
   [image: cover]


   
      
         iii

         
            JOEL

LANE

            THE EARTH WIRE

         

         
            Influx Press

London

         

      

   


   
      
         vi

         
            For Tim Mathias

With thanks for help in difficult times

         

      

   


   
      
         
vii 
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Introduction by Nina Allan 

                  	Common Land 

                  	Albert Ross 

                  	The Clearing 

                  	The Night Won’t Go 

                  	Thicker Than Water 

                  	Branded 

                  	Wave Scars 

                  	The Death of the Witness 

                  	An Angry Voice 

                  	Other Than the Fair 

                  	And Some are Missing 

                  	The Foggy, Foggy Dew 

                  	Waiting for a Train 

                  	The Circus Floor 

                  	Playing Dead 

                  	The Earth Wire 

                  	In the Brightness of my Day 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Acknowledgements (1994) 

                  	About the Publisher

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            CRACKING JOKES

ON THE EDGE

OF SUICIDE:

            AN INTRODUCTION

TO JOEL LANE’S THE EARTH WIRE

         

         
            And it happens all the time. Boats go down, cars crash, houses burn, and damaged people spill out into the road. The only way to go on is to realise that it is always the same. You have to hold onto the few who mean enough to you to bring out the healer. And sometimes the healer is very difficult to find. (‘Wave Scars’, 1993)

         

         When The Earth Wire was first published in 1994, I was living and working in Exeter, where Joel Lane was born in 1963. So associated was Joel with his adopted city of Birmingham, the idea of him growing up in Devon was difficult to reconcile. Exeter was my home for almost twenty years. I often wondered where exactly Joel was born, what school he attended, where xhe liked to hang out. Long before we met we had places in common. I always intended to ask Joel about his time in Exeter. I always thought there would be time. Now I’ll never know.

         The first story I read by Joel was ‘The Lost District’, which first appeared in The Third Alternative, a magazine of dark and strange fiction edited by Andy Cox and famous as the proving ground for many new and upcoming horror writers of our generation. It is difficult to articulate the effect his writing had on me, other than by saying I understood immediately I’d found a kindred spirit. Like so many of Joel’s stories, ‘The Lost District’ tells of people who are damaged, who have suffered trauma, who feel deep uncertainty and ambivalence about where they might be headed. It was this sense of ambiguity most of all that drew me in, the willingness – no, the compulsion – on the part of the author to give the reader space for their own interpretation of what had happened. On the cusp of publishing my own stories, I was desperate to read more of Joel’s, eager to learn more about his influences and interests as a writer.

         The internet was then in its infancy, and information was sparse. The biographical note that followed ‘The Lost District’ informed me that Joel Lane’s previous publications included a collection of short stories entitled The Earth Wire, but almost ten years on from when it first appeared, this obscure book from a publisher no one seemed to have heard of was long out of print, and although I scoured the shelves of every second-hand bookshop I entered I was unable to lay hands on a copy.

         I went on to read Joel’s newer collections as they were published, but The Earth Wire remained elusive, and when Influx Press announced they were reissuing the book, I realised I never had caught up with it. The invitation to write this introduction came not only as an honour, but xias an almost miraculous opportunity to experience Joel’s work as I had first encountered it: through stories that were new to me, as urgent and uncomfortable and ultimately transcendent as they were when they were written.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Joel Lane has come to be closely associated with a loose affiliation of mostly male British writers who rose to prominence in the 1990s. Dubbed for a time ‘the miserabilists’, many of them grew up under Margaret Thatcher, witnessing first-hand the rise of corporate capitalism and the consumer state, the dismantling of the nation’s industrial heartland, mass unemployment and the consequent fracturing and fragmentation of working-class communities. The catastrophic material, social and cultural impoverishment that inevitably followed formed the backdrop for a new species of horror writing, a literature that steered resolutely away from the cartoonish excesses of the eighties horror boom and towards a form of weird expressionism whose influence is still felt today.

         Ramsey Campbell led the way, his early Lovecraft-inflected tales soon morphing into something quite different and quite extraordinary: stories and novels in which strange and terrifying events play out amidst the quotidian post-industrial landscapes of his native Liverpool. Campbell’s horror is an everyday phenomenon, freely mixing the supernatural with petty crimes of ordinary desperation. M. John Harrison, Simon Ings and Nicholas Royle (the founder of the same Egerton Press that published The Earth Wire) were by now also producing stories that found their centre of gravity in the stark reality of post-Thatcherism, with newer writers such xiias Christopher Kenworthy, Conrad Williams, Mark Morris and Mike O’Driscoll, Stephen Volk, Christopher Fowler and Graham Joyce making their own contributions to the aesthetic.

         If I were to name one work that expresses the soul of this kitchen-sink weird to most seminal effect, it would have to be The Earth Wire. Ramsey Campbell and Mike Harrison came out of markedly different traditions (Lovecraftian horror and the New Wave of science fiction respectively), passing through miserabilism on their way to somewhere else. Many of the younger writers went their separate ways between the publication of the final issue of The Third Alternative in 2005 and the first issue of that magazine’s successor, Black Static, in 2007. Joel Lane, whose literary roots lie as much in contemporary poetry as in horror fiction, continued true to the aesthetic he himself had largely created until his untimely death at the age of fifty in 2013.

         What struck me most forcibly when reading the stories in The Earth Wire was how fully formed they are. These stories come from relatively early in Joel’s career, and yet there is a maturity here, a sureness of touch, which belies that. Lane leaves the reader in no doubt whatsoever that here is a writer who knows what he wants to say, who has already begun to assemble the lexicon of themes and motifs that will come to define him. And with the distance that time brings, it is remarkable how clearly those themes reveal themselves, articulating not just this particular strand of British weird fiction but the pressing political and social issues of the day. ‘Common Land’ expresses the desperation and claustrophobia, the strange camaraderie that exists between victims of drug addiction. ‘Thicker than Water’ recalls the corrosive moral panic affecting government and the media at the time of the AIDS epidemic, as well as xiiiintuiting the first stirrings of the current wave of far-right xenophobia. ‘Branded’ reveals the plight of young people let down and abused by a care system on the verge of collapse, just as ‘An Angry Voice’ illustrates the combustible mix of anger and helplessness experienced by unemployed fathers robbed of their livelihoods and self-respect.

         The backdrops to these stories – the heaps of rusting vehicles, the abandoned factories, the derelict houses, the ruined estates, the boarded-up shops – while painfully specific to time and place are equally the universal landscape of post-apocalypse. Thatcher’s new urban reality is impressed on all of Lane’s writing, as it is mercilessly imprinted upon his protagonists:

         
            Above the blackened rooftops, grey clouds stood out against the night. Jason stood next to Carol, trying to share in what she saw. Occasional lights revealed a flat wasteland where clumps of grass were mixed with various debris: rubber tyres, scrap metal, burnt plastic, coils of wire. Carol gripped his hand. Her fingers were cold, but no worse than his. (‘Waiting for a Train’, 1992)

         

         Names occur and recur – Jason, David, Glen, Darren – as if the stories are overlapping chapters in a unified work. The period – what might now forever be called the lost district – leaps vividly to life through its minor details: the headphones on a Sony Walkman, a character reaching up to pull down the window in a train compartment, the narrative ubiquity of telephone boxes. But what marks out The Earth Wire, again xivand again, as something extraordinary is Lane’s use of horror. Though there are moments and images here that are liable to shock the reader – the spectacle of ‘the Wheel’ in the titular story especially is not easily forgotten – the author’s preferred approach is one of stealth, the kind of creeping strangeness that leaves you wondering did that really happen? The post-industrial Pan who leads dead men to safety in ‘An Angry Voice’, the fortune-teller in ‘Other Than the Fair’, the maimed, drowned bodies in ‘Wave Scars’ – Lane’s feverish visions leave us in no doubt that we are down with the monsters, and that the monsters are no less deserving of pity than the rest of us.

         And of all his work’s attributes it is surely Joel’s compassion that has been most overlooked. Whilst critics and commentators have been eager to underline the overarching bleakness of Lane’s stories, they have been slower to remark upon how many of them centre upon the care of one person for another, even when they are at their most broken and mentally exhausted. Sex in Lane’s stories is rarely violent, and although his characters are often too wounded and emotionally depleted to form lasting relationships, their physical intimacy is evidence of their desire not only for release but for human warmth, for connection with a fellow being, for a reason to keep on living in the world. Even when brief and unrepeated, their sexual encounters always feel meaningful. If Lane’s fiction is about anything, it is about bearing witness.
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         For me personally, the stories in The Earth Wire offer innumerable reminders of conversations I had with Joel, emails we exchanged, also his humour, an aspect of his xvfiction that along with its compassion, is not often discussed. We spoke often of music – Joel’s invented-band memoir From Blue to Black (2000) contains his finest writing, in my opinion – and in the field of folk rock especially held many albums in common. His passing mention of Dory Previn in ‘Wave Scars’ felt like a greeting, because who listens to Dory Previn these days, except Joel and me? ‘That was the first time I’d heard that scary, desolate voice, cracking jokes on the edge of suicide,’ David says, and later in the story when he travels with Steven to the Welsh coastal town of Fishguard I realise Joel must have been writing these scenes at almost exactly the same time I happened to visit the place, ten years before I published my first story, fifteen before we met. The parochial, conservative atmosphere, no cafes or restaurants that stayed open after six o’clock – these details of a provincial town in the early nineties were instantly recognisable, as were the flashes of wry, dark humour in the telling. He did not mention the cliff paths, purpled with foxgloves, but that wasn’t Joel. I didn’t see the phantom ship but I count that a blessing.

         As I said near the beginning of this introduction, being handed The Earth Wire after all these years feels like something of a miracle. Now, through the perspicacity of Influx Press, I pass it on to you. As you are about to discover, Joel Lane is a unique writer, whose personal vision remains undimmed. Even though he can no longer speak to us in person, his voice remains strong.

         
             

         

         Nina Allan, Rothesay

         March 2020xvi

      

   


   
      
         
1
            COMMON LAND

         

         She went to New Street Station to meet him. Stephen’s letter had been forwarded from her old address, and he wouldn’t know where to look for her. Rosalind waited outside the ticket barrier, in a brightly lit underground hall that, late at night, was filled with silent people. Some were waiting for trains, others for people walking through from the street; and others would stand until they were moved on. In his letter, Stephen had said he was homeless now. Rosalind wondered just what that meant. But the letter had a local postmark; why had he made her come here, when he could have met her in town during the day? She supposed it was one of his gestures, intended to make her feel something. Just after eleven, Rosalind thought she saw Stephen waving goodbye to someone on the far side of the ticket barrier. He came through alone, carrying a weekend bag and wearing a green overcoat that she’d not seen before, though it looked old. 2

         He was pleased to see her. ‘I didn’t know if you’d be free. I’ve got a lot to tell you.’ They walked up through the shopping arcades to the New Street ramp. Stephen was visibly tired, though he seemed inwardly worked up about something. His eyes flickered briefly at everyone who passed by. Rosalind didn’t know what to ask him. Besides, she realised, the silence that had brought them face to face again might be broken by discussion. They were in time for the last bus to Northfield. The city centre seemed full of young couples, embracing in the bus shelters and shop doorways. The rain whitewashed the pavements.

         Rosalind’s flat – strictly speaking, a bedsit with its own sink and electric cooker – was part of one of the large houses on the main road. There was no light on the staircase. Stephen followed her up to the second floor. Inside, he stared around him as though displaced. The room was fairly chaotic; half of it was taken up by the table, on which she’d placed a large square of hardboard. This was now covered with newspaper and twisted hulks of red clay, parts of which glistened like poor special effects. Stephen sat on the couch and wrapped his arms across his chest. The stubble on his cheeks only showed up how pale his skin was. Rosalind lit the gas fire, though it was only September and she didn’t feel cold herself.

         ‘Do you remember our first year?’ he said. He meant the first year at art college, when the two of them had lived in a house with three other students. They hadn’t been going out together then. ‘I’m trying to get another group together, like that. A commune, really. I’d like you to meet them.’ He hesitated, and glanced across at the table. ‘What are you doing now? Selling your work?’3

         ‘Trying to. I’m on an enterprise allowance.’ They both laughed at that. Among the rough figures drying on the hardboard were a child’s head with pale blue marbles for eyes and a human foot with wings growing from either side of the Achilles tendon. ‘From now until next June, I’ll be trying to make and sell things like these.’

         ‘That’s good. I’ve not done anything like that since leaving college. Actually I’ve been travelling around. Meeting different kinds of people.’ He talked slowly, letting gaps form between his words and what he meant to say. Rosalind was just glad that he was back. Behind where he was sitting, though he hadn’t noticed it, there was a painting which he’d done of her the year before last. It caught her in a rather stiff posture, closed in by an abstract grey background. She was half turned away, her features sharply defined and detailed, eyes shut. Rosalind had used to think the painting proof of Stephen’s feelings for her.

         ‘I’m not working,’ he went on. ‘Not officially, anyway. There’s a group of us, we’re moving into an empty house in Deritend, this week. It’s not easy. You’ll have to see for yourself, the way we live. And what the point of it is. We use whatever we can find. Like gypsies. Self-help, I suppose you could call it. That’s the way I was brought up.’ Stephen had come from a deprived region, one of the enclosed towns of the Black Country that had a city’s landscape and a village’s culture. Rosalind had a comfortable suburban background, and the differences had always stuck between them. He fell into silence. The room was warm now, the steady firelight stamping a grid on Rosalind’s eyes.

         ‘We can talk in the morning,’ she said. It was ridiculous for them to have said so little to each other; but she needed 4to sleep, not to think. They sat on the bed under the window at the far end of the room. Stephen muttered something, thanked her for going to meet him. She unbuttoned his shirt. He was thinner than she remembered. Her hand stopped just below his ribcage, on the left side. There was something there that felt solid and cold under the skin, though the surface was unmarked. ‘Does that hurt?’ He shook his head. She pressed it, and thought of touching the half-frozen snow on a hedge. Her hands began to shake.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing the matter.’ He took her hands and pressed them together, then drew her head forward and kissed her, breathing into her throat. They made love very slowly and tenderly, hardly moving, as though it hurt them to draw apart. The night seemed to dissolve the building, pulling them down into each other. Rosalind felt lost; she was never at home in passion. At a rational level, she didn’t believe that she had missed him this much. Stephen held her without forcing, almost childlike in his need. The thread of joy stretched tighter in the darkness, then broke, letting them slip apart from each other and into sleep.

         When Rosalind awoke, her first thought was that it had somehow become winter. Stephen’s breath was misted above his face, like scratches on a window. He was lying on his side, facing her; his dark hair was stuck to his forehead. His eyelids were twitching, as though his dreams were struggling towards the light. As she watched, a series of white threads drifted from his mouth and joined the cloud that was forming there. It seemed about to assume some definite shape. Stephen’s mouth opened wider, and a continuous stream of fibres linked it to the slowly hardening veil that now covered his face, becoming nearly opaque. 5

         Shocked at herself, Rosalind reached up and touched the caul. It was as soft as cotton, with harder fragments like seeds or crystals. The material did not tear, but the warmth of her hand dissolved it; soon there was nothing left. Stephen’s face tensed, losing the gentleness of sleep; his eyes opened. They looked at each other. ‘We need your help,’ he said.

         ‘We? You mean—’

         ‘Me and the others.’ He smiled. ‘Or me and… whatever’s inside. What did it look like? I mean, who did it look like?’

         Rosalind hadn’t asked herself that. ‘I don’t know. Not like anyone in particular. Have you seen…’

         ‘It seems to take different shapes. From me, from other people. There are five of us. In the house.’ He sat up and began to dress. Rosalind held back; she was afraid to touch him, for various reasons. Stephen made no move towards her. ‘There’s nothing to explain,’ he said. ‘What we really need is some way to form. It’s no good trying on your own. We need someone who can bring it together for us. Then we’ll know what’s going on.’ He was very nervous; Rosalind knew that he was afraid she’d reject him. She knew what he was like. Stephen broke the deadlock by putting on his coat. He took a notebook from the inside pocket, wrote something down and tore out the page. ‘That’s where we’re going to live,’ he said. ‘Come and visit us, if you want to. Soon.’ He kissed her goodbye; his mouth tasted quite ordinary.

         Over the next fortnight, Rosalind found a craft shop in Hagley and another in Evesham that would take her clay sculptures. She began working on a series of rather delicate masks, using paler clay and a brittle varnish that made her feel lightheaded and sickly. The week after that, she went 6to find Stephen’s house. Deritend wasn’t an area where a great many people lived – or at least, not one where many people had homes. It was a district in transition between the city centre and the suburbs. Nothing old there had remained intact, but nothing had been removed either. Parts of various buildings had been taken over by wholesalers or manufacturers, who had put new signboards over the ground-floor windows while the upper storeys were left to decay, their elaborately carved roofs and windowframes stripped naked by the weather. Just off the High Street, a church had been turned into a warehouse for general works equipment; its roof now consisted of reinforced glass set in a lattice of wooden beams.

         Even the A–Z map was an unreliable guide to the maze of backstreets, overlaid with railway bridges and new expressways. Series of identical terraced houses were juxtaposed with minor factories, car parks, derelict buildings, canals. Near where Stephen lived, the windows of a pub had been boarded over; someone had chalked WELCOME across one of the boards. Next to that, a scrapyard was full of cars piled three or four high and rusting steadily, like toys in the back of a cupboard. Rosalind walked under a bridge that crossed the main road, in the dip of a little valley. The sudden darkness and smell of rot made her pause and struggle to remember something. She felt displaced. The roof of the bridge was furred with black crystals. What looked like nails driven through it from above were in fact hollow pipes of lime sediment, formed by gradual seepage of water. A few of their tips glittered with an unexpected brightness, dripping.

         Beyond the bridge, a line of houses faced the brick embankment of the railway. This was where the commune, 7Stephen and his friends, were staying. The house was thin and crusted with the same pollution as the bridge; but the windows and their net curtains were clean. There was a small front yard where rose bushes and brambles were tangled together, obstructing the path. Rosalind knocked on the door. A middle-aged woman in a baggy green sweater opened it. ‘Are you Rosalind?’ she asked. Rosalind nodded, taken aback. ‘Well then, come inside.’ The interior of the house smelled of cooking and damp. Stephen and two younger men, who looked very like one another, were sitting in the kitchen. Stephen looked worse than he had the last time; he embraced her before speaking. Then he introduced her to the others. The woman’s name was Sandra; she came from Leeds, and had been an actress. The two youths, Lee and Mike, were non-identical twins; they came from Glasgow. There was another tenant, a bearded silent man called Alan, whom Rosalind met later.

         To begin with, Stephen was the only one that Rosalind had any real contact with. She came over to the house every few days, and slept with him; or sometimes he stayed over at her flat in Northfield. For Rosalind, it seemed like a chance to relive the early weeks of their relationship, now three years in the past. His illness, or whatever it was, had the effect of making him gentler and more dependent. She enjoyed taking care of him, and using the therapy to ease her own tensions and fears at the same time. He was a mirror for her, as she secretly knew and had always known. She assumed it would end, either when he recovered himself and got bored with her (as had happened before), or when she found a permanent job and moved away from the area. 8

         If Rosalind got used to the strange material, it was only because she didn’t allow anything to do with Stephen to be quite real. That was her way of not getting too involved. The sight and touch of it fascinated her. She remembered having seen photographs of seances from the nineteenth century where the same effect was produced. Stephen needed to be asleep for it to happen. She watched him in the night, until something formed out of his throat and diffused above him. It was colder than flesh, and didn’t respond to air currents. Once the tissue spread across the upper half of Stephen’s body, like fresh bark on a silver birch tree. It cocooned him for hours. Rosalind thought he was dying; she lay there, unable to move, until his skin was clear again.

         Sometimes Rosalind thought of it as a living thing, a homeless being that had taken possession of Stephen and made him alien to her. Then she’d draw away from him, make him come to her and prove that she was needed. When they were close once more, she thought of the emissions as inert: a waste product, the traces of some unrecognisable industry. By day, she and Stephen worked together on her sculptures and pottery. They ate together, went for walks, saw films, sometimes made love. Stephen watched her all the time, obsessed as before with her image. In early December, when the frost and the shrunken daylight made travelling difficult and she couldn’t afford the heating costs of her flat, Rosalind moved in with the commune.

         The others accepted her, without particularly trying to make her feel at home. Rosalind and Stephen shared one room; Lee and Mike shared another; while Sandra and Alan had their own rooms. It took Sandra more than a week to start talking to Rosalind, but after that she seemed to take 9to the newcomer in a maternal kind of way, proving an unexpected source of advice. Her conversation was a mixture of practicality and folklore. She told Rosalind a lot about her past: travelling, the theatre, cities and lovers. Much of it was inconsistent and probably made up. But Rosalind found it strangely reassuring to think that she, too, would eventually have a past. Something else that Sandra told her stuck in her mind: that you could get a man by making a clay effigy of one and wrapping it in coils of your own hair.

         One evening, when Sandra had a cold and stayed in her room, Rosalind took her up a bowl of soup. She knocked on the door and heard the answer: ‘Come in.’ When she opened the door, she thought Sandra was lying under a sheet. At once, her mind registered the presence of the dead. ‘It’s all right,’ Sandra said clearly; a whitish skein lifted from her and hung between the two women, losing itself as Rosalind’s eyes focused in the half-light. She felt as though her own reflection had glanced off a window or a basin of water. She knelt beside Sandra’s bed, feeling giddy, and put the bowl down. The smell of boiled onions twisted in her head. The older woman reached down and took her hands, saying, ‘It’s all right. You’re just not ready yet. Give it time.’

         It wasn’t until Rosalind had moved in that she realised one of the area’s deficiencies. There were almost no telephone boxes. She had to walk nearly a mile towards the city centre to make a phone call. What the area did have was many public toilets, at least the small kind built into the alcoves of walls: uniform metal boxes with ornate designs on the panels. They were useless to women. By night, it was anybody’s guess which buildings were derelict and which in use. Local business was a testament to the idea of self-help. 10That could mean opening bed and breakfast accommodation on the ground floor of an abandoned building, leaving the upper storeys empty and blackened with half a century’s dirt. Or cutting the shell of a factory down to head level, making it an enclosed scrapyard. Or using a terraced house with barred windows as a small warehouse for building materials or the like. Houses and churches were just more kinds of wall.

         The dead tissue that Stephen and the others breathed limited the commune. That was how Rosalind came to see it, without being able to explain the effect. The simplicity of their lives was partly chosen and partly involuntary. They were poor, but that wasn’t it. They were like patients; life had closed in on them. They worked, on and off, in the local trades. Alan was a factory’s nightwatchman. Sandra cooked and served in an all-night cafe. The twins helped to load and unload trucks for the salvage department. Stephen was probably the most idle of the group; his main occupation was being the leader of their peculiar rituals. The house wasn’t very fit to live in. They kept the kitchen hygienic, but the damp and grime elsewhere couldn’t be dealt with. A lot of their furniture came from local rubbish tips or empty houses. They had electricity, but expense and dangerously faulty wiring deterred them from using the power points. For warmth, they depended on paraffin heaters and clothing. Rosalind tried to believe that the end would justify the means.

         If only so much weren’t hidden from her. One night, when she went to the bathroom to relieve herself, the washbasin was furred up with strands of ectoplasm. She tore a piece of it away; it had the feel of numbness. She could 11just make out her hand behind it in the dark. Another time, Rosalind tried to call Stephen’s bluff. ‘Why do you want me here?’ she said. ‘I don’t belong. Nothing happens when I’m around… What does it mean? It’s that different I can’t talk about it or think about it. I don’t know how you can live here.’ Stephen faced the window, staring at the blackened wall of the embankment, the arches bricked up. ‘Speak to me. Tell me something.’

         He turned round and looked at her, without changing his expression. Rosalind walked out of their bedroom and down the stairs to the front door. Stephen leaned over the banister in the hallway and appeared to blow her a kiss. Clouds trailed from his hand. She spent that night in the cafe, wrapped in her depression as though it were alcohol, watching all the homeless people come, stay and eventually go. They could make a cup of coffee or a cigarette last an hour and occupy them completely. They talked in rituals, giving bits of themselves that they were used to giving, holding onto familiar phrases. Nearly morning. Where you been? Just one more. If you said something unexpected, they wouldn’t hear you. Over Christmas, Rosalind went to stay with her father and stepmother in Stafford. They’d been living there for five years, and were gradually redecorating and refurnishing the house, so that every time she went back it was like somewhere different. She felt like a child again. What she couldn’t mention seemed to get into every word she said and take away its impulse. Rather than sit in the living room and watch TV, she walked around the town, which looked unreal in its coating of frost and sodium light. For some reason, the sound of carol-singers frightened her; not the songs, but the chorus of voices. On Christmas 12Eve they attended Midnight Mass at the cathedral. Rosalind kept thinking: You haven’t got me fooled, you two. Pretending to belong. Her childhood hadn’t been this peaceful, or this normal. It wasn’t reality either.

         I could tell you a few things about communion. Her last night with Stephen, she’d taken some of the plasma and tried to eat it. She’d stopped almost at once, because of the images it brought to mind. It tasted of nothing at all. She’d thought of cancer, the body eating itself. Or of primitive magic, someone eating nerves to make herself better able to feel.

         Rosalind went back to the house near the end of December. In the thin daylight the countryside seemed pure and featureless, like a face that hid its age in sleep. Trees and hedges were sketched in charcoal. As the train came into Birmingham, the environment darkened. It was slightly warmer here; the veneer of frost gave way to a matt vapour. Factory chimneys bruised the clouds grey and yellow. She was thinking of Stephen. Perhaps she’d get him away from the others, soon, and the two of them could go to live somewhere in the country, say in Evesham. She wanted to hide in the privacy of their bedroom. Sculpt figures and make love with Stephen, and sleep through the long vacant nights. Everything seemed possible again.

         She had to try several times before her key would turn in the lock. Evidently the cold had warped the door frame. None of the windows were lit. As she stood cursing at the front door, a goods train shuddered along the embankment behind her. Eventually Rosalind got the door open; the hall was dark. She flicked the light switch. Fucking hell. Either the antique wiring had given out or they’d been disconnected. Or else it was a power cut. Some light came through the 13windows in the kitchen. All the commune were standing in there. Just standing together, quite close, facing inward. They must have heard her struggling with the door. But even now, they ignored her. She was so angry that at first she didn’t notice what they were looking at.

         It was rather like the stream of ashes in the heat-haze over a bonfire. But as Rosalind watched, it took on form, becoming a kind of effigy. This time, she knew it was using her eyes to define itself. Each member of the group standing round it was connected to it at the mouth, by a glistening thread of vapour. The plasma only shone where it caught the light. Rosalind couldn’t identify the figure, no matter how intently she looked at it. It had a thin body, with arms folded over its breasts, and a wreath of long hair around its face. But the face itself was somehow impersonal. The features were empty. Rosalind had the impression that they were reversed, the eyes and mouth opening inward; though that was not what she saw. It made her think of an identikit face in a newspaper; but she had never seen a female one, and found it very hard to accept this image as a woman. She pressed herself against the wall, feeling powerless, and wrapped her arms around herself in an unconscious mimicry of the creature.

         The others drew back, apparently sensing that they had done what they could. For the first time, Rosalind could see how tired they were, as if they had not slept since her departure. Sandra sat down at the kitchen table and covered her face with her hands. Lee and Mike caught hold of each other and stood motionless by the window. Alan walked slowly through the doorway and up the stairs. Stephen turned towards Rosalind, reached out and touched her arm. 14‘Look after her,’ he said. That was all he said. It was Rosalind he was speaking to. The grey-white figure settled itself on the floor, its arms around its knees; its head dropped forward. It grew fainter and lost some of its outline, but did not go away. It would not move for several hours.

         More out of fear than concern for the others, Rosalind made herself do some housework. The sink was heaped with plates and cups, none of which appeared to have been used recently. She scrubbed a few clean and piled the rest on the sideboard, not knowing when they’d have some hot water. Probably the others needed a meal; she certainly did, after the journey. The only-food in the larder was dried, and months old: rice, lentils, pasta shells. There weren’t even any tins. She went out to buy some fresh food and milk. When she came back, nothing had happened. She took the shirts and underclothes from the clothes-horse at the foot of the stairs, folded them and piled them up on a chair. They had dried hard, though the air had touched them with damp. She cooked some soup on the paraffin stove; its fumes nearly made her pass out.

         Rosalind and Stephen ate, leaving a half-full pot on the stove for the others. The cold thing of breath and threads watched them from the floor, passively. When it grew dark outside, since they had no light, they went up to bed. Stephen fucked her twice, hard; her release was like shedding a skin. They slept huddled under the blankets. The next day they awoke after dawn; they clung together, kissing and whispering, until it was dark once more. The day after that, they got up. Rosalind washed herself and pulled clothes onto a body that still felt unreal. All the time, she knew she was being watched. 15

         The life of the commune made more sense now. Every day, all the others would gather round the maiden-creature and breathe matter into it. The rest of the time, they hardly spoke or gave attention to anything. Rosalind felt left out. What was expected of her was something different. She talked and acted for the maiden. She couldn’t talk to it, but she talked to herself or Stephen, and the thing listened. Sometimes it followed her in the house, like a voiceless double. It mimicked her posture and the movements of her hands.

         Rosalind could feel everything she did or said taking on a new intensity, like performance. She relived events from her childhood, making stories of them, weaving in lines from traditional songs that she hadn’t realised she still knew. The blank-faced creature took in everything. It saw her and Stephen in bed together. It saw her panic on finding a nest of silverfish in the larder, then boil water to get rid of them, and then spill the water and scald herself badly. It saw her crying, swallowing painkillers, bleeding, coughing up phlegm from a cold on her chest. This went on for nearly a fortnight.

         One morning, a few days into the new year, Rosalind walked out of the house. The sunlight dazzled her; she had to keep stopping until her head cleared. The upper windows of half-ruined buildings showed her the sky. From the doorway of the cafe where Sandra worked, a man whistled at her. ‘Get the message, love.’ She had a toothache. A yard full of silver-headed thistles was enclosed on three sides by blocks of flats with washing hanging from the balconies. The harvest of seeds caught the light. A few hours later, when Rosalind was back in the house, she realised that she couldn’t actually have seen that.16

         When Stephen saw she was ill, he told her: ‘You’d better leave.’ She ought to have known he wouldn’t change. He spent more time close to the ghost-creature now, communing with it in a way she couldn’t. She’d watched him kiss it, breathing substance into its blurred face. ‘It’s not enough,’ he said. ‘You have to give yourself. You can’t do it. It’s not your fault.’ Rosalind realised that he wasn’t concerned about her at all.

         ‘What more do you want?’ They were standing in the bedroom. Rosalind’s face twisted with bitter emotions until it felt like a mask. Even her sense of failure was probably being used – and she didn’t know for what. It was all hidden. Stephen looked out of the window, again. He was unshaven; it gave him the appearance of strength. Rosalind seized his arms and kissed him fiercely, trying to claim him. He turned away as though nauseated, and stared at the glass.

         ‘Nothing in particular,’ he muttered. ‘You’re not the first. And you won’t be the fucking last.’

         Later that day, while Stephen was out of the house, Rosalind took out a half-full bottle of vodka that she kept among her clothes in a suitcase. She drank it all, mixed with water. A strange feeling of indifference grew in her. It felt like a snow child lodged in her abdomen. She collected together whatever tablets she could find – codeine, paracetamol, a dozen or so sleeping pills prescribed a long time back. She swallowed them all, sitting on the edge of the bath, watching the water run from the tap like a stream of pure light. It took more than an hour. Finally she went back into the bedroom, drew the curtains, and lay down on the bed.

         She woke up in the night, and registered only that she was alone. Before dawn, she realised that she was going 17to be sick. She forced herself to stand up, but didn’t have enough strength to walk. She leaned her head over the bare floorboards and tried to vomit. Only a few drops of clear fluid ran from her mouth. Between that night and the next, all she could do was be sick, or try to. Twice she managed to stagger to the bathroom and swallow a few mouthfuls of water, in order to bring it up later. She was still the only one who couldn’t vomit ectoplasm. In between, she lay inert on the bed and felt the hard numbness shift inside her. In spite of the cold, she was drenched in sweat.

         Some of the others watched her, without trying to help. Sandra came in with Alan, and said something to him that sounded like ‘No good to anyone.’ The pale creature hung around most of the time. She could feel it draining her, but it pretended to nurse her. It touched her throat with its hollow fingers, and stroked her hair, making gestures of sympathy. Close up, its vacant face was a mosaic, like a cracked window; everything human in it was broken up. Rosalind vomited on its arm, a yellowish bile that scarred it deeply. Or so she thought. There was nobody to share her point of view. Stephen was nowhere in sight. He was probably out looking for someone else. Self-help was all that remained to her.

         A day later, she still hadn’t eaten anything. But she’d gone on drinking water until eventually she kept it down. Her face in the bathroom mirror was jaundiced. It was probably liver damage, she realised. As soon as she could keep upright, Rosalind struggled from the house and began walking towards the city centre. She could see the post office tower and clock from the roadway. It was getting dark. She watched the clouds moving overhead, a great open stretch 18of damaged tissue. The smoke of a factory chimney reflected the light from the city. All around her, buildings enclosed the view; but she felt as though she were on a hilltop. The chill of her freedom paralysed her. What cried out in her mind, still, wasn’t the atrocity half-realised in her or waiting to be fulfilled in others. It was the simple misery of knowing that the group had created something to unite them. And it had only left each of them feeling more alone.
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‘A poet of misfits, outsiders and the forsaken, his empathy for their suffering ever poignant.’
- Adam Nevill, author of The Ritual
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