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			The Giant

			I’ve seen the giant only once, but in seeing it I knew that it was entirely real. So once was enough. It was not directly in front of me, nor in my presence; I saw it through space. It was the day I left Ellie and Marianne. I headed from the front door of the flat that Ellie and I had – until that day – rented together, dragging a backpack along the ground, and I headed to the bus stop and rode the bus to a Travelodge on the edge of town. I opened the door to my room, and saw it. The door had become a window into another place, and in that other place was the giant. I stood in the doorway and looked down into the place where the giant was. A black coldness gripped me. The kind of cold that feels like metal being pushed into your body.

			The giant was sitting at a square table in a dark, dank stone room. Its chair was draped in tattered, colourful fabrics. The giant was naked. Its skin was saggy, pocked and sweaty, and a terrible stink arose from it. Its long thin hair hung lankly down its back. The giant did not have eyes, or a nose, or ears. It just had a mouth, a mouth that arced downwards between one dented temple and the other. Behind its bloody lips were crowded yellow teeth.

			On the square table was a mountain of some unidentifiable material. The giant was gathering handfuls of it and shovelling it into its mouth, forcing it in, smearing it across the skin around its lips. The material was mostly wet, but there were hard things in it, things that I could hear crunching between the giant’s teeth. I watched as the giant just about cleared the table. Before it could, though, yet more of the slop suddenly dropped from above, piling up on the table and splattering the giant and the floor all around. The giant grunted in approval, and resumed eating with a renewed vigour.

			The more it ate the worse it smelled. The sweat ran in constant streams. The giant did not stop eating. The substance (flesh, it was flesh, it was flesh and bone, I knew it, of course I knew it) kept coming, and the giant was insatiable.

			I knew I was witnessing a real thing that was happening somewhere beneath the surface of the world. The icy coldness, the dank stone of the walls, the stench. These were real. Just in another place that I had somehow gained an unwanted access to. The insatiable giant was real.

			I did not hear a word leave the giant’s mouth, and nor did I see it interact with another living thing. But I knew, as well as I knew it was real, that it was a cruel creature. Cruel and intelligent. It ate like a wild animal – messily, greedily and shamelessly – but it was not a wild animal, gorging itself on its latest kill while it could. It was cruel and intelligent like a man. I could feel its cruelty like I could feel the cold. It was a sickening sensation that penetrated through my skin. Its insatiable appetite for the bloody substance constantly being served was not only mirrored by its insatiable appetite for cruelty: they were one and the same. The same appetite. I didn’t know how this could be, but I knew it was the truth. I knew this instinctively. There was no doubt in my mind that if it had been presented with something alive, it would torment and torture the thing before killing it, and take delight in the pain it inflicted.

			Something alive, like me. I thought I was alive. I felt that if I moved, the giant might notice me, and reach up with one of those wet, over-knuckled hands, and close it around my waist, and squeeze me and molest me and peel me, and then eventually kill me and eat me. So I stood still and watched. I dared not even blink.

			Some time later a door that I hadn’t noticed opened, and a small figure entered the giant’s space. The figure was a human in a white coat, and if it had stood next to the seated giant it would have perhaps reached its ankle. It was only then that I realised the giant was a giant, and not the size of a human.

			The giant stopped eating and stared at the newcomer. I stepped backwards and slammed the door shut. After a minute or two I opened it again, and found myself looking into the drab order of the hotel room.

			Two hours earlier I had been in another bedroom, the bedroom Ellie and I shared, picking up a pint glass half full of water in order to hit her with it, and then, realising what I was doing, smashed it over my head instead. The glass had had to break, it seemed. And then I had screamed at her. And I should have known that’s how it would end.

			I went and lay down on the hotel bed. I curled up. Later, I dreamed that it was a hot day, and Ellie and I were swimming together in a blue lake. 

		

	
		
			The Job

			I get four hours in bed before the alarm goes off. I paw at my phone on the bedside table, trying to stop the alarm, but I can’t see and I can’t think. It’s four a.m. I silence the sound – it’s the same gentle, repeating melody as the one I was using when Ellie and I first met, the same tune that woke us on our first morning, but it’s years later now, years later and phones later – and roll out of bed. I’ll brush my teeth, but there’s no point in having a shower. I put on my old jeans and a thick, soft shirt. I pull the waterproof overtrousers from the drawer.

			Upstairs, I grab a couple of breakfast bars and fill the flask with coffee. Get my sandwiches out of the fridge. The flask was a birthday present a couple of years back; it’s one of those Penguin Classics things, with a leather On the Road sleeve. Orange and cream. Covered in brown drippy stains now, though. I stick it all in my backpack. I put on my old, filthy, waterproof coat. Heavy boots. Ten past four. Backpack on. I leave the house. Step out into the early autumn pre-dawn. I close the door behind me as quietly as I can, and lock it. The air is fresh and cool. No clouds; the sky is thick with stars. Breath misting. I walk across the grass to the shed. An owl softly hoots from somewhere in the copse at the back of the garden, and is answered from the hills beyond the field. Something – a cow, presumably – shifts heavily on the other side of the hedge. There’s no frost yet, but there will be soon. The shed is barely still standing; it only just keeps the weather off. The door’s difficult to open quietly – it’s wonky and warped. I yank it open, worried as ever that I’m going to accidentally pull the whole thing over. Inside, shelves bend beneath the weight of jars, bottles and pots. The pots were left behind by the man who used to live here – a potter – and the jars and bottles are mine. I retrieve my bike and helmet, lock up the shed and wheel the bike through the yard to the pool of yellow light beneath the street lamp that marks the yard entrance like a sign. At the roadside I turn the bike lights on, put on the helmet, mount the bike and point it down the hill towards the big road. The hamlet is like something out of a fantasy novel: a deep, slow river, a bridge, a farm shop, a pub, and a few houses clustered around. I wonder sometimes why I want to write a fantasy novel; why I’m not content just living in one. In my novel I envisage the aftermath of a centuries-long, planet-spanning conflict. The entities that were at war – states, nations, whatever – are now at peace, but are negotiating the return of the war dead to their homelands. The problem is, the war was so long, and so long ago, that the dead have all decomposed into the ground. So powerful magic users are engineering the extraction, lifting and transport of particular soils from one side of the world to the other. The book will focus on one particular magician, who’s got to manage this huge landmass that has been a mass grave. And she’s dealing with the bureaucracy and the politics and trying to maintain her skill and her energy and it’s incredibly difficult and she’s worried she can’t do it, and she can’t sleep for fear of dropping this gigantic inverted mountain into one of the new cities.

			 

			The bike coasts silently down the hill, on to the big road, and I pedal across the bridge. For a while I’m under the overhang of trees. I keep an eye out for foxes and badgers, but don’t see any this morning. After a right turn towards Saltcoats, I can see the depot glowing. Cold industrial lights casting a haze upwards amid the expanse of darkened fields. And I can hear the faint humming of the van refrigerators.

			The Bean is changing a tyre as I arrive. ‘You’re going to have to peg it,’ she growls. ‘I haven’t loaded the van yet. Found this fuckin’ flat. Why didn’t you change it yesterday?’

			‘Didn’t know about it.’

			‘It’s your van.’

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know about it.’

			The Bean can get grumpy but as long as you don’t bite back she doesn’t stay grumpy. The flat tyre is a pain though. Certain customers want their deliveries by certain times, so if you’re late getting away you’ve got to rush, and any of the myriad little things that can go wrong become significant. And now I’m going to be very late getting away. I watch as Graham leaves, his van rocking gently as he fails to avoid the potholes in the lane. Usually, the Bean has the vans loaded and ready to go by the time we get here.

			We call her the Bean because she looks like a big long runner bean. Tall and flat and tough.

			I head through to the fridge and start pulling the trolleys out.

			The trolleys are old and wonky-wheeled. The fridge floor is rough concrete with drainage channels, covered by metal grilles that have long-since bent and broken. Getting the full, heavy trolleys across the floor, out of the fridge, through the cluttered link corridor, out through the loading bay and up the ramp to the sliding van door takes a knack. I’m familiar with these trolleys now and I can do it, but in the early days there were some near-misses. Trips, slips, tips, drops. The trolleys are as tall as me and packed solid when they’re full.

			I heave this one up the ramp, battling gravity. At least it’s dry; doing this in heavy rain and gales is that much more difficult. The ramp is metal, and it does have an anti-slip texture on it, but it’s just a gesture really. Well-meant. I leave it at the top of the ramp, on the flat bit; the Bean is still working on the tyre.

			By the time the Bean’s finished, I’ve got three trolleys at the top of the ramp. She slides open the van door and I kick the metal plank over, to make a little bridge between the ramp and the van. Wheel the trolleys in one-two-three, as she brings more up behind me. I need six for this round. I have to line them up inside the van just so, for them to fit. Then we pile in the Orders.

			On the round, there’s the File, and then there are the Orders. The File is a list of the customers, with their daily deliveries detailed – usually these are the core products: the bottles and cartons. It’s printed out monthly. The Orders are additional requests, phoned or emailed in, and the Bean boxes those up every night for the next morning. The trouble is, you end up memorising the File. You can’t help it, you just do. And so the Orders are easy to forget. Sure, the Bean writes them down for you on a separate list, but remembering to check that extra list in the first place is the tricky bit. It sounds easy, I know; I mean, it is. But sometimes, at that time of day, if you’re rushing – as I will be, today – or if your night’s sleep was broken and haunted, or if the weather is rotten and the roads are a bit hairy, it’s easy to forget.

			‘Wait a minute,’ I say, as we check everything over. ‘Where’s my carrier?’ My carrier is like a basket for milk bottles, that enables me to carry eight bottles in only one hand.

			The Bean shrugs. ‘Dunno.’

			‘Great,’ I say. So I’m setting off late, and once I get out there, I’ll be slower than usual too.

			Today I’m heading north, up along the A595 to Calder Bridge, Beckermet, then Thornhill, and then on up to Westlakes Business Park, and finally to Craggesund Paperboard. There’s a customer in Beckermet who wants their delivery by 7 a.m.; that’s going to be tight, today. And you’ve got to hit Westlakes by 8 a.m., 8.15 a.m. at the latest – get there before the office workers. And then Craggesund by 9 a.m. Those are the beats, on this round. The first one is always the one that puts the pressure on. Because if you can get to that house by 7 a.m., then generally you know you’ll get to the others on time too. If you’re late for the first one, then the pressure builds until you hit your second, and so on. But the truth is, if you’re late by 7 a.m., you’ll be late all the way around, because that’s when the traffic starts piling on to the A595. Netherhall workers, and farmers, and in the summer, tourists with their caravans. And today I’ll be having to jog back and forth to the van more than usual, because I don’t have my carrier, and I can only carry four full bottles in one hand.

			Other customers probably want their deliveries by certain times too, but we only know for sure about the ones who complain if we’re late. That’s what drives the beats: the complainers.

			The Orders all loaded up, I set off, sipping coffee from my flask cup. Normally I’d use the toilet before going, and immediately upon swinging out of the potholed lane I regret not doing so today. The Bean’s outdoor toilet is truly horrible: a crusty old throne with taps that don’t work and a towel that is more fungus than fabric. Not to mention the spiders. I have never seen so many fully grown spiders in one place. They lurk motionless in the upper corners, swaddled in thick white web. But, it’s the last toilet you get the chance to use before heading out.

			By the time I’m dropping off at Hold Engineering, I’m almost on track. I’ve finished my coffee and feel a bit more human. The sun is just coming up; normally I’d be leaving Hold in the last moments of darkness. The Hold yard is a good place to be for the sunrise. The first red light sharpening the purple mountains to the south, dark grey clouds stretched across like streaks of paint. I briefly gaze at the view – the dark fields, the small plumes of smoke rising from Gosforth houses, the sunrise – as I put my foot down.

			I’m not checking the File as thoroughly as I should be, because I’m so desperate to hit the 7 a.m. house in time and I’m desperate for a piss. I can’t stop anywhere before hitting that house. I’ve got to hold it until then. But, after I’ve hit that house, there won’t be a handy pissing place for a good couple of hours. When caught short up on the housing estates to the north, you’ve got a problem: the few public toilets that are still around are all locked up in the early hours. And there’s no privacy to be had anywhere. You’ve got to get inventive. Fucking customers. It would be a much easier job without them.

			So I’m jogging down driveways with numerous full bottles in each hand, returning to the van with an empty on each finger, hoping I don’t slip and fall and land on my hands. Leaving the sliding door open when I shouldn’t – the sound of the refrigeration unit has been loud enough to prompt complaints to the Bean before – and driving just a little faster than I should.

			I hit the 7 a.m. house at 7.10 a.m. I can see the occupants through the window, moving around their kitchen. They look out at me as I approach the doorstep. I drop the delivery and dash back to the van before they come out to bring the delivery inside and catch me. I hurry out of the cul-de-sac and pull into the next. The sun is up now and the sky has that blue-yellow watercolour wash look to it, with a bit of pink bleeding up from the horizon. Geese in vees overhead.

			I’m just trying to give you a sense of the job here. How time passes. What’s really important is that I spend most of the day on my own. That’s what makes it a job I can keep. I do have to spend some time talking with other people, especially at the depot, but not for so long that I can’t keep the mask on.

			 

			It’s a wet misty morning and up on Corney Fell visibility is down to just a couple of meters. The Corney Fell road is twisty and narrow – mostly single-lane – and it winds up and over the fell, providing a slightly shorter route if you want to head south from the Western Lakes to the M6. The alternative is to stay low and drive all the way around the fell; this takes longer, is more miles and denies you the views. But ostensibly it is less hair-raising. I like the fell road though; even in one of the Bean’s vans, even though the roadside is marked by jagged rocks, even though it’s a rat run for half-mad Netherhall shifties, even though it’s often blanketed in thick cloud . . . I like it. I like the blasted heath that rolls out in all directions like a wild sea. I like the stone circles. I like the old Herdwicks that move out of the road for no man. And on those days that the clouds stay up in the sky, or do not manifest at all, then yeah, I like the views. I like how all the ‘PASSING PLACE’ signs have been vandalised so as to read ‘PISSING PLACE’. I didn’t do it; it had probably been Ryan. I like to imagine that I live in one of the old farmhouses that dot the lonely moors, even though the thought of living in one of them makes me feel cold and afraid.

			I’ve been taking it easy because of the weather, but am once again desperate for a piss. On Corney, though, I know of a few good lay-bys and lonnings in which I’ll be hidden between the van and the high hedgerows. Especially in this mist.

			So I’m rushing in order to get to the next appropriate lay-by. The next pissing place. I have to drop off six pints and four loaves of bread at Mrs Atman’s farm, which is at the end of a long, bumpy lane – not ideal – and then I can press on to the field gate I’ve earmarked for a toilet stop.

			Radio 4 dissolves into static as I swing into the Atman lonning. I take my foot off the pedal a moment and fiddle briefly with the tuning dial; no luck. Weird. I don’t usually lose reception here. I accelerate once more and swerve around the potholes at speed. Things are getting serious. Sometimes Mrs Atman likes to chat; I’ll have to give her short shrift today. I swing the van around in the great muddy turning circle outside her yard, brake hard, jump out into a puddle and sling her bread over the drystone wall and into the big metal bin she uses to keep the dogs from eating her deliveries. In there is a bottle holder I quickly fill with full pint bottles. Somewhere the dogs start barking. I sprint back to the van and, as I slam the door, I see Mrs Atman gesticulating from inside her glass porch. I pretend I haven’t seen her and pull away.

			I don’t bother trying to avoid the potholes on my way back to the road. I hear the trolleys clattering in the back of the van each time I bounce. I’m gritting my teeth. I’m beyond plain old discomfort and actually on the verge of pissing myself. The clenching hurts. Stop for a second at the lonning mouth, listen out for any other motor. There is none. Nothing. I put my foot down, turning left, and then about thirty yards later swing off the main road again to the right. My next customer’s a good ten minutes down the road, but here – ah, right here—

			I pull into the left, slam the brakes on and jump out. I briefly check that I’m not blocking the road and then run around the other side of the van and scrabble for my flies; then remember I’m wearing my thick, waterproof overtrousers. I yank those down, unbutton my jeans and let the piss burst out. I close my eyes and listen to the sound of it. Sheep are bleating out on the fell. I feel as if clouds of steam are billowing up into my face. Beyond the smell of urine is the sharp, clean tang of fully fledged autumn. The stream doesn’t slow down. It just goes on and on.

			And then there’s another sound. An engine, getting closer and louder. It’s probably going to head straight past this road and on up and over the fell. Or – no. No, it’s coming this way. Still, I’m hidden behind the van, obscured by mist in a field gate hedge gap. They won’t see me. They’re going too fast for this road. Way too fast.

			The vehicle suddenly tears the morning open with a blare of its horn, screeches across the tarmac and crashes.

			I button myself up and go to investigate.

			It isn’t in too bad a state: it’s simply run into the hedgerow on the other side of the road, tearing into the dyke. It’s a distinctive truck – a normal cab, if small, but with a big dark boxy metal behind – and I recognise it immediately. It’s the Fallen Stock wagon. Almost cuboid, the box is galvanised metal with some sort of structural reinforcement along its exterior sides. Along the top of the side of the box, the words FALLEN STOCK are stencilled in black. The Fallen Stock wagon goes around picking up dead livestock from farms. They must have changed their design – they used to bear blue decals with white writing. Dark streaks along the tarmac mark the path of its last swerve before impact. It had swerved to avoid my delivery van, which it could have passed safely if the driver had been going at a reasonable speed. My van’s white too, which no doubt didn’t help in this weather. At least I haven’t been hit. I won’t have to go crawling to the Bean to explain myself. Small mercies.

			The box truck is still upright, but its front end has become elevated by the muddy dyke, so that the whole thing looks as if it’s going up a steep ramp, or taking off into the misty air. I clear my throat.

			‘Hello?’ I call. My voice comes out quite quietly. Nerves and mist conspire to deaden it. ‘Hello?’ I call again, raising the volume. At first, there’s no response at all – no sound, no movement. I walk slowly closer. Then, all of a sudden, the passenger-side door opens and a man slides out through it. He slithers down the side of the cab and the dyke until he reaches the road, and then he turns and looks at me.

			In the mist all of his clothes appear black at first, but upon closer inspection he’s wearing baggy plus-fours tucked into his wellingtons and a long, dark green waxed coat. He’s very large – both wide and tall. He wears a tweed cap, from beneath which long blond hair protrudes messily. His face is round and smooth. Blood streams from his nose, but he’s smiling all the same.

			‘Hi,’ I say. ‘Hello. Listen, I’m sorry about your nose. And the van. I had to pull over to take a phone call. It wasn’t important in the end, but it might have been. I mean, I was expecting a very important call, but the call I answered wasn’t that call.’ I pause. ‘And it wasn’t important.’

			We’re quite close together now. His eyes are watery, as well they might be after a knock to the nose. I watch blood drip from his chin. He makes no move to clean himself up. His pale eyes rove up and down as he takes me in. It’s not a very nice smile, close up. Barely a smile at all. It’s a smile-shaped hole, through which large brown teeth are visible. His lips are pink and wet. Somehow wriggly.

			‘Did your face hit the wheel, then?’ I ask.

			He doesn’t say anything. I get the distinct impression he’s sizing me up.

			‘You didn’t hit your head, did you?’

			His smile-hole widens and he very deliberately and slowly shakes his head. ‘You don’t need to worry about me, old chap,’ he says. His voice is deep and plummy. He does not have a local accent.

			‘Do you need any help? Can I call the doctor?’

			‘The good old doctor, eh? Rushing out to aid the villagers with his bag and his stethoscope? I can barely imagine such a thing any more. That’s not how it works these days, is it?’

			‘No, but – can I call anybody?’

			‘No, thank you.’ Blood is running down his neck and soaking into the open-necked gingham shirt he wears beneath his khaki jumper. He chuckles and shakes his head. ‘Call the doctor! Well, I never.’

			‘Listen – do you want to borrow my handkerchief?’

			‘Hardly the done thing.’

			‘I might have some tissues in the van.’

			‘No!’ Blood flecks outwards as he snaps, ‘No, thank you! I’ll be quite all right!’

			‘Yes, well – okay. Do you want any details?’

			He looks me up and down again. ‘What I want . . .’ he says, trailing off. Then he snatches at my hand, drawing white lines of pain across the back of it with his fingernails. ‘I just want to walk this world like it is mine again.’ He’s yanked me close and is staring into my eyes. His voice is a low snarl. ‘That’s what I want.’

			I look down. Blood is beading beneath his grip. His fingernails are long, yellow and ragged. ‘Get off,’ I hiss.

			After a moment, he releases me.

			‘I do not require insurance details, if that’s what you meant.’ He nods towards my van. His voice and eyes have returned to normal. ‘Not a scratch on yours, is there? Most fortunate.’

			‘Are we done?’

			He gazes absently at me and nods. ‘I’ll be on my way then,’ he says, and he turns and climbs laboriously back up into his truck. I retreat to stand against my van as he restarts his engine.

			He slowly backs the truck down from the dyke and on to the road, demonstrating quite excellent control of his vehicle. So he can be careful when he wants to be. As I watch, I notice something horrible.

			As is usual, the back of the truck provides access to the interior – in this case via a back door that would lower down and form a ramp. The door of course is closed. From beneath it, however, runs a steady stream of blood. I’ve already seen enough blood coming from the man’s nose, thank you very much, and yet here is even more. More blood. It spatters all over the road. It’s dark and thick. As the truck levels out, the stream stops. The step at the back of the truck is slick with the stuff, though. The man hits his horn as he drives away, but I don’t look up from the splashes of blood on the road. I thought the whole point of Fallen Stock was to ensure containment, especially since foot-and-mouth. After the sound of the truck engine has faded away, I hurry over and crouch down for a closer look.

			The blood is indeed dark and thick, and there are small white things in it. I jerk up and back when I recognise them as maggots. Tiny little maggots, wriggling about.

			That’s it. I’ve had enough. I squeeze my scratched hand, trying not to think about the man’s disgusting fingernails. I climb back up into my nice warm van, check the time and swear.

		

	
		
			The Hands in the Sea

			After work I kick my muddy boots off by the door, remove the thick plastic waterproofs and peel off the sweat-drenched underlayers. In the shower I think about Kathryn, from the La’al Tattie Shop. I think about her all the time. I stare through the small square window at the unruly hedge at the back of the garden. Beyond that are uneven fields, sloping generally down to the river. A vee of geese moves slowly across the darkening blue of the sky as hot water courses down my back. I need a haircut, but I’ve needed one for about two years now. I haven’t had a haircut since my marriage ended, and nor have I shaved. My hips ache from the getting in and getting out of the van, and my arms ache from carrying around two-litre sixpacks. The job keeps you fit. I run my fingers through my beard. I don’t like to see my old friends any more because I can’t relate to their lives at all – functioning relationships with their spouses and kids, careers, mortgages. The last time I saw Hoof he asked me if it was true that I was a milkman.

			‘Yes,’ I said.

			He nodded appraisingly, and then clapped me on the back. ‘Don’t worry about it, man,’ he said. ‘We’ve all had to take weird little jobs at some point.’

			Some of my old friends now have multiple mortgages. I rent this house from my uncle. I pay less than market rate, because he’s doing me a favour. Or, rather, he’s doing my mother a favour and I benefit from it. He doesn’t believe the moon landing really happened, and he refers to the old man who lived here before me as ‘the pottery puff’.

			My hourly wage is low but I work long days, and with no expensive hobbies, no social life and no real desire to own a home, I can get by all right.

			I put the TV on. News 24. Refugees fleeing the war in Syria. Whether or not the war in Syria is its own discrete war – separate from the wars against ISIS, and before that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq – I’m not sure. Everything is connected; banal but true. More refugees fleeing drought. Yet more fleeing floods and wildfires. Refugee kids being taken from their parents at the borders, and being put in cages. Scrapyard rafts bearing desperate families sinking in the Mediterranean. Navy ships setting sail to stop refugees from reaching the shore. Refugees being captured and sold by slavers. Put to work in British factories. Put to work in British pubs and on British farms. Children being sold for sex. Small brown bodies washing up on European beaches. British tourists crowding round the small dead bodies. We won’t understand it even when the dead are washing up on our own shore. We’ll just stand and stare and scratch our heads. Prod the dead body in the sand. Call somebody to come and pick it up. We don’t see the wires that connect them to us. We don’t see cause and effect. We’ll feel sad that it happened, but no responsibility. No guilt. What a terrible world. Look out at the sea. What deep, cruel waters. Imagine an overcrowded vessel, not seaworthy, taking on water. All the kids faced with the heartless ocean, crying out. Picture a shark. Picture a pair of giant hands reaching up from the depths, and somewhere even deeper, a ravenous mouth, waiting.

			Marianne has to grow up in this world, and survive it. Marianne. I hope – I pray to whatever’s out there, whatever primary creative force birthed and guides the universe – that your life is not made short and nasty by water wars, resource scarcity, failing states. I’m sorry. A small, scared part of me still thinks we shouldn’t have made you; however, the whole of me wants to reach out across the shadowed face of the country to see you, speak with you, even just email you. But I don’t trust myself not to hurt you now, any more than I did back when I left. There is still something in me that I don’t trust.

			I wake in the armchair. I’ve spilled whisky across my stomach and it’s cold. I shudder. It’s dark outside now. Behind me is the Juliet balcony. Double doors, glass, through which you can look out over the fields, over the river, across the fields beyond and at the mountains. I normally close the heavy curtains across them before it gets dark. Now I don’t want to face them. I have this sudden and awful feeling, new to me, that something terrible approaches. There have been nights in the past, maybe after watching a scary film, that I have spooked myself, but this is different. There’s a certainty to it. I get up and move behind the chair to close the curtains, trying not to look through the glass as I do so. Breathing is difficult. And there, on the grass: there’s a person. I feel fear trickle through my body, from the top of my head all the way down into my bowels, like water. There’s not much moonlight so I can’t make out their features. Their silhouette is familiar, though I don’t know where from. Arms outstretched, pointed head, a ragged cloak or cape flapping around their knees. Bare feet.They look like a scarecrow, or Christ on the cross. They look like somebody in a black Ku Klux Klan costume.

			They don’t look like they’re looking at me. Their head is angled downwards, as if looking at the ground. I feel like if I move, if I close the curtains, then I will draw their attention. I close my eyes instead. When I open them, the figure is gone. My bike is on the grass there, though. I squint, but I can’t make the bike look like the figure I just saw.

			I snap the curtains shut. Then I hurry downstairs to the dark hallway. There’s a small glass panel in the door that looks out towards the same grass that the figure was standing in. I quickly steal a glance through the glass and then duck down. They’re still not there. I look again, for longer this time. Definitely not out there. Not where they were, at least. I imagine them standing directly outside the door, just to the side of the glass. I duck down again.

			Later, after another whisky, I go outside and put the bike in the shed. On the way back to the house I break into a run and once inside, slam the door carelessly. The sound is loud and sharp, like a firework, and I imagine it bouncing from the mountains. 

		

	
		
			The Magic

			Graham is storming about, breaking up boxes and stuffing them into the recycling cages. Graham is the same shape and size as the Bean, but a little younger. His skin is weathered and thick – so much so that the lines of his face look like cracks. They look sore. He’s been a milkman since before he worked for the Bean. He’s been a milkman since leaving school – at sixteen, I guess, though really it might have been earlier round here, back then – and now he’s in his sixties. He speaks quickly and has a stammer and one of the strongest Cumbrian accents I’ve ever heard, and he talks to himself. I just quietly get on with sorting out my empties because he’s clearly angry about something. Graham and the Bean fall out sometimes: at the root of it, Graham wants more money and the Bean doesn’t believe in paying her staff different wages. And the Bean can’t put all the wages up, so she won’t put Graham’s up, even though Graham has worked here longer than the rest of us.

			I am not sleeping well, for fear of seeing the man with the pointed hood again, and I don’t feel capable of dealing with Graham. I stay clear of him and stack my crates of empty bottles at the side of the yard ready for Central to come and collect. I’ve emptied the van when the Bean bursts out of her house and strides across the yard towards me.

			‘The Woolpack,’ she barks. ‘Need to get down there now. I’ve boxed it up, it’s in the fridge. Take them that. Then you can go.’ She shakes her head. ‘Bloody late getting their orders in, like. Always bloody late, them lot. And take a sack of carrots for Mrs Lindon. Y’know her, down the lane? For the horses. Drop ’em on the way back.’ She nods. ‘Aye, and then you can go.’

			Pub orders tend to be a bit hefty. Bags of potatoes, bags of carrots, bags of onions, boxes of this, that and the other. Loads of meat. Graham is muttering something about ‘them lot over the wall’ as I carry the sacks through. I don’t know what ‘them lot over the wall’ do. The wall is the back wall of the yard, but it divides the depot building too. You can hear a lot of machines from the other side, but never any talking.

			It’s a bit of a drive to the Woolpack, but it’s a nice drive. It’s a nice drive all year round, but I’m a fan of the autumn, so this time of year it’s especially good. Now the dark grey clouds are out, accumulating above Wasdale and Eskdale. I’m on Irton levels when the wind picks up and blows a hail of bright yellow leaves across the brooding black sky, and at just the same moment a flock of crows rises from the fields and flies in the opposite direction. The leaves are like fire against all of the darkness. The crows make it look as if the wind is blowing in two directions at once. It feels almost hallucinatory. I slow the van, momentarily overwhelmed. The air turns to glass and everything freezes sharp-edged in time. I remember lying at the bottom of the river, looking up. I remember floating on the surface of a lake, listening to a tree talk.

			The moment passes. This is the way we used to come as teenagers, just after we’d learned to drive. We’d go swimming in the rivers in summer. Hoof would steer and Ryman would change gears with his eyes closed, Hoof shouting out, ‘Third! Fourth! Third! First!’ as the car careened around the bends of those tiny Eskdale roads.

			There was nothing better than the rivers in summer with the waterfalls and the rocks to jump off, lying on the grassy banks looking up at the deep blue sky, some bird of prey in the distance, sound carrying from one mountainside to the opposite mountainside. The water was always too cold at first but you got used to it; you had to jump in, there was no other way. Your body wouldn’t let you do it gradually; if you tried to sit on the edge and dangle your legs you had no chance. You had to jump and then stay underwater while your body and skin adjusted. The water in those rivers was impossibly clean – it was so clear, you could open your eyes and look at all of the grey and green stone around you as if you were looking through glass, honest to God. The currents were playful but not dangerous, not dangerous at all unless you are so unintelligent that everything is dangerous. Or maybe it is dangerous if you have a weak heart. But none of us had a weak heart; we all had good strong hearts and brains to match. What did we do? I think we just jumped in and then floated and then clambered out again and then jumped back in, talking all the while. It was enough. I remember that sometimes the weather would change as we approached the river, switching from burning sun to warm, humid rain with a sudden rush of bulbous clouds, but our plans would not change. We would still go swimming, jumping, whatever you wanted to call it. I remember one time in particular, a summer storm: heavy rain breaking the surface of the river, thunder rolling down from the peaks like an invisible wave, lightning springing into existence between the mountains, touching down on all of them, joining them all together in the sky, and everything and everybody was so wet, water running across our skin, nobody really talking actually, all of us just basking in the constant turmoil, the stimulation of it, and it wasn’t stopping, and we were grinning at each other, we all were, and we lay on the bottom of the river and looked up, watched the rain hitting the water from beneath, and I think we could all just hold our breath for pretty much for ever. We didn’t bother getting dried or changed on the way back to the cars that day, because it hadn’t stopped raining and we’d just get wet again; we just ran barefoot back down the riverbanks – not running to avoid the rain, just running because we were going downhill.

			What I’m trying to get at is that there’s a magic here, a magic in the place. It is easier here to plug into the world than it is in other places. It’s easier to open yourself up to it. I’ve always found nature and the physical world itself a more comfortable companion than other human beings. Having said that, as a teenager, I found it easier being around other people than either before or afterwards. Partly I think because everybody else was in flux, too. There was chaos in everybody – not just me. Not that I understand why I feel the way I do. Generally, I just have this sense of guilt, and a feeling that I shouldn’t spend too much time around other people.
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