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Prologue

We’ve been on the road for ten minutes when I get a bad feeling, an uneasy prickling on the back of my neck. It could just be a reaction to my new pineapple-scented suntan lotion or maybe even a simple case of abject paranoia, but a) I’ve never been the sensitive type and b) if these last few months have taught me anything, it’s that things aren’t ever as awful as they seem – they’re always so much fucking worse.

I keep my gaze fixed on the wing mirror, watching the vehicles weave in and out of the motorway lanes. One car, big and black, is positioned a suspiciously subtle distance behind us and there’s that prickle again. Definitely not the lotion. I turn to see Dan’s eyes flick to the rear-view, then he indicates and overtakes and the black car disappears into the receding traffic.

‘Probably nothing,’ he says, his eyes meeting mine for an instant.

‘Probably,’ I pretend to agree, though probably isn’t nearly good enough and both of us know it. I want to tell him to turn around, then. We could be back at my flat in fifteen minutes, drinking wine and eating noodles and making fun of a Liam Neeson action movie. You know, all that mundane, wonderful stuff that, if we were a normal couple, we’d get to indulge in for the rest of our lives (or until they stop dyeing Liam’s hair burgundy and making him run everywhere, whichever comes sooner). I go to speak, ready to call this whole thing off, but then stop. There’s no point. I know what Dan will say, because I’d say it too. We can’t hide from this. We have to do it now. The longer we wait, the more dangerous it gets.

I think about Dan’s family. How they’ve had their minds wiped clean of any threat, thousands of years of inherited knowledge undone in an instant, as easily as taking a wet cloth to a whiteboard. And unless we can stop this, Dan and I are next in line for the damp flannel effect.

The Damp Flannel Effect. Didn’t I see Liam Neeson in that once?

I’m dragged away from my whimsical ponderings on ageing action heroes as Dan swings the car into the left-hand lane and takes the junction. This is it. We’re close. For a moment I think I see the suspicious car behind us again, but no, I blink, and it’s just a big black family saloon, a googly-eyed pug on the parcel shelf nodding a gentle benediction as their car speeds on to some happier destination.

Lucky bastards.

I check my phone. ‘It’s the next right,’ I say and Dan takes it.

There are no other cars on this thin, rutted country lane and Dan puts his foot down, his old silver hatchback juddering over every bump. The track threads between sun-bleached fields piled with bales of hay, a pretty, bucolic scene. But the further we get from the motorway, from life, from people, the more that dark dread blooming inside me becomes something closer to terror.

We’re too isolated out here. It’s not safe.

‘Anyone behind us?’

I look. ‘No.’ Somehow that still doesn’t soothe me.

‘How much further?’

I consult my phone again. ‘About a mile along this road.’

Dan looks into the mirror then flashes me a glance. ‘We’re nearly there, Freed. We can do this.’

‘I know,’ I say, trying to force a smile that ends up more like a grimace. We travel the last mile in grim, concentrated silence, as though we can reach our destination safely by sheer force of will. Then I see the turn-off for the car park up ahead. The forest stretches out, lush and green, and a sense of relief sweeps over me, so powerful it’s like a rush. I turn to Dan and this time my smile is genuine.

‘We made it!’

He smiles back and turns into the car park just as a vehicle emerges, blocking our entrance. I dart an anxious glance as Dan slams on the brakes, turning the wheel so we skid back on to the road and slide into the dry-stone wall. I’m thrown forwards, the seat belt snapping me back, as the engine stalls, spluttering into silence. Dan turns the key. The engine gives a sickening cough but refuses to fire. I twist in my seat and see, with horror, that the car is red.

Black is bad.

Red is also bad, just in a different way.

The car stands at the entrance to the forest, the sun shining on its windows, obscuring any view of who is inside. Or what.

I turn back to Dan. ‘A speedy escape anytime now-ish would be marvellous.’

‘I agree,’ he says. ‘Mind telling the car?’ He waits for another second, two, and then turns the ignition key again, but still the engine refuses to cooperate. Behind us, the doors to the red car open. What emerges are Anterist guards, their heavyset bodies clad in red suits, their blank, bovine faces the only clue that they are not quite human.

‘Dan …’

‘I know! Come on,’ Dan mutters to the car, ‘come on!’

We wait, breath held, every nanosecond spooling out like an hour, then Dan twists the key again and – miracle! – the engine springs into life. He grinds the gears into reverse, straightens up and speeds down the narrow, stony path, away from our destination. But it’s okay. We can find another forest, another time, another way. The main thing is we’re safe. As Dan drives on, the road narrows even more, allowing enough space for only one car. On either side, walls of closely packed stone rear up claustrophobically. That prickling feeling comes again and my heart starts beating too fast. I have just enough time to understand that this is a mistake, that we should have gone back, when a large black SUV rounds the corner and slows gently to a stop, blocking the road ahead. Dan slams on the brakes and we screech to a halt, rebounding painfully against our seat belts again. Behind us the red-suited Anterists advance.

We’re trapped.

I feel a flickering in my heart, a golden thread travelling to my hands, a faint trace of power sparking at the presence of our pursuers. But it’s not enough to stop this. Nowhere near. And, besides, I don’t want the occupant of that black car to know what I have inside me, however slight. It will be worse for us if he does.

I meet Dan’s eyes. I can see his fear now and it breaks my heart.

‘We could run,’ he says, but I shake my head. We’re outnumbered. Outplayed. This stage of the game is over. And maybe we always knew that this was how it would go. We’ve left insurances in place for just this eventuality; the smartest thing we can do now is salvage what we can while there’s still time. I reach into my bag and my hand closes around something small and smooth. I hold it out.

‘Hide it,’ I tell Dan. ‘Somewhere he’ll never find it.’ Then I open the car door.

‘Frida!’ Dan shouts, but I’m already gone, out on the road and staring towards the black car, swallowing down my rising panic as the passenger door slowly opens.

Because it’s him. It’s really him.

Anteros.

He’s calling himself by a different name these days but he can’t hide who he is, not from us. He’s flanked by two more red-suited, blank-faced guards and as he makes his way towards me, leisurely, enjoying this, smiling that terrible smile, all I can do is watch. He’s a thing of beauty: dark hair tumbling to his shoulders, black-brown eyes, cheekbones of a movie star. Black jeans, black boots, black shirt. His followers wear red to honour him, but he only ever wears black. Don’t they wonder about that?

He only has a few hundred mortal devotees right now, but we know there will be more. Dan has seen it: in time, there will be thousands upon thousands of mortals following this man who is not a man, lapping up his message, their hearts slowly turning to stone, their worship giving rise to a kind of darkness that we haven’t even begun to understand. I glance over to the expanse of green that spreads, temptingly, just a few metres away. Whatever answers there are lie in those woods. Too late now.

Dan’s door opens and then he’s standing beside me, our backs against the wall as Anteros and his guards advance. I look up at Dan, thread my fingers through his, and see my own feelings reflected in his clear green eyes. We didn’t ask for any of this. It’s our burden, our fate. But at least it brought me you, Dan, I think. The last seven months have been the most messed-up time of my life, but also the happiest. And because of that, I wouldn’t change a single thing.

I want to tell him that, or say something at least, a poignant last phrase, a witty aside. But I can’t seem to speak. Some things, it seems, are too big and too terrible for words.

‘Hey,’ Dan says.

I look into the face that has come to feel so much like home. Dan leans down, his lips brushing mine. ‘Mmm,’ he murmurs, ‘you smell like a pina colada.’

My eyes swim with tears and a sob escapes me.

‘What?’ he says. ‘I happen to like pina coladas.’

‘Dan,’ I say, pulling him closer, ‘I can’t lose you.’

‘Freed, listen to me. We’ll find each other.’ He strokes a curl away from my face. ‘And we’ll stop him. I promise you.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I know we will.’

He gazes at me with so much tenderness, this man who knows me like no one has ever known me.

‘I love you,’ he says.

‘I love you,’ I return, my voice breaking. And I wrap those words around us, a three-word talisman. Surely it is enough to protect us from what’s to come?

But Anteros and his guards are almost upon us. I lean my head on Dan’s chest and cling to him, trying to imprint him on to my cells, and I make a vow that, whatever happens, whatever Anteros takes from me, I won’t go back to the Frida I was before: cynical, superficial, blind to the dark magic of this world. The time I’ve spent with Dan – the incredible things I’ve seen, the love I’ve known – it has changed me irrevocably.

I won’t forget who I am.

I’ll never, ever forget.


Chapter 1

Two years later

‘The problem with love,’ I tell him, ‘is it doesn’t actually exist.’

Lee Hatton sits across from me, pale and dishevelled, his brow furrowed in confusion.

‘Well, of course it does,’ he says reproachfully. Lee turns to his wife, a miserable gleam in his bloodshot eyes. ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I love you, baby. I love you so much it hurts.’ He shakes his head. ‘All this divorce stuff, it’s just … a mistake, a misunderstanding. It’ll blow over,’ he mutters. ‘You’ll see.’

Karen shoots me a look. She told me her husband would be a tricky prospect, that her attempts to divorce him were going nowhere. I told her that I could handle it and I will. But Lee’s going to take a little convincing. Most people do. They’ve been in the delusion for too long. They can’t grasp the truth. It’s like trying to explain water to a fish.

But then, I have always been very persuasive.

‘Lee,’ I say soothingly, ‘Listen to me. Your. Marriage. Is. Over.’

‘Over?’ He stares at me dully.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘This divorce is happening.’ I look down at my papers. ‘You must understand that your wife’s terms are incredibly generous. Take another look at what Karen is offering, please.’ I push the documents over to Lee. He hunches over the desk, his pale blond hair falling into his blotchy face. After a cursory glance at the settlement offer he shakes his head, a mulish, sneaky expression arriving on his face.

‘I want at least three times that.’

‘Three times …?’ Karen explodes before I can interject. ‘And how exactly am I supposed to give you that? Sell the company?’

‘Yes. YES!’ her husband says, sitting up straight and actually rubbing his hands together. I suppress a sigh. Why not just twiddle an imaginary moustache for good measure? Lee turns his pale face to me, a manic look in his eyes. ‘Can I make her do that?’

‘Oh, so you can drink away more of my money?’ Karen shoots back.

Lee pooches out his lip. ‘I’ve quit the booze now,’ he whines, emitting a whiff of whiskey breath that strongly suggests the contrary.

Karen glares at her husband and I can sense how dearly she would like to wrap her hands around his throat and squeeze. Fair enough. I only met him ten minutes ago and I’m experiencing a similar compulsion myself.

As the couple eyeball each other, I mentally track back through my notes. Karen Hatton née Waters built up her consultancy company years before she met her husband, then a successful estate agent. I picture them as they must have been back then, a golden couple with a life that photographed beautifully. Until five years ago, that is, when Lee was suddenly made redundant and took to sitting around that big house all day in his lucky pants, drinking and gambling and neglecting his personal hygiene.

There’s no filter on earth powerful enough to airbrush that reality.

Poor Karen has been carrying Lee ever since. She’s tried all the usual ways of dealing with the problem: rehab, screaming, ignoring it and hoping it will go away. Then, as the desperate often do, Karen found herself at a Love Delusion meeting, her car crash of a marriage being explained to her in simple terms: You haven’t failed. You’ve been trapped in an unwinnable game. But The Love Delusion can set you free.

I glance over at Lee, who is currently engrossed in picking his teeth with the corner of his wife’s settlement proposal. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Karen was quick to get on board with the idea that her affection for this man was merely part of a society-wide delusion. (People are at their most open to seeing the truth while in the midst of a marriage breakdown and I have the conversion rate to prove it.) And, naturally, my name is well known in the meetings. When an Anterist finds themselves in the unfortunate position of being married to a person who still believes in love, I’m the lawyer they come to. I’ve a knack for easing the transition. For making the other party see sense.

I stare at Karen’s husband, who is now attempting to hold his estranged wife’s hand. Sense and this dude parted ways a long time ago. Still, Karen has done the hard part: persuading Lee to my office. Now all I have to do is convince him to accept her offer. And he really should. Because, unlike most lawyers he’ll meet in his lifetime, I’m actually telling Lee the truth. Karen’s terms are way too generous. If Lee had any sense, he’d snap her hand off. But then, Lee isn’t holding out on signing the papers because he doesn’t think they’re fair. He’s holding out because some poor, broken part of him wants to retain contact with Karen. Even this kind of painful, humiliating contact, it seems, is better than nothing.

Lee is a typical addict and pining for Karen is his fix (along with online slot machines, Southern Comfort and, by the whiff of him, a complete avoidance of underarm deodorant). Yes, on the face of it, Lee is a tricky case. He doesn’t want to let Karen go. He’ll be determined to cling to his obsession. Unless, that is, I can find something powerful enough to replace it.

Luckily, I know just the thing.

Taking a copy of The Love Delusion from the pile in my drawer I slide it across the table, Karen looking at me in surprise and with more than a little scepticism. I know she thinks her lovesick husband is an unlikely candidate for The Love Delusion. But about that, she’s dead wrong.

‘Lee, I want you to read this before our next meeting.’ I touch his arm encouragingly, and in response Lee picks up the book. He wrinkles his nose at the cover photo, an image of a real human heart seeping with blood, an arrow stuck through it. It is pretty disgusting, but not as disgusting as, say, oh, pretty much all the crimes that have ever been committed in the name of love, so I think we can let it slide. ‘Has Karen told you about The Love Delusion movement? About the message R. A. Stone is trying to spread?’

‘It’s nonsense,’ Lee says miserably, but he turns the book over to read the blurb.

‘It might seem like that at first,’ I agree, ‘but … let me ask you, do you believe in a deity?’

‘A deity?’ His brow furrows, he gazes at me with cloudy eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you pray to a god of some kind?’

Lee shakes his head.

‘In that case it might help you to think of romantic love as just another deity. Something millions of people have believed in and worshipped and shaped their lives around for a very long time and yet something that other, more rational, people have concluded is just a myth, a sort of virus of belief wedded to a biological imperative that has been passed down, unchallenged, through the generations. Until now.’

I’ve got his attention. It’s a line of argument I use often and it’s almost always effective. ‘And just like religion,’ I continue, ‘belief in love can make people do terrible things.’

I watch as Lee flicks through the pages, chewing his lip.

‘If you care about Karen,’ I venture, ‘then why not read the book? If only so you can try to understand where she’s coming from.’ I smile and shrug, like it’s no big deal. ‘If it makes no sense to you, that’s fine. What do you have to lose?’

Lee nods balefully. ‘Okay,’ he says, ‘I’ll give it a try.’

‘Great!’ I rise from my chair. ‘Let’s meet again in two weeks and see how you both feel then. Speak to Serena on the way out and she’ll make an appointment for you.’ I watch the pair leave with a feeling of real satisfaction. There’s a shift in Lee’s body language as he walks out of the door, clutching the book to his chest. He’ll probably be half-converted before he’s left the building. In a few weeks, he’ll be a more devoted Anterist than Karen could ever be.

The addicts always are.

After the couple have gone I make my notes on the session and then grab my bag.

‘I’m heading off,’ I tell Serena on my way out of the office. ‘Anything I should know about before I go?’

My PA checks her list and smiles. ‘No, that’s you done. Enjoy the meeting. You’re speaking, aren’t you?’

I nod, appreciating her enthusiasm. I had another PA before Serena but sadly we had to part ways. She just couldn’t get on board with my conversion to Anterism and it caused some friction between us. Then I met Serena at a Love Delusion meeting and when I discovered she was looking for work as an assistant, I hired her on the spot. It’s nice to be surrounded by people who get it, you know?

I check the clock. It’s time I was on my way.

[image: image]

The church is a five-minute walk from my office and since it’s a beautifully sunny day I decide to get some sun on my skin. I love my work but I spend so much time indoors these days, I’m beginning to turn decidedly mole-like.

As I approach the grand building I get that familiar tingling excitement. This huge, beautiful church was derelict before R. A. bought it, as he has bought similarly abandoned churches the world over. Well, God has been dead for a while now, so his house-clearance was a tad overdue.

I’m walking up to the foot of the church steps when someone gets in my way. A protester. I haven’t seen this one before, but half a dozen or so of them usually hang about outside every meeting and we let them stay. People are free to believe whatever they want. Still, I draw the line at physical confrontation with the delusional. When the man declines to move, I push up my shades and meet his eyes.

‘Help you with something?’

The guy’s gaze sweeps my red sundress and Love Delusion badge and then he nods towards the church. ‘You’re going in there?’

‘Congratulations, you have working eyeballs.’ I smile pleasantly.

‘I’d like to give you some literature.’ The man pushes a flyer into my hand. ‘An alternative view.’

I glance down at the flyer and catch sight of some of the text: Dangerous Anti-love propaganda. Isolating individuals from their support networks. The usual nonsense.

I take a good look at the protester. He’s in his early thirties, maybe a little older. Longish dark brown hair, stubble, white T-shirt and sleeve tattoos adorning strong, tanned arms. Good-looking, with kind green eyes. We could use someone like him.

Shame he’s an idiot.

‘Sorry to break it to you, Che,’ I say, ‘but you’re on the wrong side of the revolution. The Love Delusion is the alternative view.’ I smile at him brightly. ‘Hey,’ I continue, ‘why not come inside and have a listen? I’m giving a speech. You never know, you might learn something.’

The man just laughs, those lovely eyes crinkling, and I think again what a shame it is that he’s one of the deluded.

‘No way,’ he says. ‘I go in there, I’ll come out a pod person. That’s what happened to my friend’s husband.’ He nods towards a red-haired woman in combat-pattern dungarees who is currently engrossed in haranguing another unfortunate Anterist. ‘That’s what has happened to you.’

‘You watch too many films.’ I roll my eyes.

‘And that guy running things in there, the lanky weirdo? You’re seriously telling me there’s not something very disturbing about him?’

‘A typical lookist attitude.’ I sniff. ‘So small minded.’

The guy laughs again. ‘Is it lookist to say he resembles an evil pencil?’

My lips thin as I glare at the protester. Then, shaking my head, I continue up the steps. But the guy just follows me, like an annoying fly buzzing in my ear. ‘It’s a cult,’ he says. ‘Plain as day.’ He pauses. ‘You seem like an intelligent woman. How is it you can’t see that?’

I stop and face him. ‘Do you know what the markers of a cult are?’ I say, ticking them off on my fingers. ‘An ideology that discourages scepticism about its validity; a group that shames non-members; ritualistic symbols and practices; a façade of happiness when, actually, everyone inside the cult feels miserable and trapped.’ I look around at this guy’s fellow protesters, glum faced in the sun, carrying placards decorated with childishly drawn hearts and slogans reading: ‘Love will save the day’ and ‘Love conquers all’.

‘Remind you of anything?’ I raise an eyebrow. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, there’s a pod in there with my name on it.’ I flash him a wink to show him he hasn’t bothered me. He squints up at me in the sunshine and there’s something in his face that makes me falter.

‘You really don’t see it, do you?’ he says softly, wonderingly, and I notice his voice has a gentle Mediterranean burr. ‘How weird it is that this movement is spreading so quickly? How slavishly you all follow it?’

The sun beats down. I’m starting to perspire uncomfortably. I fold my arms. ‘And you really don’t see how much happier Anterists are? How much more focused? Successful?’

‘What about all these reported instances of discrimination against couples?’

‘Well, hey, now they know how it feels!’ Beads of sweat have broken out on my forehead. I blow my hair out of my eyes. Why am I standing on this step in the heat, arguing with this guy, when I should be inside the lovely air-conditioned church preparing my reading? Come on, Frida, I chide myself, you can’t convert them all. But still, I just can’t seem to walk away. For some reason, I want this man to see things my way. Maybe even to join us. Some of our finest Anterists were once hardened sceptics, after all.

‘Listen,’ I say, ‘Anterism offers enlightened people a different way to live. It’s a psychological evolution.’ I shrug. ‘Those who fail to adapt get left behind, that’s the way evolution works. Besides,’ I add, ‘single people have been denigrated for too long.’

‘Oh bullshit!’ the man snorts. ‘I’m single and I don’t feel denigrated.’

‘So just because you haven’t felt it, it doesn’t exist?’ I widen my eyes. Typical ignorant white male privilege. ‘Well, good for you, but you’re in the minority. Society has a template for what’s acceptable, what’s considered normal, and that’s pair bonding followed by offspring. Except, why is it this supposedly ideal template doesn’t work? Huh?’

‘Do you want me to answer that or—’

‘The divorce rate is at an all-time high of eighty-five per cent,’ I thunder on, ‘and the other fifteen per cent are just sticking it out for the kids, who’ll grow up totally dysfunctional and helplessly following the same insane model. Don’t you see, we keep asking the impossible of our species, instructing them to find their soul mate, telling them from birth that they’re only half a person and making them spend their lives searching for something that doesn’t exist, so either they pretend they have found it, and feel like a fraud, or they stay single and are shamed for being alone? How can you say that is not totally fucked up?’

‘All fair points,’ the man says, meeting my gaze evenly. ‘I’m not denying that there are things about society that are totally messed up. And I’m not saying that some of what The Love Delusion is trying to change shouldn’t be changed.’ He shakes his head, serious now. ‘But the way this movement has spread, it’s disturbing. It’s like brainwashing.’

‘You know what, maybe you should actually read the book. Perhaps then you’ll get it.’

‘I have read the book.’

I blink at him. I wasn’t expecting that.

‘And it just confirmed my fears. It’s manipulative rhetoric. A conniving intellectual takedown of something the author has clearly never experienced and, I believe, actively despises. It’s also insanely extreme—’

‘Well, maybe we need extreme!’ I say. ‘Perhaps you’ve not been paying attention but this world is absolutely fucked. Our outdated beliefs about how we’re supposed to live are contributing to a downward spiral of self-destruction. We need a radical change,’ I glance around, eyebrow raised, ‘and that’s going to take a damn sight more than some good intentions and crappy placards.’

The protester’s eyes rest on me, his head cocked to one side. ‘I feel sorry for you, if you think a loveless world is a better world.’

‘You feel sorry for me?’ I splutter, incensed. ‘What is it to you, what I believe? You don’t even know me!’

‘I know but …’ He shrugs. Smiles. ‘I just seem to like arguing with you. Weird, isn’t it?’

I seem to like arguing with you, too.

Okay. That’s enough. I thrust the flyer back at the guy, ready to storm inside. As my fingers touch his I feel something, like a flicker of electricity. I step back, confused, and the protester stares at me, brow furrowed. Did he feel it too? I shake my head to try to clear it. It’s just the heat frazzling my synapses. I need to get away from this infuriating man; I need to get inside, where everything is cool and calm. Where everything makes sense. I turn on my heel and, without looking back, I walk away.

I try to rid my mind of this guy as I head into the church. He’s so wedded to his false belief, he just can’t see what The Love Delusion is doing for humanity. For people like me. I was lost when I first heard about this movement. Depressed and isolated. Empty inside. It seemed as though nothing could reach me. But after I saw mention of the movement online, and idly searched for the book (expecting just another self-help charlatan), I saw that title, that cover, with its bloodied, punctured heart, and … something awoke in me. When the book arrived the next day, I tore it from its envelope and started to read it right there in the hall. I devoured the whole thing that afternoon, eyes wide, heart racing. R. A.’s words reached that lost and empty part of me like a torch in the darkness. His clarity, his vision, his promise of freedom beyond suffering, it led me out of the hole I’d found myself in. Ceased the wretchedness. Gave me back to myself. No, more than that, it gave me a community, a sense of shared purpose.

And I’m not about to let some small-minded protester ruin that.

Inside the cool church, hundreds of Anterists are patiently seated awaiting this evening’s sermon. I hurry over to the pulpit where Sehda, our centre leader, is waiting. And okay, yes, maybe Sehda does strike an unusual figure. I think he’s Scandinavian or something, from one of those countries where it’s 90 per cent darkness, and, at around seven feet tall, with long grey hair, a sharp pale face, narrow pale blue eyes and a penchant for cloaks, it’s fair to say that he’s unlikely to be a candidate for the cover of Men’s Health. But that’s another great thing about The Love Delusion: these days, life isn’t just one long beauty contest. We Anterists are preoccupied with loftier pursuits.

I flash Sehda an apologetic smile as I approach.

‘We have a special announcement, Frida,’ he says in his soft voice. ‘I thought you might like to do the honours?’

I stare at him, nonplussed. I had a reading from the book prepared, one of my favourites, about how the concept of love is just an existential crisis in reaction to the challenges of human consciousness and our separation from the natural world. But then Sehda hands me a piece of paper and when I see what’s written there, I forget all about my reading. I forget all about the protester outside. I stare up at the centre leader and as he sees my expression, his thin red lips part in a knowing smile.

‘Is this true?’ I ask, and my voice is shaking. ‘Is it really happening?’

Sehda nods, eyes gleaming. He gestures to the congregation. ‘Go on. Tell them.’

I approach the mic and as the assembled crowd hushes, I give them a warm smile.

‘My fellow Anterists,’ I begin, ‘I have some incredible news.’ In the expectant silence, I gaze out at all those faces, all these heroes championing change. ‘At this church, a week on Sunday, we’re going to be graced with a special guest.’ A murmur of excitement goes through the congregation. There have been rumours about this but the Anterists aren’t convinced that it can possibly be the thing they hope for.

‘R. A. Stone will be coming here, to this church, to give a very special Love Delusion sermon.’ I deliver the news, triumphant.

The place erupts. For two years we’ve followed R. A.’s message and now we’re finally going to meet our guru in person. As I look out over the gathering of Anterists, butterflies gather in my stomach, a feeling of excitement so intense it almost feels like fear.

R. A. is coming. And it’s going to be amazing.


Chapter 2

After the meeting we spill out on to the church steps, the air still warm, the buildings holding on to the heat of the day. I find myself unaccountably scanning the crowd for the protester, but the area seems to have emptied of placard-holders and, anyway, I’m quickly distracted by the throng of Anterists who gather around me like excitable puppies. There’s always a strong buzz after a Love Delusion meeting, but the news of R. A.’s arrival in just over a week has cranked up the atmosphere to a fever pitch. Sehda, typically, has made a quick getaway (by his own admission he’s not much of a people person) so that leaves me as the spokeswoman, standing at the top of the steps, surrounded by frothing Anterists and fielding a barrage of questions.

Yes, this is really happening. No, R. A. is unlikely to have time to sign books. Yes, he’s going to deliver the sermon in person. No, he won’t be able to speak to Anterists individually. Yes, we guarantee a place in the church for all our members. No, I don’t think you should pitch your sleeping bag tonight just in case. Yes, as aforementioned, this is really happening. No, R. A. will not have time to autograph your Deluxe Love Delusion Wall Calendar. Yes, R. A. probably will be tired after his journey here. No, R. A. will not require a space in your bungalow/box room/bunk bed. No, R. A. cannot cure your mother’s glaucoma. Yes, I would like you to let go of my arm now.

Yes, yes, yes, for the last time, yes – this is really happening. R. A. is coming.

It’s after nine when I finally extricate myself from the giddy masses, my brain fizzing, clutching an extra piece of news to myself like a gift. Sehda has asked me to deliver the introduction to R. A.’s sermon. I’m actually going to meet my idol!

I wonder if he’ll sign my first edition.

I can hardly believe that Sehda is trusting me with such an honour. Immediately I think this, anxiety gnaws at my stomach. How can I possibly come up with the words to express what R. A. has done for us? I ponder it as I walk home. Maybe what I’ll say is that, before R. A. came along, single people had got used to being treated as less than. That it took R. A.’s audacious vision to upend that reality. That once the movement gathered momentum, the money began to follow, and that we Anterists have watched, amazed and delighted, as the focus previously directed at families, couples or singles in search of love has gradually been redirected on to this new and burgeoning demographic: the singles who intend to stay that way. I mean, why not? We’re the ones with all the disposable income.

I’ll say that, thanks to R. A., the world is being remade with Anterists in mind, which means everything from reasonably priced single-serve products to cheap single-occupancy hotel rooms, and from government bursaries for solo house-buying and child-rearing to Anterist-only matchmaking sites providing opportunities for no-strings, guilt-free sex. Yes, that’s it; I’ll say that thanks to R. A., we finally feel complete just as we are. We finally feel like we belong.

I cut through the park, enjoying the evening air, breathing in the drifting aromas of BBQs and cut grass. One of the things I used to hate most about being single was how unsafe I felt walking alone at night. Not so now. After persistent lobbying by some influential Anterists, all city parks now have security teams patrolling twenty-four hours a day. For the first time in my life I can take a walk in nature without the threat of some pervert flashing their genitals at me. Just another thing we owe to R. A.!

Probably best to avoid any mention of flashing genitals in my speech, though.

Lost in further thoughts of my grand tribute to the Love Delusion leader, I emerge through the park gates and head over to my apartment building. I notice a figure standing outside. A woman of around twenty. She wears loose khaki harem pants and a black vest top, and she leans against the building, one espadrille-clad foot against the wall, languidly smoking a cigarette. As I get closer I notice that she’s ridiculously beautiful, with a creamy complexion, large grey-blue eyes, rosebud mouth, pale blonde hair pulled up into a messy bun.

I offer a friendly smile as I approach the front door, presuming that she’s a visitor or someone’s daughter or even a new arrival. I make a point not to socialise with my neighbours in case I get stuck in awkward hallway conversations, and these days I’m barely here enough to register the comings and goings of new owners. But when the woman stares right at me, my smile falters. There’s something unsettling in that look.

‘Hi,’ she drawls and at the sound of her voice something strange happens. I have a sudden, bizarre and overwhelming urge to keep on walking. No, not to walk, to run. But that would be crazy, of course. Not to mention rude. I think about my equally odd reaction to the protester earlier and consider the very real possibility that I am suffering from heatstroke.

Collecting myself, I turn to the young woman and force myself to smile. ‘Hi! Are you okay? Do you need help with something?’

She watches me silently for a moment and I decide, no, she’s far older than twenty. It’s in the eyes.

‘You don’t know me?’ she asks, her voice low, sultry, matching her exotic appearance.

‘No, sorry, are you new?’ My keys dangle from my fingers, jangling. ‘Must have missed you moving in.’

The woman’s eyes rove over my crumpled red dress and linger on my Love Delusion badge. Something crosses her face, an expression I can’t quite read, then she smiles and it lights her up and she’s not just beautiful then, she’s magnificent.

‘I wonder, could I come in with you for a moment?’ She gives a husky laugh – she should probably stop smoking, doesn’t she know those things kill you? ‘I’ve locked myself out,’ she continues. ‘And I’m feeling a little faint in this heat.’

She actually looks dewy and fresh, which is more than can be said for me. Next to this lithe vision, I am suddenly hyper-aware of my diminutive status, my sundress sticking to my thighs, the nail polish on my toes that has chipped since this morning, my once-straightened hair sprung into erratic curls in the humidity. I blow a sticky lock off my forehead. There’s nothing like meeting a tall, beautiful supermodel after a long day to bring out your inner Oompa Loompa. Do I really have to spend another minute in the company of this stunner, when all I really want to do is get in, take a cold shower and start planning my introduction? Again, that strange something deep inside me urges me to run to my apartment and deadbolt the door.

‘I could really do with a glass of water,’ the woman says, and I blink and return to myself, appalled. She’s a young woman stranded in the baking heat. I can’t leave her out here. What was I thinking?

‘Of course!’ I say, flushing at my impoliteness.

‘Thanks,’ she says, ‘so kind.’ She stubs her cigarette out on the wall, sending sparks flying as I open the main door to the apartments, fumbling my key under her gaze.

Once inside the flat, I grab the filter jug of water from the fridge and pour two glasses, adding a slice of lemon. I turn to offer one to my guest, only to see that she’s wandered off into the adjoining lounge area and is currently engrossed in my bookshelves.

I walk over. She doesn’t look up. ‘Um … here’s your water.’ The woman turns those cool grey eyes on me and takes the glass from my hand. Despite her alleged thirst, she doesn’t take a sip but just stares at me, a strange look on her perfect face.

‘You live here alone?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘And you?’

‘And me what?’ She frowns.

I stare at this beauty. Is she a bit slow? ‘Do you live here alone?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she says airily. ‘I’ve been alone for years.’

‘What number are you?’ I ask. ‘Is it Pat and Phil’s place?’ They’re the only neighbours I know any more and I haven’t even seen them for months. Maybe they finally decided to move to Spain like they’ve been promising each other. Or perhaps they’ve sublet to her?

‘Yes,’ the woman says faintly, ‘that’s the one.’ She reaches into her pocket and takes out a packet of cigarettes. Then she sees my look and laughs. ‘Second-hand smoke is the least of your worries right now, Frida, believe me.’

My skin prickles. ‘How do you know my name?’

She flicks her lighter once, twice, and the cigarette ignites with a thin sizzle. She takes a lungful of smoke and smiles. ‘Your neighbours told me. How else would I know?’

How else indeed? I stare at the woman. Despite her angelic face, looking at her gives me a bad feeling in my gut. I consider telling her that the apartments are non-smoking and that, as a matter of fact, I don’t care for the smell. That she can drink the water outside; hell, she can keep the glass. Reluctantly, I decide against it. I’m stuck with this woman as my neighbour and I don’t need the hassle of a feud. I’ve seen these court cases and they never end well. One minute you’re arguing over the exact positioning of a boundary hedge, the next you’re clutching a pair of bloodstained secateurs and facing life without parole.

Instead, I walk around the lounge opening the windows – not just because of the smoke, it’s hot in here anyway – all the while feeling the strange woman’s eyes on me. When I turn back, yes, there she is, assessing me with that forensic gaze. She flicks her ash into my pot plant and stares at me as though willing me to challenge her. With a tight smile, I walk to the kitchen, collect an old saucer from the cupboard and, returning, place it pointedly on the coffee table. (I’ve got to hand it to myself, I’m accessing black-belt levels of passive aggression here.) Then I stand in front of her, countering our height differential by placing my hands on my hips, the trusty Wonder Woman pose. Oh, for a weaponised tiara.

‘I didn’t catch your name,’ I say, in an attempt to claw back some authority in this situation.

She blows smoke from the corner of her mouth. ‘Psyche.’

‘Seriously?’ I laugh. I can’t help it. ‘Were your parents big psychology fans, then?’

She tips her head to one side and surveys me, unsmiling. ‘It’s actually taken from an ancient myth of Eros and Psyche.’ She pauses. ‘But I suppose you’re going to tell me you’ve never heard of that?’

‘It rings a bell,’ I say vaguely, though actually I’ve no idea what she’s talking about. But that settles it; she’s definitely an actress or a model. They all have weird abstract names like Charisma and Fortitude, don’t they? Makes them memorable. Also, a lot of models take drugs and I’m pretty sure she’s off her head on something.

Psyche gives me another once-over, the cigarette dangling from her fingers, scattering ash on to my new rug. ‘What do you do for work, Frida?’

I hesitate. I don’t want to tell this woman anything about me, but equally, I can’t find any good reason not to.

‘I’m a solicitor,’ I say, ‘specialising in quick, mutually agreed divorces.’

‘Oh dear.’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘Old habits die hard, I see.’

I stare at her, puzzling over this bizarrely rude utterance. Psyche plucks a copy of The Love Delusion from the shelf. ‘And you’re a Delusionist, I gather?’

I flinch. ‘The correct term is Anterist,’ I say stiffly. ‘Atheists don’t believe in the concept of a god and Anterists don’t believe in the concept of romantic love. What’s the difference?’

‘No difference at all,’ Psyche says, with another of those maddening smiles. ‘Anterists,’ she muses, almost to herself. ‘How he must love that!’

I shake my head. Total nutjob. ‘And what do you do, Psyche?’ Model. Actress. Asylum escapee?

‘Me? Oh, this and that,’ she says vaguely and twiddles her finger dismissively. ‘I travel.’

I knew it. A model with a side-hustle in being absolutely crackers. Why doesn’t she just admit it? I decide to prod her a bit, just to show her that she can’t intimidate me, even if she is twice my height and ten times as beautiful.

‘It’s funny,’ I say, ‘when I first saw you, I thought you were around twenty, but I think maybe you just look very good for your age. Had some work done, have you?’

‘Oh, like you wouldn’t believe.’ Her rosebud mouth twists into a smirk. ‘If you’re very lucky, I might let you into my secret.’

‘I don’t hold with facelifts and the like. I’ll just age gracefully, thanks all the same.’

‘Well, darling,’ she says darkly, ‘some of us don’t get the choice.’

There’s a long awkward silence then as I try to work out what to say, which just stretches on to infinity as I fail to come up with anything suitable. It’s hardly my fault if the modelling industry demands youth and beauty, is it? I head to the kitchen, pick up a cloth and start wiping down the kitchen surface, really just for something to do. Hopefully Psyche will drink the water she was so thirsty for but has hardly touched and then get the hell out of my flat. This, I remind myself, is why I don’t get friendly with my neighbours. There’s always a high chance you’ll end up trapped in an unwelcome situation with a lunatic.

‘So, where’s Dan?’

I frown at this non sequitur. ‘I don’t know a Dan. Is he a new resident too?’

Psyche’s face is inscrutable. Then she sighs. ‘That’s what I thought. It doesn’t matter. You’re no use to me, are you?’

‘No use …?’ I stare at her. What the fuck? Okay, that’s it. The time for politeness is over. In truth, the time for politeness whooshed by a good five minutes ago. She might be some sort of gorgeous goddess-like creature, but no one speaks to me like this.

‘I’d like you to leave now, Psyche,’ I say, my voice firm but pleasant. No need to rile her. ‘I have things to do.’

‘Oh, I’m going,’ she says, and stubbing her cigarette out into the soil of my plant she heads for the door. I watch her for a moment, filled with relief, but then I hurry after her, through the hall and over to the front door, just to make sure she’s actually leaving and not, say, secreting herself under my bed so she can jump out with a knife at 3 a.m.

Psyche opens the door and then turns. Her eyes look storm-grey now, the antithesis of the clear blue sky outside. She steps towards me, close enough that I can feel her breath on my cheek. ‘If this is a trick,’ she says in a low, menacing voice, ‘if you’re faking, tell me now.’

‘Faking?’ I repeat wonderingly. What the hell is she talking about? As I look into her fierce gaze, I get a chill. Perhaps this woman is more than a little bonkers. Maybe she’s actually dangerous. She’s slender, yes, but – I eye her biceps – she also looks pretty strong.

‘You really don’t know me?’ she says.

Then the penny drops. The absolute cheek of it! She’s famous and she thinks I’m pretending I don’t recognise her! Fury floods through me at the arrogance of this glorified giraffe. Does she think I have nothing better to do? Doesn’t she know who I am? I step towards her, hands on hips, rooting my feet firmly on the laminate flooring. Admittedly I only come up to her boobs, but still, I like to think I can be pretty threatening when I want to be.

‘Listen,’ I say, keeping my voice calm and level, ‘I’ve got no idea who you are and I couldn’t care less. Now get out of my flat.’

The strange woman doesn’t move for a moment as her eyes search mine. And then, seemingly satisfied, she nods. ‘I’ll be seeing you, Frida,’ she says softly and then she’s gone.

[image: image]

For a long time afterwards I have a weird feeling. Call it intuition. I wait by the window and when I see a familiar car come through the automatic gates, it just confirms what I already suspected. I grab my mail-box keys and pretend to be checking the slot so that I’m standing in the hall as they enter.

‘Oh, hi there,’ I say, in an attempt at breezy that I’m not sure I quite pull off. ‘Been doing some late-night shopping?’

Pat peers at me over his box of groceries, just a pair of brown eyes and a tuft of auburn hair visible. ‘Hey, Frida. Yeah, stocking up on all things cold. They say it’s going to be another hot one this weekend!’

‘You’re still here, then?’

Pat looks at his partner, Phil, and they both offer me a bemused smile. ‘Last time we checked. Why wouldn’t we be?’

My heart sinks and my smile frays at the edges. ‘Oh, nothing,’ I say brightly. ‘I must have got confused. I heard someone was selling up?’

The pair shake their heads.

‘We do have a newcomer to the building, though?’ I ask. The guys look at me blankly. ‘Blonde woman?’ I continue. ‘Looks like a supermodel?’

Phil frowns. ‘Not that I’m aware of.’ He looks to his partner. ‘You?’ Pat shakes his head.

‘Though,’ Pat says animatedly, ‘if we’re attracting supermodels to the area, maybe the prices have gone up again! Let’s hope so.’ Then his gaze passes over my Love Delusion badge and his eyes cloud over. He flashes his husband a look. ‘Anyway, we’d better get this stuff in the freezer before it melts.’

‘Of course,’ I say faintly.

Back in my flat, I feel even more uneasy. I knew it. The woman outright lied to me. She doesn’t live here at all. Which is great news except, why on earth did she say she did? What did she want? Maybe she was casing the building? Except, come on, burglars don’t look like her, at least not outside the movies. No, stop catastrophising, Frida, I scold myself. She just wanted to get out of the sun and thought the quickest way to do that was to con me into letting her into my flat. I’m sure that’s all it was.

But as I remember the woman’s brutal, assessing stare, a shiver passes over me despite the heat. And what she said as she left: I’ll be seeing you, Frida. Words that sounded less like neighbourliness and more like a threat.
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