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For Kelly




A ROLLING BOY

The silver car tumbles end-over-end five times before resting on its roof at the crossroads. A traffic light shifts from red to green, detecting nothing wrong with this arrival, and the headlights glare through the rain, and the wheels keep spinning, flicking their spray at no one in the empty street.

All is quiet. A kebab shop, yellow haze. The stark whiteness of an off-licence and the spatter of residential windows glinting like fairy lights. Faces peeking through the curtains. There’s a scent of sparks from the fireworks behind the terraces, and from the car’s roof where it scraped along the road.

The car sits steaming in the cold, the upside-down world reflected in the wet tarmac. It was the wetness that made the tyres slip – tyres, illegal, too bald, beige threads – and it was the Jägermeister he’d brought to the party, and the pills still fizzing inside his stomach.

The car’s wheels begin to slow, like a worn-out clock.

Nothing moves but everything speaks – the car speaks, the signs speak. It all speaks, so quiet, so gentle – the whisper of a drain, the birdsong of distant sirens. All of it waits.

They arrive, an ambulance and two police response vehicles, flashing blue-red-blue. The traffic light does its best to recite what happened in its light-language, but none of them listens. The paramedics scurry to the scene, urgent and cautious and tired from the long night. The police chatter like budgies into their radios. They await instruction.

But no instruction comes, for the world slows, slows.

It slows and slows and slows to an imperceptible crawl.

Paramedics with their steely faces masking worried ones – paramedics caught mid-stride, the flaps of their hi-vis jackets frozen behind them in the frigid air. The police officer trapped in a half-blink. The rain suspended in space, a billion glass beads reflecting the scene.

I pass through all of it. Through these hanging raindrops, through the emergency team, and I relish the weight of my body, and the crunch of windscreen glass beneath my bare feet. I tread towards the car, over these fragments scattered like the diamonds of some careless jeweller. A sign reading ‘30’ leans mockingly beside the driver-side door.

And when the driver, twenty-nine, the man who is still a boy, Samuel Preston, sees me through the side window, his eyes are wide. His eyes are wide because he knows who I am and why I’ve come. Everyone knows, at the end.

He’d planned on proposing to his girlfriend this New Year’s Day. Now he’s sprawled on the upside-down ceiling, all crushed and crooked, strapped awkwardly in his upside-down seat, legs mangled somewhere above the steering wheel. Arms broken. Neck broken, the column cracked, its wires kinked.

I kneel down, open his door.

His friends are unconscious – one in the front passenger seat, one in the back. Samuel tries to move, but I hush him. I lean into the car, holding his head on my lap, and I stroke his hair, and he’s scared, and I tell him it’s okay now. It’s okay.

He tells me he can’t move, and I say I know, it’s okay. He says, is this it? This can’t be it, can it? And I don’t answer because he already knows. And when he asks if this has to happen, I say yes, it’s okay. Close your eyes now. He does, and he winces from the pain. I whisper some things. I tell him things a person should only know right before they die. And the pain rushes away, and he relaxes, caught in this motionless double-world where the light flickers from blue, to red, back to blue, minutes in between.

He asks, will you tell my girlfriend what happened?

I can’t, I tell him. But someone will.

She’s pregnant.

I know. It’s okay. Close your eyes.

Oh god, he says. Oh god, I’m gonna miss it. I’m gonna miss everything.

Samuel Preston stares through the shattered windscreen. For eight seconds, he’s still. Then he slips the bracelet from his topsy-turvy rear-view mirror – wooden beads on elastic. He holds them to his lips as he cries, and he smells them, and he remembers. His face is tight and brave. And we rest in the stillness, just he and I, silent, and the smell of the bracelet is the last thing Samuel Preston ever knows.

Samuel Preston – 29 years, 5 months, 4 days

Three years tumble away like rolling cars, and in the first quiet hours of another January, I wander. Samuel Preston hasn’t left my mind. None of them do.

So I wander – skirting the city and slipping through those in-between places, the jigsaw puzzle of concrete, the trees trapped in brickwork troughs. I like to stumble upon these green nooks in a grey town – nooks hiding away, hoping never to be found by developers, and I watch them dissolve into more flats, more houses. A canal runs along the edge of the town, obscured by train tracks and metal fences, little walkways, alleys, underpasses. It’s lined with yellow willows whose weeps drape into the water, and there are bramble bushes tangling, and you could almost imagine you were in some paradise. The illusion is shattered by the rumble of a train, or an island of sewage drifting through the reeds, or the power lines peeking over the tops of the trees. It’s a paradise apparent by its own contradictions, all the more precious for its rareness.

I wander the path beside the canal and I pass a teenage couple hand in hand. I don’t want to think about who they are or who they’ll be – they’re a young couple now, and that’s enough. There’s a man sitting in a green sleeping bag beneath the rail bridge. The arches of the bridge are a patchwork of greys where the council paints over the graffiti, and the graffiti crawls back over the paint, and the paint wipes over the graffiti in an eternal battle where neither opponent will ever meet the other. There’s a stink of piss. A musky scent of cannabis. The man in the sleeping bag asks for a cigarette and I tell him I don’t have one. I pass beneath the bridge as the rising sun cuts red and gold through the willows like a photograph flare in my little oasis.

This is the park with the playground at one end and the cemetery at the other, and this is the park where I sit on the bench and watch John Lamb, the old man on his morning walk. He dresses the part with his baggy beige trousers and floppy shoes, his tatty tweed jacket. There was a time he’d come here with his dog Virgil, a cocker spaniel, and the two of them would stop to greet every other dog who crossed their path, and John would smile at the owners and say g’morning, and sometimes they’d chat about small things, about dogs and rain, and then they’d all be on their way. But Virgil died two years ago from old age and from his broken heart for John’s wife who died the winter before. Now John walks alone, and I watch him toddle the long diagonal path through the green, away from the brick-wall alley, through the corridor of trees, past the swings and springy jeep towards the main road. His stomach is empty because the bacon was off. His hand is empty with no Virgil leading the way, and his arm feels too light, like it could float away and reach his dog and his wife waiting up there somewhere. He walks past me, this old man, and he doesn’t look at me. I watch the waddle in his step where his knees are stiff so his hips do the work, and I watch the way his fingers clench and unclench. I watch the wisp of white hair on the back of his head, the way it wafts with every step, and I listen to those flappy shoes squeak and creak on the tarmac path. I can taste the staleness in his mouth from the lack of breakfast and no cup of tea. I can feel the socks about his shins, the itch in his crotch, the belt hanging loose around his waist. I can hear the way he tries to ignore the traffic, to better remember how this place felt when he was a boy. And as I watch him, this dogless old man, I think of his wife, and I think of bread-and-butter pudding, and I watch him walk this same walk, alone, week after week after week.
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A MORNING MAN

John will often go a fortnight without anyone speaking to him. He’ll visit the shops just to pass people. He says g’morning g’morning to each one, and he might receive a pitying smile, or a mother will shield her son, or a teenager will tell him to fuck off. But he says it anyway, g’morning, g’morning, and when a stranger looks at him, he knows he’s not a ghost.

Today he passes the old pasta shop and walks down an alley with flats on one side and an overgrown garden on the other. The garden hides behind a wire fence, and sometimes John peers through the fence and watches the resident goat munching on dandelions and brambles. Today there’s no goat, so John keeps walking, through the alley and across the park.

There’s a young man on the bench listening to music in his headphones. G’morning, g’morning. John doesn’t need anything from the shop, but he’s going anyway. If he buys something, he’s almost guaranteed a few words – cash or card? Would you like a receipt? They’re empty words, but they’re words, and John cherishes them like fossils on the beach. A woman walking her dog. John says g’morning, g’morning, and the dog sniffs John’s knees. He’s unsure of the breed – a shaggy little thing. Oh, he says. Hello there. You’re a handsome boy, aren’t you?

The woman is in her early thirties. She smiles, and it’s a real smile, but she eases her dog away from the old man and disappears down the alley past the goat garden. John’s heart knocks against his vest. He checks his watch. He wonders if that lady and her shaggy dog always walk on this path at this time, and if they do, maybe they could pass one another regularly. Regularly enough to say g’morning, and then maybe, how are you? How’s the doggy? Lovely day, isn’t it? John daydreams a whole scenario in which this woman asks him about his life, and he asks about hers, and eventually she invites him for dinner with her family – a husband and three boys – and he visits every week, even at Christmas. John keeps walking.

At the shop, he chooses things he knows will soon run out. Bananas. Milk. Chocolate for later. And when he brings the items to the counter, he says, g’morning, g’morning, chirpy as if it was the first time he’d said it.

The young man at the counter walks away from the till. A red light indicates that the till is closed. But John hangs around a bit longer before using the self-service.

He walks home without a word. And when he steps through the front door with his bag of shopping, he sees me sitting on his settee with two cups of coffee. I say, g’morning, g’morning.

John’s house is dark even when the windows are bright. Dust floats about, settling on the settee, on the coffee table, on the piano with all the darts trophies. The place is tidy but for the dust.

— Thought I saw my old English teacher the other day.

I watch as he meticulously packs his shopping into the cupboards. He tucks the plastic bag into a drawer beside the fridge. He tidies some bowls and plates from the draining board. When he’s done, he sits beside me and holds his coffee in both hands.

— Looked exactly like him. But it wasn’t him. Yeah, that teacher was a real horrible cunt. Nothing was ever good enough. If you wrote something minimal, he’d say it was basic. Too poetic – he’d say it was overwritten. My dream was to publish an anthology of poetry, then track him down and say, look! I did it, you miserable bastard. Ha!

He nods over to the bookshelf beside the piano. Among the leatherbound volumes and darts books are five fat paperbacks with his name on them. Those aren’t dusty, they’re shiny as the day they were printed. He’s told me this story before, but I’ll listen. Some people need my time more than others.

— Sue always said, leave it. You don’t need to go tracking down old teachers. You published your poems. You showed him. But I ignored her – I searched through the phone book to find him. I visited the old school, asked about him, but he’d moved away. Leave it, Sue said. Just be proud of what you’ve done. Leave it. But I couldn’t – I wanted to show him. And then one day we saw his name in the obituary – lung cancer. He was only fifty-five. Well, you know all about that, don’t you, Mister Death?

John likes to call me Mister Death, like the Cummings poem.

He grins and nudges my knee with an old blue hand. And his smile fades. He’s still looking at the books on the shelf, each dedicated to his wife. All five were published while she was alive. He’s been working on a sixth anthology for the past three years, but his muse has gone. A pile of loose papers sits on the coffee table in front of us.

John picks up a poetry book from the side table.

— Can I read you one?

— I’d like that.

— Alright. This was my wife’s favourite. It’s called ‘Bread’.

He clears his throat and reads the poem in a stately voice. When he’s finished, he sips his coffee. I stay quiet.

— Bear in mind, I wrote it thirty years ago.

— Okay.

— Well, say something.

— What does it mean?

— It doesn’t matter what it means. It’s not a riddle. How did it make you feel?

— I’m not sure. I’d have to think about it.

— Well, think about it. I’ve got nothing better to do.

— It made me feel sad. Wasteful. Is that right?

— I told you, it’s not a riddle. But sad makes sense. Sue always said it made her sad. She said we’ve made life more complicated than it needs to be, and sometimes she wished she could live in a windmill in a field somewhere. Maybe we should have. Maybe a windmill would have been nice.

— At least it would be less dusty.

— Cheeky bastard.

I’m serious, but he nudges my knee again. And for a while, John reads his old poems – some aloud, some in his head. Poems about dogs and darts, about trains, about his wife. I don’t usually comment unless he asks. But today I’m feeling bold.

— Why was ‘Bread’ your wife’s favourite?

— What do you mean?

— You said it made her sad.

— It did. I suppose sometimes we need to be sad. But she was never one to dwell on things.

He closes the book. He lifts a sheet of paper from the stack on the coffee table, but lays it down again.

— Don’t you have places to be? People must be dying every minute.

— They are.

— How does that work then?

— You wouldn’t understand if I told you.

— Well, you’re nothing if not stubborn.

John Lamb sits up straight and closes his eyes. He draws a long slow breath and holds my hand. It’s cold and bony – I can feel each tendon through the loose skin.

— Come on then, Mister Death. I know why you’re here. It feels different this time.

— Does it?

— Yes. You never ask me questions.

— Is there anything you’d like to do?

John opens his eyes. He takes off his glasses, folds the arms, lays them on the table.

He glances around at the home that once belonged to him and his wife and his dog. Then he smiles that classic g’morning g’morning smile. Nah, he says. Let’s get on with it.

John Lamb – 81 years, 10 months, 6 days
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After John, I wander some more. Along the avenue with all the cars, and up to the roundabout with the factory. I find myself drifting towards the industrial estate – not a place of living, but a place of work – with its car parks and building units, vans and lorries and exhaust smoke, but no playgrounds, no schools, no shops. It is the town that thought itself a city. Finished and unfinished, growing like a black hole, denser and emptier with time.

And I walk to the cathedral where young couples huddle on the benches eating supermarket sandwiches, and I step inside to see the woman handing out leaflets and offering a guided tour. I look at the noticeboard where children have drawn pictures of Jesus for a competition, and one of the Jesuses has sunglasses and a skateboard and a flamethrower, and the woman with the leaflets asks me to leave. She thinks I’m homeless because of my coat and the holes in my jumper, and my hair and my boots. I tell her I’m just looking at the pictures. She says, I’m going to have to ask you politely to leave. So I glance up at the decorated ceilings and arches, and I leave the cathedral and walk to the bookshop instead.

An old man drops his wallet on the pavement, but I don’t want to scare him by snatching it, so I let him bend over and pick it up himself. He struggles. I wonder if he preferred it that way, grabbing it himself, or if he wishes I’d helped and thinks the world is going to hell. There’s a lost teddy on a stone wall.
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My flat overlooks a busy crossroad, a KFC, a few pubs. It overlooks the allotments and some newer flats for rich young commuters. It’s a quiet place. Mainly old folk.

The living room is white and spotless except for the near-invisible cobwebs in the corners, and the folding table, which is always stacked with photo albums, bottles of deionized water, plastic trays and glues and scalpels, a tin of compressed air. Usually around this time in the evening I would sit at the table and set to work, but today I stand at my front door glancing around the meagre room.

I have no trinkets, no plants, barely a stick of furniture. Only the photographs over there on the table, and I can’t bring myself to move from this spot in the doorway. I have felt this before. Rarely, and always unexpectedly. A great emptiness. As though my body were an atom and somewhere deep within me sits a nucleus of a person so infinitesimal I’m surprised the whole thing doesn’t collapse in on itself. It almost does, right there in the doorway. But I step inside. I close the door and sit at the table, switching on the lamp.

For a few minutes I just listen to the little girl singing across the hall, and Mr Campbell’s television above me.

Mr Campbell is 103 years old. He gave me his photos to restore – a whole book of them. The album is a few decades old – a yellowing plastic binder with garish cartoon flowers in the bottom right. There’s a transparent pocket on the front with a piece of card reading This album belongs to, but no one has written a name.

Inside, the photographs are mostly black and white – a wedding, a baby, a toddler. Photographs of people in their sixties slacks and dresses, people just standing in kitchens or sitting on floral settees – no occasion, just an excuse to use the camera.

I know, of course, who each of these people is – I have met almost all of them, and over time they have known me by different names, in different shapes. I will meet the rest of them before long. Now, in these photographs, they stare back at me, fresher, carefree.

Many of the photos are stained with brownish clouds. Some are torn, others creased. Some of the oldest – the thicker, squarer ones on papery card – have begun to flake and disintegrate at the edges. A few of them have become stuck to the clear plastic that holds them in the album. And others have paled to where the faces look like ghosts – but it’s okay, I remember every one of them. I will restore them until they’re as pristine as the day they were developed.

Between the suicides and the heart attacks, I restore the photos. Between the strokes and the car crashes, the ladder accidents, the occasional murder, I sit at my table, buffing, dabbing, scraping, sealing, touching them up and putting them back together, and I focus on the work, on my hands, on the people in the photographs and their voices.

Today I start by cutting one of the clear pockets from the album with a scalpel. With a gentle touch, I try to tease the photo away from its plastic. Too firm, and I’ll risk tearing the picture. It’s stuck tight, so I fill a plastic tray with the deionized water and submerge the photo.

It’s a picture of Mr Campbell – Ronny Campbell, and his sister Lilly Bennett. They’re both in their twenties, playing Battleship on a flock carpet. Ron won three times in a row, and Lilly wouldn’t speak to him for the rest of the night. The plastic comes away from the photograph with a little help from the scalpel. I dab the picture dry with a muslin cloth, then brush away some dirt with my thumb. And this photograph is saved.

To my right, I hear the padding of small feet and a low purr.

A white cat has come through the window in the bedroom. I don’t recognize this cat, but I stand up and walk over to it, and it flirts around my ankle.

— No no, you don’t live here.

I crouch, pick it up. I check for a collar, but there’s none, so I carry it purring back into the bedroom and lower it out of the window so it can reach the awning it came up from.

Back at my table, I repeat the water process with the remaining stuck photographs. The Christmas jumpers. The naked boy standing in the paddling pool. The school play with the crying girl – this one has completely peeled at the upper corners so I open my little tube of glue and I—

The purring again.

This time her tail curls around the table leg, and I know this means she’s about to make herself comfortable. Again, I take her in my arms and carry her to the window.

— I’m sorry, I’m sure you’re a very nice cat, but you don’t live here and I don’t have any food.

I drop her back onto the outer ledge and she watches me as if we’ve been friends for many years and I’m doing her a great dishonour.

I close the curtains. I get back to work.

Within twenty minutes the cat is back, padding back and forth across the table. She lies among the photos and cleans herself.

— You’re sitting on my photos.

I stop working and lean back in my chair. I watch the cat.

This morning I bought myself an apple from the shop around the corner, and I eat it now, trying to savour each bite. The papery, plasticky skin in my throat. The wet, crisp sponge of the flesh, the woody chew of the pips between my teeth. I gnaw on the stalk until it’s mush, and the cat springs onto my lap. She rests her chin on her paws and closes her eyes, purring.

— You’re not going to leave me alone, are you?

I gently push her off, wipe my hands on my jumper, and walk out my door to the one across the hall.

When Dalia answers the door, she’s wearing pyjamas and rubber gloves. She looks concerned to see me, as if the only reason I’d knock would be an emergency – the building is on fire, or there’s a murderer running around.

— Do you have any cat food?

— Cat food. Maybe, why?

— A cat has come through my window. She’s hungry.

I step aside and we both look into the open doorway of my flat, at the white cat licking herself on the carpet. Dalia says, okay, wait there. She starts rummaging through the kitchen cupboards, first the top ones, then the bottom ones, including the one under the sink. She takes out all the bottles of bleach and boxes of washing powder, cans of fly spray. She places them all around her on the floor.

— I’m sure there are some biscuits somewhere. We used to have a cat, but he got squished the day we moved in.

— I appreciate you looking.

— Mum, what are you doing?

— Looking for cat food.

Their flat is much like mine, except its layout is a mirror image and it’s full of ornaments and framed photos. The television is on, but no one’s watching. The floor is strewn with toys, magazines, colouring books and a one-year-old pulling cushions off the sofa.

— You’re the man who lives over there, aren’t you?

I look down at the seven-year-old girl. Her skin is paler than her mother’s, her hair fairer. She’s pointing across at my living room, where the cat is still licking herself.

— That’s right.

— I’m Layla. What’s your name?

— Travis Smith.

— Do you want to see my game?

— Your game?

Layla glances at her mother clanking around in the cupboards. She lowers her voice.

— I’m playing a video game in my room. Come and see.

— No, I should wait here.

— Come on, I’ll show you.

She takes my hand and leads me through a door to the right. Her room is small – barely big enough to contain the single bed, the wardrobe, the little chest of drawers with the hamster cage and television on top. Her walls are white like the other rooms, but she has some posters of narwhals and llamas – nature photos with facts listed down the side.

She plonks herself on the bed and picks up the controller. She tells me to sit down, and I sit beside her, watching the pixelated man run and jump over pixelated monsters.

— Do you want to try?

— No, I’d better see if your mum has found those biscuits.

— Just a quick go.

She pushes the controller into my hands.

— Press that one to jump. Hold that one if you want to go fast.

— Why do I need to go fast?

— So you can complete the level before Mum says time to get off.

— Alright.

— You died already.

— How?

— You ran into that monster.

— I didn’t know it would be there.

— Well, that’s the point of the game. You’ve got to watch out for them. It’s alright, you’ve got two more lives.

Dalia comes into the room with a yellow box of cat biscuits. She says she’s not sure how old they are, and I tell her they look fine, thank you. Layla looks at me.

— How come you’ve got a cat but no cat food?

— It’s not my cat. She just keeps coming in.

— Right – time to get off, Stinks. Get your jammies on.

— We haven’t done this level yet.

— I don’t care, jammies on now.

— Can’t we just finish this level?

— No, you’ve got school.

— Brooke’s mum lets her stay up until nine.

— Well, I’m not Brooke’s mum.

— Please, Mum. We’re nearly done.

Dalia looks at me as if for help, and I look at Layla.

— It’s okay with me. But only if it’s okay with your mum.

She glances between us, trying to decide what a good mum would do.

— Five minutes. I mean it. Then bed.

Layla whoops and grabs the controller from my hands. She tells me she’ll show me how to do it. Dalia shakes her head and leaves us alone.

Now Layla takes her time, collecting every coin, stomping every monster. She explores every hidden area, every power-up. And when she’s finished the level, she switches off the console and the television and ushers me out of the room so she can get ready for bed. She says bye and closes the door, while her mother washes dishes at the sink.

— Biscuits are on there.

— Thank you.

I take the box, but I watch her for a moment longer. She looks tired. She grabs a plate and scrubs it with the brush. She doesn’t turn her head.
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A VERY OLD WOMAN

She rises early, and every morning it’s like waking from the dead. Sitting on the edge of her foam bed, she rubs the blood back into her elbows, her knees, her blue-veined hands – she reminds them she’s still alive.

Life quickens as you age, people told her. Those childhood years are a lifetime, then things accelerate into your twenties and thirties until each year is a month, each month a week – seasons whizzing like Catherine wheels – Christmas after Christmas – terrifying and impossible and unstoppable. But nobody warned her what happens when your husband dies at seventy-four, when you’re seventy-nine. They never told her how those next ten years will last forever. How every day is an exercise in waiting. They never told her that.

She makes the long walk from the bedroom, through the endless hallway, hands brushing the walls for balance, to the kitchen where she carries the kettle to the sink, fills it, carries it back to its base. Her spine is a wooden post she carries like a scarecrow. Tiny shuffle steps, bare feet peeling from the lino. The human life is a cycle, she’s learnt. We start pathetic, we end pathetic. Perhaps, she thinks, we weren’t meant to last this long.

It’s not that she can’t live without him. She just never wanted to. She lived a life with the man she chose and now she’s in a new phase, a superfluous phase, where his voice doesn’t exist, where his smell doesn’t exist. They arrived on this planet separately. They found one another. They spent more years together than apart. And when he left her alone, she was halved, and now she’s ready to become no person at all.

She debates whether to stand and wait for the kettle to boil or go and sit in the living room. Yesterday she waited until her knees seized up and then she couldn’t sit down, but if she goes and sits down, she’ll have to get back up again – and now she realizes she hasn’t even flicked the kettle on. She flicks it on and shuffles towards the living room.

Maybe she could speak to Mason about buying a walking frame, and maybe a bar stool for the kitchen. Then she could sit while the kettle boils, and it would be tall enough for her to easily slide back onto her feet. Maybe she could watch the garden through the kitchen window, watch the birds.

Some might even think it’s weak, to mope about like this. You’re an independent woman, love. He didn’t define you, dear. There’s life in you yet. But she learnt long ago, there’s no life better than a life shared. To fully give it, and take it, until one isn’t complete without the other. They never told her that.

She shuffles to her armchair in the living room. It’s a long way down. And the precise moment her backside hits the cushion, the doorbell rings.

Leave it, she thinks. You’re not expecting anyone. They’ll go away. Sit in silence. Don’t switch the telly on yet. Leave it. The doorbell rings again, and they say her name, and it’s a man’s voice, and she knows who it is.

With her hands on the arm of the chair, she heaves herself back up just as the kettle clicks off in the kitchen. When she opens the door, there’s a tall man who looks as though he’s in his late thirties. Average-looking, a little scruffy. Baggy grey jumper, black jeans, old shoes.

I say hello, and she lets me in.

She offers me a cup of tea, and I say yes, I’d love one.

— You know where the kettle is. Just boiled.

Breathless, she sits back down and switches on the telly. She enjoys the holiday and property programmes – all the happy people with too much money – somehow it humbles her.

In the kitchen, I drop a couple of teabags into the cups, pour in the water and let them brew for a minute. I stir in two sugars for her and bring the drinks into the living room, sitting on the pouffe near the television.

— You’ve never made me a decent cuppa.

And we sit in silence for some time, she and I, watching the beautiful young couples in their beautiful landscapes of palm trees and oceans so blue they hurt your eyes. The young man says, the pool is too small. Couldn’t swing a cat in there.

She clears her throat.

— So, is today my lucky day?

I look at her, but I don’t answer.

I look back at the television.

— I’m ready, Travis. You must know I’m ready. For goodness’ sake, I’ve been ready for ten years. What’s the point in keeping me here, hmm? I’m done. I lived a long and happy life, and blah blah blah, and now it’s done. Are you really going to drag it out? Until I’m sick and fragile? Travis, will you bloody look at me?

— How are you feeling today?

She laughs, shaking her head.

— Like a very old woman. Old and brittle as a gingerbread woman in a nightie. Make yourself useful. Go and fetch the biscuits, will you?

I do as I’m told, grabbing the red tub from the cupboard next to the fridge, resting it on her lap. She opens it – the sweet wheaty whiff of malted milks and custard creams, a couple of old digestives. She never cared much for digestives, but she stares at them now. She doesn’t move.

— You know, when Nicholas died I wasn’t sad. I mean, I was sad of course, but it’s not tragic, is it? Not in the same way that a young person dying is tragic. Old people are supposed to die. We all know you’re coming for us. But Nicholas, he wasn’t ready. I think he would have liked to die after me, so I’d never be on my own. I didn’t think I was ready either, but when you took him, I knew I was. There’s a certain dignity to it, isn’t there? Bowing out while you still have all your faculties – while you still know who you are. I expected you’d come for me before long.

Now she looks at me, glossy-eyed.

— You don’t know what it’s like, Travis. You think you do, but you don’t. To lose someone so important, and to live all those years without them.

I know she’s not just talking about Nicholas.

— Is it even your decision? Do you choose who stays and who leaves? Do you choose when, and how? Or are you just a servant? Just a force of nature?

I sip my tea. And when she realizes I won’t answer, she takes a custard cream from the tub and dips it, watching the young couple drink margaritas on the balcony.


[image: Illustration]


Around the corner from a closed-down pub lies a strip of houses where the front doors open directly onto the road. A ditch runs behind the houses, alongside the little gardens – murky water flowing from a corrugated pipe. Each house is a different colour – a grimy duck-egg, a dripping grey-white, an exposed brick, a flaky pastille yellow. I knock at the brick one.

Inside, the children race up and down the stairs, squabbling over a superhero mask while the mum tries to sleep and the dad dismantles his motorbike at the kitchen table. He yells for the kids to shut the fuck up. They don’t, so he says it again and puts a bit more throat into it. He can’t even think straight – he was counting bolts, and now he doesn’t know what goes where or why he’s even dismantling this bike in the first place.

This man, this dad, was the world’s best dad for his first and second child. But somewhere around the third and fourth, he grew too accustomed to it. He grew so accustomed to being a father, he forgot himself, and a numbness crept through his muscles and his face until his life was a viscous liquid in which he could barely keep afloat, and now he couldn’t love those children if he tried. Of course he loves them. He would protect them with his life. But he doesn’t love them the way those kids love that superhero mask. He doesn’t feel it. He can’t look at these children and feel excited, or proud, or thankful – he’s too close, like trying to read the words of a page your nose is touching. Maybe if he could live somewhere else for six months, he’d come back and see them anew. But he’ll never have those six months, and he won’t feel a thing until exactly one year after the youngest leaves home, his motorbike still in bits in the kitchen.

The little girl is crying now
























A FEARLESS BOY























































































































































































A HELMET HEAD
































































































































A VERY OLD WOMAN










































































































































































A SECRET COUPLE






































































































































































































































A PICTURE MAKER

















































































































































































A TIME KEEPER
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