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Kelly’s Eye


The monkey statue glittered with a light sheen of frost. Its eyes shone like pieces of quartz. It rose triumphantly out of the polluted waters on its thick, cylindrical pedestal, frozen in lotus position and holding a deep bowl between its folded legs. Impervious in its cold constitution of solid bronze. On the front of the bowl was a plaque, and the front of this plaque read:


MAKE A WISH FOR THE MONKEY


Attached to the harbour barriers to its right was a little information board, stamped in the corner with the emblem of Deerpool Borough Council (a minimalist depiction of a roe ferrying a large rat on its back over crudely drawn impressionistic waves).




THE LEGEND OF THE MONKEY


Legend has it that during the Napoleonic Wars, fishermen from Deerpool witnessed the wreck of a French warship on their coastline. The only survivor was the ship’s mascot – a monkey whom the crew had dressed in French military uniform. Believing the monkey to be a Frenchman, the townspeople tried and executed the primate in the town square.


In 2005, Deerpool Borough Council erected this statue to commemorate the legend. Some say that if you throw a coin into the monkey’s lap and make a wish, your wish will be granted.


 


All proceeds go to Deerpool District Hospice.





I reached into my faux Dolce & Gabbana handbag (only a knock-off from the covered market, but I was rather attached to it. Black ‘leather’ with a zip-top, wrinkled with stylish folds and buckles, and a little golden chain, gratuitous but pretty, dangling from a loop in the leather on one side). I scrabbled around the crumbs and loose extra-strong mints at the bottom until I found a penny.


Fingering the face of our monarch, I wished my current favourite wish – that I would one day own a real D&G handbag. Handbags give a feeling of security. Especially to those who own only enough valuable belongings to fill one. There’s something comforting in knowing that every material thing I care about is nestled on the crook of my hip. Of course, then there’s the accompanying anxiety that one day I’ll have it snatched away from me.


I threw the penny into the monkey’s bowl. It landed with a gentle clink, resting atop probably around twelve pounds fifty-worth of hopes and aspirations of other wishing, dreaming townspeople. I don’t believe that wishes are granted – much less that they’re granted by a begging inanimate primate perched in a cesspool. But it doesn’t stop me wishing.


That morning, I was in a Per Una Enchanted Romance sleeveless drape jersey dress, accessorised with an open-weave tassel scarf from the Indigo Collection and KG Horatio court shoes. I’d tucked my penis carefully between my legs and hoisted up my Dreamgirl Spanish Fly Knit thong to keep it resting snugly along the line of my bum crack. Though I say it myself, I’m rather well endowed, and this was no mean feat.


My outfit was a lovingly constructed ensemble. I didn’t ‘pass’ as female – I knew this. Even if I shaved off my stubble and made some attempt at disguising my broad shoulders, the prominence of my brow and the resonance of my voice would give me away. Besides, if I presented an entirely convincing female facade, I wouldn’t feel quite the thing. I liked hovering there, in a space of ambiguity. It made manifest my relationship to the town. I didn’t quite fit. For all that I’d grown up there, lived, loved and worked there for forty-seven years, I stood a little outside, veering unpredictably from full participation in Deerpool’s singular social rituals, to gawping in bewilderment at the goings-on.


The clouds were threatening to disgorge snow, and I was quite unbearably cold, the goosebumps standing to attention like eager sea cadets on my pale forearms. The sea cadets, as it happens, were drilling not far away – a fact that broadcasted itself on the strains of amateur trumpet calls and the sound of synchronised marching and ‘Hup! Teeeeention!’s hitching a ride on the harsh November wind. As I approached the lock gates, an unbearable, dual-toned alarm began to screech and the gates clamped shut. A boat was coming through.


This was just perfect. Now I would be there for at least ten or fifteen minutes. I would be late for my appointment with Divvy Karen. And she doesn’t like to be kept waiting. So I stood watching the grey water gush from the harbour into the lock pool, breathing deep the scent of sea kelp and raw sewage, the water levels gradually evening out. The lock gates stirred like great black sea creatures awakening and stretching, and slowly, lazily parted, as though one was going for a morning shower and the other to make breakfast. As they drifted apart they revealed a tiny speedboat, buzzing impatiently to be out of the playpen of the harbour, eager for a jaunt on the open waves. A desperate little craft, white with black stripes along its sides in the shape of lightning strikes, too ostentatious for its size. It motored through the gates indignantly, churning up an insignificant tumble of white bubbles in its wake, like farts in bathwater. At the helm was a small man with a shiny face and a red beanie hat too large for his head. The name on the side of the boat was:


BARBARA


I wondered idly who this ‘Barbara’ was.


Perhaps she was the shiny beanie man’s ex-wife. A current girlfriend. A younger sister who’d died of leukaemia. A prostitute he’d paid for one lonely night on a business trip to Norwich with whom he’d fallen in love but never seen again. Perhaps she took all his money and stole his watch and his debit card and the Frusli cereal bar he’d bought for the train trip home, but he couldn’t bring himself to be angry with her. She remained forever a spectacular Venus on a clamshell in the otherwise still and shallow waters of his unremarkable imagination. Perhaps that’s why he bought the speedboat – to look for her.


Perhaps it was just the make of the boat.
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One Little Duck


As the gates slowly closed I paced in a small circle, crushing barnacles that had fallen off the hulls of boats they hoisted up on to the concrete dock. A large red and white sign perpetually announced: ‘KEEP OUT. BOAT HOIST IN OPERATION.’ Though they only hoisted boats twice a day at the most.


The hoisting apparatus, though, was a constant and rather ominous presence on the quayside. Thirty feet tall, at least, and made of unfriendly-looking blue steel, it straddled a square of water bitten out of the jetty to the right of the lock gates like the archway entrance to Neptune’s kingdom. Near the bar that ran across its top, it was slung with enormous sturdy cables, to which were attached thick leather straps. These could be lowered into the water to fish out a boat and suspend it over the gravel shore for a five-star ‘makeover’ – a fierce hosing down with a spray of antiseptic saltwater.


The barnacles were easy to crack and flatten beneath my Horatio courts – the soles of the shoes were still in good condition, despite the fact I’d purchased them from the Salvation Army. Quite a find, if I do say so myself. The shells of the tiny creatures lay in little piles on the concrete slabs, served up in a jus of sludge and saltwater, garnished with a green seaweed and sewage jelly. I knew that they were still alive inside their crusty casings, gulping in their last breaths of seawater. I was squashing the tiny life of each one I stepped upon.


Behind the barriers, the water of the harbour looked frigid and lifeless. At this time of year, its only occupants were the stubborn shoals of half-drowned rubbish chucked into the water by lazy humans. In late March would come pods of jellyfish of all sizes. The water would heave and pulse with them. Seagulls would call constantly like abandoned babies. At the moment, though, the water and the air were silent, dead and still. We’d barely had Bonfire Night, and already the spectre of winter had drifted in to haunt the town.
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One Little Flea


Beside the lock gate, Don was painting with watercolours. His straggling strawberry-blonde beard was smeared at the tips with the chartreuse he was using to shade in the waves. His works of art were spread out over the ground in a miasma of washed-out colour, greyer and waterier even than the washed-out weather. There were at least fifty pictures – all A5 in size, most of ships and lighthouses and choppy water and looming cumulonimbus-laden skies. There was one, however, of the monkey statue, which was quite startlingly realistic. It was about the size of a postcard. The shading was so detailed – he must have used a very fine brush – that you could almost feel the cold, dimpled texture of the bronze. He’d captured perfectly, too, the cheeky sparkle in the statue’s eye – the one that made me sometimes think that it was a metal husk, inside which was squatting a child, peering out through bored eyeholes.


‘Greetings, Don,’ I said, beaming my best art critic’s grin.


‘Don’t tread on ’em,’ he said gruffly, finishing off a pale purple background wash on a larger canvas. My attention was captured as much by Don’s paintings as by the small tattoo he sports in the very centre of his brow. It is a small round black circle and resembles nothing so much as a bullet hole. Was it a tattoo, though? I wondered. Could it be a birthmark? Back in 1990, Don won one hundred thousand pounds on a scratch card. He was in the Deerpool Chronicle. Last year, he was in the Chronicle again – the story this time was that he’d spent it all on booze, drugs and loose women, and now had to eke out a meagre living selling average artwork. This wasn’t entirely true. His artwork was above average.


‘Never,’ I replied. ‘Never never. Anathema, to defile such keenly observed artistic achievements. I particularly like the way you’ve captured the lettering on the hull of the Persephone. What a marvellously brisk day it is, don’t you think? How much for the monkey picture?’


‘More than you could afford, yer scruffy meff,’ replied Don.


I laughed heartily at this urbane observation, then lurched forward and snatched his pot of brushes and scampered towards the lock barrier. He came after me, tiptoeing through his pictures and wrestling me to the ground. He clawed at my hands where they clutched the brush pot, trying to prise my fingers loose from his property.


‘Ha ha!’ I cried in triumph, ‘I have your brush pot!’ Not the most inventive of triumphant cries, I acknowledge this, but it seemed to enrage Don quite wonderfully, for he drew back his right arm and planted his fist into the centre of my stomach, knocking the wind from me. The blow sent the pot shooting out of my grip to roll wildly towards the lock barrier, scattering brushes in its wake.


We wrestled for some time on the damp, fishy concrete, barnacles poking into parts of our anatomy both bony and fleshy, until our interaction proved almost homoerotic and I’m not ashamed to say I became slightly aroused.


Before Don could sense my erection and become even more enraged, I kicked him smartly in the knackers and disengaged myself. I then grabbed the monkey picture, shoved it down the front of my Freya Faye underwired plunge bra (thank goodness the paint was dry), scrambled to my feet and dashed over the lock gates, skidding slightly on the wet metal. I made it over just before the wailing alarm began to sound once more and the gates swung open to admit another boat into the harbour. Don was left standing forlornly amidst his paintings, shaking a fist in the air and threatening loudly to ‘knack me’ when next we met.


I suddenly felt incredibly elated, and broke into song:




Who’s a scruffy meff, now,


Who’s a scruffy meff?


Not me, not me:


You’re a scruffy meff!





I sang to a little improvised tune, dancing a few steps on the gravel. I call this my ‘Maurice Dance’, and perform it only in moments of supreme personal triumph. As I hopped and skipped, I was vaguely aware of several chavs filming me on their mobile telephonic whatsits from the other side of the lock.


‘Dance for us, Maurice!’ they shouted. ‘Do yer tranny dance!’


One of them sang a song, to the approximate tune of ‘My Old Man’s a Dustman’.




Maurice is a tranny,


He wears a tranny’s hat,


He fucked your fuckin’ granddad,


Now whadya think of that?


HEY!





I took a bow and turned away.


I walked through the car park towards the stretch of chalky wasteland that lies between the Marina and the back end of the town centre. An elderly gentleman in a Reebok cap was sprinkling his Mini Metro with a watering can. Perhaps he expected it to grow into a Cadillac. Through the misted window of a large Vauxhall Astra, I could see that the front two seat covers were in the design of dogs, pictured on the fabric as though they were sitting in the seats. The driver’s side was a Dalmatian, the passenger’s a golden retriever.


They had their paws over their eyes.
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Knock at the Door


I was, it transpired, precisely on time to meet Divvy Karen down by the 11 O’Clock Shop. We had arranged to meet there at 11 o’clock. Things like this amuse us.


It was Sunday, so I was confident she’d be wearing her Sunday leggings (black and tight enough to severely restrict the circulation to her legs) and tormenting some cornered innocent with stories from her youth.


Sure enough, as I approached, I spied her sitting on the low brick wall by the shop’s front entrance, her legs sprawled out over the pavement so that passers-by had to step over them. Beside her on the wall was perched a nervous androgynous adolescent in gothic get-up, his/her hands on his/her steadily bouncing knees. It was hard to tell whether his/her white face was down to the layer of ghostly white face powder or Divvy Karen’s alarming monologue.


‘Me mam ye see, she nearly didn’t ’ave me, ’cos they gave ’er a barium meal when she was sixth months pregnant, and that’s radioactive, ’cos they didn’t believe she was ’avin me, and she told them, she said “Don’t you kill me baby inside me with that barium meal,” but they gave ’er it, and three months later she ’ad me. My uncle used to sit me on ’is knee and tell me to touch ’im, but it wasn’t bad or owt ’cos ’e’d been burnt wi’ bitumen and ’ad to ’ave ’is bollocks removed. ’E used to chloroform me auntie for sex, till she sewed ’im up in a sheet one night. Me dad ’ad to cut ’im out and me uncle ate glass, ’cos ’e couldn’t stand to be without ’er, but ’e didn’t die or owt and now ’e can’t speak ’cos ’e’s ’ad ’is nerves all removed.’


‘If . . .’ the teenager ventured in a small voice, ‘if your uncle had no testicles, why did he need to chloroform your auntie for sex?’


A perturbed look shadowed Karen’s face and she made a small, helpless sound, as though her entire perception of the universe had been shattered.


I sat down beside Karen on her other side and lit a cheapy tab.


‘It’s okay,’ I said to the trembling teenager. ‘You can go now.’ He/she nodded in relief and scurried away towards St Aidan’s Church Corner.


I puffed serenely on my tab. Then I lit another tab and tucked it between Divvy Karen’s lips. It seemed to calm her.


At this point I should mention that Divvy Karen has not always been a Divvy. ‘Divvy’, after all, is a subtle classification. It lies somewhere beneath the heading ‘Idiot’ and is more pejorative than ‘Numpty’ but less wounding than ‘Knobhead.’




Divvy


Pronunciation /dIvsi/
Noun (slang) (Plural divvi)


1. A person of sub-standard intelligence, eccentric appearance and poor communication skills


(‘You divvy, that was a brand-new can of shaving foam.’ ‘Are you calling me a divvy? You absolute knobhead.’)


(Abbreviation: div)


(‘What a div!’)


 


Verb (divvy, divvies, divvying)


(‘What are you doing divvying about over there?’


‘If you don’t stop divvying with that group of numpties, I will come over there and twat you one.’)





Nor is it a title of which I’m particularly fond. But it seems to have stuck, and everyone who knows her now uses it, to Karen’s apparent indifference. It originated at Deerpool Comprehensive. I was her English teacher, you see, from Year Nine through to GCSE. She was never really a social animal – the other children were fond of throwing things at her at any available opportunity (toilet paper, sausage rolls, staplers). And in the year following her brain-damaging drug overdose, I noticed the ‘Divvy’ slowly establish itself, like a parasitic mite getting comfy on the back of a hedgehog. Now it just lives there as part of her name.


‘All right?’ I said. Which is our usual greeting.


‘Yeah, all right,’ she said. ‘All right?’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘All right?’


‘All right,’ she said.


A middle-aged lady in a power suit stepped over her legs.


‘Y’got ten pence for the bus?’ inquired Divvy Karen, looking up plaintively into the lady’s gaunt face. The lady ignored her and strode on. ‘Cowbag,’ said Karen.
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Man Alive


I gave Karen the Cornish pasty and iced bun I’d purchased from Greggs on the way to meet her.


‘Ta,’ she said, gratefully. She balanced the pasty on her skinny knees and laid a hand on it, as though blessing it before beginning to eat. Divvy Karen is, it has to be said, oddly proportioned. Her upper half is almost emaciated, her arms often bare (as she favours vest tops and enjoys cutting the sleeves from her other garments), but her arse is large – bulbous and peachy, and only accentuated by the tight black leggings she favours. She has an endearing habit of tilting her head to the right and gazing up with her great blue eyes, and I’ve often thought this must skew her view of the world. Divvy Karen, it has to be said, sees things the rest of us can’t.


The one-armed-bandit players in the bingo arcade – those mesmerised old birds who sit perched for eight hours or more pecking with bony fingers at the ‘spin’ buttons on the Rainbow Riches – call her Gollum. Their cruelty cuts me to the quick, although I can’t help but think that in a way it’s apt. I remember a time before all this. Before Chunky waved the precious golden ring of Class A drugs in front of her, and she began to metamorphose slowly into this wide-eyed, pitiful, pale creature. She used to wear her hair in pigtails. She sat at the very back row of my English class, and she would peer at me as I taught, listening with her head tilted slightly to the right, her right pigtail bouncing against her shoulder as she joggled her knee beneath the desk.


She was absolutely hopeless at literacy. I remember my dismay the first time I read one of her essays. From the handwriting, spelling and grammar, you’d think it had been written by a three-year-old. It was odd, given her brilliance with numbers. Her Maths teacher, Mr McGee – Duke – was a close companion and confidant of mine, the only other staff member I could trust at that place. He assured me she was quite an exceptional mathematician, though I don’t think I truly believed it, until he staged an after-school ‘arithmetic show’ in his class – mine the only invite. He launched equations, algebraic formulae and long divisions at her like tennis balls in a batting cage, and every one of them she whacked right out of the court. I was astonished.


To this day I refuse to think that I had anything to do with her disintegration. She was seventeen and out of school before I ever touched her (or she me). It sounds as though I’m being defensive, I know. But the school really was wrong about the nature of our relationship. There was something about her. From the moment I saw her, I knew that I’d found a kindred spirit, and I think she knew the same thing. The other students used to tease her mercilessly. Throw things at her – calculators, shatterproof rulers, food and the like. Spit at her. There was very little discipline at Deerpool Comprehensive – approaching a Lord of the Flies sort of situation, I’d go so far as to say. She’d turn up at my classroom ten minutes into lunch break, covered in flakes of sausage-roll pastry, mucus and chewing gum, and I’d let her take refuge. I’d give her paper and a pen, let her scribble down equations. We talked a little, too. About maths (though I understood little of what she said). About her Aunt Neenie. About my mother.


Now, on the wall outside the 11 O’Clock Shop, she passed me a tenner.


‘The pasty cost one pound forty-nine,’ I said, ‘and the iced bun was eighty-five pence.’


‘Seven pounds sixty-six change,’ said Karen, without a discernible pause. I counted the money out. Karen helps me out in matters of mental arithmetic. Even the simplest problems stump me like an amputated leg. Karen’s number-crunching skills, on the other hand . . . Well.


‘Karen,’ I asked, nonchalantly, ‘what’s the square root of five thousand one hundred and ninety-eight, divided by twelve, times nine, plus seven, minus two?’


‘To what decimal point?’ she asked.


‘Erm . . . three decimal points.’


‘59.073. Rounded up.’


‘Get outta here.’


Karen got up and began to make her way down the street. I pounced on her and tugged her back down to sit on the wall.


‘Not literally?’ she asked.


‘Not literally,’ I said. ‘Would you like a watercolour painting of a monkey statue?’ I dug into my bra to retrieve the stolen painting.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Go on then.’ She took it, studied it for a second and then stuffed it into the Almart bag at her feet. ‘Got summat to tell you,’ she said, smacking her lips and blinking several times in quick succession, her large, lizard-like eyelids flicking forward to moisten her protruding eyeballs.


‘Go ahead,’ I said.
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Tom’s Tricks


‘Was round Chunky’s last night,’ she said.


Her voice is rather high and nasal, her accent broad Deerpudlian. A unique accent, often miscategorised as ‘Geordie’ by those who live south of Middlesbrough. If your ears, however, are attuned, through long residence in the area, to the subtleties of inflection that distinguish a Sunderland lad from a native Sedgefielder, then you can easily detect the idiosyncrasies that give Deerpudlian its singular melody. A slight resonance at the back of the throat during long vowels. A barely lilting, meandering tunefulness that grows more pronounced as an uninterrupted utterance progresses. A strange but not unpleasant tightness around the ‘e’s, reining them in awkwardly but attractively, like a grandmother’s torsolette reins in her stomach fat.


‘Oh,’ I said, breaking eye contact and lifting my nose high in the air. ‘Round Chunky’s, were you?’


‘Yeah,’ she said.


‘Yes?’ I said.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I was round Chunky’s, and he gave us a bit of speed, like.’


I sighed. The spasms of despair and disappointment at Karen’s drug use had over time, through overexposure, weakened to clenches in the abdominal region, similar to constipation pangs.


‘Karen,’ I said, sagely, launching into an oft-repeated lecture, ‘haven’t you learnt your lesson about Chunky’s speed? I wonder what rotten unmentionable he cut it with this time. Caster sugar? Rat poison? Splenda? Kettle lime? Dandruff? The sherbet from inside those flying saucers . . . ?’


Apparently it was Bar Keeper’s Friend that brought her so close to death that one frightening evening a few years ago. According to the neurologists at the Nuffield, the solvent caused ‘permanent deep white-matter abnormalities’. Before then, she actually made a species of sense when you spoke to her. Now you had to think laterally to understand her, most of the time. Though miraculously, her aptitude for numbers remained untouched.


‘. . . Yeah, like,’ she interrupted, ‘let me tell me story, marrah.’




[Marrah


Pronunciation /ma-ra/
Noun (slang) (Plural marray)


1. Good friend, mate, chum or treasured acquaintance.


(‘Ta, marrah, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.’)]





‘. . . So he give us a fiver and tells me to get twenty cheapy tabs from the shop round the corner.’ A ‘cheapy tab’ is an inexpensive cigarette, incidentally.


‘And what did you say?’ I asked, looking up at a perfect formation of cumulus clouds overhead.


‘I said, “Get yer own cheapy tabs, yer dirty meff.”’




[Meff


Pronunciation /mεf/
Noun (slang) (Plural meef)


1. A person of sub-standard intelligence, eccentric appearance and poor communication skills


(‘You meff, that was a brand-new can of shaving foam.’ ‘Are you calling me a meff? You divvy.’)]





‘An admirable insult,’ I said. ‘And what did he say to that?’


‘He said, “I’ll kick yer ’ed in”. And I said, “I’d like to see yer try, yer meff.”’


‘An excellent comeback,’ I said.


‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘’e really was goin’ to kick me ’ed in. So I offered ’im a shag.’


‘Oh, Karen,’ I said, ‘we’ve spoken about this.’


‘I knar,’ she said. ‘I knar.’


‘Your body is sacred, Karen. Sacred.’


She looked down briefly at her twig-like arms, deflated breasts and overstuffed sausage thighs. Then blinked at me, deadpan.


‘But ’e was goin’ to kick me ’ed in. I thought I’d rather shag ’im than ’ave ’im kick me ’ed in.’


‘You needn’t have done either,’ I said. ‘You could’ve come and found me.’


I intensely disliked Karen’s association with Chunky. Not only because it was so physically unhealthy in so many ways. Chunky seemed to think he had a hold on her that won out over mine. True enough, I couldn’t provide her with drugs on tap in exchange for sexual favours. But I cared about her well-being in ways for which he lacked the capacity entirely.


‘Yeah,’ she said now, dismissively. Then, ‘Well, ’e took me into the kitchen. You know ’is kitchen?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I know his kitchen.’ I’d seen the surprisingly pristine classic decor of his kitchen several times, forced to venture into his lair to drag a near-comatose Karen home and to safety. And that one dreadful evening, of course, when we had to take a detour via A&E.


‘And ’e pulled down me leggins and sat me on the long counter.’


‘Most unhygienic.’


‘And ’e was gettin’ me ready, you know. Feelin’ me down there and that.’


‘Yes, yes. I get the picture.’ I really couldn’t stand to hear much more of this. Karen, though, seemed oblivious to my discomfort.


‘And then after a bit I felt somethin’ dodgy.’


‘Dodgy? In what respect?’


‘Like, radged . . .’




[Radged


Pronunciation /radged/
Adjective (slang)


1. Unacceptably, unconventionally and otherwise inexplicably ‘wrong’


(‘The meff spends all his time looking at road maps of the Cotswolds. He’s radged, he is.’)


2. Disconcerting and unpleasant


(There’s not even any loo roll in here. This is radged, I tell you.’)]*





‘. . . Like . . . Really radged. Down there. Turned out . . .’


‘. . . Oh, Karen. I’m not sure I want to . . .’


‘Turned out it were a kiwi fruit.’


Well. That wasn’t quite what I was expecting.


‘A . . . a kiwi fruit.’


‘A kiwi fruit, yeah. ’E was runnin’ it over me down there. Over me . . . you know. And me . . . you know.’


‘Yes, I have a vague idea.’


‘. . . Flaps.’


‘Yes.’


‘. . . And that.’


‘Yes.’


‘Yeah.’


‘A kiwi fruit.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Peeled or unpeeled?’


‘Peeled.’


‘Ah. What did it feel like?’


‘. . . Sting-y.’


‘I should think so. The kiwi fruit has enzymes which slowly digest tissue. It’s why your mouth often stings after eating them.’


‘Mingin’.’


‘Yes. So . . . what happened then?’


‘Well. After ’e’d . . . run it over me . . . you know.’


‘Yes.’


‘. . . Flaps.’


‘Yes.’


‘. . . For a while, ’e sort of . . . put it . . . inside me.’


I took a moment or two to process the conversation so far. There was a distinct possibility that I’d got entirely the wrong end of the stick. I stared for a moment at the fibreglass butterfly stuck to the front wall of the house opposite.


‘He put a peeled kiwi fruit inside your twat?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Are you all right?’ I asked.


‘Why aye. Come out in a bit of a rash on me chest, like.’


‘You think that might’ve caused it?’


‘Yeah. Too much of a coincidence.’


I crossed my legs and pursed my lips. If I’m honest, I was a little disappointed. I’d been planning to regale her with the dramatic tale of my wrestle with Don and triumphant acquisition of the monkey painting. She’d rather trumped me with the kiwi fruit. And I had to admit, I was intrigued.


‘Did you get it out?’


‘Eventually. Sat on the bog and relaxed me muscles.’


A bus rumbled by. Through the window, a middle-aged, blonde-bobbed woman gave us a disappointed look. I held up two fingers at her, knuckles outwards.


* There is, by the way, no noun or verb equivalent. The concept of ‘a radge’ is unheard of, nor can one ‘radge’ someone.
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God’s in Heaven


‘Can I stay round yours tonight?’ she asked. ‘Worried Chunky might come round the ’ostel.’


I didn’t much like the idea of Karen staying at the hostel, though since her aunt threw her out there seemed little other option. She could have stayed with me on a permanent basis – I’d offered. Apparently she wanted her independence. I suspected she rather wanted the freedom to flit between me and Chunky, but I didn’t question this from fear of losing her entirely.


‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Why would he come round the hostel?’


She looked at her feet, biting at her bottom lip so furiously that I was afraid it might start to bleed.


‘Well . . .’ she said.


‘Well?’ I said.


‘Well . . .’ she said, ‘. . . ’e said ’e was gonna kill me.’


Christ on a wholegrain cracker.


‘This is his twelfth death threat this month.’


‘Nah,’ said Divvy Karen, her face growing progressively paler. ‘He really means it this time.’


‘How do you know?’


She shifted her buttocks restlessly and lifted her top, twisting her torso around to expose the small of her back.


‘Good grief,’ I said. Bile rose in my throat.


On Divvy Karen’s lower back, just to the right of her spine, was a long, relatively fresh . . . ‘gash’ would be the wrong word for it. It was more like a tear. Like someone had taken a blunt object – most definitely blunt; the wound wasn’t clean – dug it into her flesh until it burst and then dragged it six or seven inches across, parting the reluctant skin and tissue raggedly in its wake. It was crusting slightly at the edges, but its centre was still moist, raw and gooey. There was, in addition, something in the centre of it. Something thick, black and glistening. What on earth? The wound couldn’t have started to necrotise in this short time, could it? It almost looked like . . .


‘What did he use?’ I asked, in disbelief.


‘A Staedtler Triplus Fineliner,’ she said.


I swallowed back the bitter remnants of my breakfast.


‘There’s ink in the wound,’ I said, standing up and shucking off my 10 denier Secret Magic Shape Support Tights. I then fished in my bag for a mansize Kleenex (something of a concession, for a transgender person, though I’m forced to concede that I still have man-sized nostrils). ‘Hold still,’ I commanded. I then clapped the Kleenex to the wound and wrapped the tights tightly around her waist, holding the tissue in place. We would clean it when we got back to the flat. ‘What precipitated this calligraphic attack?’ I asked.


Karen winced.


‘He wants his lucky charm back.’
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Garden Gate


And then I remembered the troll doll.


A fortnight ago, there had been a large jackpot evening at the town’s biggest bingo hall – the Pentagon. Chunky, as I learned from Karen, was unable to attend. He’s a tattoo artist, you see, and apparently he was scratching artwork into the arm of one of his best Ecstasy suppliers – a touch-up of his baby daughter’s fat face on his bicep. Now, Chunky had desperately wanted to attend this jackpot evening, and was chagrined that the supplier would accept no other slot for his appointment. Chunky therefore sent Karen to the bingo in his stead. And being a frighteningly superstitious individual, he gave her his trusted bingo talisman – a tiny troll doll with wilted green hair – to ensure her win. She was instructed, upon pain of death (‘a massive knacking, and then death,’ as Karen relayed his words), not to lose it.


This troll doll, you see, was Chunky’s bingo mascot. He visited the bingo about once a fortnight – always accompanied by this foul plastic homunculus – and never failed to win at least a tenner, sometimes substantially more. Other customers were bitter about his amazing track record, and cries of ‘It’s rigged’ echoed in the wake of every one of his winning shouts. But Chunky insisted it was the troll that made the magic happen. Once, he’d tested its power by leaving it at home. Sure enough, that evening he didn’t win a sausage (literally – that night’s prize was a year’s free meat from Cameron’s Butchers). This only cemented his conviction that the troll was a miracle charm.


Per Chunky’s instructions Karen held the troll doll clamped between her teeth the entire evening it was in her care. This, apparently, was necessary in order to secure the win. As fortune would have it, Karen did indeed win Chunky the two thousand pound jackpot full house. I know, because I was there. But as staggering misfortune would have it, at the evening’s end she couldn’t find the doll.


I was initially worried she’d swallowed it without realising, though nothing showed up in the toilet bowl in the following days, and we were forced to admit that she must have dropped it somewhere in the bingo hall.


She looked up at the sky, her big eyes shining with tears.


‘I’m scared,’ she said.


And she was right to be. We’d searched on our hands and knees beneath bingo tables for that troll doll for nigh on an hour, though it was nowhere to be seen. Chunky would want it back, for sure.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.png





