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Prologue



ERIN


The wind wakes me up in the early hours and I confuse the present with a memory; one summer, years ago, we were kept awake by the wind, because it was really strong, powerful. I remember hearing the slates coming off the roof and imagining them whipping through the air like huge lethal crows, and hoping that they wouldn’t land on either of my parents. I don’t know why they would have been outside. Maybe it was that fear that kept me awake, not the wind. In the morning, when it got light, we found that the whole of the village had been covered in this red, dusty film, making windows and windscreens dirty and thick. It was sand from the Sahara blown over by some high, snaking wind, high above the clouds and the cities that I used to believe were in the clouds, and oh, our white car. The car wash at the garage, all that sand, all that sand from the hot, dry, red desert, down the drain at the petrol station. My mum said that it had happened once before, when she was very young, and there had been this other time, she said, when she woke up one night, and the sky was dark red. The sun hadn’t come up, and it was the middle of the night, but the sky was brick-red, cold, dead, barren, and she had never known what that was, and her parents hadn’t been able to explain it, and it had scared her. She had been four or five or something, and her hair was a huge big knotty ball around her head. She’d said it scared her, since she was only a kid, but I think it would have scared anybody.


My bedroom is dark still, and I should get back to sleep because I’m in work at nine. It’s only when I close my eyes again and listen to the wind that I remember I was dreaming. I was dreaming about a red sky. The way things can connect in your head without you knowing about it – it makes me shudder. I was dreaming about a place with no people, like a desert or the moon or something. And the sky was all red. A deep red, like a sunset, but more complete. Just completely red. And there was somebody walking towards me. Some sort of giant, huge he was, gradually blocking out the sky as he got nearer, but he was only ever a black silhouette. His knees were bent the wrong way.


Mum said that when I was little I would ask what was at the end of the sky. And she’d say space, the universe, and I’d ask what was at the end of the universe, and she’d say nothing, nothing, and I’d say, but what’s actually there? And she’d say OK, OK then, Erin, OK, a big brick wall. A big brick wall. A big red brick-red wall.


Is there a door, I’d say.


No, she’d say.


No door.










PART ONE 




JACK



Ice Bar was quite full, but we managed to get standing room near the tiny, comfy bit with the sofas – separated from the rest of the club by a pair of heavy curtains – so that when the sofas became free we could just hop on. The walls and floor were brown and the sofas were cream and there were low, black tables with little tea-lights on each one and the music was too bland even for me to be able to say what genre it was.


‘I hope he’s OK,’ Erin said. ‘He said his mother sounded a bit fretful on the phone.’


‘Sure he’ll be fine,’ Graham said. ‘Francis thinks everybody’s down all the time. He always thinks there’s something wrong.’


‘But still,’ Erin said. ‘I hope they’re all OK.’ She drew deeply on the straw that protruded from her Long Island Iced Tea and her large, green eyes scanned the small, dark room for Taylor. ‘Where’s Taylor?’ she asked.


‘He’ll be here soon,’ I said. ‘He wasn’t finishing work until eleven.’


‘He’ll be properly fucking some monumentally screwed-up fresher in her Playboy shit-pit of a bedroom,’ Graham said. ‘I bet.’


‘Shut up, Graham,’ Erin said. ‘You’re such a rapist.’


‘It’s hardly going to be a fresher,’ I said. ‘I mean, we’re not even at university any more.’


Graham just shrugged and downed his Stella, spilling a little into his massive blond beard. ‘Just a joke,’ he said, and looked around hungrily.


‘Taylor told me he likes you, Erin,’ I said.


‘Yeah, but I want him to tell me,’ she said.


‘You know Taylor,’ I said. ‘He’s not the most forthcoming of people. Why don’t you tell him that you like him?’


‘Oh, I don’t know!’ She smiled and laughed. Her face was surrounded by thick, red curls. Her skin was pale and smooth and her high cheeks were lightly freckled.


Taylor is lucky, I thought, he’s a lucky boy or, rather, a lucky man, but I didn’t say it. He probably knew it, but was one of those people who pretty much kept his thoughts to himself.


‘This is shit,’ Graham said. ‘What are we doing? What’s the plan? Are we going to go anywhere good?’


‘We’re waiting for Taylor,’ I said. ‘Remember?’


‘Oh yeah,’ he said. ‘Hey! Those dickheads are going. Quick – get the sofas!’


‘Have you taken anything tonight, Graham?’ I asked. ‘You seem jumpy.’


*


‘Just the usual,’ he said. ‘Just a pill.’


Taylor was tall and dark-haired and thin-faced and looked a little bit like a young Richard E. Grant, which Erin liked, and that’s what mattered, I suppose. He emerged from between the curtains and, spotting us immediately, made his way over to us, picking his way through a maze of soft leather beanbags and amorous couples.


‘Evening,’ he said. ‘You all OK?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ Erin said, quickly.


‘I’ll be better once I’ve got about ten more drinks inside me,’ Graham said. ‘Either that or some fit girl’s finger.’


‘I’m all right, thank you,’ I said. ‘How was work?’


‘You know better than to ask that,’ Taylor said.


We all worked at the same place. A monolithic building that was a multi-storey call centre somewhere near the middle of Manchester, comprising of floor upon floor of old, unreliable computers, broken spirits and bowed heads connected via black, curly wires to telephones that crouched like bulbous insects on the dirty desks, the humming of tonnes of electrical equipment, the frustration of bad maths, the pure panic of not knowing all the answers all the time, right now, come on, what are they paying you for, you been to school or what? The slimish scorn of the nation, dripping through earpieces and trickling into our open ears like warm, lumpy milk. You heard people say all kinds of things. The building towered up into the greenish city sky and burrowed down, it seemed like, burrowed down and down all the way to hell. There was something of the hell-wain about it. The hell-wain was a vehicle, an old coach that reputedly rattled around transporting the souls of the dead. The call centre had that kind of lifeless, limbo-esque feeling to it. The place was open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and we all worked varying shifts.


The pay was low, but with five of us living together we got by with enough left over for a social life.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


‘It was terrible,’ Taylor said. ‘It was as terrible as ever. I won’t go on about it though. Ended up getting a bus over here with Kenny Hicks. He’s here somewhere.’ Kenny was a manager. He was a little man with a mouth too big for his head that flapped open and shut like a cat-flap in the wind, spilling all kinds of rubbish.


‘All the more reason for us to be leaving, then,’ Graham said. ‘Come on. Let’s go somewhere good.’


‘Graham,’ Taylor said, ‘when are you going to realise that all of these clubs are essentially the same? It doesn’t make any difference where we go. They’re like supermarkets or music television channels. Besides. I’ve just bought a drink. And I don’t drink fast.’


‘Jesus Christ,’ Graham said. ‘I could be at home watching porn.’


‘I’m going to get a drink,’ I said. ‘Anybody want one?’


‘Same again, please,’ Erin said.


‘I’m coming with you,’ Graham said. ‘I want to assess the situation.’


‘What situation?’ I said.


‘The female situation,’ he said.


Taylor shook his head and rolled his eyes. I stood up, and gestured for Taylor to sit down next to Erin.


‘Just tell her,’ I whispered, as we passed each other. ‘For goodness’ sake.’


*


I saw Kenny standing at the other end of the bar, but he didn’t appear to have noticed me so I made sure not to make eye contact. Kenny was there, then, and Kenny – he had this big, weird grin, like his facial muscles relaxed into it, like the widest possible smile was the natural at-rest state of his face.


Graham lingered beside me, looking about desperately, his big, shaggy, dirty-blonde head twisting and turning like the head of a mop being rolled between somebody’s hands. He was tall and broad and scruffy, with bright blue eyes and a fair-sized beard and bit of a beer-gut. He ate women with his eyes.


‘Why don’t girls want to sleep with me, do you think?’ he said.


‘I really don’t know,’ I said. ‘What are you drinking?’


‘Double Jack Daniels, Jack. Jack Jack. Ha. And a Stella, please.’


I looked at him. ‘You’re drinking a lot. And you’re taking a fair few drugs.’


‘Well,’ he said. ‘I like it. It takes the edge off.’


‘Takes the edge off what?’


He shrugged.


We got served, eventually, and as we turned away from the bar with our drinks in hand I risked a glance in Kenny’s direction. Typically, he saw me, and grinned ghoulishly. It was as if he were just looking me directly in the eyes whilst smiling at something in his memory, not at me at all. The expression put me in mind of some twisted little sprite, some Puck, thinking up a nasty practical joke.


When we got back, Erin and Taylor were having an in-depth conversation about Milton Friedman and Iraq, which I didn’t fully understand. They looked up as we passed them their drinks.


‘Hello again,’ I said.


‘Hi, you two,’ Erin said, and then finished what she was saying to Taylor.


‘I was hoping they’d be kissing or something,’ I whispered to Graham.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘I wish they’d fucking get on with it.’


*


Later on, we were near the club, outside a fast-food place called Chicken Jack’s, adrift in a tide of confused, randy drunkards, taxis, take-away wrappers and neon. It could have been one of a hundred or more such streets across cities all over the country, all of them pretty much the same. Sometimes I would forget that we were in Manchester, and I would allow myself to think that we kept stumbling into some other dimension, some sort of shared space, which everybody mistook for a specific location. I would often get the feeling in supermarkets.


We were eating chips, looking around ourselves, trying to decide whether to get a taxi or just walk. Taylor was charming the girls with long, elaborate jokes, of which he seemed to have an inexhaustible supply.


Next to Chicken Jack’s there was a small, dark alleyway that didn’t appear to have a name, and I could hear something, some noise coming from its dark mouth. It sounded like there was somebody up there laughing, or coughing. After a moment I could tell that it was definitely coughing, so I drifted towards the alley, away from the others, concerned. As I got closer it started to sound worse, like an asthma attack or some sort of fit.


The alleys that branched off the main street all joined up together behind the scenes, forming a complex warren inhabited largely by homeless people. I pictured them living in a kind of cardboard city made out of empty Chicken Jack’s pizza boxes, which was probably a little romantic, but it made me feel better about never having any change on me when I walked past them on the pavement.


Looking around the corner, I saw somebody up there, or at least I saw the shape of a person, somebody leaning against the filthy brick wall, coughing and throwing up. It wasn’t that unusual to see people in that state, of course, at that time of day in that kind of place at the weekend, but this sounded worse, somehow, more unhealthy, more difficult.


I edged down the alley, and I was a bit scared, to be honest, but once I’d seen them and convinced myself that they probably needed help I couldn’t very well just turn around and forget about it. The ground was almost completely covered in old newspapers, flattened boxes, polystyrene trays, chicken bones, broken glass.


‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Hey! You OK?’


The figure didn’t say anything, but stopped vomiting, and if they could stop at will they must have been all right, I supposed. They looked up at me and I thought that they looked male, but it was still too dark to tell for sure. Then they bent over and an obscene amount of wet matter poured from their face, splashing all down the wall and piling up on the floor, substantially enough for me to see it from where I was standing, so there must have been a horrendous volume of the stuff.


I don’t like this, I thought. There’s something deeply wrong with you.


The figure looked up again, but this time a car performing a 180-degree turn on the main road behind me shone its headlights directly down the alley and the person’s face was clearly illuminated. I would have been difficult to identify, silhouetted as I was, and their body remained hidden, obscured by my shadow, but the face. That face.


Kenny. Kenny Hicks. All the car gave me was a split second, but that was all I needed to identify the dead eyes, the huge mouth, the sharp, broken nose, and it also revealed thick, dark blood running from his lips, smeared across his cheek and throat, flowing from the weird smile that bisected his face.


He was moving towards me.


I turned and sprinted down the alley, shooting from its mouth like I was being spat out.


‘We have to go,’ I said, wheeling on the others, shaking. ‘In a taxi. Come on. Let’s go. Now.’



FRANCIS



So my dad arrives in his old white Metro. There is moss growing in the mirrors. There is moss growing along the bottoms of the windows. The whole thing is covered in rust spots and mud splats. But he couldn’t care less. Neither could I. I’ve never understood what people find interesting about cars. But then, a lot of people don’t understand what I find so interesting about crap films.


He pulls up. I make my way round to the passenger side. Open the door and duck in. I sling my backpack into the back seat. I try not to gag at the intense scent of stale tobacco smoke.


‘Alright, Dad,’ I say.


‘Alright, Son,’ he says.


‘How are you?’


‘Alright,’ he says. ‘Alright.’


‘You look tired,’ I say. He doesn’t look well.


‘I am quite tired,’ he says. ‘Was out late last night. Making the most of these clear skies. Perfect for watching, they are.’


‘UFOs?’


‘Yep. UFOs. Haven’t seen any, though.’


‘There’s a surprise.’


‘Don’t start that, Son,’ he says. ‘Not tonight.’


‘What’s all this about, anyway?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Is there something up? You’ve got some bad news or something?’


‘What?’ he looks at me, briefly. He looks back out of the windscreen. He sets off. ‘No, of course not. You always think the worst. Why would we have some bad news? No.’ He shakes his head. ‘Just been a while since we saw you. That’s all.’


‘Right,’ I say. ‘OK.’


‘You’ve got to drop this thing you have. About getting ill. Won’t do you any good, you know.’


‘I know, Dad,’ I say.


We are encased in a bubble of light. The car. It traverses these tiny roads. We are surrounded by that pale countryside dark. Mossy cobble walls on either side rush past at speed. This is all we see. Walls and road and naked trees.


‘Best moment of my life,’ he says, ‘was seeing a UFO over Scafell Pike.’


‘What?’ I say. ‘Really?’


‘Well,’ he says. ‘Apart from marrying your mother, of course. And her giving birth to you.’ He glances at me sideways. Kind of smiling.


‘Well, I don’t know. I didn’t mean that. I meant – what, seriously? Seeing a UFO?’


‘Yep.’


‘Why was that so good?’


‘Because I couldn’t explain it,’ he says. ‘When was the last time that you saw something that you couldn’t explain?’


‘I saw an aeroplane yesterday,’ I say. ‘And I can’t explain that. How it was working, I mean.’


He shakes his head.


‘You know, though, that the aeroplane was built by men and women,’ he says. ‘People. People who understood how the thing was going to fly. What I saw that night, that was different. Just seeing it evoked a feeling, I don’t know how to describe it, it was so strange. I feel like I can’t really describe it using human words, Francis. It was completely other.’


‘I bet I could describe it,’ I say. ‘I bet I could describe it now. ‘It looked kind of like a helicopter in the fog.’ Would that be accurate?’


‘You know,’ Dad says, ‘I’ve seen a helicopter in the fog. And that thing over Scafell Pike looked nothing like it. I’m telling you now. The sight of it, just the way it looked, placed it well outside our understanding.’


‘No,’ I say. ‘You can’t ever know that. All you can ever know is that it’s outside of your understanding. That’s all you can definitely say! That’s what I meant about the aeroplane, see. You don’t know that the thing you saw wasn’t built by people.’


‘One day,’ Dad says, ‘you’ll see something. Or hear something. Or feel something. And you’ll know exactly what I’m talking about.’


Well. That would be nice, I guess.


‘You want to stop somewhere to do some watching?’ he asks.


‘No,’ I say. ‘No thanks.’


*


My parents live in a small terrace on a small road that sticks out from a small village in the Lake District. It’s a pretty nice house, actually. All nice grey stone and flowers. They bought it years ago. When they were younger than I am now. Dad turns off the engine.


‘Here we are,’ he says. But doesn’t move.


‘OK then,’ I say. ‘Thanks, Dad.’


I reach back for my backpack and open the car door. He still doesn’t move. He’s staring into space. Literally. His eyes pointing upwards through the windscreen. He gazes absently at the actually pretty amazing starscape.


‘Dad,’ I say. ‘You getting out?’


‘Yeah.’ He seems to come back. Shakes his head slightly. ‘Yep. Come on then.’


Visiting my parents isn’t all bad. The house is warm inside. All old wood. Soft rugs. Pictures of farm animals. The wooden floorboards and banisters and skirting-boards and everything else wooden seem to glow orange.


‘Hi, Mum!’ I shout through. I take my shoes off.


‘Francis!’ she says, coming through from the kitchen. She gives me a hug. ‘You’ve lost weight. Dinner’s ready. Come through. How are you? Are you OK? Is Manchester treating you well?’


‘Yes thank you,’ I say. She lets go and turns away immediately. ‘Are you OK?’


‘We’re OK,’ she says. She heads back into the kitchen. ‘Of course we are.’


My mum is called Joan. She is less of an old hippy than Dad. She is quite tall and has long brown hair, usually tied up. In old photos she’s wearing make-up but she doesn’t wear it any more. But then she looks quite young for her age, I guess. Her and Dad should both be fat, the stuff they eat, but they’re both quite thin. Mum loves books by Ian Rankin and Stephen King. She loves music by Seal and Joni Mitchell. She loves Forrest Gump and Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves. I don’t think she’s afraid of much. Apart from maybe something bad happening to Dad or me.


*


‘Throat cancer,’ Mum says, later.


‘All the rollies, son,’ Dad says, managing a feeble laugh.


‘Cancer,’ I say. ‘Cancer.’


‘Should be operable,’ he says.


‘Then why the fuck don’t you stop smoking, Dad?’


‘Language,’ Mum says.


‘Fuck off,’ I say, and she starts to cry.


I go to the room that used to be my room.


I have to get home.


*


The next day, over a cooked breakfast, I apologise.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I was just shocked.’


‘I know, Francis,’ Mum says. Dad is outside. He sits in a deckchair on the tiny patch of grass that is their back garden. Looking up at the sky.


‘What’s happening next?’ I ask.


‘He’s waiting for the date of his operation. Should be getting a letter any day now. Then he’ll go in, and you know. Get the thing cut out.’


‘And that’s the end of it?’


‘All being well.’ She smiles at me. A washed-out smile. All being well. ‘Francis,’ she says, sitting down. ‘Your father and I know how you are about all this kind of thing, and—’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You think about it a lot. You know what I mean.’


‘I don’t know if I can help it, Mum,’ I say. ‘It’s everywhere. You know, I circled the word cancer every time it appeared in the paper last week. Just to see how many times. Too many. It’s not me thinking about it a lot, Mum, it’s not me. I can’t help worrying. The whole country is obsessed. It’s natural, though. I just want to prevent it.’


‘No, I know,’ she says. ‘But we don’t want it to get in the way of your life. We don’t want you to worry so much you can’t, you know. Get on with your life. That’s all I meant.’


‘What? You want me to just forget about dad dying? Is—’


‘He is not dying!’


‘No, I’m sorry. I know.’


‘This is what I mean, though. Always thinking the worst. Fear, Francis. It would be very easy now to be afraid forever. Every little pain or illness. But you can’t. Do you understand me? You can’t.’


‘OK, Mum,’ I say, and smile at her. Another washed-out smile. As if it’s not already too easy to be too afraid. I blink. ‘Mum,’ I say, ‘I think I want to go back to see my friends.’


‘What? Already?’


‘I think so. I think it would help.’


‘Oh, Francis. I don’t know.’ She starts shaking her head. ‘I don’t know about that.’ She starts stacking the empty plates.


‘As long as I stay here, Mum, I’m just going to be watching him. Waiting for him to start coughing again.’


‘I know,’ she says. ‘That’s what I do.’


‘I’m sorry, Mum.’


‘Don’t say sorry. I guess I understand, Francis. I’ll take you back to the train station this afternoon. Promise me, though. Promise me you’ll be back soon. Come back for Christmas, hey?’


‘Yeah, of course. Of course. Thank you, Mum.’


*


So I’m back on the small, rural train. Crawling through countryside, towns, villages. Watching the sky get deeper in colour. It’s not that late: it’s just the time of year. Late August. Warm, soft air rises up from the grimy heater running along the bottom of the side of the carriage. It smells dusty. The seats are grey with a pattern of small, green squares. Each is slightly obscured by a smaller, darker-green square. How anybody could be satisfied with the pattern is a mystery. It’s horrible. As I look at it, I start to see cells; I start to see the cells that make up human bodies. I start to imagine them splitting, subdividing, mutating. I look away.


The plastic casing that covers the inside of the carriage sides – that is, the wall of the carriage – is beige. Sick beige. The train only has two carriages. They vibrate, rattle and shake. Outside it is dark now. Two girls – one with dark-brown hair and a square jaw and the other with light-brown hair and a big, sharp nose – share jellybeans. They laugh. On the opposite side of the aisle, over the textured, turquoise, plastic floor, a boy in his early teens sits in a seat facing backwards, so that he’s looking in the opposite direction to the one we’re travelling in. He has very dark – nearly black – hair, and pale skin. He wears a dark green hoodie and black wires snake from his ears. His backpack rests beside him. Portable music players generate an electromagnetic field. Electromagnetic fields, they think, may cause cancer. Behind the boy sits a tall man with a round, tanned, shiny head. He is wearing a suit and forces a mobile phone to his ear with a claw-like hand.


‘Yeah,’ he says, ‘in Wakefield.’


It is quite dark inside the train now. Not dark, but dingy, dim. A woman in a pale blue parka-style coat coughs into her hands and blows her nose. We approach a stop and the boy in the green hoodie stands up to get off. Squares of orange light float across the interior of the train as we pull into the small station. Light that’s made it through the windows. As we pull away, the squares of light are a strange whitish-yellow. Like the inside of a grapefruit. On either side of us now, industrial estates and car parks. Outside. But also, the reflections of the inside of the train are visible in the windows. They travel with us. Like ghosts, in that they disappear when the train passes a light source. But are at their most vivid in the deepest dark.


Suddenly, a large, brightly lit object appears in the windows on the left-hand side. Descending as if from the sky and approaching our train at incredible speed. My mouth drops open and a warmth spreads up from my stomach and I laugh. I start to laugh. Dad always says that space is so big that it’s stupid not to believe in intelligent extraterrestrial life. I always thought he was just being a fantasist, but now. I press my face to the glass to get a better view of its approach. It’s incredible. Beautiful.


‘What’s tha’?’ asks a young boy with a Liverpudlian accent. ‘It’s gonna hit us!’


‘A UFO!’ I am about to say. To exclaim. To shout. But his father answers.


‘It’s another train, son. Another train on a higher line.’


The train runs alongside ours. I stare at all the people on it. I wonder what they think of me. A strange boy crying at them from the window across the space.



JACK



The local papers were full of the news of the remains found up that back alley, except they were all quite vague about it – they didn’t say what, exactly, the remains were comprised of, or who had been killed, or who the suspects were, or even when they thought the person might have been killed. Which suggested to me that they couldn’t, because obviously they would include all the gory details if they could.


Kenny, I thought, as I put the paper down, what were you doing down there? What was on your mouth? Could you be connected? I mean, that would have been ridiculous. But I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t forget the bloody-looking stuff on his face. But what could I have told the police? I saw a man sicking up some tomato sauce? No. No, I didn’t think so.


‘I suppose I should go to work,’ I said.


‘I’m afraid so,’ said Taylor, sitting across the dinner table. ‘It’s that time again.’


‘Taylor,’ I said. ‘You have to tell Erin how you feel. You have to. She told me so in Ice Bar on Friday. She said if you don’t tell her how you feel then she’s going to run off with Graham.’


‘I know,’ he said, ‘I know.’


‘That bit about Graham, I made that bit up. What’s the hold-up, though? You know she likes you too. She’s hardly going to say no.’


‘I guess. I don’t know, Jack; I don’t know. I’m nervous. I’ve never asked a girl out before. She’s just – I just want it all to go right and for it all to be alright and just – right, you know?’


‘You sound stoned,’ I said, standing up.


‘I’m not.’


Our kitchen took up the whole basement of our house, and so was pretty big, and it was lit by one of those windows that looked out on to a kind of pit that let light down from the surface. The fridge was covered in magnetic words from the erotic-poetry fridge kit that had been arranged into sentences like TONGUE MY HOT, WET HEART and COME ON YOURSELF, DOG. Taylor would have been responsible for those, probably. There was a row of wall-mounted cupboards, along the top of which we proudly displayed empty bottles that had once contained unusual or unusually strong alcoholic drinks, and there were potted plants behind the sink.


‘See you later,’ Taylor said. ‘Might see you in the canteen. I’ll be in at three.’


‘Maybe see you there, then,’ I said.


*


From the road outside the house, I looked up at Francis’ bedroom window and saw that his curtains were closed. They had been closed since he had returned the day before.


The sky was a milky-yellow wash, laced with poisonous-looking streaks of brown vapour. Despite the fact that I was walking, I found myself overtaking cars and buses, the traffic so slow it was more or less stationary. The city was clogging up. All the cities were, as far as I could see, with too many vehicles, too many shoppers, too many plastic bags, and the earth, too; I had read that there were only seven years of landfill left. We were filling it up. The closer I got to work, the thicker the crowds got, the denser the mass, the slower the circulation, the wider the mouths. What day was it? Monday. With working shifts, I lost track.


Looking around the city at everybody with their massive mouths and tiny mobiles and bags of early Christmas shopping, it was as if people traded part of themselves for the money with which to consume and then used that money to fill the vacuum. Especially then, at that time of year, just a couple of months before the desperate frenzy of November and December. Already people seemed laden and haggard, heavy bags stretching their arms. Those people would probably ring me up later, angry about something, no doubt. People liked being angry. They got frustrated, looking for something they’d lost.


Disillusionment was the primary shaping force of my mental landscape, I realised as I walked through the central business district towards the call centre which lurked like a demon totem somewhere in the middle. My feet carried me surely and inexorably towards the pestilential plug-in point of the desk. Disillusionment was the ice that formed the glaciers that carved out my world. Manchester – the city, any city – was grim, and adult life was rubbish. I missed the forests and rivers I grew up with. I wanted them back.


*


The building was one of those that looked quite clean and shiny and impressive until you got close up and saw the grime and graffiti and large, flat planes of dull colour. I swiped my employee card through the little black reader and the LED turned from red to green to indicate that the door was open.


That switch in the colour of the LED was the point at which the real numbness kicked in, and oh God, I thought, I’m in now, it’s beginning. I pushed open the door and stepped through. I worked five storeys up, and so headed for the stairs.


There was something organic in the electronic buzz and hum and the complex interactions of the call centre, partly because the carpets and walls were green. It might have been a fresh green once upon a time, but now it was just kind of rotten. And I don’t mean ‘organic’ in a positive sense, like the forests that I used to wander through when I was a child. I mean like we were a half-dead riot of maggots, blind and buried inside a rancid avocado.


I was sitting at my desk with my head resting on my hand, my fingers holding the bridge of my nose and my eyes closed, trying not to see the CASH FOR CHRISTMAS posters pushing overtime, when I heard somebody running. I looked up and saw a girl dashing past the bank of desks, and my stomach suddenly seemed to be trying to crawl up through my chest cavity.


She was beautiful, but not the tawdry modern beautiful that was used to describe pop stars or actors or actresses, she was beautiful like I imagined Morgana le Fay to have been: delicate yet severe, wild yet self-possessed. She had long, flowing black hair that streamed out behind her, glossy and gorgeous, held back from her face by a deep red headscarf, and her pale skin was smooth across her even, well-defined features, and the light glinted from three adjacent lip-rings grouped together at the right-hand end of her full lower lip. Her ears were small and sharp and she had red eye make-up on that swept backwards to fill the spaces between her thin eyebrows and her big, green eyes. She wore a black shirt and a lacy, layered calf-length black skirt. She looked at me as I stood up, and then looked away. Was she upset about something? I watched as she disappeared into the girls’ toilets.


‘Jack,’ said somebody from immediately behind me, and I turned around to see Artemis Black, the manager of this floor, a big, bald, well-dressed man, with a little black goatee. ‘What the hell are you doing, you awkward dreamy bastard? Sit your arse right back down right now, get your headset on, and wrap your ears around some of our lovely customers. Any more funny business and I’ll have to start thinking about you, and that would be bad news.’ He stopped to draw breath. ‘This here is a job for life, and you’d be a fool not to realise that, Jack. My boy.’


‘Yes sir,’ I said, and sat back down, and he smiled, nodded and wandered off, evidently satisfied. I put my headset back on and looked back over at the toilet door, and then I looked back at Artemis and waited until Artemis had disappeared into the maze of desks and whiteboards and raised management platforms. Then I looked back at the toilet door to see the girl re-emerging, red-eyed and pale. She started making her way back through the room. I stood up and threw my headset down on the desk. It was not like me to ignore my boss so decisively, but I could sense that something important was happening. I hurried over to her, through the thick air and in between the overflowing desks, and the closer I got the more nervous I became, until, by the time I reached her, I couldn’t think of anything to say. Not just because of my nerves; close up, her eyes paralysed me.


‘Hello?’ she said, after a moment or two of us just looking at each other, and her voice was smoky, dark. I had Artemis’ words running through my head – awkward, dreamy bastard.


‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Um. Are you OK? Do you want a cup of tea?’


‘Yes. Oh, yes please. That would be good. Are you on your break?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But it’s OK. Let’s go to the kitchen.’


*


The kitchen that adjoined the main space of the call centre was a greyish, grimy little box lined with chipped tiles and lit by a strip-light that buzzed like a huge insect. We drank tea from other people’s mugs that were heavily stained and had faded phrases printed on the side. Hers said something like ‘I’ll wake up sober, but you’ll always be ugly’, and mine said, simply, ‘You underestimate the power of the Dark Side’. Some ancient Star Wars mug.


‘I just had a sad call,’ the girl said to me. ‘Reminded me of my mum.’


‘Why? Is she dea— I mean, is she, um, why did it remind you of your mum?’


‘It was somebody ringing up to close their mother’s account down, because she’d died. And yeah – my mum’s dead too.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. It was hot there in the kitchen, and I felt red-faced and sweaty with the heat, with embarrassment, with nerves.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said, smiling. ‘It was a while ago. It’s just sometimes you get a call that brings it all back. When they’re crying and stuff, over the phone. I remember doing that too. I was probably speaking to somebody in this building at the time. It’s weird to think about it like that.’


‘What’s your name?’ I asked.


‘Jennifer,’ she said. ‘Sorry. I should have started with that really.’


‘Don’t worry. I’m Jack.’


‘Nice to meet you, Jack.’ She shook my hand over the table and smiled a brilliant smile. Her teeth were small and bright.


‘Nice to meet you too.’


‘I’m not going to be here much longer,’ she said. ‘Handed my notice in a few days ago.’


‘Lucky thing,’ I said.


‘Well, I’ve inherited a lot.’


‘Oh,’ I said, and looked down at the table. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Stop saying sorry!’ she said. ‘I mean, I inherited the money and the house a while ago. I just kept on working because I thought it was what I should do. But then I started thinking, you know, may as well attempt to live the kind of life I want to live. Since I’ve got the opportunity. It’s more than most people ever get.’


‘I suppose,’ I said. ‘And what kind of life is that?’


‘I studied design at university. And I’d love to have my own studio, you know, somewhere to study and think and draw.’


She fell silent.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘I never had time to keep it up, what with working and looking after mum. Although I did make my own clothes. I lived with her, see, and looked after her. We had a carer, but only for when I was at work. I didn’t mind, but I’d like to get back into it. The drawing and things. And I’d like an interesting house. A project, you know. And to grow my own vegetables, to raise my own poultry and livestock.’ She sipped from her mug. ‘I don’t have much faith in the systems that govern this country. Or this world. I want to be self-sufficient. Only then will I feel safe.’


‘That sounds like a good plan,’ I said. ‘That sounds like a really good plan.’ We both went quiet for a moment and she looked at the table and I looked at her. ‘Must have been hard,’ I said, ‘looking after your mother. What was it she had?’


‘Brain tumour. Yeah, it was difficult. Distressing. I mean apart from the bodily stuff. She didn’t understand how one day was different to the one that went before, or how time changes things. She would get me mixed up with the me I was years ago, when I was a little girl. Are you sure you don’t mind me talking about this?’


‘I don’t mind, if you don’t.’


‘Thank you. I wouldn’t mind, actually. I don’t really have many friends is the truth. She wouldn’t speak much, apart from tapping the side of her head and saying “There’s something in here. Something in here with me. How am I ever going to look after you now?” She used to think I was a little girl. Didn’t see that things had turned around.’ She shook her head and drummed on the tatty table with her fingers as if to distract herself.


The door swung open and Kenny entered the room. My body tensed as those empty eyes of his rolled over me. Had he seen me in the alley?


‘Well,’ he said. ‘What’s all this? Having a meeting, are we? A nice little chat?’ He spoke in a complete monotone. In the flat, colourless light, I saw that he was incredibly thin. The light gleamed from his flat, greasy hair. I could smell something rancid on his breath, even though he was still standing by the door.


‘We’re on our breaks,’ I said.


‘We all know that’s not true. What’s wrong this time, Jennifer?’ He looked her up and down as he spoke, and the way his eyes roved so slowly across her body unnerved me, let alone Jennifer.


‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Nothing is wrong, thank you, Kenny.’


‘You don’t know what I’d do for a chance to take a nice girl like you out,’ he said. ‘You’re a lovely-looking girl, you are, Jenny. Can I call you Jenny?’


‘It’s Jennifer,’ she said.


‘Lovely-looking, you are. Probably won’t want to go on a date with old Kenny Hicks though, eh? Looks like it’ll just be Kenny alone again tonight.’ His gaze slid off her and across the table until it was resting on me and he licked his lips. ‘Have a good time the other night, Jackie boy?’


‘What?’ I tried to say, but it was just a croak. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You know,’ he said. ‘The other night, out in town. We saw each other, didn’t we?’


Blast. Blast blast blast. He had seen me there in that alley and he must have known that I’d seen him doing whatever he was doing; if he did have anything to hide, he’d try to—


‘Across the bar,’ he said, nodding slowly. ‘That was you, wasn’t it?’


‘Oh! Oh, yeah. That was me. Ha ha. Yes. That was me, alright.’


Kenny sighed and shook his head. ‘I’m just not that memorable, am I? But anyway. It’s nice to have a catchup.’ He looked back at Jennifer again. ‘Nothing like a good chinwag with a couple of friends. If I were you, though, I’d be getting back to your desks before I have to report you for taking the piss.’


‘We’ll have to go out for a drink after work then, Jack,’ Jennifer said. ‘I’ll email you my number, yeah?’


I looked at her blankly for a moment, amazed, as my brain spluttered and spat. ‘That would be great,’ I managed, eventually.


‘Good,’ she said. She smiled a beautiful smile at me and stood up. Kenny offered her one of his skin-splitting grins as she left the room, but the moment she’d gone it disappeared from his face as suddenly as if it had fallen off, and his blank gaze turned to me. He didn’t say anything, just stared at me, and I felt like I was in a room with an inanimate – yet homicidal – mannequin.


I stood and walked over to the door, past him, and as I did so he said something very quietly. ‘I saw you,’ he said. ‘I saw you.’


I turned to look at him, but his mouth had closed again and his small eyes gave nothing away. They might as well have just been painted on. I hurried out on to the call-centre floor.



FRANCIS



Somebody knocks at my bedroom door. I look at it blankly for a moment.


‘Come in,’ I say. It feels like I am just waking up. But I’ve been awake for hours.


‘Hi, Francis,’ Erin says. She opens the door and sticks her head round. ‘You OK?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ I say.


‘You’re not, are you?’


‘I’m OK,’ I say.


‘I brought you a cup of tea.’


‘Thank you.’


She smiles. Her mouth a soft curve through the shock of red hair hanging over her face. Erin loves Blade Runner, No Country For Old Men, The Virgin Suicides. She reads a lot. She likes Thomas Pynchon and Dave Eggers and also Anne Rice. She listens to everything. Hundreds of bands and artists that I’ve never heard of. Sometimes I can make out Grandaddy or Björk. She is scared of not enjoying music when she’s older. She is afraid of ghosts. She is also scared of her dreams of whales. In her dreams, all kinds of whales swim through dark murky water. Moaning. Erin is afraid of their sheer size and their sadness. And the chance that they might just swallow her by mistake.


‘How are your parents?’ she asks.


‘My dad’s ill,’ I say. ‘Throat cancer. That’s why they wanted me to go back.’


‘Francis,’ she says, ‘I’m sorry.’


‘No,’ I say. ‘It’s operable. I don’t know why I’m being so miserable.’


‘You don’t have to justify it. It’s understandable,’ she says.


‘It feels good to be back here, though. Surrounded by people again. Feels a bit more alive, you know. A bit further away from dying. It feels safer. I know that sounds stupid.’


‘It does sound a bit stupid.’


‘Are you working today?’ I say.


‘No, are you?’ she says.


‘No. Thank fuck. You want to play Mario Kart?’


‘I think that would be amazing,’ she says. ‘In fact, I’ve got an unopened box of Jaffa Cakes in my cupboard. As long as Graham hasn’t found them. The way that boy eats. I don’t know.’


‘Jaffa Cakes?’


‘Jaffa Cakes.’


‘Today’s turning out, you know. It’s getting better, anyway.’


‘Too right.’


‘Have you asked Taylor out yet?’


‘Don’t you start on that, Francis. Don’t you start.’


‘Before we go downstairs, Erin. Have you got any stories you could tell me?’


‘Afraid not, Francis. Not at the moment.’


Erin writes small story-like things that she’ll memorize and recite to her friends. She doesn’t want to do anything with them. Jack tells her to try and get published. But she’s not interested in that. She’s interested in the oral tradition, she says. Camp-fire stuff. And then Graham makes some sort of joke about blow-jobs.


‘Oh well,’ I say. ‘You can’t force these things, I guess.’


‘You’re dead right,’ she says.


*


Mario Kart – the racing video game – is probably the thing that unites the five of us. Me, Erin, Jack, Taylor and Graham. As a house. It’s one thing we all enjoy. Have in common. I think that, really, the most accurate description of somebody is a list of what they like. The things they’ve chosen. People are just accumulations of likes and dislikes. So if you drew a Venn diagram of all the things that we – the five of us – like, the area in which all of our circles overlap would contain one thing: Mario Kart.


I turn the console on and flash through the menu screens. I select my character. Erin comes back into the room with the Jaffa Cakes. And fresh cups of tea.


Amazing.


*


Graham emerges from his bedroom about half an hour later and joins in. I don’t know what he does in there. Probably just watches pornography. Graham likes American remakes of Japanese horror films. He considers the originals to be boring. He likes Scary Movie a lot, and all of the sequels. He likes most films that are adaptations of other things or other films. He loves listening to the Kaiser Chiefs and other bands that make that kind of anthemic, fist-in-the-air pop-rock. He is afraid of ugliness and bird flu and any kind of physical deformity. I think that deep down he is intensely scared of women.


We are still playing Mario Kart later, when both Taylor and Jack are back from work. Pretty soon we are all playing. One person has to sit out because we only have four controllers. But they then replace whoever loses that particular race.


Nobody asks for any detail on my visit home. And I’m glad. I guess they can tell I’m distracting myself from something.


Graham ends up playing as Princess Peach. A character wearing a crown and a huge pink dress, and driving a pink car.


‘It’s like one of those cars you see covered in Playboy stickers,’ he says, concentrating on the screen.


‘It’s not really like that,’ I say. I’m in first place.


‘It is a bit like that,’ he says. ‘You know those cars, though? I’m always disappointed when I see the drivers. They’re never that attractive. I always expect them to be incredibly hot, but they’re just not.’


‘You know, Graham,’ says Taylor, who is sitting out, ‘there’s this idea that you shouldn’t just judge people on the way they look. The idea that personalities can be as attractive as faces or bodies. Have you ever thought about it?’


‘I have heard such things said,’ Graham says, ‘but I’m not convinced.’


‘Is that why you spend so much time on your own appearance?’ asks Erin – in second place and accelerating – with a smile.


‘I’m going for the rugged look,’ Graham says. ‘You know that. Yeah, but anyway. Appearances matter, Taylor, whether you like it or not. Just because you look like Nick Cave.’


‘Nick Cave is hot,’ Erin says.


Me, Jack and Graham just stay quiet. In an effort to keep the uncomfortable silence going for as long as possible. All five of us are staring at the screen now. Jack is in last place, as ever. Erin and I are neck and neck on the long bridge that precedes the finish line. Just as we’re about to make the other side, though, she sideswipes me into the river below. I hang my head. Erin wins.


I look at Taylor. He is looking at Erin.


I guess appearances do matter more than anything if the world is full of people like Graham.


‘Who wants a cup of tea?’ I ask. ‘Everybody? Jack and, um, Graham, can you give me a hand carrying them up please? Thank you.’


I try to give Taylor a meaningful look as we leave the room.


*


‘I think I’ve met someone,’ Jack says. In the kitchen. He leans against the washing machine. Above which a big Barton Fink poster has been stuck to the wall. ‘I mean I really do.’


‘Is she hot?’ Graham asks.


‘Yes, yes she is, actually,’ Jack says. In the voice of Jemaine from Flight of the Conchords. Saying yes like yis. It’s a good impression. It makes me laugh so much I spill the sugar all over the worktop.


‘What’s her name?’ I ask.


‘Jennifer,’ Jack says.


‘What’s she into?’ I say.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he says.


‘What if you find out that she likes the Foo Fighters and Woody Allen films?’ I say. Jack hates the Foo Fighters and Woody Allen films.


‘It won’t matter,’ he says. ‘I really like her.’


He seems serious, so I let it drop. Even though really I wonder how he can think that he likes her so much when he doesn’t even really know her. I put sugar in Graham’s tea. And Taylor’s.


‘You put the sugar in before the milk?’ Graham asks.


‘Yeah,’ I say.


‘You’re such a fucking freak,’ he says.


‘I know,’ I say. ‘But at least I’m not a dick. At least I’m not branded head to fucking toe. At least I haven’t sold my skin to a thousand different corporations, like you.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Your clothes,’ I say. ‘Your label-hunting tendencies. Your brand loyalty.’


‘Nothing wrong with buying quality,’ he says, sniffing.


‘There is if it’s overpriced tat and unethically produced,’ I say.


‘If it’s tat, why would it be overpriced?’ he says. ‘If it’s sweatshop, why’s it all so fucking expensive?’


‘To trick gullible people into thinking it’s good,’ I say. ‘Not to mention profit! You give them money in order to display their name. They fuck you over every which way.’


‘Well, it’s my money,’ he says. ‘I’ll spend it how I want.’


‘See,’ I say. ‘This is the great illusion. “I’ve worked all my life for this money and I’m going to spend it how I like”, etc. That’s the myth. That because you can afford something you are entitled to it. That’s why there are so many fucking cars in the world. That’s why there are so many nuclear weapons. That’s why there are sweatshops, rising sea-levels, snuff movies.’


Graham sticks his middle finger up at me. ‘Swivel,’ he says.


‘They own you,’ I say. ‘Body and soul.’


Graham unzips his flies and shows me his bollocks. I open his cupboard and put as much of his food onto the worktop as I can before he stops me. That is my revenge. He hates it when I do that.


‘Anyway,’ Jack says, glancing briefly at Graham’s still-exposed testicles. ‘Jennifer was upset. Her mum died recently. A few months ago, I think. And she had a call that reminded her of it.’


‘It was cancer, was it?’ I ask. ‘I mean, it was probably cancer, wasn’t it?’


‘It was,’ Jack says. ‘Brain tumour. How did you know?’


‘Always is,’ I say. Toast can cause cancer. Plastic bottles. Red meat. Tissue damage. The sun. The situation is hopeless. It comes from nothing. Maybe I could talk to Jennifer about it. She might understand. Erin’s good to talk to. And so are Jack and Taylor. But none of them know what it’s like to think about it all the time.


‘Kenny Hicks came in though,’ Jack continues, ‘and we had to get back on the phones. He’s such a pervert, he is. One day somebody’s going to knock seven bells out of him. You can see it coming.’


‘Deserves everything he gets,’ Graham says. He finally zips himself back up. ‘There are some people in this world that I’d properly go to town on if it wouldn’t land me in prison.’


‘You know Morgana le Fay, from the King Arthur legends?’ Jack says. ‘Well, that was who I thought of when I saw Jennifer. And Morgana – she was supposed to be able to inspire profound change. And guide in times of intense emotion, like anger or lust. Also she was very good at sex, apparently.’


‘Well, she wasn’t though, was she?’ Graham says. ‘Because she wasn’t real, was she? This Jennifer bird isn’t Morgana le Fay, Jack. You’re just getting excited.’


Jack comes over to the side to pick up a couple of mugs. ‘I know,’ he says. ‘I know.’


Jack loves myths. And legends. And folklore. And all that kind of stuff. He reads a lot of history. Sometimes he talks like a book. He writes articles for local papers and magazines. About nearby haunted houses. Or the origin stories that gather around unusual features of the landscape. He’s even had one or two short pieces published in the Fortean Times. He loves the Narnia books, especially the ones where some kid discovers another world – The Magician’s Nephew, or The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. But he doesn’t like the film adaptations. As far as films go, he likes documentaries – Grizzly Man, Touching the Void. He listens to Fleetwood Mac, Sigur Rós, R.E.M. He is scared, above all things, of the world being no more than it appears to be.


I think that it’s already too much.


He is a complete fantasist. He pays no attention to the war. To the economic situation. To the human-rights atrocities in the news. To climate change. To cancer, getting closer. To the things that stop me sleeping. He just retreats into this other world. That doesn’t exist. He reminds me of Dad.


‘You’ll have to invite her round,’ I say. ‘This Jennifer.’


‘I will,’ he says.


*


We pause in the doorway of the living-room. Erin and Taylor are kissing. They’re sitting side by side. Holding hands. Their heads turned towards each other. Like five-year-olds might kiss each other. I guess it’s kind of sweet.


‘What’s happened?’ Jack asks. ‘Are the fires out in hell? Is it getting cold down there?’


‘No,’ Taylor says. ‘It’s quite simple. It’s commonly believed amongst scientists that, given an infinite timespan – like the length of time it takes you reprobates to make the tea – then anything that can happen will happen.’


‘Might not give you your tea now,’ Graham says. ‘Arsewipe. Talking science at us when our hands are full.’


‘Don’t you talk to my boyfriend like that,’ Erin says. ‘And give us our fucking tea.’


Taylor loves Blade Runner and Jules et Jim. He loves Truffaut. He loves weird instrumental music that I can’t listen to, like Philip Glass and John Cage. When he’s feeling poppy he listens to Godspeed You! Black Emperor, or Tom Waits. He is addicted to the Resident Evil series of video games. He knows every word Orwell ever wrote. And he reads a lot of science books too. He is terrified of growing old. Getting lonely. Becoming stupid.


We hand out the teas and I look behind me. Back through the open door. Opposite the doorway – on the hallway wall – there is a huge poster. We took it from a bus shelter. It advertises the remake of Dawn of the Dead. I glance at it. Again, the only way of working out the true personality of a person, their true soul, is by their taste. In films, music, books. Everything sprouts from the one root. The words across the bottom of the poster resonate with me every time I read them.


WHEN THERE’S NO MORE ROOM IN HELL, THE DEAD WILL WALK THE EARTH.



JACK



I tried clothes on in front of a little mirror that was about five inches square. The smell of my rattan mat permeated the room and I felt sick at the thought of mine and Jennifer’s first proper ‘date’.


Sometimes Francis bothered me. Erin had told us all about Francis’ dad after he went to bed the previous night, and it was awful, but still. His obsession with what people liked, and the implication that not knowing what Jennifer liked or didn’t like meant that I didn’t really know her at all, I mean, it boiled down to defining a person by what they bought, really, didn’t it? It boiled down to a list of all the crap that people bought in order to fill the emptiness they felt inside themselves. What Francis thought of as the essence of a person was more accurately defined as the substitute for the essence of a person, as far as I could see.


I decided on an outfit – jeans and a shirt, which is all I ever really wore when not at work – and looked for my hair stuff. I looked on the windowsill, and found myself looking through the glass at the early September clouds.


*


‘I don’t believe in monogamy,’ Jennifer said. ‘I think it’s important that you know that right from the start.’


‘OK,’ I said, something quivering inside of me. Morgana le Fay, I thought, Morgana le Fay would never have been monogamous either. ‘OK.’


‘I honestly believe you can love more than one person at any one time. And also that sex is something that should be enjoyed outside of love as well as inside of love.’


‘OK,’ I said.


‘I know we’re not together or anything, but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. Because I like you, and I think that something might happen between us.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Yes. I think that too.’


She looked at me over the table and our empty cocktail glasses, her huge green eyes hypnotic.


‘What bar are we in?’ she asked. ‘I can’t even remember, they’re all so similar. And I can’t believe the Fidel Castro and Che Guevara posters!’


‘It’s probably called Cuba or Havana or something like that,’ I said, but really I was still thinking about sex.


‘Communist revolution consumed by capitalist enterprise, and then regurgitated. Idealism as a theme.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s sad. I don’t really like it in the city. All cities are basically the same and all the places within the cities are basically the same, so wherever you end up for a drink or a sandwich or whatever, it doesn’t really matter. It was inevitable that you would end up there. There was never anywhere else to go. Well, it’s a generalisation. I know.’


‘I suppose if you take the time to look, you can find all sorts of decent places,’ I said. ‘But you have less time in cities.’ This is better, I thought. I’m finally engaging. But really, I was still thinking about sex.


‘Sometimes I think I’m growing up in the wrong decade,’ she said. ‘I should be in the sixties.’


‘I’m a bit like that. Sometimes I think I should have been alive at the beginning of the nineteenth century.’


‘Why?’ she asked, laughing.


I shrugged. ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You know.’


I was glad that she didn’t like the city. I supposed I shouldn’t really get involved with somebody who didn’t believe in relationships, but I didn’t know if I could help it. I looked at her. How could I not fall for her when she said the kind of things that I thought about saying? Although in truth I fell for her the moment I saw her.


Her hair was wavy tonight, held back by a rust-coloured headscarf, and she was wearing a brown dress that reminded me of old-fashioned Roma-style gypsies, like those in the His Dark Materials trilogy, and she told me that she made it herself. There was a story about an old gypsy fortune-teller who, apparently, spent so long hunched over, smoking a pipe, that she couldn’t straighten her body out at all, and when she died she had to be buried in a cube-shaped coffin. I didn’t mention it though. I was afraid that Jennifer would think me strange.


I became aware of a figure somewhere in the middle distance, over her left shoulder, standing absolutely stationary, and I looked up at the figure, but it was moving now, making its way towards the exit. Its identity was difficult to establish amongst the growing crowd, but I was pretty sure it was him. Kenny.


‘Shall we go?’ I said.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Shall we go to yours?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘OK. If that’s alright with you.’


*


Outside, the street was nearly as bright as it was during the day, and it was as if we’d driven the natural nighttime out of our cities with electricity, and replaced it with a darkness of our own invention, all muggings, murders, rapes. The Christmas lights were up but not yet turned on. Electricity meant we could work all kinds of shifts and stay out all night with our vision unimpaired, and it turned us into unnatural creatures, awake and ravenous all the time.



FRANCIS



Jennifer came home with Jack last night. She is like the sky at night. She is beautiful and crisp. She is like frost on a bare black tree. I love her lip-piercings. I love her body. Her skin is pale and her hair is black. She is like all those vampire women in all those black-and-white films. She is like Renée French in Coffee and Cigarettes. She is like a chessboard. From the moment I saw her I have been lusting for her. So badly that it has opened something up inside me. Something very much like a wound. She sat on the edge of the sofa. With her feet pointing at each other. And looked around at all the posters. And the shelves full of books and CDs and DVDs. I asked her what she likes.


Jennifer loves Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Secretary. She likes Patti Smith and Eastern European music. She likes books by Kerouac and Aldous Huxley.


When I went to bed, she and Jack were in the living-room drinking wine. And she was still here this morning. I saw her in the kitchen eating a bacon sandwich. Dressed for work. So I guess she stayed the night. I am confused, time-wise. I don’t know what day it is. One of the problems with working shifts.


*


We are out in Manchester. Drinking. In celebration of the fact that none of us are working this evening. It’s 9.57 by the clock on my phone. And we’re in a bar called Sandbar. Just off Oxford Road. We sit around a dark wooden table in a corner lit by light from red bulbs.


I am drinking a strong, dark imported beer out of a strange, squat bottle. Graham is drinking lager. Taylor and Erin are drinking red wine. Jack is drinking a guest beer called Copper Dragon. Jennifer is drinking whisky and Coke. She finishes it and sets the glass down.


‘Today was my last day,’ she says. ‘Thank fuck. No more scripts. No more cash incentives. No more sales. No more debt collection. No more Kenny!’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Graham says.


‘God,’ Jennifer says. ‘I’m sorry. I just didn’t – didn’t think.’


‘Ignore him,’ Jack says. ‘Nothing to stop him looking for another job if he’s that miserable. Except he’s too busy updating his profile on Facebook.’


‘What are you going to do, Jennifer?’ I ask.


‘Start drawing again,’ she says. ‘Start designing. Try to find a house that I can afford to buy and start living like, you know, freely. Maybe even set up some sort of commune, or collective. I’m nostalgic for the sixties and I wasn’t even alive then.’ She laughs. ‘We’d grow our own vegetables.’


‘It should be Kenny who’s leaving, really,’ Taylor says. ‘Should have been sacked a long time ago for harassment.’


‘He should have been,’ Erin says, ‘but it’s one of those places where you can be as vile, malicious and poisonous as you like and it won’t count against you. You could be the sorriest excuse for a human being. You could be a thousand rats stacked up inside a suit and still do OK. Most workplaces are like that I guess. Kenny will always be there. Always be fine.’


‘So what are you going to do for work?’ I ask Jennifer.


‘Oh,’ she says. And falls silent. She looks a bit embarrassed. ‘I don’t know if I’ll get another proper job. I’m going to sell the house, and – well, I was left a bit of money. I’m going to try and set up a studio, sell the clothes that I make, you know. Might be a while before that ever makes any money though. Wouldn’t mind doing some sort of editing or proofreading if I got desperate, but I doubt that it’s that easy to get into.’ She laughs again. ‘I’m just a bit of a pervert for grammar.’


I like the way she says pervert. Her lip-rings shine. I want to ask her about her mum. I want to tell her about Dad. She is wearing a tight, low-cut top.


‘Who wants a drink?’ Jack asks.


‘Yes please,’ I say. I down the one I’ve got.


‘Tell us a story, Erin,’ Graham says. He slurs his words.


‘I need to think of one first,’ she says. ‘I had this dream a while ago. It was strange. Haven’t been able to think of much else since.’


‘Write about that, then,’ I say.


‘No,’ she says. ‘I didn’t like it. It was about a giant. I can’t. I don’t know why, but I can’t.’


‘Make something up on the spot,’ I say.


‘Well,’ she says. ‘It won’t be very good. OK. I’ll just tell you something that happened. A few little things that happened.’


‘OK,’ I say.


‘One day I went to the dentist after work. This was out of town. He was playing some Dire Straits album quietly in his room. I listened to ‘Sultans of Swing’ and he gave me a scale and a polish. Then, on the way to the train station, I saw an ex-boyfriend’s mother and sister walking along. His sister nodded as if to say hello, but thankfully his mother didn’t see me. At the train station, the guy in the ticket office was listening to Joy Division. ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ was the particular song. I bought my ticket and sat on a platform near the back of a nearby supermarket. I could smell baking bread and nobody else was around and I couldn’t hear any music.’


She falls silent and frowns.


‘Go on,’ I say.


‘It was wonderful,’ she says.


‘Is that the end?’ I ask.


‘Yeah.’


‘I didn’t know people could listen to music in the ticket offices at Piccadilly,’ I say.


‘I don’t think they can,’ she says. ‘I made that bit up.’


*


The table is dark and shiny with varnish. Various chips in the surface reveal the bare, pale wood beneath. People fill the room up. The walls are red brick with tall, thin, black radiators plumbed in. Lights hang on long wires. Sandbar. This is Sandbar. My head is in my hands. There comes a point in every night like this. When you realize that understanding has just slipped out of reach. People around me are saying things but I can’t put them together.


I get up and go to the toilet. I push open the door marked TOILETS and am confronted with a small, confusing space. All the walls are covered with pages of magazines. There are two doors, one on the right and one on the left. I don’t know which to go through at first. It takes me an age to find the symbol for ‘men’. It’s hidden amongst the pictures and words that surround it. I push the door open. Behind it is a long, dented urinal that looks like it’s full of thick piss. There’s a cubicle at the end. That’s where I go.


I push open the cubicle door and lift the seat. The toilet water is red and there’s something opaque at the bottom of it. Probably shit. But I can’t be certain because of the red water. Rusty-brown gobbets of something are splattered all over the bowl. Looks bloody. I leave the cubicle and use the urinal. Somebody has something wrong inside of them. Some part of their body is the wrong shape.


Back at the table, I can hear ‘Jailhouse Rock’ playing. Graham is arm-wrestling with Jack and winning. Crap photos adorn the red brick walls, printed on canvas. A girl in a woolly hat is dancing outside the window. Amongst the reflections and the streetlamps. A song by Nina Simone starts up: ‘Feeling Good’.


*


Dad loves Steven Spielberg films, especially Close Encounters of the Third Kind. He loves the Blue Oyster Cult and Ozric Tentacles and Joni Mitchell. And he sits in the car to listen to them. Because Mum isn’t so keen, apart from the Joni Mitchell. Sometimes the car fills with smoke from his rolled-up cigarettes. I think sometimes he smokes cannabis. Judging by the smell of the car. He goes out on clear nights looking for UFOs. Looking for a sign of some other world. He is scared that we won’t make contact with extraterrestrials in his lifetime. He is more scared – terrified – that we won’t ever make contact at all. The idea of a lifeless universe stops him from sleeping, Mum told me. And it makes him deeply unhappy for days if he really thinks about it. He is also scared of his boss at the warehouse-sized computer shop that he works in. He works at the branch on the industrial estate up on the edge of town. He looks like Tony Robinson, with thicker glasses maybe. And slightly longer, whiter hair. And maybe a little bit taller. Wears a lot of open-necked shirts and beads. He looks basically like an old hippy. His name is Eric. I want to tell Jennifer about him. But not here, not in front of everybody else. I pick up my bottle. Dad is nostalgic for the sixties, like Jennifer. But he was really there.


‘Francis,’ Taylor says. ‘Come on. We’re leaving.’


*


Now we’re at Trof. In the Northern Quarter. The seedier, more fashionable district of the city. We’re outside in the smoking area because it’s so full and hot indoors. Although I don’t actually smoke. For fear of the damage. It must be a weekend, I think. Otherwise this place would be closed. Graham is taking something in the toilet. It’s raining. There is a tarpaulin ceiling, but it’s only half-rolled out. We huddle beneath it, but the rain drips off it and it drips down the drainpipes and it drips on to the low wooden stools and it spreads out towards us, making our bottoms wet. Graham comes back.


On the other side of the balcony, red brick walls and huge air-vents and dull metal chutes plunge downwards into darkness. There is a gap between two of the walls through which the bright, white horizontal bars of a multistorey car park can be seen. Behind the car park, the squareish bulk of some giant shopping centre rears up into the sky. Bright red neon letters adorn the top. Light falls down it. It’s a cathedral. We sit here for hours, drinking, talking.


Later. Taylor and Erin sit next to me. ‘I didn’t tell you the real ending to my story before,’ Erin whispers.


‘What really happened?’ I say.


‘That’s not what I mean. I told you what happened, more or less. But there was an ending that came to me that I didn’t tell you.’


‘What was it?’


‘Well I was sitting on the platform at the train station. My train was late. There were no announcements and nobody around to ask about it. By the time the train finally arrived, it had gone dark. It pulled up, but the doors didn’t open. I stood by one of them, waiting. Nothing moved for ages. And then the doors opened, and a tall man in a long black coat got off, and he had hooves.’


‘Ha,’ I say. ‘I like that ending.’


‘I don’t,’ she says.


‘But you made it up,’ I say.


‘I don’t know,’ she says. She looks confused. ‘I don’t think I did, not really. But at least I can say for certain that it didn’t really happen.’


‘It’s that dream you had,’ Taylor says. ‘Resurfacing. At times of great communal anxiety more and more people report visions of strange creatures. People were seeing angels everywhere in 1999.’


‘Are we in a state of great communal anxiety?’ Erin says.


‘I think maybe it has become constant,’ Taylor says.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Maybe it’s getting worse.’


*


Later. I’m staring at Jennifer. I drink her in. Absorb her. Like she is liquid. And I am soft, blank paper.


The six of us get back to the house. We are standing in the road. It is a quiet road: a cul-de-sac. The rain is heavier now. The sky is throwing it down like it doesn’t want it any more. Go on, the sky is saying. Get down. Get out of me. Go. The sky is black.


‘Come on, Graham!’ Erin says. She is wearing Taylor’s long coat. Shivering.


‘Yeah, hang on,’ Graham says. He is looking in his shoulder bag. ‘It’s just in here. Can’t see it because of all these receipts. This whole bag is just full of fucking receipts. So many fucking receipts. Who’d think there are so many fucking receipts in the world? It’s somewhere under all these receipts. Just a minute. So many fucking receipts. Hang on. Here it is.’ He holds up the key. ‘We’re in.’



JACK



*


We woke to the sound of the alarm clock on Jennifer’s phone, and it was wonderful, some sort of slow violin music that seemed to rise gently, lifting us out of sleep along with it.


The room was still dark, but that kind of darkness through which you can still see things, a darkness alleviated by dim light filtering in through the curtains. I sat up on the edge of the bed and looked for the glass of water that I had put on the floor the night before. Finding it seemed to take me an age. I took a drink to wake my mouth up.


My room was quite large and the walls were painted blue and the bed was low, snuggled into a corner, with a plain orange bedspread thrown over it. Against the opposite wall was a desk, above which I had a framed The Lord of the Rings poster from the sixties, which had been a present from an uncle. The wall to either side of the desk was given over to bookshelves, and I also had books stacked up against the wall all the way around the room.


‘What day is it?’ I asked.


‘Sunday,’ murmured Jennifer. She was lying on her front, the bedcovers gathered down around her waist. ‘Fucking Sunday.’ She pushed herself up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and stood and groaned and sat back down. She was wearing plain white knickers and a small white vest. I battled the urge to reach over and touch her; bring her back into bed with me. She might have let me, but I wanted to save it – save the first experience of her nakedness for when we had time to enjoy it fully.


‘I’ll get up now as well,’ I said.


‘Why? You’re not working, are you?’


‘No. Just thought I’d make you something to eat. Give you a lift to work. Do some reading.’


‘You just wait until you stand up and the hangover hits you. Won’t be considering such gentlemanly behaviour then, I bet.’


I stood up and it was like something popped inside me. Suddenly I was weak and I wanted to be sick. My head was aching, and felt like a huge raw egg. The thought of raw egg worsened my nausea and I sat back down.


‘You’re right, of course,’ I said, but the words came out thick and muffled.


‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Sleep it off. Don’t worry about me, I can just get some toast or something.’ She got up again and moved over to the radiator with a grace that was remarkable considering the hangover she must have had, and picked up a towel and turned to me, the towel in one hand, and a strip of early morning light from in between the curtains fell across her body, warping over her glorious curves and colouring her skin in such a way as to make me think of pale blue milk. She smiled.


‘Come to my house tonight,’ she said. ‘It’s my turn to host.’


‘Will do.’ I brought my knees up in order to hide my burgeoning erection. ‘Will do. But no alcohol.’


‘Have you got an erection?’ she asked, still smiling.


‘What? No! I mean, oh, not that you don’t look nice. You do. But I haven’t. Haven’t got one. Nope.’


‘I know you have,’ she said. ‘It’s OK, you know. I want you to have one. I like that you haven’t tried it on while I’ve been staying, though. Most men would have.’


I looked down at my hands and saw that I’d knotted them together while she’d been talking. ‘I wanted to,’ I said, still looking down. ‘When we were kissing on the first night. Well, every time really. Every time we’ve been in here. All the time, Jennifer.’ I laughed, nervously. ‘All the time.’


‘Good,’ she said. ‘I want you to want to.’


‘You wear such tiny things at night,’ I said.


‘It’s all part of the fun,’ she said and stretched, extending her legs so that she was standing on her toes and lifting her arms up above her head. She leaned backwards and her little top rode up to reveal the undersides of her breasts and I saw, through the fabric, that her nipples were erect.


I realised that she was regarding me from the corner of her eyes as I was staring at her body. Immediately I looked away, at the wall, the curtains, the floor, my hands, and she laughed, her teeth flashing.


‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘It’s better than OK. It’s a turn-on. Knowing that you’re holding back. I like it.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, but I didn’t know why.


‘Don’t you say sorry,’ she said. ‘Don’t you say sorry at all. Just don’t get carried away with that cock of yours. Wait for me.’


‘I will,’ I said. My face felt red. My whole body felt hot.


‘Good,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you tonight, then.’


‘See you tonight,’ I said.


She picked up the bag that contained her work clothes and slowly walked from the room, looking back over her shoulder, smiling that wonderful incendiary smile.


After she had gone I breathed out. How did I end up with a girl like her? But no. I had to remember, she didn’t do monogamy. I was seeing her but she was not mine, even though she now owned and controlled every last drop of me, every last sweat-gland, synapse and skin cell, every bodily part of me that was physically real and every soulish part of me that was only hypothetical, owned and controlled them completely and utterly and eternally – she would never be mine.


I heard the shower start up in the bathroom, which was adjacent to my bedroom, and I imagined her rolling that vest up over her head and the steam from the hot water dampening her lips and every other part of her. But I wouldn’t let myself get carried away, as she put it, so I gingerly rolled out of bed, the hangover still ugly inside me, and started to get dressed so that I could walk her to the bus stop. Better not drive in that state.


*


I enjoyed the walk back to the house after the bus had taken Jennifer away. The air was crisp, and my breath misted, but the sun was bright, and I felt my hangover shrinking, and the sky made me think of the Enid Blyton books I used to read when I was little. There was a simile she used in lots of her stories – something like ‘the sky looked like the rain had washed it clean’. I couldn’t see a clear sky without thinking of Enid Blyton, which would have bothered some people I guess, what with all the racist accusations.


I walked a short distance down a quiet street lined with big terraces – they were like our house, but they felt like they were owned by real adults, real people, and lived in by families, people with mortgages, and long-term plans, and gardens. The houses were well maintained and well defined and livened up with newly painted window-frames and greenery, whereas ours looked a little dilapidated in a minor, roguish sort of way.


I turned off this street on to another with similar houses lining one side of it, but a long fence of spiked, black railings on the other – cast iron – and beyond the fence was a huge expanse of neatly trimmed grass, punctured by the giant crossbars of a rugby pitch. And then beyond the playing field was the school that owned it – a long, low, old building that looked like it was a long way away. I remember one warm night a couple of summers ago when we had walked back from some club in town and stopped there.


‘Ten pounds to the naked person who touches the school first,’ Taylor had said.


Graham hadn’t needed any encouragement, of course, and he’d stripped off drunkenly, left his clothes and shoes here on the pavement, struggled over the fence in such a way as to hang above us all with his legs wide open – Francis, Taylor, Erin and myself all laughing and not knowing where to look – fell down the other side, narrowly missing leaving his scrotum behind on a spike, and then dashed clumsily across the grass towards the shadowy building in the distance. Too shadowy to really even see. It seemed to take forever before we could discern him coming back to us, but I remember our conversation stopping as the pale shape of his body materialised from the darkness. With his long, messy hair, and his big wild beard, and his nakedness, there was some primal aspect to his appearance, something a little intimidating. We fell silent and watched his approach.


‘Ten quid, then,’ he had said, panting, after dropping back to the ground on our side of the railings.


‘Sorry,’ Taylor said. ‘We can just about see the building, but it’s too far away for us to be able to tell if you really touched it or not. In fact, we couldn’t even tell if you ran all the way there. For all we know, you stopped somewhere in the middle and lay down to rest.’


‘What bollocks!’ Graham shouted. ‘What absolute bollocks! I can’t believe you bunch of fucking arseholes! You lot are like a bunch of grapes, but made out of arseholes instead of grapes!’


‘Will you put your fucking clothes on, Graham?’ Erin said, laughing.


‘Also,’ Francis said, quite seriously, ‘a hole isn’t a physical thing that you can join to another hole. It’s just the absence of something else.’


‘Oh, fuck off,’ Graham said, and tripped over his jeans as he tried to put them on.


It was all quite funny at the time, but it felt like things had changed. Even though Taylor and Erin had only been together a few days, I doubted Taylor would be suggesting any naked games with the rest of us, and likewise, I didn’t think I’d want Graham exposing his frankly massive manhood in front of Jennifer. Even though she was not all mine. I had to remember that.


I had never been a jealous person. I had never really had a proper relationship to get jealous about, but I thought I could feel it there now, inside me, even though I’d only been seeing Jennifer for a couple of days. I wanted her all – it was that simple. I wanted all her attention, all her mind, all her beauty, all her body.


Tonight, maybe, and I smiled again, and felt a lightness in my chest.


I never wanted to let Jennifer out of my sight and that was the truth. As soon as I realised it I knew it was wrong to want to possess another person so completely, but it was still the truth.


I turned away from the school. As I did so I saw a figure dart behind a tree at the end of the street and I paused, momentarily, then walked briskly towards it. I turned off on to another side street before I got there. Then I picked up my pace and started to feel hot despite the cold air. I looked behind me and sure enough there was somebody there, a misshapen figure, wrapped up in a thick grey winter coat, loping after me, no longer trying to hide. My first thought was that it was Kenny, but they were a little too tall, and also, I realised, slightly hunchbacked. I started to run properly, trying to ignore the grotesque moaning that the person was making, like a man with no tongue trying to shout. When I got to the next corner, I risked another look behind me and saw that they seemed to be struggling to try and take their coat off, which made no sense to me in the cold. Maybe they were ill in some way, and maybe they weren’t dangerous, but all the same I ran full pelt down the next couple of streets, stopping only when I reached our house and threw myself through the front door.


I hated living in this blasted city.



FRANCIS



When I look up, the sun is bright beyond the bay window. The outside world is washed-out and white, with nothing but vague patches of shadow to give shape to things. On this side of the glass the room is big and empty. Two brown sofas, and a glass coffee table. And a brown footrest. And a small TV, and shelves full of books and DVDs and games and even some old videos. There is an empty fireplace and various empty candleholders on the hearth. Used once but never refilled. Erin is sitting next to me and Jack is standing in the doorway. Erin smells like limes. Jack is red-faced and out of breath. He leans on the doorframe. ‘You OK, Jack?’ I say.


‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Well, kind of. I walked Jennifer to the bus stop and then, on my way back, I thought someone was following me. Well, they were following me. Chased me home.’


‘Jesus, Jack,’ Erin says. ‘Do you know them? Do you need to call the police?’


‘No,’ he says. ‘No. Just some weirdo.’


‘You’re not the type to make enemies, I guess,’ I say.


‘Not usually,’ he says. ‘I think I may have made one in Kenny Hicks, though.’


‘Why’s that?’ I ask.


‘Oh, erm, he seems to have a bit of a thing for Jennifer,’ Jack says.


‘Right,’ I say, nodding. ‘You don’t want that.’


‘Any decent person is naturally Kenny’s enemy anyway,’ Erin says. ‘It wasn’t him outside, though?’


‘No,’ Jack says. ‘No. It wasn’t him. Just be careful if you leave the house.’


There is an Adbusters calendar on the wall beside the doorway in which Jack stands. The photograph for this month – October – is of a blank billboard. The walls of the room are painted white. The floorboards are bare.


‘Mum rang just now,’ I say. ‘Dad’s got the date for his operation.’


‘That’s good then,’ Erin says. ‘It’ll all be over before you know it.’


‘I guess,’ I say. ‘Yeah. I hope so.’


*


I have a bottle of red wine in the kitchen, so I take it upstairs with me along with a glass and one of our many corkscrews. Once in my bedroom I push all the books and magazines off my bed and sit on the edge. I uncork the wine and throw the cork at the far wall. I pour some wine into the glass and look across at the bookcase that’s full of books by Stephen King and Robert Rankin and Dean Koontz and Anne Rice. The Anne Rice books are Erin’s, really. Also, there is the big yellow brick of The Shock Doctrine by Naomi Klein. Standing out like a lit window at night. I drink some of the wine and inhale some of it in a cough.


My room is square with a desk. And a computer, and a CD player, and a chair and a bed and a TV. And a window and a bookcase and lots of posters and the floor is covered with CDs and DVDs. There is not much wall visible in my room. It is mostly covered in posters. I choose a CD to put on – As the Roots Undo by Circle Takes the Square – and press play. I turn the volume up and let the noise wash over me. Fast-moving bricks. Certain words snag in my consciousness but mostly it’s just beautiful noise. I sit back down again and drink some more wine. I fill the glass up again. I down it. I fill the glass up again. I turn the TV on and choose a DVD to watch. I find the complete boxed set of The Outer Limits and pick a disc at random.


I’m about five minutes into an episode. I haven’t seen it before. For some reason I can’t tell what’s going on. Then I realise that I’ve still got the music playing, so I turn the TV up louder so I can hear it. It’s all too loud, though, so I turn the music off and then turn the TV volume back down again. I watch the bar on the screen shrinking as the sound gets quieter. I put the bottle of wine down. As I do so I see my notebook. I pick it up and let it fall open at any page. On the page that it falls open at, I’ve written a list entitled Fears.


Car accidents


Earthquakes


Tidal waves


Being stuck in love


Not getting in love


Making someone pregnant


*


The list goes on and on. For pages. I skip to the end.


Sharks


 


I don’t even remember thinking sharks are that scary. I reach inside my boxer shorts and start checking my testicles for lumps. I flip to the beginning of the book and look in the inside cover. There it is.




To Francis, on your eighteenth birthday – Many Happy Returns! (For recording what you see!) Love Dad.





He gave me this book years ago. And I’ve only filled half of it. His handwriting is the same as mine. I guess maybe I could go watching for UFOs with him after all. Take this book. Show him that I use it. I mean, I still don’t believe in UFOs, but just to spend some time with him. Except he’s not going to die, so I shouldn’t go acting all weird. That would almost be as if I’m wanting him to die. Acting like he’s dying. No. I won’t do that.


Blue static fills the TV screen. I’m on my side. The glass and the bottle are both empty too.



JACK



Erin and I remained in the living-room after Francis had gone upstairs.


‘He was just sitting here when I got back from the shop,’ she said. ‘Completely still.’


‘Poor Francis,’ I said. ‘It’s not what he needs.’


‘No,’ Erin said. ‘Not what anybody needs.’


‘No, but you know what I mean. Francis is a bit low at the best of times.’


‘He’s just one of those types,’ she agreed. ‘Melancholic. Will you get in here, out of the doorway? You’re making me nervous.’


‘Sorry,’ I said, shrugging off my coat and sitting down on the other sofa. ‘Where are Taylor and Graham?’


‘Taylor was on an early this morning. Left ages ago. Be back soon, actually. Graham’s still in bed.’


‘Taylor’s on an early? God. I don’t know how he does it.’


‘He doesn’t really get hangovers. It’s magic.’ She brushed some hair away from her face. ‘Is that Graham I hear emerging?’ She cupped her ear.


Graham’s room was next door to the living-room, with a window that looked out of the back of the house. Sure enough, we heard the sound of his bedroom door opening accompanied by the blunt chords of some crap band’s music. He shambled through to join us, wearing a blue T-shirt that bore the words ‘I Facebooked your mum’.


‘I like your T-shirt,’ said Erin.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I spend fucking hours on Facebook. Thought I’d own up to it at last.’


Graham did indeed spend hours on Facebook, and MySpace, and Second Life, and all those social networking sites. He revealed a creative side online that wasn’t that apparent anywhere else. He set up loads of email accounts, then used them to set up loads of different user profiles on the web, and each of these profiles was for a made-up person, more or less, except he gave them all his name – he didn’t pretend to be other people in the conventional sense or, at least, not that I knew of. He built versions of himself, almost, and then used them to oversee a vast, labyrinthine network of ‘friends’ and acquaintances, with whom he communicated more than he did us.


I didn’t like those websites – they were all a bit pointless as far as I could see, and somehow symptomatic of something.


‘How’s it going with Taylor, then, Erin?’ I asked.


‘Good, thank you,’ she said, grinning. ‘It’s wonderful.’


*


That evening I stood by my clapped-out old hatchback in the cul-de-sac outside our house and tried to decide whether or not to drive to Jennifer’s. Tempting as the car was, I tried not to use it inside Manchester any more than was necessary. Besides, it was not far to the bus stop and once I was on the bus I’d probably be safe from any strange, grey, hunchbacked figures.


About half-way between our house and the end of the short street I stopped because I saw, at my feet, a pool of congealing blood, peppered with dark slimy clots that seemed to swim in it, like bloated insects. Immediately the image of Kenny in the alley came back to me, and so did the panic that propelled me as that sorry, broken man chased me to this very street earlier today, moaning and staggering. I bent down and saw that one of the lumps was actually a solid knot of hair, casting individual strands out to wind through the grim mess, getting entangled with each other and the sinister coagulations that protruded above the liquid surface. They looked like more than just drying blood, and I quickly stood back up in order to prevent reawakening the nausea I had overcome already that morning.


I turned and hurried back to the car.


*


From Jennifer’s address – a Didsbury address – I’d guessed that she lived in a nice part of town, but that didn’t prepare me for just how wide and clean and leafy her street was, or how big and shiny the cars were. I didn’t feel like I should be there in my little old hatchback; it was more of a crustacean than a vehicle by comparison.


I parked in her driveway and looked up at her house. It was beautiful: detached, all old red brickwork with white window-frames and a well-maintained ivy plant that covered one wall. It was a proper house. I couldn’t help comparing it with ours, which we’d just kind of settled in since university. None of us had ever got around to moving out. Time flies when you’re working full time. Overhead, the sky was darkening. I reached over and picked up the carrier bag from the passenger seat – I’d stopped off at an off-licence on the way for some decent wine and crisps – and opened the door, climbed out of the car, and locked it. When I turned around I saw Jennifer standing in the doorway, wearing a black vest and soft-looking white trousers. She too was holding a bottle of wine in one hand, and in the other she held a DVD, and she was smiling. I smiled back.


*


The next day it was raining and my shift started at ten so I got ready to set off at about half nine to allow for traffic. As I was putting on my waterproof coat Jennifer came downstairs in a dark-green dressing-gown.


‘Have a good day, Jennifer,’ I said.


She yawned and stretched. ‘Oh, I will,’ she said. ‘Here, Jack. You want to see a film tonight? They’re showing Easy Rider as a one-off at the Cornerhouse. Some anniversary or something. Seven o’clock.’


‘I’ve never seen Easy Rider,’ I said.


‘You go now,’ she said, ‘before I recover from the shock of hearing that and start to re-evaluate our relationship.’


‘Is it good, then?’ I asked.


‘It’s amazing,’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen it on the big screen though. Could be quite special.’


‘Then yes,’ I said. ‘Though I would have come even if I had seen it and they were just showing it on a TV in the corner.’


‘Seven o’clock,’ she said, and put her arms around my neck and kissed me on the lips.


*


I sat in the car in some queue and listened to an old mix tape I’d made when I was about fourteen and the tape sounded stretched and warped and I thought that I should play it to Jennifer before it snaps, say here, this is the kind of music I used to like, can you believe it.


As I was logging into my phone and terminal in the huge, dirty room I heard somebody approach me from behind. I could tell from the flat footsteps and wet-mouth noises and sudden cloud of bad breath that it was Kenny.


‘Jack,’ he said. The room was full of people, but none of them were looking at Kenny or me.


‘What?’ I said. My voice felt slightly out of my control. ‘Kenny, I’m logging in.’


‘You’re late,’ he said. ‘Jack. Jack Sprat could eat no fat. Jack. You’re late. Supposed to be in at nine.’ He picked his teeth with a filthy fingernail.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Wait. I start at ten.’


‘Check your shifts.’


‘I’ve got them here.’ It seemed to take me an age to find the print-out amongst the papers on my desk, and then I had to scrabble to pick it up, my hands felt like they weren’t part of me. Eventually I got hold of it and showed it to him.


‘This is wrong,’ he said, handing it back after a quick scan. ‘Jack Sprat could eat no fat, and his wife could eat no lean.’


‘What are you going on about?’ I said.


‘Your shift has been changed. If you’d checked it at the end of your last shift, you know, like the bosses say you should. Instead of printing them out in advance.’


I turned back to my screen and checked the system and he was right – I was supposed to have started at nine.


‘See,’ he said, leaning in over my shoulder and breathing all over my face. ‘Nine.’


‘Yeah, OK,’ I said. ‘Well, I’ll be finishing at six, so it’s still eight hours, so that’s OK, isn’t it?’


‘I’m sorry, Jack,’ he said, and smiled faintly. ‘If there was anything I could do to get you off the hook then I would, honest. But there’s rules about this kind of thing, and I’m just Kenny, I’m just a nobody round these parts.’ He sighed deeply. The weirdly strong smell of his breath clung to my nose and mouth like cobwebs.


‘What are the rules, then?’ I asked. Outside the rain was getting heavier, and I could see it pounding into the windows.


‘You have to stay an extra hour, Jack,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘I’ve already said that I will,’ I said.


‘No, I mean an extra hour. You know. Until seven.’


‘That’s not true,’ I said. ‘Where does it say that?’


‘It’s in the contract,’ he said. ‘It’s in the conduct book. If it wasn’t, then I wouldn’t have to be such an old stick in the mud, but it is, and I do.’ His attempt at a smile disappeared and his flat eyes swivelled around.


‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I have to be somewhere else at seven.’


‘Well then, Jack,’ he said. ‘We’ll just have to go and see Artemis, won’t we? Just don’t say I never do anything for you.’


‘What?’ I said.


‘Come on then, Jack,’ he said again. ‘Little old me can’t bend the rules but Artemis maybe can. Come on.’


‘OK,’ I said, and stood up. I’d never seen Artemis’ office before. He was already drifting away and I headed after him.


We were walking along one of the seemingly endless halls when he stopped by a door, opened it and walked through. I walked in after him and the door slammed shut. The room was a small training room, full of rows of ancient dead computers, with a dusty data projector hanging haphazardly from the ceiling.


‘Jack Sprat could eat no fat,’ Kenny said. ‘And his wife could eat no lean. And so between the two of them, they licked the platter clean.’


‘This isn’t Artemis’ office,’ I said. ‘Why do you keep reciting that nursery rhyme?’


‘You make me think of it,’ Kenny said. ‘And no, this isn’t Artemis’ office. You’re very bright.’


‘What is this about?’


‘You know what it’s about, Sprat,’ he said, and took a step towards me. The walls in here were white but covered in smudges and knocks. The sound of the call-centre floor was muted beyond the door, and there was an old, ghostly smell of sweat in the air. ‘I saw you that night and you saw me, didn’t you?’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said. ‘What night? Where?’


‘In the alley, Jack. In the alley when I was all not being very well and you were sneaking down to have a good laugh at me. You remember, don’t you?’


‘I don’t remember,’ I said.


‘Well, I remember,’ he said. ‘And I’m worried that you’re going to be thinking all kinds of crap up in that big old head of yours.’ He walked around me and leant backwards against one of the desks, his baggy shirt coming untucked from his ill-fitting trousers. His greasy fringe flopped forward as he put his hands over his face.


‘I hate it here, Jack,’ he said. ‘It does my fucking head in. I fucking hate it. Sometimes I’m all just ready to burst, like a balloon or something. I’m not very well see, I’ve got, like, a disease, and that’s what you saw down that alley, OK? I was just not being very well. That’s all it was, just like a little bit of sick.’


‘OK,’ I said.


‘Sometimes I just don’t know what I’m going to do,’ he said, and his eyes were flat and his long lips were wet. ‘I need a nice little girlfriend, that’s what I need. Just to sort me out like. Make me a bit more normal. Take the edge off these places.’


‘Which places?’ I said.


‘These fucking places,’ he said, and lifted his arms up as if to gesture at all four walls at once, and by extension the whole building I suppose. ‘Feels like I’ve worked fucking lifetimes in these shitholes and it’s so hard to keep myself, like, all under control, Jack. I come in every day, little old me, just Kenny, for years and years and years trying to pretend I’m OK when I’m not, Jack, I’m not.’


‘I know what you mean,’ I said. ‘You think you’re better than a place.’


He looked directly at me and his mouth seemed to change shape somehow into an angry, uncomprehending hole. He shook his head. ‘Nobody’s any better than this place,’ he said. ‘Especially not little old Kenny. And anyway, if everyone was all too fucking good, who’d answer the phones? No, Sprat. You don’t know the start of what I mean. I keep telling you. I’m not well.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady in the glare of his sad, furious, twisted face. ‘What have you got? I mean, what’s the disease? I mean, no – sorry – I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I mean, what’s wrong?’


There was a silence.


‘I used to be a bit like you,’ he said, and put his head in his hands again. ‘I try so hard, I do, Jack. Where’s Jenny at these days anyways?’


‘Jennifer?’ I said, uncertainly. ‘She’s left.’


‘What?’ he said, and his head snapped back up again. ‘She’s all gone away?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Oh now that’s just the icing on the coffin, that is, Sprat. Oh no. Now I am sad.’ He shook his head, his fringe flopping like a dead thing. ‘I liked her so very much, I did. She’s such a pretty girl is that Jenny. Kenny and Jenny, eh? Imagine that. Well I might just have to try and find her. Like I say, a nice little girlfriend might sort me out. There’s something about girls, Sprat, something about girls that makes the illness seem not so bad. In all my life of being ill girls have been the tonic, Sprat. Something about the smell of them or the taste of them. Honest to God I can’t explain it. Young Jenny might be just the thing to sort me out good and proper.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Jennifer and I are together now. I’m sorry. I thought you knew.’


He didn’t say anything to that at first – he didn’t even move, he just froze, back to his mannequin self, not even breathing. Eventually he spoke.


‘I heard her ask you out that time,’ he said with a small, tense voice. ‘But I thought that was just to put me off.’


‘What?’ I said. ‘No, she meant it. Of course she meant it.’


‘Like playing hard to get, is what I thought she was doing,’ he said. ‘But this just gets worse and worse. I’m not happy now, Sprat. Things like this is what breaks people up when they’re already all tired and desperate.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


‘You’re not sorry even a little bit,’ he said. ‘You don’t think I deserve a nice little girl like her, do you? You’re glad you’ve got her all to yourself, aren’t you? All wrapped up and yours. Honest to fucking God, Sprat, you don’t know how fucking close I am now to sorting you out all good and proper.’ He looked up at me and there were tears crawling out of his flat eyes. ‘If it weren’t so fucking messy I’d do you right now.’


‘I’m going now,’ I said, and stumbled backwards to the door, swung it open, and left him there in the room, his sweaty hands gripping the desk edge like he was trying to occupy them, trying to stop them escaping and wreaking their havoc.


*


I found Artemis wandering the floor on the way back to my desk and told him of Kenny’s threats.


‘What exactly did he say?’ he asked, frowning. He was wearing the blackest of black suits and his skin was tight, smooth and tanned.


‘He said he’d do me right now if it wasn’t so messy,’ I said.


‘What did he mean?’ asked Artemis.


‘I think – I think he meant he’d kill me.’


‘I’m sorry, Jack,’ he said, frowning, ‘but I find that highly unlikely.’


‘I wouldn’t just say something like that,’ I said.


‘Where was this?’


‘In that room over there,’ I said, turning and pointing at the door to the old training room.


‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘I’m sure Kenny will have a perfectly reasonable explanation for this. It all sounds a bit outlandish to me.’ He marched purposefully off before I could refuse to accompany him, and so I followed him hesitantly, at a distance, afraid of what we might find.


Kenny was not there any more, but the window was broken. Artemis dashed to it and looked out over the edge. ‘Fuck,’ he said. ‘He’s jumped.’


I backed out of the room and could only look at the big yellow poster to the left of the doorway.


 


HELP OUR CUSTOMERS STAY OUT OF DEBT. DEMAND PAYMENT IN FULL TODAY!



FRANCIS



I am plugged into a telephone. And sitting at a long straight row of desks. The room is busy with the low hum of a thousand computers and there are no windows. The room is strip-lit, and the air feels thick and green. My headset pushes my ears into the side of my head. The humming is an audible static – a kind of ethereal, intangible acid. People ring up to pay or query or dispute their water bills. Sometimes they just ring up to show us all how angry they are, and how good they are at putting people down. You get some sick, sad, rage-filled bastards. And some real senseless aggression.


That’s not why Kenny jumped, though. He didn’t answer the phones. Jack says Kenny jumped because of Jennifer. But I don’t think there’s any mystery as to why he jumped. Anybody could probably talk themselves into it. The interesting thing is where he went after he disappeared from the hospital.


There is a local TV news crew filming the call centre. The reporter is a tall blonde girl with small eyes and a smart blue suit. She and the cameraman walk down the central aisle. The cameraman sets the camera up not far from where I sit. He’s going to film Artemis talking about Kenny. Then, no doubt, the cameraman will pan across the floor. I should remain just out of shot.


‘He must have been very popular,’ the cameraman says to me. ‘Everybody looks so sad.’


‘Mm,’ I say.


And another thing that bothers me at work is this idea that electromagnetic fields might cause cancer. And here in this room there are I don’t know how many computers. How many phones. And beneath my desk there are so many wires that they’re like hair. I look at them and ask myself, can I feel my cells mutating? I don’t know. I’m watching the liquid-crystal display on my desk phone at work. I’m finishing my shift at five, which is two minutes away. These last two minutes are horrible, because you can’t turn your phone off; the managers look out for that. And if you get a call through, you’ll be late finishing. And it’s always the biggest idiots that you end up getting when you’re supposed to be finishing. The most self-righteous, think-they’re-clever, patronising dicks. And they always go on for ages and ages. Talking slowly because they think we’re stupid.


The date of Dad’s operation is more or less here, all of a sudden. And he’s going into hospital the day after tomorrow.


Inside me a huge clock is ticking. My hands clench.


Fuck it.


I log off my phone a minute early and grab my coat and bag. I make for the door before anybody can stop me. Everybody will be too distracted to notice. Too distracted by the camera.


So they can put me on an overtime ban, or whatever. Give me a warning. Sack me.


*


Outside it’s raining. People run around with their jackets pulled up, or struggle with umbrellas. Or shelter in the doorways of shops and office blocks. I was going to walk home as I don’t have any change for the bus. But I don’t really fancy it, given the weather.


I could duck into a shop or two until it’s blown over.


I head for the record shop. Or what was a record shop and is now a kind of department store for all things media. CDs, DVDs, video games, posters, books. A few vinyl records. Not many. I love it in here. Love the loud music. The black carpets and shelving. The tricks they develop to make you spend more. The staff recommendations. The quiet studiousness of customers. I could spend hours and hours just browsing. Sometimes I find that I’m picking up more or less every item on the rack, looking at it, considering it and putting it down again. And I have to stop myself, otherwise I would be trapped like an ant in honey. Today though, I head straight upstairs to the DVDs.


I don’t let myself stop at the boxed sets of TV series which are on sale. Or the world-cinema section. Or the new releases. I need to restrict myself to the bare necessities. I start off in the horror section. And then move on to the feature films A–Z. I pick up Rocketship X-M. Creature From the Haunted Sea. Earth vs. the Spider. (Tag-line – ‘Bullets  . . .  won’t kill it! Flames  . . .  can’t burn it! Nothing  . . .  can stop it!’) The Brain That Wouldn’t Die. (Tag-line – ‘It’s madness, not science!’) I should have picked up a basket. I get The Crawling Eye. The She Beast. The Woman Eater. I look at War of the Colossal Beast, but it’s a sequel to The Amazing Colossal Man, which really was just shit, in a bad way, so I put that one back. I also find a few I’ve never heard of before: Dungeon of Harrow. Hercules Against the Moon Men. Dr. Goldfoot and the Bikini Machine. Featuring Vincent Price! So that’s ten. I should probably leave it at that. I carry them as a stack towards the counter.


Might have stopped raining too. If I’m lucky.


*


Back at the house, Graham, Taylor and Erin are playing Mario Kart. I sit down on the sofa and put the bag of DVDs on the floor next to me. The cartoony music and toy-like zooming sounds of the game make me feel kind of safe.


‘What you got, Francis?’ Graham says. Without taking his eyes off the screen. ‘More shit films?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘Well, yeah. But funny, probably. I don’t know, do I? Haven’t watched them yet. You should watch them with me, Graham. Could have a boys’ night in.’


‘I’ve made plans for tonight,’ he says. ‘Meeting someone later.’


‘Graham’s got a date,’ Erin says.


‘Online,’ Taylor says.


‘It’s still a date!’ Graham says. ‘Christ almighty. You’d think I was planning to murder some children.’


‘Who with?’ I ask. ‘I mean, who’s the date with?’


‘Some girl,’ Graham says.


‘Do you know her name?’ I say.


‘Yeah.’


‘What is it?’ I say.


‘I know her name,’ he says.


‘What is it?’ I say.


‘See, now you’re making me lose.’ He gestures angrily towards the screen.


‘You don’t know, do you?’ I say.


‘Alright!’ he says. ‘I don’t know her real name. Her avatar is called Miss Lynch, though, and no, before you ask, nothing kinky, she’s just a David Lynch fan. OK?’


‘Avatar?’ Erin says. ‘You mean, like, it’s an actual virtual date?’


‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Yes it is.’


‘You’re not going to be looking at porn while you’re on this date are you, Graham?’ Taylor asks.


‘You know, I don’t know why I even bother trying to be friends with all of you perverts,’ Graham says. ‘Erin and Taylor the Siamese twins and Francis the – the weirdo.’


‘You’re not supposed to say Siamese,’ I say. ‘You’re supposed to say conjoined.’


‘Fuck you,’ he says. He points at the screen again. ‘See! Straight into the fucking lava! I’m going to make a cup of tea – no, I’m going for a can – and you can all go piss up a rope if you think you’re getting any.’


He storms from the room.


‘What films did you get anyway, Francis?’ Erin asks.


‘Lots,’ I say. I hand her the bag. ‘Here. It’s a bit sad but I can’t even remember all of the titles.’


‘Wow,’ she says. She looks inside. ‘It’s a wonder you’ve got any money left for train tickets. “The Woman Eater.” “It devours only the most beautiful”, apparently. Hey, Francis, we should watch some of these tonight. You’re off tomorrow, aren’t you?’


‘What did you say?’


‘We should watch—’


‘No,’ I say. ‘No, sorry. I know what you said. I mean – train tickets?’


‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘You’re going home for the operation, aren’t you? On the train?’


‘Oh shit!’ I stand up. ‘Train tickets! Fuck! I completely forgot!’


‘Well, these have still got the cellophane on. You could take them back.’


‘No. Well, I could, I guess – but I could also ask Jack for a lift. What do you think? Then, afterwards, I could give him one of these as a thank-you present. Yes!’ I sit back down. ‘That’s what I’ll do.’


‘The abominable Francis Wood,’ Taylor says.


‘I’m not abominable,’ I say. ‘So. Which one shall we watch?’



JACK



The girl who had been found dead in the alley that night had worked at the call centre, on one of the lower floors, working on a different contract to us, and none of us had known her. The local media seemed to pick the story up again once Kenny jumped from that window, and the following couple of weeks were busy with news or, rather, speculation. Nothing definite was in the Manchester Evening News or on the TV, unless we’d missed it, but I doubted that because Francis watched as much news as he did Hammer Horror films, and I was trying to follow the story on the web.


As for Kenny, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since it happened, and I hadn’t said anything to anybody, but I knew there was something deeply wrong with him, something to do with the dead girl. I felt like I should ring the police and tell them what I’d seen, but now I’d look suspicious because I’d left it so long and the whole thing was a bit of a mess.


I was lying on my bed. I could hear the others playing Mario Kart downstairs, but I couldn’t bring myself to go and join in.


If there was anybody in my entire life that I’d be surprised to see crying, it was Kenny. It was still possible that he’d died, although the general consensus was that he was still alive and he had walked out of the hospital himself.


I sat up.


The thoughts ran around inside my head like a toy train, as they’d been doing since it happened. He’d wanted to know where Jennifer had been in order to seduce her somehow, to ask her out, and found out that he was too late, and given his illness or whatever it was, this perceived rejection was too much to take and so he jumped  . . .  that was the only way I could see it. I wasn’t responsible, was I? Soon after it had happened, I had to make a statement to the police. One of the policemen had looked like Christopher Lee – tall, with hollow cheeks and deep eyes and a white beard – and he’d looked bored. The other had been fat, tremendously fat, with an oversized tooth jutting out from his lower jaw and protruding out above his lip. He’d worn small gold studs in his ears.


‘You were the last person to see him before he jumped,’ Christopher Lee said.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I think so.’


‘You didn’t like him much, did you?’ the fat one said.


‘Well,’ I replied. ‘No. Not really, no.’


Despite their best attempts to make out it was something more suspicious, Kenny’s jump had been a suicide and they all knew it. Apparently it hadn’t been the first time he’d tried to kill himself.


‘Do you know of any places or people that were special to him?’ Christopher Lee asked. ‘Did he ever talk about any family or loved ones?’


‘I don’t know anything about him,’ I’d said.


That had been before he’d woken up and left the hospital, otherwise I might have mentioned Jennifer. As it was, they had no reason to believe he was a danger to others  . . .  after all, I supposed, the police were just people like us. It was unreasonable to expect too much of them. Jennifer and I would just have to keep our eyes peeled.


I headed downstairs for some food, and as I passed through the downstairs hallway Francis stuck his head out of the living-room door.


‘Jack,’ he said.


‘Hello,’ I said. ‘You OK?’


‘Yes, thank you. I’m after a massive favour though. Like, really big.’


‘I’ll probably say yes.’


‘My dad’s going into hospital the day after tomorrow,’ he said, ‘and I was wondering if you could give me a lift up to Cumbria? I’m sorry to land it on you so short notice.’


‘Actually, I’d like that. Yes. Definitely. I feel like I need to get away for a couple of days. I’ll ask Jennifer too. I mean, we won’t stay at yours, obviously – we’ll find a bed-and-breakfast or something.’


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you very much.’


I would never have thought of it myself, but a couple of days away would be nice, as long as Jennifer could come too. I didn’t want to leave her on her own.



FRANCIS



When I wake up it is dark outside the car. Some old R.E.M. song – ‘I Remember California’ – is low on the radio. The car smells like apples and the night is full of red and white lights. Jennifer is asleep in the passenger seat, and I’m in the back.


‘I’ve been asleep,’ I say.


‘Yes,’ Jack says.


‘Are we on the motorway?’


‘Yes.’


‘That was quick.’


‘It’s not that far from where we live,’ he says. ‘Besides, you’ve been asleep. We might have been going for hours for all you know.’


‘Have we?’


‘No. Maybe an hour. Only another couple to go, if that.’


I look out of the window again. I see the orange lights of some distant town. But I don’t know which.


‘I appreciate this,’ I say.


‘Don’t mention it. I might head off the motorway soon, though. Go through the Dales. It’s nicer, less busy. Fewer cars. And doesn’t really take much longer, either.’


Dad tends to stick to the motorways this time of night. I listen to the faint music. The music makes me think of huge open spaces under a big, empty sky. I find myself thinking about UFOs. When I was a child, some nights I would go and sit on our neighbour’s garage roof, and look up at the sky for hours. I would look up at the stars and I would be convinced that somewhere up there was another, better planet that I could live on, that I would find, one day. When I grew up. I always wanted to be an astronaut, and when people asked me what I wanted to be, I would say so. ‘You’ll have to work hard at school,’ they would always say.


‘Yeah,’ I would say, smiling, ‘I will. I’ll work really, really hard.’


*


Some idiot on Radio 4 burbles on about nothing. We are crawling through a black valley somewhere in Yorkshire. I saw a sign saying something like Gardale or Garsdale or Graydale, but could not read it properly in the dark. The sky above us is thick with stars. Bare, crooked trees bend over the road from either side. Beyond them, hills rise up as solid silhouettes against the starscape. Every now and then we pass a farmhouse. The farmhouses have no lights on and have holes in their roofs. And sometimes the sooty signs of a fire around the windows. And sometimes a wall is missing.


‘Why are we listening to Radio 4?’ I say.


‘I like Radio 4,’ Jack says. ‘I like the voices on it. I don’t really know what they’re talking about, though.’


‘It’s not even loud enough to hear. Can we put something good on?’


He looks like he’s about to argue, but thinks better of it. ‘OK then. There’s some CDs in that wallet in the back.’


‘It’s OK. I’ve got some in my bag.’


‘You carry CDs around in your bag?’


‘Yeah. Why, don’t you?’


‘No.’


‘What have you got, then?’


‘Apart from my toothbrush and stuff, just a book. Have a look, if you like.’


I open up Jack’s backpack. Looking into it, I can see the top side of a very big, thick, hardback book. I pull it out and see that the cover is a reproduction of part of an old map. It’s heavy; it’s huge. It’s called The Lore of the Land.


‘Looks big,’ I say.


‘It is. It’s basically an encyclopaedia of folklore, myths and legends, from all around England.’


‘Not the United Kingdom?’


‘No,’ Jack says. Trying to keep the exasperation from his voice. ‘England. And it’s very, very good. I started just dipping into it, but in the end decided to read it cover to cover. It’s excellent.’


I put the book back. It looks like something my dad would like. He would read it. And believe half of it, if not more. Looking for signs of this other, better, more magical world. Well, there isn’t one, Dad. Unfortunately. I shake my head. They take the piss out of me for watching films about these things. But Jack seems to really believe.


‘I can’t believe you carry CDs around with you,’ Jack says.


‘Well, I do. Here. Put Patti Smith on, please.’


‘Good choice,’ Jennifer murmurs.


‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘Thought you were asleep?’


‘I am asleep,’ she says. ‘Travelling makes me tired.’


‘Here, Jack,’ I say. ‘Got a DVD or two in here as well. Look. Creature From the Haunted Sea. And The Crawling Eye. Oh, and Rocketship X-M.’


‘I don’t know how you sit through those films,’ he says.


‘The point is not how good something is,’ I say. ‘Or true, or honest, or believable. You know, like a lot of what’s in the papers or on the Internet just isn’t true, but it doesn’t matter – you can still read them as texts, as sources that tell you about a time, or place, or culture. You shouldn’t just dismiss these things out of hand as bollocks. These films work in the same way. You have to read them on a different level. That’s all.’ I look out of the window. ‘Besides, I don’t know how you can read a whole encyclopaedia of crap that’s supposed to be real. Guess we’re just different, hey?’


‘I won’t take offence,’ he says, ‘given everything.’


I don’t say anything. The weird dark valley rolls by.


‘Were we supposed to come this way?’ I ask, eventually.


‘Yes,’ Jack says. ‘I looked at a map before we set off. This is right.’


‘Where are we?’


He doesn’t reply. Just looks like he’s concentrating. And then slightly panicked as the car seems to slide a little towards the other side of the narrow road.


‘Black ice,’ he says. After regaining control.


‘Jack,’ I say.


‘Yeah?’


‘I’m not going to talk any more if that’s OK.’


‘Of course it’s OK. You don’t have to ask.’


More bare trees. Empty farmhouses. Broken walls along the tops of the hills that rise up on either side. Shreds and smears of cloud starting to obscure the stars. Sheep in the road, with small electric eyes. Shadows between the trees. Cattle grids. Huge, silent barns. Road signs shot at, dented. No more cars. No more people. Black ice. A world that was all like this would have less cancer in it. But we would have less choice in who we are. Maybe that is the exchange we made.


I have to go to sleep.



JACK



The spare room was decorated with lots of floral patterns that, although mismatched, made it feel warm and comfortable and homely. Francis’ parents obviously knew exactly what they were doing. Joan seemed like that kind of person, although of course it was hard to really be sure what someone was like when they were having such a horrible time. I sat on the deep, soft bed, and sank into it.


We’d arrived at Joan and Eric’s house after I had gotten us completely lost somewhere between Garsdale and Kendal, which made the journey about two hours longer than it should have been. Once we had finally arrived, Joan insisted that Jennifer and I stay the night, which I was very glad of because neither Jennifer nor I could be bothered to look for a b.&b. I looked over at Jennifer, and she was already flat out in bed.


At the same time, I really didn’t want to be there.


I could hear Francis and Joan talking in the room next door to ours – his old childhood room – and I could hear her crying. I didn’t want to just sit there and listen, so I got out my laptop. As I set it up, the sounds from the room next door continued – muffled weeping and low talk, sometimes a startled laugh, but uneasy, like a flock of birds rising up in shock at a sudden movement nearby.


I stared at the blank screen. I wanted to plan out an article on the myths that gather around empty buildings, after seeing all those abandoned farms on the way up, but could not. All I could think about were my parents. I supposed that once they died, it would be as if there was one less thing standing between me and my own death, one generation removed, as if they were in front of me on the conveyor belt. As long as they were there I would know I had some time left before I reached the end myself, but once they’d dropped off, I would know it was my turn next. The screen remained blank.


Somebody knocked at the bedroom door.


‘Come in,’ I said.


‘Hi,’ Francis said, sticking his head round the corner. His eyes darted towards Jennifer. ‘Can I just ask a quick question?’


‘Go ahead.’


‘Do you think I could talk to Jennifer? About, you know. About everything?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course. Because her mum was ill?’


‘Yeah,’ he said, looking down.


‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out like that. So bluntly.’


‘No, don’t worry.’ He paused. ‘I’m going to go to bed now.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Goodnight, Francis. Just give us a knock if you need anything.’


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’ He closed the door. He must have been thinking about it. The cancer and everything. There must have been a lot happening beneath the surface.


I couldn’t be bothered trying to write anything after that, and even if I had been able to squeeze anything out, it wouldn’t have been worthwhile. I was about to turn the laptop off when I saw that they had a wireless Internet connection, and so I went to the Manchester news-sites to see if there was any information about Kenny’s whereabouts. There wasn’t.



FRANCIS



I close my old bedroom door. I lie down on the bed, fully clothed. The ceiling is covered in small glow-in-the-dark stars. They will spring out at me once I turn the light off. The room is full of my old stuff. Books and old console games and figurines of characters from films. Like the alien from Alien and Han Solo from Star Wars and Leatherface from The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. I turn on the TV. It’s showing old footage from the train bombings in Madrid. I watch as a middle-aged man appears from the smoke and the rubble. He’s covered in dust that looks like flour. Mouth wide open. Trickles of blood cutting through the floury dust. Eyes shut, screaming. I imagine hearing somebody walking up the stairs. I see more people. Injured and confused and bereaved. Stumbling around on the screen. They are all imploring me to help them find their lost loves and dead children. I grit my teeth and dig my fingernails into my palms. I imagine the bedroom door opening. Jennifer steps through into the room. Her skin is white and her clothes are black. She is like frost on a dead tree; like a chessboard.


‘Have you seen this?’ I point at the TV.


She slowly and deliberately sways over to the TV and turns it off. ‘I don’t care.’


‘What are you doing?’ I stand up. ‘What the hell are you doing?’


‘Watch me instead,’ she says. And she starts to take her clothes off. She strips. She sheds her clothes slowly and gracefully. And I let the lust build within me. Until it hides the news-anger beneath it. I watch her unblinkingly. I have never seen anything like it. It is sexual, but there is also this sense of wonder. Seeing what is covered up. Underneath. I am witnessing something mystical. Almost mythical. She accentuates one panel of flesh with her movements, and then another. Shoulder-blade. Navel. Thigh. Hip.


We make love. Here, in the bedroom of my childhood. We make love in black and white. I turn the light off and the fake stars shine out. Better and brighter than the real ones out above. And then Jennifer is no longer with me. I mean that in my imagination, she has left the room. Smiling.


*


I wake up. I must have been sleeping. I am still fully dressed, and the light is off. But the TV is on. The room is filled by that ghostly TV blue, and it jumps around the edges of my film figurines. They cast strange shadows. They dance around and snap back and forth on the wall.


I stand up, agitated, open the curtains and look out of the window. The light from my TV spills into the outside world. It illuminates the road in front of the house. Jack’s car looks so much like Dad’s. They are both old Metros. Jack’s is blue and Dad’s is white, but apart from that – the rust, the moss, the mud, the bird-shit. The cars sit on the road, nose to nose, like old friends having a catch-up. Talking about UFOs and ghosts and whatever other crap it is that they believe in. I mean, there is so much here in this world to occupy your mind already. Too much to do as it is. They are similar in that way I guess. Delusional. Fantasists.


A music video starts up on the screen. It is made up of still images – photographs, rapidly switching, replacing each other. The light jumps and jerks and the shadows on my wall start leaping up and down, higher and higher. The music increases tempo and the images on screen alternate more rapidly. The shadows start to jump faster and faster, all around me, until they seem too joyful, almost. Too happy. Gleeful. And I can’t take it any more and have to turn the TV off.


I know that Jennifer and Jack are an item. I know that. And he’s a good friend and I want him to be with somebody. And I don’t want to ruin that. I guess I just want that too. Somebody. Having somebody. And I want it to be her. Typically, I want it to be her.


She must get scared of it too. As regularly as looking at a photograph. As regularly as looking in the mirror. Every time you think about the future, it’s there. Or every time I think about Dad, now. Every time I think about Dad.


*


In the morning, I’m sitting at the kitchen table when Jack and Jennifer come downstairs. Jack is talking excitedly about the old mines at Whitehaven.


‘I read about it in The Unseen World,’ he says. ‘The manager of the mine was dismissed, and a new manager appointed, and the old manager took the new manager down the mine somewhere that he knew was unsafe, and they were both killed in an explosion. It was intentional, see. It was a drastic revenge. And it was said that you could hear their last angry conversation down there, long after they had died.’


The two of them sit down.


‘It sounds interesting, Jack,’ Jennifer says. ‘But we’re not going to have time. It would mean heading north-west, as opposed to south-east, which is the way home.’


‘I know, I know,’ he says. ‘We can’t go today. Maybe we could go up there one weekend though? It would give me some more time to read about it. There’s another story, you know, recounted by Baring-Gould, about a miner who half-cut a rope that was lowering some colleagues whom he didn’t like. The rope snapped, and they died, and forever after he was prone to shaking fits that would cause his eyes to wander around the room and see their ghosts.’


‘Jack,’ Jennifer says, firmly. ‘I’m not sure this is appropriate breakfast-time conversation.’


‘Oh,’ Jack says, looking up at me. ‘Oh right. Sorry.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘Look. I’m going to stay up here for a few days. I know you need to get back though.’


‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘We do, really. Might drive through the Lakes this time. Give Whitehaven a miss.’


‘I’ll worry about you getting lost again.’


‘You don’t need to worry about me,’ he says.


I wouldn’t if I could help it. Except it’s nothing as little as getting lost that I worry about. I worry about all of you. Your flesh bubbling up into hard lumps. Meaty eruptions deep within your bodies. The programming of your cells being altered by some carcinogenic agent, or some other malevolent force. And getting carried away. Multiplying feverishly. Accumulating and becoming misshapen. I think about the shadows on my bedroom wall last night and shudder.


I do worry about you. I worry about all of you. All the time.


All the time.


‘OK then,’ I say. ‘I won’t worry.’


‘Good,’ he says.


‘Where are your parents?’ Jennifer says.


‘Oh,’ I say. I look at the clock. It’s a long lie-in, for them. ‘They’re still in bed.’


‘Oh right,’ she says. Then looks a little awkward.


*


As soon as Jack leaves the room to go and look at the map, I touch Jennifer’s hand. It jerks slightly, as if surprised. And then stays still, maintaining the contact.


‘Jennifer,’ I say. ‘Is it all right if we – if I talk to you?’


‘Yeah.’ She frowns briefly. ‘Of course. Everything OK?’


‘Well, kind of. I – I wanted to ask you about your mum, if that’s OK. I mean, like – what it was like and everything. Before she – before she died, and afterwards.’


‘That’s fine with me. I don’t think it was the same as what you’re going through though, especially because – well, your dad’s, you know. He’s not—’


‘He’s still alive.’


‘Hey!’ she says. ‘Not still. He is alive. End of story.’


‘I suppose.’


‘I got used to the idea of her dying a long time before she did. It felt like she’d been ill for a long time. Well, she had. Sometimes she would forget who I was. It was hard. Like, really hard. Sometimes she just wasn’t my mother. Was somebody else. Something else.’


‘You don’t have to talk about it, you know,’ I say. ‘I know I asked, but I know it must be difficult. And it’s good of you to come up at all.’


‘It’s good to get away. It’s beautiful round here. And it’s good to see where you’re from. I think it’s important to know where people are from.’


‘I’ve never thought about it.’


‘The truth is I was kind of relieved.’ She looks me directly in the eyes. ‘I know that sounds awful. But her life was just a big trap. A maze that she didn’t really have the energy to find her way out of. Like a big elaborate cage. Life should be lived as, I don’t know, as freely as possible, with as few restrictions and commitments as possible. And she had so many. I had so many.’ She looks down at her empty mug. ‘Don’t judge me, hey? I know I sound bad. But I was upset. You know.’


‘I know.’ I put my arm out to hug her. And then stop. Awkward. But then she hugs me. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you about,’ I say. ‘I feel like I can talk to you about it, because you must be scared too.’


‘What?’ she says. ‘What do you mean, scared?’


‘You must be scared. Cancer. It was cancer, wasn’t it? You must be scared.’


‘Yeah, it was cancer. But I’m not scared. I mean, it was fucking awful. But you’ve got to die of something. Dying is dying is dying. There must be worse ways to go.’


I look at her for a moment. And then I try to kiss her. Just lean in and try to kiss her on the mouth. My lips make contact with hers before she pulls back. She could have pulled back sooner. But she didn’t. I realise that my eyes are closed and open them. She is so close to me, still. Her eyes are huge and green like clouds in space. Nebulae. It is as if she half wants to kiss me back. We stay like that for a moment. Five seconds. I’m counting them out in my head. Ten seconds. She blinks. Neither of us is breathing.


The spare bedroom door opens upstairs. Jack’s footsteps on the landing.


‘Jack and I have an understanding,’ Jennifer says. ‘But there’s a time and a place. And you have a lot on your mind at the moment.’


‘Well,’ I say. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I’m sorry.’


I can hear Jack coming downstairs. I move backwards in my seat.


‘You are gorgeous, though,’ she says. Quietly.


Jack arrives in the hallway and comes back to the kitchen. He dumps his backpack in the doorway. He smiles at us.


So they have an understanding.


I don’t know what she means.



JACK



We were glad to leave Francis’ house. Being there felt uncomfortable, like we were intruding on something very private, however hard they tried to make us feel welcome.


We were approaching a valley called Wasdale. It was somewhere in the western Lake District, a little south of where Joan and Eric lived. As I drove slowly up the narrow fell road that would take us there, Jennifer turned down the radio.


‘We should stop in this valley,’ she said. ‘It would be good to get some fresh air.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I could take some photos and make some notes, maybe.’


‘For the farmhouse thing?’


‘Yeah. I thought we could go back to Garsdale, but it might be nice to find another way.’


‘I don’t know it up here at all. I like it though. You could probably buy quite cheap. Get some land too.’


We crested the low fell and were granted a view reminiscent of a scene from The Hobbit or one of the Narnia books. A patchwork blanket of green fields was draped across a valley floor, the middle of which cradled a still, clean-looking lake, and the fields were strange spaces inside irregular arrangements of drystone walls. There were small dense copses of deciduous trees that were turning yellow and brown, waterfalls leaping from the steep grey mountains that rose up on all sides, bright streams and rivers that wound, shimmering, through the landscape towards the Irish Sea which shone in the distance. White farmhouses were scattered around and stood out from the green backdrop, and as I looked more closely I saw other houses that were less obviously coloured. The mountainsides were dotted with sheep that I could hear bleating through the open window, the sky was high and blue. There was something magical about this place. It immediately seemed to be a simple, honest, natural, beautiful place where people could just be people.


‘In cities,’ I said, ‘or just more modern places, people are so much more superficial.’ The car rattled over a cattle grid. ‘I mean, they seem so image-conscious. You can’t move for people trying to be individuals. But somewhere like this it feels like things could be different. Here, you could strip all of that away. Like taking your clothes off and just being you.’


‘Nothing wrong with clothes, Jack. I mean, nothing wrong with no clothes, but remember. I make them.’


‘No, nothing wrong with clothes. But what matters is that you’d continue to make them up here, where nobody would know. And if they did know, they wouldn’t think you’re any cooler or more individual for it.’


We pulled over in a small lay-by beneath a vividly coloured hedgerow that towered up and hung over the car. The greenery smelled fresh and clean. We sat for a while, just breathing.


On the other side of the road was a small, whitewashed village shop. There we could get a paper and something to eat on the journey so that we didn’t have to go to one of the grim, grey service stations that crouched next to the motorway like giant, broken-down machines. We got out of the car and crossed the road.


My eyes had to readjust as I pushed the old door open, because after the bright sunlight outside it seemed dim in here, dingy. The small room was lined on all four walls with shelves piled high with tins, jars and packets. In the corner opposite was a tiny counter behind which a large, grey-haired woman sat. There was also an island in the middle of the room, as equally laden as the walls. The shop sold a wide variety of things, considering that it was so small.


‘Alreet,’ said the old lady. ‘Owz it gaan?’


‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Hello. It’s – it’s going good, thank you.’


She didn’t say anything else; just smiled and nodded, as if in time to some music that only she could hear. I picked up a copy of the Independent from the floor, and saw that there was actually a refrigerated cabinet buried between the racks of bags of sweets and a stack of toilet roll. The cabinet contained bottles of milk, bottles of juice, bottles of water and locally made sandwiches. I took one of the sandwiches – egg, bacon and sausage – and also a big packet of crisps, which I deposited on the counter alongside the newspaper.


‘Have you got any ice-creams?’ Jennifer said to the old woman.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Az wun’t sellin’ ’em.’


‘Well,’ Jennifer said, putting another sandwich and a big bottle of water on the counter next to my purchases. ‘Who needs ice-cream, really?’


‘Just those please, then,’ I said to the shopkeeper.


‘T’ll be five-twenty then, ta,’ she said. ‘Just passin’ through, are tha?’ Her hair was curly and short, and she wore a floral dress that seemed muted in that yellowish gloom. Her big arms wobbled as she passed me the change from my ten-pound note.


‘Yeah,’ Jennifer said. ‘Been visiting a friend and thought we’d take the scenic route back home.’


‘Ah, weel!’ she said, laughing goodnaturedly. ‘Tha’ll not be disappointed then!’


‘No,’ Jennifer said. ‘No, it’s lovely here. Wasdale, is it? What’s the lake called?’


‘Wastwater, the lake is. Aye. Wastwater.’ She scratched her slightly hairy chin and nodded even more vigorously. ‘Bottomless, ’tis.’


‘I’m sorry?’ I said.


‘Bottomless.’ She laughed again, and I found myself laughing too. ‘Fancy that!’ she chortled. ‘Not having a bottom! Poor bugger.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Ha ha. I suppose it would be quite awkward not having a bottom.’


‘Nivver looks the same twice,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry? I mean – I’m sorry?’


‘The lake.’ Her demeanour suddenly became serious. ‘The, y’know, the top of it, the surface, nivver has the same look aboot it. ’S allus diffrint. Ivry single time.’


‘Oh right,’ I said. ‘I might go and have a look at it after this.’


‘Tha like it round here then, aye?’ she asked.


‘I think it’s wonderful.’


‘There’s a yam gaan up yan o’ them fells.’ She nodded her head towards the window that I’d not noticed up until now. It was covered in curling scraps of paper that had been tacked to the inside, which was probably why it was so dark in there. Jennifer and I looked at each other.


‘Pardon?’ I asked.


‘It’s grand to meet a man wi’ manners!’ she exclaimed, and began to laugh again. ‘Fellers round here divvent offer two wuds to rub togither.’


‘Right,’ I said, nodding, smiling.


‘What Ah meant,’ she said, speaking a little more slowly, ‘is that theer’s a house up theer. Fer sale. Y’know. Little notice in yon winder if tha’s interested. God knows it’s bin empty long enough, tha can tekk the notice. Bin theer yeers.’


Jennifer had gone to the window already.


‘Well,’ I said, walking backwards as I spoke. ‘Thank you! We could drop by and have a look. We should probably be getting off now, actually. Thanks very much though.’ I stopped by the door.


‘Which notice is it?’ Jennifer asked.


‘Near the top. Left-hand side. No, futher down. Futher down. Next one in. That’s t’yan.’ She grinned broadly at Jennifer’s back.


‘Yep,’ Jennifer said, looking at it. ‘It’s for a house.’


‘That’s t’yan,’ the woman said again.


‘Well, thanks again,’ I said. ‘Bye-bye.’


‘Alreet,’ she said. ‘See tha soon.’


As we left she was nodding and smiling again, her bulky frame wedged in that back corner like she’d never moved from there, and like she never would.


*


The house was called Fell House. Jennifer put the advert on the dashboard. I liked the name of it, and I liked the way that the woman called the mountains fells because it sounded old and mystical. I looked again at the shoddy, torn-off yellowing bit of paper.




Four-bedroomed farmhouse for sale!
Structurally sound but needs a lick of paint!
Address is:
Fell House, Fell Road, Wasdale
Cumbria
Call 07842 220348 for details





The text had originally been written in pencil, and gone over in ballpoint pen (presumably by the woman in the shop) once it had started to fade. I looked over at Jennifer and saw that her eyes were closed, but she was not asleep, just thinking. I started the car up again and set off. The sun was bright; the windscreen looked filthy.


I kept my eyes peeled for Fell Road.



FRANCIS



Mum and Dad are sleeping in late today. They didn’t even get up to say goodbye to Jack and Jennifer, which is unusual behaviour for them. I sit on one of the two cream-coloured reclining chairs in the living-room. I flick through the music channels on TV but they’re all full of shit. All I want to find is a song that I like. It shouldn’t be this hard, given the stupid number of channels. The choice is nice to have, I guess, or would be, if there was anything to choose between.


I notice that the other recliner is empty. The empty chair bothers me because the other one is occupied. By me. So I get up and sit on the sofa, leaving both chairs empty, which is better. I carry on flicking through the music channels. I’ll stop when I find something worthwhile. But I don’t. I don’t find anything, I mean. I don’t find anything.


*


By the time Mum comes downstairs, I am watching Rocketship X-M. It’s a nineteen-fifties science-fiction film. One of those that sometimes gets read as a Cold War paranoia film. My mum walks in at my favourite moment; the trajectory of the eponymous spaceship is being drawn out. It shows the spaceship heading straight up from the surface of the earth and then, once it has emerged from our atmosphere, turning a ninety-degree angle in order to continue on to the moon.


‘What are you watching, hey?’ she says.


‘An old film I brought up with me.’ I look across at her. ‘You slept in.’


‘We didn’t sleep.’ She sits down on one of the recliners. The same one that I sat in. ‘Have your friends gone?’


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Where’s dad?’


‘In the bathroom.’


I look away from her and back at the paused image on the screen. I un-pause it.


‘It’s OK, you know,’ she says. ‘It’s OK to sit in the quiet sometimes. Just sit and think. It might help.’


‘Mm.’ I don’t look at her. I bite my lip. I try to talk without letting go of it. ‘I can’t—’


‘Francis.’ She gets up and sits next to me on the sofa. ‘Francis.’


‘Mm. I can’t – I can’t do that.’


‘Here.’ She turns the TV off. The house falls completely silent. Apart from the white noise of Dad’s shower, a couple of rooms away. She holds me and I start to shake. ‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘You can only distract yourself for so long.’



JACK



We followed Fell Road up the mountainside – the fellside – as it twisted and turned and narrowed and bucked and buckled and burst open over the harder, older rocks beneath it. It hairpinned onwards and upwards, and dead-looking grass encroached upon it, stealthily obfuscating the hard edges over time, and breaking them up with the patient strength of all nature. Every now and again we had to stop because of sheep lying across the uneven way and refusing to move. They stared at me with their disquieting yellow eyes and I felt like they were judging me, each and every time, and only once they had found me worthy did they stand up and shamble off.


‘These sheep look strange,’ Jennifer said.


‘They’re Herdwick, apparently,’ I said. ‘They have their own sheep species up here. Descended from some that swam ashore after one of the galleons of the Spanish Armada was wrecked near here. A place called Drigg, or something.’


‘Are you joking?’ she said.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I looked the area up in The Lore of the Land. It’s not confirmed, necessarily, but it’s one of the favourite theories. Beatrix Potter thought they were a lot older, though. Here before the Romans, according to her.’


‘They look really wild. Dirty, too.’


‘Maybe it’s their long wool,’ I said. ‘I know what you mean though. Look at that one!’


A particularly big sheep stood on a rock to the side of the road, and its front end seemed especially bulky because the wool from its rear end had partly been shaved off and hung behind it like a sloughed skin. It must have dragged the coat around with it all the time. Its eyes were big and yellow and so were its visible teeth, and its head followed our movement as we passed by.


Eventually, we found the opening of an even narrower, bumpier road – just a dusty track, really – that had a ramshackle metal five-bar gate hung up across it, between two wonky stone gateposts. I pulled over and we got out of the car. The gate put me in mind of a hugely fat drunk man being supported by two slightly less drunk, skinnier men. The name Fell House was daubed across one of the bars of the gate in white paint, which was fading badly. The gateposts were unusual, though – they were each made up of huge shards of slate driven downwards into the ground, with the grain of the stone running from top to bottom. They were pretty vicious-looking things.


‘Look,’ Jennifer said, reaching her hand up and running her long fingers delicately over one of the stones. ‘Look at this.’


Joining her, I saw that the slate gateposts had once been ornately carved, but now the carvings were too weathered – split and splintered – for me to be able to tell what they were, or had been.


‘Can you see what they were carvings of?’ I asked.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Too damaged.’


Beyond the gate, we could see Fell House itself, low and dark grey and ancient and available, I unintentionally reminded myself, and we stood still and silent and I looked across at Jennifer and the sudden breeze picked her hair up and held it out backwards from her, like she was falling forwards.


It was hard to make out where the house ended and the fell began, partly because of the grey stone that it was made out of, which was the same as the stone around it, as if the house had been carved out of the ground, and partly because it was surrounded by smaller outhouses that were even more rock-like than the house itself. The whole thing just looked so at home there, nestled into the land in a way that it couldn’t have been anywhere else; anywhere else it would have looked crude and ugly and awkward, but there, where it was, it just fited as if the fell had given birth to it.


Fell House seemed old and heavy with time, and strong, like it had weathered all kind of storms. Strong, but damaged – there was no doubt that the place needed work.


If I had a decent job, or some sort of financial security, then I would have been thinking of spending it, because the place drew me in.


Jennifer had money, of course.


Maybe every generation realises its age through the passing of its parents, and each generation reaches maturity through the death of that before it. I looked across at Jennifer again, but she was still entranced by the house, and her hair was vivid against the sky, which, behind her, was slowly darkening.


A huge black bird rose up from behind Fell House and flapped lazily around and around. It was followed by another, and another, and another, and another.


They just kept coming.


*


It felt good to be back in my own room, although less good to be back in Manchester. Jennifer had her eyes closed and was breathing regularly by the time I slipped into bed. I reached out and turned off the bedside lamp.


‘Francis?’ she murmured.


‘What?’ I turned the lamp back on. ‘No, it’s Jack. What do you mean?’


‘Jack? Hell, I’m sorry.’ She smiled sleepily and sat up a little. ‘Must’ve been dreaming.’


‘Well.’ I didn’t know what to say. I looked around and saw that her eyes were closing again. ‘What were you dreaming about?’


‘Francis, I think. I mean that would make sense, right? We did just come back from his parents’ house today. Can’t remember the details, I’m afraid.’ She stretched. ‘Nothing to get so uppity about, though. Nothing sexy.’


‘I’m not getting uppity!’


‘You are getting uppity.’ She yawned. ‘Hey, I’ve just remembered. He made a pass at me this morning, over breakfast. He wasn’t with it though. He was upset, like, completely wide-eyed and confused.’


‘What?!’ I spluttered, sitting bolt upright. ‘He did – what did he do? And you didn’t tell me?’


‘I forgot! Jesus, Jack. It’s not a big deal. He just tried to kiss me. He was so upset. Like I said to him, he wasn’t thinking straight.’


She was right, so I kept my mouth shut and tried to swallow the anger.


‘All the same,’ I said, ‘he should have more self-control. Like me, right now. See? I’m exhibiting self-control right now.’


‘Oh, Jack.’ She was dropping off again. ‘I guess he’s just a bit more impulsive than you. It’s not a good thing or a bad thing. Anyway, you’re not always in control, hey? Look at Kenny.’


My stomach froze and I looked to the window, expecting to see his weird face looming through the glass before I realised that she was making a joke.


‘I didn’t push him,’ I said.


‘I know that. I was joking.’


After a short while, I turned the lamp back off and lay next to Jennifer. She shifted so that she was lying on her side, resting her head on my chest. I wanted to be impulsive right then, to kiss her. God knows I wanted to. But I didn’t know if she wanted to sleep. Should I have been running my hands over her stomach, her thighs, trying to instigate something?


My erection stuck up like something not quite a part of me, and I could feel it too vividly, and it reminded me of something Taylor said sometimes. What was it? A battle with your body is a battle lost, or something like that. I wanted it to just go away.


*


I had to get up early as I was working at half eight, and Jennifer woke up with me, the slow violins of the alarm clock drawing us upwards together.


‘Sorry about last night,’ was the first thing she said.


‘I’m sorry too,’ I said, and squeezed her. ‘I know things are hardly normal at the moment.’


We had breakfast in the basement kitchen, the two of us huddled together in the lowest part of the big, silent house. Everybody else was still in bed.


‘She would see other people in the room,’ Jennifer said. ‘Mum would, I mean. She’d say “Look out, Jenny. There’s a girlie behind you, trying to do your hair.” I’d turn around, but there was never anyone there.’


‘Was that one of the hallucinations?’ I said, but really I was thinking about ghosts. Did imminent death mean you could see them? Maybe some part of the brain that normally inhibited the sense that perceived these spirits could be damaged. But I didn’t voice the question in case it sounded a bit sick.


‘I don’t know about hallucinations,’ Jennifer said. ‘I think she could see souls. I never saw anybody there, but sometimes I did feel a gentle tug-tug-tug at the back of my head, or cold fingers, you know, pressing against – against here. The back of my neck.’ She pointed.


‘I didn’t want to say it, but I’ve thought that too.’


‘Do you believe in that sort of stuff then?’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘Yeah, I do, really.’


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘And me.’ She looked down at the remains of her breakfast: soggy orange flakes floating sadly around in a shallow bowl of milk. ‘I still feel it sometimes. So I’m going to sell the house.’


‘What?’


‘I’m going to sell the house,’ she said. ‘Now. As soon as possible.’


‘But – can you do that?’


‘Of course. She left it to me. Dad paid the mortgage off a long time ago.’ She looked up at me again. ‘I know you probably think I’m some sort of money-grabbing monster. But I just think – it is full of her and the things she imagined. Things stick to places, don’t they? I don’t think I can really bear to stay here.’


‘Jennifer. If there’s anything I can do, you know, to help.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t as bad for me as it could have been for somebody else. No, that’s wrong. I mean – I mean I’d been grieving for years. She’d died a million times in my head. I would think about it all the time. All the fucking time. Is it today, you know? Or is it tomorrow?’ She wiped a tear from her eye before it fell. ‘A million times in my head. Sometimes I killed her. Smothered her with a pillow. Honestly. I shouldn’t be telling you this. When she died, it was just how I had imagined it would be. I don’t feel that different to how I did before. Except I don’t have to dread it happening any more.’


‘Because I won’t go to work today if it’s getting to you.’


‘No!’ she laughed. ‘Listen to me, Jack. Sure it makes me sad sometimes. But I’m fine. OK?’


‘OK.’ I stood up and rinsed the bowls and spoons in the sink. ‘Jennifer,’ I said, as I did so, ‘what did your dad do?’


‘Lots of things. I’m guessing you mean job-wise, though?’


‘Yeah, sorry.’


‘He was a high court judge.’


‘Wow,’ I said.


‘I don’t know, really. I don’t know if I like the whole idea of judges. I mean, nobody can know everything, right? And I don’t know what he would have made of me.’


‘I’m sure he would have been proud, Jennifer,’ I said. ‘Well, I’m sure he was until, you know. Until he died.’


‘I like the idea of the sixties, and Mum always says – said – that he didn’t much like the sixties. I want them back, Jack. The soft drugs, the free love. No, I don’t know what he would have made of me. But then I couldn’t be me at all if it wasn’t for the money he made. The freedom I want; I couldn’t have it. You have to have a lot of money to be really free.’ She stood up and stretched. ‘And he was a churchgoer. I hate the church.’


I hate the church too, I wanted to shout. I wanted to dance naked around a fire and have an orgy beneath the trees. There was something in her that reminded me of a kind of freedom. The acknowledgement of the animal aspect. The kind of freedom that died when people started to wear clothes.


‘Speaking of money,’ I said. ‘Well, of day jobs – I’d better be going. You stay here if that’s what you want.’


‘If that’s OK.’ She stretched again, and the slow ease with which she moved put me in mind of one of the birds that flapped so slowly through the air above Fell House. ‘You know what I’m thinking, don’t you?’


‘I think so,’ I said. I looked at her for a moment, then left the room and ascended through the house towards the front door.


Fell House. That had to be what she was thinking, didn’t it? That would be perfect, or it would be if she asked me to go with her, but she wouldn’t, she probably wouldn’t, not with us being so casual and everything.


She might, though, mightn’t she? I smiled as I headed for the bus stop. Daylight was starting to show, like something huge and pale slowly arriving out of space, just the other side of the still-dark sky.
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