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  Harve


Harve pulled his battered old Honda onto the drive, put it into park, and switched off the engine. 
The car settled with a tired groan, and so did Harve. For a moment he simply sat there, slumped behind the wheel, as if man and machine had reached the end of the road together.
Through the windscreen he saw his wife standing behind the living room blinds, watching him.
Am I late?
Harve checked his wristwatch.
Yes. She’s gonna play hell.
He climbed out, stretched quickly, then moved to the rear of the dark blue Honda. Once, the car had been the love of his life. Now it looked as old and worn-out as he felt.
He opened the hatchback and lifted out the dark brown suitcase.
Mr. Quist’s home.
The thought came automatically, the same tired thought he had every time he returned from a performance.
Because Harve Parker was a ventriloquist, and Mr. Quist, his ventriloquist dummy, was the closest thing he had to a friend.
He shut the hatch and ran a hand across the dusty rear window before turning towards the house.
Immediately, his stomach tightened.
She’s watching me.
Ten paces to the front door.
That was all it took.
Ten paces before the shouting started.
Harve opened the door, stepped inside, placed Mr. Quist’s case carefully on the hall floor, and waited for the abuse to begin.
“What time do you call this?”
“I…”
“Never mind the excuses, Harvey Parker. The evening meal that I have spent all day cooking is ruined. Do you hear me? RUINED.”
Gloria Parker, Harve’s wife and nemesis, didn’t even bother to greet him anymore. She screamed at him from the comfort of her chair in their living room.
Our tiny cottage, as she likes to call it, In reality a pre-fabricated hell-hole…
“Are you listening to me,” the scream from the lounge announced to an uncaring world.
Harve almost jumped. He had lost himself in his own thoughts. He had stopped listening to Gloria’s shrill voice years ago. Now she had to up the shrillness to get his attention.
It’s so grating.
“Yes, dear, I’m listening and I’m sorry sweetheart.” Well, that’s what he wanted to say, but what he said was “I…”
“Never mind. Your food is in the kitchen, in the oven. Think yourself lucky it’s not in the dog. Eat in there. I’m busy.”
Harve picked up Mr. Quist’s home and shuffled into the kitchen.
Busy stuffing your fat face with candy.
“Thank you, sweetheart,” Harve said as he walked past a glowering Gloria and into the tiny kitchen.
Harve placed Mr. Quist carefully on the floor and opened the oven door.
Cold. I’m a few minutes late and it’s cold.
Harve took the offending plate of dried something out of the oven and placed it on the kitchen table. He didn’t bother to use a knife or fork, he knew most of it would be inedible.
It looked like a cross between a pizza slice and dried porridge.
Pizza shouldn’t be grey.
Harve picked up the slice and held it up to the kitchen window. The sun was going down and light dimly reflected off the slice of…
What is this? Heated roadkill?
Harve almost giggled at his own words, but realised, that way lay madness and verbal torture.
No, no fun, Harve. Let her watch her soaps, stuff her face and down a few vodkas. Then, Mr. Quist, we will go into the den and have a chat… 
“While Jabba’s wife snores the house dow…”
“What did you say?”
Her shrill voice made Harve almost drop the food. He had said aloud what he was thinking.
Be careful Harve, Mr. Quist’s voice said in his head.
“Sorry dear, what was that?”
The sound of crunching potato chips made Harve relax.
Good, the chips are going down, we’re on the last leg. She’ll be sleeping soon.

      [image: ]Harve crept into the den, his safe place, when Gloria was drunk, or as she called it, resting her weary bones. It wasn’t a den in the traditional sense of the word. It was an extra room, extra small room, bolted onto the end of the main prefabricated building. But it was his place. Gloria hated it because it was unheated. Cold and Gloria did not make good bedpartners.
Whatever he called it, Harve just loved to be there. To sit, with Mr. Quist, and chew the cud.
Mr. Quist was fifty-years old and looking his age, much like Harve, who was seventy-years old. He had been a gift to Harve from his father, who was a woodworking genius.
Harve’s dad, Bently Parker, spent all his adult life in his woodworking shed at the back of the family home. He and Harve’s mom didn’t see eye to eye. Truth be known, they hated each other.
Harve didn’t delve further into the Parker male line’s obsession with not talking to their women folk.
They didn’t get on. Leave it at that. Don’t analyse it to death. 
Harve sat on the couch and opened Mr. Quist’s home. He always knew when he opened the suitcase, Mr. Quist would have a smile on his face, a warm and gentle smile. He pulled Mr. Quist out with great care, knowing  man-handling him would see something fall off. Harve placed Mr. Quist on the couch opposite him.
“There was a time we got on, Gloria and me.”
“A very brief period of time,” Mr. Quist said.
Harve threw his voice with such flair and expertise, people couldn’t tell it was him throwing his voice, He had been practicing his art for sixty-years, ever since he turned ten and saw some guy on TV do the same, badly. Nobody could see his mouth move, because his mouth didn’t move, That’s why his advertising posters always called him the world’s greatest ventriloquist.
“You’re right, Mr. Quist. Gloria hated you, but loved the money we earned, you and me.”
“Very telling that neither you nor I saw any of that money. You wife saw to that.”
Harve nodded. “Yes, she had a great time spending that money on herself and her half of the family.”
“You were too soft, pal. You should have stood up to her.”
“No, that would have done no good.”
“No, but it would have done me good. Look at me! I’m falling to pieces, Harve. You need to do something before I get dry rot.”
And so, it went on, long into the evening, before Gloria woke up and demanded they went to bed.
And the next day, more of the same. Another kids party and few bucks in his pocket, only to have to hand it over to Gloria and her insatiable appetite for chocolate and cheap vodka.
Harve woke up and lay in bed, staring at the ceiling and wishing he was somewhere else.
Gloria, snoring in the bed next to his bed, wouldn’t wake for another hour.
Harve used that time to think about what he would do if he had some money. Walk out, leave Gloria. Go and live in the next town, the next state even. Somewhere he was and she wasn’t.
That hour was Harve’s fantasy time, the time before reality woke up and demanded food. The time before reality woke up and had to be helped to the bathroom. The time before he listened to his wife being sick while he made coffee and pancakes.
It was always the same. Day after day.
Mundane.
Humiliating.
Hateful.
Gloria stopped snoring, as she always did at 06:30. Harve looked at the clock on the wall opposite.
Here we go.
“Get me to the John. Harve, get me to the John.”
Gloria’s voice rose in pitch as it matched the waking state of her mind.
Dread filled Harve’s mind. Fear, dread and hate. Not too much hate, though. Harve couldn’t afford to be thrown out the house. He had nowhere to live and he couldn’t expect Mr. Quist to live on a park bench or in an alley at the back of a local Chinese restaurant.
Harve swung the blanket back, placed his feet on the cold floor and stood.
He held his hands out and Gloria’s hands clasped round his.
A grip of iron.
The same thought popped into his head, every day, at exactly 06:45,
Harve pulled and Gloria’s bulk moved.
She deftly slid her bulk over and round until her feet slapped on the cold floor.
“Up you come, sweetheart,” Harve muttered as he pulled Gloria upright.
Harve walked backwards, towards the door to their lounge, and then to the John.
Finally, Gloria was sat, grunting, farting, coughing, all the things at which she was good. While Harve washed his hands and made his way to the kitchen and put the coffee on.
Same routine.
Day in.
Day out.
If it ever varied, it would be with a vehement sweetheart tacked to the end of a sentence, with brick-like subtly. 

      [image: ]Harve’s next gig, a children’s party, wasn’t due to kick off until five in the afternoon, which meant Harve had until two chores round the house, under Gloria’s supervision. By two Harve then had an excuse to go into the den and prepare himself and Mr. Quist for the upcoming gig. But until then, Harve’s ass belonged to Gloria, and she made his life a misery.






  
  Party Time


By half past three Harve was dressed in his show suit, if such a grand name could still be given to a brown jacket polished shiny at the elbows and trousers with a permanent bag in both knees. He stood in the den before the cracked mirror, straightened his tie, and lifted Mr. Quist from his case with the same care a priest might show a relic. The dummy’s painted smile was chipped, one eyebrow was thinner than the other, and his little tuxedo had gone green at the cuffs. Between them they looked less like entertainers and more like a double act dug out of a pawn shop cellar. 
“Ready, old friend?” Harve asked softly.
“Do I have a choice?” Mr. Quist replied in the dry voice Harve alone ever genuinely appreciated. 
“Then let us away to delight the little aristocrats and their drunken keepers.”
“Away if we must, but I would rather away to the nearest bar and get…”
“Enough of that, old friend.”
Mr. Quist gave Harve a sidelong look and raised an old broken eyebrow.

      [image: ]The address was in one of the newer developments on the edge of town, the kind of place where every house seemed to come from the same mould and every driveway held a bigger car than Harve’s. As he drove, Mr. Quist’s case on the passenger seat beside him, Harve felt that old sinking sensation gathering in his chest. Children’s parties had once meant noise, cake, excitement, and a little affection from an audience ready to believe in anything. These days they meant sticky fingers, sharp tongues, and mothers who watched him as if he were an old appliance that needed replacing.
When Harve rang the bell, it was opened at once by a woman in expensive leisurewear holding a glass of white wine and a telephone at the same time. She looked him up and down, took in the Honda on the drive, the old suitcase in his hand, the worn suit, and managed, in the space of one raised eyebrow, to make him feel as though he had turned up to beg for leftovers. “Oh. You’re the puppet man,” she said. Then, over her shoulder: “Brad! Bradley’s puppet man is here.”
A man appeared briefly behind her, broad in the stomach and pink in the face, with the distracted look of someone irritated by all human need. “Back room,” he said, not to Harve exactly, but in his direction. “Keep them busy for forty minutes if you can. Hour if you’re good. We’ve got people arriving.” Then he was gone again, laughing at something on his phone.
The back room was already full of children in paper hats and sugar-high motion. Balloons knocked against the ceiling. A table sagged under bright fizzy drinks, half-torn wrapping paper and the ruins of chips and sausage rolls. The birthday boy, Bradley, sat in the middle of it like a young emperor, kicking the heels of his trainers against a chair leg. When he saw Harve he did not smile. He frowned, then said, loud enough for everyone, “He’s old.”
That was all the invitation the others needed. 
“He’s ancient.” 
“Look at his shoes.” 
“What’s in the case?” 
“Is it a dead baby?” 
“My grandad’s younger than him.” 
They crowded round before Harve had even set the suitcase down. 
One bold little girl with a glittering plastic tiara poked his sleeve and said, “Are you real?” while a boy with chocolate round his mouth reached for Harve’s tie and twanged it like a string.
Harve forced a smile onto his face. It was the smile he had worn for cameras, for studio audiences, for producers, for Gloria, for every child who had ever stared at him waiting to be amused. 
“Hello, boys and girls,” he said. “My name is Harve, and this is my friend Mr. Quist.”
He opened the case and lifted Mr. Quist out into the room. 
Once, that moment had always produced a hush. 
Once, children had leaned forward in wonder and adults had smiled despite themselves. 
Here, one boy barked a laugh. 
Another said, “That thing’s creepy.” 
Bradley pointed and shouted, “The head’s too big.” 
A smaller child reached up and slapped the side of Mr. Quist’s face with a sticky palm, leaving a red smear of icing on the dummy’s cheek.
Harve began his opening routine anyway. 
Mr. Quist complained about
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