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    There’d always been a problem with the light. Ever since August had first opened his eyes, he’d found it hard to look out through them.




    It was a problem with pigment mainly, or lack of it. He’d been born with the palest of blue eyes. Eyes filled with a kaleidoscope of the most delicate shades of ice. They were the eyes of a veal calf. The eyes of a worm; of a hermit crab, with pinheads all nervous on stalks. Eyes that smarted constantly, or seeped water. Eyes that blinked or peered. Squinted. Eyes that were always about to collapse on him, or so it felt, his eyebrows sagging like paunchy roofs.




    His eyes provided little protection from the sun.




    The problem was one he harboured and often took out of a black velvet pocket in his mind to brood over when alone; one he assumed, in a sorrowful and private way, was a trick of nature, one which made him feel naturally confined. It was almost always in his thoughts, that he cringed at the sight of so many things. The light, mainly. But other things too. Women. Children sometimes. Fish, clothes, car fenders. Knives. He was constantly blinking back these sights, searing the balls of his eyes.




    Winter was the easiest time. Winter was kind. August could look at the world without too much difficulty, at the gun greys and milky skies of purples and lavenders and muted pearl blues. In winter the skies were also struggling; not to see, but to be seen. The floes of stars were fatter, more bloated with dust, moving heavily and sluggishly, as if drawing a screen of smoke between the sun and earth. In winter it was as if the sun itself was blind.




    Often, sleep deceived him, soothed him, appearing to rearrange reality overnight. August frequently dreamed he was someone else and would wake up with this possibility faintly traced, as though with the juice of an onion, on his cool, white eggshell skin.




    In the bathroom he’d avoid the mirror at first, absurdly half-playing a game with himself, half-believing a swap really might have taken place. He’d urinate. Blow his nose, stare at the wall – then turn round.




    He didn’t see Adam Ant or GQ Man or a young Peter Frampton, all of whom he thought of as ideal replacements. He saw himself: six foot four in his skin, elbows sharp as corncobs, collarbones protruding like the jaws of a great fish. He saw his lumpy, set-to-one-side nose, his large, spaced-apart teeth. His upright blood-orange hair which limbo danced crazily from his head, as though a madman lived there, leaping from a burning attic. His eyebrows and lashes were the same colour and he knew it made his face look as if it was crawling with fire-ants or some other kind of insect. It was a face which had lain dormant in youth, unformed – even plump. As he’d grown older it had thinned and then elongated and found itself, as faces often do, long after adolescence. It had climbed out of a bag of tricks, punching its way into its present curves and lumps, its monstrous dimensions, presenting itself in his late twenties with the innocence and confidence of truth.




    That morning was different.




    August woke from a dream with a start. In the dream someone was bending over his bed, peering at him, breathing into his face. He’d felt a light and tickling breath on his cheeks, his eyelids, across his throat. When he opened his eyes there was only his bedroom. Empty, yet still holding the essence and presence of a body. Something was etched in the air around him, the feel of someone – the heat, or perhaps just an imprint left from his imaginings. He lay under his covers, perturbed, focusing on a crack in the ceiling until the feeling disintegrated and the dream completely disappeared.




    He looked at his bedside clock, saw it was 6 a.m. and groaned, annoyed he’d been jolted so prematurely from sleep.




    He pulled back the covers and got out of bed.




    In the bathroom August went straight to the mirror. He splashed hot water on his cheeks, picked up his shaving foam from the shelf above the sink and sprayed a ball of foam into one hand.




    For five, maybe six years now, what he saw most mornings wasn’t just a face he didn’t like. It was a face which didn’t fit.




    August glanced at the mirror’s edge.




    An old photograph was wedged behind it. The photo, about three inches long and two inches wide, had curled with age and its colours had become a mixture of liverish browns and lurid over-processed inks: purples, greens. Framed in the middle, in a tank top and jeans stood Luke, a smallish, wiry man with long blond hair and fine, even features. Cheekbones. Thin lips. Dark eyes. Tanned skin. Luke was handsome and impish; a vibrancy in his smile which spoke of an innate ease with the world. In the picture Luke had his arms folded across his chest and a large tattoo bulged high up on his right arm – Lucky Luke, the cartoon cowboy with the lounge crooner’s eyes. Luke smiled out from the photograph with the sureness of that day’s sunshine. With the abundance of the harvest at the time. With the ripeness of an afternoon. With the ease of evening.




    The photo was taken the day before he died.




    Luke, August’s father, had died when he was two weeks old.




    Small, sunny Luke.




    Handsome.




    Brown-eyed.




    Lucky Luke.




    August rubbed foam slowly, deliberately, across his cheeks making large smooth circles, his eyes picking over the photograph, Luke’s hair, his mouth, his nose.




    As the years passed, as his face had gradually formed, August had grown more and more suspicious of the man in the photograph. The more he examined Luke’s face for clues: a curve of the brow, or even of the ear, moles, freckles, anything, the more he’d come to see their connection was plainly incongruous – he looked nothing like Luke. In fact, they were impossibly different. And this disturbing idea, now living with him for years, was made worse by the fact that Luke’s picture triggered no emotion. No filial response. When he looked at Luke he felt nothing.




    Carefully, he rubbed foam along his top lip.




    His mother, he’d come to realize, also behaved oddly. As he’d grown older he’d come to see her thinness. She was internally thin. Collapsed in on herself; thin-voiced, thin-nerved. As a child he hadn’t understood, hadn’t pieced together her mannerisms: her permanently clenched jaw, her habit of looking away when she spoke, of keeping conversations short, of being afraid of scrutiny of any sort. Her stories about Luke had always been kept to the minimum, the same few details repeated. She was on bad terms with Luke’s parents and had lost contact, never encouraged him to trace them. He’d added all this up.




    Now he felt mocked.




    His eyes like pools of fat, his golem’s skin. His teeth, his height. His colouring.




    All taunted him.




    Most mornings.




    That morning, as he smoothed foam along his jaw line, August felt a tingling in the backs of his forearms, a sheer blush of warmth. Peculiar, as though a battery had been switched on inside him; he could feel his blood cells multiplying in a dim frenzy.




    He caught sight of one of his forearms in the mirror. It looked unusual. Something white, a pattern, was smattered along his arm, a rash of some sort. Perhaps he’d eaten something. Odd. He rarely got rashes, had no allergies that he knew of. The sensation spread up to his elbow, then his armpit, becoming warmer and more fluid. August peered closely at his arm. The pattern seemed to have risen up from under his skin, was part of it. In it, even. He rubbed it, pinching up the skin between his thumb and forefinger. It appeared to be made of fine particles which sparkled a little, like salt or sugar. Crystals.
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    The morning sky was low over London. Outside the darkness was just lifting and the air had the qualities of a lung; dense, absorbent. Muffling sound. August noticed tiny lilac globes, hailstones, scattered on the ground as he walked to work – the result of a clash between currents thirty miles up. The walk was short, all of three minutes, left out of his flat, up Lena Gardens and right on to Shepherd’s Bush Road. At Finlay’s Deli, he stopped and fumbled for keys in his trouser pockets. When he found them he let himself in, flicking on the lights as he walked through to the café at the back.




    In the kitchen alcove he switched on the coffee machine, letting it warm up before he made himself the first cup of many he drank throughout the day. He went back through to the deli, slipping behind the long display fridge. On the counter a coffee grinder stood upright, battered, shoulders back, its funnel bent somehow at a noble slant; rows of brown-dusty drawers of unground beans ran under it, jars of ground coffee crowded around it. Behind the grinder was a small, portable radio-cassette player and some tapes. He selected some Colombian ground coffee as well as some cumbia, slipping the tape into the machine and pressing play.




    August closed his eyes – his way of making himself vanish. The cumbia was slow and rustic, snaking around his waist, settling on the soft, butterfly-shaped area around his kidneys. Trumpets and horns. An accordion. Sticks. And possibly an old washboard for percussion. It was a simple melody and he imagined it came from the mouths of five ancient men, sitting on chairs in a dance hall, singing to a wedding party. He envisaged couples gliding across a vast polished floor, mutely pressed together. He began to sway carefully, from side to side, feeling the music in his mind, a lazy, friendly tune.




    His hips began to swing in time to the languid song, moving effortlessly, as though his body and the music were one. He began to shift his feet. One step, then two. He shimmied forward, braver, the trumpets pushing him from behind. His hands floated upwards and began to knead the air in gentle, fluid movements.




    August salsa-ed past the salami slicer, past the row of upright fridges which kept fine cakes and champagne, the quail’s eggs and the Ben & Jerry’s, past the entrance to the café. He danced blindly into the middle of the deli, danced around the wrought iron tables pulled in from the pavement. Danced, suspended in time, his face relaxed, different, a small smile pressed into his cheeks, danced graciously, loose-limbed, on his own. In Spanish, the old men were crooning, something about tobacco. August hopped a little, overcome with the rise in emotion in their voices, the increase in tempo.




    He opened his eyes by accident.




    Sweet Banana Wax Peppers.




    The jar pulsed on the shelf in front of him; the peppers were gnarled and an eerie yellow, pickles from another world. He cocked his head at them, trying to realize them, absorb their freakish nature. Something about their twisted form was strangely soothing.




    The music was stronger than him now, picking him up and coursing through him. Near the peppers were rows of condiments. August ran his eyes along the jars: Jamaican Pepper Jelly, Spicy Sri Lankan Balti Paste, Green Olive Pâté. Their thick textures were somehow reassuring, he felt stirred at the thought of their locked secrets. He danced on, past the wall of pasta sauces, marvelling at their flavours, silently mouthing their long, onomatopoeic names: arrabiata, basilico, puttanesca, vodka, campagnola. He stared closely at a jar of tightly packed anchovies. Silverwhite fillets. Tiny fish darting through the water. Now naked and standing on their heads. He could taste them: gluey, vinegary. He danced past bags of lumaconi pasta. Like giant snails. He hadn’t ever tried them. He must, he told himself. With cream and porcini mushrooms.




    He danced on. His body had warmed. His blood was loose and roamed freely over his back and shoulders. He twirled his hands and rotated his hips in graceful circles. It felt natural and he smiled. People did things like this all the time, he thought, without having to close their eyes. August snatched up two tubes of pretzels from a small table and shook them like maracas. He had rhythm and movement. Momentum. He salamandered backwards, towards the door, hands and hips in sync, feet like crabs darting from side to side. He was suddenly excited, thrilled he could move so fast. A flurry of strong feelings rushed around in him.




    A sharp banging rang out above the music.




    August became instantly rigid.




    The sound rang out again, unmistakable: knuckles rapping on the glass.




    August remained frozen, cat-like, as though about to pounce, pretzel tins still in his hands.




    Slowly, he turned to look outside.




    A young woman was standing on the pavement, about three feet from him. She was pretty, her hair running down her shoulders in two silver rivers. Her face was lightly tanned and her neat, black eyes were narrowed. Her arms were folded across her chest. August dropped the pretzel tins and they clattered to the floor. He moved quickly across the deli towards the display fridge, slipping behind it to the small portable radio-cassette player and switched the music off. He could feel all the heat in him rushing up his neck, into his face. He glanced out the window again.




    The young woman was still waiting, her eyes more like slits.




    At the door his fingers trembled at the lock. Panic flooded him as he felt his hair, his nose, his teeth, his entire body re-emerge from wherever it had gone.




    He opened the door.




    ‘I’m s-sorry,’ he stammered.




    August’s eyes tried to meet hers but instead found her chest. He smiled apologetically.




    The young woman pulled her head backwards. Her face hardened as she scanned his features. She gazed openly for a moment, as though she didn’t have to be polite.




    ‘Your cheese,’ she said curtly.




    August was puzzled. ‘My . . .’




    But the woman turned, cutting him off before he could finish his response and stalked back towards a van parked nearby.




    *    *    *




    The storeroom sprawled like a catacomb beneath the deli. Its walls were pistachio green and lined with shelves crammed with tins and jars of overstocked goods. In one corner there was a kitchen with a large oven used for baking, fridges for the cakes and salads, also two cold rooms, one for cheese, the other for meat. In another corner there was a door which led to a small office.




    August let the box of cheese fall to the floor with a thud. He shuddered as he thought of the woman who brought the delivery, remembering the way she wouldn’t look at him as he wrestled the box from the back of the van. With a Stanley knife he sliced the top flaps open. Shiny new hay protected the cheeses inside. He grasped a handful, put it to his nose and inhaled. It smelt of cows. Open pastures. Mountain streams. That morning, the cheeses had been flown in from Normandy.




    As he scrabbled through the hay he imagined the affineur they’d come from, a middle-aged man with a grey tonsure and cheeks like ripe apples, his skin the colour of tea. His fingers were callused and he had haemorrhoids from eating too much cheese. His ‘caves d’affinage’ were large dark rooms with fat dimes of cheese stacked high to the ceiling. Though August had never been to France, he’d seen pictures of French dairy cows with distended udders like hot pink torpedoes. Milked twice a day – they needed to be. An Emmental, he knew, was made with 900 litres. He imagined the affineur as a man of great natural balance, a virtuoso of alchemy who could make cheese from the milk of trees.




    He found a large envelope resting on the first waxy package, a large wheel of Brie. In it there was a list in turquoise spidery writing.




    

      

        

          2 Chaumes




          3 St Maures de Touraine




          2 Camemberts de Normandie




          3 Bries de Meaux




          Pont’ L’Evêque – 1 kilo




          1 Roquefort




          Comte – 3 kilos




          12 Crottins de Chavignol




          6 Pouligny Saint Pierre




          1 Boule de Lille


        


      


    




    Boule de Lille. This was a new order, one he’d avoided having in the deli but couldn’t any longer. Customers kept asking for it. Recipes often recommended it. It was a bold, rich cheese, fine for cooking and eating, good in salads and in canapés. Excellent for crudités. Now, he found himself impatient to see it. Hastily, he began to unpack the box, gathering the three large Bries to his chest and stacking them on a shelf in the cold room, then the Camemberts and the Roquefort and the smaller goat’s cheeses. He left them wrapped, not interested in any of these. He wanted to hold the Boule de Lille.




    When the other cheeses were stacked he looked down into the box. The way the Boule de Lille was nestling in one corner was deceptively timid. He picked it up and weighed it in his hands; it was heavy, he mused, almost three kilos.




    ‘Mi-mou,’ August said the words out loud as if to a small face he was holding in his hands. Half-soft. Mimolette was its more common name. He carried it to the window, his pale eyes watering as he held it up to the light. The cheese was perfectly spherical, a compact, heavy ball. Its surface was peach coloured and pockmarked, lunar even. The cheese could be a small planet, he imagined, Mars or the moon. He saw the large vats of milk, the kind used in dairies, the curds rising, the whey falling away leaving the concentrate. This is what the cheese looks like, he decided, the earth’s concentrate. A planet’s core.




    He knew he’d find it hard to look at the cheese once cut open, hard to look at its colour.




    Blood-orange.




    Unlike him, the cheese wore the colour easily, projecting it and flaunting it openly. He’d often seen the cheese in other delis, sitting composed in the fridge with its brilliant orange on display, rude as open legs, and as brazen. Attracting people. Charming strangers. Mimolette was always popular, it was vivacious and robust – a jester amongst cheeses.




    Now he looked at the cheese half-wanting it to speak, to release the secret of its confidence, of dealing with its extreme colour, also half-fighting an urge to hurl it out the window.




    Upstairs, the front door banged open and there was the sound of clumping feet and singing. Henry.




    ‘Où est mon beau haricot?’ she shouted.




    The French had been going on for weeks, since she’d met her new boyfriend Yves. She’d decided the language was spoken loudly and in the tones of the BBC.




    ‘I’m here!’ August replied from the catacomb.




    He gripped the Mimolette in the crook of his arm and climbed the stairs to the café. Henry was in the front of the shop, dragging one of the wrought iron tables out on to the pavement. He was glad to see her, as usual, to take note secretly of her hair. Before working at the deli she used to be a hairdresser’s assistant and her hair was always different. Today she’d woven her long, black tresses into two side-plaits which had been carefully wound to make deck quoits above her ears.




    ‘Fous le camp!’ Henry snorted, her back to him.




    August grinned.




    ‘That’s fuck off, not fuck me,’ he corrected, joining her.




    ‘I don’t care, help me out, chéri.’




    He picked up the other side of the table and together they carried it out on to the pavement.




    ‘Merci,’ she smiled when the table was on the ground.




    Outside, the cold air was like fire, burning the end of his nose, stinging his cheeks.




    ‘Is your boyfriend learning English?’ he inquired, shivering.




    ‘No.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘Because French is the language of love!’ Henry winked.




    Henry’s hairdo was both unflattering and endearing, both matronly and sleek, giving her an air of a young Eastern-bloc Olympian starlet. The dark down on the edges of her face, along her jaw line, had collected moisture. Her pear coloured eyes prickled from the cold. August found her utterly captivating, as usual.




    He tried to smile at her but his lips wilted.




    ‘And the language of cheese!’ she laughed and began to unbutton her long quilted jacket. Underneath, her brown cardigan was silky, as though knitted from the ears of an exotic goat. He saw that it clung to her body, rising with the swell of her breasts which seemed large and firm and delicate all at once, then fell into a wide waist which somehow seemed small. Her body was a gentle place, August thought. Gentle, like sleep.




    There were morning rituals. Together, they went about them with a practised ease. The white tureens of olives needed to be brought up from the fridges downstairs and laid out on the large, black, wooden table opposite the till. There were half a dozen different types. Mauve Italian olives the size of quail’s eggs. To August they were sinister, a gutter full of decomposing bodies. French olives, black and swollen, the size of prunes. Bald, yellow, Spanish ones which tasted like old socks. Green olives, tiny rugby balls, marinated in basil and lemon. Oily, Boscailo olives with garlic and red peppers. The small, black Niçoises fermenting in a claret coloured water could be cherries. There were also pestos and pickles, capers, woodland mushrooms, sun-dried tomatoes. Fresh bread and pastries were delivered to the back door every morning and needed arranging in baskets. Quiches and pies and tartlets on little silver platters were placed in the window.




    ‘Je vais faire le awning,’ Henry informed him, carrying the long hooked pole like a lance as she walked outside. August watched as Henry lunged upwards and missed.




    ‘Merde!’ she laughed through gritted teeth.




    She wasn’t tall enough to do this job, but she always tried. She smiled through the window at August to signal she was fine. He grinned and shook his head, walking out on to the pavement. Henry jumped again. August said nothing. Instead he grabbed the top half of the pole, his arms reaching up, way over her head. Henry held the bottom. Together they pulled as if on the rope of a church bell, their bodies close, facing each other. August felt a flutter inside his chest being so close to her, her smell. Pears soap. As Henry looked up through his arms, her eyes landed on the scoop at the base of his neck, the pale skin there, smooth as the skin of a seal. August blushed and grinned, showing his teeth. Henry’s eyes flickered and then glanced away again. They pulled and the awning slowly unfolded like the hood of an old jalopy, clicking into place.




    Their arms dropped and they stood for a moment on the pavement. Next to them, on Shepherd’s Bush Road, the morning’s traffic was grim and stationary. Like baby elephants each car stood patiently still, holding on to the tail of the car in front. Metres from them, the road was lined with hulking, flaking, long-faced, Victorian terraced houses. Around, above and beyond, the sky was resentfully nurturing a pastel yellow bruise.




    ‘In December everything becomes ugly,’ Henry grumbled.




    August disagreed.




    He looked up, admiring the plane tree above them. Its slim belly had turned a silver khaki and it rose from the pavement, a great cobra with combat fatigue skin, leaning into the road, above the traffic with its ten arms stretched out above it as if to dance a salsa. One arm was shorter and stumpy. August decided this was its head, a mossy Afro, thrown back in a laugh. The laugh rustled high above them, rattling him, making him feel suddenly, unaccountably watched.




    He shivered.




    ‘Il fait froid,’ Henry said, thinly.




    ‘Oui,’ August replied. ‘Il fait très froid.’




    The first customers were usually mothers with toddlers dropping their older children to school. Or builders, or people coming off a night shift. People stopped for a takeout coffee on the way to either Hammersmith or Shepherd’s Bush tube.




    Finlay’s Deli was owned by Rose Finlay. Painted tomato red, and sheltering two nests of tables and chairs under its awning, it was a homely and welcoming landmark on the long and mostly featureless Shepherd’s Bush Road, part of a small stretch of shops a little east of Brook Green. On one side of the deli was a Chinese takeaway, on the other a newsagent run by a Muslim family. Across the road and along, next to Pollen, the flower shop, there was a tapas bar. Further towards Shepherd’s Bush Green the terraced houses were mostly dingy hostels, most full of asylum seekers, who, when bored, hung around on doorsteps, or patrolled up and down in groups. To August these surroundings were fascinating, glamorous even; a mix of customs and cultures from countries he’d only ever read about or seen on TV. Most days it was possible to overhear a dozen languages spoken in the street.




    First thing in the morning the shop and the café were full, but easy to deal with. People weren’t themselves in the morning. It was like attending to a swarm of smoked bees. People were stingless. Quiet, vague. Happy to wait in line. People were still dreaming. It wasn’t until later, when the day had slapped them in the face, that customers could get demanding. By lunch time things were different. Rose came at midday to help.




    As August served the sleepy, he fantasized about having sex with Henry.




    The fantasy was always more or less the same.




    There wasn’t much space behind the display fridge and often their bodies grazed each other during the course of the day. In his fantasy the deli was empty. It was late afternoon. They bumped into each other. A coffee cup dropped. It shattered and they both knelt to retrieve the pieces. On the way down their noses clashed, foreheads bumped. Lips met. They kissed deeply. Passion had been brewing between them for almost a year. Henry’s voice was thick as she began to tell him what she would like to do to him, how long she’d thought about doing these things. She bit his ear. They rose, joined at the hips. He slipped his hands under her shirt, felt her smooth, warm skin. He pushed her back gently, her buttocks sliding effortlessly across the marble counter in front of the fridge full of cheese. He saw her thighs open towards him, felt her mouth on his throat. His fingers found her underwear, fine black lace. They twisted in them. As he pressed her neck with kisses he slid his fingers inside her. It was wet and warm at her centre and he felt happy and relieved. They laughed and stayed like this for a brief moment.




    Then she fell into the cheese.




    Sometimes, when they were on the olive table, she fell, heavily, off the table. Or if they were on the sink in the café, she fell into the sink. When they were on the stairs which led to the storeroom, she fell down the stairs. Other times they were attacked by a swarm of locusts. Once they fell into a hole, a deep black hole. It just appeared. They were having sex on a ladder and they fell in. Another time they were attacked by a whale.




    Henry had just fallen into the cheese when a man walked into the shop. August was mildly aroused; under his apron he was semi-erect. He was staring at his shoes. When he looked up, he saw the battered cowboy hat and the long square face. Instantly recognizable, but also a blur in his memory. The same face but different. August was suddenly faint, crowded in. The man smiled and pointed at a blueberry muffin.




    ‘One of those and a double espresso.’




    The voice.




    He remembered the voice, the garbled monologues; he used to talk fast and nervously, sucking air up, catching wind in him. August walked from the deli to the coffee machine in the café. The hat. Could it be the same hat? On the same head? Would a man wear the same hat for over twenty years? He scooped coffee into the espresso filter, slotted the filter into the groove in the machine, pressed the switch. It lit up. Blood-orange. Two feet away, Henry was making peppermint tea. She smiled at him. He stared at the delicate black hair on her bare forearms; he could see under her trousers she was wearing a G-string.




    ‘Ça va, ma pomme frite?’




    August’s face was grey.




    No, he wanted to say. No, I’m not all right. I want to lie down, go to the toilet. A feeling of dread ran through him, liquid, as though ink was being poured into his head. Thick, strong coffee flowed in a stream into a demitasse. When it stopped August unlatched the scoop from the machine and placed the little cup on a little saucer. He slipped back behind the fridge, walked to the counter where the man was still standing, already eating the blueberry muffin.




    ‘That’s two pounds fifty, please,’ August said stiffly.




    The man dug in his jeans pocket. His flowery shirt was open to the chest, exposing grizzled hair underneath. Over it he wore a large, sheepskin jacket which was stained with what could have been fox blood or battery acid, or children’s hand prints. The man smiled broadly, handsomely, as he’d always done. He handed him the coins.




    ‘Thanks,’ August mumbled.




    The man picked up the muffin and coffee and walked out of the deli on to the street. He sat at one of the tables, looking around expectantly, as if he was waiting for someone, his breath like steam.




    August watched the man as he looked up into the plane tree. Drink your coffee, he thought. Drink your coffee and leave.




    When the man left, August ran downstairs and locked himself in the bathroom. He stared in the mirror for a full minute only seeing past himself – to a room with red walls, to something he’d seen a long time ago and a sound like panic. Years, a lifetime it’d been. An age had passed since he’d last seen Cosmo. A hotness rose in him, flooding his face. He caught a single tear with his finger and wiped it away. He turned his head, one way, then the next, scrutinizing his mug-shot.




    When he was a child he’d feared asking his mother questions. Feared, superstitiously, in the way of children, the effect they might have. They could cause her to do unexpected, undesirable things. As a child, questions were potentially disastrous. And that fear still persisted. He was still unwilling to upset the carefully arranged order of things between them, what little they had, even though it was all on her terms. The prospect of questioning her was too enormous, the risk of losing her too big.




    And so he’d never quizzed her about Luke, never held the photo up to his own face and drawn attention to his fears. But now Cosmo had appeared, from nowhere. A different cowboy. August’s eyes filled with an opaque hatred, his mouth turned downwards.




    Cosmo.




    August stared at his face, inspecting its shape, his nose, turned his head from left to right, sniffed. He was deserted by ideas, by any reliable information and the result was a thickheadedness. A frustrating emptiness.




    August spent the rest of the day bumping into things, feeling vulnerable behind the glass battlement of the display fridge. At three his shift ended and he walked home, noticing on his way that the winter sky was unsettlingly bleak and low and that he still felt watched.




    *    *    *




    In his kitchen, August gulped down guava juice, draining it straight from the carton. His arms were tingling again, pleasurable somehow, a sudden surge of health. He stopped drinking and rolled back his sleeves, holding his arms towards the window for a better look. Both forearms had the white rash now. It was curious, unlike anything he’d seen before. It was both crisp and slippery, velvety-rough, the kind of pattern he’d seen on frozen things.




    When the door bell rang August stood still, planning not to answer. Old ideas, like dried seeds, had scattered in him and he wanted to gather them back. He wanted time to think about Cosmo’s appearance, what it might mean.




    The door bell rang again.




    This time the caller kept their finger on the buzzer, the noise like a very big and loud mosquito.




    ‘Go away,’ he muttered.




    The ringing stopped.




    August re-examined his arms, touching them gently, running his fingers along them. His thoughts drifted back to Stonegate Hall, a sadness welling behind his sockets, the skin on his cheeks. Cosmo had been the antithesis of a ghost – a real-life shock. But now, re-visualizing him, the man he’d just seen, he realized, disconcertingly, that this Cosmo was thinner than the one he remembered, and much older, less attractive, dirty. Slightly decrepit even. He was an old man now, like any other. If anything, in the cowboy hat, the open shirt, the sheepskin, Cosmo looked pathetic.




    The ringing started again.




    ‘Okay, okay, okay.’




    He left the kitchen and walked down the hall, opening the inner door to the landing he shared with his neighbour. He turned the lock on the front door, pulling it open.




    His mother was standing on the top step. In her arms she was holding her customary offering, a large, wrapped bundle of flowers.




    ‘August!’ she snapped, exasperated.




    ‘H-hello, Olivia.’




    August didn’t open the door wider. He felt a swell of resistance and remained in the shadows of the landing. What with Cosmo, he’d forgotten Olivia was coming and now wanted to see her even less than usual. Since they’d left Stonegate Hall she’d behaved as though Cosmo had never existed. None of it had. Those long years had been sliced from her life with the precision of a surgeon’s knife. As with a tumour, ‘Cosmo’ had become an unspeakable word between them.




    Olivia was eyeing him with irritation.




    ‘Are you letting me in or not?’




    August continued to stare. Her brown eyes were still clear, and somehow innocent. Her lips were un-aged, ridiculously plump and firm. The rest of her was old, though. Despite good bone structure, her face had slipped and withered. Her red hair was browner, still long, but flecked with grey. Her neck was papery, her breasts had flattened, her waist had gathered rolls. Her ankles had thickened.




    ‘August!’




    August opened the door. Taking the bundle from her, he turned before she entered, walking back into the kitchen.




    In the kitchen he rested the flowers on the counter top. He reached up and took a large crystal vase down from a shelf and began to fill it with water from the tap. His mother stood behind him, watching, saying nothing, and he could sense her impatience. She never liked the way other people did things.




    ‘I need to talk to you about Christmas,’ she said quickly, addressing his back.




    August began to unwrap the bundle.




    ‘What are you planning to do?’




    He didn’t answer, he knew he needn’t.




    ‘You can’t come to me.’




    The flowers were hollyhocks. He liked hollyhocks. Delicate purples and pinks. Probably imported. He began to single them from each other and stab them into the water, listlessly.




    ‘I’m heading for the sun. Mustique. Fred and I are staying with Jean. You know Jean. She has such a lovely house out there. All those pillars flown in from Rajasthan. Sorry, baby. I couldn’t say no. I’d have asked if you could come too, but you know your eyes couldn’t take it.’




    She sighed, as if truly thwarted.




    August continued to stab the stems into the water. They were far too long for the vase, even though it was quite deep. The flowers had fallen to the sides and looked awkward, but he didn’t care. He tinkered with them, ineffectually.




    ‘Oh, God, August!’




    The sharpness in her voice was familiar. He was always amazed at how near the surface her anger simmered, how it could spill over so easily.




    Olivia pushed him out of the way and made a terse, strangling gesture around the neck of the vase. His inadequacy at anything to do with flowers or plants, even mowing the lawn, had always made her angry.




    ‘Why are you always so hopeless at this! Look, there, see,’ she began arranging the flowers more artistically. ‘See? It’s so easy. So eas-y. Simple. I’ve never known anyone to be so bad at such a simple thing.’




    She huffed.




    August watched her without emotion. He should’ve remembered to let her arrange the flowers, let her be the child. Cosmo, he would like to lean over and whisper in her ear. He came into the deli today. Your old boyfriend. One of them.




    Remember him?




    But he couldn’t. Saying Cosmo’s name aloud would make him real. For the moment he could pretend he hadn’t seen him, and he might never see him again. It was probably a one-off coincidence. He knew he had every right to ask these questions. But he felt powerless and unsure, somehow fundamentally without rights. She had made him and his life.




    ‘Mustique,’ he said. ‘How lovely. I already have plans for Christmas. Jim’s asked me to spend it with them. Send a postcard.’




    But his mother wasn’t listening.




    When she’d gone, August went into his bedroom and lay down. He hadn’t discussed Christmas with Jim and he didn’t plan to either. Jim was broke and had children to feed and his home in Harlesden was tiny. He decided Christmas on his own would be a treat. He’d stay in his dressing gown and slippers all day, drink a fine wine and listen to the Queen’s speech, later watch a black and white epic on TV. He’d buy a carp. Stuff it with chestnuts and bake it. Eat it with noodles. He imagined them, a mound like a glistening castle, slippery, translucent. For dessert, he’d make something easy, perhaps some flaming peaches.




    Mustique – his idea of purgatory. It wasn’t a place, even. More of a floating golf course, by the sound of her other trips and the photos she’d shown him. He had a list in his head of a hundred places he’d like to visit. There were a hundred other places he could add to the list before even considering Mustique. This choice was typical of Olivia, a non-place. A visit to nowhere.




    August rubbed his eyelids gently. Underneath them, his eyes burnt as they did at the end of most days. Cosmo, Christmas, he pushed these ideas away, closed down on them. He was tired and demoralized by his mother’s visit as usual, inextricably bound to her. Her past was his and the cold fact of it always made him moody and irritated. He’d never be able to cut himself free. The past was as unshakeable as a friendly dog.




    And now Cosmo had reappeared.




    He felt black as he lay on his bed.




    His eyes stung.
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    When August arrived at the deli the next morning he was anxious. Unusually, Rose had come down early and he found he wanted to confide in her immediately, throw himself on his knees. Wrap his arms around her waist. Tell her, a man came into the deli yesterday, just thinking about him makes me feel sick.




    But this was impossible. She was standing on a ladder when he came into the shop, a box of jars from Tulip Farm at her feet. Cobwebs of sunlight were pressing against the large windows, paralysing him. Rose was humming to herself, making room on the shelves for the new delivery. Henry was on her own serving customers, a long queue.




    It wasn’t until the morning rush had died that he could approach Rose. Her small task had become a mammoth operation. Every pot and jar had been taken off the shelves: vinegars, mustards, pasta sauces, dressings and syrups, jams and pickles. She’d polished each jar lovingly and put it back on to newly dusted shelves. The box from Tulip Farm still lay untouched at her feet; it was a good excuse to join her.




    ‘Can I help?’




    ‘Thank you, August,’ Rose purred, in her mild Scottish lilt.




    The jars in the box were mostly jams and pickles. They glowed dark and unctuous. Deep purples, maroons, reds and oranges – individual cells from a vampire honeybee.




    August reached down, picked one up and handed it to Rose; in it white bulbs bounced in amber amniotic fluid.




    ‘Oh,’ Rose squeaked with glee. ‘These are superrrb.’




    August smiled insincerely.




    He wanted to say: Who do you most dislike? Who would upset you most if he or she suddenly walked into your life?




    Rose was wearing a powder blue kilt and a matching twinset, a string of pearls at her throat. Her silver hair was combed, as usual, into a neat pixie cap. Her shoes were flat moccasins with toggles.




    He doubted Rose had real secrets. She lived a humdrum life in the flat above the shop with her lethargic, half-dead pug Hilary. She had no private life to speak of, only other spinster friends with whom she took holidays several times a year. She went for walks on weekends, she liked fine food. She never talked about her family in Edinburgh. He supposed Rose had always been like this. Tidy, tubby, conservative. He was unable to put a different face on her, a younger one.




    August handed her another jar, garlic pickle, the colour of crushed sun.




    He didn’t know how to start, but an urgency made him feel incautious, indifferent to beginnings, middles and endings. He and Rose often talked, they were confidants of sorts. They shared a love of food and cooking and often discussed recipes or swapped cook books. Sometimes they talked about music, or customers who came in, or they gossiped about other shops. It’d often occurred to him that Rose treated him like a son – and that he liked it.




    He handed her another jar.




    She took it without looking at him.




    Who do you hate most?




    She was dusting, her eyes on the shelves.




    ‘Rose?’




    The ladder creaked a little as she shifted her weight. The bulge of her stomach was very close to him and he watched as she tugged at her twinset, trying to conceal it.




    ‘Who . . .’




    Rose continued dusting, only half-listening.




    How could he word it right?




    He handed her a jar.




    ‘Who have you . . . have . . .’




    She took it from him. ‘Have I what?’




    He held a jar of red cabbage in his hand, trying to arrange his feelings into words.




    Rose moved up a rung.




    Cosmo’s face materialized in front of him, indifferent, bleary.




    ‘Who do you hate most?’ he said.




    Rose didn’t answer. She continued to arrange the jars.




    August’s ears burnt. He wanted to snatch the words back.




    ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘I don’t know what I’m saying . . . I . . .’




    ‘My father,’ Rose said, in a steady voice, her eyes on the jars.




    August reddened and handed her the jar of cabbage.




    ‘He wasn’t a very nice man,’ Rose continued, looking down at him calmly; her small grey eyes were pellucid and she seemed at ease.




    ‘Another jar, please.’




    He handed her one. Grapefruit marmalade, a ring of citrus rind gnashed against the glass, dentures suspended in a gummy green. She looked at it, turning it in her hands, then put it on the shelf. She huffed and began arranging the jars in alternating colours.




    August bit his lip, feeling oddly upstaged. He continued to hand her more jars, but the atmosphere between them had changed. Rose had begun to dust and hum again, louder, this time, as if a drawbridge had been pulled up. He’d always instinctively liked Rose, found her smallness, her neatness, inspiring. Next to her he felt so big and heavy-boned, reminding himself of something too large, a great dog of some sort.




    He passed up more jars. As he did he found himself wondering who Rose loved, and who had loved Rose. And what her underwear looked like.




    Lunch time passed.




    The afternoon sky rumbled, as though great tablets of stone were being pulled away from the mouth of a cave. The clouds turned mauve, then orchid purple, but no rain came. Funeral weather, August thought, shaking off a crawling feeling between his shoulders and peered out the large plate-glass windows, wishing for milkier skies. Rose had disappeared upstairs to give Hilary her daily ginseng, Henry to the storeroom to find herring fillets. In the premature dusk, the deli was cosy. Two metallic lamps on chains were slung low in the room, throwing a watery consommé of light on to the walls. On the radio Roberta Flack was singing slowly, hauntingly. In the deli, August felt secure again.




    He usually did.




    Food he understood. Food was complex and didn’t speak. The deli was an oasis in the real world, a crowded room full of strong personalities, a party he felt comfortable at, a gathering of fellow mutes. It was his private salon, a coterie of eccentrics he knew and enjoyed being with.




    The deli’s two rooms were spacious.




    The first, looking on to the street, was the delicatessen. It smelt like a gastronomic locker room, August thought, one where the heavyweight odours of cheese, coffee and dried meat had gone to recuperate after a bout of fifteen rounds. It was the smell of a full-flavoured clash, of the aftermath of a tie-break. All August’s clothes had the same smell, his skin too. But for all its force, its invisible chaos, the smell, he always noticed, was curiously subtle.




    The deli’s saffron coloured walls were lined with bulging shelves, its wooden floor was bordered with baskets of dried produce and boxes of vegetables. Pushed against the shelves were three tables: one large one for the olives; the other, smaller ones permanently heaped with a changing selection of imported delicacies – Bayonne chocolates and Dutch biscuits, bags of handmade pasta, Venetian polenta, Milanese panettone, Caspian caviar, all sourced by Rose, all chosen as much for their exquisite packaging as for their craftsmanship.




    The room was dominated by the L-shaped glass display fridge which ran the length of the shop, ending at the till. Chest high, the fridge formed a natural barrier behind which Henry and August served customers. To August it was a trick wall, its contents, the cheeses, the charcuterie, the pâtés and salads, were land mines scattered in a two foot wide no-man’s-land between himself and other people. It was a wall behind which he could both hide and be seen.




    The long fridge also hid the tools of the trade: the meat slicer, the coffee grinder, some scales, a microwave, plastic tubs, clingfilm and fine tissue, the small portable radio-cassette player. The radio was almost always on, tuned in to Radio 2.




    The second room, the café, was light and pretty, painted butter yellow, with mint green curtains and plastic tablecloths. In a corner, behind a barrier, was a kitchen alcove with the coffee-machine, where lunch-time meals were prepared. The café was often busy, mainly with customers who lived locally, most of them women.




    August was refilling an empty salad bowl with his own leeks à la grecque, when he noticed a young woman bending over the olive table. He hadn’t seen her come in. She was pressing her fingers to her chin and her brow was puckered with concentration, her eyes sharpened by the sight of the heaps of olives, trying to decide which to choose. He noticed she was wearing an apron too, white, like his, with green stains on the front. She had on a tweedy skirt and long, pink woolly socks under gumboots. Between the skirt and the boots her legs were bare and he could see the valleys in the backs of her knees. The skin there was smooth as a plum and pale as a white opal. Chalk blue veins, like subterranean rivers, crossed underneath.




    Somewhere in him, August felt a pull. He straightened up behind the display fridge.




    ‘Can I help?’ he asked, blushing at the sound of his own voice. But she didn’t seem to hear. She scooped large, green olives into a small Styrofoam pot from a stack on the table. August’s insides began to jangle with self-hatred, waiting until she turned around and flinched. He wished his skin would drop off like a suit revealing another man, a young Peter Frampton. She turned, and looked around.




    ‘Hi,’ she beamed.




    August blinked. The soles of his feet started to melt like cheese toasties, melt and stick to the insides of his trainers. The woman had long auburn hair, wiry, tied back loosely, an aquiline nose, and pale but freckled skin.




    August tried to smile but couldn’t. His throat was a vacuum.




    ‘Can I help?’ he croaked the question this time.




    ‘Oh, no, I’m fine.’




    She glided over to the till and put the pot on the counter.




    ‘I’m Leola,’ she said breezily. ‘I’ve just started working across the road.’




    August couldn’t speak. He nodded. His ears, he was sure, were melting, falling from his head.




    ‘At Pollen, the flower shop.’




    August nodded again and rang the amount up into the till.




    ‘One pound twenty,’ he said in a voice which had almost evaporated.




    She smiled, reassuringly.




    ‘I–I’m August,’ he said. He couldn’t look at her. He looked at her neck.




    ‘Nice to meet you.’




    ‘Yes,’ he replied.




    She looked at him uncertainly, a look he knew so well. There were a hundred things he could say, a hundred platitudes, anything, but nothing came.




    She handed him the money.




    August leaned forward to take it and as he did so, his long T-shirt sleeve slipped up a little. She glanced at his forearm quickly, at the odd rash which had been exposed; then, puzzled, she stood still, regarding him, his face.




    She smiled, faintly.




    August opened his mouth, trying to smile, showing his large spaced-out teeth.




    ‘See you around,’ she said before walking out on to the street.




    August leaned against the back counter, feeling hot and short of breath, fighting back a flood of fresh and ancient disappointment.




    He hooked his fingers in the corners of his mouth and pulled upwards, then took his fingers away. The smile he was left with was inane. He tried again, without his fingers. This smile was open, toothy, cavernous. He smiled quickly and then stopped. He smiled again, quickly. Then stopped. He practised smiles until another customer walked into the shop.




    Outside, Mrs Chen walked past. August nodded and she nodded back. She usually started work at the takeaway next door at around five o’clock.




    August liked to practise different languages, even though he’d never left England. He often dreamed of travelling, only to places where the sun wasn’t too strong: Latvia, Lithuania, St Petersburg, or even Ireland. But he couldn’t travel very far. Motion sickness always struck, either that or mild nausea. There was something about being moved, about being taken or carried without his actual body doing the moving that panicked him. Something he didn’t quite trust. He’d learned to drive, but never enjoyed it. He got car sick on a bus. He had fear of flying though he’d never flown. The one time he’d taken a train from York to London, he’d had a panic attack. He loved to swim, but had a fear of boats.




    Travelling, he’d always thought, was where he’d meet his other self. Somewhere in a foreign place, he would bump into the bit of himself which was lost. Travelling would bring him upon himself, would force him upon the unknown, upon the fear of being totally alone. It would force him to think about who he was, give him courage to trace himself. This is what he fancied, anyhow, on gloomy mornings in Shepherd’s Bush.
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