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Long Ten Some summer nights it is like sailing; the gentle warmth of a southerly pushing you along, sky purpled and softly starred, scents of cooling earth and resting leaves a heady mingle. Those nights, cycling home offers effortless unity with the turning world and changing seasons, a thoughtful, solitary interlude between the adaptive environments of work and home. The thrill of living was tangible. Tonight isn’t like that. Tonight winter wind blows from the north, rattling sapless twigs and flinging frosted air about, the stars bitterly bright in their endless black. Tonight it is harder to appreciate being alive. On these kind of nights, home and the closed door can’t come soon enough. Frozen damp crackles beneath his tyres as he pushes for home, irritated that the street lights the length of the long road alongside the Stray are still out - for what is it - almost a week now? The Stray is one of those unexpected, urban open spaces, bounded by roads and houses, protected from development by history and useage, where unfit but enthusiastic footballers play at weekends, dogs get walked, joggers perimiter and teenagers trying to find their space huddle. The long, straight road alongside it is now empty too, and riding along the path that adjoins it, his flashing bike light strobes the lonely white line dividing cycle and pedestrian, its blinking mesmeric ahead of the creaking pedals into the gusting wind. Keeping to the line in his pulsing pool of light and pushing hard he aims to be home by 11.30. He is thinking about warmth when he runs over a glove, rimed flat and hard to the tarmac. It is always one glove lost or one shoe mysteriously abandoned. How can someone lose a shoe? Or are those pranks leaving someone limping home? Smiling at this oddity, he runs over a second glove. A pair of gloves then - he brakes. The thing with gloves, is that you can set them on top of a wall or hedge, somewhere in the eyeline to be reclaimed. A shoe? That would just be - odd. He dismounts and wheels his bike 1
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back, switching his light to steady. There it is, the second glove. But unlike the first one, this one seems fat. He realises why as soon as he touches it and feels the warm fullness of the hand inside that makes him run colder, heart knocking, gorge rising in his throat. He stands, blinking, the tiredness in his knees from cycling replaced by an unhinged weakness that makes him sit, the singletoned singing of faintness ringing inside his head. He draws up his knees and pulls his head down onto them, trying to recover the power of thought. Looking around, there is no life. No car, no distant walker, no fellow cyclist. Across the flat, dark Stray, curtained windows glow their inner lights. The wind still bites, empty bleak branches creak and whip in the thinning air and the stars are glittering the thickening frost. It becomes unreal; and the hand can’t be real when all else is unreal. But he can see sickly bluewhite tongues of bone in the glove’s dark knitted mouth. They look real, like those severed pieces of animal pressed into shiny supermarket shrink-wraps. He reaches out to touch again, to be sure. Before he recoils, he feels a ring beneath the wool, a ring with a mount. Is it a woman’s or a man’s hand? It’s not a big mount. Not a high mount. It isn’t a big hand or a small hand, just a hand. Earlier today it held a pen, opened a door, stroked a cat, turned a page or a thousand other automatic, unconscious, delicate actions. The rattling, wind-droned hedge has more life now. He gathers himself again - he keeps edging into unreal. A car comes, flying past in a blaze of light, it’s blaring horn dopplering away - they think he’s had too many ales. There is no splash or trail of blood, no sign of struggle, no tyre marks, no broken glass, no weapon - just the hand in the dark woollen glove still holding in a fading warmth. Somewhere, there’s someone with a stump where this hand was. Are they still alive? Is this lonely, lost uncrafted hand just a stroke of an unimaginable dismemberment? He heaves, sicking steamily, shakes. He remembers his phone. Its screen lights up a connection with the real world. He has to repeat himself, yes a hand, a 2
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severed hand. By the Stray. Yes, he’ll wait there. Yes he’ll keep the line clear. Ten minutes, maybe sooner. The light goes out. He wants to ring home but waits.
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