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It is said that the most powerful forces in society are revealed by our tallest buildings.


Once our skylines were dominated by palaces, parliaments, cathedrals and churches.


Now it is skyscrapers and office blocks.


Commerce is the ruling power, dwarfing the stone and spires of the old gods.


But there are always exceptions.


When I’m eight years old my family trade the damp fens of Lincolnshire for a Yorkshire town—Doncaster, Donny or Danum as she was formerly known.


Once a key Roman settlement.


A gateway between north and south.


From my new bedroom window I can see houses and trees but the skyline is dominated by two pale, concrete towers.


The tallest buildings for miles.


What mysterious beings inhabit these strange, windowless monoliths?


I cycle out to them, stare up in wonder.


Unknown to me the most powerful force in my landscape


—any landscape—is water.


A few weeks later, deep in the woodland behind my new home— binoculars in hand—I spy a little owl perched on the low branch of a tree.


Birds are my latest obsession and I scour the ground on the lookout for owl pellets.


There are none.


Instead I find an old blue teacup nestled in the undergrowth, its handle long broken.


I am overwhelmed with a compulsion to take it to the towers.


I put the cup in my bag, cycle there and place it at the foot of the taller of the two buildings.


An offering to whatever mysterious gods live there?


It was, I believe, my first act of worship.


[image: Illustration]


All my life I’ve dreamed of water.


It’s the same relentless nightmare that leaves me breathless and terrified.


I’m in too deep, feet unable to find the bottom.


It’s called thalassophobia—the primal fear of dark water, of a creature that lurks in the murky depths with the power to drag me down into madness and death.


And perhaps—if I have the courage to face it—the power to save.


I feel its presence in murky rivers, coastal waters and deep mountain lakes.


‘I am the spirit of dark and lonely waters,’ whispered Donald Pleasance in a terrifying 1970s public information film, warning children of the perils of larking about near rivers.


It worked for me.


Too well.


But they did get one important detail wrong: the spirit of dark and lonely water is female.
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My family’s move to Doncaster coincides with the great heatwave of 1976.


England is in the grip of a drought.


Forest fires break out daily, temperatures hit 36 degrees.


The land is scorched and bleached.


With the heatwave come soaring numbers of aphids.


Hot on their trail—a plague of ladybirds.


Huge clouds of them shimmer through the air.


They stick in your hair and to your clothes.


Open your mouth for too long at your peril.


When the aphids have gone the ladybirds starve to death.


Millions of them litter the streets and countryside.


This was a biblical prophecy, English-style.


Something even stranger happens that summer.


In the midst of the heatwave we take a family trip to the dark waters of Ladybower Reservoir in Derbyshire to see the drowned church.


Building of the reservoir began in 1935, to provide water to Manchester and surrounding towns.
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