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To my mum,
 Joan Trevelyan


 

But how you hid when the sky split, the voices came,

Each with a face you drew, wild familiars,

Grotesques that only talking to could tame …

Mimi Khalvati


Shock Valley – I

Here they come, the men, striding down the hill as if it’s something they own, and they make me so sorry I almost don’t want to kill them. One young and one old, one short and one tall, kicking down the trail in long-laced black boots, lashing every twig and branch they pass with the dismembered tent poles they use for whatever (to feel powerful, to feel like men, to feel like their fathers): they believe themselves masters of all they survey and all they don’t, and they are masters of nothing. You could break your heart for them. How did anything so stupid wind up so proud?

They leave the trees on the far side of the valley, stand for a while peering at the lake, what’s left of it, then start over the track towards me and my house. I’ve been watching them for the best part of an hour and by the time they pass the log from which strips of pelt hang down in tufted glitters I’m outside, arms folded, waiting for them.

‘Hello, madam!’ calls the older, shorter man, smiling and hefting the pole he’s carrying as he might a silver-topped cane. ‘And how are we, this beautiful day?’

‘I’m well enough. Not sure there’s any “we” I can speak for.’

‘Is that so?’ He glances at the younger, taller man. ‘Forgive my asking, but do you have a husband round about? A son, perhaps?’

‘Not even a daughter.’

‘You astonish me.’ The younger one smirks and looks away. Meanwhile the older unslings his rucksack and drops it on the packed earth at his feet. ‘In that case, madam, I wonder if my associate and I may prevail upon you.’ His smile widens but does not deepen. ‘We find ourselves in need of a place to camp. I only wonder if we may do so here, in sight of your very lovely lake.’

‘It’s not my lake.’

‘A manner of speaking, madam.’

‘Not so lovely either, I wouldn’t have said.’

‘We would inconvenience you no longer than a night. Two at most.’

The older man unzips his anorak, one of those showy all-weather affairs patterned with webs and vents. Meanwhile the younger swings down his rucksack also and places it on the ground next to his associate’s.

‘There’s tea,’ I say. ‘Might be able to find some bread and butter.’

‘And rabbit.’ It’s the first time the kid has spoken. Instructively he points the pole in his hand at the log with its glittering tufts. ‘There’s rabbit.’

‘There’s tea, and there’s bread and butter.’

‘Most civil, madam.’

They look at me – a little old black lady, in night-nurse cardy and spinster jeans, living alone in her dead sister’s house by a dead lake in a desolate valley. Well yes, well no. I go with my folded arms into the kitchen and rootle about in the compost-coloured gloom, thinking only about the drawers and their knives and knives and knives, until I have a tray with two cups of tea and two rough plugs of bread on it then I go outside again and find them fussing in that proud, heartbreaking way they have with groundsheets, pegs, poles.

‘A fine pitch, this.’ The older man chuckles as I lower the tray to him. ‘Do you know, I can’t quite believe our luck!’

I bet you can’t. And – do you know – I don’t believe it either.

At night the lake, or what’s left of it, stinks. Probably it does during the day too, only you don’t notice it with everything else you have to do (trapping, cutting, salting, roasting the sole shrivelled buck that a week’s vigilance yields). At night the heat stops moving and stands over the clayey fissures where the lake used to be and draws out their pox and pong, their sultry pollution. You lie in bed with nothing to do but notice it.

Tonight however there are other things to notice, and I lie alert on my unopened bed, one arm hanging, fingers trailing over the stone floor. I’ve never been one of those who start in the night at nothing – rattling windows, clicking pebbles. Still I know what I’m hearing when the door clanks first softly, then more forcefully. Then the lock bursts with a splendid roar and again I am sorry for them. Can they imagine I didn’t hear that? Then their feet on the kitchen flags, tap tap, undecided. Poor boys.

The door to my room creaks. It’s a creaker, but even so. The men push past it into the black air. On top of the bed, fully clothed (cardy, jeans), I lie perfectly still. One of the men mutters something. And there is the snick of a catch, a button unbuttoning, and then the rigid slither of metal on leather.

One of the men shouts. The other grabs at the bed.

The kid is fumbling in the sheet for my ankles and his older associate is looking for somewhere about my person to plant the tip of the hunting knife that he unhappily wields and while they do this I reach under the bed for my hammer which I raise with a momentumless swing and connect to the jaw of the knife-wielder. Even before I kick away the kid’s hands and sit upright I register that the chief consequence of my swing is that the older man’s neck is broken. He lets out a sort of shriek nonetheless and crumples himself into the wall, folds and refolds his limbs as if trying to pack himself into any of the large cracks in the wall.

The kid is trickier. Without a sound he tries to run from the room. He runs into the door and rebounds into the darkness on the other side of the bed. I stand and wait. He can’t see me, isn’t looking for me, is looking only at the door and the problem of getting past it. Teetering, he manages at last to scuttle past the door into the kitchen, which gives me ample time to walk up behind him and float my hammer at the back of his head. Without a sound he kneels on the flags.

I push him over, arrange him on his back and sit heavily on his hip, sucking more strongly at the compost-flavoured air than I’d prefer. I put down my hammer and have a look at him. He wears a distantly concentrated expression: there he is at ten, at eight, assembling some rainy-day Lego masterwork, clicking together the guileless blocks.

‘You’re making a mistake,’ he says.

‘Don’t think so, sweetheart.’

‘We’re a word.’ He shakes his head. ‘We’ve a word. Come to tell you.’

‘Is that so? You break into my house, attack me in my bed, for a word?’

But he doesn’t have to say anything (and he can’t anyway). It’s all there in the stilled glaze of his Lego eyes. They have heard of me: Black Mabel, Bloody Mabel – Mad Mabel. These strong men thought to test my reputation, to see what I’m made of. Well, now they know. I am made of the hammer. And they (poor boys) are made of the nail.

‘What word did you come to tell me?’

‘Peter.’

I might have known. It even makes a grisly kind of sense. Once upon a time Peter and I had a commercial agreement. That is, once upon a time Peter paid me to kill people. Not in the way these two chancers thought they were being paid to kill people – they are messengers, messenger boys. I was never that. I can’t say exactly what I was (disaster-averter, miracle-worker), but I was never Peter’s messenger girl. Then Helios changed everything and whatever I had been I ceased to be that, and I came here, to my dead sister’s house, and the dead level of the lake.

Over the next ten to fifteen minutes the kid on the floor tells me some other words, too.

When he has finished speaking I straighten on his hip. It feels bony, gristly, under me. ‘I see. Thank you.’

‘That’s it.’ The kid tries to smile. His head is shaking but he’s no longer doing it: the nerves and muscles spasm of their own ruined accord. ‘That’s done then.’

‘Oh, sweetheart, I wish it was.’

He doesn’t understand. These men, these boys – they think they know Peter. They think they see another man in him, but he is not a man. He is an order, with many nuances. One of which, I know, concerns messages and messengers.

At least it doesn’t take long. (I am made of the hammer.) Then there’s everything else I have to do, the clothes to change, the bag to pack, the last breakfast I eat sitting at the kitchen table with my back turned to the two soft shadows laid side by side on the floor and my gaze fixed on the sun finally rising over the hill and the drained unlovely lake.



Part One


Hello Stranger



1. In the Flesh

She comes out of the lift and it’s him. And it’s disturbing. Her first instinct is to run and jump into his arms, and that can’t be right. She’s not six years old any more. And he’s not – whatever he was back then. Except of course he is. Timeless man. Every wonk and wisp and snaggle the same.

A visitor, Reception Holly said (not to be confused with Holly from IT or Holly the Moan). Can you come down, Dia? We have a visitor for you in reception. Which was weird enough in itself, as the excessive politeness of Holly’s telephone voice suggested, and more than enough to have Dia groping through her mental purse of possible bad pennies all the way from her desk to the lift doors. Then on top of that, it’s him. Wild Samson. The Aztec, the Sun King. Samson Glaze.

Careful now. Six-year-old instincts in a nearly thirty-year-old body don’t flatter anyone. So instead of whooping and running and leaping ecstatic into his mangy grip, she just sort of slopes up and stands in front of him with folded arms and a delighted frown she can do nothing about.

‘You know,’ she says, ‘technically you’re trespassing.’

‘Old habits.’

They both laugh at that. She sees he does it how he always did, with clamped jaws and raised chin, a trapped hyena snicker. Then he rolls his eyes and says, ‘Look at you. Holy Moses. What happened? You’re ancient.’

‘While you’re such a fragrant young rose.’

‘Seriously. Do you have diabetes or something? You look about a thousand years old.’ She shrugs, glows. This, she understands, is his way of telling her that he thinks she is very, very beautiful.

‘To what do I owe the pleasure, Samson?’ Only saying his name is deeply strange. Behind her frown her head swims with it.

‘Can you talk? Is this a good time?’

‘It’s an okay time.’

They leave the building, the glare of the reception coven falling on their backs as they step into the midday sun and the main square of the new Complex development. For years this whole area of Manchester was a mess of building-site barricades and yellow-sleeved scaffolding rigs; then about six months ago the barricades peeled off and revealed an eerie landscape, seashell colours of tile surrounded by towering crystal shapes, a cinema, a theatre, an art gallery and who knows what else sealed away inside these glassy slabs of the New Architecture. Round the sides of the square wooden bench surfaces are attractively sunk into concrete blocks and are occupied, as always at this time of day, by Complex staff and international students. Dia finds a vacant surface and is about to sit when she notices Samson already sprawled on a bench a couple of rotations further down. She shoots her arms from her sides – what the hell? – but he only goes on grinning at her until she slogs across and sits next to him.

‘Well, this is new,’ he says, inspecting the development with an arch look. ‘Very striking, very Martian-colony chic. Do you like it? I like it.’

‘I didn’t think people like you were allowed to like places like this.’

‘Oh, Dee. Are there any people like me?’

Unfortunately, he has a point. Who ever lived a life like Samson Glaze’s? When she was six, seven, eight, he was a red-eyed, stubble-masked wild man, a fantastical traveller who came seasonally with his fantastical traveller friends to wreck every last atom of the patch of green scrub behind the tower block in which Dia lived with her mum at the saddest end of their sad small town. He was the most fun she’d ever known crammed into human form. He told her stories and lies and solemn laughable truths, he picked her up by the ankles and spun and spun her, then made her keep score while he wrestled in the mud with his dogs. Then, when she was nine, ten, eleven, he started to become something else. And by the time she was thirteen he had transformed himself so utterly almost no one but Dia still knew who he was. She did, though. She always knew who he was.

And now he is … what? Not quite a reformed character. But a success. No question about it. A self-made man with a fortune in solar panels, if you please.

And yet neither time nor success appear to have changed him much. He affects no corporate airs, in T-shirt, jeans, trainers. The chicken-bone arms protruding from the T-shirt may have some gym tone, but chicken bones are chicken bones and she doubts all the spin classes in the world could ever get the druggy scrawn fully out of him. And yes, now she sees it up close, maybe his face has a certain sheen, but under the fancy finish it’s the same wreck it always was, with wisping brows, dinged cheeks, snaggled teeth.

One big change is his hair. She used to love his scratty white-blonde mane; its loss reduces him by about a third of a person. But at least this is a change she was ready for. Dia may not have seen him in the flesh for more than fifteen years, but she has fairly often seen him out of it. On TV. Online. In newspapers, magazines. Doing what he does these days, which apparently is make speeches; raise objections; open things and close things; and publicly (and baldly) sneer at, heckle, shout down and otherwise appall the various scoffers and naysayers of the Whitehall elect.

So much she’s picked up. Samson Glaze is famous, and everyone knows something about him. Certainly she has not for fifteen-plus years followed with a fanatic’s zeal his every public statement and movement – has not spent the entire second half of her life talking to him in her head, inviting his opinion on this or that remark, soliciting his agreement with this or that view, confirming his approval of this decision, this strategy, this look, this scarf with these boots. God, no. Nothing like that.

The only real shock then is his smell. He leans towards her and there it is: aniseed and iron filings. That’s what he smelled of, always. He never smelled of dirt, even when he was filthy. He smelled of this, aniseed and iron filings, and she is six years old and the urge to go wheee and torpedo into his lap is so preposterously strong it creaks in her gums. Careful now.

‘Why are you here?’ she says, with heavy severity.

‘I wanted to see you. To see how haggard and sickly you’d grown.’

‘Fifteen years, Samson.’

‘Is it as long as that.’ Not a question. He sits back, turns his head as if taking an interest in the man sitting on the next bench surface along, a gesture that briefly alerts her to the presence of another anomaly in this highly anomalous situation (Samson Glaze is sitting in broad daylight in a public space: where are the crowds, the autograph-hunters and selfie-seekers?), then he leans towards her again with his big blue eyes and his big wonky grin and he says, ‘Yeah, I’ve got an ulterior motive. Did you hear I’m opening a new office up here? High ceilings, awesome flow. I’m going for a kind of office-space-cum-illegal-rave-venue. Photocopier in the chillout room, that sort of vibe. You should check it out.’

‘So this is a business trip.’

‘Did I say that was my ulterior motive?’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘No, Dee. My ulterior motive is Reggie.’

At once she sees a red-haired little boy in halves of two different but equally antique pyjama sets (top half ThunderCats, bottom half Strawberry Shortcake) admiring an unusually cool bit of polystyrene packaging. Samson’s boy, the boy Samson had with his wife, Cait. Briefly Dia’s head wheels with them, Mama Styx, Pisces, all the Thin Love Collective in one leaping fractal of firelight … then she lets out a breath and says, ‘What about Reggie?’

And he tells her.

It turns out Reggie Glaze not only lives right here in town, but he has done for some time. He made the move not long after periods spent in London and New York that Samson, with visible pain, describes as ‘troubled’. She doesn’t press him on it; her unblinking eyes invite no comparison to the troubled periods in her own life that he may or may not already know about. Nonetheless she gets the idea – drugs, low company, stints on metal bunk beds and plumply upholstered couches. The move to town was supposed to be, in the parlance of family discomfiture, a ‘fresh start’; likewise Samson fast-tracked plans for the regional office so he could maintain an orbit close to his son’s, keep a watchful eye, offer a steadying hand. It turns out further that neither hand nor eye was appreciated. The father was soon accused of being ‘a control freak’. The son was shortly afterwards accused of being ‘a silly prick’. At this stage dialogue degenerated sharply.

‘Fisticuffs?’

‘Near enough.’ One night at the flat Reggie shares with his new girlfriend (a being dismissed by Samson with an impatient twirl of the fingers), father and son reached a pitch of fury in their relations that culminated in the father throwing the son’s phone against a wall. The son then threw the same phone at the father’s head. Connection was made. Samson indicates a corner of his dome and Dia thinks she sees the trace of a faint unbloody cut, maybe nothing. ‘He told me to get out, and that’s what I did, because at that moment I didn’t know what else I could do. Since then, nothing. He won’t take my calls, won’t answer emails, if I go to his building I just stand there with my finger on the buzzer.’

She marvels at the fact that Samson has been able to keep all this quiet – to keep his tribulations out of everyone’s newspapers and off everyone’s screens. If Reggie’s psychodrama had made its way into any corner of the public domain, she would certainly have known about it. Not that she keeps an obsessive’s vigil for Samson-related content in her media streams, newsfeeds, timelines (nothing like that). ‘You wrecked the boy’s phone, Samson. What did you expect?’

‘It’s been a tough few years. Especially for Reggie. It’s still not so long since we lost his mother.’

That’s right. In the shock of seeing him she has forgotten, but yes: Cait died. When? Two years ago? Three? This Samson had not been able to keep quiet. She remembers the pictures that for three days spooled through her phone (and everyone else’s): the funeral, the humanist chapel in unseasonable sunshine, Samson at the graveside with a seized tremulous look, as if trying to contain a sneeze.

‘You heard about Cait? Of course you did.’ His expression hasn’t changed, but his face looks different: brittle, hollow, a long horn like the decorative head of a shaman’s staff. ‘At least it was quick. She was fine, she was ill, she was gone. I think that’s what Reggie found so difficult. No time to prepare.’

It is awful. She remembers the pictures, but for the first time she feels the weight of Cait’s death. A woman she recalls in terms of an unbounded laugh, sombre brown eyes, heels of hands like mother of pearl.

‘He’d been struggling for a while. I should’ve seen it, but I didn’t, and I went barging in and … well. What happened happened and I’ve tried everything I can think of, and now I’m left wondering. Will you do something for me, Dia?’

She frowns at him, annoyed. She seems to have sucked her lips to a hard dot. Will she do something for him? Since she was in single digits it has been the profoundest wish of her heart to do something for Samson Glaze. Preferably to save his life, hoist his limp body from a burning building, but she’ll take what she can get. It is stupid of him not to know. Will she do something for him? She will do anything for him.

‘Let’s have it,’ she says.

‘I know Reggie’s always thought highly of you.’

‘What do you want me to do, Samson?’

‘He’d talk to you. He’d open the door to you, at least. If you could go round, check he’s all right, see what’s on his mind … it would mean so much to me.’

‘I’m not saying I won’t.’ Because she will. She will do anything he asks of her. ‘The last time I saw Reggie he was a little boy. Now he’s, what, twenty-two? If I just rock up at his door, he won’t have a clue who I am.’

‘Oh, he’ll remember you.’ Slowly, deliberately, underlining the point, Samson nods. ‘People remember you, Dee. You’re the type of person people remember.’

She stares at him, to make sure he knows that this is not too much, that she can bear it. ‘What’s the address?’

He tells her, and she snorts derisively. For almost a year Reggie Glaze has lived less than a ten-minute walk from her flat on unglamorous Granby Row.

‘This girlfriend have a name?’

‘Ugh, some bogus hooray diminutive – I think Tilly …?’

‘I’ll go round tonight. Should we exchange numbers?’

‘At present I’m “between phones”. How about you give me your number and I’ll catch up with you in a couple of days?’

Tight-lipped, she stands and recites her phone number, which he salutes. She waits for him to stand also, but he shows no sign of coming out of his sprawl on the bench surface. She waits, stepping from foot to foot. At last she jabs a thumb in the direction of her office.

‘I should get back.’

‘I can’t tell you what this means to me, Dia.’

‘Don’t blame me if he goes mad.’

‘He’ll remember you. You’ll see.’

She is halfway across the square when she turns back, mouth opening to call to him, to say she doesn’t know what, to vent the torrent of everything she’s been saying in her head to him for fifteen-plus years. And he is sitting where she left him, only not watching her walk away, as she was sure he would be, but engaged in conversation with the man seated next to him, the one he found so distracting earlier: a thin man in a black suit and sunglasses, with black hair, a strangely puckered and withery white face.

And now she realises where the crowds were, the Samson fans, the Glaze enthusiasts. Because for the first time she sees that the square is discreetly populated by men in identical black suits and sunglasses, and these men comprise a loose perimeter round Samson through which no one is choosing to pass. Which means that every second of her intimate conference with him was superintended by this formal guard, and more especially by the thin man with the black hair and withery face stationed beside him throughout … Samson looks at her and the thin man looks at her also. She raises a hand in farewell. After a beat Samson raises a hand too. She stands there, her hand raised, waiting for the thin man to raise his hand also. He does not raise his hand. She shouldn’t care, but she does. If it’s ridiculous, so she’s ridiculous. And she stands there, her hand in the air, waiting for the thin man to raise his hand also.

It’s been years since Dia has woken up feeling like she’s died in the night and become her own zombie, shuffling left, shuffling right, struggling to make sense of wholly unfamiliar surroundings and acquaintances, by and by finding out little curiosities like she’s broken all the fingers of her left hand, or she is in a police van in an English shire she’s not previously heard of. That time has never been further behind her, but as she rides the lift back up to the office where she now resignedly passes four days out of each week, there stirs, like the gusts of Samson’s smell, the hectic vestige of an old brilliance, some flash, some spark … ‘Billy Zane’s going to kill you,’ Val Mather says as she arrives back at her desk.

‘Good for him.’

They are talking about their team leader, who is not called Billy Zane (he’s called Neil Sneed), who does not in any way resemble Billy Zane (he looks like a small, sorry teapot), but who everyone in the office refers to as Billy Zane for some reason.

‘No, he’s properly pissed off,’ Val says. ‘He reckons you’re being headhunted.’

‘Does he now.’

‘Well, you were talking to Samson Glaze, weren’t you? The solar-panel bloke off the telly. Bloody hell, Claw. How do you know Samson Glaze?’

‘I was renewing an acquaintance. Don’t see what that’s—’

‘We saw you. Talking to Samson Glaze.’ Val beams at the starriness of it all.

‘Who’s “we”?’

‘Oh, just everyone.’

‘Is that a fact.’ Dia slots herself in place at her keyboard. ‘Actually Billy Zane’s right. Samson Glaze the solar-panel bloke is headhunting me. I’m only here to clear out my desk. In a minute I’m going to tell Billy Zane to kiss my arse then I’m off to work for Samson Glaze off the telly. Making solar panels.’

‘Properly, Claw?’

‘No of course I’m not. Told you. I was catching up with a pal.’

Val slumps towards her computer. ‘Shame.’

‘Yeah.’ She is sitting at her desk but all at once again they wheel past her: the flashes and sparks of an old mirrorball brilliance. ‘Shame.’

That night she leaves the office and the precincts of the Complex early and walks quickly along Oxford Road, following the tides of students and the four-square brick arches that uphold the railway track into crosscurrents of traffic then on towards her flat. She reaches Granby Row and stands for a full minute in the street outside her building, wondering whether or not she can be bothered to go up to her flat (eight floors, against the grain of a broken lift) and get changed before heading on to Reggie’s place. She decides not.

Important to keep up momentum. Nonetheless she knows she is charging at a hornets’ nest. Judging by the little Samson has told her – and it’s only now that she sees how little it is – this is a father-son cockfight she might have been wiser steering clear of. Best she gets it over with: finds the boy, tests the clarity of his speech and eyes, then goes on her merry way. Besides, she struggles to reconcile her image of Reggie as a child in mismatched PJs reverently fashioning a polystyrene pickaxe with the anthology of rich-kid problems described by Samson. How bad can things be?

At the same time she knows Samson. He couldn’t ask her but he didn’t have to: she knows what he wants. He wants his son back. And if Samson Glaze wants his son back, she will bring him his son back. Never mind this weak stuff about seeing what’s on Reggie’s mind. She’ll drag him through the street by his hair, if she has to.

Why? Because Samson is her first memory of shelter. When she was a little girl and had nowhere else to go (not her mother’s flat, nine floors up in Sycamore House) and no one else to go to (not her mother; not Lila) there was always Samson finding a deckchair for her next to his scrabble-sided fire. Samson with his hyena laugh and his chicken bones, a mug of orange squash and a plate of ragged sandwiches and all the time in the world. Throughout her life since every instance of comfort and safety has aspired to the perfect encompassing shelter of that scrabble fire, that mug of squash, that plate of sandwiches, and has fallen short. He was refuge before she knew what that was, or understood that she needed it. He was her friend, her first ever friend.

She passes the old UMIST building with its picturesque observatory poking out of the top and crosses onto Aytoun Street. The address Samson gave her is a building on the corner with Chatham Street, for Dia’s money another fine example of the New Architecture, with its unsensually contoured metal façade and weird-angled, sand-coloured pillars. She finds the buzzer panel and is still squinting for Reggie’s flat number when someone says ‘Hi’, and with a scratch of keys yanks open the front door right next to her. Dia looks up to see a young blonde woman with a nose piercing and a kaftan grinning and holding the door for her. She steps in after the woman.

It’s a nice place, or at least a swanky one, with everything rendered in glass or steel and reduced to its purest elements. The atrium is like a place of worship on a space station; the lift is basically the Great Glass Elevator. She steps out on Reggie’s floor into a channel of sunlight that keeps making more room for itself. In pin-drop silence she walks along, counting down the flat numbers. Odd this is how she first experiences it: the reality of Samson’s money. And this, she has to remind herself, isn’t even where he lives. This is where his son lives.

And now here’s a comic moment, because as she approaches Reggie’s door she hears footsteps behind her and turns to see the woman who held the door for her, flyers but no actual post gripped under her arm while she jangles her key ring and makes, unmistakably, for the same door. Dia steps back to let the woman pass, and here it is, that comic moment, the woman scratching her key in the door while Dia stands next to her as if in a supervisory capacity. Then the woman smiles at her and says ‘Hi’ again.

‘Hi,’ Dia says. ‘Tilly?’

‘Yeah, hi, I’m not Tilly, I’m Mel. I think Tilly’s inside?’

Just what she needs. Posh new girlfriend breathing down the neck of everything.

‘Can’t promise she’s decent, she’s such a slut,’ Mel says pleasantly, in a way that makes clear i) her poshness, and ii) her fondness for controlled substances. ‘See what we can’t do though, joint effort, er …?’

‘Dia. Dia Talwar.’

Mel leads her along a short hallway into a large pale sitting room on which the flat’s residents have made scant impression. There’s the garish street debris you have to expect of a clan of posh potheads, along with a slew of expensive-looking vinyl covering the floor by the windows, and yet the room’s ice-cave atmosphere is largely intact. Mel yowls something encouraging about a coffee machine then trots away up a staircase. But Dia is not alone for long. Mel has hardly left her when a young fellow with damp black hair and a swishy silk dressing gown shuffles through an archway at the back of the room and comes up to her with a baffled grimace.

‘Do I know you?’

‘I’m a sort of friend of Reggie’s.’

‘Oh, right,’ he says, with a mild sceptical air.

Mel reappears with another woman, also blonde, also pot-scattered, carrying an unlit cigarette and wearing the rugby shirt and checked shorts she clearly employs as nightwear. This, Dia supposes, is Tilly.

‘You see,’ Mel says, ‘here’s Dia.’

‘Do I know you?’ Tilly calls from across the room.

‘She’s a “sort of” friend of Reggie’s,’ the man calls back. ‘Whatever that means.’

Tilly’s eyes flicker. ‘You know Reggie?’

‘We used to be pals. Back in the mists of.’ With what she hopes comes off as a bright look, Dia peers at the room’s two or three visible doorways, as if expecting to catch a glimpse of him. ‘Is he knocking about?’

‘He isn’t, no.’ Sleepily Tilly focuses on her cigarette. ‘Do you have a light, Dia?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t. Any idea where he is?’

‘Where Reggie is? Oh, well, Reggie went with them.’ Tilly glances at Dia. Her glance is anything but stable. ‘He had a horrid fight with his horrid father and then he went with them.’

‘Went where … with who?’

Tilly opens her mouth. For a while she seems about to say something. Then her lips start to quake. She clamps them together but they go on quaking.

It is awful. You look at this soft and rosy Tilly and you think: pony trials. Gymkhana. Haberdashers’ Aske’s and Centre Court and strawberries. But still she’s hurt. Still somehow she suffers. In the high white air her face quakes and it’s awful.

Then Tilly turns, not quite in time to hide the full collapse of her glance, and croaking that she needs a bloody light lurches from the room.

‘I’d better …’ Mel tips her forehead in the direction in which Tilly has miserably fled. ‘Sorry. Hold the fort, Dan, will you?’ And she too trots out.

An airless interval passes during which Dan stands with his hands in his silky pockets and Dia stares curiously at a patch of white wall, trying to fathom the precise means by which the day led her to this room, these walls, these tightly vacuous seconds.

‘Tills is in rather a poor way,’ Dan says eventually. ‘All this business with Reggie has been something of a shock for her.’

‘Which is what? Can’t say I was following.’

‘The Ranters.’ He gives a mild, sceptical smile. ‘I suppose you’ve heard of them?’

In fact she has; even thinks she’s seen them, once or twice, through the oil prisms of the city at dusk, men and women marching in mute single file … 

‘What’s Reggie got to do with the Ranters?’

‘It’s like Tills said. He went with them. About a fortnight ago. They were here, four of them, with that bizarre Ranter look they all have. They talked in his room for an absolute dog’s age then they came out and he said he was leaving and he wasn’t coming back. There was a rather grim scene. Poor Tills was inconsolable. And then he left with them. Or they took him. Depending on your point of view. But that’s the essence of it. The Ranters took Reggie away.’


2. Save My Life

Next morning is Thursday, her day off, and Dia goes to see her professor at the university, first to talk about her dissertation with him, then to have sex with him. The first part of the arrangement they conclude sitting in uncomfortable wicker chairs on either side of his office in the School of Arts; then they cross the street to the second-floor flat in which he’s lived since the early dithering days of his divorce, and they complete the second part.

Sex with Professor Andrew Evert, she’s discovered, is a lot like conversation with him: fun while it lasts. He is a sweet, youthful forty, grey at the temples with a choirboy face stuck inside a bewildered mesh of wrinkles; his body is swimmer-slim, as probably it always has been, with moronic pink nipples, the odd jet-black hair fizzing out of somewhere, a grainy thinness or slackness at the shoulders and neck that is probably new. She likes him, does not idolise him, occasionally worries about him. After all, what’s the poor prat doing sleeping with his students?

Afterwards he pads off between the stacks of unopened boxes that are the flat’s only decoration and she lies on her side wondering why she is here. Why is she here? Because she has a degree. This in itself continues to dismay her. But she has one, though not a single person she knew growing up had one, and though she spent her teens cycling from troubled period to troubled period. Then abruptly at twenty-two she cleared the headspace for study. Six years and a string of waitressing gigs later, she had it: her dismaying degree. After graduation she took a job at Sonata Office Supplies – ‘Bulk Order? Sonata Problem!’ – and the next year enrolled on a part-time MA course, by then having realised that if she had nothing but work to look forward to for the rest of her life she would either slip into a coma or go on a killing spree. She met Andrew at a party for the new students, made a vague remark about Ali Smith to which he replied with an endearingly full-of-himself monologue on Eimear McBride. They did not on that occasion have sex; they did that the following Christmas, at a similar blowout at the Midland Hotel, where, entirely at her behest, they found a vacant bathroom and drunkenly screwed in it.

Andrew was mortified. When she went to see him in his office the next day he looked and behaved exactly as if he’d gone blind. The light, the little light, did not return to his eyes until she interrupted the drone of his remorse to assure him that he had not taken advantage of her – just barely doing his pride the kindness of not saying she was pretty sure she had taken advantage of him. That was the second time, there and then in his office. The third time was in his flat, in his blank-space bed. And that, for some reason, is where it has been every time since.

It would be nice to think their relationship is as gratifying academically as it is in other ways, except it isn’t. Since they started sleeping together, Andrew’s supposed supervision of her dissertation has dropped to near nil. At first he was keen to get her working on Kathy Acker, Giannina Braschi, someone like that; she wanted to work on Faulkner. He persisted – Marilynne Robinson, maybe? – but so did she. In the end they compromised and drafted a title about the representation of women in Faulkner’s late novels. The problem is she doesn’t care about the representation of women in Faulkner’s late novels, and nor does Andrew (and nor did Faulkner). And so for both of them now the tart little talks in his office are mere preludes to their crossing the road, coming here, doing this.

He returns with the tea tray and once it is grounded between them she says, ‘Have you heard of the Ranters?’

‘In what context?’ Because he can’t just say no, he hasn’t heard of them.

‘They’re a group. You see them marching.’

‘Do I.’ He chuckles, head down in the chemistry-set intricacies of his tea preparation: timer, strainer, secondary teapot; practically the only things he’s troubled to disinter from the taped stacks. ‘Where do I see this?’

‘In town. Not on Market Street, out in the hustle and bustle with the obvious nutjobs. Just around. Portland Street, maybe. Some further cranny of the university.’

He chuckles over the cream jug. ‘Young chap I taught this year was a Ranter. That’s what it said on his form, in any case. Must have done, because I remember observing at the time that he was far from ranty. In fact he was extremely quiet.’

‘They are.’ And she thinks of them, on Portland Street or wherever, in the late urban glower, their eyes with their low, unarrogant sightline, their mouths calmly closed.

‘Never made any fuss. No glaring religion or ideology or suchlike. Not much of one for meeting my gaze, but they’re all like that now. Eyes screwed into their phones, even while you stand there talking to them. Except he didn’t have a phone. Ha, there you go. The weirdo. Nineteen years old and he didn’t have a phone. The pervert.’

‘What was his work like?’

‘Wholly unexceptionally, he never did any. Dropped out after the first month.’

‘What did he do then?’

‘Returned to the happy-clappy communal bosom, would be my guess.’ Smiling in a way that brings out the grey bits above his ears, he passes her a teacup in whose contents he is plainly delighted. ‘What’s got you turned on to the Ranters?’

‘Oh …’ She has never talked to Andrew about Samson. She has hardly talked to him about anything beyond books, ideas, arguments. Is this how she wants to start doing that? ‘Someone I know is thinking of joining.’

‘Are they? Who?’

‘A pal. Not even that.’

‘Well, tell them from me to think again.’ He takes a long suck of tea. ‘Something else I remember about my Ranter friend. Wouldn’t say boo to a goose, but he did speak once. I asked him what he made of Alice Walker, put him on the spot, and after much anxious gurning he said, “She loves the world.” That was it. Couldn’t get another word out of him. “She loves the world.” And he evidently did not think this was a good thing. Oh no. He thought it was a bad thing.’

‘Creepy.’

‘I was quite pleased when the little psycho dropped out.’

‘Well, yes.’ Frowning, she takes a sip of her tea. ‘I can see why you would be.’

She is walking back to Granby Row when her phone starts to ring. It is him – it can only be him. She has been on hooks for Samson to call since she left the poshos’ building last night. In a freezing sweat she stands by a lamppost, clawing her phone from her bag. Traffic chops by. Her hair flies, her nails click and snap. It can only be him.

It is not him. It is Sumi at Greenflowers, with the weekly update.

‘Hey Dia, you ready for story time?’

‘Sitting comfortably and everything,’ Dia says, walking on up the sunny, icy street.

On Friday morning she arrives at Sonata early, settles at her desk, opens everything up and does what she promised herself she would not do, and asks the internet what it knows about the Ranters. For two nights she has resisted, kept her fingers clear of the touchscreens that make up the innermost curve of her life. Because what’s the point? Once she has talked to Samson, he can do this for himself. But that’s not the only reason. Her resistance to posing this simplest of virtual questions has obtained some other quality, some voodoo itch or gnaw, like the fear of the abyss that scribbles up from stepped-on pavement cracks, of whirring playground ropes whose touch will not merely sting her leg but slice it clean off … kiddie crap, in other words. Grow up, why don’t you, Dia.

It’s soon clear she may as well have not bothered. Her search returns nothing that is not fragmentary, third party, and primarily recreational. Look, here’s a picture of me, thumbs-up, in front of a bunch of crazy Ranter dudes! Look, a crazy Ranter dude falling over! Then the soberly authoritative overviews, all contradicting each other. The Ranters are a religious organisation. Have no connection to religion. A recent phenomenon. An ancient tradition. Branches worldwide. A single-cell organism. Anything that resembles a link to an official website redirects her to a shopping cart for hair-removal cream or whatever.

She is already losing interest, thinking about opening her work area, when Val Mather sways up to her desk and says, ‘Save my life.’

Val has that wind-tunnel look she gets when she’s cocked something up. Dia is a lot more familiar with this look than she’d like to be. Val is all right, a tolerable deskmate, for the most part a repository of bland cheer and salacious anecdote, though on a fairly regular basis her free interpretation of the job spec gets the better of her and she commits some outrageous gaffe then spends two days crying in the toilet with precisely this white and breathless aspect. Dia has a suspicion Val does it on purpose, cocks things up simply to bring a spike of drama into the humdrum chart of her week. She further suspects Val has no idea she does this, and would meet any such suggestion with honest disbelief. As if there are two Vals, sharing the same cow-eyed almost-prettiness, one the victim, the other the victimiser.

This time she’s bungled a delivery note. ‘So I’m there and it’s pure boxes, God knows how many, and the bloke he’s there, the bloke who it’s his job to know how many and I say, “Is this twelve?” and he says, “It’s twelve if that’s what you ordered,” and I don’t know, I didn’t make the order, so I sign for twelve and, you see, then I check the warehouse, and …’

‘It’s not twelve.’

‘It’s not twelve.’

‘It’s eleven.’

‘It’s eight.’

‘Fuck’s sake, Val.’

‘I know. And I didn’t get a countersignature, so if Billy Zane checks it’s going to look like another Val cock-up …’

‘But it is another Val cock-up.’

‘I know.’ Val holds still among her private blasts. ‘Save my life, Claw.’

‘You want me to countersign.’

‘Last time ever in the history of the universe.’

‘Why? The missing boxes won’t magically reappear.’

‘But if you countersign the note looks legit. If Billy Zane checks it he sees your name, your one-hundred-per-cent trustworthy name, and he turns his attention elsewhere.’

‘He blames the lads in the warehouse.’

‘And everything’s hunky-dory.’ Val flattens the delivery note out on Dia’s keyboard. Glancing at her screen, she says, ‘Mad bastards.’

‘You’ve heard of the Ranters?’

‘If I tell you will you countersign?’

‘I’ll countersign. Just tell me.’

‘They meet in a bar.’ Pertly Val straightens the note. ‘In town. I know because my cousin saw them, and our Sal may be a slag and an inbred, but a liar she is not.’

‘Which bar?’

‘Ah well, it’s a secret bar.’

‘What’s it called?’

‘It’s called The Secret Bar.’

‘Your cousin didn’t say where it was?’

‘She didn’t know. Sort of stumbled on it last Saturday night. Mind you, she was in one of those tinky, rough-bird hen parties, so …’

‘The Northern Quarter.’

‘That’d be my guess.’

A secret bar called The Secret Bar. Where could it be but the Northern Quarter? Dia shakes her head. This town.

‘Any chance of that scrawl now?’

‘I tell you what, Val,’ Dia says, plucking at the note and looping her signature into the appropriate blank box, ‘one of these days you’re going to be the death of me.’

That night Samson calls.

‘Do you have plans? Because if you do, cancel ’em.’

She doesn’t, but still. ‘There’s going to be a lot of disappointed people. Sorrowful stares into soup bowls and whatnot.’

‘I’ll send a car.’

Half an hour later, after no fewer than ten full or partial costume changes, the result of which is black bag, black ankle boots, black jeans and a black blouse with fractionally more detailing on the shoulder than she’d prefer, her phone rings again, an unfamiliar number, and when she answers it an unfamiliar voice asks if she is ready to come outside. She is, and eight liftless floors later she exits onto the street to find waiting for her not a Bentley or a Rolls or even a Jaguar, but a boxy black people carrier. At least it matches her outfit.

The driver steps out and of course it’s the thin man she saw talking to Samson outside the Complex. He may even be wearing the same black suit. So he matches her outfit too.

Pausing on the steps, she raises a hand in greeting. His expression is unreadable inside his sunglasses, but after a second he seems to get it and raises a hand also.

‘What are you,’ she says to the man, ‘Samson’s butler?’

‘I’m not a butler.’ He opens a door for her: it is like a chunk of fighter plane falling out of the sky. She climbs into a reinforced cockpit that seals about her with a thunking of hydraulic locks. She barely has time to wonder where the man has gone when the back of his black-haired head wags into view in a hatch in front of her. He glances round, showing bladed bones, withered rippled cheeks that suggest he wasn’t always so thin and that at one time there was very much more of him, and then suddenly very much less, and his voice says, with a faint intercom hiss, ‘Make yourself comfortable.’

‘Are we going somewhere nice?’

‘I’m taking you to Mr Glaze’s house, so … I’d say fairly nice.’

This actually is news. She expected a classy ride through the city to the base of the Beetham Tower and a night of Prosecco and asparagus shoots in some super-elite executive suite. The idea that they are going to his house calls for adjustment.

The next time she looks she sees through bulletproof glass that they have already left town. The big vehicle cuts a rapid swathe through traffic. They come to the motorway, the hopeful dots of suburbia, then the Tower, its domino height so ingrained on her senses that the sight of its retreat causes her an instant of panic. And then, too soon, the dead level of fields, the inhuman acres of England.

She feels the not-butler waiting for her to ask where they are. Let him wait. She keeps staring until she makes out the leafy outlines of Alderley Edge. Then they’re surging on into the green dimness beyond.

Finally the car pauses. She hears some muttered intercom talk then the car starts forward past ambiguous, vane-like presences. Raised barriers? Gates?

For a moment it’s as if they are flying. They seem to skim the fields, to rise and glide through the summer air. Then the car emerges into a shocking spill of tall light and here it is – Mr Glaze’s house.

It doesn’t matter what she knows; as far as Dia is concerned Samson Glaze lives as he has always lived in a 1972 blood-in-the-urine-red Dodge Ram campervan with a dissolved exhaust pipe, an unfixable curtain rail and sticky, foot-seizing carpet, a brave small wreck called Genevieve. The first time she saw the vehicle, she assumed it had recently been gutted by fire; in fact it just looked like that. And she soon learned that the quickest way to call down Samson’s ire was to refer to Genevieve as ‘it’. ‘Snotnose like you couldn’t imagine what this lady has got me through. This angel, this goddess …’

‘It’s a van, Samson.’

‘I’ve misjudged you, Dee. I honestly thought you had more about you than that.’

He wasn’t joking: to Samson Genevieve was alive. And over the years Dia came almost to believe it too. Somewhere among the flaked fittings of the interior, below the slipped-hinge overhead locker but above the yellowing paperbacks that lined the foot space, there seemed to reside a watchful intelligence. Stately, imperial, protective, not altogether kindly: this, perhaps, was the fascia spirit that Samson called Genevieve.

Except the house standing in front of her now is about as far away from Genevieve as it’s possible to get. In fairness, it is quite a long way away from most houses. A cliff-face of arches and lintels, of columns and buttresses, of – essentially – the Old Architecture, it is lit by a battery of hooded lamps laid out at intervals across a vast razored lawn through which a white gravel path self-consciously pours. And along this path comes Samson Glaze.

Has he gone to any trouble over his appearance? The recurrence of T-shirt, jeans, trainers implies not. But there is a burnish about him, something more than the streaming lamplight.

‘Tell me you think this place is unconscionable.’

‘It’s not not unconscionable.’

Laughing, he catches hold of her fingertips. He spreads their arms, then lets their fingers pull apart and says, ‘Come on. Let me give you the tour.’

She does her best. But right from the start it’s too much and soon she tunes out and allows the drawing rooms, the libraries, the studies to revolve past her.

She knew he was rich. But there’s rich and there’s this. And still some idiot part of her keeps thinking the next door is going to open onto a bare and candle-haloed room containing only the antique saintliness of Genevieve, and he is going to urge her forward saying, ‘Obviously this is where I sleep …’

Instead the tour pauses in a bright attic room with the atmosphere of an especially barbarous modern-art gallery. ‘And here’s my baby,’ he says, directing her attention to what looks at first like a large table covered with rolls of tinfoil. Then she looks more closely and sees it is a model of some kind, the starred dazzle populated with racks, pods, dishes: the Newer Architecture. ‘Little something I’ve got in the works. A solar plant, and not any old solar plant, this is cutting-edge utility-level stuff. Let’s just say it: solar’s a joke. Solar’s bullshit, right? Everyone thinks that, you think it, half the time I think it, and I’m me. Well, no more. My guys on the Glaze gerbil wheels have come up with a very cool new concentrator system, totally game-changing, though bless your sweet diminished attention span … This is the breakthrough, yawny girl. Solar for the masses. Solar for all.’

‘Dream that anarchist dream, Samson.’

‘This one’s almost built. Eight square miles of experimental concentrators in a field in Warwick. Couple of holdups, but it’s looking good.’ He makes a sad face. ‘I hear there are concerned noises coming out of the Grid.’ The Grid: it takes her a second. Then she remembers those shaggy-dog speeches in which he used to explain how his bit of eked-out solar self-sufficiency was his way of sticking it to Big Electric, the Masters of Dirty Power, the Coal and Oil and Isotope Man: the Grid. ‘Why wouldn’t there be? This tender lambkin is going to mess with their shit. Look at it …’

At last he relents and leads her to a sitting room that is mostly empty space and two flabby armchairs pushed up against a frankly camp ornamental fireplace, all but throws her into one of the armchairs and comes back a few minutes later with a tray of sandwiches so raggedly cut he can only have made them himself. Well satisfied, she takes a deep bite.

‘So,’ he says, contending with his own greedy mouthful, ‘you went to see Reggie.’

‘I did.’ She did. She’d almost forgotten.

His hopeful look makes her pause. She thinks how nice it would be to be able to give him some good news, and how unfortunate it is that she has no news that is not bad, weird, and likely to be the occasion of parental alarm. Someone else would know how to present the facts in a way that made them, if not painless, at least endurable. But she is not that someone else, and she has no idea how it is done.

So she just tells him – about the girlfriend waving her unlit cigarette; about the ludicrous posh pals; and then about the Ranters. As she talks, she watches his face in the living light, living shadow of the frou-frou fireplace, examines it for signs of pain or alarm, though after a while finds herself only considering again the effects of illumination on Samson Glaze’s face. Whether the campfire of the Thin Love Collective, finding him with one ear completely full of mud and a headscarved Mama Styx howling as she swats at him with a tea towel and Pisces snickering from within his stubble-headed, leather-creaked aura, or the frilly blaze of this snob grate … He shakes his head. ‘I don’t get it. These “Ranter” types – you say he “left” with them or they “took” him. What does that mean?’

‘Wasn’t clear to me either.’

He chews thickly then says, ‘I mean, fine. If Reggie’s made a choice and this is what he wants to do, for however long, fine. But I don’t like the sound of someone “taking” him.’ He is alarmed; pained, also; but maybe not so overwhelmed as she was expecting. Already there is a sense of flurrying strategy about him: what to do, who to call … ‘And we don’t know where they’ve taken him?’

‘No.’ Living light, living shadow. She understands with bitter clarity that this could be the end. If she keeps quiet now, eats her sandwich, gives him time to say whatever he’s going to say next, all this will end. They will stand, he may embrace her, in his mangy grip she will be six years old again – and that’s the reason, to make sure he doesn’t embrace her and turn her six years old again, that’s why she says, ‘I know where they meet, though.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘There’s a bar in town. I could pop in. See if he’s there.’

‘You’d do that?’

‘It’s a bar. I still go to bars now and then.’

He sits back. After a moment, improbably, he smiles. ‘Do you remember what I used to say about you?’

‘I’d see the inside of a prison cell before I reached twenty.’

‘The other thing I used to say.’

‘I don’t remember any other thing.’ It’s not true. She does remember – if she forgets her whole life she will remember the other thing he used to say about her.

‘I said you’re here for a great reason. I said other people I don’t know about, but you, you’re here because you have a great work to perform. I’d put my ear to your head and say I could hear it, your great work, buzzing inside your skull, like a hive. And I said one day when you perform this work of yours, you’ll change everything. Change the world.’

She gives a queasy laugh.

‘I’m grateful, Dee. You know that, don’t you?’

‘Buy me a couple of speedboats and we’ll call it quits.’

‘You’ll be careful? These “Ranters” sound … If you go to this bar, you’ll take someone with you?’
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