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WINTER






Arrhythmia



Dave carries his girlfriend in the left-hand breast pocket of his shirt, thinking – for he is a thoughtful man – that she’ll find the steady rhythm of his heart comforting.


In the early days, she used to pummel him with her dainty fists, little bursts of energy banging out messages he couldn’t decipher. Instead, he pretended it was her heartbeat; blindly seeking his own comfort.


As the days grow shorter and colder, they live in silence. His heartbeat is muffled by knitted layers. She sleeps most of the day, fists clenched, and still hugging her knees to her body for warmth.





The Monthly Checker (part I)



Because I had grown up here, amidst these fields and people, it fell to me to check the barns and outhouses of the farms for things, or people, that shouldn’t be there.


On the first of the month, I would go to the Brauns; on the second, the Müllers; on the third the Hubers; until I had completed the monthly cycle again. All through the war.


I suppose doing it that way it’s possible they knew I was coming, could move or hide things, or people, but I don’t suppose they would’ve dared.


I certainly never found anything, nor anyone.





Doppelgänger



I almost didn’t see the you who wasn’t you.


I was walking past the outdoor tables of the French café, and just at the last second, I caught a familiar hand gesture, and I looked again.


It couldn’t have been you though, my love, because your other hand was clasping the hand of the woman opposite.


Your heads were too close. She was laughing, that abandoned laughing you do when you’re totally in the moment, totally in love.


I walked on, heels tapping out a staccato rhythm, as I no longer wanted to look at the you who wasn’t you.





At Sea



Darkness descends and my wait begins.


On tiptoes I peer out of the back window of the house, scanning the swell of the waves, looking for a speck of colour in the shape of my husband’s fishing boat.


When we met, in a pub delicately balanced on the cliffs, he romanced me with stories of his trade. I wanted him, to be a part of him, for our children to grow up like him. The reality is that he is at sea more often than on land.


Will he return again tonight or finally, inevitably, be claimed by the sea?





Left Hanging



Whenever I phone the benefits office, I have pen and paper ready because if I don’t take notes, I’ll forget what I need to do.


I’m told that my benefits will be cut at the end of the month. My mind ricochets between my incomings and outgoings.


‘Fuck,’ I say.


‘I have a couple of suggestions,’ the advisor says.


I’d forgotten she was there.


After we hang up, I look down at my ‘to do’ list.


- use food banks


- use candles instead of lights


- soak feet in bowl of warm water and mustard, as a pamper treatment





Inspection Day



‘Dan, you know what day it is today, don’t you?’


He glances at the corner of his computer screen and carries on typing. ‘The twenty-third. Why?’


‘That means we’re being inspected today.’


The clacking of keys stops. ‘What? Today?’


‘Yes,’ I nod.


‘I’m not ready. Are you?’


‘Of course not. You can never be ready.’


‘What should we do?’


‘Just carry on working until they get here. And hope for the best.’


Silence descends. It is cold, like marble, with black lines of tension running through it. Everyone in the open plan office stands, heads bowed.


‘They’re here,’ I whisper.





Murder, Suicide or Both



If only we lived in America. I could wander into a supermarket, buy a gun, and put a bullet through his skull. Bang. What can I do here in good ol’ Blighty? Knife or poison. A knife would never work. I’d probably miss the major artery and he’d stab me to death instead. So, poison it is.


I dish up, one portion bigger than the other, and sprinkle sodium cyanide carefully and evenly over one. After putting the plates on the table, he takes one look at them, snorts, and swaps them around. My heart pounds.


We both start eating.





Mother Tongue



Before: she loved reading, when the curves, dots and dashes on the page spoke to her.


Before: she read to her own children, every night before bed.


Before: she taught other people’s children how to read.


Before she fled her fatherland under a hazy night sky; before she spent weeks, then months, in a camp trying to feed her children, trying to stop them from getting sick; before she was deposited in an alien country and sounds were hurled at her, sounds that meant nothing; before she could no longer read the words, not to herself, nor to her children.





Recording Temperatures in Earth’s Thermosphere



As Bathsheba filled in the logbook for the penultimate time, she wondered how life back on earth had changed in her absence. Despite having been up here two years, three months, and ten days, pulling herself from one section of the spaceship to another, legs trailing horizontally behind her, she had never tired of it – unlike the others. They had started counting down months ago.
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