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‘Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)’

 

Walt Whitman, ‘Song of Myself’


THE BEGINNING


There it is.

The blurred image of a man.

Standing. Stock still.

For one minute and

thirty-

    three

     seconds.

       On the roof of a derelict Office Shop

     warehouse.

       In Bristol.

 

There it is.

That wicked footage. Downloadable. YouTubeable. Twitter. Email. Facebook. A voice, ‘I think he’s going to jump.’ Followed by another, ‘Poor bastard wants to end it all.’ Both female. Both young. And the blurred playback from their mobile phone. There he is. That man standing stock still, the material of his trouser legs ruffling in the slight breeze, his trench coat undone as though trying to catch what little wind there is, like a sail, as though nature might push him back, stop him from falling. But that long jacket – ha! – it looks more like a cape with its loose hems flapping. His body is dark against the grey sky, his hair unkempt and tousled; he certainly has the appearance of a man about to take flight. And then. His foot. Slowly stepping out. Hovering for that split second.

It begins.

Elohim, Jehovah, Allah, Yahweh, the strong creator, the self-existing, the Lord, the Master. God has many guises. Many names. Many faces. Krishna, Buddha, Abba, Shiva, Vishnu, Bhagavan, Satnam, Christ. Shiftshapes, moulds, stretches, dissipates. Olódùmarè, Yazata, Ishvara, Parvardigar. And God’s greatest power? To be all-seeing, all-knowing. Paramatma, El Shaddai, Brahman, Hu. But I am no spirit. I am not God, yet I have this power. Thus spoke Zarathustra. ‘On earth there is nothing greater than I.’ And I am no more and no less, none other. I am ‘I’, the all-seeing, all-knowing.

Let me show you.

One cannot fly into flying, they say.

 Although one can fly when with I.

 

God speed.

Across fields, across forests, over mountains, through gorges.

 Don’t linger.

      Don’t lag.

 Over rivers, through valleys.

 Feel the gust, the thrust, the rush of wind.

      Grip tight and ride, glide, swoop and slide.

Ha!

 

I will ground you, dear reader, don’t fear, never fear. You are in safe hands. Of sorts. It is true that with me as your guide you will see the awkward uncomfortable, the gruesome grotesque, the rancid bilious retching of life. But with all the earth’s sores there is a light and bright side. You must trust me, dear reader. Don’t be afraid.

Come, let’s perch on this man’s shoulder as he walks. The city reaches out before us, streets and roads twisting, turning, interweaving through the manmade tissue of concrete walls and bricks and mortar. This man we are hitching a ride with is walking at a brisk businessman’s pace. From his neck creep the subtle undertones of sweat amid the musky scent of an expensive cologne and the crisp fresh of his pressed shirt collar and dry-cleaned suit. He raises his arm to look at his wristwatch, but the precise time is of no interest to us. It is still daylight, it is summer, it is hot. What more do you need to know?

Would you like to see a nifty trick? Let’s slip into this man’s ear, fight through the wax, coast through the looping canal, past the wafer-thin, vibrating skin of the drum. Shit. Fuck. I’m late. C’mon c’mon, turn green, you bastard.

And out again, through the other ear.

Can you see now, dear reader, the real power I have? I can be everywhere. I can see everything, inside and out. I do not even have to travel from one place to the next in the normal fashion. As quick as a click I can teleport. From standing on the city street next to a pedestrian crossing to click squatting up a dark alley watching rats scuttle around the wheels of skips to click inside a packet of crisps with the large fat fingers of a man looming towards us to click click click click, in and out of the minds of others, backwards and forwards in time.

 

There is a boy I want you to meet. Look, see, he is walking, feet-scuffing, home from school. His hands are plunged into pockets, his shoulders are hunched, his toes point inwards. This is our protagonist. He is ten years old. He keeps his head down as he walks, peering out from behind a floppy fringe as the other school children swarm homewards around him. The humdrum of laughter, gossip, the clapping of feet against pavement, whistles and cries, the purr of bicycle wheels; these sounds spill out from the school gates and surround the young boy. The depth of his silence draws them in.

He arrives home at 23 Gunney Drive and notices, as he pushes open the gate, the blinds of the living-room window are closed. He slows and does not let the gate swing and clack shut behind him as he might normally do. He glances into his neighbour’s front garden, mowed lawn and potted plants and bright pansies in the flowerbeds; from an upstairs window a lace curtain drops and a shadow moves behind it. The boy bows his head. He is careful as he walks not to step on the black slugs on the paving stones with the weeds pushing through the cracks.

The neighbour’s front door opens and a young woman steps out onto the welcome mat. She holds an arm over her heavily pregnant belly and lifts one corner of her thin mouth into a sort of smile. The boy does not respond. At the front door he bends his face close to the letterbox and looks through. ‘Mum?’ He can see a slice of the hallway and the first four steps of the stairs. From the living room he can hear the soft ticking of the clock.

‘I don’t think your mother’s very well today,’ says the woman.

The boy rattles the door against its bolt.

‘I think,’ says the woman, ‘that there may have been some bad news.’

The neighbour is standing by the fence now, still holding and stroking her belly. We can see the black of her bra beneath the thin white of her vest top and the shape of her belly and breasts pressing against the material. This mother-to-be turns her face towards the sun as though basking. Her hair is halo gold in this light. With a slim hand and long fingers she scoops some loose strands behind one ear. ‘Listen,’ she says, turning back to the young boy standing in the shade of the doorway, ‘if things are difficult at home, you can come round any time, do you know that?’

The boy moves back further into the shade.

‘Did you hear me?’

He spies on the blonde hair, the belly and the breasts. He bites down onto his bottom lip. ‘It’s OK,’ he calls to the woman. ‘I have a key to the back door.’ And he steps out into the late afternoon sun and into the gaze of his neighbour, who is shading her eyes with her hand. ‘I have a key,’ he says again. He digs his thumbs under the straps of his rucksack to relieve the weight from his shoulders. ‘I’d better go in.’ He turns his back to the woman and walks the length of the house, glancing once more to make sure, before slipping down the side passage, that his neighbour is still shielding her eyes and watching him.

We will let the boy push through the weeds and long grass of the back garden and kick over the plastic pots in search of his key. We can just slide through the letterbox into the hallway and drop onto the gathering junk mail on the doormat. Take a moment, dear reader. Look around. There is the threadbare royal red of the carpet, the off-white wallpaper, a broken mirror, a chest of drawers, an empty vase, a large stone lion garden ornament, an overflowing ashtray. Take it all in. Make your judgements as to who might live here. Smell it. Every house has its own unique smell. This one has a scent not dissimilar to peeled potato skins mixed with old fag ash and dusty rugs.

‘Mum?’ The boy is in. We can hear him moving in the kitchen beyond. We can hear also the tick, tick of the clock from the living room and from somewhere a trapped fly buzzing and butting itself against a closed window. But beneath these sounds is another; a keen ear would be able to pick it up, the short, sharp intakes of wet breath, sobbing. As we creep towards the open living-room door the sound becomes clearer and, peering round, we see her: a small grey woman on a faded floral armchair. Her hands are covering her mouth, her eyes are puffy. She rocks. A floorboard creaks as the boy steps into the room beside us.

‘You’re crying,’ he says and thrusts his hands into his pockets. His eyes glance at the clock on the mantelpiece. Four thirty-five. ‘I suppose this means he’s dead now?’ He is talking about his father. The grey woman’s mouth widens as though wounded by the words. Her fingers grip at the torn tissue in her hand. She strikes her weak fist against her chest, three dull thuds against her breastbone, as a long low moan aches out. Her hand strikes her chest again – see, this? It’s hollow – but the boy, her son, is no longer there. He has already left the room. He will return, but not until much later, when his mother has exhausted herself with grief and sleeps restlessly with her head back and wounded mouth still gaping open. He will tiptoe into the living room, to the mantelpiece where the carriage clock tick, tick, tick, ticks and quietly, he will turn back its hands until they point at four and thirty. At that time, he would have just been opening the gate. He would have just seen the lace curtains in his neighbour’s upstairs window drop. ‘I think that there may have been some bad news,’ she’d said.

It is time to fast forward to the present, dear reader, or at least what the present is for the purpose of telling this story. It is June 2011 and another hot summer’s day. Our protagonist is no longer a boy, he is a thirty-three-year-old man. Look, see, there he is, walking, feet-scuffing, from the train station. One hand is plunged into the pocket of a long grey coat, the other tows a small cart piled with four boxes and a red and blue holdall. His shoulders are hunched, his toes point inwards. The sounds of the city surround him, traffic lights and car horns and engines and exhausts, wheels on hot sticky tarmac, the squawk of urban gulls. A siren screams past, blue lights flashing. The man keeps his head down. He peers out from behind his floppy fringe and sweats.

Perhaps you might take one look at him and see clearly the boy from twenty-three years before, but you would be wrong, or at least not quite right. He has changed. He is taller, more gaunt, his skin is pastier. He smells of old cigarettes. His teeth and nails are stained nicotine yellow. His chin is patchy with rough bristles. In the green cart he is tugging along behind him he carries his life experiences; the wheels clack over every join in the pavement slabs. These boxes look heavy and the green cart too small, too weak, to contain them.

A beggar sits by a cashpoint and calls out for spare change. ‘Mate, I need just a couple o’ quid for the shelter, mate, will you spare us a couple o’ quid?’ Our man in the grey coat, our protagonist, stops. He roots deep in his trouser pocket. ‘Aw mate, you’re a ledge, you have a good day, mate, nice one.’ But our man wants to speak. He hunkers down by the beggar sitting on the square of cardboard and hands him something. ‘I’m looking for this woman,’ he says, as nearby a man in a hardhat and high-vis jacket starts drilling at his cordoned-off stretch of road. Rack-it-it-it-it-it-it. The beggar flinches at the noise. He raises his voice: ‘What’s this? Another missin’, is it?’ He studies the face in the picture. ‘How come she’s got no clothes on?’ He asks this question loudly, just in time for the drilling to stop. Two passing women glance at each other and giggle.

‘Never mind that,’ says the man. ‘Do you recognise her?’

The beggar shrugs. ‘Naw mate, sorry mate.’ He fans his hot face with the picture before handing it back. ‘I aint never seen ’er.’ The drilling begins again.

Let’s push off, dear reader, leave the land where it is and soar above these hot city streets with their skyline of church spires and clock towers. The sea dazzles in the sunlight and laps at the city’s contours; a river curves through its centre. We can see, from up here, where the city stops and the hills begin. The heathered moors and the marshes, the valleys and the glens. The green of the pine, the yellow of the gorse, the blue-grey of a tucked away lochan. We are in the Highlands of Scotland, dear reader, but we are not to stray too far. I am taking you only to another part of town, to a pub called Pauper’s Inn, an old granite building on a street of billboards, greasy spoons and estate agents. An A-frame is propped near the door of the pub with GET YER STOVIES HERE written in chalk, and in one of the bay windows a handwritten note has been taped: ‘Room to rent’. One corner is curling back, the sticky peeling in the heat.

Inside, there is a fat woman behind the bar. Let’s watch her for a while. She is sitting in a kind of crouch on a tall barstool; her bare feet – her heels – digging into the topmost rung; her black legginged knees up and pressed together. The small electric fan she points towards her face whirrs out a limp breath of air. She glances around the pub at her customers, at a balding man with big glasses in the corner booth supping at his pint and two regulars sitting over by a painting.

‘Oi, Dougie.’

‘Whit’s that?’

‘Fix ’im for me, would ye?’ She nods at the painting that has gone askew above them. The old boys look up from their card game to the lighthouse.

‘Squint, eh?’ Dougie gets to his feet and stretches for the corner of the frame, tipping it slightly. ‘Say when,’ he calls.

‘That’ll do.’ The fat woman takes out a handkerchief and presses it to her forehead. ‘Cheers, Doug.’

‘Hot the day, eh?’

‘Aye.’ She swigs at the pint of water she’s poured for herself. Some liquid misses her mouth and dribbles across her cheek and under her earlobe. She wipes it away with her wrist. ‘Aye, it’s hot.’

This is Big Sal. She is the proprietor of this place. I have described her as fat and perched on a barstool, now I want you to imagine her fatter. Skin folds around her waist, her thick thighs are always touching, her breasts are heavy swells that hang low even when supported. The fat on her upper arms sways whenever she moves, or ripples along with the rattle of the window when a lorry stops outside with its engine running. She sweats even in mild temperatures. On hot days like this the wet on her forehead is visible and sticks her thin fringe to her temples. She has damp patches underneath both arms and in between her legs.

Big Sal closes her eyes and listens to the sounds all around her. The hum and whir of the battery-powered fan, the soft slap of Dougie’s cards being set on the table, the urinal in the men’s toilets gurgling and splurting with its autoclean system and then a faint clack, clack, clack, clack, the sound of wheels rolling over a dirty pavement. She looks up to see a man stopping outside the window. A tall, thin, ill-looking man with dark hair cut into curtains. He is reading the handwritten note, ‘Room to rent’.

Big Sal turns to the old boys playing their cards. ‘Did ye hear them say it on the radio this mornin’? Tiz the hottest day o’ the year, they said.’

‘Aye,’ comes the reply, ‘there will be a storm yet on its way,’ just as the door opens and there stands our man in the long grey coat.

‘Good afternoon,’ he says. ‘I was wondering if I might enquire about the room?’


1

A short forewarning, if I may. This story does not have any chapters as such; it is divided instead by conversations between our protagonist and a lover, a girl curled under his arm. Think of these moments, if you will, as the end of a chapter. The perfect place to pop in a bookmark, a piece of scrap paper, an old receipt from your pocket. For example, here:

The girl moves sleepily, her feet pawing at the mattress. She opens one eye to see that he has both his eyes open. ‘You’re still awake,’ she says.

‘I can’t sleep,’ he says.

‘Is something wrong?’ she says.

‘No.’

Have a breather, dear reader.

Rest awhile.

Time is of the essence. Time is money. Time is fleeting. Time travels. Time warp. Time delay. The End Times. Hard times. Real time. Imaginary time. Set in time. Step in time. A stitch in time saves nine. Time is relative. Time is slipping. Times are changing. The time is now. We are still at Pauper’s Inn and Big Sal is still perched on her barstool, but now she is writing a postcard. So far it says, ‘Oi, Bev, you’ll be pleased to know I found someone for the room.’ The ballpoint pen she is using keeps running out of ink. Sal has to suck on the nib, shake it in the air, and slowly go back over the words that have left only indentations on the card. She sighs and looks up, rolling one shoulder and then the other. Her two regulars have gone, but the balding man with large black-rimmed glasses is still sitting in the corner booth sipping at the last of his pint.

Sal shifts a little on her stool. She is looking again at the painting, at the tall white lighthouse beaming out over the waves that slam against the cliff and send sea spray into the air. She is remembering the day she bought it, a hot day like this, at a car-boot sale. The painting had reminded her of her husband. He wasn’t a seaman, he was a rigger, but that was all the same to Big Sal. In those early years when she was young and in love and missed her man terribly she used to scour the charity shops and garage sales and local church fetes for anything that related to the sea. Bottled ships, compasses, toy boats, a collection of chipped ceramic naval officers saluting, a stuffed cuddly duck wearing a sailor’s hat. All this bric-a-brac, all this junk, to fill the hole Beverley left when he went to work offshore for weeks.

She picks up the postcard to reread the note: ‘… I found someone for the room.’ She is wondering if there is anything else to put down and toys with the idea of describing the new lodger in more detail.

An odd wee manny, like, comin’ in ’ere wi’ ’is winter coat on. An’ all skeletal like a sacka bones. As skinny as I am fat. Musta bin fair hot under that jacket mind. I canna understand it. Tis what? Twenty-six degrees outside the day. Aye, an odd wee manny. Shame he’s English, right plumb an’ proper. Shame. But beggars canna be choosers. Aye, an’ I’ll say as much t’ Bev when he brings it up. Beggars canna be choosers.

But something is troubling her. She chews on the end of her pen as though chewing over whether to admit her unease on the postcard.

The thing of it is, Bev, the man didna know who he was. At least, not at first. I asked him his name and he says he didna know … ‘I’m not sure,’ is what he said. Not sure? How can ye not be sure of your own name?

But she doesn’t write anything more. She simply signs her name. Eight years ago she was writing her husband long letters and now she sends half-filled postcards with naff pictures of lochs and hills or amusing Scottish-themed cartoons on the front.

‘Och, what’s it to me?’ she mutters and taps her pen against her lower lip. ‘As long as he pays his rent on time.’

The balding man in the corner booth is fidgeting. He is beating at the table with his finger, we can hear it, bap bap bap. There is perhaps only one mouthful left of his pint and yet he lingers. Every so often he allows himself a glance out of the window and then looks away again, his leg jittering nervously. Sal calls out to him. ‘You all right over there? Need another?’ and she nods at the almost empty glass. The man shakes his head. He pushes his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. ‘No. Thank you.’ His cheeks flush a little red. ‘I think that really,’ he says, ‘really I must be off. Shortly.’

Outside the pub, just across the road, there is a group of four girls. They are young, perhaps fourteen or so, still dressed in school uniforms; short grey skirts and knee-high socks. It is these girls our man in the corner booth keeps glancing at; quick, quiet, discreet peeks. One in particular, the one holding an ice cream, the green of the mint chocolate-chip melting and dripping over her knuckles which she absentmindedly lifts to her lips and licks. She is beautiful. Even when he turns back to the pub and looks at his almost empty glass, he has the smooth pale skin of her legs in his mind, that titillating flash of flesh above the knee and the bumps of her developing breasts underneath her school shirt.

A loud girlish guffawing startles him. He turns again, another glance at the teenagers laughing, smiling, touching in that overly demonstrative way girls do. The cause of all the amusement is the ice cream. There had been the initial hugs and greetings and squeals of excitement as a friend had run to meet them, followed by an exclamation: ‘Oh, an ice cream! Where’d you get that? I want one.’ And the girl had mischievously licked her mint chocolate-chip a little too exuberantly, poking her tongue in deep to tease, and the whole head had toppled off, plopping onto the pavement with a splat. The girl is acting out her mock-annoyance. She throws her cone onto the ground in an exaggerated huff.

‘Och, ye daft bint,’ another girl quickly says, ‘I wouldae had that!’ And they giggle all the more.

People walk past them – two women pushing a pram, chatting about where to stop for lunch; a short stocky man taking a large bite from a sandwich; a woman clutching at the bottom of her suit jacket and holding a briefcase, her heels striking out sharp clicks on the pavement.

‘Here, I’m no’ bein’ funny, right, but look over there.’

‘Where?’

‘Over there, in Pauper’s. See that man in the window? He’s fair gawkin’ at us.’

‘He is an’ all.’

‘Flash ’im yir tits, Mand.’

‘What tits?’

The girls laugh and jostle one another playfully.

‘I’ll flash ’im ma finger, mind,’ says Mandy, the very same girl who’d dropped the ice cream, and she thrusts her middle finger into the air at the man, whose bulbous eyes widen at the sight and his face quickly ducks from view.

‘Pervert!’

Forget these girls now; the person who interests us is the new lodger at Pauper’s Inn, the man who apparently doesn’t know who he is. We can see him now if we look up above the sign of the pub – there, at the sash window. We cannot see him well from this position; the pane is dirty and the sunlight gleams off the glass. But we can distinguish the outline of his lanky figure and movement as the man fumbles with the latch.

We should take ourselves closer, ogle from a better angle, and though it would be easy for me to finger-thumb click and take you into that room up there, I know there is little to see right now other than a skinny man in a long coat struggling with the latch on a window. Better to go back once more to the moment he arrived. But not with a click. No, not with a click. Please, reader, allow me some time to play. After all, narration can be such a dry business at times, full of old rules and expectations. Such lack of personality! It sits like trapped wind in the gut. Better to shake things up, don’t you agree? Inject some fizz into omniscience.

Look down the street. Do you remember the two women pushing a pram and the short stocky man eating his sandwich? Yes? No? It doesn’t matter. The man is now sitting on a bench sucking the ends of his fingers and crumpling the sandwich packaging with one hand. The two women, they are studying a menu in a cafe window. Now, reader, watch closely as we take one finger and wind backwards the clock hands of Time.

The man is uncurling his fist and as he does so the packaging unscrews and reforms in his palm. He pulls his fingers from his mouth and there is mayonnaise on his nails. See his Adam’s apple move? The chewed food travels back up his throat into his mouth where he masticates for a while and then pulls out with his messy fingers the corner of his sandwich.

The two women are walking backwards, winding their way around an A-frame advertising a £5 meal deal at Piccalitos, their feet walking toe-heel, toe-heel, pulling the pram. The man stands up, still chewing and regurgitating fully formed pieces of chicken and lettuce between two slices of malted loaf. They are all walking backwards now. Back the way they came. And see, across the road, there is the woman in her suit jacket, backward scurrying from an estate agent’s door and jog-skipping on toes in between reversing cars.

‘Trevrep!’

‘Dnim, regnif am mi’ hsalf ll’i.’

The warped cackle of laughter splits the air and the teenage girls smile with open mouths, jostle-jerking. They seem to inhale the noise. Ahah ahah! They suck in devilish words from the sky, their mouths moving as though the sounds make their lips smack. From the grey pavement the ice-cream cone whips up into one girl’s hand and the mint chocolate-chip unsplats itself, travels through the air as though lifted by a freak wind and perches perfectly on the cone just as the girl retracts her tongue.

Stop.

Look at their smiling faces freeze-frame. Their eyes are bright and glassy with laughter. Their cheeks rosy. Noses freckled by the sun. One girl has a red spot forming on her temple. Another has a glistening string of saliva stretching from lip to lip that she hasn’t noticed.

We shall return to Pauper’s Inn. Let’s wait in the narrow corridor out the back, away from the ugly bustle of the world in reverse and all its dissonance. Here it is quieter and unmoving to the eye, though things are, of course, still shifting. There is an unsettling sense of microscopic movement. Even the smells are reversing, beginning first, it seems, in our very own brains and then pushed out through the pores of our noses. In this corridor we conjure up the stuffy damp that then seeps out from our bodies into the carpet and walls, the smell of stale beer and cigarettes.

Let us turn back Time’s arrow and rejoin its forward familiar motion; familiarity is the key to comfort, after all. Here comes Big Sal. She is walking through from the bar and now makes her way up the narrow staircase, her left hand gripping hold of the banister, her right hand pressing into the wall to help steady the weight of her body. The man, our protagonist, follows directly after her. He peers out from behind his floppy fringe at the painted red fingernails of Big Sal. When she pulls her fingers away from the wall to move up another step, a greasy mark, an indentation even, remains. The walls are soft, the plasterboard damp. He touches his own thumb to it, presses in and watches as the print shows in the yellowish wallpaper. His eyes travel to the black-spotted mould around the cornicing. We can see him breathe in through his nose; he is smelling what we are smelling, the damp and stale beer mixed with Big Sal’s syrupy sweet perfume, that saccharin scent and … (sniff sniff) … what’s that? The acrid bite that hits the back of the throat when a woman is menstruating. Sal’s fat behind moons out inches from his face in those tight black leggings. Her thighs rub together. Her breathing is a soft pant as she struggles with every step.

At the top of the stairs Sal stops, out of breath. A few hairs have come loose from her tight ponytail and stick flat to the wet on her forehead. She smiles, almost chuckles, as she fishes for the handkerchief tucked into her leggings.

‘Aye, well, they don’t call me Big Sal for nothing.’ She points down the hallway. ‘In there, my love, on you go. First on the left.’

The man walks slowly. The floorboards creak beneath him. Big Sal pulls down the neck of her baggy T-shirt and mops at her cleavage. She watches the strange skinny man creak forward. He pushes at the door of the room, which has been left ajar, and peers in from his spot in the hallway. Big Sal raises an eyebrow.

Aye, he’s an odd one, eh? He’ll be cooked wearin’ that jacket in this blindin’ heat. Flasher’s jacket. Paedophile. Heroin user. Alcoholic. Bev’ll no’ like it. Aye, he’ll have a word or two to say about it, right enough.

‘I’m sorry, my love, but I’ve clean forgotten your name. What was it again?’

The man hesitates. ‘I didn’t tell you,’ he says.

‘Oh, well, that’ll explain it,’ she says, but her smile soon wanes as the strange man remains silent. He is staring at his shoes. Big Sal can see now that the leather is worn and the soles are broken. ‘Well?’ she prompts.

‘I’m not sure,’ he says.

‘You’re not sure what your name is?’ she asks.

‘It’s complicated,’ he says.

Sal frowns. ‘Aye, well, complicated or no’, love, I’ll need a name to call ye. It’s difficult to get by in life without a name, ye know?’ She forces a laugh.

‘I’m looking for someone,’ the man says.

‘Oh, aye?’

‘An old friend.’

‘I see.’

‘She knows who I am,’ he says.

‘Right. Good.’

The man nods and Sal slowly mimics him. She wets her lips with her tongue, waiting for more to be said, but nothing comes.

‘I’m sorry, my love,’ she’s decided that the man must be a little simple, ‘I canna rent a room out to someone if I don’t know their name …?’

These words at last register with the man. He agrees with a sharp nod and says, ‘Oh, of course, I understand,’ and then, ‘perhaps it’s best if you call me Jacob.’

‘Jacob,’ repeats Sal.

‘Yes,’ says the man. ‘Jacob Little.’

Big Sal finds herself nodding again. The nodding seems to help her accept the unusual conversation. ‘Right enough,’ she says, clapping her hands together. She is nodding now all the more vigorously. ‘Well, no use standin’ out in the hall, eh? The room is no’ goin’ to view itself.’ And she motions for the man to move inside.

In the bedroom there is a rickety wardrobe and a very worn-down, very stained single mattress pushed against the wall. The light is coming from a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Big Sal motions to the pieces of furniture as she walks in behind the man. ‘This can all stay if you need it, Mr Little.’ She is testing the name, expecting a please call me Jacob. ‘It was all left by the last occupant.’ But Jacob Little says nothing. He stands silently, glancing about him. ‘Nice big window,’ Sal says. She heaves herself forward, snapping back the curtains to let in the sun. The sudden shaft of light picks out the dust and tiny hairs spiralling in the air.

Big Sal seems pleased with the sash window, single glazed. She informs Jacob it is south facing. It is not. She tells him the street below is always a hubbub of activity, interesting people going about their business. ‘Always something to see out of this window.’ She does not remark on the way it rattles whenever a large vehicle drives past. Nor does she mention the wood rot on the crumbling windowsill or the white gloss splattering the edges of the glass. Nor does she inform Jacob the frame is loose, so when he goes to unlatch it from its stiff screw-lock in a few moments it will slam down and become firmly wedged. But now, at this moment, he still stands and listens quietly to the fat woman who leans near the rattling window and sweats.

‘You’ll no’ find a cheaper room in the city,’ she says. ‘One eighty is all I ask. First month up front.’

‘One fifty,’ says Jacob. He is not looking at the woman, his eyes are moving over the carpet with its fag burns and stains. They rest on the mattress with its darkened spots of dried blood and coffee.

Big Sal is scowling politely. ‘You think I canna shift this room at one eighty?’

‘I’ll pay cash,’ says Jacob.

‘Well.’ Sal stops. ‘Right then. Cash it is.’

Her new tenant nods.

The landlady spiel continues as though never interrupted. She expects the rent on the first of every month. Cash in hand. All inclusive. Smoking permitted. Pets allowed. Bring home girls, boys, prostitutes, she won’t bat an eye. But if he’s late with payment she’ll expect him to work in the pub or around the house. And if he refuses, well, she’ll have to fetch Bev to visit specially. Understand? ‘Do you understand, Mr Little?’

‘I understand. Yes. Thank you.’

‘The bathroom is further down the hallway.’

‘Yes.’

‘Kitchen downstairs.’

‘I’ll show myself around.’

‘Oh aye?’

The two are held in the swaying damp heat of the room.

‘Well, Mr Little. I’ll need some money to secure the room. ’Til the first of the month, like.’

‘Of course,’ Jacob replies. ‘May I …’ He pauses. ‘May I bring it to you later this evening?’

Big Sal nods once. Her lips are straight, her eyes are sharp. In her mind she is scolding herself for not asking for two hundred. Then he would have cut her to one eighty.

‘Thank you, Mrs …’

‘Just call me Sal.’

‘Right. Well. Thank you, Sal.’	

And now we find ourselves alone in the room with Jacob. Big Sal can be heard creaking her way down the hallway towards the stairs. Jacob is still standing in the same spot, his face turned towards the door. He cocks his head to one side as though listening. His thin lips are parted and we can see the yellow of tiny teeth. An incisor is broken. Jacob’s tongue glides over his jagged tooth; for a moment he looks as though he is sucking on a boiled sweet. And then he moves. Not quickly. Out of the room. We can hear him walk away from the stairs, further along the landing. A door is pushed open. A pause. We hear it click shut.

No need to follow, let’s wait by the window. Outside we have a good view of the street, although it is murky through the glass and the sun is shining directly above the line of rooftops opposite. Over those roofs, if we squint against the sun, we can see the long point of a church spire.

Looking down you can see the four teenage girls. You can even hear their laughter through the thin slice of glass.

Jacob has re-entered the room. He moves over to the window, shades his eyes against the sun, but sees very little through the grime. He begins to fumble at the latch.
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