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Part One



Walk I

The End of the Line: the Broadcastle Underpass to the Yards

Real-time historians of the neoliberal scorched earth, we walk the line, our collective dreams in tatters but our eyes wide open all the time.

Today, the line is a long-dormant railway line – the old Goods Line – which runs north–south right through the centre of Peterdown. It’s been twenty years since a train rumbled along these tracks, but it’s still the best way to get a bead on the town, divine its meaning, its animating spirit, its thingliness.

We start on the hard shoulder of the Broadcastle Underpass that takes traffic under the Goods Line. We’re doing the whole thing today: the underpass to the Yards. Four miles as the crow flies, a little longer on the track. We scrabble up the grassy verge. Through a hole in the fence. Pick our way through the buddleia, the scattered shrubs brown and bedraggled on this cold February morning, until we reach the track, dew-streaked and ready to go. The ring road loops below us, but we have eyes only for the twingauge beneath our feet. The third rail is our sight line, our divining rod. We follow it but never touch it. We know the spark has gone but honour its once mighty power.

More than a hundred years it ran, this line, transporting rolling stock on to the national network. Twenty-four hours a day, it seemed to hum. Chug-a-chug-a-chug-a-chug-a-chug. The soundtrack to our childhood dreams. Our source of pride. Little Peterdown, the single greatest manufacturer of locomotive carriages anywhere in the world.

Not that you’d get a train down it now. Not with the silver birch saplings sneaking through the sleepers. The big blooms of brambles. The weeds, everywhere, that we can’t name. Half shut your eyes and it could be New York’s High Line, only with more anarchic planting. A more relaxed attitude to health and safety.

But it’s perfect for walking. The sleepers are even-spaced pacesetters, guarantors of an easy rhythm. And we’re in no hurry. We want to savour this, our last chance to walk the line before the defibrillators are applied. For this artery is getting an endarterectomy, the cholesteric flora scraped clear, reinforcing stents inserted; the hope being that the Peterdown lifeblood might flow again.

It was announced just before Christmas, the Goods Line is getting revived, upgraded, made a key part of the new national infrastructure: High Speed+. The plus sign is the evidence of the ambition. The ante has been upped, this is High Speed Ultra. HS1 trundles along its under-channel U-bend at a mere 300 kph. Here we’re talking serious speed: the route’s new Excalibur trains will levitate on magnets, flying along its tracks at near enough 500 kph.

But where will they go, I hear you cry, these trains of the future? Why, to an airport of the future, of course. It’s taken decades of wrangling but the nation has finally had the gumption to say, Goodbye, Gatwick! Hasta la vista, Heathrow! And – after eight years, four transport secretaries, three London mayors, and a near-derailment by our old friend Brexit – finally, ’Allo Avalon. A mythical name for a near-mythical airport. A floating island, off the coast of Kent, opened by the Queen on January 1st, exactly one month ago today. Five runways, fifty airlines, five hundred boutiques and an estimated footfall of 500,000 every single day.

But why such haste to get from shiny Avalon to Peterdown, this city of heart failure, of special measures and mismanaged decline? Well, we’ve only been chosen, haven’t we? Picked out of a parade of fellow down-at-heelers, rusty-belters, post-industrialists. We’re going to be the regional hub, the splitter station, the knot in a pair of braces, one side pinging up to Edinburgh, the other across to Manchester.

We try to get excited about it. Our modern-day Masters of the Universe are talking two thousand jobs in the short term, many hundreds long term. A much-trumpeted benefit-to-cost ratio of 4:1. But that’s not likely to make much of a dent in the savings-todevastation ratio of closing the train yards in the first place, never officially costed but felt in the folk memory at something like 1:200.

A shortlist of sites for the station is being drawn up. Proximity to the old Goods Line will be key as HS+ will follow its route through Peterdown, once these old tracks have been ripped up and replaced. Soon the boards will be going up, with the diggers following not long after that, which is why we’re here today, walking, trying to find some closure before they make modern this remnant of our ever-distant past.

For half a mile we walk, our heads full of how it used be. The constant freight. The epic tonnage. The sound of it. The smell of it. The way the diesel drifted on a still day. Then, slowly, the trees start to open up, the shrubs recede and we’re on higher ground. We haul ourselves up on to an old signal box and look west where we can see the ruins of Eastfinche Abbey, reduced by Henry’s goons in his great Dissolution down to little more than foundation stones, save for the old south-facing wall with its famed double arch. It stands still, its shadows dramatic in the early morning light. It was the home, they say, of Geoffrie, our maybe mythical monk. The ‘aukward abbot’, the truth-teller, the trickster in our midst, always hiding in plain sight.

A couple of minutes later, we reach a footbridge over the tracks and hop the fence to gain access to it. The graffiti on the bridge is self-reflexive, rendered freehand. Vandalism, it says, simply, in letters three feet high.

Looking west, out across the river and a couple of miles of fields, we see not-so-distant Broadcastle, that newly crowned tech titan with the high-rise cluster at its core. Tonka toy skyscrapers with tokenistic turbines. Pastel panelling, the newly minted cladding already showing its age. The whole thing feels unsure of itself, ill thought-through. Sketchy architecture for an uncertain urbanism.

To live in Peterdown – low-rise, analogue, more broken than brokered – is to hate Broadcastle reactively. A knee-jerk of envy, some say, a spasm of internalised inadequacy. Others imagine it to be fraternal joshing, harmless banter, every insult an oblique expression of brotherly love. But those of us that live it know that it’s more profound than mere terrace rivalry. It’s a clash of worldviews, of ways of being.

They say that back in 1889 strike-breakers from Broadcastle – then the smaller of the two towns, but already pushier, more individualistic – crossed the River Peter and then the picket line. No one will ever know the truth of it but to us Broadcastle will forever be the Scab Lab, a breeding ground for blacklegs. A Petri dish for spivs and rentiers, like property speculator and asset stripper Andrew Kirk. He is the Vale of Peter’s starriest CEO, the main man at Moolah PLC, and, as of twelve months ago, owner of our beloved Peterdown United Football Club.

Beyond the hills to the east of us is the Aspire Centre, Peterdown’s so-called business park. Kirk has taken advantage of our focus group-friendly accent by building his call centre at the Aspire, turning nearly a thousand of our fellow citizens into telephonic loan sharks, payday pushers, extortionists just inside the law.

Back down on the tracks we push on through a corridor of woodland to the edge of Peterdown. We know we’ve reached it when the untamed trees give way. Order asserts itself. On either side, the tracks are bounded by a patchwork of garden fences: wood slat, chain-link, ivy-clad.

We’re in Ottercliffe, the thirties suburb built to house white-collar workers newly embourgeoised by the boom years of the locomotive. From the track you see the backs of the houses. Redbrick, ornately gabled. But this being Peterdown, not Broadcastle, they’re uniform in size. No speculative extensions, no below-ground excavations, no dormers on the roof.

We pick up speed, eager to get to the urban heartlands, the storied centre of the city proper. Before we get there, though, we’re forced to the leave the track (by a barbed wire fence) as it heads underground, through the quarter-mile Drewdale tunnel. Soon after it was shut in the late eighties, enterprising acid heads threw three-day raves in the Drewdale, taking advantage of its terrifying acoustics and superb sound insulation. These days, it’s stalked only by the fabled tunnel rats, a super-breed, said to be untrappable, cannibalistic, carriers of some unspeakable disease.

Up Baxendale Road we go and then left down Ashfield Street, following roughly the route of the tunnel. The tight terraces open on to the Radleigh Road, the Saxon trading route of yore, Peterdown’s main thoroughfare.

To our left we can see the Generator. It’s a great splat of spun steel. Starchitect-designed. A bit of Bilbao on the M38. Cultureled regeneration, we were told. Another in a long list of leg-ups and handouts and dressings-down. It’s an Ideas Store, according to its champions on the council. An Exhibition Space. A Fun Palace. It’s a white elephant, says everyone else. A vanity project. A money pit.

We skirt behind Morrisons, through its car park, and take the shortcut down Snakey Path to where the wire fence has been replaced with a run of hardboard panels, each one hammered into place. We look one way and then the other, before we prise back the third board and scamper through.

To our left we can see the tunnel mouth, this end of the Drewdale sealed shut like the other. There are fewer trees this side, though, less space. The old tracks here are grass-covered, litter-strewn. We, evidently, are not the only ones that know that the loose board is a gateway to freedom, a portal between worlds. On prudent tiptoes, we pick through the aftermath of adolescents’ ritualising: beer cans, cider bottles, fag butts, spliff ends. The burnt-out remnants of a small fire. There’s something touching about these teenage traces, this hedonism on the cheap.

We round the bend and there she is, looming over the trees: the Chapel. Our place of worship. Capacity of 20,000 and full mostly to the brim (Saturdays at three o’clock, of course, not Sundays at eleven). You can’t keep us away, not with Peterdown United Football Club sitting proudly in English football’s second tier (after a decade or two rattling around the sport’s nether regions, pretty much semi-pro and always flirting with insolvency). The Chapel may look raddled – the sunken seats, the stooped stands, the asbestos pallor – but she still knows how to party. Kirk has talked about a new stadium, out-of-town, all-seater. He used the dread word: modernisation. But the fans are pre-modern; they’re tribal, rooted, readying themselves for a fight.

Clouds roll low overhead. We skirt past the Chapel and for half a mile the view either side is residential. Garden after garden. Some neat, some not. Lawns are piebald; leaves lie in drifts, mulching. The patio furniture is upturned, moss-tinged, winter-weary. We are struck by the ubiquity of netted trampolines. They stand there, lifeless, rusting, empty, abandoned butterfly enclosures of long-gone lepidopterists.

Soon, the gardens give way, the trees part and we encounter it as one always should, from below, its looming monumentalism an unarguable affirmation of our impermanence, our insignificance. The Larkspur Hill Housing Estate. Big, brutal and bloody-minded, it was built in 1968 to house the workers of the Yards. To liberate them from the back-to-backs, the slums, the urban shanty. They named it after Johnnie Larkspur, our king of the cut-up and nonlinear narrative. The great unread genius of his day (and ours). Not that he ever lived at the estate, of course. He finished his last work – his characteristically prolix and idiosyncratically punctuated suicide note – ten years before they started building. Makes sense in a way. Because it’s ambitious, the Larkspur. Wilfully difficult. Uncompromising. Complex. Ahead of its time. In all ways just like its namesake. Which has been its problem, really. Because it also inherited his complex relationship with the law, his capacity for self-destruction, that sense of something forever teetering on the brink.

We pass the Larkspur, through its shadow and out again, to begin the final leg towards the end of the line: the Yards. Or what was the Yards not that long ago: as recently as the seventies, big orders were still coming in. Locomotives for the expanding networks of Malaysia and Sri Lanka, huge orders for axles and engine parts. And enough maintenance work to keep the Goods Line humming seven days a week.

The wire fence either side of us is overgrown with vegetation so thick it blocks out the light. Today, the only things that hum here are the wasps. By the early eighties the decline had already begun. Orders slowly dried up. Plants closed. Bit by bit the land got sold off. First it was for housing. The government-backed Ridgewater estate ate up two-thirds of the northern sheds. Then Thomas, Evans & Co. shut in 1983. That was the hammer blow: three thousand jobs went overnight. When Allied & Oakshott closed in ’86, Tesco took a 100-year lease on the southern sheds. Later that year, the Goods Line was closed – temporarily, they said, but it’s been shuttered ever since.

We reach a mass of brambles, a crown of thorns weighing heavy on the tracks. Beyond it are remnants of the Yards – ruins now, overgrown and unloved.

Still, the names associated with this land can rouse the passions still. The Gaskell Foundry, makers of the first locomotives to run anywhere in Asia. Grenadier, masters of the steam-powered engine. Twenty-five thousand employees at its peak. Their Rampant II, as fast a train as any in the world in 1878. And the North of England Goods and Locomotives Ltd, with its royal warrant. The Regal Negal, as it was known. Builders of carriages fit for a king.

This is our land of lost content and it cannot come again. They’re all gone, Gaskell, Grenadier, the lot of them. They were swallowed up and wound down. Amalgamated and outsourced. Without them, the city is sick, bereft of purpose. But it’s not dead, not yet, even if Excalibur is about to plunge through its heart. The future is coming to Peterdown for the first time in a long time. But where will it stop, this ultra-train, and whom will it serve?




1

Colin looked up at the clock. 9.53 p.m. It always astonished him how quickly the stadium emptied. The game had only ended fifteen minutes earlier and already it was deserted. Just him and Kevin Carter from the Oldham Chronicle up in the press box and a couple of ground sweepers going about their work. 9.53 p.m. Twenty-two minutes until he was supposed to file his copy.

Colin looked over Kevin’s shoulder at the document he was working on. He couldn’t actually read any of it but it was clear Kevin had fashioned at least four or five distinct paragraphs. He looked back at his own screen. So far, he had ten words.


There was a game. Two teams played it. Nobody won.



Which wasn’t actually that bad, he thought as he read it back. Had it been written by one of the great philosophers of the sport – Camus, say, or Adorno – it might have made it on to a T-shirt. Might have been quoted, feted, held up as a pithy commentary on the illusion of progress and the hollowness of victory. But it hadn’t been written by one of the great philosophers of the game. It had been written by Colin Ryder, sports correspondent for the Peterdown Evening Post, which meant that its epigrammatic economy was neither here nor there, all that mattered was that it was 790 words short.

Kevin closed his laptop and pulled his power cable from the socket. He turned to Colin and nodded. It was a local football correspondent’s nod; taciturn, masculine, laced with a kind of browbeaten solidarity. Colin returned it and watched Kevin as he lumbered down the steps to the exit.

The stadium was quiet, just the sound of brooms scratching on concrete, the scuffle of paper cups as they were swept into piles. Colin looked out on to the pitch. The floodlights were still on, making the grass look unnaturally green. It was like a crime scene when it was empty, the lights forensic and unforgiving. Which was apt, really. Because it was a crime scene of the future, the Chapel. The site of what would be an unforgivable act of cultural barbarism.

Colin closed the document he was working on and opened another, a computer-generated render that he had recently downloaded. It was the kind that architects produce, an artist’s impression of a building to come. In this case, an arena; one that was globular, all-seater, out-of-town. The sky behind it was an uninterrupted blue, the concourses teemed with fans, flags flew prettily from poles. Bolted on to the stadium was an on-site hotel, a bowling alley, an arcade of restaurants and an eight-screen cinema. Behind it loomed a giant B&Q and next to that an Ikea. The phrases that leapt from the document were ‘leveraged commercial opportunities’ and ‘maximising revenue streams’. The stadium was sponsored of course, its naming rights allocated before its construction was even confirmed. Each of the rendered arena’s external walls was liveried in the sponsor’s logo, each letter 100 feet high. The Moolah.com Arena, an ‘integrated consumer lifestyle destination’.

Colin looked up across the pitch at the Radleigh Road End. Football had been played on the site since 1876 when the signalmen of the Great Northern Railway had formed Peterdown Athletic, one of the founder clubs of the Northern Counties Trades and Guilds League. The Chapel had been built in 1936 when the club went professional and renamed itself Peterdown United Football Club. There had been patchy modernisation since the thirties: actual toilets, seats installed on two sides, a better roof on the away end, a network of offices under the South Stand, but it was much as it had been for the best part of a century.

The only genuinely new thing about the club was its league position: with half the season to go they were, given their size and resources, a scarcely credible ninth in the Championship, English football’s second tier. With the teams in third to sixth place entering into a playoff for the final promotion spot, elevation to the Premier League was an actual real-life possibility.

Colin looked out at the West Stand clock, the club’s insignia etched on its fascia, the minute hand still buckled from the storm in 1992. Promotion this year and the ground would be hosting Manchester United and Liverpool, Arsenal and Chelsea. It had long been the dream of every fan of the club, but just as it might be becoming a reality the club’s new owner Andrew Kirk had announced his plan to sell the land and relocate.

‘Is the broadband working, Col?’

Colin looked up over his shoulder. It was Terry Robertson, the head groundsman.

‘Yeah, Terry, it’s fine.’

‘That’s good, ’cos it weren’t earlier.’

‘Well, it is now.’

Terry paused, fingering the fat ring of keys in his hand.

‘Not the best game, not the worst game.’

‘Yeah.’

‘If lad ain’t fit, he ain’t fit. No point playing lad if he ain’t fit.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Anyway, not a cracker but not bad. A couple of goals. Better than none.’

‘That’s true, Terry.’

‘Anyway, I’ll be getting on.’

‘Right-o.’

‘Till the next time.’

Colin shut his eyes and considered the unarguable certainty of this last statement. There would be another home game in nine days. And then another one. And in between them, an away game. And more after that. And then there would be another season. And another. And they would keep coming, relentlessly, until he died. He had been coming to the ground since he was six, got his first season ticket when he was nine. He was thirty-two years old, which meant twenty-five-odd years of uninterrupted support, eight of those as a football correspondent for the Post. He did a quick calculation. Three hundred and seventy-six match reports, he had written, including the cup games, the friendlies, the playoff defeats to Leicester. He stared back at his ten words of copy. Finally, it had happened: he had run out of clichés.

* * *

The Geoffrie was a ten-minute walk from the ground. Colin had heard the pub’s back room described as ‘spartan’ but that didn’t really capture the desolation. It was like Sparta after it had been sacked by the Visigoths, after the pillage, the looting. The walls were bare, the light bulbs hung from the ceiling without shades. The fruit machine, with its flashing lights and constant chirrup, provided the room’s only animation and it was bolted to the floor.

After he had bought himself a pint he walked in to join the first meeting of the ‘Save the Chapel’ campaign, of which he had been appointed media officer. There were about thirty of them in there, sat at the tables, standing in clusters, analysing the game. A few women and a couple of teenagers, but mostly it was middle-aged men.

Rodbortzoon was sitting at a table on the far side of the room. He was on his own, one arm resting on the ample stomach that strained at his T-shirt, the other twiddling at his tight-curled beard. The T-shirt was printed with an image of socialist realist proletarians staring into the middle distance, with a caption underneath them in what Colin thought might be Armenian. It was one of Rodbortzoon’s revolving cast of slogan T-shirts, which he was wearing, as always, under his one cream linen jacket. As far as Colin understood it, the intention was to project an image of maverick European intellectual, all sexual combustibility and academic Maoism. In certain parts of the world – Bologna, maybe, or Berkeley – Colin could imagine him getting away with it. With Peterdown as his backdrop, the overall effect was less Baader–Meinhof silver fox, more degenerate garden gnome.

Rodbortzoon taught HND geography at Peterdown’s further education college, where his leniently marked course made him a favourite among the town’s would-be shampooists and aspirant travel agents looking to meet the college’s requirement that they take at least one academic module. After twenty years in the job, there wasn’t, he claimed with great pride, a hairdresser’s in Peterdown at which he didn’t get his beard trimmed for free.

Colin sat down in the chair next to him, tipped his glass in a silent greeting.

‘Let me know when you’ve finished that one,’ said Rodbortzoon under his breath as Colin pulled his chair up to the table. ‘I have four cans of the lager in my rucksack.’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ said Colin.

‘It’s the good stuff,’ continued Rodbortzoon, ‘the stuff you can only get in the Polish shops. The stuff the builders drink in the morning.’

Colin smiled at the comforting security of Rodbortzoon’s heavy but unplaceable European accent – the result, he always said without offering any elaboration, of a peripatetic childhood – which, undimmed after twenty years of living in England, still made him sound as if he had a mouthful of wet pebbles.

‘Eighty-seven pence a tin and better than the carbonated piss they serve here.’

‘One day you’re going to get our heads kicked in,’ said Colin.

Rodbortzoon shrugged, phlegmatic.

‘What did you think of the game?’ he said.

‘Well,’ said Colin. ‘Where do you start . . . ’

‘For me, the problem of United’s midfield is a classic example of the soul of the modern footballer under late capitalism. Turner, obviously. But also Connelly. They are always on. Always trying to be involved. Classic presenteeism. Like office drones emailing at midnight. Reply all. Copy in boss. Make sure everyone knows you are working. They have internalised their paymaster’s fetishisation of the appearance of dynamism. Even if you have nothing to do make sure it looks like you’re working at all times. Run, run, run. Don’t think. Just run. Like Duracell bunnies. Never stop. Work, work, work. There is no time for pause, contemplation. No time to stop and think, for vision.’

‘They’re footballers. Running around isn’t a way of appearing to be doing the job, is it? It is the job.’

Rodbortzoon wiped the beer from his moustache, scratched the side of his head, rubbed the end of his nose, sniffed.

‘Agnelli,’ he said. ‘Classic capitalist. Head of Fiat. Champion of Fordist division of labour. Owner of Juventus football club. One day he says to his superstar Platini, “I am worried you are smoking.” Today, Platini is disgraced, a corrupted bureaucrat. But in those days he was an artist. Cunning like a wolf. He knew how to run of course but only when it mattered. Otherwise he was very relaxed, thoughtful, strolling about the pitch like he was in slippers. He looks at Bonini, the worker bee, who did all the running for Platini, and says to Agnelli, “You only need to worry if he starts smoking!” Ha! Football is about play. Turner and Connelly always make it look like work.’

Colin ignored this, inured as he was to Rodbortzoon’s structuralist analyses of Peterdown’s marking at set pieces and his anarcho-syndicalist team formations (I want always 4-4-2. Two self-organising units of four . . .). He drained his pint, looked around to make sure he couldn’t be seen by the landlord, Kenny, or any of his fearsome sons, and then reached into Rodbortzoon’s plastic bag, cracked open a tin and filled his empty glass.

‘Of course if our boy had been fit, it would have been different. Garry is a player. He knows how to play.’

‘Yeah, maybe.’

‘Still,’ said Rodbortzoon. ‘One-all against Oldham. It could be worse.’

There was a shuffle and a shushing from the front of the room.

‘All right everyone, listen up,’ said a voice from the front. It was Brian Winters, chairman of the Peterdown United Football Supporters Club. He stood up. ‘I’ve been waiting for Colin to arrive and now he’s here, so let’s get on with it.’

Colin held up his hand by way of apology.

‘As I’m sure you all know, Kirk’s planning to build a new stadium on the wasteland at the old Grangeham forge. The site is eight miles from the city centre in an area that has no public transport and absolutely nothing to do with the history or culture of Peterdown United Football Club.’

The last of the conversations stopped, chairs turned, the room hushed.

‘Of course, Kirk is claiming that it’s the only financially viable option, but that’s not the case and we know it. We’ve a great bunch of lads in this team and the best young manager outside of the Premier League. We’re going places. And as long as we manage the money sensibly we can go places and stay here, if you know what I mean.’

Colin looked up at Brian. He was in his early fifties, but he was weathered, with his pale eyes and hard dark stubble that went right up his cheeks. He had done fifteen years in the Grenadier Guards, and had the quiet authority of a former soldier, that certainty of physical superiority. And yet he was soft with it. Reassuring. Humble. A steady hand, thought Colin. He would have made a brilliant older brother. Although they’d probably have had to have different mums, what with the age gap.

‘He’s basically selling it to us like it’s a choice between staying put and going up. But there’s no reason why we can’t get into the Prem playing at the Chapel. And if we did go up the money from the television deals would dwarf any extra money we’d get from the gate receipts at the new ground. Now, none of us are pretending that Kirk didn’t inherit a mess from the last lot but taking on more debt with a stadium move isn’t the way out of this. What we need is an owner that invests in the club. We should be building on this generation of players, creating an academy, finding more local talent. We need a vision for the future, not an owner whose principal interest is using the club as a billboard.’

Brian paused and breathed slowly out through his nose.

‘It’s bad enough having his bloody logo all over our shirts but the thought of him naming the stadium . . . It’s just too much.’

The expressions of disgust were guttural, from all corners.

‘Now, I know he owns the club so it’s going to be very difficult to stop him from doing what he wants with it.’ Brian stopped, as if by vocalising this he was properly grasping it for the first time. ‘But it’s too important to too many people for us to go down without a fight. We need to reach out to every fan, and for that we’re going to need as much publicity as we can possibly get.’

Mick Claridge stood up, all nineteen stone of him. It was odd seeing him fully clothed. For as long as anyone could remember, he had attended every single Peterdown game, rain or shine, naked to the waist. Colin knew the man’s tattoos more intimately than he knew any work of art. There was the club crest, of course, on his chest, just above his heart. The portraits of players past and present on his arms. The letters PUFC, Gothically rendered in an arc across his shoulders. And of course the number ten on his back where it would have been had he been wearing a replica shirt (were there, in fact, a replica top that would fit him). Colin tried to imagine what one of Mick’s shirts looked like when he wasn’t wearing it. A yurt maybe.

‘We’ll be all over it on the podcast,’ said Mick. ‘Getting the message out to the listeners. Letting them know how much we love the club.’

Colin looked at the ceiling and wondered if this was strictly necessary. Mick’s hair was dyed green and white and his two daughters were called Paula Ulrika Faye Claridge and Peggy Ursula Frances Claridge. His was the kind of love that got people issued with restraining orders.

‘I know that Mick understands the importance of the Chapel,’ said Brian, ‘as I know all of you do. I think this is a good moment just to remind ourselves of what we’ve got here and how it’s not just us that think it’s special, so I’m going to read you the entry about the Chapel in the Football Away Day Fan’s Guide 2018.


Almost uniquely characterful and soulful, Peterdown United’s Chapel stadium stands out from the bland homogeneity that increasingly characterises league football grounds in Britain. With its famous close stands and brilliant acoustics, the design of the ground ratchets up the atmosphere created by its famously passionate home supporters, collectively known as ‘The Steam’, whose most youthful and vociferous fans cluster together, loud and proud, in the Radleigh Road End. All away fans that value the game’s traditions should grasp the opportunity to see their team play at the Chapel, not least for the chance to sample one of their famous mushy chip butties.



‘This is a special ground. We’ve got to keep it that way. I’ve already spoken to the police and they say as long as we provide a few stewards that will act responsibly and listen to their demands we can march to next Tuesday’s game as a protest.’

‘So we’re meeting in a pub that we would have gone to anyway, to march along a route that we would have used anyway to get to a football match that we would have gone to anyway,’ said Rodbortzoon under his breath. ‘A very subtle form of protest.’

Ordinarily, this was exactly the kind of observation to which Colin would have assented with one of the characteristic snorts of derision that shot periodically out his nose, neatly punctuating Rodbortzoon’s monologuing. But it wasn’t often that he was invited to be a part of a group, let alone given an actual titled position within it, and whatever the merits of the critique, he found himself in the unusual position of having some skin in the game.

‘I’ve got an idea how we can give it a bit more oomph,’ he said loudly to the room. ‘You know the way that Kirk never normally gets involved with anything? Never apologise, never respond. That kind of thing. But that stuff about fifty-eight, that got to him, didn’t it?’

Colin paused. A few months earlier it had emerged that the top APR on Moolah’s new Payday Price Promise loan was 1,958 per cent. Which would have been bad enough in its own right, but 1958 also happened to be the year of Peterdown’s worst industrial accident, the Beagles Yard Fire, in which seventy-two sheet metal workers had died, and the coincidence had made the ten o’clock news. The story would have likely died had Kirk dealt with it quickly, but his refusal to make a statement had kept it alive for three weeks, cementing its place in the public imagination.

‘We’re away at Darlington on Saturday. But Tuesday night next week, we’ve got Blackburn at our place, right? Seven forty-five kickoff. Why don’t we all turn around at two minutes to eight. 19.58 p.m. All of us, and I mean everyone in the stadium, we stand up and turn our backs on the pitch, still and silent.’

The back room of the pub was quiet, all eyes on him.

‘It’ll be our way of saying to him: first we’re taking back the number, then we’re taking back the ground and then we’re taking back the club.’

‘Very nice,’ whispered Rodbortzoon, his eyes twinkling. ‘Colin Ryder. Situationist prankster. Ha ha! Very nice.’

‘I know a lad at Blackburn,’ said a voice from the back. ‘He’s a big character in their away lot. He’ll keep them quiet an’ all. They know what it’s like to be fucked over. They’ll be with us.’

‘What do we think?’ asked Brian.

There was a murmured assent, a glass raised.

‘Right,’ said Brian, his voice calm, assured. ‘I want you all to spread the word. We want as many people marching as possible and we want the whole bloody ground silent at seven fifty-eight. Get on the social media and tell your mates. This is about more than the Chapel. It’s about more than football. It’s about Peterdown and the people that live here. It’s an assault on our way of life. And we’re not taking it any more. The resistance starts here.’
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Howard Roark laughed. He stood naked at the edge of a cliff. The lake lay far below him . . .



Ellie closed her copy of The Fountainhead and looked out the window of Create:Space’s open-plan fifth-floor office. She had no immediate access to a lake, but there was a corporate water feature that might, she supposed, suffice. It sat in the middle of the Landgate Plaza, gurgling mechanically, a polystyrene cup floating on its eddying surface. The Plaza, located as it was in Broadcastle city centre and surrounded on all sides by vertiginous glass office buildings, was not a place where one could reasonably expect cliffs, but there was a flat-roofed Costa Coffee upon which she could stand, she imagined, for a cliff-like perspective on the water below. She sighed and read on.


He looked at the granite. To be cut, he thought, and made into walls. He looked at a tree. To be split and made into rafters . . .



Ellie looked at the polyurethane sample strip on the desk next to her. To be cut, she thought, and used to ensure that all the windows satisfy Article 6 of the Energy Efficiency Act, 1995. She looked up at her screen and its CAD render of a Louvre ventilation system. To be installed, she thought, to guarantee the airflow meets the minimum standards as outlined in Approved Document F . . .

She put the book face down on her desk. It wasn’t easy trying to live up to Rand’s vision of the architect as Promethean hero when you worked at Create:Space doing window schedules for an Aldi on the Castleford bypass. If she had stormed into her boss’s office and thrown on to his desk a sketch of a constructivist Tesco Metro she wouldn’t just be sacked, she would very probably be sectioned.

It was lunchtime and the office was largely empty. A distant phone rang in the far corner, just audible above the collective buzz of the computers. The company occupied floors three to six of the Plaza’s Infinity Tower. Sixty-seven employees in all. The vast majority of them working on new supermarkets. The Aldi project was a big one: a single complex with a 24-hour hypermarket, petrol station, two offices and a distribution centre. Her job was to allocate the ironmongery, which meant drawing each individual window, all two hundred and ninety-six of them.

The book jacket photo of Ayn Rand stared up at her. She was a striking woman, all lips and eyebrows and surprisingly on-trend hair. Ellie took in the cool confidence of her strong nose. It took a particular kind of arrogance to describe yourself as the ‘most creative thinker alive’, but at least it was exuberantly hubristic. At least it faced forward, walked tall.

The lid on her Tupperware was clipped into place to prevent spillage. Ellie unfastened it and used her fork to fluff her couscous and roast vegetables. She was eating al desko, as they said. She listlessly picked up the book. It had been given to her by an old friend from university, an acknowledgement of her recent completion of her part threes. She had been a fully qualified architect for two weeks now, a mere nine years behind those of her peers who had managed to reach their twenty-fourth birthdays without getting themselves pregnant.

Feeling listless and snarled up with irritation, she logged on to her Facebook page through her phone. She clicked on the link that took her to her petition page: ‘I call on the Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport to award Grade II listing to Agosto and Marjorie Blofeld’s Larkspur Hill Housing Estate.’ She read down the list of names. One hundred and seventy-three signatories, including six more that morning. Not a terrible start.

The picture at the top of the page was of the estate shot from a nearby hill. It showed the complex of buildings whole, its five distinct sections and the dramatic interplay of concourses and plazas that connected them. You could see the signs of wear, the areas of neglect, but it was surely obvious, just from this one picture, that it was a landmark structure, a building of authentic artistic significance.

Slowly the background babble got louder as her colleagues returned to their desks. Ellie started once more on her lunch. The courgette was charred, coated in rosemary and oil. Unenthusiastically she speared a piece with her fork, wishing she had something hot, a soup or stew to warm her bones.

Someone had left the office copy of the Architects’ Journal nearby. Against her better judgement she put down the book, picked up the magazine and let the pages fall open at random. It was an interior shot. The room in the photo was stark and cavernous, its vast concrete walls studded with tiny windows, sunlight streaming through them in reverent shafts. If you didn’t know what it was you might have imagined it was the basilica of a cathedral built by the adherents of an austere alien faith. Which wasn’t bad, when you thought about it, for the baggage reclaim of the new London Avalon airport.

The thing that really frustrated her about the new airport wasn’t that it represented a kind of collective eco-suicide, although it obviously did. Nor was it the impact it was having on the paths of the migrating birds, although that was reprehensible too. No, the thing that really pissed her off about it was that it was the best thing built in Britain in her adult lifetime. That and the fact that the alpha male of her year at university, Benjamin Willis, had worked on it.

She turned the page. A single image occupied the centre spread. It was a bird’s eye perspective illustrating the symmetry of the vast floating platform, its five runways radiating outwards from the central knot of access roads and waiting bays that circled the terminal. From the sky it looked oddly like a Rorschach blot. She smiled ruefully. Something on to which you could project your desires and fears.

She turned the page again. The money shot. A full-length exterior taken from the coast of the Isle of Grain. The terminal reared out of the sea like a pillar of salt, craggy, monumental, the finest piece of engineering for decades. It was surrounded on all sides by water, the whole thing – runways, terminals, loading bays – constructed on a huge floating deck anchored to the seabed. It had some bewildering technology built into it which allowed it to move in tune with the sea in a way that somehow didn’t impact on the planes’ GPS systems. As she had opined to anyone who would listen, this ability to accommodate the changing sea level meant that when the air travel it engendered had obliterated Kent and Essex, it would survive for a species of the future to puzzle over, like a floating Ozymandias.

She looked at the images of the train tunnels that ran from the Kent coast under the water to the airport. There was a photo of one of the trains that were already running into St Pancras. They were second-generation bullet trains, a European update on the Japanese original. They had been named Excalibur, and if you squinted they did look a little like swords with their long aerodynamic noses.

The next page was an interior shot. It was inescapably corporate architecture, of course. Home to upscale boutiques, sushi belts, and a champagne bar longer than her street. But it was corporate architecture that had taken flight. You didn’t want intimacy at an airport. You didn’t want nearness, or warmth. You wanted scale, glass, metal; the technological sublime.

She took a bite of roasted red pepper, single grains of couscous sticking to it like burrs on a sock. It was 1.54 p.m. Six minutes until she had to return to window number 66A (2) and its self-cleaning glass. She logged back on to Facebook and clicked on to Benjamin’s page.

The posts were excitable, extensively liked. There were photos of an office space, tired old fittings being stripped back, carpets being pulled up to reveal period floorboards, a close-up of four original Verner Panton chairs bought, apparently, for a song at a car boot sale.

Benjamin was in some of the photos himself, a mask pinching at his nose, his hair full of dust as he happily hacked away at a suspended ceiling. She clicked on a link to his website proper. It was still just a holding page but it had a touch of class to it: clean lines, minimal text, a demure font. Willis and Carlisle Architects.

No one had been surprised when he announced that he and Chris Carlisle were striking out on their own. For the last three years he had been the de facto face of the airport design team, his square jaw always at the centre of the ubiquitous magazine profiles of the practice, his unkempt public-schoolboy hair bouncing about artlessly as he explained the airport’s intricacies to the fawning hacks on Newsnight and The Culture Show.

Ellie caught sight of The Fountainhead lying on her desk. It had been the great in-joke at university. For a full term Benjamin and his five cronies, all boys of course, had each carried a copy with them everywhere they went, reading faux-earnestly from it in seminars, even submitting as assessed work sketches based on one of Roark’s buildings.

She picked up the book, all 753 pages of it. She hadn’t read it back then, haughtily certain that Benjamin’s relationship to Rand’s objectivism was slightly more complex than simple irony. But looking back she conceded that they had been more knowing than she had given them credit for at the time.

And it was good of him to have not only signed her petition but also posted a link to her blog on his page. She clicked on it. Larkspur Watch. Her most recent post was a slideshow of six photos of the estate’s central structure, Europa House. Constructed from a series of hexagonal modular pods in a patternless, seemingly random way, it was a building that – for all its angularity and techno-futurism – seemed to be emerging organically out of the hill, the first stirrings of a geological evolutionary leap.

She scrolled through the pictures and felt once more a piercing sadness at the state of it. In the last two months alone, three separate flats had had the dreaded blue metal panels bolted over their windows and doors. It made them look like they’d been blindfolded and gagged, prepared for extraordinary rendition. The council claimed that they weren’t deliberately emptying it, but there were six thousand people on Peterdown’s social housing waiting list, any of whom could have moved into one of those three flats.

‘Total failure of a building,’ said the voice from over her shoulder. ‘Finally getting what’s coming to it by the looks of things.’

It was Glyn Cook, the office truth-teller. He read mass-market military history and wore his office pass clipped to his belt.

Ellie closed her eyes and breathed calmly through her nose. She opened her eyes. He was still there.

‘I can’t believe you think that’ll ever get listed. I’d blow the bloody thing up tomorrow if it was up to me.’

‘That’s good to know, Glyn, because I had heard you were in the running to be the next secretary of state.’

Ellie sat at her desk, looking at Glyn’s reaction reflected in her screen. He was impassive, eerily still, like a reptile on a branch.

‘The only way to sort that estate is to pull it down and start again. It’s obvious to anyone. It’s just common sense.’

‘It’s the most architecturally significant building for fifty miles in all directions. Tearing it down would be an act of cultural vandalism on a par with burning a Rothko.’

‘That’s as may be,’ said Glyn, ‘but nobody has to live in a Rothko. He can be as “monumentally abrupt” as he likes.’

Monumentally abrupt. He was quoting her, from her blog, the git. Always the contrarian. A wind-up merchant. She could easily imagine him arguing the other side in different company, eager for the back and forth, the feint and jab. She turned to face him.

‘But people do have to live in the Larkspur,’ continued Glyn, unimpressed in his short-sleeve shirt and tie. ‘And buildings need to function. They need to not be damp and cold. Concrete might work in the South of France but not in England. We need buildings that are light, airy. I don’t know why we didn’t properly embrace the International Style.’

Ellie’s brow furrowed disbelievingly.

‘It would have been a natural progression from the Deco stuff that works so well in Essex and Dorset. Look at the Isokon. Best building in London. Radical and genuinely formalist. An actual function-led building. The great lie of brutalism is that it’s primarily functional.’

Ellie sat in her chair gobsmacked.

‘Glyn,’ she said eventually.

‘It all went wrong for Le Corbusier after the Villa Savoye. That was a building with harmony and balance and grace. You lot and your cult of ugliness, I’ll never get my head round it.’

‘Oh my god, Glyn. I mean, you’re wrong on so many fronts. All the damp issues at the Larkspur could be sorted with a bit of cash and you know it. And the Villa Savoye? That’s like saying that Help! is the best Beatles album. So much that came after it is just obviously superior. The Unités, Notre Dame du Haut . . . ’

Glyn dismissed her with a wave of his hand and turned to walk back to his desk, his high, proud bottom neatly ensconced in his leisure slacks.

For the next hour she worked, plugging numbers into a spreadsheet, cross-referencing them against the master document, making sure the outcomes corresponded with the render.

Once her eyes could focus no longer she got up and made herself a cup of tea. When she sat down again, she checked her petition to see if she had any new signatures. She didn’t. She absentmindedly clicked on the embedded link that took her through to the Larkspur’s Wikipedia page. In the fraction of a second it took her eye to scan the shape of the paragraphs she knew. Three new lines had been added. It had happened again.


Frequently voted one of Britain’s ugliest buildings the housing estate has become a byword for urban blight with record levels of muggings and gang-related activity. Rumoured to be a no-go area for the local police, the estate’s urine-soaked lifts are repeatedly vandalised forcing young mothers on the upper floors to carry their children up dozens of flights of steps. One of the many criticisms of the large concrete blocks, which alienate their inhabitants causing the estate’s unusually high level of antisocial behaviour.



This was the third time in three weeks that someone had added a paragraph like this to the listing. The wording had been different every time but it was basically the same mix of half-truths and outright libel. She looked up the author. Joe1968. A new person. She glared at Glyn accusingly. Was it him? The thought struck her that it might be part of some elaborate, elliptical declaration of a twisted kind of love, the kind of thing stalkers did right before they started breaking in through your bedroom window. No, she realised almost instantly. Glyn took pride in still drawing by hand. This was nothing to do with him. He had barely mastered email.

Above her, the neon lights hummed like a mosquito. Ellie sat up in her chair. This was bigger surely than Glyn Cook and his nylon tie. The Wikipedia edits had started just after the launch of her petition. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. Something odd was going on.

She felt her breath quicken. She had made a statement of intent and this was the reaction. She felt newly energised, alert. After eighteen months of drawing window sections at last something was at stake. She placed her empty Tupperware back in her bag. The Larkspur was under attack and it was her job to defend it.




3

Unlike the unremarkable low-rise red-brick buildings that comprised the actual school, the playground at St Kilda’s was an unexpected architectural delight. Surrounded on three sides by a low-level fence, its tarmac expanse was dominated by a single metal climbing frame constructed in roughly the shape of an aeroplane, or a giant mythological bird. Two large wings curved simply in austere bent steel. Swings hung from elliptical supports. A slide thrust, tongue-like, from the structure’s head. It might not have been at his usual scale but there was, Ellie felt, something undeniably Niemeyerish about the whole thing.

It was a blustery morning; dank and grey and English. She was walking through the playground, fresh from dropping off her nine-year-old daughter, Daisy, when she heard a familiar booming voice.

‘Oh my god, what are those? Are they Prada?’

Ellie looked down at her trousers, which were grey felt and short in the leg, the hems cut on the gentlest of diagonal angles. They had cost £12 in the sale.

‘No, of course they’re not, they’re from Topshop.’

Janey let her jaw drop in exaggerated outrage. She turned to another mum who was standing with her and said:

‘She shops at Top Shop and she looks like she’s on a bloody catwalk. I shop there and I look like a fat person in fancy dress. How is that fair?’

At all times Janey spoke at least two registers too loud and seemed to be in a state of continual world-reordering amazement. She was the only person Ellie had ever met whom she could imagine being rejected as a presenter of children’s television for being too antic.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Ellie. ‘You always look amazing whatever you’re wearing.’

Her two-year-old, Alexis, was sitting in the buggy, pawing at the screen of Janey’s phone. Ellie bent down and tousled her hair.

‘How are the rest of the Riot Squad?’ she asked.

As well as Alexis, Janey had a five-year-old, a seven-year-old, and a nine-year-old, Lee, who was in Daisy’s class.

‘They all slept in with me again last night.’

‘All four of them?’

‘I can’t help it. They’re my chicks. I need them in the nest.’

‘How much actual sleep did you get?’

‘About an hour.’

‘I don’t know how you function.’

‘Two coffees and a Red Bull.’

The other mum snorted in recognition.

Ellie smiled and introduced herself.

‘We’ve never properly met, I’m Ellie.’

‘Chanelle.’

‘Nice to meet you, Chanelle.’

‘You should hear her at Flynn’s,’ said Janey to Chanelle. ‘Epic, she is. Karaoke legend.’

This was a lie. It was Janey who had the voice. A great big talent-show kind of voice. Ellie’s was tame by comparison. The second Tuesday of every month they went to Flynn’s where, sharing a mic, their eyes invariably closed, almost always three gin and tonics to the good, they sang Bonnie Tyler, Tina Turner, Cyndi Lauper and, towards the end of the night at Janey’s drunken insistence and to Ellie’s utter horror, Kelly Clarkson.

‘Are you coming next Tuesday?’

‘I can’t. Colin’s got a game.’

‘Fucking football.’

‘My sentiments exactly.’

Over Janey’s shoulder, she noticed a group of mothers who had paused for a chat just outside the school gates. In the middle of the group, laughing so hard she was crying, was Yvonne Kington, the leader of Peterdown Council.

‘Got to run,’ she said. ‘Drink next week instead?’

‘Deffo,’ said Janey. ‘Any night but Thursdays. I can never do Thursdays.’

Ellie hurried over to the group by the gates and waited awkwardly while the laughter died down, knowing that what she was about to do directly contravened the unwritten rule when it came to Yvonne, which was that you treated her just like all the other mums. It was her big thing. She didn’t play the politician on the school run and you didn’t talk shop to her, this was the pact.

‘Hi, Yvonne,’ she said eventually.

Yvonne stopped laughing, looked at her. She was a small woman, convinced of her own bristling virtue.

‘I just wanted to have a quick word.’

‘Really? I can feel what kind of word this is going to be.’

‘I hate to bother you here but I have emailed your office like ten times. And I’ve called. Probably half a dozen times.’

‘Really?’ said Yvonne tersely. ‘I never knew. We get thousands of emails. You know how it is.’

She was wearing a red coat belted at the waist. She always wore something red, this was another of her things.

‘I’m putting together an application to get Larkspur Hill listed and I’d really love your support.’

A cruel smile curled at the corner of Yvonne’s mouth.

‘I had heard about this.’

She looked around at her friends.

‘I didn’t believe it when I first heard it, but it seems some people seriously want to put that dump on a list alongside Buckingham Palace.’

‘Well, no, actually. Buckingham Palace is grade one listed. Which of course is a total joke. Even Stalin would have passed on that dreadful lump of kitsch,’ Ellie replied unthinkingly, before she remembered that she was trying to be winning. ‘But yes. You’re right. I want to get it listed. Grade two listed.’

The mothers were uniformly nonplussed. Yvonne looked at each of them before snorting with exaggerated derision, in a way that seemed to arrow in on Ellie’s southern accent, her middle-class pretensions, while reminding everyone present that Yvonne was from Peterdown.

‘Why?’ said Yvonne, all bridle and snap. ‘It’s a concrete bloody monstrosity. Everybody hates it. Never mind sink estate. It’s already sunk. It’s a wreck.’

Ellie also understood the power of a good bridle and snap.

‘That’s quite an admission from the person in charge of our housing policy.’

‘Housing policy? What would you know about housing policy? Do you have any idea how much that bloody estate costs to maintain? Good lord, it’s an unbelievable drain on our finances. And nobody wants to live there. It sucks all the aspiration out of people. The problems with that place have got nothing to do with housing policy. It’s because the building is like a post-apocalyptic bloody car park.’

Ellie was about to launch into her well-rehearsed monologue about the Barbican Centre and how well it had been maintained and how its walkways didn’t seem to crush the spirit of the film directors and bankers that lived there, which she would have followed up with the killer observation about the state of the country’s Georgian and Victorian housing when it had been left to rot by slum landlords. But she was aware the Buckingham Palace joke had fallen pretty flat and another reference to London would likely only reinforce the differences between them.

‘I know it isn’t necessarily an easy building to like,’ she said softly. ‘But it’s worth pointing out it was co-designed by Marjorie Blofeld, who was one of the foremost female architects of her generation.’

This solicited a withering look that contained a whole thesis-worth of third wave feminist critique of Ellie’s class power and privilege. She could do nothing but blush.

‘Look love, it’s not going to happen, not while I’m in charge.’

Ellie could feel her cheeks burning, the semi-circle of mums all willing her to leave.

‘I’m going to put in an application whether you support it or not.’

‘Well I’m sorry, love, it’s not yours to get listed.’

‘I’m afraid that doesn’t actually matter. You don’t need to own a building to apply for it to be listed.’

A sour look appeared on Yvonne’s face.

‘You really think you’ve got one over on us, don’t you?’

Ellie felt tears welling in her eyes. You could be – as half the people in Peterdown seemed to think she was – the personification of entitled self-regard; cold and standoffish and an intellectual snob. And you could complicatedly hate yourself for all these things; your unthinkingness, your ongoing inability to be clubbable, your sisterly failures. But the thing was: you could be all those things and on some topics you could still be right.

And this was one of those and she was. Ellie felt her nostrils flare.

‘I really don’t,’ she said, as she walked off down the street. ‘But that’s by the by. Sorry to have bothered you, but at least we both know where we stand.’

* * *

The ball was yellow foam, a crater missing from it, like the near-orbit moon of an imagined planet. It stuttered as it rolled, having soaked up standing water. For at least half the boys playing, the ball came up to their knees. But it was no matter. They chased after it like cartoon bees, everyone, save for the two goalkeepers, in hot pursuit.

Colin sat in a swing, watching. It was 3.45 p.m. Collection time.

A shot flashed wide and the ball rolled to his feet. He stood up and kicked it back. The ball lurched, bounced, squelched, and finally stopped at the feet of the four-foot goalkeeper, who smiled in thanks.

Colin smiled back. He had played like this, on the very same ground, when he was a similar age. He had been good then, a key member of the school team. He smiled wistfully. He’d played as a kind of false nine, just ahead of their playmaker, Tom Fenwick. Secondary school had been different, of course. A much bigger place, immeasurably tougher. Both him and Tom had to be content with playing for the thirds.

The ball broke loose. A skinny boy with curly hair was first to it. He was better than the others, more graceful, more balanced. He took it past one defender, then another. Colin stood up to get a better view. The kid knocked it past the last man and glided round him, leaving just the keeper to beat. The boy dropped his left shoulder and then slalomed brilliantly the other way, running past the ball slightly so he could backheel it through the keeper’s legs. Colin watched as it rolled agonisingly into the jumper/post. He recoiled instinctively at the injustice of it and as he did so caught sight of Daisy, who was standing, waiting, behind him.

‘I’m still not a boy,’ she said.

She had her arms crossed. Her mittens matched her scarf. It had become a thing, recently, this not-being-a-boy thing.

‘You’ve got to stop saying that,’ said Colin, dolefully. ‘It was funny the first time but now it’s just mean.’

‘I know it’s the big disappointment for you.’

Colin stopped, briefly moved. The idea that there was any chance that she might represent the major disappointment in his life was touching and evidence, possibly, that she wasn’t yet fully aware of his actual disappointments, which he wore, he felt, like St Sebastian wore his wounds: openly and for all to see.

It had got steadily colder over the course of the day and the wind was now brisk and penetrating. He took her lunchbox from her and did up one of her buttons.

‘Honestly, sweetheart, I never wanted you to be a boy,’ he said.

As they walked out the school gates a girl from Daisy’s class was waiting while her mum strapped a baby into a car seat.

‘Hi, Daisy,’ she said as they passed. ‘Hi, Daisy’s dad.’

‘Hi,’ said Colin with a meek smile.

He had only really been ‘Colin’ for his three years at university and his year or so in London. At school, there had been another Colin, Colin Samuels, who had been bigger and better at football, and everyone had called him ‘Colin’. Colin had been known mostly as ‘Ryder’. Or, almost as frequently, as ‘the Gimp’. Occasionally ‘the Gimpmeister’. Sometimes ‘el Gimperino’. Now and then ‘Mr Gimpy Wimpy’.

These days, he was ‘Daisy’s dad’, which, in the grand scheme of things, he grudgingly acknowledged, could have been a lot worse.

They arrived at the traffic lights. The road was clear. Colin went to cross until he felt Daisy tug on his hand: the tug of reproach. He stepped back on to the kerb, waited for the green man. He felt all his parental authority drain from him. In one short aborted step he had bequeathed her the moral high ground. The red man stood firm, reprimandingly still.

He refused to look down at his daughter, aware that she was revelling in this victory, this brilliantly exploited chink in his defences. She had a bridgehead and she knew it. She stared wistfully down the street and said in her quietest voice:

‘I’m never going to like football.’

Masterful, and a typical Daisy swerve: exploit any parental transgression with a re-articulation of your victimhood and wait for the concessions to flow. Colin marvelled at her. He would get more change, he imagined, going head to head with the Chinese politburo.

‘I don’t want you to like football,’ he said. ‘I mean it hasn’t done me much good, has it?’

Daisy looked up at him, all innocence and filial solidarity.

‘I like Fresno Kids,’ she said earnestly.

‘Yes,’ said Colin. ‘I know you do.’

He looked down at her rucksack. It was covered in key rings. Key rings that were marketed, he often found himself howling incredulously at the moon, at people too young to be in possession of any keys. Each one had suspended from it a plastic doll, lurid nylon hair bursting from its head. Some of them wore vocational outfits: vets, television presenters, nail therapists. The rest of them were princesses.

He felt a momentary sadness. Next year, she would have forgotten them. And then, as an adult, she would look back at photos and see them for what they were: mass-produced rubbish with a cynical marketing plan. She would look back at the photos and be embarrassed that she had fallen for it. That she had cared so much.

The lights changed and they crossed the road. Legitimately now, of course, with Daisy two steps ahead of him, practically pulling him by the hand. Colin thought back to his Panini books, which he first got into at a similar age. He allowed himself to be dragged along, trying to remember the feelings of those long Saturday mornings, him and Eliot Taylor sweeping up the back room of Talacre News. Two packs of stickers each, they got for their work, and they would save them until they got to the park where slowly, reverently, they opened each pack, holding out for the glint of a foil sticker.

Colin turned the corner into Dilston Terrace and found himself overcome by the feeling that if he had a son he might feel some kind of connection with his childhood self. But as it was, he felt utterly sundered from that lad in him, incapable of accessing his boyish enthusiasm and wonder.

‘I tell you what,’ he said, feeling guilty, ‘if you tidy your bedroom when you get home we’ll go on the internet and order a pair of Fresno twins.’

The house was on Coopersale Road. The semi-on, they had called it when they had first moved there, because it was semi-detached, obviously, but also because it was semi-serious and semi-temporary: in all ways only halfway there. That was then, of course, nine years ago when there had still been some solidarity between them, some sense that they would soon be moving on.

Colin felt the bite of the wind through his jacket. He looked across the road at the Cauldwells’ house with its original sash windows all warped and withered, the glass as thin as paper. He was glad, privately, that their landlord at number nineteen had installed plastic windows, double glazed and tight to the frame. He laughed quietly to himself, trying to imagine the response if he were ever to articulate this opinion openly.

‘Can I watch telly?’ asked Daisy once they were inside.

He looked at her. She looked at him. The high ground was all hers.

‘Sure,’ he said.

He followed Daisy into the living room and retrieved the remote control from the high shelf. Ellie’s loathing for their PVC windows had little to do with the way they impacted on the exterior of the house – which was, in her opinion, effectively beyond redemption – and more about the way they clashed with the interior that she had created. And it was true, he thought, they didn’t exactly sit well with the bespoke plywood walls, the self-designed furniture and the modernist paintings.

But then again, neither, really, did he.

Colin passed his daughter the remote control and briefly considered trying to impose some of the usual prohibitions, but quickly decided against it. He retired to the similarly designed kitchen, where he made himself toast and tea and then sat down at the table with the family laptop. The internet browser had six tabs open. All of them pages from the property site fixerupper.com.

For years, the focus of her attention had been westward: Somerset or Devon. Farmhouses, old rectories. Wrecks in need of love. Colin had been terrified at the thought. What was out there? Yeovil. Plymouth Argyle. For two terrifying weeks she had been fixated with Bath. Colin had had to face the awful prospect that he was going to have to spend his Saturdays watching rugby.

He flicked from tab to tab. Recently, her focus had shifted to the London hinterlands. Tottenham. Forest Hill. Crystal Palace.

Colin looked through the particulars, doing mortgage calculations in his head. It was nine years since he had last lived in London, in a huge house on the North Green Road that was big enough to accommodate the whole gang of them that had moved en masse from Leeds to London straight after graduation: Ellie, Patrick, Suzie, Big Tom, Little Tom, Leonie Phillips and him.

Thrown together on the same floor of their halls in their first year of university they had proved to be an enduring unit: the two Toms and their knockabout double act, intense Suzie with her wild moods and terrible love life, lovely Leonie Phillips, Patrick with his cigarette holder and experimental waspishness, and at the centre of it all, Ellie, the lodestar around which they orbited, the rest of them in awe of her singularity, beauty, brilliance.

Looking back, his place in the ecosystem was obvious. He had supplied the authenticity. Colin the neophyte. Northern-ish. Or at least not from the South. Self-deprecating. Nervous. He hadn’t appreciated it then but he could see now how exotic he must have been to the rest of them with their good schools and gap years; a boy from Peterdown who had never even been to London, let alone Ljubljana or Lesotho. And his dad was a postman. Colin smiled. Well, he works for the Royal Mail, he had always explained to them, but it had never stuck. And it made for a better story, him being a postman’s son. Made him – made them – more bona fide.

Colin smiled. The North Green Road had certainly been bona fide. Every morning he had picked his way through chicken carcasses and condoms, burnt foil and broken glass, on his way to work in the largely empty old man’s pub where he spent his days behind the bar, pulling the occasional pint for one of the few regulars, but mostly at his laptop, writing for blogs, freesheets, in-flight magazines – anyone, basically, that would publish his stuff.

And no one could have accused them of play-acting when it came to the house, either. The draught had blown through it like the winds on the Arctic tundra and it got burgled more frequently than the rubbish was collected, but Colin thought of it fondly still: the fraternity of it, the communal dinners, the thrilling feeling of the whole gang of them making their way in the world.

They had been there for six months when Ellie had finally split up for good with Jean-Gabriel, her long-distance, ludicrous boyfriend. Colin had always been her confidant, the shoulder on which she cried. At first she had been distraught. And then she had been angry. And then self-pitying. And then maudlin. And then needy. And then tactile. And then really tactile. He had never been under any illusions. Right from the first time it happened – the house otherwise empty, both of them drunk, the moon full – he had understood that he was a comfort, a milk of magnesia before the next course proper.

It had gone on for three months, their strange sporadic coupling, and had quickly developed its own code: never more than twice a week, always instigated by her, always in his bed, her always off back to her room between him falling asleep and waking up.

Then it happened. The test. The blue line. The sense, she had said, of something inside her, something precious. Some women could, she had said, but she wasn’t one of them. And that, as Colin remembered it, was pretty much the full extent of the conversation.

The table top was scattered with toast crumbs. Colin pushed his finger through them. He had accepted it without hesitation – as he would have accepted anything that might have extended their fragile union, that might have embedded him in her life – knowing as he did so that it meant an end to London. Staying in Upper Clapton was impossible: no one wanted a baby as a housemate. They had considered staying in the city, but a one-bedroom flat had been beyond them, let alone the two-bed they would want soon enough.

When it came to it, Peterdown had been pretty much the only option. Cheap as chips, obviously. And somewhere they could expect some support with his mum and dad round the corner, people to whom being a parent at twenty-three didn’t constitute some kind of capital crime. Colin took a deep breath and let it out again. He had managed four and a half years away from the place. Not much really in the context of a life.

He pulled that day’s Post from his bag, folded back the final page, sought out the Championship league table. With fourteen games to go, United were in ninth place, three points off sixth and a place in the playoffs. He shut his eyes. Never again would there be a chance like this. He had spent years in the journalistic wilderness, unfulfilled, unknown, unread. But being the local correspondent for a Premier League team was a wholly different prospect. It meant guest appearances on the radio, opinions solicited ahead of big games, quotes garnered for think pieces. He would come to the attention of the dailies, Sky, the BBC. He would be in demand, eminently employable. He shut his eyes and dared to dream. Peterdown would get promoted and so would he. The big time would beckon. They would move back to London in triumph and Ellie . . .

‘Muu-uum,’ shouted Daisy, rushing from the sofa as soon as she heard the key in the door. ‘Dad didn’t wait for the green man.’

Colin stared forlornly at her departing back. The turncoat. Two hours of television and a Twix.

‘Didn’t he?’

‘No, but I stopped him.’

He got up hurriedly and started unstacking the dishwasher.

‘Here he is, the recalcitrant jaywalker,’ said Ellie as she entered the room, Daisy by her side.

‘Daisy did really well on her maths test today,’ said Colin brightly, a cereal bowl in either hand.

‘I did,’ she said, running past her mother and back into the hall. ‘Let me show you, it’s in my bag.’

Ellie fixed him a look, unimpressed.

‘I thought we were going to be scrupulous,’ she said. ‘The accident was only two months ago.’

Colin looked at the floor, the recrimination flooding through him. Juliet Halscomb. Two years below Ellie at St Kilda’s. Dragged under an articulated lorry on the corner of Elsmere Street and the Broadcastle Road.

‘We were on Jessop Avenue,’ he whispered urgently. ‘It was totally deserted. There weren’t even any parked cars.’

Ellie shrugged. Colin had never met anyone who could communicate so much with their shoulders. It was just a simple shift of the collarbone. You have failed me, it said. And your failure is endemic and unending. And there is nothing I can do to change it. All I can do is have my disappointment noted for the record.

It was a good one, this shrug. He knew it well. There were others. But this was the one he got the most.

‘We’ve run out of rinse aid,’ he said.

‘I know.’

‘It’s why the dishes aren’t drying properly.’

‘I know.’

‘I’ll get some more.’

‘OK, Colin.’

He finished unstacking the dishwasher and sat down at the kitchen table, half-heartedly writing an email. Ellie was preparing to cook, her back to him, her clothes perfect in their simplicity: a grey jumper, jeans, white plimsolls. She pulled a chopping board from a cupboard, placed an onion on it. She had, he always felt when he watched her, an intimate sense of her own body, of its limits but also of its potential for a kind of poetry. The radio was on, classical music. He watched as she piled her hair up on her head and fixed it with a pencil. Her neck was a thing of almost otherworldly perfection, long and lovely, the vertebrae just visible at its base, baby hairs whispering at her hairline. He could never understand the way other men fetishised loose hair. For him, it was hair up that contained the real erotic charge. He looked at her neck, the skin unblemished save for one perfect little mole. From where he was sitting he could see the jut of her jaw. It was extreme, her jaw, beauty at its outer reaches. An evolutionary high-wire act, designed to telegraph its excess.

He returned morosely to the email. She was, as one of his friends had indelicately put it, so far out of his league they were all but playing different sports.

Ellie brought the sharp knife down hard on the onion and felt the tears prick instantly in her eyes. In the background, she could hear Colin folding up his laptop and padding across the kitchen in his stockinged feet. This was the point at which she could set the tone for the rest of the evening by engaging him in conversation: keep him in the kitchen, crack a joke, make everything light and easy. But it had been another epically tedious day at work and she just didn’t have it in her. Didn’t have the energy to be the one responsible for everyone’s mood.

She reached across to get the big casserole dish from where it had been drying on the rack and did her best to ignore the boiler which at some point before her time someone had decided to install above the kitchen sink, a decision that was both acoustically and aesthetically disastrous. She heard its deathly rattle, closed her eyes. If she had been asked to come up with a single object that captured the essential stasis at the centre of her life she would have to think long and hard before she bettered that bloody boiler.

She had ripped out most of the kitchen, remade the interior. But moving a boiler would cost four grand and there was a limit – morally, as well as practically and financially – to the amount of work you could do to a house you didn’t own.

‘Mum, look what Miss Shaikh gave me.’

It was a wooden New York yellow taxi, the size of a matchbox.

‘Miss Shaikh gave you that?’

‘I told her about the boxes. And guess what? She went to see the same show as us. She loves Joseph’s boxes, too.’

‘That’s so nice of her,’ said Ellie, turning the car over in her fingers. ‘It’ll look so cool in the box.’

Just before Christmas they had been down to London to see Cats when, on a whim, she had taken Daisy to a Joseph Cornell retrospective at the Royal Academy. Two hours later she had to practically pull her out so they didn’t miss the start of the show.

‘She got this when she was in New York on holiday. She got a whole set of them for her nephew but he never plays with them so she gave me this one.’

The day after they had got back from London they had gone out in search of vintage boxes, the two of them together, on their bikes, calling in at every charity shop in Peterdown. By the end of the day they had found three that were serviceable. A friendly glazier had hand-cut a perfect-sized piece of glass for each one.

Since then, they had been filling the boxes, very slowly and very deliberately. They were still not finished but each box had a name. Ellie’s was called ‘Dime-Store Alchemy’; Daisy’s were ‘Welcome to New York’ and ‘Out of the Woods’.

‘Go put it in the drawer with the rest of the stuff, and then come back down,’ she said, handing Daisy back the toy, ‘we’re going to eat in five minutes.’

Once they were all at the table, Ellie removed the lid of their best casserole dish. Father and daughter recognised it instantly as a Tuscan vegetable stew. Colin smiled weakly at Daisy, who returned the smile, similarly underwhelmed. Had Ellie been at yoga or ceramics, or whatever it was she did to get herself out of the house, and he had been cooking dinner – he paused here, cooking wasn’t really the right word – had he been preparing dinner, the two of them, they knew, would have been eating his speciality: microwaved frankfurter sausages covered in mustard (him) or ketchup (her), rolled in a slice of white bread. They were, Colin liked to think, a stand against something or another, although he was never quite sure what. He served them with a side of prawn cocktail crisps.

Ellie ladled some stew on to Daisy’s plate. The colours were muted, tending to the beige. The squash was roasted, the corn pale yellow. The borlotti beans sat smugly in the viscous broth. Daisy picked up her fork with a kind of lethargic surrender.

Colin reached for the ladle and did his best to minimise the amount of Swiss chard on his plate. The whole thing might have been just about redeemable had he been able to grate a shitload of cheese on top but he had finished the cheddar earlier in the week performing a similar rescue job on a three-bean Bolognese.

‘Dad’s organising a march,’ said Daisy as she disassembled the stew on her plate.

‘Really?’ said Ellie.

‘We’ve started a campaign group,’ said Colin. ‘We’re marching in opposition to Kirk’s plans to move the stadium.’

‘You’re always complaining about what a dump the Chapel is. I thought you’d be happy to see them move.’

‘I want them to unblock the toilets,’ said Colin, ‘not bulldoze the thing to the ground. And the proposed stadium is a total disaster.’

‘I saw the plans,’ said Ellie.

Daisy’s stew was now completely compartmentalised, its constituent elements arranged pie chart-like on her plate. Sensibly, she ate the sweetcorn first.

‘We’re going to meet at the Geoffrie and then walk through town to the ground. Then we’re going to turn our backs on the pitch at two minutes to eight. You know, nineteen fifty-eight. We’re going to stand in silence.’

‘That’s nice.’

‘God knows if it will make any difference.’

Having finished the corn Daisy was forcing down a forkful of sweet potato.

‘How was your day?’ asked Colin.

‘Someone has done it again,’ said Ellie. ‘Changed the Wikipedia listing for the Larkspur. It’s weird. It feels like . . . I don’t know . . . Something weird is going on.’

She paused, her fork held in mid-air.

‘It’s like I’ve rattled someone. Which seems odd. I mean I’ve only got, I don’t know, a hundred and fifty signatures.’

Colin poured the last of the wine into Ellie’s glass, opened himself a beer.

‘And the council are being super-weird about it. They’re going to great lengths to say they’re not decanting it, but they’ve boarded up three flats in the past month. I don’t know, it’s odd. The whole thing is odd.’

After dinner, the three of them retired to their various screens. Ellie flicked between property websites, bemoaning the iniquities of the British housing market. Daisy spent Fresno dollars on Fresno fittings for her online Fresno castle. Colin watched Wolves lose two-nil to Eintracht Frankfurt in the Europa League.

Just after 9 p.m., Ellie closed her laptop and walked into the living room. The paper was on the sideboard, folded in half. It was the first Thursday of the month. The day his sports sketch was published. It was his chance to stretch his wings, crack some jokes, get a little florid if he so desired. He had written about the Peterdown mixed-sex non-competitive softball team. She read the opening paragraph, smiled, read on.

‘Do you know what the most annoying thing about you is?’ she said as she placed the newspaper back on the sideboard.

Colin contemplated this for a second or two but gave up, defeated. The list of things about him that annoyed her was limitless, beyond indexing.

‘You can actually write,’ she said. ‘That’s the tragedy of it. You can actually write.’

Colin looked at her, elated. But before he could formulate a response, Daisy interjected.

‘Look,’ she said, pointing at the screen. ‘Mum’s building is on TV.’

They turned together to look at the television. It was the local news. The reporter was on Baxendale Street, the silhouette of the Larkspur just visible against the night sky.

‘Following on from the momentous decision to choose Peterdown as the regional hub station for Britain’s first ever bullet train, the government’s Infrastructure Tsar, Andrew Eddington, announced earlier this evening a shortlist of three sites, one of which will be chosen for the site of the new station. Top of the list is the notorious Larkspur Hill Housing Estate. Built in 1968, the estate has become a byword for urban decay . . . ’

‘Oh dear,’ said Colin. ‘You were right. Looks like something strange is going on.’

‘I don’t fucking believe it,’ said Ellie.

‘Mum,’ said Daisy.

‘Also on the list released this evening are the town’s mixed-use arts space, the Generator; and the Chapel, the dilapidated home of Peterdown United Football Club . . . ’

‘What?!’ said Colin, nearly spilling his beer.

‘Well that makes sense,’ said Ellie. ‘Kirk must have known. He’s already planning where you’re going to move to.’

‘No,’ said Colin, blankly.

‘I mean, Kirk will be all over it, won’t he?’ said Ellie, warming to her theme. ‘He gets to move the club to Grangeham and bank a load of compensation money from the government . . . ’

‘Hold on a second, the reason they’re announcing a shortlist is because there’s going to be some debate around it,’ said Colin, talking over the news anchor who had moved on to a story about a fatal car crash on the A535. ‘You know, public consultation. We’ve got a campaign group together already. We’ve got more than fifteen thousand supporters we can call on to get behind us. People love the Chapel. Which you can’t exactly say for the Larkspur, can you? You’re pretty much the only person in the whole town that doesn’t hate it.’

Ellie looked shocked and then disappointed.

‘Me and the Twentieth Century Society. And the RIBA. And Moshe Safdie, who just after it was built called it the crowning achievement of English modernism.’

She paused for a second.

‘And you,’ she said. ‘You don’t hate it, do you?’

Whatever Colin was about to say died on his lips. He looked over at Ellie. There had been something in that do you?, something unguarded, something real. He felt a lump rise in his throat.

‘No,’ he said. ‘You know I don’t.’

A brief silence followed, until Daisy looked up from her iPad and, with uncharacteristic even-handedness and charity, said:

‘They might choose the Generator.’

Colin and Ellie looked at each other. The Generator was four years old and had cost £42 million. It was the council’s flagship regeneration project.

‘Yes,’ they both said softly, in inadvertent harmony. ‘They might.’
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