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            iiiPRAISE FOR THE FAT OF FED BEAST

            ‘Fleshing out the shadowy metaphysical hints of Beckett’s novels, this intellectual romp is the best debut I have read in years.’ —Nicholas Lezard, The Guardian

            ‘The staff of the office are revealed as gatekeepers to the afterlife, setting up a neat reversal in which determining the resting place of recently departed souls is treated like any normal job – employees rock up late and use work computers for their own projects – while mundane tasks, such as making couscous salad, are addressed with scholastic intensity.’ —Sam Kitchener, The Literary Review

            PRAISE FOR RECONCILIATION

            ‘Absent, slippery or suspect ‘facts’ are central to this unapologetically knotty novel.’ —Stephanie Cross, Daily Mail

            ‘This ingenious novel succeeds in being both a highly readable story of second world war derring-do and its aftermath and a clever Celtic knot of a puzzle about writing itself.’—Jane Housham, The Guardian

            ‘Moving between various real-life events, each laced with errors and lies, Ware demonstrates to the reader how easily we can be misled as he explores the ethics of storytelling in this wartime thriller.’ —Antonia Charlesworth, Big Issue North iv

            PRAISE FOR THE FACULTY OF INDIFFERENCE

            ‘The Faculty of Indifference is both funny, diverting, exhausting and baffling all at once. Whatever your tastes, Guy Ware is a writer whose name should be part of the contemporary literary discussion. His is a post-modernism that pushes the past into our increasingly confusing world.’ —Rebekah Lattin-Rawstrone, Byte the Book

            ‘Ordinary life is a terrifying prospect in this existential satire about a London spook … The Faculty of Indifference is a book of dark shadows and dry humour. It’s a comedy about torture, death and loneliness, and an existential drama about a world that swirls and twists and turns on us without provocation.’ —James Smart, The Guardian

            PRAISE FOR THE PECKHAM EXPERIMENT

            [image: ] ‘For all its topical resonance – amid a national housing crisis and the long aftermath of the Grenfell Tower fire – the novel’s fatalistic register and taut, controlled narrative voice, by turns doleful and sardonic, set it apart from the preachier political allegories that are currently in such oversupply. Ware’s narrator has kept the faith, but he is under no illusions: “the universe is not moral and history has no arc. Its trajectory is an irregular spiral, turning constantly in upon itself … If there is an end, a destination beyond mere annihilation, it is lost to sight.”’ —Houman Barekat, The Telegraph v

            ‘Deeply impressive … one of the most moving novels I have read in some time.’ —Keiran Goddard, The Guardian

            ‘Ware is refreshingly sharp on twin psychology … featuring a seductively irreverent narrator whose witty, fluid monologue is as Beckettian as it is Steptoe and Son.’ —Jude Cook, The Spectator

            PRAISE FOR OUR ISLAND STORY

            ‘A bizarre, compelling satire reflecting a world where political power takes priority over the “insignificant truth” of climate change.’ —Kenzie Millar, The Crack

            ‘Ware satirises contemporary Britain … where debates and referenda are designed simply to create conflict and hinder action.’ —Grant Rintoul, 1st Reading vi
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                  	Philaster:
            
                           
                           	Oh, but thou dost not know
	 
            
                           
                           	What ’tis to die.
	Bellario:
            
                           
                           	Yes, I do know, my lord:
	 
            
                           
                           	’Tis less than to be born; a lasting sleep;
	 
            
                           
                           	A quiet resting from all jealousy,
	 
            
                           
                           	A thing we all pursue; I know besides,
	 
            
                           
                           	It is but giving over of a game,
	 
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              That must be lost.

                
                              
                              —Beaumont and Fletcher, 
Philaster, or Love Lies a-Bleeding




            

            Tired with all of these, from these I would be gone,

            Save that, to die, I leave my love alone.

            —Shakespeare 

Sonnet 66 xiv
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            Confidence Interval

         

         It was not yet light, but Annie was awake. She lay on her side of the bed she no longer shared, waiting for the alarm she didn’t need. Either there would be a rat – or most of a rat – on the back doorstep when she went downstairs, or there wouldn’t. That much was certain. But which? Lately the odds on rat seemed to have been increasing: she’d been finding body parts and sticky viscera staining the flagstones every two or three days. She lived alone, was not a cat person, tolerated no pets at all; but earlier that summer a neighbour’s ginger tom had inexplicably set out to woo her with gifts of small birds and field mice. Now, as the air and the leaves began to crisp, his love tokens were becoming meatier, and more frequent.

         She made her way downstairs and into the kitchen. She crossed to the fridge and opened it, taking care not to look out through the patio door. She’d need tea before she could face rodents.

         So what were the chances? Forty percent?

         There’d been no rat yesterday. Did that increase the odds today? At work, David had once tried to explain the 2difference between dependent and independent events. A tossed coin that had turned up heads a dozen times in a row, he said, was no more or less likely to come down tails next time. She could ask him about it later that morning, if she wanted: he’d be at the management team meeting.

         There was a tail, it turned out, still attached to the back half of a rat, its haunches sleek and buttery; there was a head, too, an inch or two apart and set curiously at ninety degrees to the rest of the corpse; and a liver, also neatly separate; the whole collation resembling some fashionably deconstructed meat dish drizzled with a blood jus. There was no sign of the torso. Why would a cat crunch through ribs and forepaws, but leave the liver and the thighs for her?

         That was love, she supposed.

         On the way to work, between the station and the civic centre, she would pass the Post Office, outside which a queue would be forming already. Opposite the head of the queue, between the phone box and the litter bin, would be a prematurely aged man, yawing like a dinghy on a rolling sea, his protuberant belly half-tamed by filthy braces over a filthy shirt. When he saw her approach, he would stick out his unsteady hand. Or he wouldn’t. He wasn’t there every day. If today he was, she would drop whatever coins she had in her purse into his hand, and he would shake them gently, as if sifting for counterfeits, as if saying – although he would in fact say nothing – is that the best that you can do?

         She knew she shouldn’t. In her line of work there was a clear policy view on street begging. She should direct him to some suitable agency. But what would that make her? It was Mrs Thatcher who said no one would remember 3the Good Samaritan if he hadn’t had money. Not that she’d ever align herself with Thatcher. Dear God, no. But would we remember the Good Samaritan if he’d handed out cards for the Alcohol Advice line?

         In the office, she removed her trainers and slipped into heels.

         Julie said, ‘Clive’s office just rang. He’s stuck with the Leader and probably won’t make your one-to-one.’

         ‘Probably?’

         ‘That’s what they said.’

         Which, in this rare case, meant certainly. Which meant she had an hour she wasn’t expecting and could read the management team papers after all. Or clear the emails she hadn’t cleared last night, when she’d fallen asleep with her iPad on her face. Or both, if she really put her mind to it.

         How likely was that?

         There was a fat, dog-eared paperback on her desk. She’d once believed that reading a poem before starting work each day would help to clear the mind. Christopher would have spat blood at the idea. But Christopher wasn’t here, was he? It was his book, though. Had been his book; it was clotted with his marginalia. Innocence is no earthly weapon, she read. Well, possibly. To be honest, she couldn’t make much of this one, this poet. God came into it a lot, and history, but most of the time it made no sense at all. She would chuck it, choose another. There was no shortage of poetry.

         Christopher. Bearer of Christ.

         ‘You’re so predictable,’ he’d said, and died. As if anything were more predictable than that.

         She fished her iPad from her shoulder bag, opened the 4agenda pack and began flicking the pages up through the screen with her thumb, too fast to read. Minutes. Matters Arising. Q2 KPIs. Restructuring the MASH. PA project update. Ofsted preparations. AOB.

         PA. Predictive Analytics. David’s crusade.

         It was ten past nine and already she felt tired.

         When she left college and started work, they had family social workers and no computers. They got to know the mums, sometimes the dads. The uncles and the aunts and grannies if they had to. They spoke to teachers, GPs, lollipop ladies. They looked at the children in the round, they said, spotted the signs. That’s what they said. Of course, she knew it wasn’t true. It was the seventies, for pity’s sake. The kids were being raped and battered whether we spotted it or not. Now half the social workers she employed were agency temps who didn’t know their colleagues, let alone their clients; they went wherever David’s precious algorithms told them to. There were computers everywhere, now, and he was hoovering up all the data he could lay his hands on. School attendance. SATs. Predicted grades. Health records. Library records. Benefits claims. Consumer credit. Rent arrears. Housing repairs. A tenant with repeat repairs to internal doors was highly likely to be a victim – or a perpetrator – of domestic violence. Why? Because Daddy’s punching the walls again, that’s why. Bloody obvious when you think about it, but they hadn’t, had they? It wasn’t enough, of course, not on its own. But David said if you pulled all this stuff together you could start to predict who was most at risk. Then you could intervene before it happened.

         At which point, someone always said, ‘Like Minority 5Report?’ Which was supposed to kill the idea dead, but Annie had never seen Minority Report. David would patiently explain why it wasn’t like that.

         ‘You can’t know for certain,’ he always said. ‘If you’re certain, you don’t need a prediction. What we give you is a degree of confidence.’ Being David, he meant it in a technical, statistical sense. But these days, Annie thought, they needed all the confidence they could get.

         It had been years since she’d met a parent or a child, other than in court.

         After the meeting, she ate M&S sushi at her desk.

         It had also been years since she’d had lunch with anyone else at work, other than for the purpose of management development.

         ‘You should get out,’ Julie said, although she was the one who’d been to M&S. ‘You’ll be here till all hours with Scrutiny.’

         It was true. That afternoon Annie had a meeting with the auditors, then with the MD of a chain of residential care homes; a one-to-one with Geraldine; briefing the Cabinet lead; Scrutiny Committee. She wouldn’t leave before ten, wouldn’t be home before eleven, where she’d drink a large glass of white wine if the day had been good, a glass of Scotch if it hadn’t. Tomorrow she would do the same, or something very like it. She scrolled through the diary on her iPad. It was full for weeks ahead. She could predict now – barring disasters, barring unexpected death, not necessarily her own – where she would be every minute of every working day between now and Christmas.

         And the weekends?

         ‘You’re so predictable,’ Christopher had said, as if it were 6an insult. It was an insult: everyone knew that. He’d been trying to hurt her. He didn’t mean he could guess what she would do. He meant he was bored. That she was boring. A woman who could be relied upon to live an exciting, admirable life would never be accused of predictability. It was an insult reserved for people whose choices he could not only foresee, but disdain. Her parents had been predictable. She was predictable. It was nothing but snobbery, really. But honestly, Annie thought, wasn’t predictability just another word for consistency? And consistency another word for character?

         Shopping and the gym on Saturdays. Rowing, steps, weights; repetitions. Church on Sunday. The Lord be with you. And also with you.

         He hadn’t just died, of course. Not when he said it. But it had been the last thing he’d said to her – à propos of what precisely she couldn’t now remember – before stamping off to give a lecture on Hardy and collapsing at the lectern, which no one had seen coming. He never recovered consciousness.

         A good death? It was certainly quick, for him at least. Annie had to wait a couple of days before the doctors would broach the subject of turning off the machines. They said they’d leave her alone for a while to think. There was no hurry. He wasn’t going anywhere. Had that been a little joke?

         ‘Christopher, Christopher,’ she had said aloud. ‘What have you done now?’

         At her desk, a grain of rice stuck to her lower lip. She thought: I will die too. It wasn’t a prediction.

         As the afternoon wore on, she found herself nodding 7without listening to the auditors, allowing the care home manager’s words to slip past unattended. It was not unusual. She knew what they were saying, more or less. Probably. David could put a number to it, or a confidence interval, at least, a range within which the true import of their words would fall.

         If she could say when she’d die – the minute, the hour, the day or the year, even – that would be a prediction, and it might not be wrong. Prediction was a percentage game, that’s what David said. A gambler won’t win every time the odds are in his favour, but he has to keep making those bets to come out ahead in the long run. Which was also what Christopher said about the poker he’d played two nights a week for years before he died. Not for the money, Annie thought, but because he thought it gave him a hinterland. It made him feel like David Mamet.

         So bloody predictable.

         She should have known he would die first, that she would be alone. That was just the way things were. Actuarially speaking. But surely there should have been some years of retirement together first? Holidays in Renaissance cities. Mediterranean cruises. Not cruises. National Trust gardens. Whatever.

         Scrutiny Committee was over quicker than she’d feared. There was international football on TV and the members had no desire to string it out. She was home by ten, shoes off, wine poured.

         A good day?

         Not a bad one, despite the rat. Despite the cat.

         And tomorrow? And the day after?

         Whatever it says in her diary, she will be alone. And 8that will be all right. She will live another twenty years, or thereabouts. She will retire. She will travel and read and pray. She will have good days and bad days, but nothing immoderately awful will happen. She will be happy, sometimes. A few of the children she has worked for will grow up to have lives not unlike hers; most will not. She will die, in due course. Her church professes salvation by grace alone, but manages somehow to stop short of predestination. She will be all right.

         Probably.
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            Finding Himself in a Dark Wood

         

         The sun had slipped behind the hill and it was already almost dark – as dark as it gets in summer that far north – when Michael finished his first draft and stepped outside for a breath of air. A bat flittered back and forth, dipping between hedges high enough to shelter the cottage from the strong storm winds he could just imagine sweeping off the ocean in winter. Now, though, the air was still; clouds of midges rose and fell around him like smoke in a bell jar, the way at school he demonstrated Brownian motion to bored Year 9s. It was no good standing on the doorstep. He would have to keep moving if he were not to be eaten alive.

         Right? Or left?

         He chose the path to the left, picking his way carefully down shallow, overgrown steps in the thickening gloom. According to the holiday rental site he’d consulted when the need arose to get away, the cottage nestled in its own extensive grounds. In the three days he’d been here, however, 10he had not ventured beyond the driveway where he’d parked his hired car. Now, on both sides of the narrow, descending track, hedges and shrubs reached across the path above his head to form a tunnel. He felt as if he were leaving the cottage far behind, as if he might emerge into another, less familiar world. One where thirteen-year-olds wanted to learn, perhaps, and did what they were told; where Human Resources Departments were not required; where publishers wanted to publish, readers to read and prize juries to reward the stories he wrote about the unfulfilling lives of bored and disaffected chemistry teachers. But then, in a world where children wanted to learn, would teachers be disaffected? And, if not, what would they write about? Love, he supposed. Or the lack of it. Money. Death. Societal collapse. Was every unhappy chemistry teacher unhappy in his or her own way? He doubted it.

         At the end of the path, however, he found himself in the middle of a small, dark wood. Sturdy spruces fifty, sixty feet high, with trunks broader than a man’s shoulders – broader than his father, for instance, who had been a giant of a man, given to displays of both colossal strength and incandescent rage – but which nonetheless swayed alarmingly in what seemed to be relatively gentle winds. They were impossible to miss: included prominently in the agency’s directions; subsequently filling the view from the window of the second bedroom, which he had adopted as his study. What he had not realized, however, was that the trees lay within the cottage grounds. And yet he had found himself among them without encountering a fence, a gate, or a border of any kind. He thought 11– more or less inevitably, he supposed, for a man of his education and temperament – of Dante, of the opening lines of The Inferno, in which the poet, having wandered in midlife from the straight path, wakes to find himself in a dark wood. The details did not quite fit. He was thirty-two – not yet, surely, in the middle of his life? He had not wandered from the path: it had simply petered out. Above all, he had not woken here. He had been awake all day, working – all day – on this story. He had stepped outside for a breath of air and found himself, here, in the wood.

         Because – there was no way to say this but to say it – there were two of them, two of him, there, amid the trees. Himself and another he; not Virgil, not a guide, but himself: Michael. They were in the thick of the wood, where the densely-needled branches overlapped above them, blocking out the lingering radiance of the northern sky. They were both wearing white shirts, however – long sleeves rolled down, cuffs and collars buttoned up against the midges – and each glowed dully in what little light remained. His heart beat wildly and he wrestled down the urge to run inside and bolt the door.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, after a while. ‘You startled me.’

         At the sound of his voice, the other turned away, wrapping his arms around his chest like a straitjacket in the crepuscular gloom.

         He said, ‘Aren’t these woods—’

         ‘Part of the garden?’

         The voice sounded more confident than the speaker looked.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. 12

         For a while they said nothing. Standing motionless, he’d begun to itch around the
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