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To Richard Beswick





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

HAN KANG,
Nobel Prize speech, 2024

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

LAOZI, GIA-FO FENG, Tao Te Ching

Rage puts the self under siege.

JOSH COHEN, All the Rage
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West and East

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mr Hussein muttered. ‘Fox?’

‘That’s not an animal screaming.’

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

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

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

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

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

Just before dawn, Zahi slipped out.

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

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

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

‘Stay awake, Zahi,’ the voice said.

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

‘Shit, shit, shit.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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