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To Richard Beswick











The work of reading and writing literature stands in opposition to all acts that destroy life.


HAN KANG,
Nobel Prize speech, 2024


Under heaven all can see beauty as beauty only because there is ugliness. All can know good as good only because there is evil. Therefore having and not having arise together. Difficult and easy complement each other. Long and short contrast each other. High and low rest upon each other. Voice and sound harmonize each other. Front and back follow one another.


LAOZI, GIA-FO FENG, Tao Te Ching


Rage puts the self under siege.


JOSH COHEN, All the Rage
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West and East


Even at the best of times, Cross Street did not look like anywhere special.


Less than one week into the New Year, and it had been raining for months. One gale after another then buffeted Britain, bringing down trees, flooding streets and closing airports. Those who had spent Christmas away were reluctant to return, and a couple of shops did not bother to open at all. People would never guess that this had once been a gentle country lane, lined with cherry and ash, hawthorn and lime, or that its pub stood beside a former meadow where farmers would stop to allow their herds to drink in the ponds before descending into the slaughterhouses of the city below.


Those lost fields and their river were buried under tar and rubble several feet thick. Just one tree survived, an old, seamed trunk whose butchered branches, raised to the sky like impotent fists, sprouted spears in March only to be lopped back again in August. Yet beneath the surface, Cross Street was a place of continual change. Inexorable forces were at work, twisting and kneading the bricks and mortar above so that everything was being fractionally pushed up or sunk down. For North London is all hills and inconveniences, springs and subsidence, and there is hardly a street in this locality which does not suffer from a continual friction between differences. A pothole that begins as a crack will widen and fill up into a pool because water, like murder, will always come to light.


The shopkeepers and residents of Prospect Park were all too familiar with the consequences of geological instability.


‘What can you expect?’ their insurers would say. ‘These buildings are over two hundred years old, and were never meant to last this long.’


If cracks appeared in Cross Street itself, the insurers blamed vibrations caused by heavy traffic, given that this was one of the minor, yet major, routes into the city centre; if it was on the Cross Estate they would take no notice; but if it was in the residential area radiating off Prospect Square, the insurers demanded that certain vegetation be excised, whether these were trees or ornamental creepers trained up the front of a house. For the first thing any aspirational Briton does when moving into a run-down area is to plant wisteria. This creeper wreathes the dullest brickwork with poetry, and its feathery leaves, twining stems and cascades of violet flowers give delight for a few weeks every spring before requiring extensive and expensive pruning twice a year. Only the west-side houses had wisteria, however. Those on the east had none.


Originally, the housing on both east and west sides of Cross Street had been identical, being constructed by the same speculative developer at the start of Queen Victoria’s reign. Augustus Evenlode had built on some twenty acres of unproductive farmland outside the City and transformed it into a pleasant suburb. Renamed Prospect Park, it was intended for Londoners of modest means and rising respectability. For himself, Evenlode had built the largest house of all in Prospect Square, a detached, double-fronted villa now owned by Ivo Sponge, former editor of the Chronicle, and his American wife, Ellen. The other houses in Prospect Square were all semi-detached, with only one wall between each house and its neighbour, something that their inhabitants congratulated themselves on, because semi-detachment to a Briton is always the next best thing to splendid isolation. The rest, radiating up and down from the square, were mostly smaller, narrower terraces, with a single row of bricks between them and their neighbours on either side, so that every domestic altercation was clearly audible to next door. However, what they lacked in privacy and quiet they made up for in a degree of shared warmth.


These were not imposing dwellings, and the pair in Angler’s Lane at the bottom were little more than cottages. Their painted stucco only reached to the bottom of the first floor before petering out into yellow brick. They had no porticos over the front door, no handsome wrought-iron balconies, and though the largest windows in Prospect Square were arched, like supercilious eyebrows, they had half-basements into which passers-by could have a clear view of the kitchen (formerly the coal hole). Each had a front garden, too small for off-street parking, and a long, thin rectangular one at the back where privies and bomb shelters had once been built. Inside, the fireplaces on each floor had plain grey marble surroundings. The mouldings around the ceilings in the drawing-room were covered with so many layers of white emulsion paint that they looked like a string of sausages, and the bedrooms above had no room for a maid. In short, this was housing intended for the lower levels of the professional classes: people such as printers, teachers, journalists, engineers and clerks, rather than the bankers, doctors, publishers and lawyers who congregated in loftier locations like Hampstead, Highgate and Highbury.


By the 1930s, Prospect Park became a place where only the poorest lived or lodged. Most houses had by this time been crudely subdivided into rooms for immigrants, mostly Irish and Jewish, and their faded wallpaper housed only slightly more bedbugs than people. Burglary and crime were commonplace, and Prospect Park acquired the reputation of being a place to avoid. But the housing itself remained sound, and its west side escaped bombing during the Blitz. It was still shabby, with buddleia sprouting in walls, but retained a pleasant air and many plane trees. By the 1990s, homes around Prospect Square began to be bought from the Evenlode Trust by those who could not afford Islington, Kentish Town and Camden. Re-roofed, repointed, repainted, replumbed, modernised and restored, they had become desirable to doctors, academics, journalists, accountants, actors and authors. Prospect Park was now advertised by estate agents as an up-and-coming area, albeit one served only by buses.


The inhabitants on the east side of Cross Street had not been so fortunate. First bombed, then knocked down to make way for council flats in the Brutalist style, the Cross Estate was a different world. It consisted of five blocks named Chaucer, Milton, Wordsworth, Tennyson and Blake, set in a small, wooded area. For a while, these flats were seen as more desirable than the Victorian housing they had replaced. They had indoor plumbing, balconies and windows that did not rattle or leak. There were lifts, and communal central heating, and the land between the blocks retained one of its ancient oaks and was planted with birch and grass. Every block had a large, raised planter for shrubs and flowers set before its entrance, which it was hoped residents would enjoy.


As time passed, however, the estate declined. It was no longer maintained by the council. The walls inside and out were fanged with grime, black mould speckled the ceilings, and the grassy areas, mown twice a year, were dotted with dog faeces, rubbish and used syringes. The people of Prospect Park visited it just once every five years, when a general election was called and the polling station opened in the community centre, leaving as soon as they had pencilled in their X. Yet plumbers, cleaners, hairdressers, decorators, locksmiths, window-cleaners, postmen, nurses, drivers, refuse collectors, shopkeepers and electricians all had their homes on the Cross Estate. Some had more than one job, though despite this, many were also on benefits because they could not earn enough.


Recently, however, a very different kind of work had come to dominate the existence of those who lived on ‘the Cross’. How many were aware of this was questionable, for every human being is a mystery to another, even if living almost as close as bees in a hive. Those who did know were afraid to speak about it, and those who did not were still full of foreboding and anger. A feeling had been growing among them that they were being pushed out to the edge of society by forces they did not recognise, but resented with a growing ferocity.


Some were braver than others, or angrier (which often amounts to the same thing).


‘He’s at it again,’ said Mrs Hussein at 3 a.m. ‘You’ve got to call the police.’


Mr Hussein muttered. ‘Fox?’


‘That’s not an animal screaming.’


They both listened, and Mrs Hussein added, ‘You call. They always take more notice of a man.’


Mr Hussein was as weary as she was; but he made the call.


When he rang off, his wife said, ‘She’s stopped.’


‘Good,’ he said, pulling the duvet around his ears.


An hour later, piercing blue lights washed round the estate, and two crackling radios came along the walkway of Tennyson to D17. It remained silent. After a few minutes of knocking and calling, they went away again.


Just before dawn, Zahi slipped out.


The knife that had cut his leg was both long and sharp, with a serrated edge on one side and a smooth one on the other. It was called a zombie knife, and he was not supposed to be alive after having been stabbed with it. Yet here he was, blundering into walls like a moth scorched by the white glare of shock, a tea towel tied tightly round his thigh to stem the blood. In the hundred years it had taken him to get from the flat’s front door to the ground floor, it felt as if every cobweb, grease-stain and shard of broken glass on the stairwell was seared into his eyeballs.


‘Keep going,’ Zahi murmured to himself. ‘Keep going.’


He was so far out of his body that it felt as if he had split in two. He could hear a voice telling him what to do, and he followed it. Where did this voice come from? Was it a memory of one of the teachers whose classes he no longer went to? Was it God? Was it his mother’s spirit?


‘Stay awake, Zahi,’ the voice said.


He was very tired and thirsty. His foot half-skidded on a stair, and he put out a hand to brace himself, leaving a perfect red print on the wall like one of those pictures little kids made in playschool. He might as well have left a sign for them saying that he had escaped.


‘Shit, shit, shit.’


The estate was bathed in a yellow light the colour of iodine, but he knew that people would be stirring, and the handprint would tell them he was still alive. He had to hide.


Outside, five giant steel bins bulged with bags and bits of old furniture and trash. Zahi hesitated. He didn’t want to lose his mobile. It was his most treasured possession, and he had been told never to turn it off. He liked playing Snake on it. It was soothing to see the Snake pursuing its quarry, getting longer and longer as it twisted into rectangular shapes. Only he was the mouse evading its jaws, not the predator.


Reluctantly, Zahi switched it off and limped on. His jeans were stiff with drying blood, but that was a good thing, because it meant he wasn’t still bleeding so much.


The square half-mile circling the estate had been his world for nine years, ever since they’d made the long journey out of Syria. He had no memory of it, apart from a single image of canvas walls, and dust. He had been born in a Turkish camp; the rest was a blank until he found himself pedalling joyously round the estate on one of the small bikes that teenagers stole. If only he had a bike now! He was too big for a kids’ bike, but they were still faster than going about on your own feet, even if they made you look like a clown in a cartoon. A bike could zip silently down narrow alleys and through gaps that police cars couldn’t follow; it could get you out of trouble and ahead of pursuit. Better to stay on foot, though, slinking between shadows and blind spots. As long as he kept moving, and hiding, he might survive.


Zahi knew where each of the CCTV cameras were, and where he should duck or sidle between the bins so as not to be recorded. It was second nature to every kid who lived here, even before they got in trouble with the feds. As soon as they discovered Mum and Mick . . . His thoughts went floating upwards, like a TV set that wasn’t tuned. Don’t go there, he told himself. Don’t go there. If he thought about what lay behind him, he would be paralysed.


A fox was sniffing about on top of one bin. It didn’t bother to run away when it saw him. Why would it? In the city, people only killed each other; and Zahi, age twelve, was now one of them.
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Cross Street


A short, wind-swept high street punctuated by thin grey lampposts, Cross Street funnelled a one-way stream of cars, vans, buses, cyclists and lorries from the towns and villages beyond the green belt to the city centre. As the first gasp of suburbia or the last gasp of the capital, its tarmac had such deep depressions that each passing vehicle made a loud double-thud, sounding like two syllables, Lon-DON, LON-don. At the top end was a church, whose stump bristled with masts for mobile phones, and at the bottom was a nail bar called Nailed It.


There had once been fifteen shops on Cross Street, but two of them (a butcher and a picture-framer) stood empty, with no hope of reopening even as a charity shop. Half the parking had been taken out when the council made the street one-way, widening the pavement, and the rest had parking meters and traffic wardens swooping down, which meant fewer drivers stopped by to shop. Everyone hated the council, but they hated the freeholder more, as some rich man who never visited or fixed anything, just raked in the rent. The enlarged pavement was punctured by squares of dirt every few metres, indicating that trees were intended there, though none was ever planted. On the wall of the boarded-up pub opposite the church was a ghostly sign, which had faded to the word RAGE.


There were still remnants of the detail that the Victorian shops all had: painted wooden frames for the large plate-glass display windows, decorative cornicing, corbels and fanlights above the top of the narrow side doors leading to accommodation upstairs. Much had been ripped out or allowed to crumble away, the painted fascias replaced by garish plastic signs that could be illuminated from behind.


The smarter shops – which meant the Italian deli, the chemist, the hairdresser, the dry cleaner and the health food shop – retained these, and were all on the west side, closest to Prospect Park. The rest – the Metro minimarket, the vape shop, the nail bar, the Anything & Everything hardware store and the kebab shop – backed onto the Cross Estate on the east side.


The exception to these was a newcomer, or rather two newcomers next door to each other, which also backed onto the estate. Painted a sludgy blue, the Daily Bread was an award-winning artisan bakery, specialising in sourdough, though it also provided croissants, sandwiches, Danish pastries, buns, brownies, madeleines, cakes, tarts and eclairs from nine to five, seven days a week. When it opened during the pandemic, locals had predicted it would go bust in a month. Instead, it was a huge success. The Daily Bread now had its own Instagram page – with a following of over four thousand – with the owner, Sol, explaining how his passion for baking had led him from his kitchen table to the start-up. Almost every loaf and cake sold out by the end of each day, and what little was left over was donated to the food bank at the church.


Next door to the bakery was the Literary Café, also owned by Sol. It sold the same sandwiches and cakes, but with tea, coffee, soup, seating and heating.


The people in Prospect Park greeted both newcomers with an enthusiasm verging on the messianic.


‘At last!’ they exclaimed to each other. ‘We’re not living in a slum any more.’


Of course, Prospect Park people were not living in a slum, but they still felt uneasy about the Cross Estate, widely believed to be the source of all crime. Before every house on the west side got a burglar alarm, it had been burgled, repeatedly, and cars broken into just for small change. Schoolchildren were still mugged and robbed for money or mobile phones, and Hilldrop secondary school on the edge of the estate needed a policeman outside its gate in the afternoon because it was a magnet to drug dealers.


‘It feels like we’re living on the front line, and getting very little for our taxes,’ they complained to each other.


Prospect Park people were by no means rich, but they could afford their own homes; they could buy fresh food, streaming services, holidays and books. Some educated their children in secondary schools from which Cross Estate children were largely, mysteriously, absent, and some could or would not send them anywhere but Hilldrop. They worked hard for their homes, each of which had taken many years and builders to restore, and worried almost as much as those on the Cross about money. But they could, at least, eat cake.


With their stripped floorboards, big windows and good lighting, the bakery and café suggested that better times were coming.


‘It’s a cliché, but it makes us so happy,’ the Sponges told friends.


‘Even if they don’t know how to bake soda bread, it’s a good thing,’ said Mary Quinn.


Most of the Cross Street shops were run by just one or two people who had been there for decades, but the bakery also employed a dozen people, working in shifts. Some were young, some quite old, some were foreign and some local, but their enthusiasm could not be doubted. Wearing long white aprons, the bakers could be seen at the back of the bakery, kneading, pounding, stretching and proving dough, before shovelling it into ovens whose ventilation drove the irresistible scent of fresh bread all down the street. Their hair was tied back, their hands scrubbed and their manners polite.


‘Lovely!’ they said to customers when handing over their wares in paper bags or boxes; or, in a triumph of hope over experience, ‘Have a nice day’.


The street lights began to flicker as the sun rose, staining the eastern clouds the colour of a contusion though the west remained the deep cobalt blue of midwinter. Already cold, it was becoming colder. The only question was whether the day would turn to hail, sleet or snow. The buses that were the one means of public transport into the centre had been diverted, and people who could stay in bed did so. But the great machinery of the city was lumbering into motion, as it always did, and the bakers’ polite wishes on this particular day were unlikely to come true.
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The Literary Café


The Literary Café was a haven for the working-from-home crowd. Most, though not all, were writers, because it was marginally cheaper to write in the warmth of a café than shiver alone at home with the radiators turned down to 15 degrees, and it fostered a sense of community among a group not generally known for esprit de corps. Yet the café was popular from the day it opened. For just as restaurants attract other restaurants, and psychiatrists other psychiatrists, so writers attract other writers, irrespective of whether they support or detest each other. From 9.30 every morning, they lined up at its tables in serried ranks, tapping an irregular tattoo on their keyboards.


‘I suppose we’re like soldiers going into battle,’ said K. P. Gritts. Even after more than thirty years, he had romantic delusions about what was barely a profession.


‘Another way of putting it is that misery loves company,’ Ivo Sponge remarked.


The current regulars were of all ages and stages in their profession, and the café was well equipped to cater for them. As well as hot drinks and cold comforts, rows of plugs and an assortment of pens, there was a rack on the wall with recent copies of the TLS, the LRB, the Literary Review, the Spectator, the New Statesman and even the occasional Times, Guardian, Telegraph and FT Weekend Culture sections, all of which could be perused as an alternative to work because these counted as essential research. The café’s internet connectivity was as unreliable as its mobile phone signal, but this was a good thing because it decreased the temptation to go online. At the back were floor-to-ceiling wooden shelves stretching the height and width of the wall, stocked with old hardbacks and paperbacks, often written and donated by its patrons. Everyone published felt enormously gratified by this, and those on social media would take care to post a photograph of themselves in front of the bookcase, tagging @LiteraryCafe, with the spine of their own book clearly visible, and those of enemies carefully moved out of sight.


A large silvery tube suspended from the ceiling piped in heat from the bakery ovens next door, and an oil painting of, appropriately, a basket of different breads signed KENWARD was hung behind the counter, but there were no other decorations or distractions. Where the bakery played energetic retro pop music, the Literary Café was so quiet and plain that it could almost have been a schoolroom, or a prison cell.


Younger writers sat in the front window where high stools and a beech shelf allowed a view over the street, whereas older ones like Eva Stern hunched at tables at the back.


Eva was the closest thing the Literary Café had to a celebrity. She was always to be found there, swathed in jumpers and an acrid reek of nicotine. Her hair was long, lank and the same dirty grey as the lean dog at her feet. She seemed to be at the café from the moment it opened until it closed, writing her novels slowly and carefully into a lined notebook in pen and ink.


‘Morning, Eva!’ Ivo said genially, as he plumped for a table in the middle of the room, adding, ‘Still scribbling?’


He knew this question to be a deadly insult. Everyone in the café was aware of it, and Eva made a sound that sounded like ‘Hack!’


Ivo said, ‘Oh yes, and proud of it. A hack is someone who writes for money, which, as Dr Johnson said, is the reason why anyone not a blockhead writes at all.’


Eva had once been well known in the so-called golden generation of writers, whose members could actually afford to buy a home through their earnings. Prone to short skirts, Marxist politics and a flirtatious if menacing manner, Eva had been a literary lioness whose first novel, A Bird in the Hand, won a major prize at the time when such an accolade could shift a hundred thousand copies. Feted as the daughter of a butcher who had won a scholarship to Oxford, she glowered regularly on TV in the decades when it pretended to care about culture and was a fixture at the most glamorous publishing parties.


This lasted until she was replaced by someone younger. Today, Eva was in her eighties, living in the dilapidated house in Angler’s Lane where she had been born. Some even thought she was dead, because she never left Prospect Park. She had not, however, given up writing. Every two years a new novel was produced that was passed around as a kind of radioactive potato. Nobody dared to edit her, and she was blisteringly unpleasant to booksellers, publicists and, most of all, fellow authors.


‘May I get you anything more?’ asked the waitress. She was new and didn’t know that Eva only ever had a single pot of tea.


‘I can’t afford another,’ Eva snarled.


Gritts looked at her in surprise. A beefy Yorkshireman with fifteen books to his name, his main gig (as he called it) was at a former London polytechnic.


‘Why don’t you teach creative writing, then?’ he asked.


Eva gave him a look through her heavy, black-rimmed spectacles.


‘Because it’s the blind leading the blind,’ she said. ‘The fools who pay to foster their dream of being published never seem to wonder what they could learn from someone whose only qualification is failure at the very thing they aspire to do.’


Gritts winced. He tried not to think this every day, and yet teaching was a perfectly respected way of adding £20,500 a year to his miserable earnings.


‘Still beats hauling coal,’ Ivo Sponge remarked.


It was eleven o’clock, and they were all having a short coffee break. By unspoken consent, this was the time when the writers could exchange a few words of discouragement.


‘Have you ever worked in a coal mine, Ivo?’ asked Gritts, with a faint sneer. ‘My grandfather did, you know.’


Ivo, who had been acquainted with Gritts since their twenties, and was probably one of the few people who knew what his first name was, smirked and said, ‘Haven’t you noticed, British coal mines all closed a lifetime ago? And yes, I have been down a coal mine as a junior reporter. Filthy stuff. They deserved to be closed.’


‘Easy for you to say, compadre.’ Gritts glowered from beneath his pudding-bowl haircut. ‘All you’ve ever done is journalism.’


Until two months ago, Ivo had been the editor of the Chronicle, a job he loved and missed. He’d held this position for over a decade, an exceptionally long time by industry standards. His sacking had included a year’s salary, a non-disclosure agreement and a sense of failure that would be crushing had Ivo not been, by nature, uncrushable. He was now bent on reinventing himself as a best-selling thriller writer. Before leaving home for the café, he had put a little Everyman copy of A Christmas Carol in his breast pocket, not because he liked Dickens but because his grandfather had kept it over his heart in the trenches, which was where Ivo now felt himself to be.


‘In any case,’ croaked Eva, ‘books don’t sell any more. Writers are dinosaurs.’


‘Never mind, we’ll all be replaced by AI soon,’ said Mary Quinn.


She had a voice as soft as moss. Mary was another Literary Café regular, and all the magazines in the café were passed on by her because she wrote for them. A small, plump Irishwoman, she was a literary critic who had, in late middle age, also become an author. Today, as on most days, she was wearing a long blue woollen garment that looked more like a robe than a dress, a cardigan in a brighter shade of blue, red suede boots and a navy cloche hat on her squiggly silver hair. She had large grey eyes, a beautiful complexion and a mouth that always seemed to be about to smile. Decades ago, Ivo had been crazy about her, which led to his giving her a first break in journalism at a time when she was just a pretty little waitress who loved reading. These days, Mary talked to him as if reluctantly descending from Mount Olympus, which irked him more than he cared to admit. But there was no point resenting her manner. Ivo had many faults, but hypocrisy was not among them. He had fallen, she had risen, and there was nothing he could do about it – yet.


Eva nodded at Mary and got a nod back. Well, Ivo thought. He knew that he himself was probably detested by everyone present but still felt he deserved civility. After all, back in the day, he had been the Chronicle’s literary editor, second only to God, even if everyone else on any newspaper treats books as a joke. Then he remembered that he had written a disobliging review of one of Eva’s novels, saying that it gave evidence of the author enjoying herself a good deal more than the reader.


Like many intellectuals, Eva was totally humourless. She’d even sent him a note:




Ivo, I am seated in the smallest room in my home and have your review before me; shortly, it will be behind me.





That, at least, had made him laugh, even if it took a second to work out.


Writers usually forgot all the nice things that critics bothered to bestow on their work, but remembered every slight for ever, and could quote from it verbatim. Some were actively paranoid, ascribing reviews (or the lack of them) to personal animosity rather than, as was more generally the case, the absence of any marketing investment by their publisher, but even when acclaimed far beyond their deserts, they were never grateful enough. They lived in a world of fulminous enthusiasms and simmering ill-temper. He much preferred politicians, who were far better at lying and who, unlike authors, had some power in the real world.


Gritts gave a short laugh. ‘Robots will be taking work from doctors and lawyers, not authors. There’s not enough money in writing for it to be worthwhile. You’re right, Eva. Nobody gives a damn about literature.’


‘’Twas ever thus,’ Ivo said, the usual answer he gave to any complaint. ‘But the tech bros can still scrape our work for nothing so that their infernal devices can learn how to sound like human beings.’


‘Assuming one can,’ muttered a young man tapping away by the window. He was faintly familiar to Ivo, too, but then this was the thing about North London: almost everybody was. It was only when he was somewhere like Heathrow that he found himself in rooms full of the large, bovine people who constituted the majority of the population that he understood that he lived in a bubble. After a moment’s cogitation, Ivo recognised the speaker as the grown-up stepson of his old mucker Quentin Bredin. Xan, that was his name, had been a bright mixed-race student, now presumably a graduate, reading English at UCL. A few years ago, he had given him a summer internship on the Chronicle, just in case Xan had a fancy to become a journalist. It was the kind of leg-up that professionals gave each other’s children, not because of some middle-class cabal but by way of future insurance in case they should ever need a favour one day in turn. But the wretched boy had decided to become a barrister instead.


‘Everyone is in such a funk about AI, but it’ll be just like any other technological advance, telephones and washing machines and so on. It’ll stop people slaving away at mindless, repetitive clerical jobs and free them to enjoy themselves as human beings haven’t been able to do since the end of slavery,’ Ivo said, with the ebullience of the born contrarian. ‘Who knows? Maybe we’ll rediscover reading newspapers and books.’


Eva muttered, ‘We’re all fucking doomed.’


Outside, the pothole in the road widened and sank. It was now the depth of a paddling pool, but because it was filled with water, it looked like a puddle. The car parked beside it had not yet fallen in.
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Ivo Sponge’s Cyanide Capsule


It being January, the café was less crowded than usual. Other authors who usually haunted the place were absent: Philomena Studge, the acclaimed experimental novelist whose work was guaranteed to make a reader feel worse after finishing her book than when they started, was probably staying in her other home in Paris, where she was a cult figure. Leigh Delamere had recently been given a genius grant by an American billionaire, enabling them to take up a professorship at an East Coast university with health insurance and dental included. Betty Swallocks, whose historical fiction was currently being developed by Netflix, was due back from Thailand; and a celebrated Scottish poet, Ita Verity, cancelled by an enlightened Establishment for holding unacceptable views on gender, had retreated altogether from human company and lived in a Highland croft as a shepherdess. These were familiar faces, but why anyone chose to spend most of their waking hours crammed into a small room together to write their books was a mystery – unless, of course, it was the dread of being alone all day.


For nobody, including Ivo, ever knew quite what to make of that vicious circle of fear, envy, corruption, brilliance, meanness and generosity that constituted the literary world. Was it (as journalists imagined) a den of backbiting, backscratching and spite? Was it (as authors imagined) a coterie of high-minded heroes whose sole concern was for the preservation of aesthetic and ethical principles? Was it (as the public imagined) a breed of pretentious bores disappearing up each other’s arses? All and none of these seemed to be true at different times. Though he intended to join their ranks when his own thriller, Killing Time, was published, Ivo could not feel anything but contempt for those who spent their lives making things up. Reality was so much more interesting, and truthful.


Eva went back to her lined notebook, presumably the one containing her latest work. Writing in longhand was one of her eccentricities, and, for those who cared, part of her mystique.


‘We lack a sense of collective responsibility,’ Gritts said.


‘What’s the collective noun for writers?’ Mary said. ‘An advance?’


‘A circle jerk,’ suggested Ivo, but under his breath.


Left to himself, Ivo would have been content to let his ambition, along with his waistline, sag: but Ellen was American.


‘Work gives dignity and purpose to life,’ she told him. ‘You can’t be a quitter.’


As she was considerably richer, smarter and kinder than him, he could not gainsay her. Living in Prospect Park had been a compromise between his earnings and hers because although he earned the salary of a newspaper editor, Ellen owned an international designer shoe business. She still complained about the area (‘Where are all the shops?’ she had asked initially), but it was a lucky move because their home had quadrupled in value. Naturally, they had lived with builders for their entire marriage, but then so did most people who bought a period property. They had become so used to gangs of gigantic Poles, Romanians and Iraqis that any week without them felt slightly peculiar. Even now, Ellen was overseeing the replacement of their kitchen conservatory with something called Happy Glass, which made you feel as if the daylight was brighter.


‘Why can’t we actually go somewhere warm and sunny instead?’ Ivo asked, but Ellen ignored him.


‘Just write your book, honey,’ she said.


Ivo knew himself to be lazy, cowardly, selfish and not altogether reliable, but he was afraid that she would leave him should he fail to live up to her standards. Like too many of her countrywomen, she had come to London looking for Mr Darcy, and instead found Ivo, who was much more fun than someone in finance, and who knew everyone interesting.


Now, he could hardly bear to look at himself in a mirror.


‘The fire has fallen out of your hair,’ he had been told by Leyla at Hair Today when he went for his first haircut after his sacking.


‘But not out of my belly,’ he retorted.


He repeated this to himself every morning as he staggered up to face a future in which, for the first time in forty years, he had no office to go to. He didn’t need the money: they had paid off their mortgage, and all three of their children were graduates with jobs, but the tedium of the future filled him with apprehension. He could still write. That was what would save him, and furthermore he could do it at the home that he had paid for all these years without fully enjoying. What was a home if not the place where, as someone put it, you could reculer pour mieux sauter?


Weeks into his new career, however, Ellen was exhibiting signs of irritability. She complained about his snoring (as if she didn’t snore herself), and his habit of leaving underwear scattered around the bathroom floor. His preference for meat was bad for the planet, and Ivo really ought to do yoga or Pilates. Above all, she thought he ought to write his book away from home.


‘It’d help you to get out of the house,’ Ellen told him. ‘You know what they say about marriage: for better, for worse, but never for lunch.’


‘I have a perfectly comfortable study here.’


‘You could join the London Library,’ she suggested. ‘Isn’t that where writers go?’


‘Only those with over five hundred pounds a year to spare,’ said Ivo. Being technically unemployed, he had become very money-conscious and crept around turning off radiators. Ellen complained it was too cold. She also claimed that he was disturbing her concentration, even though they lived in an enormous house with two studies and three empty bedrooms.


‘How am I?’


‘You keep popping in to ask if I feel like a cup of tea.’


‘You could just say no.’


‘I keep feeling that what you’re really asking for is sex.’


‘Well,’ said Ivo, with cautious optimism, ‘I might be.’


Ellen had rules about sex. He had to pick a moment in the afternoon when the cleaner wasn’t in, there were no Amazon deliveries due, when she hadn’t just had her hair done and the weather was neither too hot nor too cold. Exceptions were made for birthdays and public holidays, but the quantity was not what he had anticipated.


‘There’s that place in Cross Street, isn’t there? Why don’t you try that?’


This was his third day at the Literary Café since the New Year began, and it was not getting any easier. He, who had knocked off a thousand words in twenty minutes, who had been an icon of ingenuity, insight and wit, now found himself stumbling over sentences, pausing over paragraphs and cringing at every crass alliteration that his brain supplied. According to the formula, something had to happen every three pages, but he felt as if this had become an actual physical effort rather than an imaginary one.


Maybe I really am just a hack, Ivo thought. Of course, Eva was a Real Writer, because she had won a big prize. Who hadn’t, frankly, back in the day? He’d once enjoyed taking revenge on such pretensions, even when he bothered to read the book under scrutiny, which – apart from the first chapter, the last chapter and a bit in the middle – nobody was paid enough to do. Those who can, do; those who can’t, review, he’d told Mary years ago when instructing her on the tricks of the trade. There were a handful of people who did it out of love, poor saps, but even back in Orwell’s day nobody could survive on reviewing, and that was when they received the equivalent to £500 a pop. Now, it would barely pay for lunch at the café.


The waitress, a willowy young Asian woman with glossy chestnut hair, came over and gave him a dazzling smile.


‘What may I bring you, Ivo?’


‘Flat white, please.’


Ivo looked at his laptop, sighing. He was the flat white, really. For years, he had felt famous. While this lasts, it is almost indistinguishable from actual fame: but it never does last, and now he was like anyone else.


‘I didn’t even get a knighthood,’ he told Ellen bitterly.


‘Darn!’ said his wife. ‘And I was so looking forward to being called Lady Sponge.’


‘Were you?’


He could never tell when she was teasing him.


‘The thing about Ivo,’ she would tell their friends, ‘is that sometimes, after he’s written a good column, you think there must be something underneath, something deep and wise. Only what there is is more Ivo.’


Just you wait, Ivo said to himself. If his former boss, McNabb, a certified moron if ever there was one, could make a fortune churning out airport thrillers then so could he.


Many journalists tend to have this as a project. The novel is, they believe, like a cyanide capsule, to be deployed if all else fails. Not for Ivo the effortful enigmas of Eva, the meticulous miniatures of Mary or the rumbling ruminations of Gritts. He was going for something with testosterone, and style. His novel featured a roving foreign correspondent, Roger Cox, and an array of beautiful women who did not expect men to eat tofu or have an inner life; Roger was the kind of hero who liked his meat and his wine to be red. It was set in various exotic locations that Ivo either had been to or planned on visiting as tax-deductible research. Many happy hours were spent daydreaming about Cox’s adventures, and once Ivo had tossed off the first ten thousand words and an outline, he’d acquired an advance that was publicised in the Bookseller – not because he could write, but because he’d been a regular panellist on the long-running TV News show, Snap, Crackle, Pop!


‘I’m afraid that being a TV celebrity is the only thing that matters these days,’ his agent told him.


‘But I was never that,’ said Ivo in horror. ‘I was the editor of a national newspaper. I only did the TV show for a laugh.’


Candida Twink smiled without creasing her eyes.


‘As far as the punters and publishers are concerned, that’s what matters.’


Ivo looked at his blinking screen, and frustration rose in his throat like acid reflux.


‘Come on!’ he muttered to himself.


A young woman who had just come in with a baby in a buggy glared at him before returning to her iPad. Probably, he thought, writing chick lit, or its later incarnation in which finding Mr Right had been replaced by killing off Mr Wrong. Ivo had recently been introduced to a neighbour (possibly this woman?) and asked by Ellen if he’d read her book, Corkscrew.


‘It’s terrifically good. The new Gone Girl, basically.’


‘It’s not the kind of thing I read,’ Ivo replied, in his most austere tone. He hadn’t meant to be rude; it was just that men didn’t read books by women, did they? They were always about feelings.


Now this was more like it.




As he leapt from one roof to the next, Cox could feel the Glock tucked into his waistband. The tiles were slippery but his custom-made shoes from Lobb had soles that gripped like the thighs of a Russian prostitute.





Ivo stopped. He had a vague feeling that something more was needed. Even thrillers these days were supposed to have – what was that word? Inferiority? Interiority, that was it, musing on the human condition while in pursuit of a villain. But was that plausible? Ivo thought about the last time he’d broken into a run. The only thing that had crossed his mind while puffing round the flattest part of Hampstead Heath was that he would never do so again.


On he went, however. He was unpleasantly surprised that any other job – undertaking, proctology, cutting toenails, vacuuming up dried human skin out of the treads of escalators on the Underground – would be preferable to making stuff up. It was not just his waking hours that were haunted; he found himself waking up at 3 a.m., brain working furiously with some idea that, usually, he’d forgotten by morning. Worse, he would remember his nocturnal inspiration and add it to his manuscript only to find that it was the second or third time he’d written precisely the same words.


‘It’s like being lost in a mental maze,’ he told his wife, but her eyes glazed over. She was convinced that he’d make the New York Times best-seller list, nonetheless – that was all that mattered.


It was impossible for Ellen to envisage failure.


Ivo was increasingly haunted by the fear that, like the Mercator projection that persuaded Britons over many centuries that their country was several times larger and more important than was the case, his abilities had been amplified by chance and timing. He’d cruised into Oxford in an era when any public schoolboy with a couple of As at A-level and the right manners got accepted; then on to a mostly male graduate newspaper trainee scheme, where a combination of energy and charm had seen him shoot up the greasy pole. He knew he was clever, but so much of his rise boiled down to being a white, middle-class man born in 1960s Britain. And now look at me, he thought: redundant.


Not everybody had abandoned him. Quentin had suggested that he join him in a new podcast idea, The Rest is Infamy.


‘What would that involve?’ Ivo asked.


‘It’d be like a history podcast exploring the lives of the rich, repulsive and recently deceased. People love that kind of thing and the dead can’t be libelled. We could make millions.’


Ivo replied that he’d have to finish his book.


‘I need more violence,’ he muttered. ‘More blood, more danger.’


Even as he thought this, the wind threw large hailstones that bounced onto the pavement in icy bullets. They were so large, noisy and hard that he almost thought they were bullets. But this was a suburban café in North London, and he was among writers, who were of all tribes the least likely to have anything happen to them.
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Rose’s Return


Rose had grown up in Prospect Park and was not at all happy to find herself back there. Even as she trudged up Prospect Crescent towards Cross Street, she saw a teenager throwing lighted fireworks onto the pavement as he walked on the other side, in a frenzy of excitement.


Bang! Bang! Psshh!


The showers of fierce sparks and explosions were horrifying, yet nobody stopped him. Nobody ever did, which was why she hated the area. He was the usual lowlife wearing a hoodie, off his head on drugs, and a danger to the public.


Afraid that the noise would startle the baby, Rose waited until the boy disappeared at the top of the Crescent. He’d probably go into the estate, but it was always possible he would continue to the shops, where she was headed.


I should never have come back, she thought.


As far as she was concerned, she had shaken herself free from Prospect Park the moment she took off for university, and she rarely revisited it. When she returned to London for a job, she had been happy to pitch in anywhere if it was at least five miles from where her parents lived. She and Matt both lived in Clapham when they met – indeed, it was why they met. But everything changed after they got married and she found out they were pregnant.


How she hated that phrase! Of course they weren’t pregnant, only she was. She had been the one who endured the nausea, the disgusting sensation of being blown up like a balloon, and the twenty-five-hour labour culminating in massive blood loss, emergency surgery and a shock so profound that she wondered how it was possible to ever recover. Matt behaved as if Angela was the most wonderful thing in the world, and everyone assumed that Rose must be just as besotted.


‘She’s so sweet!’ they exclaimed, bending over the cot. ‘You’re so lucky.’


Rose was the first of her friendship group to have a baby, because even though they were all over thirty, nobody could afford one. The cost of renting, the cost of energy, the cost of food made parenthood prohibitive, especially in London. But Angela had dropped into her life a year after she’d first slept with Matt, and now she was stuck with both of them. Matt was sweet, clever, and would, as Rose’s mother immediately pointed out, be bald by the time he was forty.
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