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  Foreword





  On the night of February 4th 2014 there was mayhem at Dawlish. High winds, driving rain and high tides battered Zion’s line one more time, sweeping away part of Brunel’s engineering feat: a great chunk of the sea wall and the ballast from under the track in a furious attack. Images were beamed around the world. Zion saw his line hanging, suspended and going nowhere, swinging like a crazy hammock and cutting off the south west. Sea front homes were wrecked and evacuated. The result of rain rain more rain, all winter long. The previous winter there’d been a landslip on the line too.




  On 4th April 2014 Dawlish station reopened to a fanfare – men in orange jackets and all sorts of engineers, known as the Orange Army, who’d worked round the clock to get the track up and running again, were congratulated by the Prime Minister who put in a personal appearance at Dawlish. Soon the warm summer came and the tourists were travelling the celebrated line once more – it was indeed, by then, hard to picture the line hanging in mid-air several months before. But Zion knows those iconic images will stand for all time. He’s in no doubt either that it was that Parson rogue, causing affray and disarray on this beautiful bay.




  The Dead Club, Forming





  ‘So how would you do it?’ Louis Knight had just read them the article from last night’s local paper about the woman in his road who’d hung herself from the upstairs landing banister rail – the rails in Knight’s road being the sort with solid wood balustrades. Anthony Basset, whose dark wit provided a workable contrast to Knight’s fixation with the macabre, was the first of Knight’s sixth-form friends to reply as they dossed in the comfy puce chairs in the Common Room. ‘Well…I wouldn’t jump in front of a train, to save my life.’




  ‘You wouldn’t be saving your life, you tosser. You’d be ending it.’




  ‘You know what I mean.’ Basset continued to offer his reasons. ‘They say bodies explode when they throw themselves under a train and police have to collect up the bits and sand over small body parts and they say you can smell the insides and what they had for their last dinner. Scout’s honour.’




  ‘Oh, they can’t! That’s disgusting!’ Marina Maddox, the only girl among them, slapped Basset’s arm. He’d really put her off her hazelnut yogurt that she’d been spooning in a desultory manner with his gory details. She was a highly-strung girl but had been admitted to The Dead Club, on account of her well-cultivated mortido as Siggy called it.




  ‘Death isn’t pretty,’ Basset went on. ‘If an old hermit dies in his house and is left for weeks, his body will be infested by flies, especially in the summer. Then his body will blacken and blow up and smell bad– ’




  ‘Oh shut up!’




  ‘It’s true.’ Basset was planning a career in the funeral business so he needed to know rather than shy away from the facts.




  ‘What about you then, Marina?’ Louis Knight thrust the newspaper cutting under her nose. ‘How would you go about it?’




  ‘Pills probably. Or drowning myself, I suppose.’




  Knight fixed his ferreting eyes on Marina. ‘I guessed you’d say that. Statistics show that females choose pills far more than males, whereas males prefer poisons. Females also go in for drowning whereas we males go in for jumping off high places or shooting or hanging – except for my female neighbour which is why the case is so interesting.’




  Knight turned to Basset. ‘What about you then, if not under a train?’




  ‘Me? I’d dive into a vat of my dad’s best malt and it’d be like Lily The Pink. You know, sadly pickled Lily died – except it’d be gladly pickled Ant deceased.’




  Marina snickered.




  Knight turned to Siggy. ‘And what about you, Sigmund?’




  All eyes were now on Siggy. They wondered what a budding trick-cyclist would make of Knight’s lurid obsession. But Siggy was the one who’d introduced them to the word mortido. Siggy thought hard about it, as he did most questions. ‘Fascinating question, Knight. But as a future psychiatrist I’m not so much interested in the how but the why.’ Siggy pushed his loose-fitting glasses back in position and turned the question back on Knight. ‘What about you? Which method would you choose?’




  ‘Oh as a future psychopath it would have to be the most dangerous and dramatic imaginable.’ Knight’s eyes developed an unhealthy spark. ‘Something that’d leave a lasting impression. I don’t know what that way is yet, though Beachy Head might be worth considering.’




  At that point, Marina slunk off to get herself a Toffee Crisp from the Common Room vending machine – a more palatable alternative than the hazelnut yogurt, especially after what Basset had said vis-à-vis kamikaze bodies on railway tracks.




  



  The Poet, Travelling





  Ping Pong




   




  Good afternoon to all passengers who’ve just joined us. This is the Cross Country Service to Dundee. The next station stop will be Exeter in about 20 minutes.




   




  You. Me. We. We’ve not met each other yet. But we will. Certain as tides come in, like the one at Teignmouth, soon coming up on my right. Man, you should see those tides in winter, hooding the train with spray. They call it Tin-Muth, fuck knows why, whoever fuck is. This is one blast of a journey, I know every twist and curve of the track. That’s why I can’t sell my granny on ebay just yet, not with a stunner of a ride with a tide at my side like this one to Exeter, the place where I hang out with my white granma between hanging out with my black granddadda in Plymouth. Not like she’s done fuck all wrong, my gran, but no call for grannies like that, no more. Not for a seventeen-year-old dude like me who’s outgrown her, though not the ride by the tide. She’ll make some snotty-nosed brat a good old-fashioned as fuck granma, but I need a raisin detra for diss ride by the tide, until we meet. You and me.




  I hope when we meet you’ll see urban poet emanating from me, not a rhyming one much, not yet, and how urban can you be living in Devon anyways? Maybe coastal poet then. Or railway poet. Yeah, dat is it. Maybe your feminine sat nav will see outsider, you’ll suss me for what I am, browsing the world, the travellers, the readers, the kippers, the headphone junkies, the scenery gazers. I can gaze for england and wales and scotland, and ireland. The whole of europe.




  On my ipod Sympathy by Rare Bird is playing, part of my music to feel sad by from my smart folder, only I’m not sad. One of life’s ironies, that – only listening to sad when you’re happy, though I’m not really happy, truth be told. I’m just here, an observer, an absorber, rootless, travelling, on the move. I am the all-seeing one, the voice, connectin it all together, like glue. For you.




   




  rare bird, of my mother’s generation or even before …




   




  looklooklook




  waitwaitwait




   




  The sound of students, my age, yada yada, full of purpose and college projects–




   




  it’s for my film & video course, i’ve got this stupid exam friday




   




  Oh my days, am I glad I dropped that student structure shizzle, anyways. I am on my gap year, gap between what and what I ain gotta clue. But when I hear the train horn trump I get a goosebump as we rip along, I get the thrill, my heart can’t keep still. You’ll know this journey, too. You who I’ve not met yet. You’ll know to grab a seat on this side, looking out on the tide, the estuary, the sea, the edge. If you’re like me you’ll be bold, getting on the train before all them too-British queuers, you’ll know just where to stand on the platform, so a door stops right in front of you. Press the lighted button and that’s you. On. In. Look up at the panel above the seat telling you this seat is not reserved or this seat is reserved between Bristol and some place in the north, way after your stop so you can park your sweet little arse there. Even if it is a reserved seat, you’ll know they’re not always taken, so you’ll sit there until some rightful arse kicks you out.




  You’ll know that after the brick and shit and the racecourse off on your left and the pale reedy grasses that blow your mind in the summer that you’re leaving Newton Abbot to its own devices and hello to the mouth of the estuary, widening like a wet pussy. Scuse me for my crudity, but you won’t mind it, no, you’ll like my dirty talk, bring it on, you’ll say if I have my way.




  You’ll know that on our right Shaldon soon appears, snuggled or maybe smuggled over the estuary. Maybe like me, you’ll have been there, done that, taken the ferry over there from that bit of Teignmouth, dat penis of land holding the beach huts and nearly touching the flesh of Shaldon, pushin the cushion, you might say, so close you could nearly wade out there.




  And that soon after we’ll rattle through Teignmouth station, man that station is a dump, you’ll agree with me, but you won’t mind coz it’s soon left behind as we chaperone the sea, the main feature, and you’ll know how stunning it is, riding the side of the tide, passing the letters spelling out T-E-I-G-N-M-O-U-T-H on their concrete plinth, neat grass below. I saw this chick once, sat in the v of the M, her mate sitting less impressively in the N. I kicked off this poem about them, called them Emmie and Ennie on account of their chosen letters.




  You’ll know that imposing rock, like a profile of a face, he’s a big landmark, can’t miss him, though I don’t know what he’ll mean to you. He is two-faced. Travelling this-a-way, forward-facing, you get his lighter pinky Teignmouth side, you’ll hardly notice him to tell the truth, nah, travelling back is when you get his treacherous Dawlish side. Oh my days, don’t be fooled, you need to watch him, for sure. Not a pretty face at all, he’s a menace. He looks out on that lonesome squat pink dick of a rock, erect in the water, scuse my genital references, but both of them are tucked round the corner of the first cliff into which we are bound, the view becomes lost and found and lost again five times as the tunnels of pink rock deep-throat us.




  Anyways, that’s how comes the sands here are pink, like the colour of sweet potatoes– ground down straight from those ancient rocks.




  Diss place has history, personal and universal




  After Teignmouth and the tunnels, you’ll know how the sea opens up again on your right, red cliffs of Dawlish towering on your left. Cliffs stippled and lined with centuries of patterns and erosion. Do you know they’re called breccias? Maybe you don’t care. Dawlish will rattle by in a flash of tall Victorian houses on your left, seaside-coloured. Then the Red Rock Café on your right before you get to Dawlish Warren where all them rare birds hang out in winter (so there is a message in dat song on my ipod): herons an cranes an barnacle geese and birds I dunno the name of – you neither? People flock to see them in the winter months, but I turn up my ipod because there is a different sort of bird altogether, driving me to distraction. No young bird, no such luck, but that old bird over there, oh my days, must be my gran’s age, telling the whole carriage she’s off to the hospital, her man’s had a stroke. Do we all want that blow-by-blow stuff assaulting us? Talk about antisocial.




  Fact is my gran’s off to the hospital today an all, visiting some old coffin dodger or other. She was once hitched to him, so the story goes, way before the clockman. Best I let myself into her big ole house while she’s not there, then I can raid her freezer for chicken kievs an her cupboards for chocolate brownies, anything I can cram into my gut. It’s all junky as fuck, but she thinks it’s healthy anyways. She never says anything if I pig out on her stash or if I’m out on the lash. She thinks she owes me. My white granma.




  The Old Men, Waning





  Suddenly his life is a hospital bed.




  He’s past the age where age counts. Just an old coffin dodger, a bit Jurassic, you might say, but he’s not the one on his last legs. Oh no. He’s got some life in him still, whereas Dirty Reynolds in the adjacent bed looks like he’s just waiting for the final whistle. OG on the other hand, (the name given to him by his significant others – though they now can’t remember whether it was Old Git, Old Grandad or Own Goal – take your pick), prays to God he’ll go out with a bang and not a whimper.




  There she goes, his missus, off to secure herself a cup of tea from the hospital restaurant, the back view of her baize-green coat – and it’s a wide, squat view – topped with the biscuit-coloured thatch: the palest biscuit, if you please: a shortbread or a Nice biscuit or a Malted Milk, the kind that she’d dunk into the rich stew of Typhoo they both enjoy. Her front view isn’t what it was, her skin as hard as old cheese nowadays, but she’s one feisty old wench, he has to hand it to her, though they’ve had their ups and downs over the years.




  ‘Can’t remember things, like I used to,’ he tells Dirty Reynolds in the next bed. He’s known Dirty Reynolds since they were lads and Dirty Reynolds remained grimy and muddy into his adolescence and beyond until he got hitched. There were a few cleaner years with his wife until she left him and the muck gathered again.




  A bit ironical then that he should be found by the warden slumped in the bath, it being a place he didn’t frequent very often. Of course, Dirty Reynolds has been scrubbed up since his admission to hospital.




  Incomprehensible words ensue from Dirty Reynolds’s chewer. The stroke hit that part of his brain – or was it the vascular dementia? Either way, the Speech Therapist is trying to help him recover some of the lost vowels and consonants but with little success it seems. OG wonders why they call it a stroke – (he’s had one too though in a different part of the brain than Dirty Reynolds, clearly) – before reaching over to his bedside cabinet and opening the drawer. This is where he keeps his secret vice: the photograph of the young woman hidden in an envelope beneath a letter from his eldest granddaughter, Megan. He takes out the old photo, holding it in his hands.




  His latest round of drugs are taking effect, slipping him in and out of a haze of memories…




  When he wakes, mint-white curtains surround the next bed. He feels something flat in his palm. Sees the photo. He jiggles around inside his personal things on his bedside trolley. When he finds his breath freshener, he gives a few squirts into his throat like the cool cops in American films always do, and then slaps some cologne onto his cheeks and under his chin before calling the nurse (just in case one of the young ones should appear like an angel at his bedside).




  ‘Hey, nurse? Nurse?’




  She comes over, the older black one, straightening the pillows behind him. ‘You making trouble for us again, OG?’




  ‘No, I’ve been sprucing myself up for a date.’




  The nurse who he now remembers is called Gloria (so he does remember some things) checks the chart at the end of his bed. ‘Can I get anything for you?’




  ‘You’ve not come to take me to the shitter again, have you? I sat on there half the morning unable to do any jobbies.’




  Gloria sighs in a good-humoured sort of way. ‘You’re OK then, Trouble?’




  ‘I’m OK… but he isn’t.’ He heads the air in Dirty Reynolds’ direction. ‘Shouldn’t he be off in a private room somewhere? Don’t think I can take much more of his coughing and mumbo-jumbo.’




  Gloria swiftly turns his attention back to the photo, now hanging loose in his palm.




  ‘Who’s this then?’




  He stares at it blankly for a while before regrouping his thoughts. ‘She was a one. My sugar daughter, I called her.’ He chuckles, massaging his thumb over her thirty-something striking features – beautiful not pretty. A six-footer, thin as a pinstripe with the shadow of the office blinds falling on her pale suit. He holds the photo nursewards. ‘Have you seen her? Do you know where she is?’




  He doesn’t know whether his Sugar Daughter’s smile is just beginning or fading. Oh his away form was fine that year, it was his home form that was so hopeless – no goals in weeks. That’s why he left Mrs OG for a younger, skinnier model – wasn’t it? But they say you’re at your most vulnerable when you’ve just scored.




  They called it his Gap Year – big bloody blank, most of that year – semi-permanently blotto.




  He feels like he’s got more holes in his head than a crumpet, and the thought of crumpet directs his head to the picture again, just as his missus, followed closely by one of their four granddaughters, reappears.




  ‘Help, wide load approaching!’




  Dirty Reynolds makes a snorty whine, which could be construed as appreciation of OG’s humour.




  Too late, his missus has seen the photo, her crinkled face affronted and angry, and a look as deadly as cyanide.




  She snatches at the photo.




  He feels his cheek blaze with the mental strike across his face, which would have been physical but for the presence of the grey-haired black nurse called–




  Called–?




  No, it’s gone again.




  Weirdo Woman, Sinking 





  She – Weirdo Woman – as she’s taken to calling herself, has had her share of Gap Years too. She knows what it’s like living on the edge. Death is just over the edge; it’s caused her grief and gaps from where bits of electricity have blasted her brain in years gone by.




  She’s lain among grey mornings from then to now, browsing various ceilings – this one a swirly Artex – trying to make sense of the shapes and faces and animals which you never find again the next day. A soft and crumbly texture, showering down like sugar if you try to pin something on it. Just like her mind.




  Now in her mid-forties, she knows she’s beyond all hope. Life is tedious, dull-as-a-dishcloth tedious. She's failed in life. That’s it. Failed to look after her loved ones. That's what it's all about, but with it comes liberation and resolve.




  She’s now hopefully hopeless.




  She’s made a decision.




  The phone rings.




  She doesn’t answer, but knows it’s her mother. It’s a mother ring. Five or six rings before hanging up, before even the answerphone kicks in.




  She doesn’t want any conversation to spoil her resolve.




  Or maybe it wasn’t her mother. Maybe it was Mr Doom & Gloom, from the Self-Pity Group, whose father is lying in hospital. They exchanged numbers because of some computer problems she’s having – he could come and run some tests. He is a divorcee with four children – all daughters – and bemoans the fact. Not the divorcing, but the single-sex status of his children.




  ‘I’d have loved a son.’ A strange look comes across his intense expression whenever he entertains this thought. ‘Someone to kick a ball about with, take to the footie.’




  She was right to call it the Self-Pity Group. Such displays of self-indulgent despair seek only to confirm this. Each member of the Group exhibits a different shade of depressed, luxuriating (if there’s such a word) in their misfortunes. Happily unhappy. She’s as guilty as the rest of them. That’s why you have to rein in the self-pity, and if you can’t then –




  – then this is what her plan is all about.




  She watches the drips from her kitchen tap – long, stretchy, lovely – followed by the plip as each one finally lands.




  The numbers, too, are becoming significant again. 2222. Enumerated in red on her digital clock every evening. She has to watch them until the last digit becomes a three and then, only then, can she be released. ‘A minute's a long time when you watch it,’ her father used to say. That is exactly the feeling she gets watching the numbers on her digital clock, waiting for them to change.




  Now she has a date too. 20.10.2010. It has a certain symmetry.




  The numbers have been there a long time. Maybe it began with her father: the clock repairer. Time, dates, the beauty of symmetrical numbers. He must have arranged it with Fate – to keel over as he did on 8.9.89. Its special significance wouldn’t have been lost on him.




  Then there was her husband, Dale – kind, young, manual. Until a log fell on his happy head and he was no more. The date: 19.11.91.




  Memories of them will suddenly appear, like favourite records or tracks, temporarily lost and then found again, to return to the collection. Here’s one: sitting on the beach in Tenby – she, Dale and their sixteen-month-old baby, Thomas. Trying to make a nice holiday for him, his first holiday, his first dip in the sea, knowing he wouldn’t remember any of it, all that digging and laughing and splashing.




  He didn’t live long anyway, he joined his father and grandfather under the ground, still a child.




  More cold, windy gaps followed. Yes, she took other lovers. Yes, she had another child. But the gaps remained. She thinks these things while running her bath, something she does so she can use up the bath oils and shower gels. She may as well finish them. There’s no enjoyment in such activities, it’s all mechanical – a sense that something has to be completed or emptied. It’s as if her emotions have been drawn out of her bank year on year and now she is overdrawn by far too much. She will never have enough to put back and feels she should be declared emotionally bankrupt.




  But of course, she has The Plan.




  Mr Doom & Gloom Merchant, Appraising





  He lies in bed, chest tight as a fist, as he enters that dark expanse of awake, wondering how many hours sleep he can still squeeze in before his 7.30 alarm.




   




  He examines his life as a mental list of woes:




   




  1 - his father is seriously ill in hospital after a stroke




   




  2 - he is unemployed




   




  3 - he is battling with the bottle




   




  4 - his love life is lacking




   




  5 - his youngest daughter is giving them – him and his ex – grief




   




  Number 1 is the biggest source of stress. He and OG, they’ve had their fights over the years – the last and biggest over the Sugar Daughter, the family wrecker, who splashed her cash on his grateful and besotted father, and incurred the wrath of his mother when she found out.




  But when it gets down to it, your old man is your old man, and Lord knows Mr Doom & Gloom has few enough male significant others in his life as it is.




  Number 2 and 3 are inextricably linked. He knows – or used to know – all about having to go to work on the back of a rough night, getting things wrong, making mistakes on the job because of it (the bottle). Now he has lost his last security job because of the grog, his skin rare as a bloody steak’s, his eyes too, telling tales. Now the ale is his land of solace and escape from all that’s grim, making him grimmer. But he’s got an interview in the morning, his first in three months, as caretaker at the local community centre. At fifty-two, he’s got the experience, just not the youth.




  Number 4 is complicated. His relationship with his ex, Janie, was declared bankrupt a long time ago. Children get in the way and though he never expressed it openly to her, his disappointment at her not giving him a son must have been tangible. Somewhere deep inside, it demeaned his sense of manhood. When they used to go places when the girls were small, he felt a bit of a freak with his four daughters, like he could read the pity on the faces of those men who kicked a ball around or wrestled with their sons. Ironically, it was Janie who called time on their relationship. He hadn’t even the guts to finish that cleanly either.




  ‘You’re suffering from depression, Jim,’ his GP told him.




  ‘That, as well as being an alcoholic,’ was his slightly sardonic retort.




  ‘I know you didn’t get on at the group where all the others were alcoholics, but I can highly recommend another self-help group, where the issues are – how should I say? – slightly more heterogeneous.’




  What did this young damp-eared squib of a doctor know? Young enough to be his son, if only he’d spawned one. He didn’t do groups, did he, but he took the details anyway and has been attending the group for several weeks, in spite of his better judgement.




  At least at the Group they’re not all depressingly cheerful, like some of his friends with their perfect children and their 12 GCSE A stars, and their other halves being newly promoted to assistant area director of some top organization earning a squillion K. For some reason it feels like being overtaken on a B road, worse, being overtaken without warning or signal. These were his contemporaries and he should at least be able to keep up. Janie always said he was a ‘glass half empty’ person and she is without a doubt right.




  But so is Marina with the long wavy auburn hair at the group, her life’s not been a bowl of cherries either, oh no. An artistic woman, with a brain, it’s tragic to behold. But at the same time he can deal with the woes of others: he can help them and take his mind off his own.




  This week he found an opportunity, something to get him onto a more personal footing with Marina, away from the group, when he overheard talk of her computer troubles. He was quite pleased with the casual manner and ease in which he interjected and got an exchange of phone numbers. He knows her, doesn’t he? There’s this feeling of déjà vu about her. She’s out of context but hers is a known face, though he doesn’t seem to ring any bells with her. She has these beautiful eyes, it’s hard to tell their colour, so deep are they in their sockets, but when you get closer they are always lighter than you think. Possibly green? Like fresh figs about to ripen. That sort of colour. The sweeping cheekbones too, so stunning that you can forgive the mouth for being a little awry, a little toothy. She makes him all poetic, like a muse…




  He looks at his clock. 6.10 am. Did he sleep? He’s sure it was only 5.40 am last time he looked.




  As for Number 5…




  He was over at Janie’s the other day, having just unblocked her bathroom sink and running the taps to check on his handiwork, when he heard Bex return from college.




  He replays the scenario.




   




  Him (calling down the stairs): That you, Bex? (Well, it wasn’t Janie – she didn’t get in from work until nearly six.)




  Her: Grunts.




  Him: Any chance of a cuppa?




  Her: Uh-huh.




  Him: Washes and dries hands, comes downstairs and stares agog at the metalwork newly-sprouted from her bottom lip, keeping the one in her nose company.
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