Word on the Street

Romy Wood

Cillian Press

First published in Great Britain in 2013
by Cillian Press Limited. 83 Ducie Street, Manchester M1 2JQ
www.cillianpress.co.uk
Copyright © Romy Wood 2013
The right of Romy Wood to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted by
her in accordance with the Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other
than that in which it is published and without similar condition being imposed on the
subsequent purchaser.
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
Paperback ISBN: 978-0-9573155-2-5
eBook ISBN: 978-0-9573155-3-2
Cover Design: Roshana Rubin-Mayhew

Published by
Cillian Press – Manchester - 2013
www.cillianpress.co.uk

For Barbara, in the present tense.
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For each man kills the thing he loves
Oscar Wilde, ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’
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C

arol encourages me to tell my story, and I write:

The first person to die rotted for a week. He’d broken into
someone’s shed, tucked himself up under a blanket, and coughed himself
through the pearly gates. When the owner of the shed returned from her
all-inclusive golfing break, she was met with a sight and a stench that
made the national news.

Carol says this is a powerful hook; now give her the up-close, the dirty realism,
the boredom and the itching. I think of Colin telling me his dog had died.
‘My dog died.’ Colin shrugged his shoulders and stared at my left earlobe.
I took his hand.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said.
We were in the kitchen at the Shelter, which was on one side of a
knocked-through room taking up most of the ground floor. On the other
side we had a telly with a three piece suite to die for (or possibly on). We
had a leaflet rack attached to the wall which we updated from time to
time and which people never looked at.
‘Shona, you hate dogs.’
‘I can still be sorry.’ It was true. I am not so heartless as to begrudge
a bereavement. Colin twitched and coughed and I let his hand go. He
rummaged in a drawer for the tin opener and set to work, humming, on
the first of six tins of soup. The floor was sticky from spills that we’d wiped
up but never got round to mopping. Ants were dotted around, glued fast
where they’d been since the early summer invasion.
‘How old was it?’ I filled the tea urn.
‘Six.’
I didn’t know what to say then. Was it good or bad that the dog had
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been six? I prefer email to conversation, for the thinking time.
‘What have you done with it? You don’t have to tell me. Sorry.’
Sometimes I think my social skills are worse than Colin’s. I sighed. It’s
a shame people correlate niceness with animal-loving, because I really
can’t stand dogs or cats, I hate horses and I actually have nightmares
about being chased by cows. I think it might be the smell that clinches
it. When I walk past a dog crapping in the street, and some stroppywellied woman is waiting with a plastic bag, I hold my breath and try
not to look at either of them.
Colin has always been a great believer in the curative properties of
takeaway pizza. So, when everyone was down for the night and the
television was on, he sat sideways in the armchair and rang for an extra
large spicy pepperoni. Pizza dissolved and vanished inside Colin, like
the five chocolate bars I’d seen him guzzle in one night. His stomach was
concave and shiny white, with tufts of black hair in a line from his naval
down into the top of his jeans. This wasn’t something I knew from close
inspection; when he stretched to pull off his fleece, his t-shirt would ride
up and I’d get a flash if I didn’t look away.
‘And a –’ he waved the phone at me. I shook my head. ‘Large Hawaiian,’
he said, and gave next door’s address. He stretched out his arms and legs
and laughed silently, looking at his filthy size zillion trainers and batting
away a crane fly.
It was crane fly season. They pitter-pattered their pin-prick feet over
the posters and the lampshades in the night, driving you mad until you
had to get up and thwack them. The Shelter was the last house in the
terrace, and crazy vegetation grew unchecked front, side and back. The
crane flies had their headquarters amongst this jungle and sent attack
parties out from there. There were nights I thwacked so many that the
vision of them stayed under my skin; dislocated heads and torn wings,
legs on their own where they’d come off in the tissue.
I picked off the squares of ham and pineapple to eat first, with the
vague intention of leaving at least some of the crust. By then I had grease
round my mouth and on my hands, and I began to tear at the pizza with
my teeth, chewing too much at once. When it was finished, the boxes
were soggy on the table between us and there were crumbs on the floor.
I couldn’t sit like Colin, all floppy and yawny, staring at the television
and wiping my hands on my clothes. I wanted the sticky patch cleaned
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up quickly, as soon as it was over. I thought about saying this as I stood
up; a little self-deprecatory joke. But it was the sort of thing Colin could
only have coped with in a group; a remark like that with just the two of
us to bounce between would leave a crater where it fell. I took the boxes
across to the kitchen area and tried to cram them into the recycling bin,
but it was overflowing so I pulled out the bag and shoved everything
down until I could tie the handles. The top of my jeans was sharp on the
bulge of my stomach.
‘Am I safe to take the rubbish out?’
Colin looked at the top of my head. ‘Safe as houses,’ he said. ‘Apparently
most people now believe the nonsense about sleeping in the fresh air.’
The previous week, we’d had a minor riot outside the front door. The
Shadow Minister for Homelessness had said in a television interview that
hostels should be shut until the source of the disease was pinpointed,
and a rumour went around that people with beds would be able to keep
them, like a sort of legalised squat. I stood at the gate, trying to explain
that nothing had changed, that people would still be moving through,
and Colin twitched his nose a lot and repeated everything I said. Then
the very next day, the Minister for Health went on television and said
it was definitely much safer to sleep in the open than to go to a hostel,
where the disease was at its most virulent. So then we had beds free and
couldn’t fill them.
I heaved the recycling bag into the hall, and Colin changed the channel
on the television.
‘Chivalry not dead, then,’ I called, sliding the bolts on the front door
and catching the skin on my knuckle. ‘Ow. Shit.’
Outside, the air was still and smelt of bonfire. It was quiet except for
next door’s music. (There were six students living there, and they all had
iPod speakers on their windowsills.) The lamppost opposite flickered,
lethargic, and beyond the rooftops the copper dome of the Whitchurch
hospital water tower burnt a hole in the darkness. Wherever you go in
Cardiff, the water tower is there; it doesn’t seem to matter which way
you’re facing – and you can be up on a hill looking down or walking
along the road looking up – there it is. Leering, dominating the skyline,
you can’t touch me, I’m listed. I used to collect pretentious phrases from
the television and radio, and I remember some cheesy-grinned gardening
presenter talking about ‘borrowed landscapes’, which really just meant
11

looking at something that isn’t yours. Your neighbour might have a nice
tree, for example, which you can see from your decking. The cheesy
gardener went so far as to suggest you made an interestingly-shaped hole
in your fence in order to borrow a view. But you don’t need to go to any
such lengths to include the water tower. You could blow it up and, when
the dust settled, it would have rearranged itself and be standing gormless
and all the more indestructible for its ordeal. I don’t know where I got
the idea from, that the water tower was where they burnt the suicides.
Maybe it was an early playground myth. I imagined a trolley going round
the wards, collecting the bodies of people who hadn’t been able to face
another day, and using them to stoke an everlasting furnace in the tower.
At the bottom there was (I imagined) a pile of bones and ashes, and at
the top the fumes produced by the boiling blood of people fed on mindaltering substances. Apparently, the purpose of a water tower is to create
pressure in the taps.
The Shelter’s front garden had six paving slabs, shunted out of place
by the roots of a tree that had long since been cut down. I stepped round
the stump to wedge the sack between the bin and the fence, and realised
that, underneath the massed iPods, I could hear someone breathing. The
front door was still open, the stark light from the hall leaking out into
the street. I stepped backwards, catching my ankle on the tree stump and
falling onto my bum.
A young woman stepped out from behind the bin, clutching a cushiony
white handbag and looking apologetic.
‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know why I’m hiding really.’
She took the rubbish from me and propped it against the fence while I
staggered to my feet.
‘Thank you,’ I said. She was wearing a neat little skirt and shoes with
bows on. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘My housemates have changed the locks.’
‘That’s horrible. It’s unforgivable, actually, at the moment.’
Her eyes began to swim. ‘I quite literally have nowhere else to go. And
my bank account is frozen. And I heard you were still letting people in
here. But then I couldn’t bring myself to knock.’ In the light from the
hall, I saw that my knuckle was bleeding where I’d caught it on the door.
‘Do you want to come in?’ I said.
‘Could I? Just for tonight, then I can sort myself out tomorrow. Thank
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you so much. I’m Fflur. Double F-l-u-r.’ She offered me her hand to shake
and then thought better of it.
‘I’m Shona,’ I said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ I’m sure it was the first time
in my life I’d ever said that.
Inside, I saw how crinkled her clothes were. Her cardigan was an elegant
little crochet number in pale green. I wouldn’t have got an arm through
a sleeve let alone stretched it across my back.
‘This is Colin,’ I said, sucking my knuckle. ‘Colin, this is Fflur.’
Colin stood. He did a little jiggle from side to side by way of a greeting
and looked at the curtains.
‘It’s so lovely of you to have me,’ said Fflur. ‘I’m so grateful. Oh God,
I’ve been so scared.’
‘I can believe it,’ I said. ‘Do you want some soup?’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ She sat on our antique
corduroy sofa and put her handbag at her feet. ‘I think I’m in shock. Probably hungry. I had this meeting, you see. I make jewellery. And whilst I
was out, they got one of their boyfriends to change the locks.’ Colin came
across to the kitchen and got in my way. I left him to the soup and went
to sit with Fflur. ‘I’m babbling a bit. Being homeless is new to me. Do
you need my details or anything?’ She started crying. Colin drummed a
little rhythm on the kitchen work surface. The pizza was heavy and oily
inside me. After a bit, Fflur tucked her hair behind her ears and said, ‘I’ll
be able to pay you, when I get things organised. I’ve got two shops lined
up to stock my jewellery, and I’m getting a catalogue printed.’
‘That sounds great,’ I said. ‘Maybe you’ll be able to give us a donation
or something.’ She had a ‘please like me’ face and a pretty smile.
After she’d eaten the soup, I led her up the stairs, embarrassed suddenly
by the state of the runner which was thicker with Suzy’s hair than it was
with actual carpet.
‘Bathroom,’ I said, opening the door, hoping Paul hadn’t been for one
of his specials.
‘Lovely, thanks,’ said Fflur. She stood on the landing, nodding, dazed.
‘I’ll find you a towel. I’ll just show you your room.’ A roaring snore
erupted from behind Paul’s door and she jumped, eyes swimming again.
‘It’s downstairs, actually,’ I said. ‘At the front.’
‘Oh, right. Lovely.’
We went back downstairs to the front bedroom. On the pillow was a
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tiny dead wasp. Fflur was polite enough not to mention it.
‘Thank goodness you weren’t full,’ she said, beaming at the room as
if it had a dressing table and complimentary bubble bath. I swallowed a
splinter of cheese that had got stuck in my teeth and handed her a t-shirt
to sleep in. She sniffed it and her hand flew to her mouth.
‘I am so sorry! I really didn’t mean to do that. Now I look like some
middle-class snob who thinks homeless people stink.’
I grinned. ‘I wash things,’ I said, ‘before I give them out.’
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he words aren’t coming. I look round the Learning Centre, which
is essentially a classroom with some leaflets and antique computing
equipment in it.
From the window, you can see the part of the grounds designated as garden.
The sweeping curve of flower bed is still asleep under a thick frost, but the roses
have been cut back and there’s a butterfly bush and a magnolia in waiting.
It’s hard to be sure from here, but I think the network of dead twigs might be
a dormant clematis.
‘Sometimes it’s easier not to start at the beginning,’ says Carol, twiddling
her necklace which is made of safety pins, beads and sequins. ‘When you start
at the beginning you can run out of steam before you reach the end. In fact
you don’t really know where the beginning is until you’ve written the end.’
She winces, her thumb caught on a sharp bit of necklace; she’s given herself
the Writing Therapist’s equivalent of a needlestick injury.
My head hurts. The pain feels as if it should be visible, should have a texture
on the surface. I imagine circling with my pen the area on my scalp where
the underside is rawest. My eyeballs are swollen hard and pushing up into
my forehead. They taste of petrol. There are iron filings where my blood used
to be. I dream of the day I’ll be able to really go to town with the diazepam,
and the inside of my head will pixelate. There’s a Romanian woman here
who trades in something that can’t be too unlike Colin’s palinka. That might
be a good way to chase valium. Perhaps I’ll give her the nod, in advance. In
fact, as she also trades in fortune-telling, maybe she’s already worked this out
for herself. Maybe she’s got supply and demand sussed. She complains, though,
because she’s used to reading tea leaves and you don’t get a lot of those in here.
I let several minutes pass, kneading my left hand with my right; experiment
with Carol’s non-verbal skills and her nerve to see a silence through. She
does active listening as if I am talking; she makes little blinks and nods in
response to my nothings. When I shut my eyes, she says, ‘The end is arbitrary
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too, Shona. A writer chooses where to end her story – that’s quite empowering,
I think. Every story everywhere is linked to an infinite number of others;
existence doesn’t divide itself into measurable chunks. There are no fences to
stop stories seeping into each other.’ I scratch my crotch (I do try not to, but
the regrowth of pubes is a bristly business. If I catch myself in time, I sit on
my hands). ‘Your job as a writer is to shine a torch onto a little piece of that
eternal jigsaw. You might not even know what’s there until you switch on your
torch and start scribbling.’ I open my eyes and stare at her boots, which are
Victorian-petticoat leather lace-ups. ‘Write something about yourself that you
think might surprise me,’ she says.
There’s nothing surprising about me. Except, I suppose, that I’m not a
lesbian. I did have hair, but it was a very nondescript length and it got
hacked rather than trimmed. (I tended to do this when I did my toenails,
since I had the scissors out.) And of course I’m stocky, chunky, porky –
Nain has used all those words and more – and I shove on jeans and really
skanky trainers where some women (strange word, I usually think of
myself as a girl. Not girly, but definitely a girl rather than a woman) faff
about with skirts and tights. I do remember very distinctly the sensation
of putting on tights – after PE at school, or in the swimming changing
rooms. Horrible. It felt like trying to stretch dolls’ clothes over the branches
of a tree. I moved quickly on to the over-the-knee sock stage, which was
hardly better, pulling scratchy ribbed grey elastic up onto sweaty thighs,
and feeling them gradually slide down around my ankles so that I had to
stop at every corner to pull them up. One day a friend of Nain’s said, Ooh,
you were having trouble with those tights. She’d been watching me, sitting
in a traffic jam laughing at this itchy runny-nosed teenager lumbering
along battling with her socks. And Nain said, Oh yes, I have spies out, and
laughed, and I’ve never quite got over the idea that I’m being watched
wherever I go.
Carol’s tactic has worked (and she looks rather smug about it). She’s got me
writing again and I’m back to the Shelter, the following morning.
In the morning, Gloria rang from the office.
‘Hi Gloria,’ I said. ‘How are you?’
Colin was scraping scrambled egg onto plates and Paul appeared,
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breathing stale air into the room. He stuffed his hand inside his trousers
and rearranged himself, squinting at the sunlight coming through the
window.
‘Bearing up,’ said Gloria. ‘I’ve had another visit from the Powers That Be.’
‘Oh?’ I said. Paul began to chew scrambled egg with his mouth open,
as if that proved something.
‘We need a face-to-face on this one, Shona.’
‘We’re full,’ I lied. ‘Are they really suggesting we kick people out? What
purpose is that going to serve?’ Despite Colin’s humming, I sensed that
Paul was listening to every word I said.
Gloria sighed. ‘Shona,’ she said. ‘People are dying. You have to take
this seriously. My chum in Environmental Health –’
‘Must dash,’ I said. ‘Catch up later.’
‘Don’t get militant on me, Darling. I’m up to my eyeballs here. You
are the only Shelter still open. I daren’t ask if you’re keeping up your
prophylactics.’
‘I am. Every day. I’m not stupid.’
‘No. Just terribly stubborn.’
I put the phone down and Colin sniffed at length and said, ‘Breakfast’s
up.’
Paul had finished his egg and was slurping down his tea. He was
twenty-four and bald; he didn’t even have eyebrows or eyelashes. He had
come straight to us from prison this time without passing Go, dry and
drug-free. Under normal circumstances, I’d have been pushing Gloria for
a medium-term bed in a halfway house. But she’d locked the doors on it,
so now there was just Colin and me, opening up each night and kicking
through the hate mail in the hall.
‘Good morning!’ Fflur had washed and put make-up on. She looked
at Paul. ‘I’m Fflur,’ she said. ‘Did you sleep well?’ When nobody spoke,
Fflur looked at me for help.
‘He thinks you’re a social worker,’ I said.
She laughed.
‘I make jewellery,’ she told him. ‘Colin, you’re a bit of a star in the
kitchen. What can I do to help, Sweetie?’
‘All in order,’ said Colin, turning puce. ‘All in order. Tuck in.’ He put
a plate on the table and Fflur settled herself opposite Paul.
‘Goodness,’ she said. ‘That’s more than my usual tablespoon of muesli.’
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I swallowed a little snort. I’d had a Twix with my antibiotics.
When breakfast was over and people were leaving, I took Fflur aside.
‘Look,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what you’re planning today but you should
probably go to the doctor.’ Fflur bit her lip. ‘You’ve got enough to sort
out at the moment without worrying about the great lurgy.’
‘Do you take anything?’ she said.
I nodded.
‘Do you think they’ll give them to me? I’ll have to tell them I was here.’
I put my hand on her delicate little shoulder.
‘Just to be on the safe side.’
There was a brisk knock on the front door. Colin said, ‘So,’ and coughed.
Fflur smiled at me weakly. Suzy came trotting down the stairs, calling
that she’d left her stuff in her room just today if that was alright with me
and she was going to see some friends who might have a bit of work. She
opened the front door and slipped out into the sunshine, passing Gloria
who was waiting to come in.
Gloria was wearing a surgical mask, a shower cap and washing up gloves.
Fflur’s hand shot up to cover her mouth. Paul hung over the banisters
and gawped. He specialised in delinquent facial expressions and liked to
use his stark white baldness to frighten posh people.
‘Gloria,’ I said. ‘Come in.’
She sat on the edge of the armchair and I clicked off the television and
sat on the sofa. She kept her bag on her knee.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, tucking her mask under her chin so that she could
speak. ‘You have to shut. As from now. There’s no space left for debate.’
She rubbed her hot pink cheeks and grimaced. ‘Rosacea’s worse than ever,’
she said. ‘Absolute pain.’ She put up a gloved hand to stop me interrupting.
‘The corpse in the shed. It was Alan Turner.’
‘That figures,’ I said, slouching back into the sofa.
‘Shona, a man who stayed under this roof has died of this – this plague
thing.’
(Alan Turner had one set of clothes, which he spring cleaned each
Easter Sunday. He was always scratching; his fingernails housed thriving
ecosystems. He claimed to have caught HIV from a mosquito on a cruise
ship. Sitting in the kitchen under a poster we had which listed ‘ways you
can’t get HIV’, he’d say: ‘They stab away, see. Don’t care if you’re not a
homo or a blackie or whatnot – it’s blood they’re after. And they don’t
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go rubbing alcohol gel into their feelers.’ He loved telling people this; it
made him laugh in a breathy, whistly way. ‘What’s the point in us fussing
about with soap and that when they can just buzz up and stab you?’ At
this point, he’d jab a fingernail at whoever hadn’t escaped. He generally
got newcomers; anyone who knew what was coming would be out of
jabbing distance well before he got this far. Paul said one breakfast time
that if Alan so much as touched him, he’d have him for assault.
‘I wouldn’t touch you with a barge pole,’ Alan told him.
‘Barge pole!’ Paul yelled. ‘You flatter yourself, mate.’ He slapped him
on the back and then spat on his hands in mock panic and wiped them
on Alan’s shirt.
‘You –’ spluttered Alan.
‘I’ll have you both banned,’ I muttered. ‘Just to shut you up.’
Paul waggled his tongue at me and Alan put his knife and fork together
on his baked-bean-smeared plate.
‘Thank you, Colin,’ he said. ‘When you’re ready with the coffee, garçon.’
Colin cleared his throat and poured a luke-warm cup of coffee. I
wondered, as I often did, how Colin had been put in a position where
he was responsible for keeping the peace amongst bullies like Paul and
walking death-traps like Alan. If he’d rubbed either of them up the wrong
way, they could have felled him with a little finger. Maybe that was it.
Maybe it was his total vulnerability that kept him safe. Maybe it was
myself I should have been worried about.)
‘Alan Turner was a chain-smoking alcoholic with HIV,’ I told Gloria.
‘It’s a surprise he lived as long as he did.’
‘Nonetheless. We need to be on the safe side.’ I raised my eyebrows.
‘Shona, Darling, please.’ She shut her eyes for a moment and sighed.
‘There is no point in having this discussion. I wish things were different.
I really do. And hopefully they’ll get on top of this soon and it will turn
out to be just another fizzled firework and we can all get back to normal.’
Footsteps crashed up the stairs. Colin came into the day room with
his nose twitching.
‘There’s a policeman at the door,’ he said.
‘Does he want Paul?’
Colin laughed, scratching his neck.
Gloria jumped up and I followed her into the hall. Fflur was standing
on the bottom step, clutching her handbag.
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He wasn’t a policeman I recognised. He looked at me kindly and
unrolled a roll of red and white tape. Behind him, two men in luminous
yellow work jackets were setting up barriers in front of the house. The
students next door were hanging out of their upstairs window to watch.
‘Can I help you?’ I said.
Gloria made a little squeak.
‘I’m not sure how to break this to you, love,’ said the policeman. ‘You’re
quarantined. Shouldn’t be for long.’
‘Nobody here has any symptoms,’ I said. ‘We check.’ Fflur had her
hand over her mouth. Gloria had her hands on her hips.
‘Sorry, love,’ said the policeman. ‘I’m going to need a list from you
of everyone in the building. And I’d ask you not to let anyone in or out.
Just until, if you see what I mean.’ He hooked the tape over the fence at
one side.
‘Until when?’ My voice had gone up a notch. The policeman stopped
unrolling the tape.
‘Until the next directive,’ he said. ‘Environmental Health changes its
mind on a daily bloody basis, ‘scuse my French. So you’ll probably be let
out tomorrow. Then there’ll be another set of instructions.’
‘If you could just let me through,’ said Gloria, indicating her shower
cap. ‘I’ve only been here ten minutes or so and I’m well protected as you
can see.’ She laughed encouragingly. The policeman looped his tape round
the other fence and ducked underneath it to hand me an envelope.
‘That explains the procedure for you,’ he said, and took out a notebook.
‘Could I have your names, please?’
We all stared at him and he looked sympathetically back at us, in the
manner he used perhaps with victims of minor crime.
There was a crash from Paul’s room and a series of swearwords.
‘Paul?’ I heaved myself upstairs, feeling sick and suddenly exhausted.
He was leaning out of his window with a cigarette in his hand.
‘Rather rude,’ he said.
‘Who are you talking to?’
Paul sucked his cigarette and tapped ash out of the window. I stamped
over to look out. A policewoman was brushing the ash from her jacket.
‘This is your last warning!’ she shrieked. ‘Close the window now!’
‘And if I don’t?’ shouted Paul and spat fruitily in her direction. I nudged
him aside.
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‘Do we really need to keep the windows shut?’ I said.
Three greasily pubescent boys came out of the house opposite. One of
them pointed at us and they laughed.
‘You do, Madam, yes.’ I’ve always found the term ‘Madam’ faintly
offensive. ‘Please make sure all windows are secured now and instruct all
occupants to –’
‘We’ll suffocate,’ yelled Paul. ‘Air is a human right!’
The boys in the street lit cigarettes and muttered to each other and
Paul made an obscene gesture at them.
I eyeballed the policewoman, ignoring the elderly woman who had
stopped right beside her to tut and the gym mother in the tank who was
pulling up on the kerb.
‘Could you give me some idea of how long this is likely to last?’ I
said. ‘I don’t have food for lunch.’ Strictly speaking, we could have eaten
tomorrow’s breakfast, but still. And we’d need milk for tea.
‘Supplies of food are on the way, Madam. You’ll be kept informed.
‘Please. Shut the window.’ She turned to the gym mother in the tank,
who seemed to be lost.
I pulled the window shut.
‘Wankers,’ said Paul.
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