worst case is it’s human flesh.’ He grins and nods, leans forward and puts on a pantomime scary whisper. ‘He’s killed someone and has the body stashed in the cellar and is using you to dispose of the evidence. Piece. By. Piece.’




    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Col watches too much telly. He thinks everything’s some kind of show.




    ‘It’s not just anyone, either.’ He stares at me and widens his eyes in a meaningful look. ‘It’s his brother.’




    I sigh. Why did I even bother trying to tell Col about this? Why do I bother trying to tell him anything? ‘Ali was on his break. He came back after.’




    ‘Oh right.’ Col is deflated but that lasts about a second till he comes up with another theory. ‘Okay then. Even better. It’s his wife.’




    ‘He’s not married.’




    Col grins at me like we’re playing some kind of a game and I’m giving him clues to solve. Listening is not one of his strong points.




    ‘His mother!’ He bounces on the sofa, sitting up now, pleased with himself. ‘Yeah. Like Omar Bates or something. Iranian Psycho.’ He sniggers and swills a mouthful of beer from the bottle in his hand.




    ‘You’re being childish.’ Col isn’t insulted, isn’t listening anyway. I realise that being childish is one of his strong points, then wonder if it could really be described as such. I used to see it as playful and imaginative, liked his sense of fun. Now that feeling is being pushed out and something else is rushing in to fill up the empty space. I look at him, still in the same place I left him when I went to work, one hand down the front of his stained tracky bottoms, scratching his balls. I’m tired. My feet ache and I smell like kebabs. Maybe I’m hungry too. There’s a half-eaten sausage roll on the table. I don’t fancy it, although I’ve been eating meat again for some months, having slipped out of vegetarianism like an inconvenient skin. One of many.




    ‘Oh god. No.’ He slams the bottle down on the cluttered coffee table, wipes some foam from his lips. ‘I’ve got it! It’s his own flesh. He’s cut it out of his thigh or his chest or something and he’s bleeding under his clothes the whole time he’s talking to you. Yeah.’ Col lies back down and sighs, pleased he’s solved my story to everyone’s satisfaction. It’s like I’m not even in the room any more. I’m starting to wish I wasn’t and am just getting up to leave when Col starts laughing and chokes on his beer, waving the bottle at the TV. Eventually he spits out, ‘It’s the only way he can get his meat into your mouth!’ before dissolving into helpless snorting giggles. I close my eyes, and the sound he’s making merges with the muffled grunts from the television.




    So, weighing it all up, I took the piece of meat off the edge of the knife with my fingers.




    ‘Careful. Very sharp knife.’




    It was about the size and shape of a strip of gum and that’s what I focused on as I popped it into my mouth and chewed. It was rich and dense but not fibrous, like super-concentrated paté. It wasn’t so bad. Just meat. I swallowed and tried a smile.




    ‘You going to tell me what it is now?’




    ‘Did you like it?’ Hamid was staring at me, his eyes greedy, looking me up and down like he expected something to happen, some kind of transformation.




    I shrug. ‘It was okay. What was it?’




    ‘Heart.’




    Generally I try not to guess at what’s going on behind Hamid’s eyes but right then I’d say it was a type of triumph, mixed with disgust.




    ‘Really?’ I ran my tongue over my teeth, picking up grains of ferric meaty residue.




    ‘Yes.’ He poked the remaining pieces on the grill, scooped another up with the knife and offered it to me.




    ‘From what? What animal?’




    He was looking at the meat, avoiding eye contact now. ‘Pig,’ he said, spitting out the single syllable like it might contaminate his mouth if he let it linger.




    ‘No, thanks.’ I try to keep my tone light, wondering all the same where Hamid got a pig’s heart from. And why. ‘I’m not really hungry. Why don’t you have it?’




    ‘I can’t eat that.’




    ‘Why not?’ I thought that as long as we concentrated on the reason he wasn’t eating it then maybe we could avoid discussing why he wanted me to.




    ‘If I eat this meat,’ he hesitated, put the knife down. ‘If a man puts this meat into his body, the blood from it will mix with his own blood and when it travels to his heart it will transform his heart to the heart of a pig.’




    ‘What about a woman?’




    He looked at me, his eyes glassy.




    ‘You said if a man puts this meat into his body. What happens to a woman?’




    He shrugged, dismissive, like it hardly mattered in that case.




    ‘Where did you get it from?’




    ‘Kevin. The butcher. When I buy the shop meat from him, sometimes he gives me things he has spare. Today it was this. I can’t eat it. But I thought, maybe you…’ he trailed off as if unsure himself what he thought, as if the urge to take and cook this thing for me, to have me consume it, was something beyond his conscious control.




    At that moment a customer pushed through the door, making the bell ring. Hamid flicked the remaining blackened scraps of meat from the grill into a paper wrapper and dropped it into the bin.




    The rest of the evening went by with a constant stream of customers. Ali came back from his break and the three of us worked steadily, the column of doner meat reducing as slice after slice was shaved off and deposited in dozens of pitta breads, topped with salad and chilli sauce. By the end of the night it was shaved down to the metal spit.




    Tidying up in the cellar after closing time with Hamid, the small space felt claustrophobic. He asked when me and Col were getting married.




    ‘Not right now.’




    ‘But you plan to marry?’




    I glanced over at him. He was standing gazing upwards, longingly through the hatch of the cellar, back into the bright light of the shop as if looking at sunshine from behind prison bars.




    He sighed and shook his head. ‘Women here…’ His face was sad and he looked at me with disappointment, his eyes asking how I could have let him down so badly.




    ‘People live together. It’s normal,’ I told him, bristling a little. ‘Gives them a chance to find out if they get on before having kids and all that. Even then, some couples never get married. It’s no big deal.’




    Hamid looked at me like I’d just told him the earth was flat. He reached one hand up towards the light. ‘In my country, a woman is like a flower.’




    I concentrated on gathering up some onions that had spilled out of a torn sack. I cast around for something, maybe some tape, to repair the rip and realised Hamid was looking at me, expecting a response.




    ‘Oh?’ The cellar walls contracted and I strained to hear the sound of Ali moving around upstairs, cleaning down the grills and mopping the floor.




    ‘Once she is plucked,’ Hamid made a mid-air snatching motion with his outstretched hand and stared into my eyes, ‘she dies.’ He shrugged and turned away sorrowfully, started moving boxes around.




    I wanted to ask him what he meant by that. Did he really believe I should just get on with it and die? My face grew hot. I felt my blood spewing through my veins, the pig blood working its way deeper in toward my centre, pushing fast in and out of my heart, the muscle swelling, coarsening, becoming an animal thing.




    I undress and look at myself in the bedroom mirror. White flesh, raw on my bones. I drag an old t-shirt over my head and slide under the sheets. The sweaty soundtrack from the living room oozes through the crack in the door, punctuated by the tight pop of released air when Col opens another beer. The creak of the couch as he settles back down.




    I can’t sleep. The clock says 3.30am. I’ve been lying in bed for an hour, listening to the roar of blood in my ears. The blind pumping machinery of my heart, dense and dark, convulsing, the blood forced this way then that, under pressure from both sides.




    I need to be moving. I throw off the sheets and pull my clothes back on, deciding to go for a walk. There’s only an hour or so before dawn. In the living room, Col is sprawled with his mouth open, snoring. The TV is fuzzed with static, giving out a low whispering breath, like a never-ending exhalation.




    Outside the sky is already lightening to the colour of a fading bruise, the air hanging cool and still, passive in the path of the coming day. I walk for maybe an hour through deserted streets, silent but for the drum of a thousand beating muscles behind stone walls, on and on, working while their owners sleep. I keep walking, my steps falling into rhythm with them, the world throbbing hypnotically under my feet.




    There’s an angry squeal of rubber on tarmac, followed by the blast of a car horn and I realise I’m in the middle of the road. I raise my hands in apology to the driver. He’s right up against his windscreen shouting, spit spraying from his mouth onto the glass. I back away, keeping an eye on him just in case he’s thinking about getting out of his car. And that’s when I make the same mistake again, jumping back onto the traffic island just in time. The truck stops right next to me, blocking my path and lets out a furious hiss like a red-hot pan dropped into water.




    The truck is huge with slatted sides. It smells of shit and something worse. The driver leans out of his window. ‘Wake up, doll. I nearly had you there!’




    I mutter my apologies and he disappears back inside.




    From the body of the truck comes the scrape of shuffling feet. Through a gap in the side I see movement in the dark and suddenly a snout is pressed to the gap, wet and trembling, desperately snuffling the free air. Asking: are we here? Is this the place? It’s so close I could touch it, this breathing, questioning thing. The truck rumbles and shakes as the driver throws it back into gear. The snout disappears back into the gloom but in its place comes an eye the colour of blood, framed by white eyelashes and creased pink skin. The pig looks right at me. It sees me and it knows. It knows I don’t have the answer either.




    The truck moves away, huffing exhaust fumes into the early morning air.




    I know the slaughterhouse is nearby. Before long that heart will be silenced. The taste of it rises to my mouth like betrayal. I walk in the opposite direction, cross the road and sink down onto the low wall outside a supermarket. Delivery vans trundle into the car park, past a trough of parched geraniums and round to the back doors. The weight in my chest grows heavier and I think of the pig, freed from the truck, skidding unsteadily down the ramp to the holding pens, blinded by the sudden light that lies between.


  




  

    What Remains




    Standing by the sink in his kitchen, Marvin ran his hand under the cold tap until his finger bones ached like the roots of bad teeth. Was this to be the next thing then? Reduced to making tepid cups of tea to save himself from injury at his own shaking hand. He dabbed it dry with a cloth and examined the damage. There was a red scald the shape of Africa on the back of his left hand and it was beginning to hurt.




    He looked out at the other houses lit in a golden haze from the streetlights. In the small upstairs bedroom of the house opposite, the pacing silhouette of a woman with a baby circled in the muted yellow light, round and round, like a sleepy goldfish. He pushed the window open a crack and listened to the child’s cries rising and falling; a tiny human siren protesting the night.




    Some days Marvin passed the mother in the street, her hair unwashed, narrow shoulders hunched. She looked like the stroller was the only thing holding her up. He’d offered to help her with her groceries once but she’d looked at him as if he’d volunteered to tap dance naked, and hurried into her house. Perhaps she didn’t speak English. Considering how rarely folks around here spoke to each other these days, for all he knew they could each be speaking their own private languages.




    Marvin didn’t sleep a whole lot anymore. The small hours often found him in the kitchen, making tea to take back to bed. He still lay on the left-hand side. The right retained Kath’s shape, and although she hadn’t filled it for over a decade now, when he woke with the scent of her around his face, the taste of her on his lips, he would reach into the empty space and find her gone all over again. After forty years together, what was left now but to miss her?




    There was no point going back to the States. There was nothing there for him anymore, not even a decent cup of tea. At least here he could feel he was still with Kath, surrounded by what remained. This house. These memories. She used to joke he was her war bride. Instead of the pair of them shipping off to the States when they’d married after the war, she’d convinced him to make the move to her side of the Atlantic. Not that he’d put up much of a fight. He’d have moved to Timbuktu if that was what she’d wanted. They’d had a good life together. Children hadn’t come along, which was a sadness, but they’d always had each other.




    Sometimes the lack was like a great ragged hole in his guts, other times it was worse. He hadn’t believed he could miss her more until yesterday when, for a whole horrifying minute, he had completely forgotten her name.




    The memory gaps were happening more often now. At least he thought they were, but how could he know for sure? He shook his head as he set the kettle to boil again. Stood to reason, if he could recall that his memory was bad, then it couldn’t be so bad as all that. It was a little patchy, that was all. No big deal.




    He sat at the kitchen table with a fresh cup of tea and picked up the envelope from the council. It contained details of the home help they were sending to his house. He’d told them he didn’t need any help, thank you kindly. Didn’t want some do-gooder poking around his kitchen, prying in his fridge, handling things. He could manage just fine.




    When the gas main exploded under number thirty-six, flinging slates, bricks and assorted debris high into the night sky, winking across the stars to land in the back gardens and hedges of neighbouring houses, Marvin looked up.




    On the heels of the initial boom of the explosion, the low growl and crackle of fire breathed through his open window. He got up from the table, walked towards the window and blinked slowly. Perhaps the street would be back to normal when he opened his eyes, but when he did, he found himself looking straight into the face of the woman across the street. Both her and the baby were staring straight back at him, framed in their window, while fire splashed lurid orange light over the houses.




    Lights were going on up and down the street now. People were emerging, bewildered in their nightclothes, stumbling over slippers; drawn towards the fire, they still looked to each other and raised their hands to their mouths, hoping someone else would know what to do. Marvin pulled on his bathrobe and went outside. The crowd milled and clustered, and stepped over the smouldering remnants of exploded house strewn around the street. He was standing at the edge of the crowd when he felt a tug at his sleeve. The baby giggled and tugged again, his chubby hand clasped a handful of Marvin’s bathrobe while his mother was busy talking to a woman with long grey braids wearing a Mickey Mouse t-shirt. Marvin held out a finger and the baby grasped and pulled it towards his mouth.




    ‘Hungry are you, buddy?’ he asked the baby conspiratorially. ‘That what keeps you up at night?’ At the sound of his voice, the mother turned her head towards him and narrowed her eyes. ‘I always see your light on,’ Marvin smiled. She didn’t respond. ‘Your bedroom light,’ he said, wondering again if she spoke English. She raised her eyebrows and drew her baby towards her. ‘Not that I’m watching you or anything,’ Marvin raised his hands in a gesture of reassurance. ‘Nothing like that.’ As the woman backed away to the other side of the crowd, he heard the lonely howl of approaching sirens, drawing closer.




    The fire engines blasted into the street, a controlled explosion of red paint and blue lights, scattering the residents before them. Firefighters jumped out wearing dayglo jackets and helmets with visors. The police arrived and set about crowd control.




    ‘Move back, please. For your own protection. Stay back.’ A kid in uniform herded them across the street, away from the burning building. ‘Sorry,’ he told them, ‘you can’t return to your homes just yet but if you’ll be patient, we’ll let you know as soon as it’s safe.’




    Finding himself entangled in the docile shuffling of the crowd, Marvin fought his way clear. There must be something he could do to help. Where were the couple that had lived at number 36? Perhaps they were wandering around somewhere dazed and lost, disoriented from the shock, or injured so badly they couldn’t move or call out. Someone should be trying to find them. He set off, looking into gardens, around sheds and behind bushes. The cold air poked chill fingers into the folds of his bathrobe and he realised with a familiar dismay that he needed to go, and soon. It was bad enough at his age without the cold, and it sure wasn’t helping. He glanced around. He needed to find somewhere quickly.




    Marvin edged around a box hedge into a deserted front garden and found a good dark corner. As he stood there, sighing with relief, he looked up at the smoke drifting past the stars. The folks from number thirty-six had likely been blown up and burnt during the explosion and could even be floating by, within those clouds.
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