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the walker

 


I used to be
like you, leaning on a counter of my shop and staring out of the
window at me walking by. You were not normal - I was. I didn’t see
me in my eyes like you don’t now. You will come to understand that
we are one, one day. In your world where everything has a place
even me, I am the madman walking by, I am your future, you are
mine. At the end of this street I will turn left and make my way
home at last. I have thought it through, it is good again. I’ll
sleep tonight.

It is 7 am, I
am awake, it is still good. Time for breakfast: a cup of tea and a
couple of slices of toast. I slept last night for at least five
hours, that is a good night - five blissful hours of
unconsciousness. Today I’ll walk to the shops again: I’ll go in to
that one near the station where they sell the strong smelling
tobacco, and I’ll ask the price of the chrome Zippo cigarette
lighter in the window. I won’t buy it of course, how can I? Besides
- I don’t smoke, any more. First stop - the bathroom - that’s a
satisfying piss, the first one of the day always is, that’s when I
really need to empty my bladder; no need to stand there and shake
it about nonchalantly waiting. God - I hate public toilets, always
some pratt trying to see over your shoulder, as if to compare
dicks. Is it a natural consequence of man’s evolution, to stand,
shoulders rubbing, next to complete strangers and stare at pastel
coloured walls, while down below, your urine and theirs mix
together before rushing on a journey that ultimately leads to the
ocean and complete amalgamation?

On to the
kitchen: such a complicated sequence of actions to co-ordinate this
morning. Items required: tea bag, cup (must be clean), milk (must
be fresh(ish)), sugar, kettle, kettle lead, water, bread (not too
stale), margarine, grill, peanut butter, jam, big plate, small
plate, butter (or margarine) knife, another knife for peanut
butter, yet another for jam, tea spoon. Will the toast burn while
I’m washing the knives? What now? Turn the grill off. Shit! It’s
all getting cold now. Radio on, get something to read - what’s
this? Last week’s free paper - that’ll do.

Chomp, chomp,
delicious. ‘Test Drive the New Rover’. ‘First team lose
by two goals.’ ‘Gang of shoplifters hit town.’ That’s an
interesting headline. ‘Gangs of professional shoplifters are
targeting stores in the town centre.’ Read on. Bullshit!
Sensationalism! We’re all alone really. No such thing as a gang.
Christmas soon - the adverts tell me, I like Christmas; more people
about and the shopkeepers are too busy to notice me; I can just
walk all day - walk and observe, watch you in your hamster
cages.

 


There’s sly
Ron in his China shop, no more than fifteen feet square. He’s
beady-eyed and friendly, too friendly? Is his name really Ron?
That’s what it says above the door - ‘Ron’s Best China’. Been there
years, chatting up the customers, selling cheap china. Ron has got
good bladder control, like the other small shopkeepers and
stallholders in the market. No toilets on site, they have to use
the public ones when there’s a break in custom. Like colourful
coffins these shops and stalls, a fine place to spend the waking
death of your middle years.

Me? I’m just a
walker, a walker and a watcher. I observe, I see things and I
interpret them in my head. It used to be just a game, when I was
younger, playing with people’s lives, my mind; but there’s a price
to pay. Open yourself up; peel away the layers of
self-justification and stare at the void. The price of being
different, of being aware. So, I walk, and watch, and remember,
storing away all the looks on your faces. I spend many a happy hour
lying sleeplessly in my bed thinking of you, recalling those
expressions.

Can you
picture this?

A body walks
down a street or in a shopping arcade - a market. It’s a man, could
be a woman? Or maybe women are different. Does it have to be a man?
This guy is walking. OK - you listening? He has his hands in his
pockets, his head bowed, bent towards his feet - walking - he
passes a shop window; you stare out from behind the counter. He
lifts his head from the floor and turns it towards you. You expect
an intelligent stare - an inner knowing glow - at least a mad look,
something to make you shiver with unknowing. No, what you see is a
blank frightened look - the face of a loser - a shambolic
dirty-coated greasy-haired, pimply-skinned loser. He puts his head
down and moves on, shuffling forlornly, in character, on the damp
concrete floor. You sigh with relief and turn back to your life,
your own hope renewed.

I’m still
walking and watching.

Where was I?
Sorry I have been walking and watching again, lost track of what I
was telling you.

Yes, I’m
walking and watching; past the new ethnic clothes shop at the end
of the arcade. Bright enthusiastic young woman, hand written signs
in black felt pen. I know the pattern: borrow a couple of thousand
from the bank or from a yet-to-be-disillusioned relative for the
sparkling new business venture. Choose a snazzy name - Shine Shoes
or Peter’s Pots or, as in the case of the ethnic clothes shop -
Global Village Fashions. Imagine a chain of colourful shops in
every high street in the land, the headlines in the financial
sections of the quality Sundays: “G.V.Fashions goes public”.
“GV’s founder worth a hundred million.” Imagine being invited
to appear on panel games on the television and one day being hit
with the big red book of “This is Your Life” when long
forgotten voices remind how much you’ve succeeded. The
Businesswoman (or man) of the Year awards, live from the Savoy.
Then the realities, slowly you begin to understand why the shop
premises remained empty for so long before you eagerly snapped it
up. Sitting behind the glass counter filled with pretty beads and
nodding off, waiting for customers to arrive. Leaping for the phone
to find that it is just another advertising salesgirl trying to
sell you space in some special feature that the local paper is
running about “New Ethnic Clothes Shops at the end of Arcades
phenomena.” for half their normal rates. Bigger overdrafts,
more borrowing, less income, more stress until one of two outcomes
occurs. 1. Go out of business: either - quietly with an orderly
winding up and closing down sale, or more spectacularly, in a
bankrupt chaos. 2. Stay behind the counter - earning a consistently
below average income - drifting into middle age and then
retirement, taking a fortnight’s holiday each year. Biting your
nails down to the quick worrying whether the temporary help you’ve
taken on (usually a friend or relative) is ripping you off or
losing your best customers. To be fair there are many other
outcomes that may occur but based on the evidence that I have so
laboriously gathered over years of walking and watching the above
two are the most likely by far.

How do I a
humble walker perceive these things? I too, once lived a copy of
your life, I was one of you and I will be again. I will exchange
glances with you; maybe I’ll even exchange lives. Who knows?

I’m passing
the pub now. The trendy, garishly-painted one with the extensively
renovated interior, not that I’ve been inside, not my scene; but
I’ve seen the adverts and caught glimpses through the windows.
Bloody fortune spent on it over the last five years but it was
worth it wasn’t it? You, the landlord, about my age, I knew you
once - lad about town, painted the bumfluff above your lip with
your sister’s mascara to impress the girls (or the boys?). There
you are now, stretching and yawning in the late morning light,
tidying up your bins. A thousand lungfuls of burnt cigarette ash
and a hundred sodden, torn, beer mats - it must have been a good
night? You’re still not sure of your sexuality but you soldier on,
the air is chilly in the side street next to the pub; never mind,
give a shrug, get ready for the lunchtime rush, Barbados in the
summer.

Old Fred in
the corner shop, I see you too. You’ve seen it all you have, your
shoulders tell it. And you say it often enough: “I’ve seen it
all”. There: in your general grocers sell-anything-if-it-sells
completely unprincipled shop, a dying breed, soon to retire taking
your cutting wit and sour face out of the public eye. Will you
shutter up your windows and eventually sell up and buy a little
bungalow to sigh your way to the grave in? Perhaps you’ll don a
dhoti and sit in the town hall square doling out your wisdom to
aspiring passing entrepreneurs for the price of a cup of tea? What
will you do with your time now Fred? Who will you moan to?

Now that’s
interesting I wondered what was going to open up there. Empty for
nearly a year that shop’s been, used to be an Italian run greasy
spoon cafe: they sold the usual British excuse for food, egg and
chips, massacred cow in fibreless pastry with a tasty gravy - that
sort of thing, washed down with sickly weak tea. If you read the
menu properly and accidentally asked for pizza one day then the
owner himself would come flouncing out of the kitchen with your
order proudly displayed on a large cheap white plate. Paulo made
the pizzas personally; they were a work of art, a delight to eat,
once discovered, hard to resist. Then the place suddenly closed, no
warning, no signs of demise - a family argument some said. Now it’s
going to be another branch of a building society. Why is it when
all around businesses are collapsing in the recession the banks and
building societies are all opening sparkling new branches and
renovating the old ones at great expense? The most expensive
furniture, counters, glass, carpets and huge mature potted plants,
there’s more money invested in the reception area of a provincial
bank than there is in most small companies. Whose money?

I walked these
streets ten years ago. Where did they go? - those ten years. Some
things have changed, in fact everything has changed, yet nothing
changes. I have my memories of those ten years and the ones before.
Not much has happened, yet I have these memories. Are they really
my memories? Or are they the memories of the head I inhabit? Have I
always lived here? - Looked out of these myopic eyes? Touched with
these nail-bitten fingers? Or am I just for this billionth of a
nanosecond, conscious of this life? With its memories, its pain and
its potential futures? I can’t remember anything else so I suppose
this must be it - my life. How’s yours? No, don’t tell me, I know,
or I will know, or I did know, anyway somewhere in time and space,
there is knowledge.

Do you know
how many bytes it takes to make a gigabyte? A giga I suppose, or is
that like saying it takes a camel to make a camelhair coat? Or a
mole to make a molehill? Or a delivery to make a deliveryman? But
what’s a giga? I’m standing outside ‘The Computer Shop”, emblazoned
on the window, in fluorescent green vinyl, it says: ‘Now with 1
Giga-byte of memory.’ I’ll go in and ask the pretty girl sitting at
the desk, looking intelligent. I go in, ‘What’s a giga?’ I ask. She
looks at me distastefully. Sorry, I’m not in the shop, didn’t have
the guts. I’m not asking the question. She’s looking at me through
the window, hoping I’ll go away; I’m not exactly high tech. I move
on.

I like the
Asian supermarket. The proprietor is a large golden-faced man who
smiles, even at me. I can wander around and pick up the goods I
like and then pay for them without having to say a word. It’s not
the same as the large supermarkets, there’s no pushing and shoving
at the checkouts and somehow a minor eccentric like me is expected
to haunt such places as this. There is no expectation of verbal
communication, not like the bakers, where pointing is not enough,
everything is so close together, you have to spell out your
requirements, too much crammed into the same space and all of it
unreachable except by the assistant.

I’ve dubbed
myself ‘The Walker’ not just a walker but ‘The Walker’. Do you like
it? I’ve decided that I make you feel uneasy, I make you nervous.
That gives me a presence, a personality, a purpose, power. It
allays the sadness a little. How do you allay yours? I’ve come
around the circuit; I’m looking at you again through the window of
your shop; staring at you leaning on your counter. You’re not aware
of me yet. Here it comes, the glance, you can feel my eyes, you
turn your head and our eyes meet.

You make me
nervous. I feel uneasy. Why do you do that? Why do you always stand
and stare at me like that? Who are you? Where are you going? Do you
know that I’ve given you a name? ‘The Walker’ Good isn’t it? Now
piss off and let me get on with serving my customers.

 


# # #

 


the time machine

 


“They say that
goldfish only have something like a twelve second memory . . .”

“Who says?” I
asked, one of my last pleasures – challenging the assumptions of
the young.

“I don’t know,
they. Anyway, goldfish have no sense of time; they can’t get bored.
By the time they’ve swum around the bowl they’ve forgotten what
it’s like, so it’s always new and exciting.”

“Oh to be a
goldfish.” I sighed; I was a goldfish once, a long, long time ago.
I wonder how much memory an amoeba has?

“Pour the tea
Tommy,” I said, almost laughing. Tommy, my favourite grandson, the
only one who still visited me. Where is Tommy now?

I hear myself
mumbling to the woman in white. “Tommy,” I whisper.

“There,
there,” she comforts me, “drink up.”

I feel her
soft hand on my face and gulp weakly. Time passes slowly in this
place; I sit here forever. Plenty of time to go back and re-visit
my goldfish days.

I open my eyes
to a bright sunny morning in 1912, before the horrors of the Great
War, before the stinking pollution of the motor-car. I got married
yesterday to my beautiful Elizabeth. Her fresh face on the pillow
next to me, smiling at the joy of the times. I’m seventeen years
old, too young? I don’t think so. Time is so short, got to grab the
moment, one day we’ll all be dust.

“Elizabeth -
wake up! It’s a beautiful day.”

“Oh Thomas,”
she says, “hold me. I want to be with you until the end of
time.”

Elizabeth,
she’s still here, with me, in my heart, until the end of time.

Something is
happening around me – a feeling of excitement. The energy is enough
to bring me back to the present. Tommy is here.

“Are you still
a goldfish?” I ask him, but he doesn’t understand. No one
understands me in this time. I want to go back again, find a
plateau in my existence, somewhere to rest.

Shapes of
people surround me, I have the feeling they are smiling, somebody
shouts excitedly: “It’s come, I’ve got it.”

I’ve got it? I
think it’s supposed to be special, a big celebration. Tommy is
here, and Thomas, me, and Liz, together after the War, another
joyful time.

“Never again,”
I promise, “I’ll never leave you again, and look who’s here - it’s
Tom.”

Tom, my son, a
strong five year old, shy and hesitant at first; I mustn’t move too
fast, even though all I want is to hug him hard.

I wonder if
Tom is here now?

The sea of
shapes confuses me, it’s best with my eyes closed, let them get on
with it, whatever it is they’ve got to get on with.

At the end
it’s all empty of meaning, full of sensations: tinny sounds,
half-remembered smells, blurs of colours, taste of urine in my
mouth, and the feel of clean white cotton, like a shroud. Where are
the solid realities, the soap and cold water, the dust on the
mantelpiece, the coal burning in the grate? Where do I stop and
linger? This looks good, me and Tom standing on the dock-side:

“Look Tom, see
the big ship, the smoke pouring from its funnels.”

Tom squeezes
my hand - how I cried inside when he left me, following Elizabeth
to oblivion. Somewhere inside me is a universe of experience. I can
let myself float on it like a dandelion head in the summer breeze.
The time I spent, digging up dandelion roots from our lawn - wasted
time.

A moment when
I am aware of the ‘real’ world; Lots of smiling faces, all blurred
of course. A face leans close to my ear and shouts.

“Thomas Jones,
look at this, it’s come, the card from the Queen. You made it, the
oldest man in Wales, you’re one hundred and ten years old.”

I manage a
smile, my last.

 


# # #

 


dead flowers

 


Twenty-seven
people were killed or injured when the bomb exploded. I happened to
be travelling past on the bus, but I was only shaken up a
little.

I went to help
of course; I am a doctor after all. I attended to three of the
victims. Mair died on the spot and Alice lost a leg, but it was Tom
who got my sympathy. I suppose it was because I identified with him
more than I did with the others. He was a man, we were about the
same age and more significantly, it had been twenty-seven years for
me too.

Tom whispered:
“Twenty-seven years married, I thought I’d seen it all.” He
laughed.

I laughed with
him, there’s not much else you can do in a situation like that. He
wasn’t seriously hurt in a physical way, but I could see the damage
just as clearly as if he was. I knew the signs.

“I thought it
couldn’t get any worse, after I lost my job,” he said poignantly.
“But of course it could, and of course it did.”

I smiled:
“Don’t worry, it won’t be long now.”



“I’m OK,” he
said, “there’s no need to bother with me. Better go and see to the
others, they’re much worse off.”

“Is Mair
dead?” He asked. He knew already. Her blood and pieces of her face
were dripping off his arm.

I nodded.

“We had a good
life, you know,” he smiled. “She always wanted to see a big London
show, so we spent the last of my redundancy on tickets for tonight.
This seemed like a nice little bar, so . . .”

Someone
screamed with pain.

Tom raised his
eyebrows; “there’s always someone worse off.”

There was no
need for me to go and help anyone else; there were so many police,
paramedics and doctors on the scene by then that I was quite
redundant. But I wanted to stay with Tom; it’s the trauma and the
shock you see, it can sneak up on you unexpectedly. You feel as if
someone’s hit you on the head with a sledgehammer. You can be so
wrapped up in your own set of illusions about the world that you
don’t see it coming. Afterwards you feel very foolish, as if you’ve
failed badly. The only way to cope is to blame yourself.

“I’ve really
blown it now,” he said. “She’s gone and that’s that.”

Gradually the
mess of bodies in the pub started to make sense. The shambles
untangled and sanity returned to the scene. Tom smiled and shook
his head in wonderment at the cool professionalism of the emergency
services.

“Nearly
there,” I said.

He nodded and
looked around the confusion, pausing only for a fraction of a
second on the neat mantle of material that covered his wife’s
mangled body.

Are you
married?” He asked.

Tom was next
on the list, the more seriously injured had been ferried away and
the dead were covered up. The investigators moved in as the
paramedics lifted Tom into the ambulance. I went with him. He
seemed pleased.

“I enjoyed our
chat,” he said, “it’s not every day you have a real doctor all to
yourself for so long.”

“Me too.” I
really had enjoyed being there with Tom in the worst circumstances
imaginable. Two kindred spirits relaxing together, knowing that
nothing worse could possibly happen, for a while, at least.

“Mind you,” he
said, “I’ve done most of the talking, I don’t know much about you.
What sort of doctor are you anyway?”

“I’m a
paediatrician,” I replied.

“Sick
children?”

“That’s
right,” I said.

“I’d never be
able to do that job,” he shook his head. “What ever made you want
to become a doctor?”

“It’s about
putting something back, making a difference,” I said.

“That’s really
admirable,” he said.

“Not really,
it’s just something I had to do.”

“What are
those for?” He asked, indicating the battered bunch of irises I was
still clinging on to.

“Anniversary,”
I replied, “twenty-seven years.”

“Well, isn’t
that strange, same as me, though mine isn't until tomorrow. Well it
would have been tomorrow,” he sighed.

“What about
your son, Mark?” I asked. “Do you want me to get in touch with
him?”

“Aye, if you
like, the number’s in my organiser, or on the mobile, but that was
in Mair’s bag. Have you got a phone?”

“Yes, where’s
the organiser?”

“Here,” he
tried to reach into the inside pocket of the sports jacket he was
wearing, but he didn’t seem to have the strength. “You get it,” he
said. “Press the on button and then the down arrow a few times.
He’s under Davies, Mark.”

As I spoke
into the phone, Tom stared at the inside wall of the ambulance.

“Was he
there?” he asked, without looking away from the wall.

“Yes.”

“That’s a
change, It’s usually an answerphone. He’s so busy. I wonder if
he’ll be able to get down.”

“He said he
would.”

“Loved his
mother, he did. Me and him though, we never got on. Looking back, I
realise I was too overbearing, too protective. It’s easy with
hindsight though, isn't it? Have you got any kids?”

The ambulance
stopped suddenly outside the hospital. I followed the trolley into
the chaos.

While we
waited for attention, Tom rambled: “I saw a man stumbling past, not
long after the bomb went off. He didn’t have any fingers. Strange
thing, it seemed natural at the time. Don’t suppose he’ll hold a
pint for a while though.”

“I’m not
surprised,” I said, “you can get used to anything.”

“Yes, I
suppose so, especially in your profession.”

I nodded.

“You imagine
all sorts of things,” he said, “you know, when you see the news and
all that, but it’s not like you think it’s going to be, at all.
It’s not so bad you know. It could be worse, at least I’ve had some
sort of life with Mair.”

A nurse came
and took some details off Tom and a doctor gave him a good
examination. When they left Tom drifted into a trance. He stared
silently at the pastel colours of the hospital walls. I waited.

“How many
died?” he asked eventually.

“Don’t know,”
I said, “three or four, I think.”

“Oh, it could
have been worse then, the place was packed.”

“Yes,” I said,
“maximum effect, minimum risk, it’s quite clever, it looks good on
the news. It’s a wonder it doesn’t happen more often.”

“Most people
are decent,” he said, “people like you and me, ordinary people,
going about their daily lives.”

“It only takes
one or two,” I said.

Tom nodded. He
stayed silent for a long time after that. I didn’t mind sitting
with him. Gaynor would understand, and Matthew. At least they were
together, I’d join them soon enough, there was no rush.

The chaos in
the hospital started to subside. Tom drifted off. I wanted to let
him sleep; he looked so peaceful, as if he’d finally solved the
puzzle of life, but a nurse came and woke him up; she was worried
about concussion.

He saw me
first. “Oh, it’s you,” he said drowsily, “don’t you have to be
somewhere, your anniversary?”

“No, it can
wait,” I said, “I haven’t missed one in twenty-seven years, there’s
plenty of time. They’re not going anywhere.”

“Your wife and
children?”

“Child,” I
said, “just the one, a little boy.”

“Just like
me,” he said, “though Mark’s not so little now, big lump of a
thing. Any sign of him yet, by the way? What time is it?”

“It’s nearly
midnight.”

“You’ll have
to buy some fresh flowers,” he said, shaking his head, “those are
well and truly dead now.”

I looked
blankly at the irises that I was still clutching in my hand and
realised that I’d probably killed them myself by holding them too
tight.

A nurse came
over and explained that they had a bed waiting for Tom.

“I’d better
go,” I said, “do you mind if I come and see you tomorrow?”

A tall young
man rushed in and waited nervously for me to leave.

Tom managed to
lift his hand. He squeezed my arm. “That would be great,” he
said.

I noticed
tears beginning to form in his eyes.

“You’ll be all
right,” I said.

I dropped the
dead irises into a bin outside the hospital. It was already too
late for the anniversary. In the taxi, I felt tears welling up in
my own eyes for the first time in twenty-seven years. I was sure
that Gaynor and Matthew wouldn’t mind if I skipped the anniversary.
After all, it was over a quarter of a century since I’d insisted on
popping into the pub on the way home from the maternity ward. All I
wanted was to show my new son off to my mates, I wasn’t going to
drink or anything. Then the bomb exploded, killing them both.

The taxi
passed the cemetery on the way to my flat. I blew a kiss. “See you
soon,” I whispered.

 


# # #

 


breaking the rules

 


I met this
girl in the pub tonight. We exchanged telephone numbers, but I
don’t want to appear too keen - treat ‘em mean and all that. I
wrote her telephone number on the cardboard of a packet of red
Rizla cigarette papers. There’s fifty papers in the packet. I’ve
decided that if she hasn’t contacted me by the time I’ve used the
last paper, I’ll give her a call. Thing is, the packet is just
about full, and because I only smoke about ten a day, that’s an
excruciating five days to wait.

I could cheat.
I could smoke more, perhaps if I upped the stakes to twenty a day
that would halve the time. Or, if I offered the papers around,
maybe when the guys are rolling spliffs, that would see them
disappear in a night. I’m in a quandary. I always play these little
games according to the rules, and the rules are quite clear - I
have to wait until I’ve used all the papers in a legitimate way,
and for the purposes of this game, the legitimate way is to carry
on as usual and smoke the ten a day.

Oh my god,
I’ve just remembered, I’m in the middle of another little game,
it’s Wednesday night and I’ve promised myself I’ll stop smoking by
tea-time on Thursday. I’m stuffed.

Thursday
morning. It’s OK; I’ll probably fail in my attempt to give up
smoking anyway. I haven’t succeeded yet and I’ve tried often
enough. But, I’ve got to try; otherwise it wouldn’t be playing the
game. I feel better now.

Thursday
night. Ten o’clock. I came home early from the pub. I haven’t
smoked since teatime, but I’ve got no cigarette papers left. Thing
is, there are rules to these games. One of the rules is that any
new game overrides the rules of any old game, as long as it’s a
spontaneous new game, suggested by someone else.

We played that
game in the pub, the one where somebody writes the name of a famous
person on a Rizla and sticks it on your forehead. Then you have to
guess who you are. I didn’t volunteer the papers, it was Martyn who
asked for them, he knows I smoke roll-ups.

It didn’t take
long for the papers to run out. I was Freddie Mercury at first; I
didn’t get it for ages; that was fun, but I’m not gay or even
bisexual. Then Martyn went into a sulk because I made him
Pavarotti; he can’t sing, but he is a bit tubby.

Friday
morning. I didn’t smoke, I didn’t phone her and I haven’t bothered
going to work. I get like that some days; I hate work, it’s a
boring, pointless thing to do with your time. I suppose it’s all
right if you love your job, or if you’d be dead lonely otherwise,
but it’s not for me.

Martyn loves
work. He only lives a twenty minute walk away from the park where
he works as a groundsman. He doesn’t seem to regard it as work at
all, it’s more like a place he goes to, to warm himself up for the
pub in the night, that’s a twenty minute walk in the other
direction, he’s got it sussed all right.

Gary now,
another one of the guys in the pub, doesn’t believe in work at all.
He says there’s too much work in the world, everyone zooming about,
creating greenhouse gases, destroying the planet. He thinks he’s
doing us all a favour by not working, helping to save the world.
Thing is, he’s always broke, always on the scrounge.

Friday night.
It’s late, gone midnight. No pub tonight. Gary and Martyn came
round for a few spliffs and a couple of beers. We had a laugh, even
when Gary and Martyn argued about work. Then Gary pointed out that
it was him who supplied all the weed. That’s one thing Gary does
well, grow his own, premium organically grown Welsh skunk. We all
fell about laughing then, as you do. I’m knackered.

Saturday
afternoon. I’ll have to phone her soon.

Saturday
night. I’m buggered. I wasted an hour searching for the Rizla
packet. Some silly sod must have used it to make roaches for the
spliffs last night. They’ve been flushed. I don’t know if I care
any more though, but if she phones me first I’ll have to go out
with her, that’s another rule.

I wish I could
be like Martyn, or even Gary; they’ve both got it sussed in their
own way. Me, I don’t know what I want. I don’t suppose she’ll phone
now, probably thinks I’m a little shit. I think I’ll go to the pub.
Gary and Martyn will have to meet me there if I phone them, that’s
another one of our games.

Saturday, late
night. I had a long chat with Martyn in the pub. Gary didn’t turn
up, probably too stoned or something, he’s always breaking the
rules. Martyn’s really cool; he’s got something special about him.
He’s just simply alive; he shines like a light.

Sunday
afternoon. Martyn’s dead. Gary phoned. Martyn was on his way home
from the pub and some fucking joy rider smeared him all over a
bus-shelter. Gutted.

Sunday night.
She phoned me, but I couldn’t be bothered. Fuck the rules.

 


# # #

 


captive

 


“This too must
pass.” These words have helped me in my long ordeal. They ring in
my head like a mantra almost every minute that I’m stuck here in
this God-forsaken pit of a room. If I divide the days into hours
and the hours into minutes and the minutes into seconds and think
only of the infinitesimally small time-period that I am conscious
of now, it is just bearable; in fact it becomes like any other
nanosecond in my existence - infinite and completely temporary.
Those times that I come face to face with my captors are the worst
- and the best. I crave for their presence to confirm my own
existence. I despise their arrogance, that they have the power to
liberate me, and the power to end my life; they are my Gods.
There’s the big one with the slow voice and hairy scarred hands,
‘LOVE’ it says in messy blue letters across one set of knuckles and
‘HATE’ it says on the other. He seems nervous today, there’s a
change in the atmosphere. Instead of shoving the filthy bowl of
filthy food at me and hurriedly exiting - he lingers, as if he
needs to talk. Now, I have the power. I hold the bowl jealously
close, pluck out the food and cram it in my mouth. I pause, gagging
on a piece of what smells like raw, rotten fish, but I force it
down; I must live. I grunt at him, or at the nervous eyes visible
through the narrow slits in his black balaclava.

“You all
right?” he asks, hoping for the usual subservient nod.

I can’t
acquiesce today. Somewhere inside me, a small vestige of human
spirit bursts into flame. I don’t care if he uses those “HATE”
knuckles on me again; I don’t care if they throw away the key and
leave me to starve with the rats. A deep energy flows into my limbs
and I’m up, spitting out the garbage from my mouth. “When I get
out,” I think, “I’ll never touch fish again.” Mentally, I add this
promise to the all the other hundreds of vows that begin with “When
I get out....”, even as I find my voice and scream at him with such
force that he is thrown physically backwards.

“No!” I
scream, “No! No! No! No! I’m not all right, you, you, you utter
moron.”

He stops his
involuntary backward movement and stands still and immovable, his
eyes tinged with angry red. I am defeated and fall to the cold
floor at his feet. I am sobbing, crying uncontrollably. Through my
tears I look up and see his muscled shoulders relax, his fists
unclench. He turns and leaves without a word and I hear the heavy
door clanging shut.

Darkness
again; darkness where I scrabble about on the floor feeling with my
numbed fingers for the food that I have so carelessly scattered.
It’s a race between me and the rats. I am a rat. Soon, when I have
crawled back to the stinking mattress, I fall into a crazed sleep.
I dream.

I dream; I am
nowhere; it is the end of the world, the end of time. I look this
way and that, I see faces: my benevolent grey-haired primary school
teacher, the dear old lady who wanted me to become a barrister, a
politician, even Prime Minister. She believed in me once, now she
stares at me in anguish. My dear husband, John, as a young man: no
grey hairs, no bald patch, no pot belly; he’s crying; he can’t see
me; he’s lost in the dark. My son, Adam, grown now into a cynical
man, smiling at me in a sickly patronising way. I can’t go on; I
want to die. Thank God - it’s a dream, I realise, it’s not
Apocalypse, it’s now, I am alive, there is hope. My eyes are used
to the dark again; you see it’s not total. I smile at the shadows
of the rats in the corners of my prison; they don’t give up, this
is their life. I am a rat; God how I love these creatures, my
brothers and my sisters. Am I going mad? Am I cracking up?

Something has
woken me; I hear their voices, the bass tones of the big one
penetrating the solid door, and the high pitch of the man I have
come to think of as the ‘Weasel’, which sounds like the squeals of
the rats. The door opens again and he comes in furtively, inching
carefully over the threshold as if he is trying to avoid disturbing
me. He is clever this one, clever like a small carnivorous animal
of the woods. He is careful to put his black mask on before he
enters but I can see those sly features clearly: the small pointed
nose, the black marbles of his eyes flicking quickly from side to
side, the greasy dark hair - hopelessly out of fashion, and the big
uneven teeth. I could pick him out of an identity parade with my
eyes closed.

Weasel peers
at me while his eyes adjust to the gloom, he tries to disguise his
voice as he speaks, so there is still hope, they don’t want to be
recognised. I will not die - yet.

“Are you all
right?” asks Weasel, his voice coloured with fear. He thinks that
the big man has harmed me.

He will not
beat me. He will not see my despair. “Yes, yes, yes I’m fine, I’m
OK, I’m all right.” I say quietly but with strength.

Weasel sighs
relieved and backs out of the door closing it gently. I wait for
the sound of the bolts to signal that I am safe again, secure in my
foetid womb where I can relax and indulge in my nightmares. All is
silent, quiet minutes pass. ‘They’ve forgotten,’ I think,
‘forgotten to bolt the door. ‘No’ the inner voice says, ‘they are
waiting outside with baseball bats, waiting for me to poke my head
out like an impatient rabbit, waiting to club me into the bliss of
death’. I cower in my corner for ever. ‘No!’ I think again, I must
conquer this apathy. This too must pass, and it will pass one way
or another, it must end, in death or in liberty. Somehow
emboldened, I don’t care. I roll off the mattress, stand up and
reach for the door; it’s not locked.

I stagger out,
no bats, no weasels, no HATE knuckles; it’s an abandoned factory of
some sort, the light beams through the broken roof and picks out my
starved eyes, blinding me for a few moments. The floor is covered
with old bits of metal and splintered wood. I pick my way across
towards a large opening that I see on the far side.
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