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The creature’s bodies are relaxed, just necks and mouths moving. The nearest one opens its square mouth to an impossibly wide angle, taking bite after bite. The other’s powerful neck and scoop-like jaws shovel huge mouthfuls. The woman stands, watching.
I’m further up the street, on the roof of the hotel. I swoop down towards the woman, fascinated by the destruction of the place she spent so many years in. She pulls her coat around her against the breeze I create in landing. I took a special interest in her when she arrived. She was lost to start with, having come here from a place where open fields sweep flatly to the sea.

Unaware of my presence, she’s smiling at the ignorance of her early days when, between shifts, she'd walk around the city. This car park with its ground floor of shops and restaurants was brand new then. Locals called it ‘the new car park’. Some still do. Older inhabitants even refer to it as ‘where Dunne’s used to be’. I remember that too. Names printed on new maps are often ignored.

The first place she yearned to see was ‘The Meadows’. I saw it in her mind; softly shifting grass and wild flowers. I followed her as she turned corner after corner; grey tower blocks, rows of red brick terraces. I willed a lady on hands and knees scrubbing her front step, to look up. 


'I'm looking for The Meadows.'


'This is The Meadows'


'But ...'


'As far as Riverside Road.'


She’d mumbled some excuse and walked on, thinking how nice Riverside Road would have been if it really was beside a river instead of a factory and wondering where the river was.
I rarely venture below. I prefer the freedom above the tightly packed buildings. All day and night the river flows its disenchanted way through brick sewers, unlit spaces hung with mysterious stalactites and ghastly smells. It collects everything the city dwellers pour down their sinks and flush away from their toilets. They don’t think about this, or about what this place looked like a thousand years ago. Then, the river was as clean as it is when it leaves the Western mountains. A village of a few dwellings surrounded by dense forest. A handful of families, ancestors of some I still see; city folk whose faces flicker with echoes of the past. 

There are green spaces still. I see them from above the city. Lime flashes of the parks and gardens. Twisting brown ribbons of canal. Over her years here, the woman’s made an effort to search out these places; poring over maps and timetables and dragging herself out of bed to put her son in his pushchair. She even found that space not far from their flat where the river escapes and surfaces. Apart from bottles floating in the murky water and creamy yellow foam lapping at the grey grass, it’s quite pleasant in the sun.
The storeys of the car park are exposed. Rusty metal strengtheners are released at bitten off edges, like frayed borders of a piece of cloth; warp and weft abandoning their parallel conformity and swooping away at an angle. The woman’s remembering her first day in the restaurant. Standing behind the counter, watching fish after fish being coated with smooth batter and plunged into seething oil. The sight of all that fish reminded her of home; the fishing village where she’d spent her first nineteen years. 

Thinking about those early weeks in the city her husband persuaded her to move to, her mind’s flooded with memories. Grease smell in her hair and chatter in strange accents. The unsteady feeling of the floor behind the counter after a busy evening, bright green peas squished into her soles and hot vinegar singeing her sinuses. Washing up with the radio on but not daring to sing along. When the telephone rang she pretended not to hear, hesitating long enough for someone else to grab the greasy receiver. 

The massive metal mouths have only been there a couple of days but a swathe of devastation lies in their wake. A view is revealed that’s not been seen from this angle for over thirty years; a church spire covered with lacy scaffolding, blending into the heavy sky. The city’s had three cathedrals. The first was destroyed centuries ago on the orders of a king with a big idea. Its foundations and some remaining rubble emerged later as ‘archaeology’. The second was destroyed more recently. Bomb after bomb dropped. The survivor’s fear and shock were suspended in the air for weeks, caught up in the thick grey clouds that hung over the half flattened city. That cathedral’s shell is still standing. The new one, built decades ago, would probably, like the car park, always be ‘new’. 


I see another image suspended above her head. The sign from outside the shop; green and blue fish trapped in glass water, destined to face the same way for ever. Each with its own set of bubbles, starting small just above its mouth and gradually increasing in size. The fish wiggle slightly in the shimmering azure as she thinks about the day she was asked to polish them, the first time she saw the sun since her arrival. I moved a small cloud for her. 

‘Doing a good job, love.’

‘Haven’t seen the fish that clean and shiny for years!’

She smiled her answer. Until then she’d thought folk here didn’t speak to strangers unless they had to. It warmed her heart a fraction. My heart was warmed too. Folk in my city were kind. Those two died only a year after that, within three days of each other. 

The fish leave her aura with an emerald flash and a burst of silver bubbles. Her colours glow a touch brighter. There were some good times. They’d had some laughs, usually at the expense of the customers. I often saw her looking on, amused but not daring join in. Then there were afternoons taking her break in the back yard with a cup of tea and a book, the city’s traffic all around not unlike the sea’s sighs from back home. And that strange satisfaction at the end of busy shifts; surfaces clean, rubbish out, floor mopped. 

Watching the creatures, who’ll never satisfy their appetites for concrete, brick and metal, she recalls the day she fainted in the kitchen, her stomach turning somersaults and vinegar fumes swimming before her eyes. She insisted she'd be fine going home on the bus. I went with her, as she returned to a house he hadn't been back to in three weeks. 

He’d flung clothes into a case, dropping socks on the floor which she picked up like an automaton. She'd wanted to laugh and cry all at the same time. It wasn’t like this is on TV. Where was the anger, drama and shouting? What was she was supposed to say? She decided it must all be her fault, something she’d not realised. I wished I could’ve helped, other than make sure she got a peaceful night’s sleep. I stayed with her neighbour’s dog, my arms around his shaggy neck as he slept all night for once instead of his usual howling and pacing. The next evening she was back at work, staying until a month before her son was born.


I’ve seen the city in boom, recession and back again. Money is now being found for the new shopping complex and cinema. Such transformations make me feel helpless. The people who run the city seem intent on changing things all the time. Sushi bars and burger chains are replacing fish and chips. The theatre up the road has the whole of its front missing as another set of creatures move in. Anyone who’s interested can look through the tattered remains of the front of the building and onto the stage. 

I glide over to the top of a mound of debris the creatures seem to have turned their backs on. I know it’s silly to think of these machines as creatures but I remember before any of the people were here. I sometimes dream of watching dinosaurs lumber across this part of the land. I flick out a piece of her old life. The woman sees, just for a second, some of the red tiles of the kitchen where she’d spent so many hours. Details etched in her memory; every tile, fridge, shelf and surface of that kitchen. She thinks about the restaurant regulars the sight of whose face immediately told her ‘cod and chips, no vinegar’ or ‘chips and curry sauce’, as if they had a badge, tattoo or tee shirt. 

‘How do you manage to remember what everyone has?’

'I can't not remember'. 

They probably thought of her as a rather sad individual, making a conscious effort to remember people’s favourite meals. She’s the same now at the care home. As deputy manager, she knows who’s vegetarian, diabetic or allergic, that Bobby starts shouting if you put tomato on his salad and Ida 'can't stomach custard'. There’s a list by the serving hatch. Others refer to it every day but she just knows. It’s like me and my people. I only have to see someone walking through my city and I instinctively know about them.

She even, I know this and I also know that she wouldn’t admit it to anyone, remembers the names, likes and dislikes of old folk who passed away fifteen, no twenty, years ago. How do you lose memories you no longer need? They can’t be destroyed as easily as whole buildings.

There’s someone walking towards her. I recognise him immediately. Combed-across hair, green jacket, pale grey aura and unspecified feeling of embarrassment from his retirement party two days previously. The woman’s tugged out of her reverie by a sharp tap on the shoulder. I’ll admit it’s me doing the tapping. My timing’s perfect. She glances up and sees him standing there.

‘Mrs. Collins isn’t it?’
In under three seconds her brain’s shuffled through its database and she knows who he is.

‘Sorry. Miles away. Please, call me Lydia.’

‘Yes, of course. Well, Mum seems settled now, I’m glad to say.’

‘Great.’
‘As though she’s been there for years. Thanks to you, Lydia…’

‘It’s my job, Mr. Banks.’

‘No, it’s more than that. You really care. You’re so good with people and with organising everything, so … confident. Mr Banks pats his shopping bag ‘Anyway, best get on.’ 

He jerks his head back in the direction of the demolition. ‘They’re making a right mess there. See you.’

 There’s a crash as the creatures break through the final stubborn piece and the concrete collapses into itself. They draw back in surprise and wait, watching a cloud of dust rise up. 
Lydia pictures herself at work. Actually, I put the thought into her head and it’s surprisingly easy, after the conversation she’s just had. I twist the angle of what I’ve seen many times when I drop into where she works. She can see herself, hurrying around; supervising breakfast, speaking to residents and staff, answering the phone and singing to herself as she goes about her working day. The village of her birth is a distant memory after thirty years. Her son just celebrated his quarter of a century.

She sometimes hears seagulls. They come inland screeching news of rubbish dump rich pickings. Lydia thinks she should feel homesick when she hears them but she doesn’t. Everything she needs is here in my landlocked city. 

The creatures have resumed their feasting. It’s starting to rain, which, despite what most people in the city say, is a good thing. It’ll wash the discarded chips and the vomit down the drains and rinse pavement dust away into the sewer to join the river which flows both beneath and above the layers of my city’s past and to the sea. 


I watch Lydia pick up her bags and head for home. 
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