



[image: #panic by Luke Jennings]











Luke Jennings is a London-based author and journalist who has written for the Observer, Vanity Fair, the New Yorker and Time. He is the author of Blood Knots, shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson and William Hill prizes, and the acclaimed Killing Eve novels which were adapted into an award-winning BBC series by Phoebe Waller-Bridge, starring Jodie Comer and Sandra Oh.










Also by Luke Jennings


 


Fiction


Breach Candy


Atlantic


Beauty Story


Codename Villanelle


No Tomorrow


Die For Me


 


Non-Fiction


Blood Knots: A Memoir of Fishing and Friendship


The Faber Pocket Guide to Ballet (with Deborah Bull)


 


Children’s Fiction


Stars (with Laura Jennings)


Stars: Stealing the Show (with Laura Jennings)










#panic


 


 


Luke Jennings


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: JM_logo]


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2023 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Luke Jennings 2023


 


The right of Luke Jennings to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover design by Will Speed © johnmurraypress


Cover images © Shutterstock.com


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 35189 7


 


John Murray (Publishers) 


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










Prologue


She’s gazing into the mirror, motionless, as he walks into the room. He notes the shining fall of her hair, the pale shoulders, the scooped back of her blue sundress. Approaching, he lays his hands on her arms, briefly pinning them to her sides, and feels the air-conditioned coolness of her skin.


‘Don’t,’ she says, twitching.


‘Why not?’


‘I don’t feel like being touched.’


He lifts his hands, regards them for a moment, and lets them fall. ‘Can we get out of here? There’s a car outside, the jet’s standing ready. We can be home by four.’


‘Home,’ she murmurs with a faint smile. ‘No. I’ve got people coming.’


‘What kind of people?’


‘Kids. Fans.’


‘Really?’ His eyes meet hers in the mirror. ‘You have to do that?’


‘I do. Yes.’


He’s about to answer when darkness crashes around them. A power outage. The silence is so absolute that he can hear the tiny, guttering crackle of the globes surrounding her mirror.


‘Fuck,’ he mutters. There’s a faint double click from the door. He reaches out, and his hand finds her hair, and her warm neck.


She twists, gasps and isn’t there. There’s a flurry of disturbed air, and he has the momentary impression of a second figure, curvetting just out of reach like a matador.


‘Hey, motherfucker,’ he protests, and feels a soft but decisive impact in his side. He half-turns, and feels two more blows punch his ribs.


He stands there for a moment, warm blood coursing down his hip and thigh, then his knees begin to give way. He’s a big guy, a bull of a man, but he’s going down, and his guts are icy cold. As he folds into the darkness, transfixed with pain, he senses figures above him. He smells his wife’s scent, as soft and familiar as the touch of her skin. And overlaying it, a sour, synthetic odour of limes.
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STORYLINE


 


In 1983, twelve beings in human form are transported to Earth from a distant galaxy. They are an advance force, part of a long-term plan to colonise the planet. Over the decades that follow, the incomers work their way into positions of influence.


 


In an unnamed city in the United States, one of the twelve, Lyric, has come to doubt her mission. She tries to warn the authorities but is not believed, and sets about recruiting allies. The newest member of her team is Pandora Vail, a junior employee of a global corporation. With Lyric as their teacher, the team embarks on a programme of training to awaken their ‘dark vision’, and become psy-warriors. A growing attraction between Pandora and Lyric, however, threatens to destabilise their mission.
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Part One










Alice Temple sails into the dressing room, back-heels the door shut, sinks into a chair, and eyes herself savagely in the mirror. ‘Fuck,’ she says. ‘I mean, seriously?’


‘Hey, Alice.’


Alice ignores her. Chloe Deventer is her make-up artist, her ‘personal’, and doesn’t need to be acknowledged.


Chloe flicks a glance at her watch. They were due on set twenty minutes ago.


‘I know I’m late,’ Alice says. ‘I’m not a fucking halfwit. Do they actually need me yet?’


‘They have asked, yes.’


‘Then we’d better get moving. But I’m not in the mood, I’ll tell you right now.’


Chloe helps Alice take off her cotton raincoat, which has never been touched by rain, and hangs it on the rail. When she turns back Alice is sitting in front of the mirror in her underwear. The new bruises have been covered by concealer and powder, but Chloe sees them. The shadow below Alice’s left collarbone, and the blur between her cheekbone and the angle of her jaw. The older bruises on her neck and upper arm have faded to a faint yellow-mauve.


Gently, wordlessly, Chloe works on Alice’s face with cotton wool and cleanser. The fresh bruises are perhaps an hour or two old, and a mottled blueberry colour.


There’s a tentative knock at the door. ‘Fuck off,’ Alice says, wincing at Chloe’s touch.


‘How long?’ asks a male voice.


Chloe holds up the fingers of both hands, and Alice nods. ‘Ten minutes,’ Chloe calls out, and hears the guy in the corridor speak into a phone. Carefully, she applies skin camouflage to the bruises.


‘He’s mean,’ Alice says, lifting her chin. ‘A real psycho.’


‘You don’t think you should tell someone?’


Alice affects not to have heard her, and Chloe bites her lip. Know your place, she orders herself. You’re not her friend, and she doesn’t want your advice.


‘Right. All done. Invisible. Shall we get your screen face on?’


Alice frowns. ‘I need to go to the bathroom.’


‘Sure. Take a minute.’


‘No, come with me. You can do my make-up in there, it’s not a problem.’


And so, as Alice sits on the toilet, unhurriedly voiding her bowels, Chloe goes to work, and tries to ignore the smell. There are upsides to being the personal of an actor as high-status as Alice – the privileged access, the impossible-to-book restaurants, the private jet flights – but then there’s the stuff people don’t see. Repugnant shit like this. A week ago Chloe was on her knees shaving Alice’s legs, while Alice was on her phone to her agent, bitching about Hayley James.


But this is Hollywood, and this is the deal. If Chloe were to refuse to do as Alice demands, or to indicate by the slightest sign that she considers the situation gross and demeaning, she would be replaced within the hour. And so she smiles, pins up Alice’s wheat-blonde hair, and applies a pearlescent contour to her face.


What is it, she wonders, with these entitled British women? Super-classy in public, but in private, kind of . . . dirty? From the scraps of personal information that Alice has shared, Chloe gathers that her family is loaded, and that she grew up in a massive old mansion in the English countryside, surrounded by her parents’ celebrity friends. ‘Mick was at dinner that night,’ Alice might say. Or ‘We met at one of Elton’s parties’ or ‘Kate and Naomi were there, obviously’. To Chloe, this Downton-Abbey-slash-MTV childhood is almost impossible to imagine. What can it be like to land your first major TV role at thirteen, and to appear on the cover of Vogue on your fifteenth birthday? Or to have a backstage threesome at Glastonbury, while still technically a minor, with a coke-addicted rock star and his supermodel wife?


In the Dogtown district of St Louis, Chloe’s own teenage years were filled with marching-band practice, church socials, and toasted ravioli at Declan’s bar and grill. She’s never had a threesome, and in truth, not that many twosomes. Guys have never clustered around Chloe. On the plus side, she’s a decade younger than Alice, and she isn’t married to an abusive fuck like Don Firestone.


‘Do you never just want to look beautiful?’ Alice asks her, casually wiping herself and pulling her knickers up. Chloe glances in the bathroom mirror, meets Alice’s gaze, and forces a smile. She doesn’t answer, because no answer is required. Alice doesn’t give a crap about Chloe’s self-image.


In fact, Chloe is dressed in a black cardigan, white T-shirt, jeans and sneakers. It’s a look that says It’s Not About Me, and it’s not accidental. Service personnel on a film set – make-up people, hair people, costume people – are required to be nondescript, and preferably invisible. They shouldn’t distract the director’s eye. This suits Chloe. She’s happy to be a moth rather than a butterfly.


She started here at Stage 9, Burbank Studios, almost two years ago, as a ‘daily’, one of a dozen freelancers brought in to apply make-up to the extras on a City of Night crowd scene. The work was intense and exhausting, but it was a huge thrill to be working on a show that, even then, everyone was talking about. Chloe’s speedy efficiency impressed the key MUA, the chief make-up artist, and she was contracted to the show as an assistant. Promoted at the start of the following season, she found herself responsible for three senior cast members, and a month later Alice requested that Chloe be assigned to her as her personal. Chloe replaced a guy whose boyfriend had just died of a drug overdose. ‘It’s tragic, obviously,’ Alice told her. ‘But I really can’t have sad faces around me. It’s such an energy-suck.’


Back in the dressing room, Chloe begins to smooth a mixture of ivory foundation and Vaseline over Alice’s face. In City of Night Alice plays Lyric, a not-quite human being dispatched across time and space to present-day America. She must look beautiful but mysterious. She must glow. She must shimmer. When Chloe has finished, Alice peers at herself in the mirror. She says nothing, which tells Chloe that she is satisfied.


With her job done, for the moment at least, and her actor safely dispatched to hairdressing, Chloe takes herself to the coffee bar, where she orders an espresso for herself and an almond-milk matcha tea for Alice. While the order is being prepared, she sits down beside Hayley James, who is studying her script.


Hayley looks up for a moment, Sharpie poised in her hand. ‘Hey, Chloe. Is she ready?’


‘Steph’s just doing her hair.’


Hayley nods, looks pointedly at the clock, and returns to her script. She’s been here for close on sixty minutes, and as usual, she’s all business. As a black actor fronting a major TV series, she once told a Variety reporter, you have to be twice as professional as anyone else. You have to be more punctual, know your lines backwards, and hit your mark every time. You have to be perfect, day after day, week after week, because there are so many people waiting for you to fail.


Chloe watches her surreptitiously. Faces are her business, and Hayley has a good face. Clear features, amber eyes, and that full, soft mouth. For the day’s first scene, the designer has given her a lightweight sweater, which looks as if it could have come straight off the rail at Kmart or TJ Maxx but is in fact a vintage Prada piece, and paired it with a necklace of fake pearls.


In City of Night, Hayley plays Pandora Vail, an employee of a global info-tech corporation, who is recruited as a psy-warrior by the otherworldly Lyric. Gradually, the pair find themselves drawn closer together. The erotic tension between them is palpable, but if they are to become lovers, Lyric must become fully human, shed her hyper-evolved status, and relinquish her power. The script team have been teasing out this situation for two seasons now, so far without resolution.


On set, ten minutes later, the first scene has been set up. The camera team wait in position, the grips and gaffers and sound guys look on, and there’s a sense of quiet purpose. In the half-dark surrounding the illuminated set, Chloe stands with folded arms between the continuity supervisor and Hayley’s personal MUA.


Aware of a tall figure moving into her peripheral vision, Chloe flicks a glance to her left and intercepts the gaze of Don Firestone, Alice’s husband and the executive producer of City of Night. A large and subtly threatening figure, he’s out of place here. Is he keeping an eye on Alice? Chloe wonders. Is he worried about the truth getting out? That before he sets off for the studio in that big-dick Rolls Royce of his, he likes to get in the groove by slapping his wife around? Unnerved by his stare, Chloe looks away.


As the actors take their first positions, the director of photography checks the monitor and speaks to the camera operator. It’s a two-shot, an intimate scene between Pandora and Lyric. The characters will almost, but not quite, kiss. The director likes to get this kind of shot in the can early in the day, while the actors are still on speaking terms. There’s a call for silence. Under the lights Hayley looks taut with longing as she fixes Alice with her gaze. Alice, cool and luminous, stares back.


Eight hours later, Chloe and Alice are pulling out of the Stage 5 car park in an open-top white Mercedes. Mickey, Alice’s driver, is at the wheel. Behind him, Chloe is strapped in with her make-up box at her side. Her feet and her legs ache; she’s barely sat down all day. Beside her, Alice is slumped with her eyes closed, and her blonde hair spilling across the headrest. They’re heading for the house on Malibu Colony Road that Alice shares with Don. The couple will be going on to a dinner in Marina Del Rey, and Alice needs Chloe to do her face.


As the car approaches the studio’s main gate, Mickey slows down. There seems to be some sort of demonstration taking place outside, and flashing blue lights indicate a police presence. Photographers are circling like sharks, and their lenses swing round as the gate opens, but Mickey has anticipated their interest. The car’s grey-tinted windows are already rising, and the fabric top is sliding forward into place.


Peering through the armoured glass, Chloe has an impression of milling, gesturing figures, mostly male. Faces swoop towards her, angry and shouting. A placard swings across her field of vision – HANDS OFF OUR KIDS. Another is inscribed with an inverted V, like a spearhead. And then the Mercedes has nosed through the crowd, the roof is gliding back, the evening sunlight is pouring in, and they’re gathering speed.


‘The fucking Legion? Again?’ Alice says, putting on a pair of shades that make her look like an exotic, huge-eyed insect.


Mickey nods. ‘According to KNX they’re demonstrating outside all of the studios making teen shows with gay content. Including Disney.’


‘They’re such losers. City of Night is hardly even gay. I mean yeah, girl-crush fantasy romance, but . . .’


Mickey grins. ‘Well, the Legion don’t like it.’


‘They certainly don’t like me.’


‘That they don’t.’


Chloe’s not really clued-up about the Legion. She’s aware that they’re some kind of far-right pressure group or militia, but she’s not sure whether she’s supposed to find them frightening or, as her boyfriend Luís insists, ridiculous. What she knows for sure is that the Legion detest Alice, who took a very public swing at them in a talk-show interview during the first season of City of Night, calling them ‘delusional man-children who can’t get girlfriends’ and referring to their most prominent fund-raiser, the Mississippi landowner John Cornelius, as ‘your regular, hate-filled, good ole boy’. Since then, the Legion has been an unrelenting opponent of City of Night, sniping at the series on social media and launching smear campaigns against Alice herself. Thus far, these have had little effect. If anything, they’ve enhanced Alice’s popularity, and cemented her reputation as an LGBTQ+ icon.


As the car swings from Route 101 onto Las Virgenes Road, and the landscape is suffused in golden light, Alice lays her head on Chloe’s shoulder. Alice’s hair smells of rose petals. ‘Hayley’s such a cunt,’ she murmurs.


‘Really?’


‘You know she is. That demure, sweet-as-pie manner of hers. The bullshit she pulls in interviews about how we have the dream working relationship, when the truth is she’s just waiting to stick a fucking knife in my back.’


‘You think so?’


‘I know so.’ Alice jerks her head away from Chloe’s shoulder. ‘Bottom line, she wants her own spin-off series.’


‘Without you? Surely that wouldn’t happen.’


‘Anything can happen, trust me, if enough people think it’ll make them money.’


‘But would Don do that to you?’


‘Honey, do I really need to spell out what Don would do to me?’


Chloe nods. She has to tread carefully in these conversations, making the right sympathetic noises while never venturing anything as outspoken as an opinion. ‘You know Lauren?’ she ventures.


‘Hayley’s personal?’


‘Mmm. Lauren told me that Hayley’s got these weird rituals. Like all her things, her scripts and pens and tissues and phone and stuff, always have to be arranged in a certain way, and she can’t leave her dressing room without washing her hands.’


‘I didn’t know that. Wow.’


‘I know, right? Also, she never goes onto the set without whispering this whole combination of numbers. And if she makes a mistake, she has to go back to the beginning and start again.’


‘I’m pretty sure that’s a thing,’ Alice says vaguely.


Chloe is not proud of herself for betraying Lauren’s confidence, but she knows that the atmosphere on set will toxify if Alice becomes convinced that Hayley is plotting against her. About the Don thing, the physical abuse and the bruises, Chloe can do nothing. But she can try to prevent Alice becoming paranoid about her co-star. Whatever the truth, Alice needs to see Hayley as unthreatening. As a vulnerable colleague, rather than a scheming bitch.


‘So how’s your love life?’ Alice asks, as they take the bridge over Malibu Creek.


Chloe nods. ‘It’s good. Yeah.’


‘Still the horse guy?’


‘Still the horse guy.’ Luís is a wrangler at a ranch in the hills above Calabasas. He’s not handsome in the movie-star way, but horses love him, and so does Chloe.


‘You see much of him?’


Chloe shrugs. ‘I work, he works.’


‘You could move in together.’


‘We did. Five months ago. In Glendale.’


‘You didn’t tell me.’


In fact Chloe did tell her, in some detail, but whatever. Mickey swings onto the Pacific Coast Highway. The Malibu Hills are a hazy pink. Over the ocean, the light is dying.


Alice inclines her face towards Chloe. Rose petals again. ‘I need to look good tonight, babe. Really good.’


‘We can do that. Do you know what you’re wearing?’


‘Not yet.’ She smiles. ‘You’re lucky, you know. You don’t have to do all this stuff. You can wear what you like, do what you like, go where you like. No one judges you. No one cares.’


‘That’s true,’ Chloe says, although it isn’t. She gazes upwards. Overhead the sky is depthless, all colour gone. Closing her eyes, she lets the twilight envelop her.


Don and Alice own one of the older houses in Malibu Colony, and for a place worth eight figures it’s almost low-key. Built in the Colonial style, with bay windows, turrets, and shingles weathered grey by the sea air, it has what Alice calls a ‘Nantucket vibe’. The approach to the house is hung with hibiscus and frangipani, and bordered by beds of bush violet. Alice leads Chloe inside, and through a spacious reception area on to the terrace. ‘I’m just going to take a shower,’ she tells her. ‘Get Adelita to fix you a drink.’


Chloe’s thirsty, but the whole servant thing makes her freeze up, and taking a Diet Coke from the refrigerator herself doesn’t seem to be an option. So she leans on the rail, breathing the salt air, and gazes down at the beach and the ocean. Somewhere in the house a José Padilla track is playing. The light is fading, but there are still a few surfers lying out on their boards, rising and falling with the glassy swells. Along the horizon, there’s a last faint flush of orange.


Hearing voices, Chloe looks to her left to see Don Firestone, whisky tumbler in hand, ushering a trim young man onto the far end of the terrace. Don glances at Chloe for a moment, his gaze unreadable, then turns back to his guest. There’s a faint breeze, and snatches of their conversation reach Chloe. The younger guy’s doing most of the talking. ‘Her whole fucking career . . . Yeah, pay-or-play, exactly . . . I know, insane.’ He sips his martini.


Don looks at Chloe again. He’s the producer of a top-grossing streamer series, and she’s a make-up artist, a no one. Yet he’s jealous of her, and perhaps even hates her, because he knows that she’s the keeper of his wife’s secrets. Alice tells Chloe things that he will never know.


Don’s phone rings, and he excuses himself and steps back inside. His guest walks towards Chloe, drink in hand, head inclined. ‘Well, hi, there. I’m Sim.’


‘Chloe.’


Close up, he’s not so young. He’s had the eye-opening surgery, and the nose-narrowing thing. A lot of work has gone into that off-blond hair. ‘So beautiful,’ he says flatly.


Chloe guesses that he means the view, not her. ‘I do Alice’s make-up,’ she tells him, and watches the interest fade from his eyes. It’s something she sees a lot. That dulling of the gaze at the realisation that she is not someone of consequence, not someone on whom energy need be wasted. ‘So what about you?’ she asks.


‘I’m at MCA,’ Sim says. ‘I represent Hayley James.’


Don appears beside them, carrying a cocktail shaker. ‘Refill, Sim?’ He glances at Chloe. ‘Alice is ready. You can go in.’


Upstairs, Alice is standing at the window of the master bedroom in a silk slip, looking down at the terrace and the ocean. ‘That’s Sim Dietz with Don,’ she says to Chloe. ‘Conniving little shit-nugget. Did you hear what they were talking about?’


‘No. He’s Hayley’s agent, right?’


‘Yeah, he is. I don’t trust him, I don’t trust her, and I don’t trust my fucking husband.’ She pulls a satin kimono over the slip, and pads over to a mirror. ‘God, I feel like the Wreck of the Hesperus. Can you salvage anything?’


‘Let’s see what we can do.’


An hour later dark has fallen, Sim has gone, and Don and Alice are ready to leave. Chloe follows them into the Mercedes, and sits in the back with Alice. Don, up front with Mickey, is wearing a dark jacket and white shirt. He looks smooth-jowled and sleek, and smells of Acqua di Parma. ‘You look fantastic,’ he says to Alice, as they glide past a huge City of Night billboard. ‘Chloe should move in with us.’


‘Oh, God, I’d love that,’ Alice sighs.


‘But who’d look after me?’ Chloe asks, faking a smile.


‘Smart lady,’ says Don, pistolling his index finger at her.


Just another hour of this bullshit, Chloe thinks, buttoning her cardigan against the breeze. Ninety minutes max. Don’s right, though. Alice does look amazing. She’s wearing a shantung silk cocktail dress and has her hair in a side-parted sixties flip, which is absolutely the look in certain LA circles right now. Under the street lights her eyes shine, and when Mickey halts at a red light in Pacific Palisades people on the sidewalk stare and raise their phones.


‘Roof up?’ Mickey asks.


‘No, let ’em pay homage,’ Don answers, reaching back to take his wife’s hand. The couple exchange a smile.


Those bruises, Chloe thinks. What the fuck is going on between them?


‘Fans can be so weird,’ Alice says, as they draw away from the lights. ‘The whole ship thing.’


‘What’s the ship thing?’ Don asks.


‘Fan lingo. A “ship” is a relationship between two characters. When fans “ship” characters it means that they want them to get together in the show.’


‘Like you and Hayley?’


‘Yeah. Our characters’ ship name is Panic. Pandora and Lyric.’


‘How do you know this?’


‘You should know it. Don’t you ever talk to the social media team?’


‘Not if I can help it.’


‘Well you should. And look online. Check out the Panic fan-fics and you get this deluge of erotic fantasy.’


‘Cool.’


From where she’s sitting, Chloe can just see the edge of Don’s crocodile grin.


‘Maybe cool,’ Alice says. ‘It’s definitely weird. There are literally hundreds of City of Night group chats, and what gets said in them . . .’ She shrugs.


‘Are the script team across this?’


‘Of course. Everyone is. Except for you, apparently.’


‘Chloe?’


‘Um, yeah . . . I’m not much for social media, but I do see stuff.’


‘OK, I’ll check it out.’


The house at Marina Del Rey is vast, a multilayered blaze of light flanked by palm trees. The frontage is dominated by a massive stone Buddha. As parking attendants move to open the doors of the Mercedes, Alice assumes her film-star smile, steps out, and slips her arm through Don’s. They join a cluster of guests around the portico who are being air-kissed by their hostess, an ageless figure with a transparent, retinol-peeled face and hair like spun sugar. When Alice doesn’t turn to wave goodbye, Chloe feels a moment’s emptiness, then a stab of annoyance at herself for giving a shit.


‘Back to Glendale, right?’ Mickey says.


‘Yeah. Let’s go.’










The sun’s shining as Jaleesa Williams closes the front door and steps down onto the cracked asphalt of Shelburn Avenue. Jaleesa’s wearing a hoodie and track pants, but May means rain in the Canadian prairie country, and there’s a waterproof jacket rolled up in her backpack.


Sure enough, as she turns onto Moosomin Road, a bank of cloud slides across the sun. The shadow overtakes her, lifting the glare from the edge-of-town storefronts before creeping up the coulee and across the fields of speargrass. Jaleesa’s twenty-one years old, and she’s lived in the state of Saskatchewan all her life. In two months’ time, when the warm winds blow in from the Rockies, she’ll be twenty-two, and nothing will have changed.


The Memorial Hall stands between Auburn Beer & Liquor and the old Ukrainian Catholic church. The door’s unlocked, so Sol’s already here. Glancing at the pinboard in the foyer, with its announcements about the drama club and an upcoming craft bazaar, Jaleesa pushes through the double doors and swings her backpack from her shoulders. The hall is illuminated by a single strip-light, and smells of damp. There’s a stage at one end, with faded velvet curtains. In front of the stage, in a dusty beam of sunlight, a grey-haired man is stacking chairs.


‘Jay. What’s happening, girl?’


‘Not a lot. How’re you doing, Sol?’


‘All right, I guess. Few aches and pains, but summer’ll be here soon, eh?’


Jaleesa looks away. The coming of summer will do nothing for the tremor in Sol’s right hand, or the faint but unmistakeable slurring of his voice.


‘So how’s your daddy?’ he asks.


‘Same as usual. Some days good, some days not so good.’


‘Tell him I said hello.’


‘I will.’


Jaleesa likes to arrive at the hall early, to take her time changing into her boxing gear and getting her body moving. These conversations with Sol aren’t getting any easier. He knows she studied medicine before the money ran out, and he must guess that she recognises his symptoms, just as he does. Every ex-fighter knows the consequences of long-term head trauma. Picking up her backpack, Jaleesa climbs the steps to the side of the stage, and makes her way to the washroom.


As she wraps her hands with tape to protect her tendons, she watches herself in the mirror, angling her head to left and right. Looks-wise, she’s very much her mother’s daughter. The dark skin, the thoughtful brown eyes, and the sticking-out ears that got her picked on at school. The bookishness, that’s her mum too. The touchiness, the fragile pride, the preference for fight over flight, that’s all her dad. She flexes her taped hands and drops into a fighter’s crouch. ‘Try calling me Monkey Girl now, bitches,’ she murmurs, and snaps off a jab and cross combo.


‘Who’re you calling a bitch, bitch?’ It’s Beth Svensson. Jaleesa’s best friend, sort of. Beth works as a waitress at the Bison Cafe, where she serves fried chicken, wipes down tables, and meets her male customers’ stares with bored eyes.


‘Not you, bitch.’


‘I hope not.’ Beth unzips her track top and drops it on the bench. ‘Saw you with Corey Laveaux last night.’


‘Oh yeah.’


‘Yeah. Are you two . . .?’


‘No.’


‘Why not? Good-looking guy.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Definitely maybe.’


‘Help yourself, if you like him so much,’ Jaleesa says.


‘I just might, at that.’


As if Beth would give shy, studious Corey a second look. She likes stronger meat. Dumb hulks like Ethan Pine.


Beth side-eyes Jaleesa. ‘So what’s with you and Corey?’


‘We’re friends, I guess.’ And like books, despise Ethan, and are part of the tiny minority of non-white Auburnians.


‘You wanna come out tonight?’


Jaleesa flexes her fingers. ‘What you got in mind?’


‘Dex’s? Shoot some pool?’


‘Sure.’


There are five other boxers warming up in the hall. Logan McGrayne, who works at Tom’s Tires and has a Roughriders football tattoo on his bicep, is sparring with Ryan Gosbee, who doesn’t do much of anything except hang out at Dex’s Tap and Grill. Then there are the Tremblay boys, Bill and Dane, who are at high school in Cedoux, and Hayden Lam, who’s basically a child.


Jaleesa and Beth usually end up sparring together. They’re the same height, with similar reach, although Beth is a tad heavier. Beth looks like a boxer: she has the toned legs, the muscled arms and shoulders, the flat gaze. She’s what Sol calls a ‘swarmer’, a hard puncher who likes to get in close and end it fast.


Jaleesa’s a counter-puncher, fast and light, and she doesn’t look like a boxer at all. Not to herself, anyway. Sol once videoed her on his phone during a practice bout, and watching it back she was reminded of a prairie hare, all wide eyes and pawing limbs.


So now they’re circling each other. Throwing out quick exploratory jabs. Watching each other over their gloves, wary and unblinking. From overhead comes the patter of rain on the hall’s tin roof.


Beth comes in fast. Left jab, right cross. Jaleesa skitters back, taking the impact of the cross on her upper arm. Beth comes in again, two jabs and a cross this time. Jaleesa blocks, twists, flicks a jab at Beth’s exposed ribs, and pivots away. For an instant she’s outside herself – she imagines Hayley James is watching her, deeply impressed – then there’s a dazzling flash of pain as Beth’s overhand right smacks into her nose. Jaleesa reels, disconnected, and tastes blood on her mouth.


Beth dances backwards, arms swinging by her sides. ‘You ’kay?’ The ghost of a smirk.


Jaleesa nods, licking her lips. She’s readying herself to continue when Sol walks over and steps between them. ‘Break. Tell me what you did, Jay.’


‘I, umm . . . overextended?’


‘Exactly. Nice jab, but your weight’s all on that front foot, your concentration slips, and she pops you on the nose. Good, Beth. Jay, go wash your face, girl.’


Rinsing the blood from the washroom basin, Jaleesa gingerly prods herself. Her nose is swollen, but it’s not broken. Pulling the Everlast gloves back on – property of the club, so really old and rank – she saunters back into the hall.


Everyone’s switched partners. Beth is sparring with Ryan, and Sol is running combination drills with Logan. Bill and Dane are skipping rope and Hayden is waiting by himself. He’s twelve, and barely comes up to Jaleesa’s chin. She grins. ‘You and me, eh.’


‘I guess.’


‘So try and hit me, bro.’


As Hayden shuffles around her, jabbing and crossing, Jaleesa weaves. Even with Hayden she can lose herself in the rhythm of it all, and forget the bad stuff at home. At a given moment she becomes aware that the beating of the rain on the roof has been replaced by a steadier, more insistent pulse.


It’s loud now, and getting closer. Holding up her gloved hands she halts Hayden in his tracks. The others have stopped too. It’s a drumbeat, hard and aggressive, and it’s coming from the street outside. Sol halts the sparring, and they file from the hall into the foyer. Logan pushes the doors open and they spill out onto the street. The rain shower’s stopped, the sky’s cleared, and everything is sharp-focused.


Marchers are approaching the hall from the town centre. Four columns of them, keeping loose time, with a snare drummer at their head. They’re still a couple of hundred metres away, and at first Jaleesa thinks that she’s watching some kind of commemorative parade. A veterans’ event, perhaps.


As they draw closer she sees that these are no veterans. They’re young, unsmiling, and charged with purpose. Mostly white, mostly male, all neatly dressed. Some are masked, some are holding up banners inscribed with a single symbol. An inverted red V, like a spearhead. On the damp air, the thin snarl of the drum rises and falls.


‘Jesus,’ Logan mutters. ‘Not these assholes. Not here.’


On the sidewalks, people retreat into the shadows. Three figures run out of Shop ’n Save and begin shouting and gesturing at the marchers. They manage a few words, then the nearest marchers step out of line and there’s a brief, violent scuffle. In seconds a man and a woman are lying motionless on the ground. The third figure is harder to subdue, swinging and punching until he’s borne to the ground, then kicked until he’s still.


‘Get back into the hall,’ Sol orders, his voice low. ‘Now. Move.’


As Hayden and the Tremblay boys file back inside, Logan touches a hand to the back of Jaleesa’s singlet and gestures that she should follow them. He’s a big guy, a year or two older than her.


‘So that’s them,’ Beth says. ‘That’s the Legion.’


‘Fuckin’ hardcore,’ Ryan murmurs. ‘Showed those queers.’


Jaleesa stares at him. ‘What did you just say?’


Logan nudges her again. ‘Please, Jay. Come inside.’


She wrenches herself away. ‘No. I wanna know what Ryan said.’


‘Nothing, OK?’ Ryan side-eyes her sourly. ‘Jesus.’


And then the parade is upon them, fronted by the drummer. He’s tall, with wild eyes staring through an old-school ice-hockey mask. Behind him, the marchers are clean-cut and lean. There are razored haircuts and fitted T-shirts, many bearing the red spearhead sign. There are women too, with the same hard look on their faces. Jaleesa recognises none of them.


She knows about the Legion, though. There was a piece about them in the Globe and Mail last month, after a young guy died in Vancouver during a clash between civil rights marchers and a local Legion contingent. The article described the organisation’s beginnings in Northern Europe, its adoption by the Russian and American far right, and its viral spread across the globe.


Since then, the Legion has kept snagging at her consciousness, pulling something tighter and tighter inside her. Online, its followers are everywhere. And now here they are in battle order, marching through a Saskatchewan grain town with a population of barely six thousand. Exactly what they believe Jaleesa doesn’t know, but then she doesn’t need to. Their anger hangs in the air like gasoline. She can see it in their faces, in the focus of their eyes, the neatness of their haircuts, the whiteness of their shirts, the blood-red of their insignia. The dream of a country in which she has no place, and a future from which she has been bleached out.


As the marchers process past the hall, some of them turn to stare at her, and standing there in her loose singlet and track pants, she feels vulnerable and foolish. It starts to rain again, and again Logan tries to steer her back inside, his forearm heavy across her narrow shoulders, but Jaleesa twitches angrily away, determined to stand her ground. One marcher locks his gaze onto hers, and suddenly all that she can see through the rain is his face, slowly splitting into a shit-eating grin. The threat is so direct, so personal, it chills her bones.


In the changing room, when the practice session is over, she tilts her head back in front of the mirror and dabs at her blood-encrusted nostrils with a cotton bud. ‘Ryan Gosbee,’ she says. ‘He thought they were awesome.’


‘A tool,’ says Beth, brushing out her cornsilk blonde hair. ‘A fuckin’ hoser. But we know that.’


‘You hang out with him.’


‘I can’t help it if he practically lives in Dex’s. I don’t drink with him. How’s that nose?’


‘OK.’ Jaleesa inspects the bloody Q-Tip. ‘That was a neat fake. You really got me.’


‘You wanna watch out for those.’


‘Mmm.’ Jaleesa takes her phone from her backpack, dispassionately noting the faint deodorant stains beneath the arms of Beth’s T-shirt. ‘Can I do a pic of us?’


‘Sure.’


They pose, a little awkwardly, with their arms around each other’s shoulders, dark skin and pale.


‘Who’s this for?’


‘Me.’ Jaleesa lays the phone on the bench beside her.


‘You know Logan likes you, don’t you?’


‘Not like that. He was just being nice.’


‘He likes you, Jay. You should be nice back. Or d’you not date white boys?’


‘Please. Right now I just want to get my life back on track.’


Beth looks at her steadily. ‘You think that’s gonna happen any time soon?’


‘I don’t know.’ Jaleesa drags a jumble of garments from her backpack. ‘But it definitely will happen.’


‘Still wearing that old Huskies bunnyhug, eh?’


‘Yeah I am, because I’m going back to the uni to finish my course.’


‘I believe you, girl.’ Beth zips up her rain jacket. ‘And now I gotta go.’


On the bench, Jaleesa’s phone buzzes. Dani’s online.


 


DANI: Anyone alive??


JAY: hey dani whatsup


DANI: At work. Bored.


JAY: i just had a near-beth experience lmao


DANI: Spill


JAY: i was sparring w her @ the boxing club, and she punched me on the nose so hard lmao that shit HURTED


DANI: Sounds romantic! Do you like her?


JAY: uhhh like a friend, she has a bf


DANI: Boo


JAY: dumbass pornstar type


DANI: Her or him


JAY: lmao him


DANI: You gotta stop doing this!


JAY: wha??


DANI: Getting these fat, hopeless crushes


JAY: i do NOT have a crush on her shutup


DANI: Get you a girl who looks at you like Pandora looks at Lyric


JAY: i do NOT want a fucking girl what i want is to climb thru the screen & live in city of night forever ok


DANI: Me too. Alice. Phew!


JAY: hayley!


DANI: I ship them so hard. #panic has got to be endgame


JAY: willing it into being, have you finshed s2?


DANI: Watching this evening, closing up shop in an hour or so


JAY: legion march here this morning, fucking scary, like auburn is just a bush league prairie town wtf


DANI: We have the Legion in UK, and Wintersea is a small town too. They’re strongest in these places where there’s no work, no prospects etc


JAY: have u had trouble personally


DANI: Shouting, usual transphobic shit, scared it’ll be fists and boots soon


JAY: dani please take care!! do you have to walk home alone


DANI: I have to walk everywhere alone.


JAY: gosh im so sorry


DANI: Don’t worry love, used to it, plus any of those nazi dickheads tries it on w me they’ll know they’ve been in a fight, trust me.


JAY: i do, take care xx


 


There are four of them: Jaleesa, Dani, Ilya and Kai.


They met, originally, in a City of Night fan chat room called ChokeMeAlice. At the time it was the cool, say-anything chat that everyone wanted to join. Then it got weird. There were factions who plotted off-group, insider jokes, and a bullying culture that reminded Jaleesa of high school. The most popular figures’ posts were greeted with swoony adoration and blizzards of emoticons, while the less lucky saw their contributions left hanging in the time-line, icily ignored. The one way to be sure of attention was to post new content about City of Night and its stars, but this was hard to come by, given the show’s strict rationing of insider gossip and images, and most members made do with yearning hopelessly after Alice and Hayley. Jaleesa got on OK with most of the group, but there were some she never trusted. The shit-stirrers, forever dropping bitchy comments or working some fucked-up agenda. And the lurkers, always there, watching and waiting.


Jay, Dani, Ilya and Kai liked what they knew of each other, and decided that they’d had enough of ChokeMeAlice and its intrigues. So they founded #panicStation, soon shortened to #panic, and decided that they were just fine with the idea of keeping the membership to the four of them. Inevitably the other groups called them snobs and elitists, but they didn’t care. They trusted each other, although they’d never met, and they still do.


If boxing is Jaleesa’s escape, #panic is something more. Online, even if the four of them are just swapping personal stuff, she feels the same as when she’s watching City of Night. It’s as if she’s been teleported to another dimension. In Auburn, everything happens with such deathly slowness. Sometimes she steps outside her front door and it’s as if time has stopped altogether. The clapboard bungalows and the mobile homes on their brick piers. The highway criss-crossed with ancient repairs, the rusting flatbed trucks in the field, the broken-down grain elevator rising from the buffalo grass on the horizon. Years could pass, and none of this would change.


Talking to the other #panic members, all of them thousands of miles apart, Jaleesa feels a sense of possibility. A sense that if she’s brave enough, and imaginative enough, she can break free of the things that press down on her. And she badly needs to break free, because this isn’t life, this is a time-loop. When she was a child, she was certain that she was special. She knew, she just knew, that life had plans for her, and that one day people would be speaking her name. What the context would be, she had no idea, but she often had visions of her future self being sincerely thanked for some noble, and quite possibly world-saving, action.


In the last year, such a scenario has come to seem so vanishingly unlikely that Jaleesa is embarrassed to have imagined it. Fantasy has been overtaken by reality. She’s no more special than anyone else, and no more likely to have been marked out by fate than to turn into a Disney princess.


A tiny, secretive part of her has nevertheless remained faithful to the notion of herself as chosen, as elect, and when she first started to watch City of Night something was rekindled. It was Pandora who lit the flame, and it was Hayley James. Pandora was ordinary, like her, before Lyric swooped across time and space and chose her to save the world. And Hayley was black, which sent the most powerful message imaginable. Hayley was also beautiful, of course, but not in a distancing sort of way. Her beauty was manageable. She looked like someone you might know.


Through her discovery of Pandora, Jaleesa rediscovered herself. She saw her heroine’s courage and determination, took heart, and vowed to remain true to her secret childhood promise. She would not be nobody, she would not settle for life in the slow lane, she would fulfil her destiny.


Are Pandora and Lyric ever going to get together? Jaleesa wonders. Does she really want them to? She resists the idea that she herself belongs in any of the usual identity pigeonholes, even if her fantasies about Hayley are weirdly intense, and her feelings for Beth pretty twisty and complicated too. She would never admit this to Ilya, Dani and Kai, and she happily joins in the fun when a look or a touch between Pandora and Lyric is being minutely dissected, but the thought of the characters embroiled in a full-blown sexual affair unnerves her. She prefers the tension, the ambiguity, the not knowing.


As she leaves the Memorial Hall, she sees Beth walking back up the road towards her, her pack swinging from her shoulders.


‘Forget something?’ Jaleesa asks.


‘Shift’s been cancelled, so I’m goin’ to Honey’s. Come with?’


‘Sure.’


‘Those Legion guys. I just saw them leaving in a bus. Two freaking buses.’


‘Where were they . . .?’


‘The buses were from Troy.’


‘Troy? That’s halfway to Moose Jaw. What were they doing here?’


‘Maybe they’re stopping at all the small towns. Like, we’re coming, fuckos, so get used to it.’


‘Mmm. I guess.’ She follows Beth into Honey’s, where they order doughnuts and lattes with raspberry flavour shots. Honey’s is upscale for Auburn, and Jaleesa hasn’t planned on spending her hard-earned dollars in this way, but there’s something she needs to get straight with Beth.


‘Ethan,’ she begins.


‘Yeah?’


‘He doesn’t like me. And he doesn’t like you hanging out with me.’


‘You think?’


‘I know, Beth.’


‘So why would that be?’ She sips her latte. ‘No, don’t tell me. It’s because he’s a racist, right?’


Jaleesa shrugs. ‘You tell me.’


Beth narrows her eyes. ‘You’re right, he’s not crazy about you. But it’s not because he’s a racist.’


‘So?’


‘He thinks you’re a smartass, Jay. And he’s not the only one. Everyone knows your family’s got problems, your daddy ’n that, but you look down on people. Ever since you got here you been givin’ off this vibe like you’re too good for this town.’


‘Really?’


Beth bites into her doughnut and shakes her head. ‘Sorry to be the one that says it, but yeah.’


Jaleesa closes her eyes. ‘Look . . . You know this, Beth. Having to leave med school killed me. It’s what I’ve always wanted to do. I worked so hard to get in – so fucking hard – and I was doing, y’know, well. And then I wake up one morning and everything’s gone to shit and I’m right back where I started. What do you want me to say? I was fuckin’ devastated. I still am.’


‘I know, Jay. Just . . . If you want people like Ethan to like you, you gotta be nicer. He’s not a racist and I wouldn’t ’ve got with him if he was. He’s just a guy.’


‘You could do better.’


‘Probably. And it definitely ain’t forever. But he’s got a dick like a rhino-horn and I’ve got an itch in my gitch, so . . .’


‘Jeez, Beth.’


‘Too much info?’


‘Way too much.’


‘OK, well like I said, it’s not forever. I’ve got plans, and he’ll probably be living here, in the same house, when he’s sixty.’


‘That’s what worries me, Beth. That I will too.’ Jaleesa drains her coffee. ‘And I am better than that. I deserve more.’


‘Whatever you say, girl.’










It takes Dani Mullan more than half an hour to clean up.


The fish fryer takes the longest. At five-thirty, Dani unplugs it and leaves the whole thing to cool, then she strains and drains the oil into a twenty-litre clear plastic container. The oil doesn’t look too dark, so it should be good for another day. With the container sealed, Dani hand-washes the baskets and the heating elements in the deep stainless-steel sink, then sponges the interior of the fryer with baking soda and water to remove the last food particles. It’s dirty work. Her hands sweat inside her rubber gloves, and grease marks streak her T-shirt sleeves.


The Ocean Fish Bar is on the pier at Wintersea, a coastal town in North Lincolnshire, England. It’s the only amenity on the hundred-year-old pier that stays open all year round. The ice-cream parlour, and the amusement room with its toy-grabbers, coin-slides, and ‘Psychic Gypsy’ fortune-telling machine, won’t be unlocked until the bank holiday weekend.


Dani, who’s twenty-five, has been working here for eighteen months. It’s not what she’s always dreamed of. It’s repetitive, it’s hard on the legs and back, and she could do without her hair permanently smelling of frying oil. But it’s a job, and year-round jobs are in short supply in Wintersea, where most of the work is seasonal. Things could be worse, and as Dani often reminds herself, it’s good for the soul to be dealing with people up close, keeping the smile in place and staying polite even when they’re rude to her.


Customers arrive in ones and twos during the clean-up, and when she’s wrapped up her dad’s supper, Dani sells the remaining chips, haddock and rock salmon from the heated top box. At a couple of minutes to six an old man called Frank limps in for whatever she’s got left, today a couple of warm saveloys, which Dani bags up for him with a pickled egg. Frank comes into the shop at this time every day, as if by long-established right. His official title is ‘Pier Attendant’, and he has an enamelled badge to prove it, although his actual duties are unknown to Dani, and quite possibly to Frank himself.


‘Cheers, love,’ he says, slipping his supper into his coat pocket. ‘I don’t care what anyone says, I think you make a smashing lass. You should be in panto!’


It’s the nearest she’s likely to get to a compliment today. The locals, by and large, don’t bat an eyelid. She sells the best fish and chips in town, and that’s what matters. It’s the visitors who stare, eyes flickering from the hands shovelling the chips to her face and plastic-aproned chest. Perhaps once or twice a week in the tourist season a customer will go blank-faced, and either walk out, leaving the meal on the counter, or hand over the money and chuck the food in the bin outside. Dani always knows when this happens from the screams of the seagulls as they dive from the sky and fight to rip the newspaper from the steaming fish and chips.


Most of the time Dani passes. She’s nice-looking, with soft grey-green eyes, blonde hair, and a friendly smile. She likes to think that there’s more than a touch of Alice Temple about her. Most people don’t realise that she’s trans, not straight away, and while she knows she’s lucky in this respect, there’s always that faint edge of dread. That she’ll be clocked, called out in public, and judged.


It’s complicated. Dani knows that many trans people say that passing isn’t important, and she gets that. But it’s important to her, because it makes her feel safe. She wants to fit in, not stick out.


Lining up the salt shakers and vinegar bottles under the counter she gives the surfaces a last, brisk wipe, undoes her apron, and takes off her cap. She’s about to ring her dad to ask if he wants her to get anything from the off-licence on the way home, when she sees that #panic is active. Jaleesa and Ilya are up.


 


JAY: beth basically said im a snob & think im too good for this town


ILYA: Own it! I’m 100% too good for mine


JAY: where do u live again Ilya


ILYA: Morozkino, steel town 250 kilometres north of Ekaterinburg, living the dream


JAY: whats it like?


ILYA: Awesome, esp if you love nazi gangs, garbage, sulphur dioxide emissions.


JAY: yikes


ILYA: And hockey, Metallurg Morozkino are famous in Russia.


JAY: omg hockey zzzzzz


DANI: Snob!


JAY: hey dani


DANI: Hey babe, Ilya. Listen, I’ve had a thought


JAY: we stan an intellectual


DANI: Where’s San Diego?


JAY: southern california, why


DANI: There’s a City of Night convention coming up, next month. The Con of Night! It would be so cool if we could go, all four of us, and meet up irl


JAY: the dream, truly


DANI: Imagine it. Alice and Hayley would be there.


JAY: wigs would fly


DANI: Wigs would be in orbit. But maybe you could go. You’re the nearest. If we all send you some $$ you could go for all of us!


JAY: aw, thats so sweet *wipes eyes* but it wd still cost $800 or $900 min, just for me . . . coach, flights, hotel, tix etc


DANI: One day . . .


JAY: 100%


ILYA: Agree. And almost forgot, we have a new person wants to join this gc


DANI: Sorry, have to go. Talk later?


 


Locking the shop behind her, Dani pulls on her sweater, and tucks her head down against the wind. Even on bright days it gets cold in the evenings at this time of year. At twenty-five Dani’s older than the other #panic members, but she thinks of herself as the same age as them. The teenage years when she was being assessed for hormone treatment – all those off-white waiting rooms and shiny-floored hospital corridors – don’t really count. It was only when she started the transition process that her life, on hold for so long, started anew. There wasn’t a moment when she was suddenly a butterfly, drying her wings in the sunlight. It was more gradual than that. An evolution. A quietly dawning freedom.


Her dad was brilliant throughout, a bit confused at first, a bit out of his depth, but determined that Dani should be the person she wanted to be. Her mother, who walked out on them when Dani was thirteen, and is now married to a dentist in Florida, has no idea that she now has a daughter, rather than a son.


As Dani makes her way towards the turnstile in the fading light, the only other people on the pier are a couple of fishermen, stoically gazing out to sea beside their rods. ‘See you tomorrow, love,’ Frank calls out from his kiosk as she clicks through the turnstile. Where does he go to at night? she wonders. Is there a Mrs Frank? A cat, or a budgie? Or does he eat his saveloy and chips alone in front of the telly?


She steps from the pier onto the road and sees three guys lounging against the sea wall. It only takes a glimpse to tell her who they are; one way and another they’ve been making her life hell since she was a child. They’ve seen her too, she can tell. Might even have been waiting for her. Either way, it’s too late for a U-turn. So she lifts her chin and keeps going.


And here they are, getting closer and closer with every step she takes. A three-man riot of bad tattoos, lard-pale skin and dead teeth. When she’s ten metres away, they turn to stare at her.


‘Fuckin’ state of that,’ mutters Jez Butcher, who has a conviction for dog-fighting, and reckons himself the alpha of the trio.


‘Hey, mate,’ Dominic Betts pitches in. ‘Had your knob chopped off yet?’


‘Yeah, have you?’ adds Tony Kemp, who’s never been good with words.


Dani doesn’t look to left or to right, but marches straight past them, head down.


‘You know the best part of punching a tranny?’ she hears Jez say. ‘You get all the pleasure of hitting a woman without any of the guilt.’


The others guffaw, and something hard-edged hits Dani on the back of the head. A drink can rolls past her feet, spilling 7 Up.


There’s the sound of a car door slamming, running feet, then a meaty smack. Warily, Dani turns to see Jez on all fours on the pavement, bloody drool trailing from his nose and mouth. His friends are uneasily retreating. A fourth guy is leaning against the sea wall. ‘Fucking wankers,’ he says, flexing his fingers and wincing.


‘Jack. My God. Where did you come from?’


‘I was in the car.’ He points. ‘Coming to see if you needed a ride home.’


Jez puts an unsteady hand to the pavement, groans, and tries to get to his feet.


‘Turns out that you did,’ Jack says, and taking two steps forward places a size 11 Doc Marten boot against Jez’s chest, and shoves him back to the ground.


‘Leave him,’ says Dani. ‘He’s not worth it.’


Jack leans forward towards Jez. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are, mate. Next time I’ll put you in fuckin’ hospital. Now piss off.’


Shakily, Jez gets up, wiping his bloody mouth with the back of his hand. ‘What’s it to you, anyway?’ He nods at Dani. ‘Fancy some of that, do you?’


‘Fancy some more of this?’ Jack asks, holding up his fist.


He drops Dani off in Chapel Road. When they reach the house she takes his hand, and not thinking, gives it a grateful squeeze. He gasps in pain.


‘Oh my God, I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry.’


He grins. ‘Bit tender. Bruised it filling in that little gobshite’s face. Worth it, though.’


She smiles. ‘Thank you. You were brilliant.’


They look at each other for a moment, and then Dani opens the car door and steps out. On the garden gate someone’s spray-painted a red spearhead sign. It wasn’t there when she left this morning.


The interior of the bungalow has been the same for as long as Dani can remember. The same sun-faded curtains and wallpaper, the same portraits of Elvis and the Queen, the same knick-knacks and glass ornaments on the shelves.


Her dad gives her a hug. ‘How was your day, love?’


Roy Mullan is a thin, cheery bloke of sixty. What’s left of his hair is dyed coal-black and fashioned into a quiff. His shirt is patterned with Hawaiian dancers and ukuleles.


‘Quite busy, for a change.’ Dani holds up the Ocean Fish Bar bag. ‘I’ll warm this up.’


‘Will it stretch to three? Wendy’s here. She’s gone to the toilet.’


‘There’s plenty for two.’ Dani steps through to the kitchen area, decants the contents of the bag onto a couple of dinner plates, turns on the oven, and slips the plates inside. ‘I’ll have a Cup-a-Soup.’


‘You sure that’s enough?’


‘Yeah.’


‘You seem a bit on edge, love.’


She hesitates. ‘Those lads again. Having a go.’


‘Little fuckers. Did you recognise any of them?’


‘Not so little any more. Luckily Jack Blagdon turned up. Gave the ringleader a split lip, and the others legged it.’


‘He’s a nice lad, that Jack. Just passing, was he?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I see.’


Dani levels her gaze at him over the kitchen counter. ‘Stop it, Dad.’


‘Stop what?’


‘You know what.’


There’s the sound of flushing from the bathroom, and Wendy emerges in a leopard-print cardigan. She’s fifty-five and has been seeing Roy for some months now.


‘Dani was saying those yobbos were getting mouthy again,’ Roy tells Wendy. ‘Then that lad who used to be in the army, Janet Blagdon’s youngest, turned up and gave them a walloping.’


‘Good timing.’


‘That’s what I said. I think he’s sweet on our Dani.’


‘Dad!’


‘Well I do. Where did it happen, in the town?’


‘On the seafront, by the pier.’


Wendy nods, frowning as if to suggest that there are words of wisdom that she’d dearly love to impart, but is forcing herself to suppress. ‘You get that a lot, don’t you, love,’ she says to Dani.


‘Yeah. You’d think they’d get tired of it.’


‘D’you not think that things might be easier if you just . . . you know.’


Dani closes her eyes. ‘If I just what?’


‘If you just . . . didn’t.’


‘Wendy, I can’t not. This is me. It has always been me.’


‘But is it really worth it, love? All the things people say. All the staring and pointing and that?’


‘Wendy, it’s Dani’s life, and she can live it however she chooses.’ Roy’s not a man to raise his voice, and he doesn’t raise it now. But Wendy gets the message, and as she frowns and purses her lips, Roy and Dani exchange a complicit glance. Why on earth does he put up with her? Dani wonders. Silly, ignorant old parrot.


Ten minutes later they’re all on the couch watching the end-credits of Dr Who. Dani is sipping a Beef Noodle Cup-a-Soup, and Roy and Wendy are tucking into plates of haddock and chips soused in vinegar.


‘Your father’s got a surprise for you,’ Wendy announces, extracting a fishbone from her mouth with a curled finger.


‘Yeah?’


Roy grins self-consciously. Leaning forward with the remote, he turns down the TV.


‘You know I used to have a bit of a name on the club circuit. Impressions, gags, song or two . . . I warmed up for Les Dawson once, in Clitheroe.’


‘That’s going back a good few years, Dad.’


‘Yeah, well, I thought – Wendy and I thought – that I might try and make a bit of a come-back. Start small, obviously.’


‘At the pub, he means,’ says Wendy, sinking her teeth into a pickled onion. ‘The Feathers does stand-up nights.’


‘But after that, who knows?’ Roy continues. Placing his dinner tray on the floor, he makes his way to his bedroom, returning with a dusty portable amplifier.


‘Look at this baby. 1986 Vampire MG7. British made. Can’t get ’em for love nor money these days.’


‘Dad,’ says Dani, faintly.


‘Hundred and ten quid on eBay. Let’s get her plugged in.’


‘Surely you need a microphone?’


‘That’s the beauty of the MG7. Comes with.’ Swivelling the amplifier, he reveals a wired mic secured to the back. Five minutes later, after much crackling and repetition of ‘Testing, testing . . . one two, one two’ he’s ready to go. ‘Ladies, please take your seats, and give a big hand to Wintersea’s Mister Entertainment . . . Roy Mullan!’


As Dani braces herself, and Wendy feeds herself chips, Roy strikes a moody attitude, curls his mouth into a snarl, and starts to sing.


Dani stares at her dad, mortified. She wants to find his performance funny and touching and retro but it’s not really any of these things. The hip thrusts are particularly awful.


The song seems to go on and on. Eventually Roy strikes a final, triumphant pose. ‘So what d’you think? Was that or was that not Shakin’ Stevens?’


‘Who’s Shakin’ Stevens?’ Dani asks.


‘That were Alvin Stardust, love,’ Wendy corrects him. ‘Shaky sings “Marie, Marie”.’


Dani closes her eyes. ‘I’m going to my room. City of Night’s on in a few minutes, and I don’t want to miss it.’


‘I’ve heard of that show,’ Wendy says, licking vinegar from her fingers. ‘It’s about lesbians in outer space. Or is it werewolves?’


‘Both. Night, Dad, Wendy.’


Minutes later, Dani’s sitting cross-legged on her bed, headphones on, watching the intro to City of Night on her laptop. She’s just taken a Xanax. The intro’s a weirdly beautiful montage of clips set to an obscure track by Scorpion for Baby. Dani knows the sequence by heart, but never skips it. It’s part of the ritual of watching the show, and she can’t imagine the images in any other order or context. They hint at secret meanings, at mysteries waiting to be revealed. She’s also on her phone, on #panic. Jay and Ilya are up.


 


JAY: hey dani, are you watching


DANI: Yup


JAY: this ep’s so soft, we’re def gonna get a panic kiss


DANI: I speak it into existence


JAY: So who’s this new person?


ILYA: name is chloe


DANI: Go on.


ILYA: so she followed me like a week ago and today she DMed me saying she wanted to join a CofN chat.


DANI: No offence babe but why would she follow some random Russian guy?


ILYA: Why wouldn’t she? Probably saw my profile pic.


JAY: bitch yr profile pic is timothee chalumet


ILYA: Point is not why she contacted me but who she says she is.


DANI: So spill the tea.


ILYA: OK, Chloe is Alice Temple’s personal makeup artist on City of Night.


JAY: WHAAAAAT


ILYA: ikr


DANI: Sorry Ilya, but bullshit. Why would she want to join a fan chat?


ILYA: Says there’s stuff she has to vent. Stuff about Alice. Says she’d rather talk to a bunch of strangers than people she knows


JAY: including russians, r u serious?


ILYA: Jaleesa child I’m sure she’s smart enough to know we’re not all Kreml*n trolls
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