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To Jenny




The Truth about These Strange Times
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‘Come, come, what kind of nonsense is that?’ said M’sieur Pierre, squirming in his chair. ‘Only in fairy tales do people escape from prison. As for your remarks about my physique, kindly keep them to yourself.’


Invitation to a Beheading


VLADIMIR NABOKOV




PART 1


Burnley, How Howard Met Saul




December 14th


‘The fact is,’ Mr Cox dragged a four-link paper clip chain a few inches across the pine of his desk with a stocky forefinger, ‘we think that you are, essentially, failing.’


‘Oh.’ Howard rocked his upper-body bulk back slightly to absorb the news, or at least to appear to absorb what wasn’t really news any more, this being his third disciplinary visit to Mr Cox’s office. Maybe if he really thought about it he would feel ashamed but at that moment the sensation of caring eluded him.


Mr Cox leaned forward smoothing his moustache with two short digits, splaying them as the fingertips slid to the sides in a vaguely obscene V. These hypnotic fingers were then redeployed for counting. ‘A, you’re not punctual; you don’t turn up for shifts, and when you are here your work’s completely half-hearted. You’re just not a worker, Howard.’


‘I see.’ Howard looked over Mr Cox’s head at the poster of the ponytailed smiling woman made of equal parts Lycra and contoured brown flesh. There was an unpleasant widening silence with Mr Cox’s bald head in the middle of it. Howard suggested: ‘Is it because I’m fat?’


‘No, it isn’t. Not really.’ Mr Cox slumped back into his swivel chair and dropped his arms down over its sides in a demonstration of exhausted patience. ‘You’re not wrong, however’ (Mr Cox made three separate facial expressions on that last word, all of them sarcastic), ‘that your physical appearance isn’t ideal for a gym, for a fitness and leisure environment, the only premiere facility of its kind in the Burnley area. It is not in all honesty the sort of image Falcon’s wishes to project to our clientele but we’ll not be prejudiced about it . . .’


Howard watched the striping reflections of the fluorescent lights slide about on Mr Cox’s bald head, a narrow, knuckly head, and thought how nice it would be to give it a slap, not because he was angry at him – although the conversation was embarrassing, painful – but just because it would be so much fun. A good, resounding, open-handed, hard spank on his head.


‘What we’re trying to create here is an aspirational environment, somewhere which makes people want to train, a place which reflects that part of themselves they like and want to build on.’


‘But can they no just look at me and think, God, I don’t want to look like that big Scots lummox who collects the towels. I shall certainly stay on this bike for another ten minutes?’


‘Do you expect me to answer that?’ Mr Cox sort of hung his face contemptuously at Howard. His expression showed four of his front teeth.


Howard was confused. Why wouldn’t he answer that? He pushed his glasses up his nose thinking, I’d better be careful, God knows I need this money. ‘No, Mr Cox.’


‘Your personal appearance isn’t your strongest feature, we’ve established that, and while your tasks may be limited to laundry and refuse, you are still a representative of this company. An ambassador.’ That was just what the nuns at primary school used to say, ‘An ambassador for St Xavier’s,’ before taking them out to be madly bored at the shipbuilding museum. ‘I don’t expect you to look like any of the personal trainers, but you could at least look like you wash your uniform once in a while. I mean, Christ alive, you do work in the laundry.’


Mr Cox’s voice was raised now and Howard knew he had to retreat, assume the bad-dog cringe. He dropped his head and looked at the big red hands that lay in his lap.


‘I’m sorry, Howard, but I don’t want to be having this little chat either. I’ve got a business to run. So, because I don’t want us to waste any more time like this, I’m going to make this an official warning.’ Howard looked up, mouth open. ‘It’s a simple three-strikes-and-you’re-out formula and you can count this as strike one. There are lots of other buggers round here who’d be very happy to have your job so don’t push it.’


Howard looked down again at his hands, six foot three of postural apology. ‘I mean, how old are you now, Howard?’ Mr Cox asked him.


‘Twenty-eight.’


‘You’re twenty-eight,’ he repeated, with dire implication. ‘It’s time to get a life, son.’ Howard nodded. ‘Ay. I’m sorry, Mr Cox. I’ve had a lot on my mind mind. I’ve—’


‘I’m not bothered about all that, Howard.’ Mr Cox’s voice was gentle in victory. ‘Just be on time and smarten yourself up a bit.’


Stepping out of Mr Cox’s office Howard felt a slap on his back, a macho-friendly, not really friendly at all whack which was hard enough to sting and knocked his glasses half an inch down his nose. Howard knew it could only be, inevitably, the last person he wanted to see after his ‘little chat’.


‘Y’aright, big man? In trouble again?’ Hassan grinned at him.


Howard shunted the bridge of his glasses with his right middle finger. ‘Not really. Not trouble. The man’s just told me to be, you know, more punctual an’ that.’


‘Oh, ay. Did you tell him to buy you an alarm clock for Christmas?’


Maybe one of the reasons Hassan obviously didn’t like Howard was because Howard never found his jokes funny, found them hard to identify as jokes in the first place and therefore never laughed when Hassan wanted him to. Howard opened his mouth and breathed out through an ambiguous smile.


‘Yeah, and tell him to get you some weights as well, you fat bastard.’


Hassan was short and square-chested with thick, hairy, fascinatingly unpleasant legs, which Howard found himself looking at whilst Hassan trained between clients in the main gym. Hassan always watched himself in the wall mirrors as he lifted weights, even afterwards just walking about and towelling his neck. If Howard had had to describe Hassan he would have got stuck on the fact that he bore a weird but compelling resemblance to Howard’s waist-high fridge. The likeness was so strong that Howard had tried, one night of too many lonely beers, to draw Hassan’s face on its door with a felt-tip. Hassan’s face, however, turned out to be hard to draw, being just a plain brown rectangule with heavy eyebrows as the only distinguishing characteristic. Howard’s drawing bore no resemblance to the man and he had tried to rub it off immediately. There was still a greasy blue ink stain on Howard’s fridge which he somehow held Hassan responsible for, adding to his dislike. Howard also now obscurely disliked his fridge and kept meaning to stick something over the dirty blur which had never been Hassan but somehow very much was him in its general power to lower Howard’s mood when he reached for milk for his tea or for cold baked beans.


‘You’re a big lad, Howie. If you turned all that lard into muscle you’d be a ’cking monster. But you won’t,’ Hassan sprang back and uncurled a slow-motion roundhouse kick to Howard’s belly, ‘’cause you’re a lazy fucking smoker.’


‘Are you finished now, pal?’


‘Och ay the noo, yes, I am. Go and pick up them sweaty towels, laundry man.’ Howard walked away, muttering ‘Prick’ under his breath as he went.


‘What were that? You want some, big boy?’


Howard went to find Andy at the bar. The gym was decorated for Christmas, the narrow, noisy corridor alongside the squash courts hung with tinsel and springy foil bells. Falcon’s had also commissioned its own Christmas graphics and bandy-legged elves in vests with heavily muscled torsos and violently red cheeks expressive of cardiovascular health and good cheer grinned down, flexing, from the walls. They added to the unpleasantness of this corridor. Howard hated the walloping percussions of the squash courts, the grunts of men flung about in their game, the squeaks of expensive trainers. He always took this passage at some speed.


In the bar, underneath a motivational poster depicting a hard-bodied man in T-shirt and shorts, appropriately and not unattractively sweat-stained, mid sit-up, his face contorted with a manful effort which suggested he was probably on his tenth set of fifteen, sat four pregnant women drinking fruit juice. Above their wet heads the poster said, Burn It! It must be Tuesday, Howard realised, because that was aquacise for mums-to-be. He liked seeing the pregnant ladies about the place, dazed and smiling glassily above their swollen bodies, easing themselves on chairs, or sailing past, calm ships. He liked their no-nonsense look: hair scraped back, no make-up on. They looked kind. The class for water babies was nice as well, each infant dwarfed by its flotation devices, wriggling and bubbling in the pool led around by a mum. Walking past the pregnant ladies, Howard smelt chlorine and soap, flowery shampoos. Andy nodded at him from the bar as he handed a frothy fruit cocktail to an old lady in tracksuit and glasses.


‘You’ll never guess what I did with Beautiful this morning,’ Andy began as Howard subsided onto a stool. ‘Move your big arms,’ Andy told him, making swift circles on the counter with a cloth. ‘She was in this morning looking like a bloody supermodel, sunglasses on ’er head in the middle of December, this short little skirt under a long coat and blouse and boots and obviously just out of the shower. I mean, God.’ He mimed banging his head against the bar very hard twice. ‘And I’m thinking, All right, Andy, why not just say something? Because she’s ruining me life, in a way, coming here every other day looking like that. So she buys the strawberry and kiwi number she always gets and says, “Oh, I’m sorry, I’ve got no cash. Can I pay with a card?”’ Howard found Andy’s impression of a very attractive woman’s voice a bit disturbing. ‘And I can’t speak and just nod like an idiot. Anyway, she hands it over and I do the card and everything and I’m handing it back to her and I’m definitely about to say something only my brain short-circuits and instead of saying something I— Oh my God, it’s embarrassing.’ Andy looked straight up at the ceiling as if to drain the memory from his head. ‘I don’t know why I did it unless it’s because I always call her Princess and Beautiful in my mind but what I do is, instead of speaking, I sort of bow and kiss her card and receipt as I hand it to her.’ Howard buried his face in his hands in sympathy. ‘I mean, what the bloody hell were that? She looked at me like, well, like you would if someone had just turned all weird and medieval on you, and I thought if I say anything I’m only going to make it worse so I just pretend it’s all perfectly normal even though I can feel I’m completely sweating and my face must be wah-wah-wah like a bloody traffic light and that only goes to make me spots look worse.’


Howard shook his head, peeping through fingers spread on his face. Andy shrugged. ‘It’s not like she’s interested anyway. You’ve seen that car her boyfriend picks her up in. Still, she won’t forget me, I reckon.’


‘Oh ay, son. She’ll remember you no problem.’


‘Here,’ Andy sidestepped to the fridge, ‘d’you want a Coke? I’ll tell you if Mr Cock is coming and hide it. Here, go on.’ He levered the cap from a bottle and set it smoking in front of Howard.


‘Thanks, pal.’ Howard swallowed a flurry of sweet bubbles and burped immediately.


‘Ooh, you filthy haggis.’


‘Soft Sassenach.’


‘Caber-tossing pig.’


‘English wee card-kisser, you.’ Howard made a kissy mouth. ‘Mwa, mwa, mwa, mwa, mwa.’


‘Bloody foreign Scottish— Oh Christ, it’s Cocky. Quick.’


Mr Cox approached with quick scissory steps and tapped Howard on the shoulder, three hard, demeaning taps. Through clenched teeth he said, ‘Towels. Now.’


On his way to his trolley Howard stepped out of the fire exit – checking quickly over his shoulder, leaning on the wide metal emergency handle, and disappearing suddenly through as if sucked out of an aeroplane door – to smoke a cigarette. He sat down on the cold step and lit up, narrowing his eyes against the dense white light that crowded down from the sky. The cold air ached against his front teeth. He smoked and between drags held his cigarette in his mouth and wedged his hands up into his armpits for warmth. Off-white sky and bitter wind; Lancashire was no different to Glasgow apart from the longer days. A few weeds struggled in the grim weather and Howard’s eye was drawn to their little shaking movements. Nor was there much else to look at: wind-scraped puddles and Biffa bins. Shabby plants, unlovely, rusty with fungus, seemed still to thrive around a hot-water drain, one even still hung with tiny yellow flowers. On the roof above them a pigeon, huddled into itself for warmth, shifted on raw-looking toes. By the end of his smoke, despite his efforts, Howard’s hands were gloved with numbness. Still, good to take a wee break, take your time. That Cocky should give himself a second to breathe.


Howard had just retrieved his trolley from the cupboard when he heard a familiar voice. ‘’Elio, love.’ It was Mrs Dawson, an arthritic old lady who liked him for some reason and always stopped to chat. He turned around to greet her and immediately thought, Something’s wrong, then, No trousers! Mrs Dawson stood there smiling in blouse and cardigan and large mushroom pants and nothing else.


‘How are you, love?’ she asked.


A sweat of embarrassment grew out of Howard’s scalp. Her legs were veined and mottled and gathered like cloth at the knees, right there underneath her smiling face. Howard worked hard to master his expression and speak.


‘I’m tip-top, Mrs Dawson. And yoursel’?’


‘Oh, you know, I’m grand. Eeh,’ she put a hand to her face, the other on her hip, teapot style, ‘I’ve forgotten what I wanted to say . . .’


Inside his head Howard’s voice screamed, You’ve forgotten your trousers! With Mrs Dawson standing in front of him tapping her chin, trying to remember, he wondered if this might not actually be the ideal moment to raise gently the lack of lower-half clothing but couldn’t find the courage.


‘Oh, well, couldn’t have been that important. Yes, I’m just after using one of them walking machines and watching the telly with the headset – there was this thing on about a woman whose husband was one of them transvestites and likes to dress up, you know, as a lady, and he were sitting there, bold as anything next to his wife, in a big Laura Ashley number.’ Mrs Dawson held Howard’s thick, freckled forearm and laughed up into his face. If she steps any closer her legs will touch me and somebody’s going to walk past any minute, Howard thought, unreasonably, as he’d never known anyone’s legs to touch him during the course of normal conversation. He grinned tensely down at her. ‘Well, I thought, if you don’t mind your hubby dressed up like that why should anyone—’ She broke off. ‘I’ve remembered what I wanted to ask you. Are you any good with watches, clever chap like you, because mine’s stopped.’ She slipped it from her wrist, an elasticated strap bulging around her hand. ‘You couldn’t look at it, love. Gosh, it’s hot in here. I’m just going to sit down a moment.’ And she slumped backwards against the wall and slid down, her bare, wrinkled legs collapsing under her.


‘Oh Jesus, Mrs Dawson?’ Howard squatted down beside her. She kept her eyes on him but her neck muscles had gone and her head lolled, rolling. She moved her mouth to speak and Howard saw her upper dentures sliding from her gums. Howard had had basic first aid training along with all the other bullshit when he first started working for Falcon’s but of course couldn’t remember any of it. They had taken turns at giving the kiss of life to a freakishly breathing mannequin but Mrs Dawson was breathing, leaving him no obvious way to help her. And there was the recovery position. But then again weren’t you supposed not to move them? ‘Hold my arm,’ he said, ‘hold my arm.’ It was the only thing he could think of and he clamped her hand to his forearm, holding it there himself because she had no grip.


She made a noise as she looked at him, a vowel that slowly surged out of her throat. ‘Ngaaaa.’


Howard cried down the quiet corridor, ‘Help! Somebody, please!’


Hassan was the first person there. ‘What the fuck’ve you done?’ he asked, squatting down on his heels.


‘I haven’t done anything; she just fell down.’ Howard’s imploring voice was high. Hassan fitted his fingers into Mrs Dawson’s throat to take her pulse.


‘Why are you doing that?’ Howard begged. ‘She’s still conscious. She needs an ambulance. We’re going to get an ambulance for you, Mrs Dawson.’


‘It’s a heart attack,’ Hassan said.


Mrs Dawson wasn’t making the vowel any more. She blew through her lips still looking at Howard. Howard thought of something and without hesitation or disgust reached a finger into her mouth and removed the floating denture. Hassan seemed impressed by that, crediting Howard enough now to get up and call the ambulance. ‘If it turns out you did something,’ he warned before he sprinted off.


Howard talked to Mrs Dawson quietly for the next ten minutes, promising to fix her watch, commenting on the awful weather, a bad time to be wandering about without your trewies on, cajoling her to stay awake, be patient, not worry, until two ambulance men in green jumpsuits arrived with a stretcher. Mr Cox stood by stroking his moustache nervously as they lifted her up. Mrs Dawson’s eyes kept returning to Howard throughout and one of the paramedics, noticing this, said, ‘You’d better come with us. Looks like you’re keeping her awake.’


Howard blushed at the attention of the other staff, gathered there to cordon off the area. His skin prickled under their eyes, the least visible man in the gym now everybody’s focus. He could tell that Mr Cox and Hassan weren’t happy with his central role in this drama. He kept his eyes on the stretcher. ‘It’s all right, Mrs Dawson, you’ll be fine.’ He’d get the sack after this, definitely.


They exited through the fire door – Mr Cox was keen they shouldn’t be seen out front – and walked past the shivering weeds, just the four of them now, towards the waiting ambulance.




December 15th


Les stood amid the beautiful furnishings of his hallway, the curved wood and gilt mirror and thick cream carpeting, stood in his socks with a hand pressed to his forehead and stared at the phone, that puncture in the security of home through which all of his peace of mind now made a screaming exit like breathable air from a damaged fuselage. This was a bad time, Jesus Christ, for this to be happening, couldn’t be a worse time. Years of nothing and suddenly this. He looked at the phone pad and the dark cross-hatchings he had etched around the floral ideogram printed on the page. Triangulated spikes ran along the top of the doodle. Underneath there were spirals and a fish. But he had time, maybe – what had the nurse said, weeks, maybe months, even years? Which, all right fine, months was what they needed in this most crucial time of preparation. And things were going so well. He said ‘Fuck’ looking down, hand still to his head, slamming into the consonant like kicking a wall – ‘’ck!’, the way you swear at home when you don’t want people to hear you. Then he looked up, rolling his head in maybe an overdramatic way, to see his wife there, leaning into his space with concern. She was taller than him, still beautiful although her long back now had a gooseneck curve to it which he occasionally wondered if he had caused by her focusing her attention always down to him. That curve became more pronounced when she was tense, was visible now inside her fine cardigan. She stood with one arm crossed under her breasts, the other holding her necklace out to one side with a fingertip, a gesture that had developed once as flirtatious and had dried now into something else, a habit. Her blue eyes were wide, showing flecked whites all around the irises. Les said nothing, resisting.


‘What is it?’ she asked, more like released, translating her posture into words. Why did she have to appear immediately and not give him even just a moment? Round every corner the blue eyes, the high, expensive hair, the face more familiar than his own. Always having to account for himself. If it weren’t for Saul he’d spend more time out of the house than he already did.


‘Nothing,’ he said. He watched her mouth open. ‘Nothing. My mother. She’s ill.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Do you mean am I or is it serious?’


‘Les.’


‘She’s seriously ill.’


Saul now appeared in the doorway, inquisitive head wavering on its stalk of neck. He leaned against the jamb and put one wrinkle-socked foot on the other.


‘Go back to that table, young man. Nobody said you’d finished.’


‘Dad, I’m holding seventy-five in my head. I have to wait ten minutes before I write them down.’


‘I said go back to that table.’




March 2nd


Howard shrugged on his coat and stepped outside to smoke a cigarette, narrowing his eyes at low sunshine and the blowing air. Cold drips fell from the roof onto the step next to him. They stretched in the air as they fell, looked long, light shining through them. Shrivelled snow still stayed on the square of lawn, or what you might take for lawn as long as you couldn’t see it or whilst it was still winter and could appear legitimately dead. The air was a little freer and softer than it had been. Howard in his light coat realised he wasn’t holding his ribs tense with his arms against his sides even though he could feel the wind bending back the prow of his hair. He reached with his spare hand to feel his bald spot, a recent discovery which was interesting to touch, smooth and cold. Tilting his head back, the fingers of his right hand bearing the cigarette to his lips, those of the left feeling the disc of skin at its edges where hair grew sidelong out and away from it, he looked at the sky and saw in its whiteness cracks of blue which right now were letting through the sun. Slow as an ocean liner the season was beginning to turn. Beyond the gardens and house tops prickly with aerials, away beyond the estate the snow on the hills had shrunk, splats of white-grey on khaki with spidery legs still clean and blue in clefts where streams ran down. Howard felt it for a moment, the season itself, a strong hand pressed gently to his chest. Then his eyes watered with looking at the distance. Instead he looked at next door’s wristy, leafless tree, at the laundry snapping on the line a few doors up. Then nearer movement: the ginger cat Howard had named Ginger looked at him steadily from behind a pockmarked crust of snow. It bobbed its head once, still looking, then turned and cringed and dragged itself under the back fence with a surprisingly loud rasping sound of cat against wood. Howard heard a voice then and turned to see his neighbour come shuddering out into the light, head dropped, moaning to himself. Howard tucked himself out of sight in his doorway. The man stood and swayed, still drunk from the night before probably, and the fringes on his stupid cowboy coat fluttered. The light treated him rawly. His chin was sharp and stubbled, his eyes retreating into his face. The collar of his jacket was dark with grease from long hair that stuck together in strappy lengths and hung down his dirty neck. Howard found him frightening to look at, the man who kept him awake with country and western music until three in the morning, wailing with it, not even in time to the music, just crying out, a man completely lost to himself. Howard had no idea how he survived. The man turned and Howard shut his door.


Back inside, Howard made himself an instant coffee, hooking shut the door of the Hassan-fridge with his foot, then went upstairs to talk to his mother.


The smell in the room wasn’t really hers any more. He’d kept buying the plug-in air freshener that she liked but the other smells were gone leaving only that clean chemical odour that was meant to make you think of mountains. Despite the fact that he hadn’t changed anything in there, not moved the plants and photographs and knick-knacks, remade the bed, or even cleaned really, she was fading from the room. Dust had silvered the carpet during the six months of Howard’s failure to clean. His footprints left darker smudges on the pile. The wardrobe was where she remained most strongly present, there and somehow in the bronze cross over the bed although that obviously belonged to Christ. It was to the wardrobe that he talked. Inside hung her dresses, a green winter coat. Her tops were folded on its shelves, her underwear hidden in its drawers. Empty shoes stood patiently, open-mouthed under the dresses. On a top shelf was the felt hat that always made him smile – she’d always looked so silly in it with its Robin Hood pointy brim and feather. He knocked gently once on the door then kept his hand pressed to it. ‘Hi, Ma.’ The wardrobe was chest height to him, about the same height she had been. The dark wood had fine patterns of darker grain that seemed to speed up and swirl around the knots and marked it here and there in a personal way. ‘The weather’s turning. I was just outside for a fag and it’s starting to melt and everything. Ginger was out there, the wee feller you didn’t like me feeding.’ He took a sip of coffee, eyes resting on the Blackpool ornament on the window sill, a china post with a rubber ring and starfish which if it had been in proportion would have been about two feet tall. Howard’s mother had a weakness for fancy goods, a Catholic tendency to meaningful clutter, and most corners of the place, most available surfaces in fact, held a dimpled child or smiling dog or a cat in an outfit. Two ballerinas kept dainty poses on his mother’s bedside tables, the faint light of dust clinging to them. Behind them prayer cards picturing the Virgin and the skewered Sacred Heart leaned against the wallpaper. ‘I’ll get to dusting in here soon, Ma. You know it’s just I’m so busy with work and Mrs Dawson and everything.’ Between the Blackpool ornament and a goose wearing a bonnet stood a photograph of him aged ten still in the brown cardboard frame he’d brought it home from school in. His face looked slightly off to one side, averted from the gaze of the camera. His bulky body was tightly contained by his grey St Xavier’s jumper with the scarlet cross over his heart. His soft white neck overlapped his whiter collar under which the lumpy knot of his tie was half hidden. Brass-wool hair brushed into waves. Pink mouth open and eyes without glasses shut tight against the flash although it looked just as much as though he had shut them to receive the thick spattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks. This image, being the one he saw most often as he preferred to avoid the unfriendliness of mirrors and was in this room with the photo every day, was more or less what he thought he looked like. Howard thought he resembled a giant version of that squirming, blinking child, which, naturally enough, wasn’t entirely untrue. The goose in the bonnet next to the photograph must have been as old as he was. He remembered it looming invitingly above a raging radiator of sharp metal pleats in the first place he could remember, the flat in Glasgow with its bubbly wallpaper, chipped skirting boards, his father’s dark legs and shirtless forearms, a balcony with big children playing below. Terrifying and exciting were their screams and running. Howard moved and sat down on the end of the bed in the wrinkled depression he had left the last time and faced the wardrobe saying nothing for a couple of minutes. His mind went quiet. He licked the side of his mug where drips of coffee had formed a sticky stain, licking carefully to make it completely clean. ‘Ay, Ma, right y’are. I’ll just go downstairs now,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’


He walked down into the living room and subsided groaning onto the couch with a practised single move that included sweeping up the remote and flicking on the television. Just a few minutes more before going out to face the world. Things were so much easier at home without other people squeezing him with their looks, dismissing him, ordering him about. Howard preferred to be invisible, beyond notice, which was easy, mostly, being menial. A newsreader’s square head appeared on the screen. What the hell time was it? Christ, he’d be late for work.


‘Evening, Howard. How are we today?’


‘Oh, ay, not too bad.’ Howard looked at the nurse’s clean parting as she bent over her pile of forms, eyelashes beating. ‘And yourself?’


‘Oh, you know. Busy.’ Her biro made small sticky sounds as she rapidly filled in shaded boxes. The sound, her quick hand, made Howard want to sit and watch her as she worked. The sensual quietness of women working: his mother cooking, patting mutton mince and onion into pie crust at the kitchen table; the nice art teacher at St Xavier’s who would add guiding touches to his work, one hand on his shoulder, her pencil light and perfect. ‘Your aunt’s not any better, I’m afraid.’


‘I know,’ Howard sighed, crossing his arms with his hands flat against his breasts. ‘My aunt,’ he improvised, ‘she were bad off and on for a while, you know.’ His face contracted with panic, though, when he thought of the medical files the nurse must have seen. Mrs Dawson’s collapse might have been completely out of the blue.


‘It’s good that you come and visit. I’m sure it makes a difference to her.’


She looked up at him, full-faced, near. Soft white hairs on her cheek were caught by her desk light and glowed in a slightly holy way. Pretty! A hand shot up to Howard’s face and found something to do adjusting his glasses.


‘Ay, well, I’d best be getting in there then.’


‘I’ll see you later, Howard.’ She bent back over her work.


Howard walked the grey linoleum corridor, the floor squeaking under his trainers, to the room in which Mrs Dawson lay.


She was still the same, afloat on her bed, tube fed, a monitor bleeping out the rhythm of her recovering heart. She looked so light and old now that Howard imagined she’d levitate up towards the fluorescent lights if he unhooked her from the machines. Her cheekbones stood out; the crooked bones in her hands were sharp. She was dwindling painfully into focus.


‘Hello, Mrs D,’ he said as he sat down, touching her wrist lightly with one meaty finger.


‘How are you today? I see, I see. Nice nurses looking after you. Nice weather today. Warming up a bit.’ Howard noticed a smell and wondered if he should call a nurse. He bent forward to sniff the air over the old woman and traced the reek back to his own hands soiled with the sweat of the towels he had collected at the gym. He must have forgotten to wash them again. Despite the smell, he preferred collecting those training towels rather than the wet ones in the changing rooms where he was surrounded by alarming, brisk, completely naked men, a very odd sensation when you’re fully dressed and can’t help looking at all the knobs and bums just because it’s the last thing you want to do. The pong of his hands lowered his mood by a notch or two as he remembered. ‘I’m still in a bit of trouble at work, Mrs D. On my second strike with Co—with Mr Cox. I don’t tell my ma about it really because I don’t want her to worry even though I know she knows anyway.’ The door opened, pushed by the round back of a lady called Doris whose mother was hooked up on the other side of the room and who always seemed to be carrying heavy shopping bags. The other lady in the room never seemed to be visited at all except by that awful Protestant lady who read the Bible to her.


Doris pulled in a tartan trolley behind her. ‘Hello,’ she said, then mouthed, ‘How is she?’


‘She’s not too bad. Sometimes it sounds like her heart gets quicker when I’m talking.’


‘Oh, that’s good. My mother’s the same.’ Doris removed a quilted coat and hung it on a hook by the door, touching her hair into shape afterwards. ‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ she said and settled herself by her mother. In a few moments she was under way, starting, as she always did, in tears.


Howard turned back to Mrs Dawson, recommencing audibly with, ‘So, Auntie,’ then dropping his voice to continue, ‘you see the thing is I need this job, you know, with the rent and everything which is getting difficult, and when Ma’s money has run out I just don’t know even if anyway I have the job.’ Howard pushed his glasses up his nose then squeezed his knees, rocking, thinking. ‘Not that you want to hear about all this, like this will wake you up, which you’re going to do very soon anyway, hearing about Mr Cox and the rent man. I saw Ginger in the garden again today hiding behind the snow like I couldn’t see him. I bet he spends all night by the fire after that hot as anything. Next door come out looking the worse for it, not that I care. Kept me up into the wee hours with Hank Williams. I mean, a cowboy round here. That cat – little eyes looking at me like, “Oo, there’s the big man now?”’ Howard paused again and tuned into Doris reading the paper to her mother, the story of a missing student, ‘a superbright stunna’ who’d gone missing from her home in Canterbury the week before. She must be worse than him with his tales of the rent man for making someone glad they were out of it. He looked at Mrs Dawson and thought, Come back. He sat still and looked at her for a while. Her hair was still growing; it made a larger cloud now around her head. Read them horoscopes, he thought; that way they’ll want to come back for their future. Or stories: find out what happens. A spray of gurgling acid in his stomach reminded Howard that he was hungry. He could get chips on the way back then telly then bed as long as the cowboys weren’t wailing. ‘I best be off for me tea, Auntie,’ he said. ‘Next time I’m back I want to see you wide awake. I’m off now, Doris, bye.’ Doris looked round and said goodbye to him with her face as she kept on reading, the way you do while you’re talking to someone on the phone.




March 8th


In the stillness he sits and looks at her, alone among the sleeping women. At first it is hard to look, the day’s agitations bubble up through him, his head is cloudy with thoughts of the landlord’s visit. A nice, windswept, family sort of man wearing a brown anorak over his suit, balding with a torn scrap of hair fluttering from his forehead, he was firm and not unfriendly when he spelt out clearly what would happen: bailiffs will come to remove items to the value of the rent in arrears. Howard nodded, ‘The rent I haven’t paid yet,’ trying to guess the value of the TV, the fridge, the beds.


‘That’s right. It’s mounted up, Howard. I’m going to send you a letter, okay, so, spelling it all out, okay, so, and I want you to read it carefully so you understand exactly, okay?’ Afterwards Howard couldn’t face telling his mother that it was going to go, their clean house in England free of his father, that it would be taken away by strangers bit by bit. If he’d known about benefits that might help, but that was taboo to his mother. Howard had never seen the inside of a dole office. After Ridgemont he knew never to trust the authorities. The thought made him sick with horror. He had meant to tell Mrs Dawson about it but now sat there looking at her waiting for his thoughts to quieten down.


He thought of the gym, the sight of Andy silent and shamed and suffering as Beautiful approached the bar for a drink. He thought of Mr Cox stalking past as he was again standing still staring at the TV screens in the gym, five channels all without sound but still hypnotic. Least he didn’t stand there like Hassan, scowling at the rhythmical buttocks of the exercising women. He thought that he missed his bus so often that he really should start thinking of the next bus as his bus. He thought of the empty house, frail as an eggshell, and the wardrobe alone there. He thought again of the landlord and the bailiffs. He wondered if the cowboy would be keeping him up tonight. He wondered if they still had the 99P Mariner’s Pie in the corner shop because they didn’t always.


And then after ten minutes of watching her breathe, hearing the regular beep of the heart monitor, it was all gone and what was left was the clear water of being there and looking. She had outlasted it. Was still there. Her skin had a silver shine and looked so thin, kind of worn out and crispy, looking breakable on her arms. Her eyelids were tenderest with like leaf skeletons of red veins. The knuckles of her left hand were twisted with arthritis. It rested, tagged around the wrist, a delicate claw on the bed sheets. He hadn’t dared to put on her the watch he had taken to be repaired while she slept, not wanting to do any damage. It lay now on the table beside the bed. He realised he didn’t really know what her right hand looked like, always sitting on this side of her body. Lines converged towards her mouth, fine pleats and wrinkles like the grain of the wardrobe around the knots. Her mouth had sunken – they must never have replaced the wandering false teeth. The dark lips looked dry. A few hairs strayed out from the knob of her chin. Her ears were shiny and yellow.


Looking. Somewhere inside that body Mrs Dawson slept, hid, had crept down out of the way. Hidden like crystals in a cave. So unlike his mother’s quick, convulsive exit, this leaving the world in stages, leaving a feeding body like something to step over. And leaving hope, hope for ages, that kept your heart squeezed thinking it might be all right again, that nobody was going to die, that she was going to come back. ‘Mrs Dawson,’ he whispered, ‘can you hear me, darlin’?’ And her immortal soul, where was that? Howard didn’t have to ask. He definitely felt it there in the room, roosting like a bird up in the corner behind his shoulder. So why wouldn’t it fly back in? What on earth was there to stop it flying back in?




March 12th


Howard looked at Mr Cox across the desk. Mr Cox leaned forward, elbows on pale pine the cleaners had sprayed and wiped at the beginning of the day, hands up, palms pressed together in an explanatory posture. Keeping the heels of his hands together, he clapped to begin.


‘So I suppose you can guess why I’ve called you in.’


‘Not really.’


‘Howard, please don’t make this any more difficult than it has to be.’ Howard didn’t see that this was going to be difficult for Mr Cox. He thought it might be rather enjoyable for Mr Cox. He considered slapping his bald head again, this time with lethal power. The muscles in his throat were very tight as he chewed back unexpected tears and mashed his sweaty hands together in his lap.


‘You want to give me a raise?’ Howard felt his mouth trembling. He felt ugly with rage and stupid that all that Mr Cox thought about him was true.


‘Howard, please.’


Stupid to let this go on longer than it had to. ‘Shall I just get going then?’ Howard asked, making to rise, his hands on the arms of his chair.


Mr Cox sighed, dropped his hands and fell back into his revolving chair, which emitted a cartilagey creaking sound. ‘Might as well.’


Howard followed through on his altered posture and got up. ‘Right, bye then,’ he said lamely. Outside the door he thought, Fucker! Waiting till the end of my shift to sack me.


Howard was making for the door when he thought to go and tell Andy, whom he found alone, sitting behind the bar with only the top half of his face visible, watching the sports channel they pumped into there all day.


‘Well, you won’t be seeing my ugly face around here any more,’ he called.


‘You what? Did he finally do it? That Cocky’s a bastard.’


‘Ay, well. I had it coming a wee bit maybe.’


Andy laughed, a single slingshot from the diaphragm that knocked his head back. His laugh always seemed uncontrollable and left him looking sheepish, swallowing. ‘Ay, you might have done,’ he said. ‘Here, why don’t you take my number so we can meet up in the real world some time maybe.’ Howard’s heart, still sour from his meeting with Mr Cox, now fluttered with pleasure. Howard liked Andy, found he alone made the job more than just about bearable, but he had never seen him outside of Falcon’s. He never saw anyone, being happier out of the way at home, watching telly with his mother upstairs. Or visiting only Mrs Dawson now. His hand actually trembled as he wrote down Andy’s number on the back of a Falcon’s card and he had to restart it on another several times he was so flustered at the thought of this friend. When he’d finally got it down Andy said, ‘Now all you have to do is learn how to use the phone.’


The bus ride home was awful. Waiting in the shelter, rain blew sideways onto Howard out of the night. The large hard spaces of the dual carriageway were painful in a lonely, empty, public way. And now home was doomed. Safety was doomed and Howard had nothing to do but wait and think of the bailiffs arriving at his door. Out of a window streaked with shuddering drops, Howard looked at the yellow lights of other people’s safe front rooms. At one stop, an old man took at least five minutes to get on the bus, struggling up with sticks and a trolley. When he got home, Howard decided he’d buy a big meal at the chippie, cod and peas and everything, large chips. Food was so lovely and warm, so friendly, a home in the night and bad weather.


Alf, the chip shop man, somehow spotted that something was wrong. ‘What’s a matter you? Face like your dog dead.’


‘I lost my job.’


‘So. That’s okay. I give you a job. Work here. My cousin who works here is gone, back to Portugal to his father farm again. He not like Burnley. I been working myself down into the ground on my own this week and you never even notice. Sometimes I think you only love me for my chips.’




Until April 7th


Alf was small, jerky, marionettish, very mobile on his slippered feet – checked carpet slippers Howard would have never guessed at from the other side of the counter – Portuguese, with waxy yellow skin, wide, puffy sockets around lashless eyes, a shiny broken nose and deep-fried black hair. That he was a boxing enthusiast Howard already knew from the photographs along the tiled walls. Among the pictures of dinners you could have was Muhammad Ali young and handsome, leaning over his fists towards the camera; two fighters Howard couldn’t identify, one receiving a mighty punch on the left cheek, eyes closed, face crumpled, sparks of sweat metallic in the camera flash, but looking oddly peaceful as though resting his head on that giant fist to go to sleep. There was a faded colour photo of Henry Cooper, grey haired, in a neat tracksuit, a smiling elder statesman of the sport. Also there was an old black and white photo of a Portuguese featherweight with tiny legs emerging from enormous silk shorts, heavy eyebrows, a lacquered quiff, lover-boy eyes and gloveless hands held in bandaged half-fists. ‘This one,’ Alf explained, ‘is one of the greatest fighters, quick like bang what happen but also clever, sly man, and fights all day like a dog, but nobody knows him because who wants to know about featherweights? He could make like,’ Alf danced in front of Howard, jabbing air, ‘bang, bang, bang, you sleep like a big baby.’


Howard had a thought. ‘It’s not you is it, Alf?’


‘No, not me. I spar him one time. He beat the shit out of me real quick.’


Howard was immensely happy to have landed this job at the chip shop, a place he knew and liked, learning a trade which maybe could become his own. He pictured himself as the round, red-faced, smiling owner of a chip shop, spraying vinegar into an expert paper cone of chips, angling sleek battered sausages into the ticking oil, exchanging pleasantries with his devoted customers.


It was the exact opposite place, he realised, to Falcon’s gym. While bodies there had been spare, tightening, self-punishing, rich and vain, expensive healthy bodies, those in the chip shop were spreading and softening although there were some dog-skinny little working blokes who looked unable to put on weight no matter how many jumbo saveloys they ate. Likewise the young lads in baseball caps with the fat sisters. There was less conversation than in the gym also, less hanging about, although people were friendly enough. Alf talked to the people waiting in the chip shop, chirruping away in his funny English to men who held five-pound notes in paint-spattered hands that looked so worked they seemed hardly able to close them. Meanwhile Howard discovered his life’s true forte: skulking in the corner with a mop or a cloth in his hand.


Also, Howard would never have to buy himself dinner again. And he could have chicken, saveloys, fish, pies, anything. The variety was endless.


Alf’s real name was the comical Alfonso. Howard learned this when he first heard Alf’s wife call him from the home behind the shop, a dark, Catholic gloom that none of the customers would have imagined, a whole world through a trap door. She shuffled forward on Howard’s first day to meet him, pudgy hands clasped in front of her, black clothes, cylindrical, ankleless legs, a gold cross wriggling on her enormous chest. ‘Hello, hello,’ she said quietly, nodding, before turning to speak in rapid Portuguese to Alfonso. She hadn’t raised her eyes to Howard at all, as though looking directly at his big, freckly, profane face might be too much for her nerves. Howard wanted to explain that it was familiar to him too, the Catholic darkness, the twitching candles, the atmosphere in churches of a huge holy cupboard, the books, beads, whispers and bells. Mrs Alfonso, Theresa, wouldn’t think it possible that he had grown up with the same circling nuns. She didn’t even seem to speak English. She receded back into the flat still clutching her hands in front of her, apparently imploring to be left alone.


‘She wears black all the time,’ Alf whispered, lips beaky behind a shielding hand. ‘Sometimes I look at her and think I’m dead already.’ He shrugged, turning a pickled cucumber jar so that its label faced outwards. ‘She is a good woman, though. Keeps the nice house. Maybe we send for her sister for you. You get on well. She’s blind. Eh?’ Alf sprang towards him, fluttering punches into his personal space. ‘Eh? Eh?’ He stopped, again apparently as calmly contemplative as he had been thinking of his wife’s finer qualities, then said, ‘One thing I forget to tell you today – never do this.’ Alf pretended to plunge his hand into the heating oil and writhed around on buckling legs as if electrocuted.


Howard laughed, a high, nervous snort. ‘I’ll try not,’ he said breathily, pushing his glasses back up his nose.


Howard loved the new job. The only problem, as he explained to Mrs Dawson but not his mother, whom he was too scared to tell (even though he knew she knew), was that the job paid even less than the gym, even after you subtracted money for dinners and there’d now be no way to keep the bailiffs from the door.


At six in the morning there was a thunder of knocking. Howard, his head soggy with dreams, ran downstairs in his vest and gaping boxer shorts, his heels thumping painfully on the thin carpet of the stairs, his breasts jogging, his chest full of panic and one hand he had been sleeping on stiff-fingered, buzzing with pins and needles. At the bottom he found that the noise, thank God, the noise was coming from next door. Howard could hear the cowboy on the other side of the wall protesting, ‘There’s nowt to take, ya fuckers! Go back! Go back!’ Howard peeked through the net curtains. Two big men in bomber jackets continued to beat at the door. They didn’t look like they were going to take no for an answer. ‘No, no, no’ was presumably the last thing they heard before they busted through your door into your living room. Howard flinched away and hurried back upstairs when he saw one of them winding up for a first kick at the door. He padded into his mother’s room to tell her and found he had a knick-knack in his hand, a little metal Eiffel Tower which he must have picked up from the windowsill downstairs. He dropped it onto the bedside table next to one of the dusty ballerinas and sat down to explain to the wardrobe, hearing now a racket of voices inside next door.


Mrs Dawson in the room of vanished ladies. Glacial light, medical air, surfaces disinfected. He watched the pulse at her temple, a faintly throbbing blue tree of vein under the white skin. Blood her damaged heart still sent round, a heart that surgeons had sliced and sewn, now getting stronger maybe. Maybe her soul was shifting on its perch, wobbling, ready to take flight and resume its life inside her. Howard leaned forward, hands pressed together, willing it to happen. But if nobody else was coming to see her, if he was the only one, why should she come back; what was there for her soul to do?


The Tuesday of Howard’s second week at the Sea Breeze Fish Bar was quiet with a long lull between lunch time and evening customers. Slow time the pickled eggs seemed to understand, resting silently on each other in clear vinegar the light slanted through, casting a haemorrhoidal shadow on the counter. Alf was bored, restless, stirring the batter and picking up the spoon to watch its long, creamy pour and the furrows it made in the surface. He stopped. ‘Maybe I teach you to fight,’ he said, ‘make you a winner.’


‘You’re all right there,’ Howard reassured him. ‘It’s four o’clock already. I’ll make some chips now, I reckon.’ Howard scooped up a netful and set them seething in the oil, white foam roiling on the surface.


‘Don’t be a big baby,’ Alf said. ‘Look at you. Hands like sledgehammers. First we start you off middleweight then we build you up. Come on, on your feet. Come on, you fat poof.’ Alf was on his toes now, bouncing on the balls of his feet, swerving his torso from the waist, shooting out little punches in time with breaths puffed out of his flattened nostrils. Howard thought he looked like a mad little fellow. ‘Come on, fat boy, fight me. Dance aroun’ a bit.’


‘Aw, Alf. I don’t want to. I’m no good at sport and that.’


Alf didn’t stop lunging and striking the air, his comb-over now coming loose in flapping liquorice strips. ‘Don’t be stupid. Man your size you can knock down a car.’


‘But I don’t want to.’


‘Move it! Move it!’


So Howard started moving halfheartedly, holding his hands cocked in front of him, trying to demonstrate with his posture how ridiculous it all was.


But Alf was having none of it. ‘That’s it! You good!’


And Howard started moving more quickly, moving very oddly it must be said, out of time with himself, his knees jerking upward as he stepped in little leprechaun leaps.


‘Very nice. Now come and punch me, big haggis boy.’


‘I’m no gonna hit you, Alf.’


‘You are because your mamma does it with everybody.’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘Hit my ugly face, you big bastard.’


‘I’m not going to.’


‘Okay. I punch you.’ Howard hid terrified behind his arms as Alf stuttered forward and poked a punch into the softness of his belly then mimed a ferocious barrage of punches all over him then skipped back to the counter smiling, his small feet flicking back beneath him.


‘All right, you wee freak. You want it?’ Howard said, already out of breath but on his mettle now. He jogged towards Alf and felt his ankle give way as his whole weight slalomed over one foot and he lashed out an arm to grab the counter and hit the handle of the fryer and saw with gorgeous clarity happening very quickly and at the same time with a serene and liquid slowness – it was just the most riveting sight – a cloud of golden oil rise into the air with half-cooked chips twirling like propeller blades inside it.


Howard was sure that he was dead. There was soft whiteness all around him, a sunny window with the light somehow detached, a floating rectangle of beams. Howard himself floated, warm and peaceful. There were whispers. Above him was a shape, a fine line of doorway which he wondered if maybe he was supposed to go through. The whispering came from a particular place, a dark woman shape. Ma! He found that you still needed to turn your head to look at things. He tried to say ‘Ma’ and heard his voice make a distant, cattle-like noise which maybe was him singing. His mother jolted backwards and stopped her whispering. Howard heard the dry, jittery sound of rosary beads. She lifted her beads to kiss them. A blurred cross swung. He’d been forgiven! Finally! For all of it! Howard felt his face breaking up to cry. His mother said, ‘Good, you wake up. Everythin’ okay. Alfonso don’t come here. He is workin’. You don’t sue him.’


Howard didn’t understand, floated thinking for a while, then understood. He bleated again then rolled his head away. ‘I thought . . . I thought you were . . .’


Theresa got to her feet and bustled beside him. She opened his glasses and fitted them down on his nose with small soapy hands. Howard felt lost as the real world hardened in front of him. A hospital room came into view as the punchline of an elaborate practical joke. The threshold above him turned out to be a curtain rail. Unexpectedly, Theresa placed a hand on top of his head to soothe him. ‘It’s okay. You okay. Nothing bad.’


‘But what . . .’ Howard pushed his tongue around inside his mouth to moisten it for speech. ‘But what happened?’
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