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  Edward Hogan was born in Derby in 1980 and now lives in Brighton. He is a graduate of the MA creative writing course at UEA and a recipient of the David

  Higham Award. Blackmoor is his first novel.




  ‘A debut novel of ambitious substance and style . . . charged with a bite and passion harking back to his Northern forebears: DH Lawrence, most

  obviously, with a passing touch, perhaps, of Charlotte Brontë . . . Hogan is clearly a writer to watch’


  Independent




  ‘Outstanding . . . Hogan’s writing is so forceful that the extraordinary elements of his plot are made utterly convincing, and more mundane

  aspects sparkle under his acute observation . . . In this powerful and sensitive novel, twenty-eight-year-old Hogan has achieved a striking debut’


  Times Literary Supplement




  ‘While the delivery is graceful, the sense of understated, growing menace is what really holds this book together . . . As everything else

  crumbles, the elements of [Vincent’s] teenage world start to slot into place, bringing warmth to an already deeply felt novel’


  New Statesman




  ‘There’s a subtle magic to Hogan’s prose, and a passionate concern for the part of the world where this novel is based, which invites

  comparison with D H Lawrence . . . [This novel] has confidence, mystery and an entrancing sense of itself’


  Independent on Sunday




  ‘[A] memorable debut novel . . . Blackmoor becomes a haunting study of losses which, like the firedamp accumulating in the pits, still threaten the

  lives of those who seem to have survived them’


  Sunday Times




  ‘The novel seeps into your mind . . . It’s hard to shake’


  Nottingham Evening Post




  ‘It’s a long time since I’ve read such a powerful and confident first novel. Edward Hogan’s voice is utterly distinctive: strong,

  emotive, haunting. His powers of observation seem almost supernatural . . . A major new talent’


  Hilary Mantel




  ‘Dead smart and heartbreaking . . . Offbeat and incredibly compelling. I love the way Edward Hogan writes’


  Miriam Toews, author of A Complicated Kindness
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  ONE





  Church Eaton, April 2003.




  George Cartwright’s Ford Mondeo cuts through the pleasant Derbyshire village of Church Eaton, far away from Blackmoor. George drives aggressively. His son, Vincent, sits

  in the back, holding the seat belt away from his body because the sun-cooked nylon burns his bare teenage chest. Vincent watches his father’s short brown hair stiffly lifted by the warm

  breeze coming through the open window. This one-week spring heatwave will bring out bumblebees and daffodils just to drown them with sudden showers.




  George curses. Up ahead, a group of cyclists hog the road like wasps in the neck of a bottle. Their bright jerseys look melted to their bodies. ‘Two abreast,’ George says under his

  breath. After several attempts, he makes his pass and leans out of the window. ‘You’re supposed to be two abreast, not bloody four,’ he shouts.




  One of the cyclists thumps the boot as they go by. Vincent yelps and George nearly swerves off the road. ‘Townie bastards,’ he says, and puts his foot down. As they drive the

  half-mile to the Anchor pub, Vincent listens to his father justify what he is about to do. ‘There are rules, okay? So everyone can get by. When you’re on your bike, it’s two

  abreast, not four. Do you see? Do you see how that helps people?’




  ‘Yep,’ says Vincent.




  They pull into the pub car park. George winds up the window, gets out, locks the car, and crouches behind the dwarf wall by the entrance. He looks down the road, waiting. Vincent watches him,

  the lines of the rear-window heater in shadow on the boy’s face. After a few moments, George jumps over the wall and throws himself into a blur of colour. His punch seems to knock the cyclist

  clean into existence. The injured man is suddenly there, crawling on the pavement. He keeps bending his knee in an attempt to stand, a cruel parody of his cycling action. His mouth is bleeding, and

  his bike lies upside down, squeaking as the buckled rim catches the brake pad.




  Vincent frowns and licks the salty residue forming on his dry lips. His father returns to the car, gets in and starts the engine. One of the other cyclists runs after them as they pull away.

  Vincent thinks he looks strange without his bike, in his redundant helmet and padded shorts. The man swears at them but George just smiles. ‘Two abreast,’ he says. ‘So folk can

  get by.’




  If they were to hear of such an event, the few Church Eaton residents who know George Cartwright would say that the cyclist episode is perfectly characteristic of his

  behaviour. Mrs Rogers on Vicarage Road would refer to the time when George clipped one of her decorative garden rocks with his car and then proceeded to hurl the stone down the street. He used bad

  language in front of the children. Even Vincent would agree that aggression is his father’s dominant trait, for he never knew the Blackmoor George, and a lot has happened since those

  days.




  In fact, not too many people hear of George’s attack on the cyclist. Unlike Blackmoor, Church Eaton is not a place for rumours. For better or worse, people are not so interested in each

  other’s business.




  George and Vincent have lived in Church Eaton for a long time now, in a house built into a hill. It seems like a bungalow from the front, the bottom floor revealing itself as the land drops away

  behind. George bought the house because of this unusual design. Most of the windows, even on the top floor, open on to the ground. That is how he likes it. The place is furnished with a magpie mix

  of cut-price flat-packed chairs and expensive pine wardrobes, an ugly leather sofa in the living room; everything bought as required, for convenience.




  Vincent cannot remember living anywhere else. At thirteen, he is growing rapidly in an awkward, lanky way. His hair is curling – blond, but not that blond. He does not have the antisocial

  paleness of his mother. His face is breaking out in spots and his upper back is already covered. Father and son sleep in the same room on the bottom floor because the upstairs bedroom opens on to a

  drop. Vincent does not find this strange, for it has always been this way.




  The slugs arrive with the spring rain. The damp from winter temporarily revisits the lower floor of the Cartwright house and the slick creatures quickly seek out these dark

  continents. Vincent is fascinated by them, especially their ability to appear so suddenly, while seeming so slow. He measures how long it takes a slug to move eight centimetres along his

  shatterproof ruler (on which the other kids have scratched ‘Birdman is a twat’), and then calculates the time it would take one to get to his room from any conceivable opening. He

  estimates a journey time of eighteen hours from the front door, yet one night he waits up until 3 a.m. and there is not even one in the hall. Each morning he watches their slow surge along the

  skirting boards, or else he opens the door to those stragglers who flop, semi-erect against the milk bottles.




  He pulls everything on slugs from the school library and finds they are hermaphrodites that breathe through a hole in their backs. Not only can they climb trees, it transpires, they can also

  abseil back down along ‘thin wires of their own mucus’. He pictures slugs swinging from the shade of their bedroom light.




  His father does not share his enthusiasm. One morning over breakfast, George confesses to finding one on the windowsill as though it is some embarrassing disease. ‘Have you seen any over

  your side?’ he asks.




  Vincent thinks about the right answer, about the blind affection of the slug by his bedside cabinet that dawn. The searching of its beaded horns across his finger. ‘No,’ he says.




  ‘Well, I shouldn’t worry. I know how to get rid of the buggers.’




  ‘I don’t mind them.’




  ‘I mind them. They eat the hosta and the lupins. Besides, there isn’t a living creature on this earth carries more bacteria than a slug.’




  ‘Hosta?’ says Vincent. ‘Slugs can abseil.’




  George holds his toast by his lips. ‘You need to stop talking like that. Funny talk. I’ve told you, it can get you into trouble.’




  ‘I’m just trying to tell you that it might not be so easy to get rid of them.’




  ‘It’ll be easy. Slugs have the same vices as men, that’s what your granddad used to say.’




  That night George declares war on the slugs by pouring flat Pedigree bitter into old vases. Vincent watches him kneel on the doorstep like a fanatic. He watches the streetlight bend through the

  syrupy dregs and cut glass to make thistles on his father’s face. Vincent stares at the trap. ‘They’re living beings,’ he says.




  ‘Not in the morning they aren’t.’




  The next day, Vincent wakes with optimism, convinced that the slugs have won. You don’t use your own phlegm as a zipwire and then fall for the old hustler’s booze trick. It is early,

  still dark. Vincent gets out of bed and sways curiously. He often loses his balance these days, since a boy at school pulled his arm behind his back. Sometimes at night he reaches for the door

  handle and it takes him a few attempts to grasp it. He goes into the bathroom and finds no slugs. There are no slugs in the hall either. Outside, the vase has clouded slightly but Vincent can

  already see what has happened. A fat slug curls into the beer, its drunken head pressed against the base. Another one is half-submerged, sliding slowly along the inside of the glass like a

  disarranged joke shop moustache. Vincent scoops it out and places it on the handrail of the steps leading down to the garden. It slips off and makes a wet kiss on the concrete.




  This goes on for several weeks. Whenever Vincent finds a sozzled corpse, he wishes some accident upon his father. The thoughts, which are almost spontaneous, frighten him. His schoolteachers

  criticize his ‘overactive imagination’ and he takes this literally: he almost believes that if he imagines something with enough quality, it will take place. Lying in bed across from

  his father, he fantasizes about car crashes and policemen at the door. (‘Are you Vincent Cartwright?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘There’s been an accident. Your dad.’

  ‘What’s his condition?’ Vincent asks, and they are surprised by his maturity.)




  Vincent begins to sneak outside and throw the dregs on to the grass when his father has gone to bed. It works for a few days. He feels a great sense of glee when the moonlight catches the beer

  and burns a mauve wormcast on to the sky above the garden. But within a week, his father counters by waking early and sprinkling salt on the slugs outside the door. They foam gruesomely, dry out to

  brittle sticks. So now Vincent takes them down to the bird table to lend their deaths some meaning.




  The garden is large, on three levels. George leaves it wild. Vincent spends his mornings on the top level, looking out over the Amber Valley with a dead slug in his hand. He watches the birds

  living out their parallel lives over the oblivious villagers just 130 feet below in Church Eaton. Vincent believes he has more chance of deciphering the coded movements of the magpies and jackdaws

  than he does of understanding the rituals of the living room or school corridor. The silver badge of the Young Ornithologists Club shines upon the detachable arm of his jacket/body warmer. He

  cannot count the number of times that arm has been forcibly detached by his classmates.




  ‘Birdman,’ they say.




  ‘Yes?’ says Vincent, and they laugh.




  ‘What’s so good about birds anyway?’




  ‘Apart from insects, birds are the only animals that can fly. I think that’s pretty good.’




  ‘Flamingos can fly.’




  ‘Flamingos are birds.’




  ‘So? Twat.’




  A field borders the Church Eaton garden on the east side. It slopes down towards the Cartwrights, and the farmer keeps his Friesians on the hill. Vincent knows that in summer he will be able to

  lie on his back and – if he gets the angle right – it will appear that the cows are floating above the fence. For some reason this bovine flight heartens him.




  George often wakes before dawn, to the sound of his son singing in his sleep. Vincent belts out songs from George’s era: James Taylor, early Michael Jackson, right up to

  Kate Bush and The Smiths. His voice is on the edge of breaking so he can hit the high notes and the low. George creeps across the room, shakes his son until he stops singing.




  When this eerie crooning interrupts his sleep, George goes up to the kitchen and tinkers with various broken appliances. Clock radios or toasters. It soothes him.




  Hours later he looks through the blind slats at his son walking to school. The other children cross the road to avoid Vincent. George has been watching him a lot lately, watching him bend

  backwards with his binoculars in the garden, watching his hand expand in the green water of his makeshift Tupperware marina, tadpoles swimming through the fingers like dark thoughts growing.




  Vincent does not know what happened in Blackmoor. George told him that his mother became ill and died. Nothing to do with anyone else. It is hardly a lie, and George knows that if you tell a

  child something when they are young enough, they will never challenge it. Like sleeping in the same room as their father.




  Whether he means to or not – whether consciously or otherwise – George blames his son. But blaming someone is only satisfying and simple when you can tell them what they did.

  When you cannot voice the accusation, it becomes your own burden. George has come to resent his son’s ignorance, his freedom from guilt.




  Sometimes George wants to tell him, he wants to say, ‘It was your fault. You killed her.’ But if he told him that, he would have to tell him everything.




  In the evenings George descends to the living room and stares out of the French doors – the ‘patio windows’ as he calls them. In the valley, the lights blink

  behind the silhouettes of gently shivering trees. Sometimes as night falls, he believes he can see the other village, although this is impossible – Blackmoor is twelve miles away.

  Nevertheless, a thick black space the size of a postage stamp seems to appear against the pimply illuminations of the other towns and villages. He does not seek it but sometimes it transfixes him,

  that tiny hole. Then he shuts it out and shakes the memories from his head, like a wet dog ridding itself of water.




  

    

      A Blackmoor woman jumped to her death from the second-floor window of her house last Thursday.




      Witnesses believe that Elizabeth Cartwright, 36, of Slack Lane, had watched her young son fall from the same window moments before. The boy, a toddler, had landed safely in a flower basin

      below the house.




      

        

          

            

              

                A report in the North Derbyshire Herald,


                26 June 1992


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

     

  




  TWO





  Blackmoor, May 1994.




  Take a look at the place, before it is smashed to the ground.




  From above, it looks almost normal. Blackmoor is a tumour of grey roof tiles in the muscular hills of Derbyshire, its isolation exaggerated by the disused loop track that encircles it. The

  village consists of seven terraced rows, a pub, a church, a school, the Miners’ Welfare Club, a recreational ground and a few slack heaps where the old pit works used to be.




  It is only as you swoop down that the irregularities become apparent. There are few vehicles, and almost no people. A team of security guards patrols the streets in shifts. Most of the

  inhabitants have left for their new homes, so the guards protect the remaining villagers, many of whom are elderly and accustomed to the safety of numbers. The guards usually work as doormen at the

  busy nightclubs in the nearest cities, and they are bored here. Indeed, the only thieves in Blackmoor are the foxes, who come for the soupy guts of abandoned rubbish bins. They gain in boldness as

  the human population decreases. Even by daylight, a red flash sometimes startles a security guard from his walking hibernation.




  Behold the forsaken appearance of the place. You have heard that the mining villages have degenerated in the post-industrial age, but really, you have to ask, what has happened here?




  Pebble dash lies in crushed chunks on the pavement. Residential doors have warped and cracked. Most of the windows are covered with black chipboard, and the lawns between the houses (once

  communal, in the good old days) sprout wildly, and hiss in the wind. Unwanted goods lie buried in the long grass, the things they could not sell to their neighbours as bric-a-brac before they left:

  seconds from the china factory, action figures, and an ornate clock which appears to be ten minutes fast, but in fact stopped five years ago.




  A simple plaque marks the capped shaft at the disused colliery. Dropping below ground, the tunnels remain, like one infinitely recurring mouth with herringboning for teeth, the tool-chipped

  ripples of the strata so similar to the veins and ridges of the human palate. These burrows are filling slowly with water and other, more sinister elements. No more the tock of hooves, or the

  shouting, or the guttural rumble of machines. Just the hysterical emptiness of the flumed earth.




  And no coal, of course. At least, not right here.




  The coal lies less than a mile away, under the muddy field beyond Slack Lane, in a shining black stripe worth £600 million. Slack Lane is the final row of homes. It seems like an

  architectural irony: a terrace of tall thin, three-storey houses cramped together like too many men in a lift, yet with miles of open land behind. But there is life here – just about.




  Behind the fifth door of Slack Lane, its only remaining inhabitant, George Cartwright, has transferred the belongings of his dead wife from the attic to the front room, ready to go into storage.

  George is waiting for the van. He half-smiles at his work, and rubs at the swooping pouches beneath each eye. He keeps his receding hair cropped to a brown graze now, and hunches to hide his

  height.




  George has spent a long time planning the removal of her possessions. He knew he could not burn Beth’s things, because open fires are now banned in Blackmoor. The distinctiveness of her

  clothes prevented him from giving them to charity, for he could not entertain the thought of some woman walking past him in the street wearing the green cloak, or a shop assistant handing him his

  change with Beth’s artfully distressed cuffs at her wrist. So he picked a storage company at random from the phone book (trying not to take too much notice of the name), and arranged the

  collection.




  As he surveys the meagre pile, he realizes that it does indeed consist mainly of her handmade or hand-altered clothing: cheap blouses with deftly embroidered cotton tattoos, her old basket-weave

  slippers with the pink paint flaking, and the velvet cloak with its fur-trimmed hood. If George looks for too long, the garments begin to assume animated forms, scrambling from the suffocating

  jumble.




  At first glance, little else remains. It is the journals, however, that cause George the most consternation. Four shoeboxes filled with twenty-one exercise books. The dates on their sea-green

  covers stretch from May 1990 to shortly before her death two years later. He has not opened any of them, for he knows what that time contains – the accusations, the illusions, the truths.

  Curses and fires. He can hardly bear the slanted handwriting on the covers, and has wrapped several thick elastic bands around each shoebox.




  Although it is mid-afternoon, and bright, George draws the curtains, and turns on the lamp by the sofa. He will be damned if some security guard is going to peer in at her leftovers. He runs his

  hand along the ecru canvas lampshade, and finds that his fingers are covered in a fine dust. George studies his fingertips with discomfort, knowing what that dust contains. Five luminous paths of

  clean fabric have appeared on the shade. He remembers her standing before the mirror with the clippers raised to her half-shaved head in a strange salute. George unplugs the lamp and throws it hard

  on to the pile for storage.




  He must wash this colourless pelt from his hands. As he walks through the front room, however, he notices her indentations in the corduroy sofa on which he no longer sits, the wear from her

  heels on the armrest. It has got to go. He scans the room, and discerns her possible fingerprints on the mirror. He takes this down too.




  He strides through the house now, assaulted by her trace at every turn. In the kitchen he sees her blood in the grain of the chopping board, her brushstrokes on the varnished chairs. Her

  destruction, her repairs, her matter, everywhere. George tears it all down, drags it into the front room with the rest. Lastly he rips the curtains from their pole and drapes them over the pile,

  shielding his eyes against the light.




  The men from the storage company protest when they see the load. They are nervous, take shallow breaths and refrain from smoking. Nobody wants to hang around in Blackmoor.




  ‘You said it were only—’




  ‘I’m not interested,’ says George. ‘I’m paying for it, aren’t I? That’s what’s got to go.’




  ‘Well, it’s more than one carton-worth. We’ll have to call for backup.’




  George makes sure they get everything. He tries not to look at the name on the side of the van, but he cannot quite ignore the distinctive company emblem: an orange sphere bound by yellow rings

  studded with three or four smaller black spheres. An atom, or solar system.




  He remembers when he last saw her alive, lying on the roof. The drain caught the June sun and underscored the length of her. And he remembers turning the corner on to Slack Lane hours later.




  He continues to stand on the street when the van has left. George will not move to the new village with the others. Instead, he will take his son away from this place and its proximal

  replacement. Tomorrow they will set up home in Church Eaton.




  In front of every third house on Slack Lane stands a concrete flower basin, six-by-three feet. An unusual adornment in a plain village. George stares at the basin in front of his own door. It is

  the only one on the street empty of soil and weeds. George asked the council time and again to remove the thing. He does not want it there, reminding him. One day in December 1992, a man in

  overalls shovelled the soil and flowers on to the back of a tipper, but he did not remove the basin itself.




  It makes no difference. Soon, like everything else here, it will be destroyed.




  

     

  




  THREE





  Blackmoor, 1990. Before they made the connections. Before the talk of curses and witches.




  Beth waddled into the garden, a comic pregnant ghost, draped in wet bedsheets with clothes pegs clipped to her arms like stegosaurus fins, blanching the pale skin still

  further. Her belly dented the linen. She sniffed the air, must have caught that off-season treacly whiff of bonfires. ‘Somebody’s always burning,’ she said, pulling the sheets off

  her face.




  George emerged from the shed on to the grass, which he found to be curiously hot.




  ‘When you say that, I always imagine some poor bleeder running around on fire,’ he said.




  ‘And all I can think about is my whites.’




  The hem of a sopping bedsheet trailed against the lawn, and a faint steamy hiss could be heard.




  Late that night, he came downstairs to see her kneeling, her swollen belly hanging down and her head thrust into the cold fireplace. She used a piece of folded card to dislodge

  and gather deposits of soot from the back of the chimney. When she had scraped a sufficient amount, she carefully transported the card out from the fireplace and sat on the rug with her legs apart,

  studying the soot. George watched her bring the black powder to her nose and sniff, still unaware of him on the threshold of the front room. Then, her eyes flickering, she extended her tongue down

  into the soot, and brought it back into her mouth.




  ‘Evening, Beth,’ said George.




  She did not startle as he had expected, and was careful not to disturb the remains of her meal. ‘Hiya, Georgie.’




  He got down on all fours and crawled towards her. ‘You know, if you’re hungry, there’s stuff in the fridge. Just ’cos no bugger else in this village works for a living,

  it doesn’t mean we have to go without.’




  She gave him a sly grin, licked the blackness from her lips, and moved the card with the soot towards his face. He held a hand up, demurred. ‘I couldn’t,’ he said. ‘Not

  last thing at night.’




  ‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,’ she said, and winked. A hollow rumble came from below, and George could not tell if it was her stomach or the foundations of the

  house.




  ‘Come back to bed, duck,’ he said.




  They were raised two streets apart, and in their separate ways, both were outcasts, wilful or otherwise. Beth always said, in her dry understated manner, that her birth was the

  most interesting thing that ever happened to her. She was born a long-shot on the leap year day of 1956, and the doctor noticed her extreme pallor and that strange movement of the eyes. The pupils

  swayed slowly from side to side, or else trembled like a clenched fist.




  ‘She’s not quite blind. That . . . wobble is caused by a minuscule disconnection between the eye and the brain. Nystagmus. It’s not uncommon in babies like

  Elizabeth.’




  ‘Babies like Elizabeth?’ said her mother.




  ‘It’s attendant to albinism.’




  Beth was only ocular albino, ‘near normal’ to quote the specialist. You would not have picked her out on the street, but she was more than albino enough for her father, with his

  beetle-black short back and sides. The anomaly did not go unnoticed in Blackmoor either. He was gone by her second birthday.




  George was also a mystery to his father. Harry Cartwright was a sullen, quick-tempered miner, tethered to the minerals and mercy of the earth. In his youngest son he saw a smart-mouth obsessed

  with numbers, who uttered feminine phrases like ‘ever-such-a-lot-of-trouble’. He feared a sweet-boy future for the lad.




  He need not have worried. In his teens, George was drawn to the scarcity of Beth Fisher, whose distinctions had made a recluse of her. She was an exotic sight – that scythe-slash of long

  white hair flashing past the window as she walked the right of way between the houses. At school she tilted her head down and to the left and looked at him out of the corner of her eyes, nervous,

  yet appraising. He liked that. He liked the way you could see the network of veins through her skin.




  Such glimpses across a classroom were not enough for George, and he surely did not have the skills to approach her, so he began to follow Beth around the village. The pursuit soothed him,

  focussed his hazy ambition. He learned the details of her life – where she went and why. He could calculate how much money she had earned from her shifts cleaning the kitchen of the

  Miners’ Welfare Club and work out when she had enough to go to Derby to buy fabrics. He was the firefly fag end in the dark of the lychgate when she stepped off the bus at night. Mostly, he

  wished he could go up to the hills north of Blackmoor and look down on her from there, to seek some pattern in her movements through the slim grid of terraces.




  Beth knew George Cartwright, and at first the idea of him being predatory or infatuated amused her. He was outspoken and a little arrogant, much less taciturn than the usual Blackmoor boy. She

  laughed when he appeared behind the Miners’ Welfare Club where she sat on a metal beer barrel, drinking soda water. ‘Break-time?’ he asked, looking smug. She did not flinch, just

  pulled out another barrel for him. He told her what she had done that day, told her he felt like a magician, that he could pretty much put himself in her path anytime he wanted to. She told him he

  was a very powerful man, and that night, as he waited for her to pass the lychgate, she sneaked around the back of the church, trod through the graveyard and scared the living shit out of him.




  At first, his surveillance gave her vague comfort. As she left the house, she would seek George, confirm his lingering presence. Sometimes, if he did not follow, an obscure emptiness possessed

  her. Without his offbeat footsteps behind, she felt like a character in an unread book.




  But she was a girl of varying moods, and eventually George’s stalking began to exert a darker influence upon her. As she looked at the notices in the newsagent’s window she saw his

  reflection appear. ‘You sniff your armpits before you go into a house,’ he said, and walked away. Without replying, Beth dismissed the remark but later froze on her aunt’s

  doorstep as she felt herself lean towards the thin pectoral bow, seeking that spicy scent. She began to find her own actions sinister, almost predetermined by him. She grew conscious of her

  tendency to flick at her hair or stretch her arms behind her back like a swimmer, and then she became unnerved by her awareness. And she developed a brand new affliction, of course: looking over

  her shoulder.




  Beth was even more anxious when talking to her few friends now, aware of the burden of her pursuer. What once seemed homely to her became dangerous. It was like an antisocial illness. Her

  eye-flicker worsened. Once, as she walked past the Co-op, she heard the trolleys clang by the delivery entrance and gasped with anger. ‘Just leave me alone will you, for God’s sake.

  I’m so bloody tired of this. Sick and bloody tired of being frightened to even go out my door. If you want to say something, then say it, but stop following me.’




  It was not George, but Mrs Gretorix who emerged from the delivery entrance in her Co-op uniform, carrying a crate of tinned pineapple chunks and staring icily at foul-mouthed Beth. Such episodes

  did little for the girl’s reputation.




  It came to a head that winter. As she walked back from the Miners’ Welfare Club in the frosted midnight, the road suddenly ignited with a pale light that caused Beth to drop her apron. She

  looked across the road to see George sitting on a bench with one of the new Polaroid cameras. She strode furiously towards him, caught twice more in the flash. ‘It’s got to stop. Right

  now. Tonight. Give me that,’ she said, eyes trembling through the sinews of her frosted, lamp-ambered breath.




  ‘What?’ said George.




  ‘You know what. Camera and film. Give it.’




  ‘Doesn’t have a film. Pictures come straight out bottom. Look.’




  She tore the picture from him and watched it bloom. ‘Oh,’ she said, seeing herself trapped before the houses, her apron floating in front of her in mid-air. ‘It’s

  beautiful.’




  ‘Aye. Even if you say so yourself.’




  ‘Can I see others? You do have others, don’t you?’




  ‘Aye.’




  In the nettles and long grass behind the Rec, he talked about leaving Blackmoor, said he couldn’t stand the staleness of the place. The same surnames on the cricket teamsheet since 1901,

  only the initials changing. Beth was attracted to his idea of a life in the city, but George’s ambition fell short of it. When his schoolmates signed up for the pit, however, George saw

  Heath’s government flexing for a fight and he moved sideways into sewage, taking a job with a water treatment company. ‘Good pay, shit conditions,’ as he liked to say. With his

  new wife beside him he quickly climbed out of the sewers and into the office, making steady money while the miners’ strike gripped the region. But they stayed in Blackmoor. They moved into

  number five Slack Lane, with its flower basin full of lobelia and nasturtiums, a back garden fenced off from the communal path and the fields beyond.




  He held her in bed, the streetlight blasting amber like a noise through their top-floor window. As she fell towards sleep she told him that they were tiny figurines in their

  tall thin house. Us against the world. George felt slightly saddened by this closeted image, and the resignation in his wife’s voice. He put his hand on her belly, and thought he detected a

  subtle change therein. He drifted off to sleep without a word.




  The hours went by, bringing them closer to 18 April. When they began to reorder the events of the year, the people of Blackmoor would return again and again to that date. And they would find one

  woman at its centre.




  At dawn, Beth woke, starving. She climbed out of bed, heavy and naked, and pulled on a flimsy home-made Indian maternity dress, swirled with saffron and maroon. She descended to the kitchen,

  took a wooden spoon from the drawer and walked out of the front door into the clean, steely air.




  The puffy sleeves of the dress filled with the breeze and a flap of material fell away from the unhooked buttons to reveal part of her left breast. Her hair was one unblemished mass, like an

  immaculate sheet of yolk-varnished dough. She stared up and down the quiet lane. Toasted, tawny daffodils stood in the flower basin now, but Beth ignored the flowers. The sun had touched the soil

  for half an hour or so, drying the top layer, enriching it. Beth slid her finger along this crust until her skin was barnacled with dirt. She screwed the finger inside her lips and across her

  teeth. Her eyes trembled and she made slow circles with her tongue, pressing against the thin skin of her filtrum.




  Half a mile away, fellow Blackmoor resident Polly Grimshaw stepped out of her supervisor’s car and began the short walk home. She worked the night shift at the chocolate

  factory just off the motorway. The dark roots and orangey ends of her hair looked spidery, while her good figure was hidden beneath her brown work bib. She did not wave as the car pulled away. She

  was grateful for the lift – it saved her money – but she was ashamed of the alternative currency her supervisor took for his trouble.




  Polly had taken the job because her husband, Steve, had been unable to find work after the pit closed. They had tried for a while to synchronize their waking hours, live their days in negative.

  More and more, however, he slept when she was awake.




  The heating had not yet come on when she arrived back at their end terrace house, and the place was colder than the outdoors. She left two champagne truffles in the kitchen for her sons, and

  washed the stink of her supervisor from her hands. Still nowhere near godliness.




  Upstairs she found her husband, his hair cropped and red, snoring into the pillow. She climbed in beside him, her hands still wet, and fell quickly asleep.




  Polly confused the initial suck of the blast – that brief inhalation of energy – with the falling sensation that sometimes invades a dream. The noise that followed pierced her

  eardrum, and the force threw her across the room, so that she lay looking back at her empty bed. ‘Jesus. Jesus. I’m sorry. Steve?’ she shouted.




  Through the pink dust clouding the room she saw her husband roll over by the window, which had shattered. Blood covered his hands and arms, glass sparkled in his skin. ‘Fuck me. Pol? Shit,

  the kids.’ And he was gone in the direction of the crying. After a few seconds, he shouted back. ‘They’re right. Everybody’s all right.’




  Polly shook and then screamed as her wardrobe collapsed. When the atmosphere had cleared somewhat, she found herself standing in the middle of the bedroom, looking out on the dawn through the

  space where her wall used to be. Blackmoor grew light in a peaceful, sober way, but she could hear the voices of her neighbours in the street, whining, circling, feline. Bricks and plaster were

  scattered among the overgrown bushes next to her house. A picture of her mother sat in the upper branches of a tree, together with her long mirror, which now reflected the soft sky. A melting,

  chemical smell rose from below, and her husband shouted up, ‘Pol, duck, we need to get gone. It’s going to catch light.’




  Polly’s dressing table still stood on the edge of the room, miraculously stoic against the clouds. Some of the bottles had broken on the floor, and as the dust drifted into the day, there

  was an overpowering smell of her cheap perfume.




  On Slack Lane, just a few seconds before, Beth had scooped some soil on to the wooden spoon with the help of her little finger, and put the spoon in her mouth. She smiled to

  herself, relishing the gritty noise between her teeth. She spat out a tiny stone. Looking down at her bulging stomach, she asked, ‘What buttons are you pressing, eh?’




  Beth thought she perceived an answer in the shuddering ground beneath her bare feet. Instead this quake was followed soon after by a squeal and bang two streets away which lit the windows of the

  village. A dark object made a high, silent arc towards Beth from behind the house across the road. This projectile hit the pavement, crumbled, and rolled to a smoking stop by the flower basin. Half

  a housebrick.




  George came to the door, in his dressing gown.




  ‘Somebody’s been throwing stones at me, George,’ Beth said.




  ‘Eh? Did you hear that noise?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘At this time in the bloody morning. Alls we can hope is that Martin Wagstaff’s exploded. Bloody derelict.’




  ‘George.’




  ‘Well. I says to him in the pub last night, I says, ‘Folk like you are neither use nor bloody ornament.’’




  ‘George.’




  ‘What, woman?’




  ‘Get your shoes on. I think I’m about to give it up.’




  Doors began to open. People stumbled backwards into the street, their bed-hair mimicking shock. The metal bounce of shouts echoed off the houses, unnatural in the early light. As her husband

  laughed and struggled with his laces, Beth caught the eye of a neighbour and hid the muddy wooden spoon behind her back, but in the first grip of pain her reactions were not fast enough. She had

  been seen.




  Vincent G. Cartwright was born just after midday, and weighed in a little heavy at 9lbs 1oz. The midwife commented that Beth had obviously been eating the right things. In the

  ‘Baby’s Scrapbook’ they made Beth produce when she returned to hospital there was a picture of the boy, moist and oven-red, during his first few hours. The caption, in a spiky

  version of Beth’s hand, read ‘Healthy and Happy’. Mother, however, was out of shot.




  

     

  




  FOUR





  Through her adolescence Beth had made her own clothes primarily because she could not afford to buy new ones, but she soon found she had a talent for it. Even as she fingered

  the materials on the industrial rolls at the market, possible garments abruptly suggested themselves, as if transmitted through her hands. Frayed grey wool held in its loose mesh the possibility of

  her difference.
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