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An ambulance racketing at four o’clock through fairy-lit Finchley made late shoppers jump back from the curb as it stopped outside the butcher’s shop in North Pole Road. The crew pushed through a small crowd in the doorway to find a white-faced boy sitting on a chair nursing a huge hand wrapped in bloody swabbing cloths, while two butchers crawled frantically through the sawdust.


“It’s no use. It must have gone in the mincer like I said,” said one, straightening up.


“He chopped off his finger and we can’t find it,” he explained to the ambulance crew who were supporting the stricken boy to his feet.


“Mincer, mincer,” ran through the crowd like a flame.


“Get the mincer,” said an ambulance man.


“Empty,” replied the butcher mournfully.


“What do you mean, empty? Every sec’s vital, you know.”


“There was a customer here when it happened, Mick was serving him when the cleaver slipped, so I thought I’d better finish his order for him. I must have accidentally knocked his finger in with the meat. It could have happened to anyone.”


He seemed upset by the intrusion of alien meat and blood and sank on to the chair vacated by Mick.


“You find that finger,’ said the ambulance man, jabbing his own menacingly, “and get it round the Whittington Casualty right away.”


The butcher’s pate bubbled with panic. They left, and the butchers heard the siren shrieking all the way down the High Road as they bent their tonsured heads once more into the sawdust.


John put the wet paper of mince on his uncle’s kitchen table and went upstairs to see if his cold was any better. Although many wires ended in frayed bunches and broken filaments tinkled in dead bulbs, the house was lit by water, glass and pale growths. A herd of etiolated antlers started from a box of seed potatoes in the hall; veteran eggs crumbled in water-glass, ready to burst like evil puffballs at a touch; a picture of John’s mother had slid behind a tank, and fish swam in and out of her eyes and mouth and shook the interstices of her hat. A dusty fox and two hares were the ignoble trophies that stared from the walls of the hall, their glass eyes signalling amber through a pall of dust as John went up to Cecil’s room.


“How are you feeling now?”


“Weak as water.”


“Oh dear. Well, I’ve brought something to keep your strength up, which I’ll go and cook now. I’ve got a proposition to put to you afterwards.”


He bared his teeth nervously and withdrew his head. Cecil drew out a copy of Exchange and Mart from his army blanket, placed a square of chocolate to marinate on his tongue and awaited the scent of food.


Downstairs, his stomach shaking in memory of the accident but wanting food, John stuck a bunch of spaghetti in one of Cecil’s black pots and poured the mince, with herbs, salt and pepper and a tin of tomatoes, into another pot, set it on a low gas and sat down to read the evening paper.


A reeking strip of towel hung from a nail in the bathroom door; Cecil wiped his face on it. He was wearing a bald brown dressing gown and his bare feet had churned to mud the pool of slopped water under the basin; the bath’s iron legs splayed on the floor, pale ships undulated on plastic curtains at the window. He padded out, tying a tie loosely around his robe, huge white head slightly shaking, and then slid one swaying calf after the other down the stairs. He tottered in and poked at the wild white drowned hair of the spaghetti.


“This is done.”


John drained it and poured on the sauce. Cecil was already seated at the table, knife and fork alert.


“Lovely grub,” he said, spooning in a piece of tomato that slipped over his mottled lip. He removed a transparent sliver from his mouth and placed it at the side of his plate.


“Piece of gristle.”


John averted his eyes, tried to force a forkful of food past the apprehension in his throat, felt something hard in his mouth, removed it surreptitiously and pushed away his plate.


“I’ll have it,” said Cecil, tipping the contents of the plate on to his own.


“Thought you were as weak as water.”


“Don’t want me to stay that way do you?” licking the back of his spoon. “I have to keep my strength up. Best not overdo it first day up, though.” His straggly white feet crawled into his slippers and thence upstairs.


The front doorbell rang and someone beat on the stained glass birds.


John opened the door.


“Well, thank the Lord it’s you!” said the butcher on the doorstep. “My mate thought you was heading for here—he’s seen you before. Where’s that mince you bought just now? Just after the accident.”


“Mince?”


John’s heart clenched like a fist.


“Come on mate, let’s have it. It’s a matter of life and death!”


Had he poisoned Cecil? Would the house be his?


“Why, what was wrong with it?”


“There’s only that young kid’s finger in there, that’s all. So let’s have it. I’ve got to get it around to the hospital right away.”


A transparent sliver of gristle pierced John’s throat.


“Finger?” he said. “What are you on about? I’ve just given that mince to the dog and there certainly wasn’t any finger in it. I hope,” he added with a laugh that hurt his face.


“There must have been. Let’s have a look at the dog’s plate. They can graft it back if they get it quick enough.”


“Licked as clean as a bone I’m afraid,” said John, repelling the desperate butcher’s invasion of the door.


“What you feeding your dog on mince for anyway? That meat’s for human consumption only, you know. We’re entitled not to serve you if you’re buying it for animals. There’s people starving, you know.”


“It’s no good. There’s no finger here. Good night.”


He managed to push the door shut against the butcher but his voice came through the letter box.


“Funny sort of dog that don’t come to the door when a stranger calls!”


John sank on to the bottom stair with his head on his knees, his arm pressing a band of swirling red amoebae across his eyes. Horror began to ooze into his brain. He ran upstairs and found a few drops of disinfectant in a bottle in the bathroom cabinet, filled it with water and shuddering drank it to the bitter dregs. Then he bit off a long worm of toothpaste and ran down to the front door, out and along the road after the distraught butcher, who was hunting hopelessly in the gutter.


“Just a minute,” shouted John. “If there was anything I could do I would. I saw the accident, but that’s all. I never saw the finger once it left his hand.” Panic frothed through his teeth.


The words bounced off the butcher’s back. John went in. He threw the tomato tin into the coal-scuttle that stood evacuating rubbish into the fender, it rolled off the top and John took it and the remains of the spaghetti and carried them out to the dustbins.


A lush mulch covered the bases of the dustbins overflowing with soiled straw, nail-clippings, spaghetti, bones, bloody paper, glossy curls, shreds and shards of Cecil. John lifted the lid with averted eyes, and shook the spaghetti bolognese in on top and dropped the tin after and it rolled over and smeared its jagged mouth with the meat, and he went back to the house.


The moon had risen and bleating came from a silvery greenhouse in the garden.


John took half a cabbage and a bowl of water and walked humbly down the icy path to Cecil’s goat Pickles. Four years ago the bottom half of Cecil’s pajamas had blown off the line and the goat had been suspected of eating it. Cecil propagated the idea that she was always getting into scrapes; hence the name. The nearest the old goat got to pickles now was maceration in her shed, as she stood year after year hopelessly lactating into the sodden straw.


John sat on the edge of Cecil’s lumpy flock mattress and began to roll a little ball of fluff along the army blanket.


“I gave the goat some food.”


“Not too much, I hope—she’s not getting much exercise.”


“You mean you haven’t let her out for days. The shed was a cesspool and she was starving—her water bowl was frozen over.”


“What could I do? I couldn’t leave my bed. My water bowl could have been frozen for all anyone cared.”


“I’m here, aren’t I?”


“Yes, and I wonder why. You said you wanted to ask me a favor?”


“I said I wanted to put a proposition to you.”


“Synonymous in your case I’m afraid. Dissolve two Disprins for me, please.”


The Milk-of-Magnesia-coated spoon rattled in the cloudy glass. John wanted to ram it into Cecil’s snout, but handed it to him.


“I’ll be going then, if there’s nothing more you want.”


“Just a minute, John. You know I’d like to help you, whatever it is. Not money I hope?”


“Worse.”


“A girl?”


“What would I want with girls? We’ve got to get out of our flat tonight and we’ve nowhere to go.”


“Of course you’ve got somewhere to go.”


“But we haven’t, that’s the point.”


“Have you no lonely old uncles who would like nothing better than to have you and Marguerite and the children to stay?”


“Oh … Cecil.”


“There’s one very strict condition, though. Do you agree to abide by it? Otherwise I’m afraid you cannot darken my door.”


“I’m in no position to,” muttered John.


“The condition is, that you don’t move out of my house until after Christmas at the earliest.”


“Done,” shouted John, clasping Cecil’s venous hand. “I’ll see you later tonight—we’ll all see you! And thank you. I don’t know how to thank you! We’ll make it the best Christmas we’ve ever had!”


He was down at the bus stop looking at a shop window when he saw his reflection smiling, and the word “cannibal” bounced back at him off the plate glass, removing his smile. He looked farther down the road and saw the butcher’s shop was shuttered. He decided to walk to East Finchley Station, fearing that every passerby was a witness from the shop.


The houses in North Pole Road gradually got meaner until they tailed off into the betting shop, where John had met his agonizing face, with the regulation colored plastic strip curtain across the door, a locked launderette with a notice on the window saying CLOSED, BOILER EXPLODED and a shop called MOONLIGHT TRADING CO. with a few brass peacocks and toy dead skin animals and corrupting green bracelets in the window, and a mothy sari spreading gray gauzy wings across the grimy glass. A factory stood back from the road, a patch of waste ground used by its employees as a car park, a large welfare center comprising several clinics, and the last building visible against the white sky before the road bent to the north, a square red-brick building blazing electric light onto the lawns in front where seagulls walked on the glassy grass. Inside, white sparkling pillars rose to a glass ceiling, the entrance was at the back and was flanked on one side by a ceramic sheep deep in daisies and on the other by a red and white cow ruminating over gutters running with blood. Three young mothers swung by their feet from hooks, blood and viscera slopped from their cut throats and were hosed away by a man in white wellingtons. A new arrival came up the ramp and through a gate, looked around uncertainly, a mallet thudded on its skull, throat was cut, skin peeled off to reveal a red and white silk undergarment, edible parts tossed on one pile, hooves and horns clattered to the floor, to end eventually as jellies, like the glossy black currant castle that shivered beneath the spoon at the party at which John’s two children Emily and Ivan were guests.


Beyond the abattoir was a council rubbish dump, away from which a dog was limping, his leg cut by a jagged tin similar to the one John had just put in the dustbin.


Cecil had once owned a nursery, but aphids and indolence had undone it, and at the end acres of wasted roses grew down to a stream’s dark edge; empty chains dangled from a green-entwined iron arch in the fence, and in a black slime of petals, among slug-trailed panes where long worms and roots writhed through fiber pots, lay a board whose underside heaved with white larvae, and the faint words WOOD’S NURSERY were still discernible. With the proceeds from the sale of his house and land Cecil had bought The Acacias, where he lived on his savings and investments.
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John’s key-ring was heavy with redundant keys; he and Marguerite had moved five times since they were married. He selected one in the light shining from the hall and entered the house in darkness; the time switch, pressed by someone preceding him by two minutes, had expired. He didn’t switch it on again, negotiated the pram and groped up to the third floor. He poised his key for the lock, the door flew open and two balloons leapt out at him.


“Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!”


It was the familiar nightly cry. He picked them up and kissed them, the champagne-colored curls foggy on his face, their breath sweet with chocolate.


“We’ve got balloons.”


“Yes. So I see. Lovely. Take your coats off. Where’s Mummy?”


“I’m here.” She came out of the kitchen in her coat.


“I’ve put the kettle on. You look frozen. Have you had a very boring day?”


“No.”


He didn’t know when her cold lips would be offered so ungrudgingly again.


“Good. The children must go to bed early, they’re exhausted. Ivan’s first party!”


Emily was four and Ivan two.


“Don’t put them to bed.”


“Why not?”


“I’ve got something to tell you.”


“Oh no! Not again! I just can’t bear it: I’m not moving again.”


John was unable to cross the room to place his arm round her so he stood with his back to the door watching her hair spread over the draining-board in grief. The children opened the door and he let himself be pushed forward.


“You won’t believe me but it’s not my fault. Mr. Frankl’s dead.”


She turned round.


She had never met Mr. Frankl, owner of the bookshop on Highgate Hill where John worked, but had once in passing confronted a gray wing of hair and beak over the top of a volume on ornithology.


“How?”


“Heart. Anyway, the shop’s closed down. His nephew came this morning and gave me my cards.”


“Oh, I’m very sorry about Mr. Frankl. Will you go to the funeral? But it only means you’re out of a job. I thought you were going to say we had to move.”


“I’ve got a job. I went to an agency called Cleaning Boy Ltd. this afternoon. I start tomorrow. It’s only temporary of course, but what can you expect with half a G. C. E.”


“Oh John, you are good. I’m sorry I was so mean. Was it completely unexpected with Mr. Frankl?”


“Completely. Make the tea, would you? I’ve had a vile day. I witnessed a horrible accident in a butcher’s this afternoon as well.”


“In a butcher’s? What on earth were you doing in a butcher’s?”


“I might as well tell you. We’ve run into slight arrears here. You know they’re coming to look at the water tank tomorrow, well, we’d better be out of here before they come. I phoned Cecil this afternoon but he was ill, so I went over. That’s when I saw the accident. A boy chopped his finger off.”


“How much arrears? Why haven’t you been paying?”


“I’ll tell you later. We’d better get started so it’s not too late for the children. Cecil’s invited us to stay for Christmas. Isn’t that kind? He’s really pleased about it.”


“At least this time we’ve got a little money saved, thank God.” She put her arm round him and the muscle tightened across the back of his neck as she reached past him.


“Here’s a letter for you—I think it’s our bank statement.”


“Never mind. I’ll open it later.” He tried to push it into his pocket, it slipped, her hand shot off his neck and caught it.


“Twelve pounds in the red! Where’s all our money gone?”


“There must be some mistake. A computer error …”


“Error! You’ve eaten it. That’s where it’s gone!”


“Me?”


“Yes you, with your eleven meals a day, not to mention forty thousand snacks.”


“Don’t spoil Cecil’s pleasure, please.”


“Cecil’s pleasure!”


She swept out of the room to the bathroom, where any tears that might have been falling were swept with the thundering water into the blocked basin and up through the overflow, while a fist banged on the door and silence poured from the tap until the knocking stopped. When she slunk back across the hall she found two suitcases open on the bed.


In two hours the room was cleared; Emily and Ivan were sitting on a suitcase, each clutching a knitted girl mouse, Marguerite was resting back impassively on the dank mattress. John went to phone for a minicab.


“It’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”


“What about those?”


She pointed with her foot at a polythene bag of pennies and halfpennies, heavy enough to fell a skull. Neither she nor John liked carrying coppers, so they had amassed on the mantelpiece, in drawers, under the bed, and in an old cider jar.


“We’d better take them. There must be at least two quid there.”


John tried to push the bag into the old baby’s bath but it was full of packets and bottles and knives and forks wedged with clothes. All the pillowcases were full, the suitcases locked. He put it down and went to the window. Marguerite slung the bag into the fireplace and threw a newspaper over it. The children cried dismally as she silently and furiously pulled coats on to their limp arms. Six rings at the door. John put his head out into the dark sky.


“It’s here.”


He sat with Emily on his knee beside the driver, a broom whispering in his ear. Marguerite, Ivan, and a pillowcase of pots and pans sat in the back. Behind them their rooms, cleaner than they had found them, yellow bedspread stretched over the bed’s iron bones, the army boots and paperback of Gone With the Wind on top of the wardrobe where John had thrown them on their first day, would glow until the money in the meter expired. Ivan thrashed like a hooked shark on Marguerite’s lap. Mrs. Georgiou from the room above quit for a minute the sewing-machine where she treadled away her days and nights; her hand smashed through the polythene pane hurling a boot after the car, and they drove like a grotesque bridal party towards North Pole Road. Knives and forks jumped uncontrollably in the pillowcase, the driver sneered impassively; he switched on his two-way radio and commands from headquarters were shouted through the car. By the time they reached Archway Road the children were asleep. In the light of a corner hardware shop John saw a young man carrying a piece of hardboard with a girl pushing a pram as they turned homewards into a side street, and envied them as the car ground on between two giant lorries under the frail iron arch, towards his house of guilt.


Cecil stood with blue and red light streaming from the stained-glass birds above, turning him into a mandrill.


“Well, my dears, I’ve killed the fatted calf.”


Marguerite knew enough of Cecil’s larder—monstrous skinned limbs on plates, a pair of dangling dusty claws rasping in the wind from the zinc grill, a rat’s skull—to believe momentarily that he had slaughtered his goat for them, but her fears were allayed when he opened the oven door on a smoky chicken.


“I think I’d better show you where the children can sleep first,” said Cecil, and went upstairs with the children like frightened novices behind his brown robe.


“Why are we sleeping here, Mummy?”


“We’re having a little holiday with Uncle Cecil, isn’t that nice?”
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