










‘[The Grid is a] wild, minatory, extravagantly delusional work of poetic brilliance.’ – Will Self


‘Jeremy Reed’s talent is almost extraterrestrial in its brilliance. He is Rimbaud reconfigured as the Man Who Fell to Earth, a visitor from deep space whose time machine was designed by Lautréamont and de Sade and powered by the most exotic fuels imagination has ever devised.’ – J.G. Ballard


‘Jeremy Reed is a legend. What more can you fucking ask?’ – Pete Doherty




THE GRID


A typically original and erotically charged novel by one of Britain’s most idiosyncratic writers, The Grid is set in the not-too-distant future, when Britain is ruled by the autocratic Commissar, London has merged with Tokyo and police use flying cars to combat rogue Boeing pilots doing kamikaze stunts over the capital’s skyscrapers.


Amid the dystopian chaos a group of men attend a mysterious hypnotherapy clinic called the Grid to receive treatment for AIDS – but as the therapy progresses they begin to realize that they are, in fact, reincarnations of Christopher Marlowe, William Shakespeare and other members of the dramatists’ Elizabethan circle, including Nicholas Skeres, Henry Wriothesley and Thomas Walsingham. As the past merges with the present they find themselves embarking on a journey that leads to the resolution of one of the all-time great literary mysteries – the murder of Marlowe in a Deptford tavern in 1593 – as well as one the most extraordinary finales in recent British fiction.


JEREMY REED is a prolific writer of poetry and prose, with eight novels and five works of non-fiction published by Peter Owen. He has won the National Poetry Competition, the Eric Gregory Award and the Somerset Maugham Award. He is also the author of well-received biographies of Lou Reed, Marc Almond and Scott Walker.
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For Toyoko




‘I went in search of myself and never did a day’s work I regret.’ – Derek Jarman


‘Every man that writes in verse is not a poet; you have the wits that write verses, and yet are no poets: they are poets that live by it, the poor fellows that live by it.’ – John Daw, 1592


‘Your laws are not mine.’ – Keith Richards
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Whoever they were, the three men Kit had seen getting away from Deptford that night in a black state-of-the-art vehicle – with halogen lights bright enough to cause temporary blindness, grenade launchers and high-voltage door handles – they left in a hurry, creating a thick wall of exhaust to cover their getaway. SmarTrucks were principally the prerogative of the city’s tsars, and as a footnote to its escape the vehicle had released an oil-and-tack slick to prevent pursuit. The armoured car, based on Ford’s F-350 pick-up and looking like an inviolable Hollywood ‘fortress’ limo, accelerated into the night like a Boeing blasting off into the busy skyways.


Kit watched it go, sure that it signalled some form of urgent catastrophe in or around the city. Ever since he had taken up the option to write a screenplay on Christopher Marlowe he had made Deptford, with its unreconstructed tower blocks and container yards looking out over the Isle of Dogs and close to Rotherhithe and Jacob’s Island, the industrially littered and dystopian precinct that he visited at night. At the risk of being set upon by marauding gangs of inner-city refugees he derived a perverse thrill in communicating from Deptford with his laptop to a Marlovian cult scattered across the Anglo-Japanese capital. The migration of Japanese people to London had begun in the late twentieth century, the two auto-destructing digital cultures fusing into a mutually dependent society. If Tokyo had been emptied in part of its workers, and in particular of its youth, then a London subjected to the autocratic rule of its militant Commissar had readily adopted the invasion of Japanese immigrants drawn to its increasingly apocalyptic ethos.


Kit had no doubt that Marlowe had been murdered at Deptford Creek on 30 May 1593. His job was to research and write screenplays for a production company with an eye to biopics about the lives of a number of gay men who had become cultural icons. Kit’s commissioning editor there, Scott Diamond, was obsessed with the lives of gays who had been posthumously sainted, such as Oscar Wilde, Jean Genet, Jean Cocteau, Piero Pasolini, Michel Foucault and Derek Jarman. That Kit had a research project out on Marlowe not only fed a personal enthusiasm but helped deepen his links with the Elizabethan playwright by allowing him the freedom to re-create his life.


Most lights were out in the surrounding towers, and at night the place looked brain-damaged and uniformly alien. Kit could smell the river’s skin as it sweated pollutants. He turned up the collar on the black cashmere coat given him by his friend Yumiko and listened to a boat making tracks downriver. The tide was coming in; he could feel it push through his arteries like a drug. Even in summer he couldn’t get rid of the river’s creepy chill in his system or be free of noting its ebb and flow. He was even conscious of it when fucking some epicene Japanese boy in an underground foot tunnel or behind a corporate office tower at Vauxhall.


For no apparent reason, other than that he was saturated by the Marlowe plot, Kit fantasized that the three men in the getaway SmarTruck were the notorious quango named as Marlowe’s killers: Nicholas Skeres, Robert Poley and Ingram Frizer. They were underworld figures, inseparable from his life and the place by historic association and the river’s toxic passage through the Deptford badlands. Through his research and recent regression hypnotherapy sessions at the Grid, he felt he knew their history as intimately as his own, for they were all connected in some inextricable way through Marlowe’s blood. It was, according to the official story, at Eleanor Bull’s closed house on the Creek, on the evening of Wednesday 30 May 1593, that Christopher Marlowe had been stabbed through the right eyeball, the blade penetrating the superior orbital fissure at the back of the eye socket and taking that route into his brain. Kit placed a defensive hand over his eyes. The SmarTruck’s headlights had left him burnt by their power, as the vehicle with its retractable weapons system had veered full on at him before being touch-screened towards the A2 and New Cross Road and disappearing in a blaze of roaring torque and 1001 b.h.p. getaway.


It was starting to rain, a furry drizzle reaching in from the surrounding marshes haloing a nearby complex of container yards. Kit knew without doubt that he should get a train back to Charing Cross and return home to his top-floor apartment at Colville Gardens, Notting Hill, the fugitive base from which he worked, looking out over Hammersmith and the constellating lights on the sonic drone of the Westway flyover in the distance.


He felt instinctually he needed somehow to break his habitual pattern. He’d hung out here at night too often and too long, consumed by a morbid empathy with his subject. He knew if he didn’t catch that train then he risked going back in a reversed space-time all the way to 30 May 1593 and the undoubtedly homophobic murder that formed the basis of his story. After the killing Marlowe’s bloodstained body had been carried to burial by drunken sextons from a house on Deptford Strand, through the dockyard streets to the Church of St Nicholas, the steeple of which he could just make out through the increasingly fuzzy pixels of rain. Marlowe’s body had been unceremoniously dumped in an unmarked grave near the north tower of the church as a gay outlaw, a man who went in behind and made that place of entry the gateway to his poetry.


Kit kicked his way along Church Street in the direction of the station. An orange-and-white Evening Standard Metro delivery van had been overturned and left on its side, after having been torched by one of the nuke gangs who frisked the south-east of the city on an axis between Greenwich and Dartford. On several occasions he had narrowly missed running into a fired-up local gang uniformly dressed in sloganed sweatshirts, combats and with their grizzled hair shaped into a swastika stamped on the skull. He could see from the trashing given the neighbourhood that the gang had passed through a matter of hours ago. The pavements were diamonded with littered glass, and the gang had spray-painted their iconoclastic DNA-shaped vocabulary over an enamel-scratched line of Audis, Toyotas and Nissans. Car doors had been torn out of a conspicuous black Jaguar X-Type and black sacks slashed open and discharged across the road.


Kit hugged the shadows like a fugitive. An X-Hawk flying car went over very slowly, its front and back housing propellers that whirred like a helicopter’s rotor blades. Urban air traffic had increased in recent years, and the Israeli-built craft pursued a rooftop reconnaissance before going off in an arc towards Greenwich. Kit assumed from its white panelling, logoed with a red cross, that it was a Medicare team searching for a disaster site in the endlessly disruptive inner-city estates.


Amongst the nuked Fords, Vestas, Fiats and a Cherokee wiped for its saleable gizmos, Kit’s eye picked out a discarded inkjet cartridge from a desktop printer. He didn’t know why, but something made him stop and retrieve it. He could see from the printed label that this was no ordinary cartridge but most likely a tube that had contained living tissue. He had read about such tubes being used illegally in tissue-engineering. By washing out the cartridge and refilling it with suspensions of cells contained in a thermo-reversible gel it had become possible to print complex tissues and whole organs with a view to biological repair. Kit had heard rumours in his circle of the tube being used to effect on people with Aids, where secondary infections proved immune to anti-retrovirals. He had a half-interest through the Grid in biotechnological breakthroughs, particularly where they touched on longevity. The printed label on the tube was clearly in code, and he pocketed the item, thinking he would show it to a friend in the know.


Kit hadn’t eaten all day, and the bottle of Merlot he had drunk by the river had left him feeling spacey and hyper. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t drunk or relied on alcohol as a trigger to altered states. Red wine was his poison – anything from the Bordeaux, St Emilion or Croz Hermitage selections – and the bottle, once drunk, usually ended up thrown into the muddied river.


Kit, although he preferred ordinary reds, would drink almost anything as a stimulus to writing the poetry he published with small presses. He saw poetry as a total commitment, an all-or-nothing, do-or-die occupation that the writing of screenplays helped finance. He had little time for compromise in his art and didn’t easily fit into – or tolerate – the corporate trend towards celebrity publishing. Writers, to his mind, had come to look and think like their accountants, and his way round this was to go underground and publish his work fugitively. He was a cult to a small readership and his books hard to find. You had to be linked to a network to own them or be prepared to pay optimal online prices. It matched his idea of the historic Kit Marlowe who had, in his imagination, cottaged his way across London in the late sixteenth century, using the theatres where his plays were staged as notoriously reliable cruising grounds. Gay channels hadn’t really changed and were, despite activism, still part of a marginalized community connected to the underworld.


A surveillance helicopter blustered over in the direction of New Cross, causing him to look up through a gap in the clouds. Its reverb coshed the air as a wall of sonic feedback. What had once been a familiar late-opening high street, was now only functional in the day – its lock-ups presenting a metal face to the neighbourhood after dark. Most of the nuking was random and directed at the corporate ethos, its anti-war coalition directive aimed at outing investors associated with WMDs and World War III.


Kit knew the dangers involved in hanging out there but kept returning to the place for its topographical links with Marlowe. In Marlowe’s time plague had menaced the city like a pathological cluster bomb; if the modern equivalent was Aids, then he had played safe and taken every conceivable precaution. Marlowe would have cruised the naval yards, drunk hard with his passive conquests and coming back at dawn heard the queen’s buckhounds howling in their kennels on the outskirts of town. His dodgy reputation as a ‘roaring boy’ and as someone who stood for tobacco and boys had been established then, his bad name being whipped up like cappuccino froth wherever he went. It was common knowledge to his contemporaries that Marlowe was a professed atheist and someone who delighted in ripping into any received notions of moral truth, an offence punishable at the time by thumbscrews, the rack or by having his ears sliced off under torture. In fact, it was the anti-Christian bias of his play Tamburlaine that had contributed to the suspicion under which Marlowe was viewed as a punkish enemy of the State and as a dangerous inciter to free thought. Kit was only too well aware that atheism in Tudor times was associated with homosexuality and that similar charges levied against George Gascoigne, Nicholas Bacon, John Caius and the Earl of Oxford had together carried the smear of a gay witchhunt. Kit knew from his research that Marlowe had promoted the image of himself as a bad boy, his celebrity known to the lowlife who attended his plays on their circuit of provincial stadia. In his prologue to The Jew of Malta Marlowe had written, ‘I count religion but a childish toy / And hold there is no sin but ignorance’, a statement as provocative for the time as the Sex Pistols’ snarlingly intransigent ‘Pretty Vacant’ or ‘God Save the Queen’ was to the DIY garage-band dissidents of the mid-1970s. Marlowe’s sister Anne had also shared her brother’s propensity for tearing up orthodox beliefs, her flaming geranium-red hair banged out like her temper when slashing the idea of monotheism to verbal shreds. Marlowe would have cross-dressed as a child, as was customary with Elizabethan boys, but his sister’s evident same-sex attractions were known to her brother as an extension of his own aberrant gene. Kit had discovered through his research that Anne, on her occasional visits to her brother in London, had provoked further controversy by defiantly smoking in company, and she had resoundingly slapped the face of a man coming on to her at a party given by one of her brother’s patrons, Henry Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton. She had slapped him not just once but three times in stinging succession, then disdainfully gone back to her place at the table and lit a pipe, tamping the black pungent tobacco with a user’s expertise.


Recklessness had stuck to Marlowe like a slogan on a T-shirt. Gay, liberated in thought, anti-religious, a lowlife-mixer, precociously gifted and indifferent to his gift, his attitude had marked him. His reputation as a degenerate had accelerated with fame, something that had provided him with a platform for his subversive ideas. The liberation of Tudor Britain into free thought was a hard one, the resistance hard as the brick walls against which he had pissed his fizzing urine after nights of getting wrecked along Hog Lane. Liking to shock, he had chewed and smoked marijuana, and the substance had increased his acute sense of paranoia and the uninhibited free association of his intellectually subversive ideas. The notion that poets were often demonstrably lawless and answerable to no other state than imagination was written into him like a blood type.


London’s underworld had proliferated like a cancer during the time that Christopher Marlowe had known it. He was familiar with the whole subterranean topology – the area of the Savoy along the Strand was already one hotspot, so, too, the no-go complex of alleys inhabited by criminals and prostitutes called Alsatia. He was also familiar with such evocatively named places as Devil’s Gap and Damnation Alley, inner-city zones where he had encountered money launderers, hit-men, convicts, negroes – whom he fucked for their anomalous colour – thieves, rent boys, pickpockets, contract killers, junkies, every form of outlaw that had the Mayor of London writing to the Privy Council complaining about stage plays, and in particular Marlowe’s, as inciting social disdain and political unrest. He was, in addition and more dangerously, a government snoop, a double agent engaged in espionage, monitored by the secret police and its chief, Lord Francis Walsingham, for his access to sensitive data.


Kit’s mind chewed on these things as he walked towards the station, the rain lifting to reveal a great doughnut ring of luminous cloud overhead. Homophobia, he knew, was harder to decommission than the stockpiling of nuclear weapons and more virulent in that it had proved to be the rogue cell poisoning history by the misguided conception of a straight supremacy. He imagined that Marlowe’s experience had differed little from his own sense of belonging to the marginalized in society.


As Kit picked up pace along the shattered high street, part of him thought of turning back and taking refuge overnight in the Church of St Nicholas, sharing that space with the winos who were doubtless oblivious that particles of Marlowe’s body were compacted under the church’s Elizabethan remains.


There were so many dead in his life – faces he remembered in the instant of love, of suffering, turning in the street to go – young men who crowded into his memory, touching on the moment and alerting him to a sense of inconsolable loss always in excess of the loss of something in particular. Uppermost in his mind was Nick, the reformed Dilly boy with whom he had formed a lasting relationship before Nick had disappeared clean out of his life. To this day Kit had no idea if Nick was still alive or had been torched off his bones by the virus. Nick had followed the classic rent-boy route: running away to London at seventeen from a good family in Buckinghamshire, his ambitions fuelled by the desire to succeed in music as well as to opportunistically meet the perfect stranger while hanging out in front of Boots at Piccadilly Circus. Nick was a pretty boy who hadn’t watched out for himself and who was desperate to attract the attention of the music industry. With his blond hair, gold earrings, white T-shirt and sprayed-on jeans he had looked irresistibly cute the first time they had met at First Out in St Giles’ High Street behind Centre Point. For some reason it all came flooding back to Kit now. Kit suspected that he must already have been damaged goods when they met, the virus working undercover in his cells. He was vulnerable, feminine, hurt by the world but determined to succeed at any price. He had got his act together with a number of musicians, set up rehearsals and through an agent started to get gigs in small clubs. It was his voice that Kit remembered, largely for its sensitive register of pain. There was always a point in the song when the woman in Nick took over, if you listened for it, and the lyric opened out from that genderless axis. Nick’s wound was his strength as a performer, although his critics were quick to exploit the trait as a weakness. Not that he had cared. He was strong like that, and if he had provoked antagonism then he had always been prepared to go back for more. Kit had loved him for his resilience and known love in return.


Their relationship had broken down because of the usual habit of taking each other for granted and the unintentional neglect that resulted. Nick was the boy you saw on every corner, the one somehow marked out as rent, but to Kit he was different because he had known and loved him. He had lived with the unsettling image of Nick in his head, day in and day out, and tonight, a year after his total disappearance, the signal seemed even stronger as he reconstructed him in his memory.


He remembered bringing Nick to Deptford Creek one September afternoon and how the most overwhelming and disorientating sense of déjà vu had hit him on arrival. Together they had walked down Evelyn Street in the honey-coloured light to the Creek, taking in the church where Marlowe had been buried on 1 June 1593 after a rapid service conducted by the Revd Thomas Macander, who had written in the parish register ‘Christopher Marlowe slain by Francis Frizer’; even the name of the suspected killer misspelt in the hurry to dispose of Marlowe’s body as well as the evidence of a homicide pardoned by the queen. Kit had so often returned to the site of the crime and hung out near the ‘Armada gate’, where anonymous men dressed like today’s homeless on the Charing Cross Road, in hoods and rags, had carried Marlowe’s blanketed body to rest, drunk and swearing in their slow progress. Together they had made their way through a network of sidestreets to the river fronted by Palmer’s Wharf, Borthwick Wharf and the landing stages looking out over the Isle of Dogs. It had seemed to Kit then, as it did now, that London as a city was made up of a sequence of space-times that dissolved the past into the present and that it was possible to cross from one zone to another just by doing a little neural adjustment in consciousness. Kit remembered experiencing a heightened sense of familiarity with his subject, as though he had accessed the password to Marlowe’s past like a driver entering a code into his dash panel for entry to an underground car-park. Nick had wanted to fuck that afternoon, and Kit remembered the hurt carved in Nick’s face as he had rejected his ravaged come-on and how later Kit had playfully picked up Nick’s emaciated body and carried him for a way along the empty street, as a weird re-enactment of the ritual Marlowe had undergone all those years ago in the same streets. Kit wondered now if it had been raining when the drunken sextons had shouldered Marlowe’s body into the ruinous churchyard, the stone wharfs and the king’s yards fogged out by a fine saturating drizzle. He had looked into every aspect of Marlowe’s murder and had studied contemporary forensic reports on the state of the body after death. According to William Danby’s official inquest at the time, Marlowe’s body was viewed in a state of rigor mortis in the back room of an inn in Butcher’s Road, a room the poet would have known for the access it gave to sailors and sex. Kit knew from research into the subject that stiffening of the body usually starts within five hours of death, so that beginning with the jaw and the eyelids the muscles would have contracted, with total rigidity taking up to twelve hours to achieve. Kit knew that in Marlowe’s time an inquest was ordered not only to ascertain that a crime had been committed but also in the belief that in the presence of the killer the victim’s wounds would reopen and bleed, despite absence of circulation. Kit’s obsession with detail had led him to discover that the exact proportions of Marlowe’s wound were given as a depth of two inches and a width of one inch. Knives were in as common usage then as amongst inner-city youth today. This one had been purchased for a shilling, and the one-inch blade had been measured to see that it fitted exactly the dimensions of the wound. The forensics were crude but formed the documentation necessary for the coroner William Danby and his jury to acquit Ingram Frizer on the grounds that he had acted in self-defence.


Tonight Kit couldn’t get Nick out of his head. His puckered lips, the sparkling catchlight in his blue eyes, the acerbity with which he shredded his music contemporaries, the contagious enthusiasm he imparted to his likes, the tantrums he threw if crossed, his awareness of each nuance of his appearance, the appealingly soft inflections in his voice – Kit remembered these to the point of meltdown. There was no getting away from him, alive or dead. Like Marlowe, he had got him inexorably under his skin.


An armoured truck – a skull and crossbones logoed on its bonnet, no headlights on and with the horn ground down by an irate fist – roared into view, coming directly towards him. Kit dodged into a Starbucks entrance for cover. The van burnt through in the direction of the Creek without checking its speed when cornering. The horn persisted, the driver recklessly pressurizing the airbag as a militant alarm pounding into the airwaves. Kit recognized the van as belonging to the Pirates, a Peckham gang that illegally body-bagged the victims of street fights and roadkill and sold the bodies for the value of their organs to rogue surgeons. Wherever there were casualties the Pirates attempted to pre-empt the emergency services by arriving at the incident first and stealing the body. The hardened gang had been known on occasions to raid the understaffed intensive-care and mortuary departments of south London hospitals in order to boost their lucrative trade in donor organs.


Kit was certain the truck was heading towards whatever business had brought the blacked-out ministerial SmarTruck to these parts and accounted for its urgent getaway. London had been blasted into anarchic chaos by conflicting gang rule and the proliferation of terrorist cells. To those in the know, the realpolitik tags of graffiti canned across the city provided a regular update to state-of-the-art terrorism. Each gang had its own colour and contended for propagandist rule. There were, amongst others: Black Wolf, a biker cult from Vauxhall; the Pirates; Search and Destroy, whose speciality was nuking; the Bloods, who took on contract killings; the Pinks, who were a gay-activist cell; and the Bottleheads, who terrorized the Underground.


Kit kept on going in the direction of the station, afraid as he went that he would find it gated, the line made dysfunctional by some undisclosed atrocity. This happened with increasing regularity now, with whole areas of the line closed, sometimes for days, because of the ferocity of alcohol-fuelled Bottlehead raids.


Kit was glad of his memories in the outlawed dark. He still had Nick in his head even if he couldn’t hold him in his arms, a virtual Nick, who persisted in invading his memory on a deep level. It was Nick who had had the gift of fine-tuning gossip. Working as a rent boy he had encountered everyone on the stairs down to the Piccadilly Underground – the lost, the lonely, the famous, the notorious, the Whitehall coterie, the married, ambiguous pop stars, bankers, drug-giant execs, all of them representing factions of the socially outlawed. Nick had met them on the way up and on the way down, the twinkle in his eye catching them out in the crowd. He had called them his family, the ones who searched for love in the city’s underground corridors. Tonight, for no particular reason, Kit remembered Nick ironing a stack of black-and-white T-shirts, his hair streaked with highlights, his attention to detail so concentrated that the exact lines of his thought seemed visible as he worked. It was the memory of these little moments that sustained Kit, their poignancy rounded at the edges by time.


Kit stood outside Tesco on the high street and saw on the opposite side of the street a light on in a barred window above an off-licence. Through it he could make out the profile of one of London’s solitary inhabitants, busy doing some small domestic thing and risking attracting voyeuristic attention in the process. People living in no-go zones such as Deptford had taken to blacking out their windows, something that didn’t apply to Kit’s own part of town but which added a dimension of terror to the districts affected. Whole areas of north and south-east London had red danger crosses superimposed on them in the atlas, and Deptford was one of those districts. By visiting it he knew he was taking his life in his hands and that he would be without protection if he was set upon by one of the marauding homophobic gangs. So far he had survived his random nocturnal forays into Deptford Creek, but he knew there would come a time when his luck ran out. He had fucked other fugitives in the yards, deepening his empathy with Marlowe in this way, risking all in his attachment to faceless pick-ups. It was something he couldn’t let go, this impulse to commission anonymous sex, no matter that the aftermath left him broken.


Kit pocketed his hands and continued to busy himself with thoughts of Nick to fire up his courage. Nick’s chutzpah, combined with the sensitive underside to his street savvy, had made him the ideal foil to Kit’s introspection. Nick could be loud as oranges or instinctively adapt himself to Kit’s mood. Kit remembered him singing ‘Johnny Remember Me’ with an impassioned coloratura that left the song scored in his memory. He had fallen off the stage performing the song as a surprise encore to a tightly packed Borderline, been helped up and insisted on finishing it to a crowd suddenly made aware of his vulnerability. It had been his last performance before he had disappeared. Nick with his arms and legs as thin as the microphone lead had turned his wasted defences on the crowd.


Kit kept going over in his mind some of the reported sightings that had grown in proportion to an escalating cult interest in a singer who had vanished like Richey Edwards without leaving a single clue as to his whereabouts. There were rumours of him having reappeared at the Dilly, a Nick miraculously cured of illness and about to go into the studio with a major deal. Kit had discovered a rogue obituary on the net only the night before, stating that Nick had been found dead in a Soho alley and that he had been body-snatched by a wealthy, obsessed admirer who had been tracking him for months and had subsequently been deposited at great expense in a cryogenic tank. It was hard to live with the sort of sensational factoring that had Nick singing in a drag bar in Marseilles, dead and cremated at Golders Green Cemetery or living on a cocktail of retrovirals somewhere in Earls Court.


The surrounding tower blocks had mostly observed the blackout. They looked to Kit like fall-out from the architectural dream of building upwards into the sky. While the majority of skyscrapers constellated round the Docklands grid were now deserted, inhabited only by isolated fat cats still clinging to a belief in the vertical dimension representing power, these devastated vestiges of community towering over the south-east were homes to asylum seekers, spammers, Yardies, the mentally ill and the dispossessed. They had their own raging in-tower wars, internecine arson and lootings. Nobody was safe, and the new architecture had been forced underground, with the rich taking refuge in smart reinforced bunkers built into the warren of expanding tunnels underneath the city. Kit disliked the new gated subterranea with its SAS guards attached to each cell and avoided going there. The wealthy Londoners and Japanese were its inhabitants, and he instinctively kept away, remained above ground and looked out for himself.


It was 11.15 on his watch, which allowed him ten minutes if the trains were running on time. The river felt excruciatingly cold in his spine, and for once he found himself anxious to get away from the place. The nagging visceral fear of being attacked that tightened his gut reminded him of how Marlowe must have felt on that oppressively thundery afternoon in May 1593, when he had made his way here along London Street, towards Eleanor Bull’s closed house at Deptford Strand, where he had an appointment to meet three lowlife fugitives, namely Ingram Frizer, Robert Poley and Nicholas Skeres. Kit imagined the noise of the docks as Marlowe would have heard it reverberating across the precinct. A hard masculine noise one got from sweat, taut muscle and the remorseless conversion of the body into rigorous labour. He, too, picked up on that energy like a drug whenever he encountered docks. It was something absent from his present life as a writer, but the thrill of the docks lived on in his blood like a persistent hammering between heartbeats. It was something that never went away and caught him out each time he was near working yards along the river’s green toxic ooze. As he made his way towards the station he felt doubly sure that the three men he had seen getting away in the bullet-proof armoured SmarTruck were Marlowe’s murderers. He wondered for a moment if their continuing existence was contingent on his and if they had rematerialized to signal an impending crisis in his own and the nation’s life.


There was nobody on duty at the station, the automated ticket dispensers were out and the platform deserted. The monitor indicated that the Charing Cross train was due in at 11.25. He sat down and waited on alert. He wrapped himself in his black coat and watched a bristling sewer rat make a reconnaissance of the platform. It interrogated a discarded McDonald’s carton, the Big Mac only partially consumed, wedged its head into the contents and began eating. Kit stood up as he heard the train’s audible groove in the distance, its headlights powering through the dark. When it came in he activated the compression door and jumped into an empty carriage. As the train pulled out and headed towards London Bridge he repeated the refrain ‘London Bridge is falling down, falling down, falling down’ to himself like a mantra, closed his eyes and slept the short journey to Charing Cross.
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When Nick woke up there was thunder in the air, the spooky reverb cooking like a guitar figure played in the sky. He could tell by the light streaming into his Islington flat and by the register of traffic outside that it was probably round noon. The city’s noise built to a sustained wall of sound at that hour, a constant roar that seemed to come from an imaginary centre but which was dispersed uniformly throughout the city’s circumference.


Even on good days the fact that he had officially died was the first thought with which he connected on waking. Terminally ill with Aids but in possession of the tube from the Grid, he had gone to the Grid centre in Bloomsbury and spent a month there recuperating from chronic pneumonia. That he had survived was extraordinary, as was the regressive journey he was in the process of making back to the unconsciously stored data of an earlier and only partially completed life.


He hadn’t been disciplined about taking his anti-retrovirals and had left off them for weeks at a time because of the debilitating side-effect of nausea and his refusal to acknowledge his illness. He simply wouldn’t subscribe to the pathology of the plague, seeing it as something that belonged to the viral epidemics of earlier centuries rather than to the present. His last concert at the Borderline had marked a turning point in his decline – and it was then that he had decided to call his close friend Robert and make the necessary break with his past.


When Nick had gone missing a year ago he had found it essential to forget Kit. The undercover agents tracking his immune system had switched to a programme of virulent cellular genocide, leaving him without the energy to focus on anything but the virus and the total exhaustion that it had brought. He had left his flat in Marble Arch without notifying anyone, walked out on his band, broken his appointments at St Mary’s Hospital and completely disconnected. He had the money he had saved from his good years as a Dilly boy, and what’s more he had the tube that Robert had given him.


As Nick sat up and blinked into the bleached August light, he heard the storm going off in diminishing basslines across the river. He was reminded of the fact that Robert was due soon and that they were to drive over together to a Grid meeting in Coptic Street near the British Museum. It was close to there that Nick had first seen Robert one winter afternoon, standing outside the Dominion Theatre, as he and Kit had crossed over Tottenham Court Road on their way to the gay café First Out in St Giles’ High Street. His attention had been drawn to a conspicuously unusual young man, hunched into a black great coat, who had stopped to read something in a free newspaper before going down to the Underground. He would simply have been another face in the crowd, anonymous and strained by bigcity alert, only that he must have sensed he was being observed, for he had looked directly at Nick and made immediate eye contact. ‘He’s one of us,’ Kit had said authoritatively, but at the time Nick had attached no importance to the statement, only looked back one last time to find that Robert had disappeared into the station.


Nick’s rehabilitation had been slower than he expected – not physically but in terms of the psychological adjustment needed to accept his regression. He was still Nick, but his attachment to an earlier life was so powerful that at times it seemed to him as if he had never died. He still wasn’t confident of his own status, and sometimes out walking in the crowd, hidden behind widescreen Jackie O sunglasses, he would stop dead, blown away by the realization that, through what he had experienced, he almost certainly differed radically from almost every one of the city’s 17 million inhabitants.


The regressive side was often too much for him to take in, despite the fact that the Grid was there to offer psychological support. He received a monthly allowance from the Grid under the alias John White, and his flat was owned by the organization.


When the entryphone sounded Nick got out of bed in his little black tanga briefs, instinctively raking his hair back to give it a spiky, slept-in feel, checked it was Robert on the video screen and let him in. He hurried into the kitchen to grab a carton of orange juice out of a fridge he had painted shocking pink, an image of Monroe postered to the door, and quickly set about making coffee. He should have been up hours ago but had worked late into the night on some demos he was recording at home. It was the first time he had felt sufficiently confident to risk singing since his encounter with the tube. He had been relieved to find that he had lost none of his individual tone, and the reminder that he could still sing injected a euphoric rush into his mood as he opened the door to Robert.


‘Hi,’ Robert said. He was wearing a skinny black T-shirt and bottled jeans. ‘Thought it was going to rain on the way over,’ he added, coming inside and throwing a glance out of the window at a confection of mauve clouds parked overhead like surveillance. ‘I take it you’re up to the meeting today.’


Nick busied himself pouring a frosty cone of orange juice into a tall glass and, knowing Robert’s preference for coffee, added hot water to the meniscus of coffee grains in two white porcelain cups.


‘Yes, of course I’m coming with you,’ Nick replied, ‘but I’m running a bit late. I was up last night working on demos on my laptop. It’s been the first time for ages.’


‘I’d like to hear something,’ Robert said, taking his coffee over to the window and looking out at the city’s complex architectural modem as if it was a film set. ‘I never told you that I came to hear you sing once at the Troubadour. It must have been three years ago.’


‘I’d no idea,’ Nick replied, his voice inflected with surprise. ‘Was that why you looked at me the way you did when we first saw each other outside the Dominion Theatre?’


‘Partly. I thought it was you, and I knew also you were one of us. It was obvious to me that you were HIV and that you needed the tube. I knew the guy you were with also.’


‘You mean Kit?’ Nick replied, his voice air-pocketing into panic.


‘I’ve seen him hanging around the centre. Some people say he’s dodgy and that he’s obsessed with the idea that he’s the poet Christopher Marlowe. I used to see him in the bars under Vauxhall, always solo and moody. As I see it, we’re all – through the help of the organization – growing into some sort of awareness that we’re linked.’


‘How do you mean?’ Nick asked, feeling his spine freeze.


‘I’ll tell you one day,’ Robert said, attempting to make light of it. ‘Play me a new song. I’d love to hear what you’re doing.’


Nick felt confused and resentful to learn of aspects of Kit’s character that had remained concealed in their relationship. He didn’t like what he was hearing and still felt protective of the lover he had walked out on. When he retrieved the CD labelled ‘Nick Demos’ from a litter of papers and jewel cases cluttering the table, he felt the unexpected sense of hurt deepen.


He fed the disk into the CD drawer. He had rough cuts of three new songs: an achingly heart-stopping ballad, blue-mooded to a predictably layered chorus, called ‘St Giles’ High’; a catchy excursion into trip-hop that relied on drag-strip instrumentals, given the working title ‘Dress Rehearsal’; and the pop-friendly, bright-as-an-orange ‘Veuve Clicquot’. He was sufficiently philosophical to put his current elation down to the fact that he was still heady from writing them and on a rush. They were rough sketches, unmixed and still little more than home recordings, but he felt certain the vocal on all three was an up-front talking point.


He put on the velvety ‘St Giles’ High’ and, not liking to listen to himself, withdrew into the kitchen to fix a sandwich. Nick was a confirmed vegan and almost pathological in his dislike of meat and dairy. In between applying architecture to a tofu and rocket sandwich, he caught phrases of his ballad roofing the flat’s interior with the new authority he sensed in his voice:


It’s winter on St Giles’ High Street
I huddle in your black great coat
I’m stamping out fires with my feet
The café’s like a sinking boat …


he heard himself sing in rainy-blue colours for Kit. It was Kit again who had triggered in him the impulse to write the song by historically associating the church St Giles-in-the-Fields with the burial of plague victims in its grounds during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the place having served originally as a hospital for the chronically diseased. The plague had started in this parish, and remnants of it remained in the homeless and the methadone addicts who had made the area into a druggy zone that still reeked of the underworld. He both did and didn’t want to hear the song, as he hid behind his defences on emerging from the aqua-blue kitchen that Robert had emulsioned for him during a low. The room was his chill-out space for those days when his mood zeroed in on loss.


‘Fantastic,’ Robert greeted him. ‘The best thing you’ve done. This has got to be a hit …’


‘I doubt it will ever be released,’ Nick said in a self-deprecating tone. ‘Not unless I put it out myself. I can’t see accountants endorsing this.’ He let the chorus fade on a reprise before zapping the sound. He suddenly felt the need to withdraw his work, to keep it on hold and, perversely, deny himself the critical feedback he needed. ‘I’ll play you the other two later,’ he continued, directing his attention to the plate of symmetrically proportioned sandwiches he had cut.


‘Your voice has really opened out,’ Robert said. ‘Who are you listening to these days?’


‘Old favourites and Momus. He’s a neglected and inventive songwriter, a chameleon who always reinvents himself. Nobody to my mind has got his ear for melody or writes such quirky songs about taboo.’


‘High praise,’ Robert said as Nick refilled his glass with juice so that it looked like an orange traffic-light.


‘I’ve been thinking about what you told me earlier. You’re right. Kit used to tell me that he was the poet Christopher Marlowe and remembered everything he had done in Elizabethan times. I used to put it down to the fact he was a poet and the amount of time he spent alone. You know, he was always full of such convincing stories that seemed not so much memories as realities, like they do with a lot of psychos.’


‘Like what?’ Robert asked.


‘Well, he told me in detail, for instance, how in a previous life he had lived in the London suburb of Norton Folgate, not far from the insane asylum at Bedlam, and that he found inspiration for his plays in the mad. He had it all mapped like it was yesterday. He explained that his neighbourhood was one of several “liberties” that ringed the City of London and were outside the law. He told me how you could pay to see certain types of madmen at Bedlam and that a man led out to him on a long chain had claimed to be Edward II and that he had adopted the man for a week, cut off his long red hair and got details from the man for his play. It was all crazy stuff. He claimed that the theatres like the Cross Keys, the Belsavage, the Bull, the Boar’s Head and the Red Lion were really brothels and that sex workers were far more of an attraction than the plays put on there and that the public toilets were cruising areas. Who knows?’


‘What’s remarkable’, Robert said, ‘is your memory, and how you remember things, right down to the names of the theatres Kit told you. I’m the same. Therapy at the Grid seems to instate total recall. I don’t know, but I have this weird feeling that we all share access to a linked past and a particular time and place that we’ve suppressed in the interests of the present.’


Nick suddenly remembered Kit’s bloodshot right eye, the one that turned as scarlet as a canned tomato at times, and wondered against all reason if his ex really was some sort of update of the notoriously queer playwright Christopher Marlowe or whether Kit’s obsession with Marlowe was as much an identity crisis as that of Mark Chapman, the man who had shot John Lennon under a similar pretence.


‘I used to see him in pubs like the Fallen Angel,’ Robert said. ‘I found him decidedly odd. He drank too much. I remember how he used to make outrageous claims, not only that he was Christopher Marlowe but how he and Shakespeare, during the time they were briefly an item, used to challenge each other to drinking sessions that would last all day and night. He used to make it all sound so credible. I was so impressed with his stories that, like you, I started to read books on the period because his facts were also starting to become mine. I always thought that he was on to the tube.’


‘Not to my knowledge. He never said anything about it when we were an item. You’ve never told me much about your illness, not even when we were close,’ Nick said, picking out a blush-cheeked Pink Lady apple from the bowl and looking up in response to the rumble of Boeing engines overhead.


‘I was like you, Aids,’ Robert said, ‘although I kept on denying it. Combination therapy made me too ill from the side-effects. I was in diamonds and had to travel on a regular basis to Antwerp. I just couldn’t keep up. I’d started to look the part, too, wasted and plagued.’


‘Diamonds?’ Nick said. ‘You never told me that before. Not that any of us ever came straight.’


‘It sounds more romantic than it is. I had to fly to Antwerp three times a week. The security’s so tight it can take thirty minutes to get through the door of the diamond office, and then you have to hand over your passport.’


‘So you were buying?’ Nick said, raking his hair into the ideal of the windswept beach-movie star.


‘Yes and, believe me, you’ve got to be absolutely certain the stones don’t carry hidden flaws. I’d arrive in my Armani suit, and the guy who specializes in coloured diamonds would bring out two hundred sacks the size of a crisp packet with twenty stones in each.’


‘I didn’t realize there were coloured diamonds,’ Nick said, obsessively rearranging his hair.


‘The rare diamonds are blues and pinks, reds, greenish blues, browns, oranges, even black. You’d be amazed at the variety. They’ve all got their individual properties, from sleepy to hyperactive, introspective to flaunt-it.’


‘Don’t you miss it?’ Nick asked, savouring the aromatic top notes in his coffee.


‘I still dabble,’ Robert said, ‘despite my work with the Grid. Of course, there’s the dodgy side, too. I remember once going to a council flat in Hackney where an Indian family showed me a 140-carat diamond that they’d clearly smuggled out of India. I could have cheated, but I got out of there fast.’


‘How did you keep your nerve when buying? Or does it come down to being naturally dodgy?’ Nick asked, trying to imagine the fault lines in a big flashy rock.


‘It’s what they call a sophisticated gamble,’ Robert replied, looking at him surreptitiously with foggy grey eyes. ‘I bought a stone once that was seventy carats, a blue from South Africa – an inch and a half, man – and the workshop ended up with five diamonds out of it. If the stone is suspect it can crack down the middle when you cut it. It’s an expensive risk.’


‘I’ll put this on before we go out,’ Nick said, retrieving Momus’s ‘Slender Sherbet’ from a CD tower and programming in the song ‘Closer To You’. He left Robert with Momus and went into the bedroom to find his leather jacket. Travelling into the central Anglo-Japanese zone involved not only carrying ID cards but also having to give iris scans by way of security. Nick instinctually kept checking his lymph glands for the tell-tale sign of lumps as he fished for the black-leather skin that Kit had given him one birthday. It had become his second skin, an extension of himself in which the incessant wear and tear of his own and city life got mapped in the creases. He had worn it everywhere, including on stage, and had adopted it as a familiar Presley-like epidermis, with a referential nod to Elvis’s famous 1968 comeback television appearance.


‘I’m ready,’ he called out, as he came back into the living-room to find Robert concentrated on Momus’s semi-spoken, bittersweet reflections on sex and death. Nick searched for his keys and a CD of his decoded DNA that he had to take into the Coptic Street centre so that his genes could be screened to predict and prevent future illnesses. The Grid medical team wanted to ascertain, this time through hard science, whether the tube had effectively repaired the molecular kill-off of cells on a permanent basis.


Together they went out into the charged London air, hazy with toxic petrocarbons.


Nick’s zone was still officially a Grade 2 in terms of safety and hadn’t yet been persistently invaded by the gangs that had erupted across the south-east. The antiques market struggled on in nearby Camden Passage, the reconversions were taken over by rainmakers and slickers, and the rest of the community was the ubiquitous multinational mix that occupied London’s redundant tower blocks.


Robert had parked a couple of streets away in Gerrard Road, and there was a brief flurry of thundery rain as they headed past the newsagent’s in search of his car.


‘I’ve gone conspicuous again,’ Robert said. ‘It must be the legacy of my diamond days. I’ve got a Nissan 3502. Mean anything to you?’


‘Not really. I’ve never been a car buff, but I like them big and flashy.’


The rain had given over by the time Robert pointed out his slick holly-green Nissan. ‘It’s got everything,’ he said. ‘I won’t bore you with the finer details, but it’s fast. It delivers its power without a turbocharger.’


Robert had automated the doors, and Nick was about to get into the passenger side when a young man with bleached hair and wearing black aviator Ray-Bans came walking towards him at a fast lick. For a moment Nick thought they were going to collide, but the young man kept on going and with his head down shot at him in passing, ‘I know who you are. You’re from the Grid.’


Nick harnessed himself into the passenger seat shocked by the incident. He had never expected to be confronted with his secret identity in the street, and there was a note of hostility in the stranger’s voice that left him feeling threatened.


‘Who was that?’ Robert asked, fitting his shoulder belt. ‘Do you know him?’


‘I’ve never seen him before. He came straight at me out of nowhere and said, “You’re from the Grid.” He must be one of us.’
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