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  To my family, with much love.


  The apparition of these faces in the crowd;

  Petals on a wet, black bough.


  Ezra Pound, ‘In a Station of the Metro’
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  1

  Electric Ladyland


  ‘Mind the gap. Please mind the gap. Please –’


  The echo of closing doors goes along the Underground platform. The train creaks with stress as it begins to move. Its half-empty carriages fill with the sounds of motion, tunnel air loud against the dirt-streaked windows.


  In the first carriage sits a large man in station worker’s clothes. He rests with his eyes shut, arms crossed heavily, shoulders down. The skin of his face is tight against the cheekbones, smooth and reddened where he has shaved without water. The tunnel smells of car exhaust and human hair. It is familiar to him as the smell of his own rented room, which is the smell of himself.


  First he is sleeping, then he is not sleeping. London passes overhead. He dreams briefly of catch pits, tunnels of white tiles, tunnels of dark grime. His hands lie twisted together in his lap, the tendons drawn clear towards the raw skin of the knuckles. Between his feet rest the black boxes of a cellular telephone, a track voltage tester and a waterproof torch. He keeps his feet and ankles touching them, like a cautious traveller in a foreign country. The groundwater on their scuffed rubber dampens his socks and working trousers.


  The tunnel air sighs, open-mouthed: Haaaah. Where the structure widens or joins other tunnels, the sigh hollows out. Like water underground, the man thinks. He has not eaten or drunk this morning and the image of water makes him thirsty. He thinks of the city. Rain against shop windows. The smell of low tide near the river, in the plaster in the walls of his room on Lower Marsh. It makes his head hurt.


  He knows the Underground line and that he will be awake when he arrives at work. It is not necessary for him to open his eyes. At each station, the rumble of the train doors cuts off fragments of platform announcements and the distant sounds of escalators in the miles of halls and concourses. Twice there is a movement of people in the carriage, their bulk blocking the light on his eyelids.


  But it is early morning and there are few passengers. When he is asleep, the man still feels his hands against each other, the palm of the left slightly warmer than the heel of the right. When he is awake, he listens to the sound of the tunnel, how it deepens out at junctions and abandoned stations.


  After some time he becomes aware of a voice. There is someone sitting to his right, singing. The voice rises and falls, loud for a moment and then quiet, humming against closed lips. He opens his eyes.


  ‘There must be some kind of way out of here. Said the. Too much confusion. Can’t get no.’


  He has never liked music, the ways it changes what he feels. But the girl in the next seat is singing to her Walkman. Her voice is very young, musical even without the music. A beautiful voice, the man thinks. He tries to listen without being seen to do so. It is something to know about the girl, what music she likes.


  She has her headphones turned up loud. He can hear the hiss of a beat over the Underground’s roar. He listens with his head leant a little to one side, tie pulling tight against his throat. He keeps his eyes fixed on the yellowed strip lighting, the row of grey hand-grips swinging on their springs. Cha, cha, uh-huh. Her fingers beat on the armrest between them.


  He wants to turn and look at her but does not. It is the same instinct which makes him cross the road at night if he is walking behind a woman. Because he is strong, he doesn’t want to frighten people. He keeps to himself. But he has never heard a girl singing down here alone. Only the junkies. She doesn’t sound junked-out. This is part of what interests him.


  He looks along the carriage. This is the first up-train of the day, the 5.39 under the river and the West End, out towards the North Circular and the Green Belt. He can see two black men in tunnel-cleaner overalls, a boy dozing with a backpack on his knees, a woman reading the morning business sections.


  There is no sound of people except for the girl’s voice. Clear but out of tune. No one looks up at her. He watches her hand on the armrest, at the periphery of his vision.


  ‘Have you ever been have you ever been to Electric Ladyland?’


  She has been eating oranges while he slept. He can see the yellowish pith under her nails. Around her is a litter of peel, small bits torn off and thrown across the stained and corrugated wood floor. The sour smell of fruit mixes with those of rain and urine.


  She smells of homelessness. He wonders how old she is and where she sleeps. He looks back at her hand.


  There are ink marks where the prominent bones run to her index and middle fingers. A jumble of red and blue words and symbols in smudged print: UNDERWORLD, ΩHM. His eyes narrow as he tries to understand.


  He looks down at her small boots. The left sole is coming away; she has tied it on with a second pair of shoelaces. He wants to tell her to use glue, glue would be better. The beat of her hand is regular as a pulse. He imagines what it would feel like, reaching out and covering that movement.


  Instead he watches her in the window opposite. Against the dark of the tunnel walls, her skin and the scuts of her dreadlocks are white-blonde. The curve of the glass lengthens the angles of her cheekbones and chin. He doesn’t remember seeing her on the first up-train before. But she is familiar from somewhere on the Underground. This also interests him. Her head is leant back, her eyes are closed, the eyebrows raised. She looks like she is dreaming. He wants to know if she dreams in colour.


  She opens her eyes and looks back at him, first through the window’s reflection and then directly, turning in her seat.


  He thinks how dull they are, her eyes. Blue like blood seen through muscle. The shock of them makes him sit up. He is slow to register that she is talking to him.


  ‘I forgot my Travelcard. I forgot it at home. It’s for a month.’


  Her voice is too loud, compensating for the Walkman. All the lilt of the music has gone out of her speech. When she sang she had an American accent; now she talks with the stopped-consonant voice of London or its satellite towns. For a moment he doesn’t understand what she is saying. He turns to face her. She is looking at his uniform, not at him.


  She has no ticket, he thinks. He shakes his head, tries to smile.


  ‘I’m sorry. I’m not a ticket inspector. You don’t have to –’


  But she is looking away from him, eyes flickering across the windows. Outside the dirt-black tunnel gives way to a blur of posters, blue and white tiles, slowing past red-blue London Transport roundels and the station name, WARREN STREET. He turns back to her again.


  She is no longer in her seat. He looks up and round, surprised at the quickness of her movement. She is by the door, staring back at him while the train brakes to a stop. He looks at her hands, balled into fists, the ink marks clear against the whitened skin.


  He has a strong urge to get up and go to her, to tell her – what? That he finds it hard to look away from her or that he has seen her before? That he knows homelessness in himself, years old, still felt as if the bones are indelibly stained inside him? Instead he makes himself sit back. He wonders if he would be able to explain. The doors open and she steps out and begins to walk as they close behind her.


  The train starts to move again. The man looks down at his large hands, thinking of hers. After a moment he turns quickly in his seat. The girl is walking along the platform, not hurrying. She has begun to sing again; he can see her lips moving. Her eyes are fixed ahead. She doesn’t look up at him as the train carries him out of sight.


  ‘So. Burton. Nice name. Where you from?’


  ‘Mile End.’


  ‘That’s a way to come to Camden. What’s that, thirty minutes’ drive even this time of the morning, am I right?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Not to worry. Anyway, I’m Mick Adams. I’m Super. The bloody great foreign geezer over there, that’s Cass. He’s Assistant Super. You’re trainee muck now, but one day all this
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‘Hill is a canny master of the uneasy and the alien, the slyly violent’ 
Independent

In an isolated trailer home in the far north of Japan, an old criminal scrutinizes his tattooed skin while he waits for the past to catch up with him. A year later, the life of a young policeman breaks down as he investigates a tattooed corpse and the history of death and guilt embedded in its skin. From the Japanese underworld to midnight in the London Zoo aquarium, Skin charts the lives of people in a world made stark and fantastical. The grief of a young computer programmer who cannot erase the ghostly memories of his twins. The vicious logic of the games played by children while their parents sip drinks under parasols. And London Zoo where the disappearance of dead animals is blamed on the ‘Featherman’, an eerie bodysnatcher who passes through London’s wastelands and derelict spaces, leaving no trace except for the feathers of green humming-birds.

‘The first collection of short stories by the poet and critic Tobias Hill could serve as a masterclass in the genre’ 
Sunday Telegraph
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Observer
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The Times
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‘A supremely elegant and ambiguous thriller’ 
Sunday Times

‘People like to think that money and love are opposites. Anna Moore, tax inspector A2 Grade, has come to be less sure …’

Anna is assigned to investigate John Law, code maker, code breaker and the world’s first quadrillionaire. What follows is a lesson in generosity and greed, and a powerful discovery of love.

‘One of the two or three most original and interesting young novelists working in Britain today’ A.S. Byatt, 
Guardian

‘Nothing in this oddly futuristic and beautiful book is as beguiling as its romance’ Ruth Scurr, 
The Times

‘Engage, and youre hooked … Hill is that rarity, a novelist who gets better with every book. He makes reading a joy’ Tom Adair, 
Scotsman
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The Love of Stones

‘A bold and intricate novel, a complex tapestry that ranges across time and space, but with a single theme: the manipulative power of exceptional jewels’ Penelope Lively, 
Independent

An epic story spanning two continents and six centuries, The Love of Stones follows three very different people, each in their own way consumed by a desire that borders on obsession. Their quest is for the Three Brethren, a legendary jewel that casts a shadow over all that come in contact with it…

‘A compassionate and intelligent novel that is full of action and interest and that brings alive such an array of people and places, of times and cultures, that it is difficult to believe they sprang from the pen of one writer’ Rachel Cusk, 
Sunday Express

‘A compelling thriller … Slicing through six centuries in a single sweep, the historic structure on to which Hill has crafted a gripping yarn binds together his themes about greed and ambition, and about our urge to possess the past in a vain quest for immortality’ Naomi Gryn, 
The Times
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The Hidden

‘An elaborate mystery along the lines of The Magus or The Secret History, and a sustained meditation on the special ethics of terrorism in ancient and modern times’ 
Guardian

You’re ours, Ben. Now you are. Now you’re one of us.

In Sparta, southern Greece, a close-knit team of archaeologists dig for the buried traces of a formidable ancient power. A latecomer, Ben Mercer, finds himself drawn to the brilliance and charisma of the group. But there is more to the team than he understands, and Ben must decide where his loyalties lie before the decision is taken for him.

The Hidden is a novel of the secrets we keep, the ties that bind us and the true cost of fulfilling our desires.

‘Resonant with classical myth, this is a rich, rewarding story of the outsider – the existential loner searching for his place in the world’ 
Daily Mail

‘The end is a dark epiphany, truly gripping, touching on anarchy, unearthing a righteous violence that reverberates into a moment that is momentous, cinematic and brimming with horror’ 
The Times
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‘A dazzling and deeply affecting portrait of a city … One of the outstanding writers of his generation’ 
Observer

Following the Second World War, London’s children run wild on East End bombsites, while their elders strive for better lives in a country brought to its knees by victory. Clarence and Bernadette Malcolm have come five thousand miles in search of prosperity, but find the Mother Country not at all as has been promised them; Solly and Dora Lazarus, too, are strangers in a strange land; and Michael and Mary Lockhart take with both hands all that the world owes them. In the street markets and tenements of Bethnal Green the three families live and work together in uneasy harmony, until Michael shatters the balance between them, changing the courses of all their lives.

‘Hill’s writing has a stunning economy and control’ 
The Times

‘Exact but sparing. Such in his lightness of touch that it would be easy not to notice how tightly constructed the novel’s plot is … The poet’s gifts are matched here by the novelist’s: the result is absorbing as well as elegant’ 
Sunday Times

‘A portrait of London and its citizens: grubby, thieving, vibrant, drawn from many continents and rendered poetic by Hill’s prose’ 
Vogue

If your device has internet capabilities, please click here for more information.


First published in Great Britain in 1999 by Faber and Faber Limited

This electronic edition published in 2013 by Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Copyright © Tobias Hill, 1999

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Quoted material from: ‘All Along the Watchtower’

  (Bob Dylan/Jimi Hendrix); ‘Electric Ladyland’ (Jimi Hendrix);

  ‘Flash Gordon’ (Queen, written by Freddie Mercury); ‘Teclo’ (P. J. Harvey,

  written by Polly Jean Harvey, copyright Island Records Ltd); ‘Down to the

  River’ (Bruce Springsteen); Lewis Carroll, Alice Through the Looking-Glass;

  Zbigniew Herbert, ‘Two Drops’, Selected Poems

All rights reserved.
You may not copy, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (including without limitation electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, printing, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc
50 Bedford Square
London WC1B 3DP
www.bloomsbury.com

Bloomsbury is a trademark of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Bloomsbury Publishing, London, New Delhi, New York and Sydney

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

eISBN: 978-1-4088-4261-4

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com. Here you will find extracts, author interviews, details of forthcoming events and the option to sign up for our newsletters.



OEBPS/Images/9780571201164.jpg
fast-paced

thriller’ 7he Times

engrossing,

TOBIAS HILL ™

A
////W/w/////‘\h/_%_,,ﬁ
é//,,z/,_:?/ //Z.
AR
AR

AL

AN
&

o\

.

_./4__:_ PRI
[t
\

o,
_
\v\\@\\s
_\\\\\\\%\\\\“\\ww
il
\ 2
i
\\\\\\\\\\.ﬁ\_:\\‘%\g\ﬁ_’,
AR
A
TN prme
AN
L7
syl WAL
7N i
YR Hili
il _Es__” :
\\\A/E_“___,//_:\_ __s o

M S B U R Y

B L O @







OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
Underground

TOBIAS HILL

BLOOMSUBURY

LONDON + NEW DELHI + NEW YORK + SYDNEY





