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AN EXTRACT FROM


Malcolm Orange Disappears


Jan Carson





The children of Jefferson, Oklahoma had been flying for longer than folks had been remembering. Down the generations their legends, improbable as Old Testament plagues, had been faithfully recorded in vellum-bound scrapbooks and passed from one deathbed confessional to the next. None of the residents of Jefferson could remember a time before the flying children. In Jefferson, children had always flown though flight was not an absolute given. With the blessed exception of twins and triplets, a family could only expect one winged child per generation. The emergence of a second newborn sporting a set of stubby, soon-to-be feathered protrusions was ample cause for speculation regarding its paternity.


The town’s elders – including, over the years, a discerning gaggle of silver-haired Lutheran clergymen, two Anglicans and a solitary Jesuit priest (unpopular enough to pronounce Oklahoma unconvertible and retreat, in a matter of months, to the papist sanctuary of inner-city Chicago) had yet to deliver judgment on this peculiar phenomenon. Whilst it was gravely noted that the Angels of the Lord were winged to facilitate eternal hovering about the Almighty’s throne, it was also noted that Satan himself had once been equipped with a pair of flying wings. For two centuries the people of Jefferson debated, prayerfully and under influence of strong liquor, the age-old question, more pertinent with the disappearance of each flying child: were they peculiarly blessed, peculiarly cursed, or as the oldest and wisest dared to suggest, caught in Job’s headlock, cursed to be supremely blessed and blessed to be supremely cursed?


Afraid of becoming a spectacle, all but the senile and halfwit cousins knew not to speak of such splintered miracles outside the Jefferson city limits. However, in the name of necessity, Jefferson’s flying children twice sacrificed their anonymity for the greater good.


During the Civil War years the children were recruited alongside the adult soldiers, scuttling between one Union safe hold and the next with notes and candy and double-wrapped pouches of gunpowder tucked into their stockings; anything to encourage the boys at the frontline. On July 7th, 1863 they hung low in the marl-grey sky over Honey Springs, tucking scuffed knees to chins as they struggled to avoid stray bullets. The flying children, many of whom were too small to understand the complexities of Union versus Confederate, rode the thermals, graceful as turtle doves as they peered through the gunpowder clouds, audience to an unholy playground skirmish. And when an untimely summer downpour left the Confederate gunpowder barrels damp as river sand, they swooped low, replenishing the Union stocks with pockets full of bone-dry powder. Later, when the battle was won and Cooper’s boys lay disarmed and bloody on Indian land, they flew home carrying news of Union triumph like fresh feathers for their infant wings. They had little clue which side they belonged to for both armies were as black, white and sleek-haired brown as their own mottled ranks. They flew for dimes and boiled candy and the darkling suspicion that the grownups depended upon them.


Almost eighty years later a handful of flying children – seven in total; six boys and a solitary, blunt-banged girl – were drafted, without permission or proper understanding, into the European war effort. A punt-faced commander, having caught a rumor of flying children as it circulated round the bunk houses at Fort Sill, arrived in Jefferson, Oklahoma early in the morning of Christmas Day 1941. Promising a smorgasbord of festive blessings – an Ivy League education for every Jefferson child, a new schoolhouse, various larger items of farm equipment and the safe return of every child – he talked the townsfolk into lending seven children for the war effort. ‘It’s like this kids,’ he yelled at the terrified children as they lurched and sniffled their way back to Fort Hill in an army Jeep. ‘That bastard Hitler is frying littl’uns younger than you lot and gassing old folks and doing Lord only knows what experiments on mutants like you. Quit your sniveling. You should be thankful for a chance to help cut that SOB down.’


Trailing the troop ships across the Atlantic, the flying children soon forgot Jefferson. They looped the stratosphere, swinging low to brush the bearded undulations of the waves and, like Noah’s raven, returned by night to sleep as kidney beans curled together in one of the ship’s many lifeboats. Only the highest in command had been informed of their existence. The ordinary soldiers, many of whom had never before crossed state lines, excused the children when they appeared in telescopes and binocular sights as strange birds, peculiar to the continental drift.


The children reveled in the open sky. They flew like fighter pilots and dined like demigods on tinned fruit and Hershey bars. Recalling the claustrophobic fields and streets of Jefferson, Oklahoma, they could only conclude that their parents were selfish creatures, denying them the full breadth of their prodigal wings. By the time they hit Europe all seven children had lost their instinct to return home.


The ships docked in Belfast on January 26th, 1942, and while the regular troops trooped through the city exploring the public houses and dance halls, the children made darting, exploratory flights through the Glens of Antrim and the Newry Hills, thrilled by the jungling foliage and lush greens. Accustomed to the flat Oklahoma plains, everything seemed damp, pocket-sized and saturated in color. Such a small island, the children mused, no bigger than a single state. Yet this tiny teaspoonful of a tiny continent served to whet their appetites for further adventures. In the early days Europe felt like a homecoming for the children. The streets ran thick with mythical stories: monsters, angels, immortal beings. For one short instance the flying children felt almost acceptable. America was a youngster, too efficient to argue after unbelievable legends. No one had ever celebrated the children for their oddities. Huddling for the night in barns and rural barracks, they began to speak healing words over each other, ‘lucky’ and ‘blessed’ and ‘terribly, terribly fortunate’; the squat syllables rocking them into deep, satisfying sleep.


It was only many months later, flying low over Dachau and Buchenwald and Auschwitz, that the children came to understand the dark mission which had drawn them so far from home. They began to re-imagine their parents as saints and prophets; their small, suffocating town, a haven of quiet sense. Eyes full of impossible suffering, they hid behind their camera lenses, snapping children, adults and old people reduced to bone and paper. Each silent flight became an opportunity to repent. No longer blessed, no longer lucky, no longer baptized by good, good fortune, the children grew heavier with every sad mission. Afterwards, without consulting, two of the seven attempted to claw themselves free of their wings. A third, under the mistaken assumption that this might instigate blindness, rubbed vinegar in her own eyes. All but the child given to localized hysterics lost the ability to laugh audibly. All sacrificed their teenage years, tripping straight from child to adult. There were sights and smells so horrific they could never be flown away from.


The war ruined the people of Jefferson, Oklahoma. When the prodigal seven were returned, unceremoniously dumped from a speeding Landrover, they spiraled into the backfields like wilted sycamore seeds, too limp-winged and exhausted to soar. Over the coming weeks these children seemed to shrivel into themselves. They suffered from nightmares and panic attacks, dry skin and migraine headaches. Though fully capable of flight they had no appetite for the heavens. For years they dragged their unfurled wings behind them, shameful things drooping like the living room curtains from each shoulder. These children amounted to nothing and passed away in early adulthood, too tired to rise in a world so unbearably heavy. The mothers and fathers kicked themselves for their stupidity. They took up arms and rebuilt their defenses. Jefferson, Oklahoma became a cold shoulder for strangers, a safe hold for its own.


The town adapted to its flying children. Trampolines and straw-stuffed mattresses bloomed at regular intervals along the High Street, rain-soaked and ready to cushion the faltering infant fliers. The schoolhouse went unroofed for generations. Impervious to the odd Oklahoma downpour, the classroom ceiling was removed to save the grazed heads and bruised wings of those children too sky sung to keep their seats for an entire lesson. Younger children, not yet capable of controlling their flighty urges, were often corralled, bound to their bunk beds with belts and laces for their own safety. Locally, such behavior was considered more prudent than cruel. The modern world, even the idle armpit of Oklahoma, was not best suited to flying children. Dangers lurked in the eaves of taller buildings and overhanging trees. Tragic tales were passed like good luck charms from one generation to the next, keeping even the most formidable kids local and grounded long after the migratory urges kicked in.


Telegraph wires, the children were told, had been outlawed in 1948 after the untimely death of a local teenager. The effeminate fourth-born of Jefferson’s only practicing butcher had been burdened at birth with a pair of full-formed wings and the unfortunate name of Frances Farley. (This name, though not particularly ridiculous in and of itself, was unfortunate by association for it was also his mother’s name which she, desperate for a daughter and just turned forty-two, had decided to bestow upon her fourth son.)


By his seventh birthday Frances Farley could fly for up to three hours unaided. On warm afternoons he hovered above the county high school’s gym hall, spying on the older boys as they sweated into their vests and wrestling leotards. Later, when a testosterone spurt turned him particularly bold, he began to favor the changing room skylights where for up to an hour at a time he watched their naked torsos and buttocks surf the shower room steam like lumbering, pink-skinned gorillas. On such occasions Frances Farley was a teeter-totter torn between rapture and Christian consequence. Though he had no desire to emulate the ordinary, young Frances knew better than to speak of such dark pleasures. His brothers – three brutish lads with feet like backyard anchors – repulsed him with their talk of God and next-door girls and bloody, butchering futures. Frances Farley was built for higher things. He flew to court the angel’s share; to shirk the parched reality of butcher brothers and Jefferson, Oklahoma. Even in flight the town dragged on his heels, holding him captive by skylights and uncurtained windows; one part angel, two parts teenage boy.


His parents knew nothing of Frances’s expeditions. Having birthed three perfectly ordinary, unwinged sons, his mother presumed Frances’s solitude a natural side-effect of flight. The boy’s feminine affectations went unnoticed in a house where the manly stench of meat and cleaver made even his slight-hipped mother seem faintly masculine. Frances Farley did his best to fake an interest in steak and football. He intended to grow a moustache before the people of Jefferson grew suspicious. The mustache never surfaced. During one of his afternoon excursions, preoccupied by desire and a growing sense of curdling guilt (having lately found himself attracted to the middle-aged man who mowed his father’s lawns), Frances Farley flew straight into a telegraph wire, became entangled and hung himself by the neck in full view of his three older brothers.


The implications were twofold. Watching from the meeting house steps as they paced the dead hour between baseball practice and midweek Bible study, all three elder brothers spontaneously lost their faith. In the coming years butchery would serve as substitute religion in the Farley household. Meanwhile, every resident in a six-mile radius simultaneously lost telephone service for over an hour as the authorities untangled and removed the twisted remains of Frances Farley. To this day Frances Farley’s legacy remains as a permanent kink in the wires operating the home telephones of Jefferson, Oklahoma. Half curse, half blessing; this almost unnoticeable knot automatically censors away all the villagers’ talk of miracles, both domestic and divine.


The people of Jefferson, Oklahoma could never settle on the issue of flying children. To glory in the unrestrained beauty of a swooping, looping child was one thing. To lose that child to the wider skies, another thing entirely. The parents of Jefferson lived in constant dread of the moment, around the age of twelve or thirteen, when their children would begin to flirt with the dead air around the city limits. Questions as innocuous as, ‘is New York really that big?’ and ‘how wide is the Atlantic ocean?’ would take on a peculiarly sinister significance as the children became aware of a world beyond their backyard fence. By the time their sixteenth birthdays rolled round, all but the most timid had migrated; west to California, east to the big city, far, far away to over ocean countries and continents torn from the pages of the children’s encyclopedia. Flying children did not return. Neither were they inclined to write home or, when the advent of telephones made such communication possible, call on birthdays or anniversaries. Flying children were temporary creatures like wasps or blue bottles, born for a single season of flight and suddenly lost.


The mothers of Jefferson, Oklahoma were not like other American mothers. They loved their children harder and faster than most, squeezing extra birthdays, extra treats and memories into their sixteen short years. Their hearts, when examined by scientific men with scalpels and microscopes, were around one-third thicker and more elastic than any American heart previously examined in laboratory conditions. Jefferson mothers were long-suffering women who lost in public, grieved in private and never once blamed God for all his jealous takings.

















AN EXTRACT FROM


Beatsploitation


Kevin Curran





Right, so I’m doing a class on Jay-Z and Alex Turner with my transition years. They’re doing their Leaving in two years so I’ve a bit of scope to do some doss classes – do what they wanna do, or at least let them believe they’re doing what they wanna do. Some South Bank Show or BBC documentary on Jay-Z has perked up my interest in him. I’m eager to see what’s made his music so popular and his reputation so fierce. And then Alex Turner is just quality, so getting opinions on why the Arctic Monkeys are so popular will be useful too. There’s something fresh about Turner’s lyrics. The Arctic Monkeys are the real deal, and all the kids – the downloaders – love them.


Besides, I don’t see the point in busting my head against a brick wall trying to decode someone’s expression of beauty written through some irrelevant form they’ve no time for. Literature should expand minds, not numb them.


With this in mind, I’ve got the lyrics for ‘Riot Van’ on one side of the sheet, and three quarters of the lyrics for ‘99 Problems’ on the other side. Twenty-six copies have been handed out. I’ve blacked out the swear words and all the ‘niggas’ just in case Jay-Z’s words get into the wrong hands outside class. I don’t wanna be done for pedalling filth or being a racist, of all things.


But of course the first thing they say is, ‘Why’d ye get rid of the swear words sir?’ and, ‘Dat’s stoopid – we know what the words you’ve scribbled over are,’ and they start laughing and reading out the sentences with the blacked out words and filling in the gaps themselves, so there’s ten ‘niggas’ being shouted all over the room – and the rest.


I settle them down and tell them why I chose the two artists: ‘Some of you lads asked me to.’ They don’t twig I’m lying. A few voices say ‘yeah’ and things go quiet and I get going. Any insight into what’s new now will help me get some ideas. The Terrors are out of touch with new trends and styles. What we think is cutting edge they probably see as ancient. Things move so fast now. A&R know this. I need to know what can make us fresh again.


‘We’ll start with the lyrics for “Riot Van”,’ I say and there’s murmers from Jordan and Ayub and Tunde.


‘Why the white man have to go first?’ one of them says. I laugh it off – they do too. But there’s always that undertone, even if it’s just a stupid remark, changing the dynamics of the group. The laughter dies out. The silence is loaded with twenty-odd minds concentrating on the question.


We fly through Alex Turner’s lyrics and I play the song on the Mac through these little speakers. The sound’s soaked up by all the bodies. The song is a typical indie guitar one – boring. The lyrics are straightforward and insightful though, as one of the kids says: ‘They’re just havin a few cans an the cops stop them.’ So I move on to Jay-Z, the black marks sticking out like brail on the page, and read the first two verses. I’m lost on some of the words.


‘Zapitoes? Am I pronouncing that right? What are they?’


Ciaran puts his hand up, ‘Zapatos. Zap-A-Toes, sir,’ he shouts over the banter. ‘He has holes in his zapatos. Shoes.’


I nod.


‘Cool. Thanks.’


Something else isn’t clear either though.


‘And GAT patrol?’


Shoulders shrug.


‘What’s this sir,’ Ayub says, ‘who’s meant to be teaching who?’ If what he said wasn’t so uncomfortably true I’d nail him, but I play it cool and laugh with the rest of the class like he’s being ridiculous. Andrew though, the Droog, doesn’t laugh. He’s up the front, the seat beside him empty, yawning and shaking his head.


I need to get to the point.


‘So what’s the thing that makes Jay-Z so popular? What makes him stand out from the crowd out there?’


Most of them are talking amongst themselves, ignoring me, making their own jokes.


‘Race,’ Geoff says, his seat leaning back against the wall, swinging with the arrogance of youth, thinking he knows everything, ‘the way he talks about the problem of race in contemporary American society.’


‘Fair enough,’ I say, ‘but how?’


‘Well,’ Geoff says, like a professor or something, with his West-Brit accent, ‘Jay-Z asks the policeman is it because he’s black that he’s been stopped. So they’re thinking about the colour of their skin.’


‘Okay.’


The noise dips.


‘And,’ he says, a smug smile appearing with the silence and respect his answer is getting, ‘Alex Turner’s song is just about being smart with the police.’
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