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ONE MORNING, WHEN Artemis was out walking the dogs, she saw a
tree where no tree should be.

The tree was standing alone in a sheltered part of the slope. To
the untrained eye, the casual passerby, it probably just looked like a
normal tree. But Artemis’s eye was far from untrained, and she ran
through this part of Hampstead Heath every day. This tree was a
newcomer; it had not been there yesterday. And with just one glance
Artemis recognized that it was an entirely new species, a type of eu-
calyptus that had also not existed yesterday. It was a tree that should
not exist at all.

Dragging the mutts behind her, Artemis made her way over to
the tree. She touched its bark and felt it breathing. She pressed her
ear against the trunk of the tree and listened to its heartbeat. Then
she looked around. Good; it was early, and there was nobody within
earshot. She reminded herself not to get angry with the tree, that it
wasn't the tree’s fault. Then she spoke.

“Hello,” she said.

There was a long silence.

“Hello,” said Artemis again.
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“Are you talking to me?” said the tree. It had a faint Australian
accent.

“Yes,” said Artemis. “I am Artemis.” If the tree experienced any
recognition, it didn’t show it. “I'm the goddess of hunting and chas-
tity,” said Artemis.

Another silence. Then the tree said, “I'm Kate. I work in mergers
and acquisitions for Goldman Sachs.”

“Do you know what happened to you, Kate?” said Artemis.

The longest silence of all. Artemis was just about to repeat the
question when the tree replied.

“I think I've turned into a tree,” it said.

“Yes,” said Artemis. “You have.”

“Thank God for that,” said the tree. “I thought I was going mad.”
Then the tree seemed to reconsider this. “Actually,” it said, “I think
I would rather be mad.” Then, with hope in its voice: “Are you sure
I haven’t gone mad?”

“I'm sure,” said Artemis. “You're a tree. A eucalyptus. Subgenus
of mallee. Variegated leaves.”

“Oh,” said the tree.

“Sorry,” said Artemis.

“But with variegated leaves?”

“Yes,” said Artemis. “Green and yellow.”

The tree seemed pleased. “Oh well, there’s that to be grateful
” it said.

“That’s the spirit,” Artemis reassured it.

for,

“So,” said the tree in a more conversational tone. “You're the
goddess of hunting and chastity then?”

“Yes,” said Artemis. “And of the moon, and several other things.
Artemis.” She put a little emphasis on her name. It still hurt when
mortals didn’t know it.

“I didn’t know there was a goddess of hunting and chastity and
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the moon,” confessed the tree. “I thought there was just the one
God. Of everything. Or actually, to be honest, I thought there was
no God at all. No offense.”

“None taken,” said Artemis. Unbelievers were always preferable
to heretics.

“I have to say you don’t look much like a goddess, though,” added
the tree.

“And what does a goddess look like, exactly?” said Artemis, a
sharpness entering her voice.

“I don’t know,” said the tree, a little nervously. “Shouldn’t you be
wearing a toga or something? Or a laurel wreath?”

“You mean, not a tracksuit,” said Artemis.

“Pretty much,” admitted the tree.

“T'imes change,” said Artemis. “Right now, you don’t look like
somebody who works in mergers and acquisitions for Goldman
Sachs.” Her voice indicated that the clothing conversation was
closed.

“I still can’t get over the fact that you're a goddess,” said the tree
after a pause. “Wow. Yesterday I wouldn’t have believed it. To-
day...” The tree gave an almost imperceptible shrug, rustling its
leaves. Then it seemed to think for a bit. “So does that mean, if
youre a goddess,” it said, “that you can turn me back into a
person?”

Artemis had been expecting this question.

“I'm sorry,” she said, “but I can’t.”

“Why not?” said the tree.

The tree sounded so despondent that she couldn’t bring herself
to reply, as planned, Because I don’t want to. “A god can’t undo what
another god has done,” she found herself saying instead, much to her
own surprise. She hated admitting any kind of weakness, especially
to a mortal.
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“You mean that guy was a god too? The one who . .. did this.
Well, I suppose it’s obvious now. I kind of hoped he might be a
hypnotist.”

“No, he was a god,” said Artemis.

“Um,” said the tree. “Could you do something about that red set-
ter? I don't really like the way it’s sniffing around me.”

Artemis pulled the idiot dog away.

“Sorry,” she said. “So what happened exactly?”

“I was just taking a walk yesterday and this guy came up to talk
to me —”

“Tall?” said Artemis. “Blond? Almost impossibly handsome?”

“That’s the one,” said the tree.

“What did he say?” said Artemis.

The bark on the tree seemed to shift slightly, as if the tree were
making a face.

“‘“um ...

“What did he say?” Artemis asked again, allowing a hint of com-
mand to enter her voice.

“He said, ‘Hello. Do you want to give me a blow job?”

A blow job. Why did people do these things to each other? Arte-
mis felt faintly sick.

“I said no,” continued the tree, “and then he said, ‘Are you sure,
because you look like youd be good at it and I think youd really
enjoy it.””

“Pm very sorry,” said Artemis, “about my brother. If it were up to
me he would not be allowed outside unsupervised.”

“He’s your brother?”

“My twin. It’s . . . unfortunate.”

“Well, anyway, I just walked off, and he followed me, and I got a
bit scared and I started running, and then the next thing I
knew ... here I am.”
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Artemis shook her head. “This isn’t the first time something like
this has happened,” she said. “Rest assured, we will be having words
about it.”

“And then he’ll turn me back?”

“Absolutely,” lied Artemis.

“No need to tell my family back home what happened, then,” said
the tree. “Good. Maybe I should call in sick at work though. I can’t
really go in like this. I had my phone with me; it should be around
here somewhere. Could you dial my boss’s number and hold the
phone to my trunk?”

“Mortals aren’t going to be able to understand you, I'm afraid,”
said Artemis. “Just gods. And other vegetation. I wouldn't bother
talking to the grass, though. It isn’t very bright.”

“Oh,” said the tree. “Okay.” Artemis gave the tree time to absorb
this information. “Why aren’t I more upset about this?” it said even-
tually. “If you'd told me yesterday that I was going to be turned into
a tree, I'm sure I'd have been really, really upset.”

“You're a tree now, not a human mortal,” explained Artemis. “You
don’t really have emotions anymore. I think you’ll be much happier
this way. And you’ll live longer, unless it gets very windy.”

“Except your brother’s going to turn me back.”

“Of course he is,” said Artemis. “Right, then. I'd best be getting
on. I've got to get these dogs back to . .. my friends.”

“It was nice meeting you,” said the tree.

“Likewise,” said Artemis. “Bye, then. See you soon. Maybe.”

The pleasant look on her face vaporized before her back was even
fully turned. The dogs saw her expression and whimpered as one.

But they had nothing to fear from Artemis. It was time to go home
and find Apollo.



THERE was A time, thought Apollo, thrusting rhythmically, when
sneaking an illicit bathroom shag with Aphrodite would have been ex-
citing. He scrutinized her as she leaned away from him against the
peeling back wall, one dainty foot up on the stained toilet cistern, her
toenail polish the only paint in here that was perfectly applied. She was
exquisite. He couldn’t deny that. Simply the most beautiful sort-of
woman ever to have sort-of lived, though Helen of the ship-launching
face had given her a run for her money. Eyes (#hrust), hair (thrust),
mouth (#hrust), skin (thrust), breasts (thrust), legs (thrust) — he could
not fault an inch of her. Though this was hardly an achievement on
her part. She was the goddess of beauty, after all. But still, thought
Apollo, sublime as she was, did she have to look so . . . well . . . bored?
True, Apollo was so bored of Aphrodite that he could almost scream.
His pride, however, demanded that she not feel the same way.

“Right, I'm turning around,” announced Aphrodite.

“Okay,” said Apollo. At least he wouldn’t have to look at that
passively indifferent face any longer.

Aphrodite detached herself from him and turned so that she was
facing the wall. She arched her back, pointed the flawless ivory
spheres of her buttocks at her nephew, and supported herself against
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the wall with her slender, elegant hands. Apollo reengaged himself
and resumed thrusting. Looking down at the back of her head, her
glossy black hair curling down over the alabaster slope of her shoul-
ders, he could almost imagine that he was screwing Catherine Zeta-
Jones. He wondered whether he could persuade Aphrodite to speak
to him in Welsh. Just for the novelty. Anything for some novelty.

Apollo wanted out. Out of Aphrodite, out of this bathroom, out
of this house, and out of this life. He was sick of London. The family
had moved there in 1665, when the plague was keeping property
prices rock bottom and before the destruction of the great fire sent
them spiraling upward again. This had been a typically canny piece
of financial engineering by his half sister Athena, the goddess of
wisdom. At the time, though, he had foreseen that they would never
actually be able to sell the house that they had bought so craftily, and
he had tried to warn the rest of the family, but they hadn't listened.
It was true that he had been known to lie about his predictions just
to get his own way, and everyone knew that he didn’t want to move
to London in the first place, but even so, this time he had been right,
and he'd known it from the start. It was putting the property in Zeus’s
name; that had been the problem. But even he could not have fore-
seen what would happen to Zeus.

“I was thinking of redecorating my room,” said Aphrodite, inter-
rupting his thoughts.

“Again?” said Apollo.

“I could do with a change,” said Aphrodite. “I'm sure Heppy
won’t mind.”

Heppy was Hephaestus, god of smiths and Aphrodite’s husband,
as hideous as she was beautiful. Treated with contempt by the rest of
the family, he nevertheless did all the refurbishment and repairs in
the house. As they had been living in the same place for more than
three hundred years, that was a lot of refurbishment and repairs.
Even so, in Apollo’s opinion, he could have done with spending more
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time on things like patching up this damp, crumbling, leaking bath-
room, which would be in the interests of the entire household, and
less on adding further unnecessary levels of luxury to their bedroom
every time Aphrodite had one of her increasingly frequent whims.

“So what are you going to do this time?” he asked her. “More gold
leaf? Hang some diamonds off the chandelier? Get rid of the roses
at last?”

Aphrodite looked sharply at him over her shoulder. Even her
glare was calculated to be sexy.

“There’s nothing wrong with roses,” she snapped. “No, I just
thought I would change them from red to pink again.” She turned
back to the wall, picked up a passing cockroach, and crushed it be-
tween her thumb and forefinger. “Do that more slowly,” she said.

Apollo obediently changed pace. He thought of his thousands
and thousands of years of living with Aphrodite, thousands gone and
thousands yet to come — and that was the best-case scenario. And
she never changed. Never, ever. But sex with Aphrodite was better
than no sex at all. And none of the other gods would sleep with him.
If only he could get a decent mortal lover, someone like one of his
old lovers in Greece or Rome, who worshipped him and everything
he did . . . but he refused to let his thoughts stray in that direction. It
was too depressing. Things had all been so much easier in the years
that they were now obliged to refer to as BC.

There was a knock at the door, a distinctive grumbling thumping
like the falling of distant bombs. It could only be Ares, god of war:
Apollo’s half brother, roommate, and, gallingly, Aphrodite’s favorite
lover. Apollo paused midthrust.

“Can you get a move on in there?” came Ares’s voice. “I've got a
Start the War demo this morning, and I need a shave.”

“Bugger off,” shouted Apollo, resuming his activity. “I got here
first, you'll just have to wait.”
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“Oh, let him in,” drawled Aphrodite from beneath him. “He can
join us. It’ll be fun.”

“Didn’t you hear him?” said Apollo. “He’s going out. He doesn't
have time for you.”

“Everybody has time for me,” said Aphrodite.

This was almost certainly true. But Apollo felt no need to be sex-
ually outclassed by his brother.

“This bathroom is first come, first served,” said Apollo primly. “If
Ares doesn't like it he can get Hephaestus to build another one. It
would be about bloody time that he did. And your frigging new
wallpaper can just wait.”

“Okay, I'm done now.” Aphrodite orgasmed quickly and tidily,
and removed herself from Apollo.

“I hadn’t finished!” protested Apollo.

“WEell, you should have been nicer to me then.”

Aphrodite stepped over to the cracked enamel bath and switched
the shower attachment on as Apollo watched his tumescence disap-
pear. He limped over to the sink and splashed cold water onto his
genitals. Aphrodite had no respect for him. Glancing at himself in
the moldy mirror above the basin, he wondered whether she might
think more of him if he had a tattoo.

“I don’t believe it,” said Aphrodite.

“I was just thinking about it,” said Apollo. “I wasn’t actually go-
ing to —”

Aphrodite spoke over him. “There’s no hot water. Again!”

She marched over to the door and opened it, sticking her head
out into the cold, empty stairwell. “Who used up all the hot water?”
she yelled. There was no reply. She pulled her head back in and
slammed the door.

“I hate this family,” she said.

“The feeling is mutual,” said Apollo.

II
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Aphrodite spun around. Apollo was expecting her to bite his head
off — possibly literally — but instead, unexpectedly, she had one of
her best smiles on her face, the one that looked like dry land to a
drowning man, like water in the desert, the one she saved for only
the most special of occasions or, rarer yet, for times when she was
genuinely happy. It had been perfected over the centuries to be irre-
sistible. She wants something, thought Apollo slowly and numbly, but
the words refused to take meaning in his head.

“Apollo, darling,” said Aphrodite, her eyes suddenly shining with
what Apollo couldn’t help but think must surely be unfeigned
warmth, “seeing as we've just had such a lovely time together, I don’t
suppose you could just use a teensy bit of your power to heat up a
tiny little bit of water for me? Just enough for a quick, quick shower.
You've made me so” — and she trailed a delicate finger down be-
tween her breasts — “sweaty.”

Apollo blinked twice and swallowed. He told his penis sternly to
stay where it was. He waited until he was quite sure that his body
and mouth would obey his brain, and then he said, with all the non-
chalance he could muster, “Sorry, but no.”

“Please, darling,” said Aphrodite. “I'd do it myself, but you've worn
me out. You could join me if you like.” She stepped closer to him,
gazing up at him from beneath the undulating black of her lashes.

Apollo looked down at the ground. “The answer is still no,” he
forced himself to say. “If you want hot water, use your own power.”

“Suit your fucking self,” said Aphrodite, dropping the smile like a
cold, dead fish, and she stepped beneath the icy beam of the shower,
pulling the curtain shut behind her with the sharp rattle of a snake.

It was the wrong decision and Apollo knew it. According to
everything he'd heard about the place, hell had no fury like Aphro-
dite scorned. Improbably, though, he felt slightly cheered. Her re-
venge would be swift and no doubt deadly, but at least it would pass
the time.
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Once ArTEMIS HAD returned all of the dogs to their ungrateful
owners and accepted her derisory pay, she did not, as was her usual
habit, return to the park to catch some squirrels, but instead headed
straight for home.

She paused outside the front door. The once-glossy black paint
was peeling off in long, jagged streaks, and the knocker, in the shape
of alaurel wreath, was so tarnished that it was impossible to tell what
kind of metal it had been originally. Artemis always waited a few
moments on the doorstep before heading inside, to shrug off the
disdainful world and regain her rightful stature. And also because it
was the last peace and quiet she was going to be getting for a while.

This time, before she had even opened the door she could feel the
elephantine stamp of a heavy beat reverberating in her chest. She
pushed into the house against the tidal wave of music and forced her
way down the front hall into the kitchen at the back of the house.
Her half brother Dionysus had set up his decks at the kitchen table.
Beside him on the floor was a stack of records, and in front of him
an empty bottle of wine and another that was a fair way gone. Dio-
nysus was busy cueing up another record, headphones on, a blissful
smile upon his goatlike face.

3
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Behind him, Athena was shouting. She was barely audible above
the music.

“Have you any understanding of the duties other members of
the household are performing at this hour?” she screamed. “I am
undertaking a groundbreaking research initiative in the upper
rooms! The amount of noise that you are producing is rendering
that task impossible! I would move that your so-called hedonism is
merely a mask for deep selfishness!” Athena was getting so agitated that
her glasses had steamed up. She didn’t actually need glasses, but she
wore ones with plain lenses in order to enhance her air of wisdom.

“Has either of you seen Apollo?” said Artemis.

Dionysus carried on mixing (or perhaps scratching — Artemis
didn’t know the difference). Athena carried on screaming.

“My research is not performed just for the pleasure of it! It is un-
dertaken for the good of the entire deistic community! Including
yours, you pickled lump of goat meat!”

Artemis left them to it and surfed the wave of beats back down
the hall and into the living room at the front of the house. All of the
sofas and chairs in there were torn or broken, so Ares was sitting on
a cushion in front of the rickety coffee table, his maps and charts
spread out before him, a pair of calipers in his hand. His brow was
furrowed; he appeared to be performing some complex calculation.
He didn’t look up as Artemis came in.

“You need a shave,” said Artemis, standing in the doorway.

“Mmm,” said Ares, without turning his head. “T'his war on terror
isn’t producing enough casualties. Bringing in Iran is the obvious
choice, but I don’t think they’ve got enough firepower yet. I wonder
if I could somehow antagonize Japan?”

“Have you seen Apollo?” said Artemis.

“Bathroom,” said Ares. “Tell him to get a move on. I need a
shave.”

“Yes, I just said that,” said Artemis.

14
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“There’s always Russia,” said Ares, “but they've been harder to
provoke since the end of the Cold War. Why are mortals so hung up
on peace?” He shuffled through his papers. “Or maybe it’s time to
broaden out some of the African civil wars?”

Artemis slammed the door and went upstairs to the landing,
where Hephaestus had installed the bathroom in what had been
Athena’s old study — a decision that had not gone down very well
with Athena. Artemis didn’t knock. Artemis never knocked. She
merely kicked the door open and swept inside.

Apollo was naked and sitting, legs mercifully crossed, on the toi-
let seat, painting his fingernails with clear polish. Before Artemis
could speak to him, though, the shower curtain was yanked aside to
reveal Aphrodite, glistening wet and smiling a serpent’s grin.

“Shut the door, would you?” she said. “You're letting in a terrible
draft. Look, my nipples are all erect.” She fingered one as if testing a
cherry for ripeness.

Artemis refused to rise to the bait. She knew that Aphrodite de-
lighted in trying to shock her. Instead, she grabbed a towel from the
rail and threw it to her aunt.

“Wrap yourself up, then,” she said.

Aphrodite caught the towel and coiled it around her hair. Arte-
mis turned away from her and faced her twin.

“I need to have a word with you, Apollo,” she said. “Is now a
good time?”

“No,” said Apollo.

“Good,” said Artemis. “I was out running on the Heath today,
and guess what I found?”

“T'wo men rogering each other in the bushes?” suggested Aphro-
dite, who was now perched on the edge of the bath.

Artemis suppressed a shudder. “I wasn’t aware that I'd invited
you to join this conversation,” she said.

“You didn’t,” said Aphrodite.
15
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“Apollo,” said Artemis. “Any suggestions of your own?”

“Not a clue,” Apollo said, but he looked a little pale. He knew
what was coming, and he rather hoped that he was wrong.

“Allow me to jog your memory,” said Artemis. “Does the name
Kate mean anything to you?”

Apollo was genuinely surprised. “It doesn’t, no,” he said.

“Typical,” said Artemis. “That makes it even worse. Kate is the
Australian mortal that you turned into a tree yesterday.”

Apollo’s face went from pale to white. He looked like a statue of
himself.

“You did what?” said Aphrodite, rising to her feet. If anything,
she sounded even angrier than Artemis felt.

“I...,7 said Apollo. “I...”

“You wouldn’t heat up so much as a cupful of water for me, and
yet you were willing to waste gallons of your power on transmogrify-
ing some stupid mortal slut?”

“She wasn't a slut,” said Artemis. “Not with him anyway. I think
that was the problem.”

Artemis and Aphrodite shared a rare, complicit laugh. It was the
final straw for Apollo, who leaped up.

“It’s none of your business what I do with my power!”

“Actually,” said Artemis, “I think you'll find that it is. It’s all of
our business.” She stalked over to the bathroom window and yanked
up the blind. “Did the sun come up today?” she said, squinting out-
ward. “I think it did. Lucky for you.” She closed the blind again and
turned. “Did it come up on time though, or maybe it was slightly
late? Is it shining as brightly as it usually does? Is it as warm as it
should be? I'm not so sure. Maybe the sun is fading. Maybe it’s going
out. Because the god who'’s supposed to be in charge of it is too busy
throwing away what’s left of his power on inventing a humanoid
species of eucalyptus to do his job.”

“Don’t be such a hypocrite,” said Apollo. “What about you?
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They've just banned hunting in this country, you know. And chas-
tity? What kind of an outdated concept is that? It doesn’t sound to
me as if you're using your power where you’re supposed to. Or maybe
you're the one who’s got none left.”

“That’s not fair,” said Artemis, her eyes appealing to Aphrodite to
back her up.

“Two words, Apollo,” said Aphrodite to her nephew. “Global
warming.”

“Don’t you start,” said Apollo, spinning to face her. “Goddess of
beauty? That’s going very well, isn’t it? Aren’t you aware that there’s
an obesity epidemic sweeping this planet at the moment? Is that
what you call beautiful?”

“The difference between us,” said Artemis, “is that Aphrodite
and I don’t go around willfully wasting our power on unnecessary
procedures just because some mortal won'tletus . ..letus...”

“Stick it in her,” finished Aphrodite helpfully.

“You mean you don't get caught,” said Apollo.

“You,” said Artemis, ignoring his comment, “are going to take an
oath that you’re not going to do anything like this ever again. No
more squandering your power turning mortals into trees or anything
else like that.”

“An oath on Styx,” added Aphrodite. Oaths sworn on the river
Styx were absolutely binding for gods, which was why they hated
taking them so much.

“That’s not fair,” said Apollo. “You have no right to make me
swear an oath. I won’t do it.”

“Fine,” said Artemis. “I'll just call the rest of the family in here
and tell them what you've been up to. Then we can decide demo-
cratically what to do about it. If you really think you’ll get a better
deal from them —”

“No, no,” said Apollo, “don’t do that. There really isn’t any need
for anyone else to know.”

17
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“So make the oath,” said Artemis.

“Hang on, no,” said Apollo. “You're not making sense, you can’t
just make me swear an oath like that. None of us know what’s going
to happen in the future.”

“Not even you?” said Aphrodite.

“Athena might come up with something to make us powerful
again,” Apollo continued. “And what is the point of being powerful
if you can’t use your power to do whatever you like?”

“Until Athena figures out a way to turn back time, we are stuck
with the power that we've got, and when that’s used up ...,” said
Artemis.

Beside her, Aphrodite’s lovely face turned ashen at the thought.

“Face it, Apollo, we're getting old,” Artemis said. “You can't just
go around using up all your power on frivolities. You won't have any
left. And we need you. We can’t run the world without the sun. You
have to cooperate.”

“So I'll cooperate,” said Apollo. He made a move to go.

“That’s not good enough,” said Artemis. “I need a guarantee.”

“Which means you have to swear on Styx.” Aphrodite smiled.

They were between Apollo and the door. He knew that both were
stubborn enough to wait there for years, if need be.

“So what do you want me to swear?” he said eventually.

Artemis took a few moments, then announced gravely: “Apollo,
you must take an oath on Styx that you will not use your power un-
necessarily until such a time when our strength is regained.”

“Wait a second,” said Apollo.

“What now?”

“Im not swearing that. It’s a totally disproportionate restriction of
my abilities. We don’t know what Styx is going to define as unneces-
sary. She’s a river. There isn't a huge amount that’s necessary to her.”

“He has a point,” said Aphrodite. “All she does is flow.”

18
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“Okay,” said Artemis, “this is what we’ll do. You'll have to swear not
to use your power to harm mortals unless we get our power back.”

“No,” said Apollo. “That’s not fair either. I might need to harm
mortals. Sometimes it’s important, you know that, you've had enough
men torn into tiny pieces for watching you get undressed.”

“True,” admitted Artemis.

“Plus, you said yourself we might never get our power back, and
I don’t think you have the right to make me swear to do anything
that could last forever. All I did was turn one little mortal into a tree.
This is getting totally out of proportion. Harming mortals is fun.
We've all done it.”

“You still deserve to be punished,” said Aphrodite. “Artemis, he
still has to swear something.”

“I agree.” Artemis thought carefully, then said, “Right. You will
swear not to harm any mortals unnecessarily for a century or until we
get our power back, whichever is sooner.”

“A year,” said Apollo.

“A decade,” said Aphrodite.

“Done,” said Artemis.

Apollo looked sulky, but he knew that he had no choice.

“I swear that —” he said.

“On Styx,” Aphrodite reminded him.

Damn. “I swear, on Styx, that I won't cause any unnecessary harm
to mortals for the next ten years or until I get stronger again, which-
ever comes first. Satisfied?”

“Satisfied,” said Artemis.

9



“So wHAT Do you think?” whispered Alice.

The door was shut; there was no risk of them being overheard.
But Alice never liked to speak loudly in case it drew undue attention
to herself.

“It’s very nice,” said Neil. “Very tidy.”

He had the reward of Alice beaming at him, her cheeks flushing
pink with pleasure and embarrassment.

“When 1 first started working here it was terribly messy,” she
confided. “The cleaning products were all over the place and some
weren’t properly sealed. That can be dangerous, you know. With
children, for example, or pets.”

Neil nodded. It was unlikely that children or pets would find
themselves inside the locked cleaning storeroom of a TV studio, but
Alice thought of everything.

“And the mops and brooms were just here and there. Here and
there,” Alice repeated, with a small look of horror. “Now I have a
system so I can find everything I need straightaway. It’s far more ef-
ficient that way.”

“They’re very lucky to have you,” said Neil.
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“Oh no,” said Alice, shaking her head vigorously. “No, no, not
at all.”

Neil looked around the room — was it a room or a cupboard?
There was some basic furniture, and Alice had described it as her of-
fice, but in reality it was narrow, dark, and cramped, dominated by
neatly stacked piles of cleaning materials, so carefully sorted by size,
type, and function that it was like being in the archives of a cleaning
museum. The air was thick and stale, but not a single dust mote
swam around the bare bulb that dangled at a height that would have
been dangerously low had Neil and Alice not both been unusually
short.

“Does it get warm in here?” said Neil. “Without any windows?”

“Oh, they let me bring a fan,” said Alice. “It’s under the table.”

Indeed there was a small electric fan underneath the table, un-
plugged, with its cable modestly curled around it in deference to the
month of February, even though the room was already unbearably
stufty. On top of the table, Neil noticed, was a selection of the small
china figurines that Alice collected, adding a homey touch to the
room. Last Christmas, Neil had bought her one, a little shepherdess
leaning forward to gather up a stray lamb, and Alice had been so
happy that he had thought she might kiss him, but she hadn’t. But
she had put the figurine right in the middle of her mantelpiece, mov-
ing aside the dancing fawn that he knew was her favorite, which was
almost like a kiss, after all.

“So are you going to tell me what we’re seeing yet?” said Neil.

“No,” said Alice. “It’s a surprise.”

“Should we go straight to the auditorium, then?”

“Not yet,” said Alice. “I'm sneaking you in. Cleaners aren’t really
supposed to go into the audiences of programs. It’s bad for the com-
pany image.”

“I can’t believe you would be bad for anyone’s image,” said Neil.

21



MARIE PHILLIPS

“It’s just a policy.” Alice looked down and tucked a stray blond
hair behind her ear.

“You're not going to get in trouble, are you?” said Neil. “I don’t
want to get you in trouble.”

“No, no,” said Alice, looking back up at him. “Please don’t worry.
It’s okay. Nobody notices me. I'm just the cleaner. And anyway, it'll
be fun. I don’t usually break the rules.”

“Well, as long as you’re sure.”

“Im sure,” said Alice. She smiled, and Neil felt his heart jump.
“It’s nice of you to be so concerned,” she whispered, even more qui-
etly than usual.

They stood stiffly opposite each other, as if carrying an item of
bulky furniture between them. Their eyes didn’t quite meet, and nei-
ther made a move to sit. There was only one chair, made of orange
molded plastic, clashing with the sticky yellow varnish of the table-
top that it was tucked beneath. Alice had hung up her cardigan on
the back of the chair, the same sensible navy blue that she used to
wear when she cleaned the office where Neil worked, before the
maintenance had been contracted out to a larger, cheaper company.
Then as now he had wanted to pick up the cardigan and bury his face
in it, inhaling deeply, to find something in her smell that would give
him some, any, information about this mysterious woman, this
enigma that was Alice.

“Do you want to sit down?” said Alice.

“No,” said Neil, “Twas just...I1...

“You were looking at the chair.”

“I was wondering if maybe you wanted to sit down,” said Neil.

“No, I'm fine,” said Alice.

The silence resumed. Neil could see himself reflected in Alice’s
glasses, a small, molelike creature with wiry brown hair that stood
straight up, like a brush. He wondered whether Alice ever thought
about him for even a single second when he wasn’t around.
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Suddenly Alice’s face fell. “Oh dear. I hope you're not going to
get bored in here, with only me to talk to.”

“No!” said Neil. “Not at all. Please don’t think that. Actually, I
was just thinking the same thing myself. I mean, you, about me. I
mean, you getting bored.”

“Oh no,” whispered Alice. “I don’t find you boring at all, Neil.
Not a bit.”

In the kind of novels that Neil sometimes read in secret, this
would be the moment when the hero took the heroine in his arms,
pressed his lips roughly to hers, and then ravaged her.

“Pve got Scrabble on my Palm Pilot,” he said. “Multiplayer.”

“Neil, aren’t you clever,” said Alice, restored to animation. “And
I think I've got” — and now she looked slyly naughty as she rum-
maged in the big quilted bag she carried everywhere — “yes! Some
orange juice.” She pulled out two individual-size cartons with straws
and handed one to Neil. “It'll be like a party. Only we'll have to sit
on the floor unless you want to share the chair.”

Before Neil could say that sharing the chair was fine with him,
she lowered herself onto the ground, leaning back against a metal
stepladder and pulling her skirt down over her knees.

“Do you want to play with the replaceable blank?” said Neil, sit-
ting down opposite her. Catching the near-imperceptible widening
of her eyes, he quickly added, “Because I don’t.”

“Oh, good,” said Alice. “Me neither. It makes the game so un-
predictable. And are you happiest with the SOWPODS list of per-
missible two- and three-letter words?”

“The, ah . .. ?” Neil swallowed. “Um, of course. Here. I'll let you
go first.”

“It’s a double-word score advantage,” said Alice.

“That’s fine,” said Neil. “You start.”

He handed over the Palm Pilot and took a long, deep swig of his

orange juice.
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IN A DILAPIDATED trailer in the car park of the television studio,
Apollo sat at his dressing table, an entourage of nymphs, graces, and
demigods fussing around him. He was trying to hide it, but Aphro-
dite could see that he wished he hadn’t invited any of them. Being the
center of attention was, of course, something Apollo adored, but the
dressing room itself was not quite as impressive as he had made out it
would be. And now all his hangers-on had seen it, which meant that
he wasn’t going to be able to lie about it to the rest of the gods later.
Stacked at one end of the room was an obstacle course of props
and possessions related to a program that wasn’t even Apollo’s, some
wrapped up in splitting black bin liners as if awaiting incineration.
Covering the floor was a rough carpet in a dull office beige that was
coming away at the corners and had worn right through in front of
the tuftless patch of faded brown that had once been the doormat.
The windows, rounded at the corners like those of a campervan,
were made of some kind of double-glazed reinforced plastic, with a
light growth of mildew between the two layers that no amount of
assiduous cleaning would ever get to. Some of the plastic chairs

wobbled; others had no backs. The mirror that Apollo was looking
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in was carefully polished but cracked, fracturing his beautiful face
into something approaching cubism. Even the sign, written in pen
and taped to the door, had been misspelled: APPOLO’s ORACLE.

Apollo affected not to notice any of it, but Aphrodite knew him
better. “A little more foundation on the jaw line,” he commanded one
of his attendants, but Aphrodite heard his voice tremble, oh so
slightly. This was his big debut and he was being housed like second-
class vaudeville. It was marvelous.

“Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” Aphrodite purred. “A
little nectar, some ambrosia? A bit of hand relief?”

“Maybe later,” said Apollo, not even turning his head. “I don’t
want to sweat through the powder. A shiny face is the enemy of the
television professional.”

“Of course,” said Aphrodite. “Silly me. I wouldn’t want to ruin
your special day.” It was an effort to keep her voice sweet and level.
“I'm so excited,” she continued. “I can’t wait to see you in action.”

She watched his face in the shards of the mirror, wondering if he
could possibly be buying this act, but the god was so arrogant that he
genuinely believed that she cared two hoots for his stupid, tedious
program.

“You can watch from backstage if you like,” said Apollo.

“Oh, wow, really?” said Aphrodite.

Then she worried that this had come across too blatantly as sar-
casm, so she clapped her hands together in feigned excitement. An-
other surreptitious glance in the mirror, but there was no need for
concern. The cool water of her attention was making him bloom like
a flower in the desert. Little did he know that she had a sandstorm
planned.

The phone in her handbag began to ring: “Venus,” the Ba-
nanarama version. She pulled it out and glanced at the display.

“Sorry, darling,” she said to Apollo, “it’s work. I need to take
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this.” She spoke into the handset. “I'm so horny,” she said. “What do
you want to do to me?”

“Mum, it’s me,” whispered a voice at the other end. “Eros.”

“That feels good, big boy,” said Aphrodite. She signaled to Apollo
that she’d take the call outside. “T'ouch me all over.”

She went out into the drizzle, shutting the door behind her.

“Mum, please,” said Eros. “Don’t be disgusting.”

“Oh, shut up,” said Aphrodite, “you’re no fun anymore.”

“Why can’t you get a decent job?” said Eros. “You could be a
model . ..”

“Modeling’s boring,” said Aphrodite. “‘Stand here, stand there.’
Phone sex is much more fun. And you wouldn’t believe how much
mortals are willing to pay for a spot of deep breathing and a fake —”

“Believe me, I don’t want to know,” said Eros.

“Don’t take that self-righteous tone with me,” said Aphrodite.
“My choice of job doesn’t seem to bother you so much at the check-
out of Marks and Spencer’s. Maybe you should get your own job if
you're so disgusted by mine.”

“I have a job,” said Eros.

“What kind of job doesn’t earn you any money?”

“You know how important the volunteering is to me,” said Eros.
“I thought you understood that. Money isn’t everything.”

“That’s easy to say when you're spending mine.”

“The children rely on me,” Eros persevered. “In fact, if I don’t
leave soon I'm going to miss archery practice. They'll be really disap-
pointed. They don’t get a lot of fun in life.”

“You mean aside from breaking and entering, and mugging old
ladies.”

“You're not funny,” said Eros.

“I'm not joking,” said Aphrodite.

There was a pause at the end of the line, and Aphrodite knew
something unwelcome was coming.
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“Listen, Mum,” said Eros, delivering as expected. “I've been giv-
ing it some thought, and I've decided I'm not going to do it.”

“Yes, you are,” said Aphrodite, her voice a red light.

“No. I'm not doing it,” said Eros, driving straight through. “It’s
wrong. I've been thinking about it all day.”

“Wrong? Who cares about wrong? You promised me you'd do it!”

“Well, I'm unpromising,” said Eros.

“Breaking a promise is wrong too,” said Aphrodite.

“It’s all relative,” said Eros.

“It’s not like it’s the first time you've done it,” said Aphrodite.

“That time was before,” said Eros.

“Before what?” said Aphrodite. “No, don’t tell me. Before Jesus.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” said Eros.

“l understand perfectly,” said Aphrodite. “You prefer that upstart
carpenter — that thief of faith — to your own flesh and blood.”

“He’s a better role model,” said Eros.

“That depends on your point of view,” said Aphrodite. “From
what I remember, he didn’t have much to say about falling in love or
having sex or dressing well or any of the other important things in
life. It’s all about being nice. Who wants to be nice?”

“I want to be nice.”

“Well, then be nice to me,” snapped Aphrodite. “I'm your
mother.”

Silence at the other end of the line. Aphrodite shifted position a
bit so that the falling rain would splash more flatteringly on her top,
making it cling to her breasts.

“Where are you?” she said.

“Im here,” said Eros. “I'm in the building.”

“Are you wearing the disguise?”

“Yes.”

“So what’s the problem?”

Eros mumbled something.
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“Im sorry?” said Aphrodite.

“Whatwouldjesusdo.”

“What would Jesus do?” said Aphrodite. “Let me tell you some-
thing. Jesus was a very good boy. He would do exactly what his
mother told him to do.”

“But —”

“Jesus was supposed to be a god, right?” said Aphrodite. “Ergo,
he did revenge. All gods do revenge.”

“Not exactly. He said you should turn the other —”

“What else does your Jesus say?” Aphrodite interrupted.

“I thought you didn’t care.”

“Let me see,” said Aphrodite. “I remember. ‘Honor thy father
and mother.””

“One, that wasn’t Jesus. And two, it’s hard to honor your father
when there are so many candidates for who he might be.”

“That’s not very nice,” said Aphrodite. “You know who your fa-
ther is. It’s your cousin Ares.”

“You can’t force me to do this,” said Eros.

“Remember what else the Bible says: ‘Charity begins at home.””

“That’s not in the Bible.”

“Look, I just want you to do this one thing for me,” said Aphro-
dite in a new, wheedling tone. “After all the thousands of years that
I've supported you. You owe me.”

There was no reply to this, so Aphrodite pressed home her
advantage.

“Allow me to phrase it another way,” she said. “If you don’t do
what we agreed, I am going to come and find you, and when I do I
am going to pull down your overstarched, permanent-pleated, man-
made fabric, smart-casual slacks and turn you over my knee, and I
am going to give you the spanking of your life in front of your vicar,
his uptight wife, and the entire congregation of Christian brothers.
Does that clarify things for you?”
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It wasn’t an empty threat. She had done it before. There was a
very long silence.

“I wish the Virgin Mary were my mother,” grumbled Eros
eventually.

“If you're lucky maybe I'll get Artemis to adopt you,” said Aphro-
dite. “I'll be in the auditorium in ten minutes. You know what to do.”

She snapped the phone shut before he could remonstrate any fur-
ther. Taking a couple of breaths of cold air to let the pink return to
her cheeks, she pasted a smile onto her face and slipped back into the
dressing room.

“How are you coming along?” she said to her nephew.

Apollo turned from the mirror. He had so much makeup on that
you could have peeled him from forehead to chin and ended up with
an exact facsimile of his original face.

“I'm ready,” he said.
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THEY DIDN'T MANAGE to finish the game, but Alice was already al-
most two hundred points ahead when it was time to stop playing and
go. When Neil had suggested playing, he had planned to let her win,
but as it turned out, that hadn’t been necessary. It seemed she was a
very proficient player, although she insisted that it was luck.

“That’s a very clever little machine,” said Alice. “It’s just a
shame you didn’t have better letters. Hopefully next time it will be
more fair.”

Neil caught that “next time” like a precious butterfly and pinned
it on the Alice display in his mind.

They put their empty orange juice cartons into the bin, and Alice
led Neil out of the tiny room and locked the door behind them. Then
they set off down the corridor toward the auditorium. The walls were
painted a rancid shade of green, and fluorescent strip lighting flick-
ered over the concrete floor. The air smelled sharp and metallic, equal
measures of damp and disinfectant. At not quite equal intervals,
somebody had put up star-shaped pictures of the presenters who had
made programs there, to add a touch of glamour. Not one of them
was famous anymore, and a few of them were dead.

“Very clean,” said Neil, and got an Alice smile in return.
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As they turned the corner to go to the entrance of the studio, they
saw a tall young man heading toward them, carrying a large canvas
bag and wearing what appeared to be a fake mustache. At the sight
of them, the young man froze, and in response, they froze too.

“Is that someone you know?” whispered Neil.

“I don’t think so,” replied Alice.

“We can go back, if you like,” said Neil.

“No, it’s fine,” said Alice. Her face had the same look of determi-
nation that Neil had seen only a few minutes ago, just before she had
put down her second seven-letter word. “I want to go in. You'll like
it so much.”

“Okay,” said Neil, “if you're sure.”

They walked on. As soon as they moved, the man in the false
mustache started walking too, as if reassured by their decision. They
met at the door.

“I'm just another audience member,” said the man. His mustache
wobbled as he spoke.

“So are we,” said Neil.

The man — not much more than a boy, really — looked relieved,
opened the door to the studio, and they all slipped inside.

Alice had timed it perfectly: almost all of the seats were already
filled. Neil, who had never been inside a TV studio before, was sur-
prised by how small it was. It seated a few dozen at most. As they
had hoped, all of the other audience members, mostly older women
in varying ice cream shades of polyester with matching ice cream
hair, were chatting happily among themselves and paid them no at-
tention as they entered. Beside him, Alice was scanning the room in
rapid movements, like a rabbit newly emerged from her warren.

“See anyone you know?” said Neil.

“No,” said Alice. “The crew must all be busy getting ready
by now.”

Neil let go of a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding. The
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whole outing had been planned by Alice as a special treat for him, and
he’d never forgive himself if she got into trouble because of it.

The man in the fake mustache had already scuttled away to a seat
at the back of the room, and Alice and Neil found two empty spaces
together at the front. Almost immediately, the woman next to Neil
offered him a boiled sweet. He chose one for himself and one for
Alice: cherry, her favorite.

Neil looked around. They were seated on long padded benches,
steeply banked in front of a small stage area that was adorned with a
set that had been designed to look like a Greek temple, but on the
lowest possible budget. The crumbling columns and supposedly art-
tul pieces of ruin were made out of Styrofoam, the vines out of plastic,
and the permanent sunset behind them was a construct of red vinyl
and bare lightbulbs. It was clearly visible that the whole arrangement
was being held together with safety pins and masking tape.

“What do you think?” said Alice. “Do you like it?”

“What is it?” said Neil.

“It’s supposed to be the oracle at Delphi.”

“The oracle? As in fortune-tellers?”

“That’s right.”

“Does that mean there’s going to be fortune-tellers on this show?
Fake fortune-tellers?”

“I don’t know if they’re going to be fake.”

“There aren’t any other kind,” said Neil. “Alice, you’re brilliant.
How did you know I love this kind of thing?”

“You told me.”

“When did I tell you?”

“About a year and a half ago. In the office one day when you’d
been watching Most Haunted the night before. You said you loved all
that fake psychic bollocks. Sorry. But that was what you said.”

“I can't believe you remembered.”
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“Of course I did,” said Alice. “So I was right, then? That you
like it?”

“I love it,” said Neil. “It’s perfect. It’s . .. it’s absolutely perfect. I
can't believe you thought of inviting me.”

“Oh, it was nothing,” said Alice. “Anyone would have.”

“But I wouldn't,” said Neil, “have wanted to come with just
anyone.”

And he let his knee lean against hers for a second.

Behind a faded black curtain that separated the backstage area from
the auditorium, Apollo was getting ready to go on. The backstage
area was no more inspiring than his dressing room had been. The
whole space was cluttered with items of technical junk — cameras,
lights, bits of wire with loose flaps of gaffer tape hanging off them.
From beyond the curtain he could hear the thrum of conversation
from wobbling, ancient voices, sounding disturbingly like teatime in
a nursing home. He peeked around the curtain. Just as he’d thought:
it was like a basket of overripe fruit, every one of them past their
best, and the rot starting to creep in. There was actually somebody
knitting. Apollo stepped back and looked over to where Aphrodite
had perched herself on a huge reel of wound-up cable. He smiled as
convincingly as he could muster.

“Nearly time now,” he said.

“Can’t wait,” said Aphrodite with a matching smile.

The stage door opened and two sibyls, gorgeous rangy blond
demigods who used to be diviners at his temple, came in. He sup-
pressed the sigh of relief that clawed its way into his throat at the
sight of them. As far as the production team was concerned, the sib-
yls were just eye candy, a function they would seem to be born to. In
reality, they were there for their brain power.

Neither of the sibyls looked at all happy.
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“What's the matter?” said Apollo.

“Did you design these outfits?” said one of the sibyls.

“What's the problem?” said Apollo. “I'm wearing a toga too.”

“Yours covers your arse,” said the other sibyl. She tugged at the
pocket handkerchief that was wrapped around her but succeeded
only in further exposing her breasts. “See?” she said.

From across the room there was a crackle. Apollo turned and
looked. From who knew where, Aphrodite had managed to acquire
popcorn, and she was taking it out of the bag kernel by kernel, sniff-
ing it appreciatively, and putting it back into the bag. None of the
gods ate mortal food, but Aphrodite, a sensualist by nature, just
adored the smell of it. Catching Apollo’s eyes upon her, she winked,
and her hot pink tongue darted out and licked one of the pieces of
popecorn. A light buzz of alarm fluttered at the edge of Apollo’s
awareness. Was Aphrodite enjoying herself just a little bit too much?
She still owed him some revenge . . . Was something up? But before
Apollo could pursue this line of inquiry, he heard the director’s voice
in his earpiece, telling him that they were ready to roll.

The opening bars of Zorba the Greek boomed over the loudspeak-
ers and, as rehearsed, Apollo swept the curtain aside, stepping for-
ward onto the stage with the sibyls close behind. The audience
clapped politely but without any noticeable enthusiasm. Apollo took
a deep breath and held out his right hand in a gesture of greeting.
His script was inscribed on his palm.

“Welcome,” he said, “to Apollo’s Oracle, and prepare yourselves
for an unforgettable experience of astonishment and wonder . . .”

Eros sat at the back of the room, miserable. It was desperately
hot under the studio lights, and his mustache was starting to itch.
In his pocket he had his phone, set to vibrate; at his feet, the bag
with his bow and arrows inside. On the stage in front of him,
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Apollo — always his least beloved relative — was delivering some
self-aggrandizing speech before the action of the show began. Maybe
it wasn’t too late to leave.

The phone in his pocket vibrated. He checked the message. It
was from his mother.

Don’t even think about it.

Down on the stage, things were kicking off. Apollo had struck
a pose in the center of the stage, hands clawing at his temples,
head weaving from side to side, presumably to imply that he was
chasing after inspiration, in a manner Eros knew to be entirely un-
necessary. Meanwhile, the sibyls had trotted off in opposite direc-
tions, each heading for one of the banked aisles, a lascivious
cameraman in tow. Though to be fair to the cameramen, it would be
a feat of technical genius not to make the footage a festival of legs,
bums, and breasts.

“Im getting something,” moaned Apollo. “It’s coming to me ...”

As the sibyl that was working his staircase drew nearer, Eros tried
to hunch behind his fake mustache, drawing one hand up to cover
his face. But she didn’t see him, instead stopping a few steps short of
where he was sitting, her gaze fixed on a woman in her fifties, wear-
ing a mauve velour tracksuit, with breasts the size of beach balls and
solid yellow hair.

“Yes, yes,” said Apollo. “I can feel something now ... It’s very
strong ..."

Eros was sitting close to the sibyl and he had the eyes of an ar-
cher, so he was probably the only person in the room other than
Apollo to see her fingers twitch.

“You,” said Apollo. “The beautiful lady in purple. I have a mes-
sage for you.”

A sound man dangled a microphone over the astonished woman,
distracting the audience as the sibyl’s fingers twitched again.
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“You lost someone . . . ,” said Apollo. “Somezhing precious to you.
A hat”

This time the sibyl’s twitch was more of a jab.

“A cat,” corrected Apollo.

The yellow-topped woman gasped and nodded.

“That’s right,” she said. “How did you know?”

“Worry no more,” said Apollo. “Rest your troubled mind. Little
Cliff got locked in a neighbor’s garage and he’ll be coming home just
as soon as they get back from holiday.”

“Little Cliff — that’s his name,” said the woman. “And the neigh-
bors are away. They're at her sister’s cottage in Wales. There’s no way
he could have known that,” she told the rest of the audience. “It’s a
miracle!”

The sibyl smiled, resting her hands, but Apollo continued.

“Little Cliff says that you mustn’t fret, he’s fine in the garage, but
he’s getting sick of eating mice and can you have his favorite ready
for him when he gets home.”

“Fish pie! I will, darling, I will. Thank you,” sobbed the woman.
“Oh, thank you.”

The sibyl glared at Apollo, but he ignored her, instead staggering
back a few paces.

“That’s it,” he groaned. “It’s gone, it’s gone . . .”

The audience burst into applause, all but Eros, who was incensed
on behalf of the sibyls. It was like the Delphi days all over again.
Apollo, always the center of attention, palming off all of the hard
work on everybody else and stealing all of the plaudits. As Apollo
staggered across the room at the beckoning of the other sibyl’s nim-
ble fingers, Eros found his foot stretching out to his bag, stroking the
bow and arrows that were concealed inside.

The telephone in his pocket buzzed. His mother again.

Remember Daphne.
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Down on the stage, Apollo was enjoying himself. At first it had been
confusing to wear the earpiece, to hear the constant flow of instruc-
tions from the director telling him what to say and how to stand and
where to look, but he soon realized that it was a lot easier if he ig-
nored him, and so he did. Apollo had never responded well to being
told what to do.

Now he was free to improvise. Sure, there had been rehearsals.
Sure, there had been a script. Sure, right now he could see the pro-
ducer, the director, and various other people he had immediately and
accurately assessed as being too unimportant to register making
frantic faces at him through the soundproof glass that separated the
production gallery from the auditorium. And he could hear the fran-
tic shouting that corresponded to the faces.

“Get those hairy legs of yours back to the cross on the floor and
stop waving your arms around!”

But if he concentrated hard enough, the words in his earpiece were
just sounds. Who were they to speak to him, anyway? Those ignorant
ants who called themselves the Production Team. Apollo was not a
team player. He was a showman. He had been doing this forever,
since long before their minor island had broken off into the sea.

“We need to go to a break! Apollo, cut to a break!”

Apollo fell to his knees and clutched at the studio floor.

“By the sands of the Aegean,” he cried, letting imaginary grains
run through his fingers, “the future is mine, oh yes!”

Daphne: of course Eros remembered her. Everybody remembered
Daphne; she was the reason that Apollo had been giving him dirty
looks for the last three thousand years. Apollo had once made the
mistake of denigrating his cousin’s abilities, and to prove his strength,
Eros had made him fall in love with a beautiful nymph and made the

37



MARIE PHILLIPS

nymph hate him in return. In fact, she had been so repulsed by his
overtures that she had persuaded her father to turn her into a tree. It
did no good. Apollo would rub himself against her bark and wear her
leaves as a crown, while all the other gods mocked him. For hun-
dreds of years, long after Apollo had got over the heartbreak, every
time he suggested doing anything at all, the reply to him would be:
“I don’t know. I don’t really fancy it. Maybe I'll turn myself into a
tree instead.” In the end, Apollo had started turning mortals into
trees himself, just to reclaim his dignity. Daphne, in other words,
was a precedent.

Of course, if he had any evidence, any suggestion that Apollo had
changed, had discovered a little humility after all this time, he
wouldn’t dream of —

On stage, his cousin struck a pose, both arms out: “Cower before
my power!” he exhorted the somewhat bemused audience.

Eros’s pocket thrummed.

Do it, said his phone.

Eros took one last look at his cousin’s arrogant face and shut his
eyes. He knew his vicar wouldn’t be very impressed by this, but then
again, there were a lot of things his vicar would be shocked by if he
were privy to them. He took a deep breath and began to pray.

Our Father, who art in heaven. Hallowed be thy name. Was it ac-
ceptable, he wondered, theologically speaking, to pray for forgive-
ness for something you hadn’t done yet, just before you were about to
do it? Or was there something illogical about it? Thy kingdom come,
thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Were you only supposed to
sin if you didn’t know what you were doing beforehand? Or how
long were you supposed to wait before you noticed? There were still
some things he didn’t quite get about Christianity, even though he
did his best. Most of the time. Give us this day our daily bread, and
forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. Eros
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opened his eyes. He reached down, unzipped his bag, and pulled out
the longbow and the quiver of arrows that only he could see. Lead us
not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. There was nothing wrong
with love, after all: God is Love. For thine is the kingdom, the power,
and the glory, now and forever. Eros let a gold-tipped arrow fly, per-
fectly on target, plunging right up to its feathers through Apollo’s
chest and into his heart. Amen.

Whoever Apollo looked at next would be the instant object of his
most ardent love. Good luck to him or her, was all that Eros could
say. He saw the look of love bloom on Apollo’s face, followed his
gaze to its unfortunate recipient. He reached back into his quiver,
pulled out the lead-tipped arrow that induced hatred, fitted the ar-
row to the bow, pulled back the string and took aim. He took a
breath, then another, and another. And yet another. And then he
lowered his bow. He couldn’t do it. Making people fall in love was
one thing. But making them fall into hate . .. No. He would let the
mortal’s own free will decide what happened next. That’s what Jesus
would do.
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S1TTING SQUEEZED UP next to Neil on the narrow studio bench, Al-
ice felt as if she had drunk too many fizzy drinks. She couldn’t be-
lieve she had done it: she had picked up the phone and called him
and invited him to come to the studio and now here they were, sit-
ting right next to each other, him watching the stage intently, a
frown of concentration on his face, and her pretending to watch the
stage but actually watching him.

This had nearly happened so many times. She had looked at the
phone and not picked it up. She had picked up the phone and re-
placed it. She had dialed his number and hung up before it rang. The
first time she called him and he picked up, she had only been able to
ask if she had left her umbrella behind in the café last time they met,
which she knew she hadn’t; Alice never left things behind and she
knew exactly where her umbrella was, it was in the umbrella stand
with her spare umbrella.

But finally she had managed it. It had been a Thursday evening,
after work but before EastEnders. Her hand had been so sweaty that
the phone danced around in it like a live eel. He had sounded so
confident when he answered the phone that all of the breath had
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gone out of her. It wasn’t that they had never met up before; they had
been friends for two years now, but their meetings had always been
at his instigation, and usually only if he happened to be coming to
her area for some other reason. But after their initial chat about work
and the weather, not a word of which she had taken in, she had done
it; she had invited him to come and see the pilot for a new program
being filmed, and after a short, agonizing silence, he had said yes.

And now here they were. They were sitting so close that their
arms were touching. The place where their shoulders met felt hot. If
she moved her leg slightly to the right, their legs would be touching
too. She could smell all of his different scents, the fresh clean shirt he
was wearing, the sharp tang of his deodorant, and underneath it, just
the slightest hint of the warm wood of his skin. She could feel every
breath he took and she matched them with her own breathing so as
not to disturb him. She could almost hear the beat of his heart.

It would all have been perfect, if only that strange TV presenter
would stop looking at her so oddly.

For Apollo, the feeling was like being punched in the chest. He
gasped like a caught fish, hooked and pulled up onto deck, left to
drown on air. The girl, that incredible girl —how could he have
never seen her before? Why hadn’t she been on magazine covers, on
billboards, on every television channel, in every film? She was perfec-
tion: fine-featured, golden-haired, graceful, adorable in every possi-
ble way. What was wrong with the world? As he watched, she leaned
toward some hideous rodentlike male who clearly had no idea what
he was sitting next to and whispered something into his base, unde-
serving ear.

He saw them entwined on the floor in an embrace. Not the girl
and rat-boy; that, once imagined, would take longer than the rest of
his immortal years to forget. No; he could see himself and the girl.
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Was it a premonition or just a fantasy? He could see her naked body
twisting beneath him, arms above her head, face turned to one side,
her back arched upward, her breasts forcing themselves toward him
as she gripped him between her strong, hot, soft, hard thighs.

“Um, Apollo,” said the director’s voice in his earpiece. “Your
mouth’s hanging open, you haven’t said anything for over ten sec-
onds, and you've got, if I can believe camera two, what appears to be
an almighty erection. Do you want to take five?”

Somehow he got to the end of the show. He’d actually had to go
back to that drafty, rotting trailer to masturbate; it was humiliating.
He’d wiped the semen that could spawn an entire nation of heroes
onto a paper napkin with pictures of snowmen, left over from Christ-
mas, and hid it in the rubbish bin underneath a copy of the Evening
Standard. When he came out, there were two muses waiting in the
drizzle outside, pretending not to laugh. Not that it did any good; as
soon as he got back to the studio, there she was, looking at him with
some curiosity now, her lips slightly parted, a small bead of sweat
sliding achingly slowly down her neck toward the smooth creamy
skin of her breasts. The only thing that could stop the whole embar-
rassing process from happening again was for him to concentrate all
of his attention on thinking about his stepmother, Hera, and what
she had done to their former male neighbor when they'd had a dis-
pute about the precise boundary between their two gardens. That’s
their former neighbor who had also, formerly, been male.

After the shoot finally came to an end, Apollo tore through the
worsening rain back to the trailer. He pulled off his toga and threw
it to the ground, then yanked on his jeans and T-shirt. He felt sure
that the girl would come and see him in his dressing room — the at-
traction had been so powerful, so intense, that he couldn’t believe
she didn’t feel it too. And so she would come here — of course she
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would — wasn’t that what amorous women did? He had seen enough
films to suggest as much. He hoped she wouldn’t be expecting co-
caine or any of the other apparently indispensable accoutrements of
groupie-dom. Only she wasn’t a groupie, was she? This was differ-
ent. This was love.

He looked for a towel with which to dry his hair, and finding
nothing, used his T-shirt instead, squeezing the excess moisture out
before putting it back on. It was a shame, really, that there wasn’t
somewhere more romantic for them to meet. Still, that could come
later, and at least the carpet, thin as it was, would help make the sex
a little more comfortable.

There was perhaps time for a little tidying. He picked up his toga
from the floor, folded it roughly, and threw the lumpy result onto a
chair. Then he started on his dressing table. He was tipping the
sludge from two chipped mugs into the sink bolted to the far wall
when he heard the door opening behind him. His heart and stomach
seemed to swap places. Immediately dropping the mugs into the
sink, he wiped his hands on his jeans, molded his panicking features
into an expression of charming, knowing surprise, and turned, say-
ing, “How kind of you to drop by.”

“No problem at all. You've got coffee on your jeans.”

It wasn’t the girl. It was Aphrodite, looking extraordinarily
pleased with herself for some reason. She had probably just fellated
a cameraman. His face, though under strict instructions not to, fell.

“What’s the matter?” Aphrodite continued. “Were you expecting
someone else?”

“Yes,” said Apollo. “Well, that is to say, not exactly. I mean, I
kind of thought, well, there was someone in the audience, who,
maybe . ..”

“I thought I'd come and pick you up,” said Aphrodite. “Every-
body else has gone.”
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“Everybody?”

“Everybody. Well, they didn’t like to linger. It would be un-
seemly. Like slowing down on the motorway to look at the bodies
after a crash.”

“Are you sure that noone ... noone...

Aphrodite just smiled — not her irresistible one, but something
rather more smug.

“Time to leave,” she said.
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THE FIRST EPISODE of Apollo’s Oracle was screened about a week after
it had been recorded. Apollo had spent the entire week trying to
track down the angel in the front row. He had managed to charm the
woman at reception into giving him a copy of the audience list and
had roamed London in search of her, banging on doors in increasing
desperation, at first inventing excuses for his unexpected visit, later
just turning and walking, wordless, away when the girl that he was
looking for failed to materialize. That morning, he had been to the
final destination on his list, a squalid bungalow in Forest Gate, only
to be confronted by a shuffling old man who had grabbed him by the
arm and begged him four times to come in and join him for a sherry.
He had tried to shrug him off, but each time he was overcome by a
crippling wave of dizziness and nausea as Styx reached out from the
underworld and held him to his oath. Eventually he had gone inside,
eyes half shut in protection against the kaleidoscope of the carpet,
and consented to an hour and a half of photographs of Bill Craven’s
koi carp, 1965 to the present.

And now this further humiliation. Aphrodite had clearly let it be
known among her relatives that the filming had been a fiasco, be-
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cause, in a rare moment of togetherness, all of the gods had crammed
themselves into the living room to watch the broadcast. Hephaestus
had patched up some of the furniture for the occasion, so Hermes,
Eros, Hephaestus, and Aphrodite were wedged together on the sofa,
while the others sat in armchairs or on the floor. Dionysus was busy
going around filling up everyone’s glasses with his strongest wine.
The mood was festive. Hera and Zeus, of course, were not there, nor
were any of the gods who lived oft site — Hades and Persephone in
the underworld, for example, or Poseidon in his tiny seaside shack
that stank, as he did, of fish — but no doubt word had spread and
they too were huddled around their televisions, ready for the show.
There is little a god likes more than watching another god embar-
rassing himself.

“It’s very kind of you,” Apollo said, pacing up and down in front
of the television, “to take such an interest in my work, but really,
there’s no need. I'm sure you'll all get horribly bored. I wouldn’t want
to put you through that.”

“He’s too modest,” said Aphrodite. “Don’t listen to him. I've seen
it. I know you’ll all find it highly entertaining.”

“Aphrodite’s right,” said Hephaestus inevitably, to groans from
the other gods.

“And don’t even think,” said Artemis to Apollo, “about making the
television unexpectedly stop working. You're on sufferance as it is.”

“There’s no reason,” said Apollo, “for me to do a thing like that.
It’s not that I don’t want you to see the program, of course I do. 'm
just thinking of you and your precious time.”

“Time,” Ares pointed out, “is the least precious thing we have.”

“Speak for yourself,” muttered Hermes, always the busiest of
the gods.

“Switch it on,” commanded Artemis. “I don’t want to miss the
beginning.”
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Dionysus hurried back to his seat, swigging from the wine bottle
as he moved.

“'m sure you've all got better things to do—" Apollo tried
again.

“Switchiton!” The call came from all the gods that time, and Apollo,
conceding defeat, flicked the switch for the television, located the psy-
chic channel in the distant reaches of the satellite selection — flicking
past shopping, dating, pornography, and Bollywood — and retreated
to the shadows at the back of the room. He considered just leaving
them to it, disappearing up to his bedroom or out to a bar, but not
knowing what they were saying behind his back would be even worse
than letting them taunt him to his face.

It wasn’t as bad as he had imagined. It was worse. On the day,
they had filmed for well over an hour, but the length of the program
was only thirty minutes, so the show had been cut down to fit the slot,
apparently in haste, apparently with an ax, apparently by someone
who was holding some kind of grudge against Apollo. Although the
first half of the day had gone well, before he had noticed that girl and
lost his concentration, hardly any of this footage had been used, aside
from the introduction at the beginning. Instead, the program — the
badly shot, badly lit, crassly scored program — seemed to consist al-
most exclusively of a montage of moments where he stumbled, fluffed
his lines, or blinked in confusion into the lights, intercut with long,
lascivious shots of the sibyls’ near-naked forms and the moribund
faces of the borderline cadavers that made up his audience.

But that wasn’t the worst thing about it. The worst thing was his
family’s response. They had started out jeering — all but Eros, who
had pleaded with his brethren to pray for Apollo’s fortitude at this
difficult time — though the jeers were modulated to a low volume so
that they could all hear what was going on on-screen. But after only
a few minutes, the jeers had tailed off and the room lapsed into si-
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lence. His was the only voice audible, slightly tinny through the
cheap television speakers. On-screen he was telling an old lady that
she was going to find her lost earrings at the bottom of her summer
handbag, but he may as well have been Cassandra prophesying
doom, as he had cursed her to, back when he had put curses on mor-
tals as idly as sipping nectar off a spoon. On the television screen, his
weakness was pulled out of the camouflage of the murky day-to-day
and displayed, naked, undeniable. All of the gods were seeing their
future now, and they didn’t like what they saw.

Aphrodite alone was not hypnotized by the carnage unfolding
on-screen. Ignored by the others, she leaned toward Hermes, her
neighbor on the sofa. She pressed her plump lips up against the shell
of his ear, enjoying the shiver of lust that passed through his body at
her touch.

“You're the god of coincidences, aren’t you?” she whispered, run-
ning a finger up the inside of his thigh.

“I'm the god of everything nobody else wants to do,” Hermes
whispered back.

“Good,” said Aphrodite. Her hand paused, high up Hermes’s leg.

She waited a few moments, until the camera cut to the girl in the
audience that Eros, on her other side, signaled to her was the object
of Apollo’s unrequited passion. (That it might be less unrequited
than Aphrodite believed was a fact that Eros had wisely kept to him-
self.) Enjoying the wince of pain that passed over Apollo’s watching
face, she whispered her instructions to Hermes.

“That girl. Bring her here. I don’t care how.” Her tongue per-
formed a complex maneuver on the inside of Hermes’s ear canal. “I'll
make it worth your while.”

Hermes, not trusting himself to make a sound, just nodded. Aph-
rodite smiled to herself. She was a very hard goddess to say no to.
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IN THE UPSTAIRS room that he called his den, Neil was multitasking.
They said men couldn’t multitask; they were wrong. Men just needed
the right equipment. Right now Neil was instant messaging a col-
league, burning a compilation CD for Alice, and watching the melt-
down that was Apollos Oracle on 'TV.

The den was a small room that the previous owners of the flat
had used as a nursery. The contents of it were no less precious to
Neil than a baby. He had lined the room from floor to ceiling with
shelves and had filled them with everything he held dear.

At the bottom were his comics, starting with the Beanos that he
had collected as a child, then graduating upward through Asterix
and Tintin books and onward to the comics he still read, 2000 AD
and Judge Dredd: The Megazine, plus a smattering of manga, which
he had experimented with for a while before deciding that it was a
bit extreme for him. These were all arranged by title and then chron-
ologically, key issues in plastic binders.

Above these were his books. Neil had books all over the flat — he
thought rooms felt nude without them, and in any case had so many
that they couldn’t all be contained in one place — but the ones in the
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den were his favorites: classic science fiction, fantasy (but only the
top-end stuff), and a lot of nonfiction — weighty historical tomes,
mostly about war, not all of which he had finished. These were sepa-
rated into genres and then alphabetized.

Then at the top was his Betamax, VHS, and DVD collection. He
was most proud of his collection of complete TV series, recorded
over almost three decades, each one labeled and dated. Arranging
these had proved a particular headache, as he had been torn as to
whether to subdivide into format, genre, homemade, and store-
bought, but eventually he had gone for a straight chronology, which
provided a pleasing overview of his developing tastes, TV history,
and the rise and fall in neatness of his handwriting.

The presence of Apollo, even in virtual form, in the haven that
was the den was therefore egregiously intrusive. Neil had seen the
way Apollo had been looking at Alice on the day of the filming. It
wasn't just admiring (which at least would have been understand-
able); it was predatory. Suddenly the situation had seemed less like
good harmless fun and more like lunchtime on the Serengeti. But he
knew that Alice was watching the program at home and would be
asking him about it next time they spoke, and he couldn’t disappoint
her by not tuning in.

He’s so full of himself, he IM'd Derek.

Derek was a work colleague whose similar tastes Neil had discov-
ered only after a year of sharing an office, after a casual mention of
Buffy at a Christmas party, and who was currently watching Apo/lo’s
Oracle at Neil’s instruction.

All those TV psychics are, wrote Derek. Ifs part of the fun.

This isn't fun, wrote Neil. Look at him poncing about like God's gift.
He thinks the sun shines out of his backside.

What did Alice think of him? wrote Derek.

1 don’t know, wrote Neil.
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It was a sore point. Had Alice noticed how handsome he was?
After the show, he hadn’t been able to get an opinion out of her, she
just kept asking him if he had enjoyed himself.

Hawe you asked her out yet? wrote Derek.

Don't be an idiot, were just friends, wrote Neil.

Yeah. Sure.

Shut up and watch the program.

As he waited for Derek’s reply, Neil was interrupted by the phone
ringing.

Better go, he told Derek and picked up the phone with his other
hand, even as he was still pressing return on his keyboard.

“Hello?” he said.

At the other end of the line all he could hear was crying.

“Hello?” he said again. “Is everything okay? Mum, is that you?”

“No,” said a pitiful voice at the end of the line. “No ... it’s me.
It’s Alice.”

“Alice,” said Neil. “What is it What happened? Arent you
watching us on TV?”

“Yes,” said Alice. “Yes, I am. I was.”

“So what happened?” said Neil. “What is it> What’s the matter?
Didn’t you see yourself ? You looked very pretty,” he dared.

“I did see myself,” said Alice. “And then ...”

“Alice, don’t worry,” said Neil. “Whatever it is, I'm sure it’s all
right.”

“It’s not all right, it’s not all right.” Alice was actually raising her
voice now; Neil had never heard her speak so loud. “After my face
was on the screen, the phone rang. It was the head of the agency.”

Neil felt sick. He knew what was coming.

“He told me . ..” Alice was back at her normal volume now. “He
told me he'd got a call from the studio boss. He'd been watching the
program and he saw me. He told the agency I'd broken the rules and
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said that either I went or they'd get in another company. Neil, they've
given me the sack.”

“It’s all my fault,” said Neil. “I'm sorry, Alice, I'm so sorry. I
should never have made you do it.”

“You didn’t make me,” said Alice. “I did it because I wanted to.
It’s not your fault, that’s not why I called. I just didn’t know who else
to talk to. Neil . .. What am I going to do? I haven’t got a job. What

am I going to do now?”
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ONE MORNING, A week after the broadcast, Artemis got up early to
take the dogs out and was astonished to hear voices coming from the
living room. None of the gods were early risers — even Athena
tended to do her morning reading in bed. The door to the living
room was ajar, and Artemis peered around it.

Apollo was sitting on the floor, leaning back against the split seat
of an armchair, playing quietly on one of his guitars. His hair hung
lank, sticking to his cheeks as he bowed his head, face pale, eyes
bloodshot, crooning to his guitar as if to a lover, over and over again:
“Girl, I miss you, I missed you, girl. Girl, I miss you . . .” Meanwhile
Aphrodite, fresh and pert, was lying back on the faded velvet
sofa — did it used to be blue? — with her delicate feet, crossed at
the ankles, propped up on its careening arm. Her head was turned
toward Apollo as she watched him with an unreadable look on her
face. She had a Bluetooth receiver in her ear and she spoke softly
into it: “Fuck me harder, baby, that feels good, oh yes.” It was a pe-
culiarly intimate scene, and Artemis almost felt uncomfortable inter-
rupting. Although not quite.

“What are you two doing up?” she said, stepping into the room.
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Apollo looked up briefly from his guitar. “I haven’t been to bed,”
he said in a flat voice. “I just have to get this song right. ‘Miss you,
oh, I miss you, girl, I missed you . ..”

“What's going on?” said Artemis. “Have you been drinking Dio-
nysus’s wine?”

“Just a little bit,” said Apollo. Artemis saw the empty bottle on its
side, mostly hidden by the bulk of the collapsing armchair.

“No wonder you look so rough,” said Artemis.

“Um sure I look better than I feel,” said Apollo.

“That’s unlikely,” said Artemis. “And you?” she said to her aunt.
“You never get up before lunch.”

“That feels good,” said Aphrodite. “Right there. You've got
it, baby.”

“I have no idea what she’s doing up,” said Apollo. “She’s been in
here talking on that thing all night. I think maybe she gets paid more
to do antisocial hours. That’s when there’s the most demand.”

“Well, if that’s the case she could start putting a bit more in the
kitty,” said Artemis. “The house needs dampproofing and she’s
spending all her money on bras.”

Aphrodite started moaning and gasping, building up to a cre-
scendo, but halfway through, without even a pause, she switched off
her phone and said, in her ordinary voice, “I just thought I'd keep
you company. You haven’t seemed quite yourself since we watched
your program.”

Though if there was even a drop of sympathy in her, it was hiding
somewhere quite impenetrable, thought Artemis, watching Aphro-
dite sit up and unhook her earpiece.

“Mortals today, they've got no staying power,” Aphrodite com-
mented. “You barely have enough time to get their credit card details
and they’ve already finished. I said all along that we should have put
the pigs in charge.”

Artemis began doing her warm-up muscle stretches. Stiffness: it
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was a relatively new sensation and had not really been worth
acquiring.

“You know, they cut your tree down,” she said to Apollo as she
lifted and rotated her right knee.

“My treer”

“That girl. Kate.” Apollo’s face was blank. “The Australian? The
one you turned into a eucalyptus? She was felled. Standard mainte-
nance coppicing. They do it every year.”

Apollo shrugged.

“I'd forgotten about her,” he said.

He picked at his guitar strings, obviously anxious to get back to
his composition.

“Got someone new on your mind, have you?” said Aphrodite.

“It’s none of your business,” said Apollo.

“T'll take that as a yes,” said Aphrodite.

“You know your problem,” said Artemis. “You’re emotionally in-
continent. It never stops. It’s all...” She dropped her voice to a
whisper. “Sex, sex, sex.”

Artemis wrinkled her nose at even having to say the word once, let
alone three times, and even worse, while doing suggestive lunges.

“At least I don’t have to spend all my time running just to get rid
of my sexual frustration,” said Aphrodite.

Artemis refused to dignify this with a response, occupying herself
instead with some arm stretches.

“So come on,” said Aphrodite, turning to Apollo. “What’s
she like?”

“How do you know it’s a she?” said Apollo.

“Lucky guess,” said Aphrodite. “So what’s the matter, then? Did
she turn you down?”

“She’d better not turn up as a potted plant if she did,” said
Artemis.

“I can’t do that anymore, thanks to you, remember?” said Apollo.
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“And no, she didn’t turn me down. She didn’t get a chance to. She
got away before I even had the opportunity to talk to her. And now
I'm never going to see her again.”

Apollo plucked the same mournful melody out of his guitar and
sighed.

“Oh, come on,” said Aphrodite. “That’s hardly the spirit. I'm sure
she’ll turn up.”

“Tve looked for her everywhere,” said Apollo. “I don’t know
where she can be.”

“You've never even spoken to her and she’s got you into that
state?” said Artemis. “For crying out loud. You're a grown god, start
acting like one. Cooing and weeping over some mortal that you've
never even met! Drinking yourself into a stupor! Singing little songs!
Consider your dignity, the responsibilities of your station. You're an
embarrassment to Olympus. No wonder I prefer the company of
beasts. And no, I don’t mean it that way,” she added, seeing Aphro-
dite’s mouth begin to open, the lascivious comment poised on her
lithe, pink tongue.

“I don’t care about Olympus,” said Apollo. “I don’t care about
anything. I don’t care if the sun never comes up again.”

“Oh, pull yourself together,” said Artemis. “She’s just a mortal.
She’ll be dead before you know it.”

“Leave the poor boy alone,” said Aphrodite with a smirk. “Can’t
you see he’s in love?”

Artemis rolled her eyes and left the room. She gathered up her
keys and opened the front door. There, to her astonishment, stood a
small mortal, about five feet high, blondish, a little dumpy, wearing
spectacles. The only thing remarkable about her was that she was
standing on their doorstep. Word obviously hadn’t spread about
what happened to mortals who did that.

“Are you lost?” said Artemis.

The mortal looked at Artemis, then down at her hands, in which,
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Artemis now saw, a number of small printed cards were clutched.
She looked at Artemis again, and then decided that her hands were
the preferable view.

“No,” whispered the mortal. It was barely more than an exhala-
tion. “I'm a cleaner. I was . . . I was . . . distributing some flyers.”

Artemis grabbed one of the little cards out of the mortal’s trem-
bling hand.

“There you go,” she said without looking at it. “You've distrib-
uted it. Now leave.”

“What does she want?” came a voice from behind Artemis.

Artemis turned. Aphrodite had come out of the living room,
shutting the door behind her, and was now leaning languidly against
the wall of the hallway, eyeing the mortal with one eyebrow raised in
an elegant arc.

“It’s a cleaner,” said Artemis.

“We don’t need a cleaner,” said Aphrodite. “She’d better go.”

“You heard her,” said Artemis to the mortal.

“Artemis does all the cleaning,” continued Aphrodite.

“What?” said Artemis.

“She doesn’t really have anything else to do,” said Aphrodite.
“Her other so-called skills are no longer in demand.”

“I do not do all the cleaning!” said Artemis.

“If you hire a cleaner,” interjected the mortal, “these domestic
disputes will be a thing of the past.”

Artemis had almost forgotten that the mortal was there. From
the look on her face, the mortal was even more surprised that she
had spoken than Artemis was.

“I assure you, we really have no need for a cleaner,” said Aphrodite.

The mortal was not so easily deterred.

“A good cleaner,” she said, “is an indispensable investment for
the busy modern professional.” She cleared her throat and increased
the volume by a gossamer thread. “In this day and age, time is the
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most valuable asset that you have, so why waste it on chores that you
find boring or unpleasant?”

“Actually, we're not really short of time,” said Artemis.

Without appearing to even look down, Aphrodite reached out
behind her and picked up a rather surprised rat that just a moment
before had been making its way down the stairs.

“Here, Artemis!” said Aphrodite, holding the squirming rat up
by the tail. “Fetch!”

She tossed the rat out of the front door and past the flinching lit-
tle mortal. It bounced down the front steps and landed on its back in
the street, where it righted itself and scurried away.

“Artemis,” confided Aphrodite, “is an expert in pest control.”

“I kill for pleasure,” said Artemis, “not business.”

The mortal started backing down the steps.

“Tell me,” Artemis said to the cleaner, lassoing her with her voice,
“how do you feel about rats?”

The mortal stopped where she was, gulped louder than her speak-
ing voice, but she replied. “A poorly maintained home,” she said,
“can become a haven for vermin. A good cleaner is the first step
toward a pest-free environment.”

“And experience,” said Artemis. “Do you have any experience?”

“This is a waste of time.” Aphrodite yawned. “We have all the
home maintenance staff that we need in you, dear niece.”

“I have garnered years of expertise cleaning at some of London’s
biggest and most exclusive businesses,” said the mortal. “Now I want
to bring my skills into your home.”

“Forget it, Artemis,” said Aphrodite. “You'll never get her past
Zeus and Hera. You don’t want to get into trouble, do you? Arte-
mis,” she told the mortal, “is always very well behaved. She’s natu-
rally subservient.”

“Zeus and Hera will never know,” Artemis retorted. “As long as
she can follow instructions. You can follow instructions, can’t you?”
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“You will find me efficient, obedient, and quiet —" began the
mortal.

“Well, I don’t doubt that,” interrupted Artemis. “Right, then.
What's your standard daily rate?”

The mortal told her.

“And do you do extermination?”

The mortal’s face answered that question.

“What if we paid you that per hour? Would you kill for us then?
It’s only rats and a few other small things. Cockroaches, flies. I don’t
think we have any squirrels.”

“l —” said the mortal.

“And you'll need to come in every day,” said Artemis.

“We can’t afford that,” said Aphrodite.

“Yes, we can,” said Artemis. “We'll just have to stop buying food.”

“But I like food,” whined Aphrodite.

“T'oo bad,” said Artemis. “It’s not a necessity. Having a cleaner is.”

She turned back to the mortal.

“You'll have to abide by certain rules,” she said. “I'll have a set
laminated for you by tomorrow.”

The mortal was looking slightly dizzy. Artemis hoped that she
wouldn’t faint.

“l —” said the mortal again.

“No need to thank me,” said Artemis.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Aphrodite, “bringing
a mor — a cleaner into this house.”

“Thank you for your input, Aphrodite,” said Artemis, “but I as-
sure you that I know exactly what I am doing. You, the girl, will start
at eleven tomorrow. Right now, I have dogs to walk. Good-bye.”

And she swept down the stairs, past the mortal, who was still
gaping, and marched away down the street.
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ALICE STILL WASN'T sure that she’d actually agreed to take the job,
and yet here she was doing it. She didn’t like rats and as it turned out
she liked killing them even less, which was illogical but no less true
for that. Her life was turning into a series of paradoxes ( paradox,
lovely word for Scrabble) and it had all happened seemingly without
her consent. She was making more money than she'd ever made; she
was desperate to quit and yet some kind of magnetic force seemed to
pull her legs out of her bed in the morning, to wash her, dress her,
teed her, and present her on the cracked, mossy doorstep where she'd
wait for admittance without ringing the bell — this was one of the
rules — while every single day she wondered why, exactly. Her feel-
ings on the matter seemed as irrelevant as those of a chess piece. But
it had been her decision. Hadn't it?

The first day had been strange and from then on things had only
got stranger. She had thought herself lucky when, on the very first
day of looking for a new job, she had not only been offered one, but
at a far higher rate of pay than she had made with the agency. It was
Neil who had suggested that she go freelance; he had been outraged

at her sacking from the agency and pointed out that there was no
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need for her to give up a percentage of her takings when she could
just as easily find work by herself. When she had protested how
deeply uncomfortable she felt initiating conversations and talking
herself up, Neil had drilled her over the phone on communications
strategy and helped her come up with a sales spiel. It was really far
too kind of him; she knew he had better things to do with his
evenings than waste them helping her out. But he had insisted; he
had even claimed, nonsensically, that he felt guilty about her losing
her job.

The uneasy sense that /ucky wasn't quite the word for it had begun
the moment she had turned up at the house the next day and the
door had opened just as she raised a finger to press on the scratched
brass bell.

“Never knock or ring the bell,” said the woman who answered:
Artemis. For two minutes the previous day, Artemis had been the
most beautiful woman Alice had ever seen. Then the other woman,
Aphrodite, had emerged and made Artemis look relatively plain.

“How will I get in?” said Alice. “Should I get a set of keys?”

“No,” said Artemis. “No keys under any circumstances. Just be
punctual. Someone will let you in.”

“What about when you go away?”

“We never go away. Incidentally, another rule is no questions.
And no speaking unless you're spoken to. Do come in.”

Alice followed Artemis over the threshold and into the house.

“Rule number one,” said Artemis as they entered. “Never go up to
the top floor of the house. Rule number two: I am always right.”

Alice murmured assent but her focus was on the state of the
house. It was dirty. Alice had expected that, had seen enough through
the open door to testify to it most convincingly. But she hadn’t an-
ticipated quite how dirty it would be. It wasn’t grime so much as
sedimentation. Everything: the carpet (she assumed it was a car-
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pet — neither sight nor texture gave much assistance in identifying
the substance under the black sludge that covered it), the walls, the
windows that let in the barest trickle of mottled light as if through
thick gray snow — all encrusted with so many layers of filth that Al-
ice nearly suggested calling in the services of an archaeologist, though
that would have involved her speaking, an activity that both she and
Artemis were mutually opposed to. And anyway, one of Artemis’s
rules was no suggestions.

Feet sticking to the ground with every step, Alice followed Arte-
mis from room to room, noting the broken, listing furniture, the
ceilings obscured by spiderwebs, the skirting boards riddled with
holes, cozy homes for who knew what. All the while, Artemis was
reading aloud from not one but three laminated sheets of rules.

“Rule number twenty-nine: never let anybody else into the house
under any circumstances whatsoever. Rule number thirty: you must
always dress conservatively — that one’s for your own protection.”

Alice could do little but nod, though Artemis never turned around
to check her agreement or even to make sure that she was still there
and had not fled the house entirely. Artemis, Alice realized, was the
kind of person who assumed that her commands would be carried
out. That kind of person, Alice knew, was the kind of person whose
commands always were carried out, so she never had to doubt this
perfect feedback loop. Alice was not that kind of person.

When they got to the kitchen, Alice nearly vomited. To her credit,
Artemis seemed at least a little embarrassed.

“Well, yes, I do agree,” she said, though Alice had not ventured
any kind of opinion except that which could be read into an involun-
tary spasm, “that the source of the rat problem is probably in here,
but I'm sure when you've cleared away most of the decomposing
foodstuffs it will seem far less daunting. Shall we head upstairs?”

Alice should have walked away at that very moment but she had
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not. Trying to figure out why yielded nothing. It was like trying to
look at something that wasn't there.

On the afternoon of the third day, she met Apollo. The worst of the
rotting objects had been put into a legion of reinforced garden-
strength bin bags and loaded onto a truck sent round by an obliging
environmental health department (calling in outside help was against
the rules too, but as the call had been made from her home, and no-
body had actually crossed the threshold, it seemed to be an accept-
able and necessary risk). She had laid down traps and poison next to
each of the Gruyere-like holes that made up the house’s multistory
mouse park, and emptied the traps, several times each. She was
standing in the living room, twirling spiderwebs around a broom as
if making giant candy floss, when the door had opened and he had
walked in, trailing an acoustic guitar.

She recognized him immediately from the TV show, but, mind-
ful of Artemis’s instructions, couldn’t say anything even if she had
wanted to. His reaction, meanwhile, was nothing short of bizarre.
(Bizarre: another lovely word.) Apollo stared. The guitar fell, unno-
ticed, from his hand. He reached over to his forearm and gave it a
long, hard pinch. Alice didn’t want to look at him but felt it would be
rude to look away. She prayed for the ground to open up and swallow
her whole, but it didn’t. Instead she felt herself blush under his scru-
tiny. She remembered his staring from the show, before. Maybe he
had something wrong with his eyes.

“What are you doing here?” said Apollo eventually.

“Artemis hired me,” said Alice, repeating what that woman had
told her to say if questioned. “I am the new cleaner. If you have any
problem with this, speak to Artemis. You're permitted to fire me, but
only if you swear on sticks that you'll do all the cleaning from now
on yourself.”
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Apollo reacted to this as someone might had it just been proved
that the Earth was made of blancmange.

“Artemis hired you. Artemis! That’s impossible! How does she
know you? Nobody knows you but me! Has she known you all along?”

“No,” said Alice. “I came to the door.”

“But I don’t understand,” said Apollo. “How did you find me?”

“Oh no, I didn’t,” said Alice. “I didn’t know you lived here.”

Apollo struck his hand against his chest and held it there.

“The Fates!” he said. “We haven't always seen eye to eye. At last
they bow to my superiority! What’s your name?”

This was the first time anyone from the house had asked
Alice’s name.

“Alice,” said Alice.

“Alice,” repeated Apollo, rolling the word around his mouth as if
tasting it. “Alice. Such a poetic name. So sweet and yet so strong.
Really, it is a beautiful name, especially considering that it contains
the word Zice.”

“Thank you,” said Alice.

“And you're the cleaner?”

“Yes,” said Alice.

“What a noble calling. They say cleanliness is next to godliness.
Don’t you wish that were true?”

The collar of Alice’s shirt stuck to the side of her neck where she
was sweating. She wanted to pull at it — actually, she wanted to push
past him and run away as fast as she could out of the room — but she
couldn’t move.

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Alice.

“Of course you don't,” said Apollo. “Youre virtuous, aren’t you,
Alice? I can see that. Virtuous . ..”

His eyes looked dreamy for a moment, then snapped back into
focus.
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“What are you doing?” he said. “Put that thing down. Sit down.”

“I can’t sit down,” said Alice. “Artemis said —”

“Oh, fuck Artemis,” said Apollo. “You mustnt listen to a word
that old witch says. She’s not the boss of me or anyone else and she
certainly shouldn’t be the boss of you. Would you please put that
broom down right now and sit. Sit!”

Alice jumped, dropped the broom, and sat on the very edge of a
wooden armchair that had lumps of black grease on it that looked
oddly like boot polish. Apollo sat down on the floor in front of her,
unpleasantly close. She drew her feet a little farther under the chair.

“Tell me something, Alice,” said Apollo. “What did you think of
my show?”

This put Alice in an awkward position. The two things she hated
most in the world were lying and hurting people’s feelings, and here
she was, apparently forced to do one of them. She thought about it
for a while.

“Your assistants were very pretty,” she said in the end.

“Not nearly so pretty as you,” said Apollo.

Alice pushed back as far as she could go, until she was sitting bolt
upright. She could feel her spine trying to climb up over the back of
the chair.

“I don’t want you to judge me on the basis of this house,”
Apollo said. “It wasn’t always like this. We were .. . famous once.
Back in Greece. And in Rome — Italy. Everyone knew who we were.
People were different then. They believed. The adulation, the fame,
it was like — well, it was worship, really. We lived in a palace —1
wish you could have seen it, Alice! The fountains, the pleasure gar-
dens, nymphs gliding gracefully through the forest — I never looked
at them, of course. We had everything, literally everything. Can you
imagine it?”

He appealed for a response with his eyes.
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“It sounds nice,” said Alice.

Satisfied, Apollo continued, his voice taking on a darker timbre.

“Then times changed,” he said. “We went out of fashion, we fell
from grace. I can't tell you the details, it’s all still too fresh. It was a
long way to fall, Alice. It hurt. This degradation around us — it only
reflects the pain inside. So that television show — it was like balm.
Recapturing something I thought I'd lost forever. Can you under-
stand that, Alice?”

Alice, as ever, could not lie.

“Not entirely,” she said.

“Of course not,” said Apollo. “How could you? Innocent child.
How old are you?”

“Thirty-two,” said Alice.

“Thirty-two! Barely even born,” said Apollo. “Alice, may I con-
fess something? We've only just met and already I feel a connection
to you. This conversation — it’s moved me more than I can say.
We're like twin souls. Do you feel it too, Alice? Do you?”

Apollo put his hand on her knee. Alice jumped up from her chair
and seized the broom. For a moment they both thought she might
hit him with it, and were equally astonished by this prospect, but in-
stead she just held out the cobwebby end toward him.

“Spiders,” she said, as the spiky brown things seethed in the gray.
“I forgot. I need to take them outside. And then it’s time for me to
go home.”

Apollo looked stricken. Alice actually thought he might cry,
and it suddenly occurred to her that he must have been drinking,
or even taking drugs — all of these TV stars did. The thought was
reassuring; none of this had anything to do with her, and when he
came down, if that was the right expression, he would forget all
about it.

“Will you ever come back?” said Apollo.
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“Oh yes, of course I will,” said Alice. “I'll be back tomorrow. I'll
be here every day.”

A smile dawned on Apollo’s face like sunrise after a dark night.

“Then there’s no need for us to rush into anything,” he said.

And Alice began feeling nervous all over again.
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SuNDAYS WERE DOG-FREE days for Artemis, but she always did her
run on the Heath all the same, going faster and farther since she
didn’t have those soft-toothed mutts slowing her down. This was
power: the strength of her limbs, the pounding of the turf beneath
her feet. She needed that feeling. Passing a newsagent that morning,
she had heard a snatch of radio news, that campaigners (idiots, the
lot of them) were trying to bring about a ban on the shooting of
game. She was losing her grip on the world. She would not lose her
grip on herself.

The mood in the house had been subdued since the screening of
that appalling television program her twin brother had insisted on
being a part of. He had made a fool of himself. There was nothing
new in this. Gods were always tricking each other into looking fool-
ish; if they didn’t, the world would probably stop turning because
they would be too bored to keep it going. But Apollo had made a
fool of himself in public, before the eyes of mortals (assuming any of
them had bothered to watch), without anyone else’s involvement, as
far as she could tell, and it had been quite obvious that there was
nothing he could do to stop it. Artemis wondered just how long it
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had been since he’d had a clear premonition of the future. It used to
be almost impossible to shut him up about them. And yet the sibyls
apparently still retained that ability. And they weren’t even gods!
Running up a grassy slope, Artemis almost tripped on a root. There
had been a time when they hadn’t been gods either. The Titans had
been in charge once, but they had weakened, and the Olympians had
exploited that weakness. Despite herself, Artemis couldn’t help but
imagine the world under the control of the sibyls. It was a lot pinker
than the world was now.

She shook her head to rid herself of the image. The sun was shin-
ing, and Artemis could feel herself beginning to sweat. Spring was
coming yet again, and soon Persephone would be home. She made a
face. She hoped that they wouldn’t have to have Persephone sleeping
in their room again this year. She would have a word with Athena,
make sure that she crammed even more books than usual into their
space, making it impossible to squeeze the spare mattress onto the
floor. There simply wasn’t enough room for all of them in that house.
Fortunately, Persephone had been making her visits to the upper-
world shorter and shorter. Long ago, when Zeus had banished her to
the underworld for every winter, he had bound her to a minimum
yearly period to be spent underground. At the time, there had seemed
to be little need to set a maximum limit. Of late, Persephone had
begun taking advantage of this loophole. Artemis suspected she only
came back when she and Hades argued, and eventually, she sup-
posed, Persephone would stop coming back at all.

Walking up the road to the hated house after her run, stretching
her limbs out and cooling down, she saw Eros lingering on the front
step, wearing a smart suit, his hair neatly combed. She waved, and he
waved back. She and Eros got on much better these days than they
used to — ever since he had discovered morality, something the rest
of her siblings could do with a little more of.
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“What are you doing?” she called out as soon as he was within
earshot.

“I just got back from church,” Eros called back. “Beautiful ser-
vice. I love the solemnity of Lent.”

Artemis nodded in agreement. She sometimes wondered whether
she would make a good Christian, though she couldn’t quite bring
herself to even feign worship for a mortal — it would be like wor-
shipping a slug.

“Did you forget your key?” she said as she approached the steps.

“No,” admitted Eros. “I just didn’t fancy going in. I don’t sup-
pose you want to go for a walk? Delay going back in for a bit. It’s a
nice day.”

“It is a nice day,” agreed Artemis. “Okay. Why not? It’s not like
I've got anything better to do.”

Eros skipped down the steps, and they both turned away from
the house with some relief and began walking in the direction of
Hampstead High Street. There was a gentle, pleasant breeze, and
the light of the sun reflected brightly off the windows of the build-
ings they passed. Artemis was glad to see that Apollo could still get
something right.

“So,” said Artemis as they walked. “What do you think of the
new cleaner?”

Eros put his hands in his pockets, looked away from her, and be-
gan to whistle.

“Nice little girl, isn’t she?” Artemis continued. “I hired her my-
self, you know. Frankly, I couldn’t carry on living in that filth for
another moment. And though I say so myself, the improvement
has been —”

But she caught a look in Eros’s eye that suggested that he might
be more receptive to her true feelings than the lie she was about to
concoct.
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“The improvement has been cosmetic,” she said. “The house
1s cleaner, but what difference does that make when we're all still liv-
ing in it?”

“You're right,” said Eros. “She does her best, but it'll take more
than Flash Wipes to clean the rot out of that place. Still, she’s more
resilient than I thought she would be.”

“What do you mean by that?” said Artemis.

“Oh,” said Eros. “Nothing much. Just . . . nothing.”

He crossed the road and she followed on behind, matching his
pace again when they reached the other side. They walked along in
silence for a while. There were dogs around, on leashes, and Artemis
tried to catch their eyes, hoping to detect some wolfish spark, some
indication that they knew their heritage, but they were all the
same — fat, lazy, dull. There was no point. No true dog would allow
itself to be tethered to a human anyway.

“I really wish I'd met him when I had the chance,” said Eros.

“Who?”

“Tesus.”

“Is that what you were thinking about?”

“What were you thinking about?”

“Dogs.”

Eros laughed. “Well, to each his own.”

“Or her own.”

Eros nodded. “Or her own,” he said. “I just wonder . .. what
was he like? Was he anything like they say he is in the Bible? Or
was it all just made up later? I mean, obviously he didn’t come back
from the dead, hardly anyone ever does and we would have known
aboutit...”

“Unless one of us sneaked him out.”

“Or he found his own way back.”

“No. Then he would have just been a ghost like the others.”
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“So if he didn’t do that, was the rest of it all made up as well? I
wish I'd known him. It’s such a waste. When I think, we were just
down the road in Rome, living it up, having orgies —”

“Not all of us were having orgies.”

“And all that time he was right there, living this incredible
life —”

“Or not.”

“—that would have so much impact on the rest of the
world — even on us. And we had no idea.”

“He’s just down there,” said Artemis, “in the underworld, with
the rest of them. Probably keeping a low profile, all things consid-
ered. Just think of all his dissatisfied customers.”

“It’s not his fault,” said Eros. “He never wanted to be a god any-
way. That’s why he does a much better job of it than the rest of us.”

They had reached the High Street now, and it was the busiest
it had been since Christmas. Mortals, it seemed, still worshipped
the sun and came spewing out of their boxes to greet it the moment
it so much as winked at them. They strolled aimlessly, talking and
laughing — to each other or alone, on phones — abandoning the
heads-down march they adopted over the winter, when they’d stride
with great purpose, fighting the wind and rain. And the shops were
busy, doors open, inviting, while the mortals inside them paid hom-
age to their other great object of worship — money. No wonder
Hermes was always working. There was a time when being god of
money had seemed to be a rather minor posting, quite the short
straw. Lately he never stopped being in demand.

“And it’s not just Jesus,” Eros was saying. “When you think about
all the dross that mortality has produced . . .”

He swept his arm, taking in the scene before them, and sighed.

“And then there’s the few, few greats — and I've missed so many
of them. In my field alone — would you believe I never met
Casanova?”
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“You mean he managed all that by himself?” Artemis shuddered.

“He was naturally talented. And Byron. Apollo was always trying
to introduce me, and I was always too busy. Next thing I knew he
was dead. They all die so soon. I never get used to it. They're gone
in the blink of an eye. You always think there’ll be more time, but
there never is.”

“You could visit,” said Artemis. “If you asked Persephone, she
might take you down there.”

“Have you ever been?” said Eros.

“No,” said Artemis. She felt cold suddenly. “Have you?”

Eros shook his head. “I wonder . . .,” he said. “I wonder what it
would be like to be dead.”

Artemis stopped walking. She felt an unfamiliar sensation in her
chest — a tightness and a kind of fluttering, and beneath that, a
churning in her stomach. Her hands and feet tingled almost pain-
tully, and she felt dizzy. After a few moments, she recognized the
teeling as the very start of panic.

“Don’t you ever think about it?” said Eros.

“Never,” said Artemis. “What would be the point?”

“It could happen,” said Eros.

“No,” said Artemis.

“It could.”

Eros led her to the window of a shop, where a skinny plastic
dummy, limbs as hard and smooth as bones dried in the sun, posed,
hip jutting forward like a missile, in a two-inch ripped skirt, electric
blue fishnet stockings, and a sheer blouse, unbuttoned to reveal the
shiny, tactile fabric of the lacy bra beneath. He didn’t bother to
comment.

“I keep hoping,” said Artemis.

“What about if you gave up hoping? What then?”

“It’s all right for you,” said Artemis, walking away from him, down
the hill. “People still fall in love. You've still got a reason to live.”
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“I don’t know about that,” said Eros, catching up with her. “I
don’t think people are that keen on love anymore — real love, the
complicated stuff. They like romance and sex — sorry — and when
that runs out it all looks a bit too much like responsibility and then
they quit.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I'm saying that they don’t need us anymore. They don’t want us.
They're forgetting about us.”

“I know all that.”

“And our power won’t last forever . . .”

“I need to sit down,” said Artemis.

“Sorry,” said Eros. “How about this bench? We can smell the
pancake van from here.”

Eros took her arm and sat her down. Artemis breathed deeply,
and after a few moments she began to enjoy the scent of bubbling
butter and melting sugar. She wondered what it would taste like,
how it would feel in her mouth, going down her throat. Would it
really do her so much harm to try?

“Maybe,” said Eros, “it wouldn’t be so bad.”

“Eating?” said Artemis.

“Dying.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“Listen, though. Just imagine it. The peace of it. Being some-
where else. Away from all this. Not having to be responsible for
anything.”

“But you're the one who’s always being extra responsible, for fun.”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t get tired.”

“I can’t imagine not being responsible,” said Artemis, “not being
in charge. It’s all I've ever done. It’s all you've ever done. Don’t tell
me you think you'd rather be dead.”

Eros squinted up the road into the sunlight for a few moments
without replying.
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“If you knew you only had a hundred years to live,” he said even-
tually, “what would you do with the time you had left?”

In the street in front of them, a car rear-ended another, and the
two drivers got out and started shouting at each other while all the
cars behind them hooted their horns, in no way speeding up matters,
but making the waiting much less pleasant for everyone involved.

“I would move out,” said Artemis.
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Two weeks AFTER Alice had started her new job, Neil took her out
for a celebratory cup of tea. He chose a cozy little café he hoped she
would like, small and low-ceilinged with kettle steam on the win-
dows, quiet enough so that she wouldn’t feel overwhelmed, but just
noisy enough so that she wouldn’t feel self-conscious that her voice
could be overheard by the next table. He arrived early, chose a seat
near the back so that Alice wouldn’t have passersby looking in at her,
ordered a coffee, and settled down with the Zelegraph crossword to
wait for her.

He didn’t realize how much time had passed and was engrossed
in a particularly tricky anagram when her soft voice saying hello
made his heart leap. He jumped to his feet to greet her, nearly knock-
ing his coffee over when he leaned across the table to kiss her five
millimeters from her cheek.

“How are you?” he said. “Did you find it okay? I hope you didn’t
have to travel too far.”

“Oh no, it was easy,” said Alice, taking the seat opposite and
pulling oft her bobble hat. “Crustacean.”

“Sorry?”
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“Scarce Tuna? Crustacean.” She pointed at his anagram.

“Right,” said Neil.

“It’s probably easier upside down.”

“What do you want to drink?” said Neil. “Do you want a cake?”

“I don’t know,” said Alice. “Are you going to have any?”

“We could share some,” suggested Neil.

“Ooh,” said Alice. Her hair was tied back and Neil noticed that
when she went pink it traveled all the way up her neck to her ears.
“That would be lovely,” she said.

The waitress came over and Neil ordered a cup of tea for Alice
and a slice of cheesecake with two spoons.

“So how'’s the job going?” said Neil.

“Oh, it’s fine,” said Alice.

“What are the people like?” said Neil. “Are they nice to you?”

Alice hesitated.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“It’s hard to tell. I'm sure they are being nice, in their own way.”

“What do you mean?” said Neil.

“Well, with some people, it’s easy to tell when they’re being nice,”
said Alice. “Like you, Neil. You're nice all the time. You think about
people and what they might like and then you do it and that’s nice.
I'mean, I don’t wantyou to think that — I'm just saying that — that’s
how it seems to me . . .”

Alice suddenly appeared to be much more interested in looking
at a small burn hole in the chintz tablecloth than in looking at him.

“And they?” prompted Neil.

“I'm sure they don’t mean anything by it,” said Alice, “but they
don’t really, um, notice other people like most people do. So when
they’re nice, it’s sort of by accident.”

“That doesn’t sound great,” said Neil.
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“Oh no,” said Alice. “They’re fine, really. I don’t want to be mean.”

Alice stopped talking as the waitress arrived with the tea and
cake. When the waitress had gone, she resumed.

“I think they do their best,” she concluded.

“So you haven’t told me very much about them,” said Neil. “Who
lives there? Is it a family? Flatmates?”

Alice hesitated again.

“I'm not really supposed to talk about it,” she said.

“What do you mean?” said Neil.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?” said Neil.

“I don’t know. I'm not supposed to talk about not being able to
talk about it.”

“Can’t you tell me anything?”

“No. Nothing.”

“But no one will know,” said Neil.

“I don’t want to get into trouble,” said Alice, looking away.

“Um sorry,” said Neil. “You don’t have to tell me anything. It has
nothing to do with me. I'm sure I wouldn’t find it very interesting
anyway.”

Alice didn’t reply.

“Not that I don’t find you interesting,” said Neil. “That’s not
what I meant. I just meant . . . it’s none of my business.”

Still no answer. Neil wished he’d never raised the subject. He
hoped she wouldn’t leave.

“Just forget about it,” he said. “Please. I'm sorry I mentioned it.
Why don’t we have a game of Scrabble? I've got my Palm Pilot. We
could finish that game we played on the day we went to the TV
show. I've got it saved.”

To his dismay, this suggestion seemed to upset Alice even more,
and she fidgeted in her seat, red-faced. Of course: he shouldn’t have
mentioned that day, the day he had got her fired.
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“I'm sorry —” Neil began.

“Apollo lives there,” Alice blurted out.

“What?” said Neil. “Apollo? Apollo from the TV show? Where?”

He squinted out across the café toward the street, half expecting
to see him sauntering along the pavement, with his perfect body and
his perfect face and his perfect sodding hair.

“In the house,” said Alice. “The house where I work. 'm not sup-
posed to say anything but it felt like I was lying when I didn’t.”

“You clean Apollo’s house? You work for Apollo?”

“Lots of people live there,” said Alice. “He’s one of them.”

“You work for Apollo,” said Neil again.

“Why?” said Alice. “What's the matter?”

“It’s just he didn’t strike me as very, you know, honest.”

“That’s his job,” said Alice.

“Even so,” said Neil. “It does reflect on him as a person.”

“But I thought you liked that kind of thing. The program,
I mean.”

“Of course I do. It’s just, well, I thought he was more dishonest
than most of the presenters I've seen. He’s shifty. And arrogant. And
I'd rather you weren’t working for someone like that.”

“It’s kind of you to be concerned, Neil,” said Alice, “but there’s
nothing for you to worry about, I promise. He’s really very sweet,
and he’s always been very nice to me.”

“I thought you said none of them were nice.”

“He’s the nicest.”

“You're too trusting,” said Neil. “You have to look beyond the
facade.”

“I think he’s just misunderstood,” said Alice. “I'm sure you'd like
him if you met him.”

“I'm sure I wouldn’t,” said Neil. “Who lives there with him? His
wife? His children?”

“I can’t really say,” said Alice.
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“You've told me he lives there now, you may as well say
with whom.”

Alice shook her head.

“Tell me if he’s married at least.”

“I don’t think he’s married,” said Alice. “I'm sorry. I can’t say
anything else. I shouldn’t have said anything at all. Can we play that
game of Scrabble now?”

Neil got out his Palm Pilot and set up a new game but all he
could see was Apollo’s smug face, and all he could hear was Alice’s
voice: He’s really very sweet. He’s the nicest. I think he’s just misunder-
stood. He hadn’t forgotten the way Apollo had looked at Alice that
day at the studio, and he didn’t like this turn of events at all.

Alice, for her part, couldn’t concentrate on the game. There was
plenty she wanted to tell Neil about, but she couldn’t. Apollo, for ex-
ample. She could understand why Neil didn't like him — Neil was
much more clever than she in certain ways, and he knew why pretend-
ing to be psychic was wrong, even though she couldn’t quite see what
was wrong with cheering up old ladies who have very little left to live
for. But she had seen quite a different side to Apollo after that first,
odd meeting. He would follow her around the house as she cleaned,
telling her all about himself, or sometimes singing her songs (which
were very good, really) that he'd composed on his guitar. At first, it was
true, she had found this deeply disconcerting and worried about how
to respond. But her being tongue-tied didn’t seem to bother Apollo, he
just carried on, regardless. It was quite sweet of him, really, to keep her
company like that. It was almost like having the radio on. And after a
while, she began to suspect that Apollo — who was such a handsome
man, and so talented and successful — was actually quite lonely, and it
made her feel good to keep him company too, even if she could never
think of a thing to say to him.

She would have liked to ask Neil’s opinion on Aphrodite, if only
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she could have. She couldn’t quite figure Aphrodite out. When she
was cleaning, Alice liked to keep herself to herself and to respect the
privacy of her clients, but the people in this house didn’t seem to
have much of a concept of privacy, and so Alice sometimes saw too
much. She particularly saw too much of Aphrodite, who was often to
be found walking around in the nude, or having some quite unpleas-
ant conversations on her phone. And even after only two weeks it
was obvious to Alice that Aphrodite was having affairs with all of the
men who lived in the house, and while this was understandable,
given how beautiful she was, Alice, who tried hard not to judge oth-
ers, also found it distasteful.

The most unnerving thing about Aphrodite, though, was how
she had reacted the first time she had come across Apollo and Alice
talking (or, rather, Apollo talking and Alice listening). She had stood
very silent and still, studying them intensely as if she had just discov-
ered two rare but shy animals in the forest, and then suddenly she
had started screaming and shouting incoherently, kicking, punching,
and smashing things. Alice had burst into tears, and Apollo, who
hadn'’t reacted at all to Aphrodite’s outburst, had started as if waking
up and hurriedly put an arm around her, which just made her feel
even worse, and she had run away and locked herself in the bath-
room and wouldn’t come out until Artemis came to tell her that
locking herself in the bathroom was forbidden. But the next time she
had seen her by herself Aphrodite had been calm and kind and had
acted like nothing had happened, and Alice had almost thought
shed dreamed it, except once in a while she'd catch Aphrodite star-
ing at her with vitriol in her eyes, particularly when she was talking
to Apollo. It couldn’t possibly be the case that Aphrodite was jealous
of the attention Apollo was paying her; Alice was hardly a candidate
for an affair with a man like that. So it must have been that Aphro-
dite had some kind of personality disorder and that she should think
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charitably toward her, but that didn’t make working in the house
with her any easier, and Alice was feeling a bit guilty about that.
More than anything, she would have loved Neil’s advice as to what
to do, but she couldn’t ask for it.

So there were Apollo and Aphrodite, and Artemis, who was
rather more of a hands-on boss than Alice was used to, and Eros and
Hermes, both of whom looked at her with a good deal more curios-
ity than she was comfortable with, and Ares, who always put her in
a bad mood for some reason, and Hephaestus, who was so very ugly
that she felt sick every time she saw him and this made her feel like
the cruelest, most shallow person alive, and she always wanted to say
nice things to him so that he wouldn’t realize what she was thinking,
and she couldn't, because he never spoke to her first, and Dionysus,
who made her nervous because he was always drunk, and the other
two women, Athena and Demeter, who ignored her so completely
that it was almost like noticing her — all of these people who were
so perplexing and whom she couldn't talk about. She tried not to
judge them,; they were Greek, after all, and all families had their own
ways. She was sure outsiders would find her family equally odd; her
parents often ate cereal in the afternoons, and sometimes they would
spend an entire day speaking only French, just to practice. And yet
there was something about this family that filled her up, and, forbid-
den and unable as she was to find any way to let them out, they be-
came like a wall inside her. And Neil was on the other side.

She looked at him over the table in the café just as he was looking
back at her, and she thought she saw the beginning of suspicion in
his eyes. And even as she opened her mouth to tell him all about the
family — who cared about the rules — the words seemed to die on
her tongue, and even as she resolved that on Monday she would
hand in her notice, she knew that she would stay there for as long as
they wanted her to.
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“So, WHAT DO you think?”

The corners of the estate agent’s mouth were both pointing up-
ward, so Artemis assumed that he must be smiling, but she couldn’t
understand what there was to smile about.

“Is this it?” she said.

“No, no, of course not.”

The corners of the estate agent’s mouth yanked upward again,
and he straightened his tie. Artemis noticed a line of peachy beige
foundation forming a circular stain around the collar of his shirt.

“There’s the bathroom as well. Which I already showed you.”

“Was that a room?” said Artemis.

When the estate agent had unlocked the grille that shielded the
front door — to protect the occupant of the flat, wondered Artemis,
or the other inhabitants of the listing, drafty block? — and forced
open the door itself, gouging yet more out of the black crescent scor-
ing the peeling, patterned “vintage” (according to the agent) lino-
leum, they had stumbled straight into an entrance hall that
featured — was this normal for mortals? — a limescale-encrusted
toilet and a moldy, dripping shower.
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“Think of it more as an atrium,” suggested the estate agent.

Artemis pulled aside the faded floral curtain on the one cracked
window. Down below in the car park, she watched as a group of
schoolchildren kicked a smaller child who was lying curled up on the
ground in front of them, shielding its head with its hands. She
dropped the curtain.

“Does the flat have any outdoor space?”

“There’s the — ah — communal courtyard,” said the agent.

At the expression of interest on Artemis’s face, he indicated the
window.

“Oh,” said Artemis.

She took another look behind the curtain. One of the children
had detached itself from the group and was now filming the pro-
ceedings on its phone.

“What about pets?” said Artemis. “Could I have a dog?”

The agent glanced around the room. There was only a tiny strip
of floor between the single bed, the three-legged chipped-veneer
wardrobe, the stainless steel sink, and the almost-straight shelf that
held up the microwave and the electric hot plate.

“Pets,” he confessed, “are forbidden in the lease. The damage
they cause . . . It reduces the value of the property. Although,” he
added, with optimism that belied the death in his eyes, “I'm sure you
could have a goldfish without any objections. Or a budgie. So long
as you kept it in its cage.”

“Im really looking for somewhere I could keep a dog,” said
Artemis. “A big dog. Somewhere with a garden it could run
around in?”

The corners of the real estate agent’s mouth faltered.

“I, ah,” he said. “I fear that might be . . . on the amount of rent
that youre quoting me . .. unless you were able to find a small
amount more . . . I would describe it as . ..”
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“Difficult?” said Artemis.
“An impossibility.”

When she got home, Artemis couldn’t face the house, this place that
seemed doomed to be her home, so she went straight out into the
garden. Outside, she found Demeter, who, as goddess of the earth
and fertility, naturally took care of the plants. In a wide-brimmed
hat and gardening gloves, carrying a small trowel and fork, she was
examining the bushes and flowers that filled the beds edging the un-
satisfactory scrap of lawn.

Ignoring her, Artemis lay facedown on the grass and shut her
eyes. It was too cold, really, to be outside, but right now this was all
she could cope with. The hard points of the grass stems prickled her
face like tiny needles. She breathed in. The earth smelled cold and
metallic, the sun’s rays still too weak to sweeten it. The grass, though,
smelled fresh and wet and bright. The ground held her body. It’s not
so bad here, she tried to tell herself. It’s not so bad. From the house,
though, she could hear the sound of raised voices, Aphrodite and
Eros having an argument, as they seemed to do with increasing fre-
quency of late. Aphrodite yelling, Eros growling defensively. And
then, on cue, the sound of shattering crockery. Artemis tried, with
little success, to blank it out, to pretend it had nothing to do with
her, but she couldn’t. A wave of misery washed over her. It didn’t
look as if she was going to be getting her own place any time soon.
She was stuck with them all. Maybe she could pitch a tent and live
out here.

Suddenly Artemis heard screaming from much closer by. Her
eyes were open and she was on her feet in a split second. She looked
around to see who was being hurt and whether she should defend
them or join in. It was Demeter. She was standing at the back of the

garden, where a high yellow brick wall divided it from the neighbor-
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ing plot. She had her back to Artemis and, after her scream, had
broken into racking, dry sobs, her shoulders heaving like the spasms
of a vomiting cat. Artemis ran over.

“What happened? What's going on? Are you —”

Artemis couldn’t finish — i/}, hurt — the suggestions were terri-
fying, impossible.

“It’s dead,” choked Demeter, turning. “It’s all dead.”

She held out her hands — she had removed the gardening gloves,
and Artemis was shocked to see the deep gnarls in her aging skin.
She was holding the dry, crumbling remains of a climbing plant.

“The clematis.” Artemis recognized it.

“I couldn’t keep it alive. I couldn’t save it.”

“‘But...

“This is what I do. I nurture. If I can’t do that ...”

“Maybe that mortal on the other side of the wall poured weed
killer on it. He’s always hated us.”

“My hair’s going white,” said Demeter.

“Come inside,” said Artemis. “It’ll be all right. Come inside.”

She took the dead clematis from Demeter’s hands and dropped it
on the ground, then put her arm around her shoulders and steered
her back into the house.

“Im dying,” sobbed Demeter. “I'm dying.”

To her surprise, Artemis felt a little bit jealous.
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I'T wasN’T HARD for Neil to find the house. Alice had told him where
she was working when she had first got the job — it was only later
on that she had become so secretive. Walking up the road toward it,
he didn’t have to check the house numbers to know immediately
which one it was. Alice had mentioned to him how dilapidated it
had become, but it was worse than he had imagined. It was literally
falling down — without urgent attention, he doubted it would last
more than another few years. He was shocked and upset that anyone
would let such a wonderful building get into such a state of disrepair.
He had experienced a similar feeling only last week, looking at a re-
cent photograph of Brigitte Bardot. So he was feeling quite indig-
nant as he marched up the cracked, uneven steps, lifted the heavy,
gleaming door knocker —it was Alice’s job to polish it, no
doubt — and rapped it hard, its sonorous reverberations echoing
through the house. Frankly, he was surprised that the lintel of the
door didn’t collapse from the force of it.

After a few seconds, he heard footsteps approaching and then the
door creaked open halfway. He opened his mouth to introduce him-
self, possibly even to offer his services as an engineer, but the link
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between his brain and his tongue seemed to have been severed as
cleanly as if someone had taken a knife to it. On the threshold before
him stood the most beautiful woman, not only that he had ever seen,
but that he would ever have been able to imagine. Once, years ago,
he had come home from school in tears because Marissa MacKen-
drick had refused to kiss him, saying — and he remembered this
precisely, indeed relived it often — that she would not touch an ugly,
spotty, skinny-arsed spoddy minger like him if the survival of the
species depended on it. His mother had taken him in her arms — and
he must have been devastated, because he had let her — and told
him that not only was little Miss MacKendrick a stuck-up cow and
so were her parents, but that nobody was perfect, that Marissa prob-
ably secretly hated her feet or her ears or her belly, and that one day,
when gravity had taken its toll and her husband had left her for
someone prettier and younger, she would realize that beauty was
only skin deep and that she should never have spoken to him that
way. It had been scant comfort at the time, and he had suspected
even then that his mother was wrong or lying, and now here was the
proof, standing in the doorway in front of him: this woman was per-
fect, there was no way that she hated anything about herself, except,
perhaps, the view in front of her eyes right now, and in fact beauty
was not “only skin deep,” sometimes it was everything, absolutely
everything.

“Fuck oft,” said the apparition with bruising inevitability.

“I,” said Neil. “Hello. I. Um. Hello. Is Alice? Um.”

“Alice?” said the apparition. Her face was perfectly hewn stone.

“I'm a friend of Alice’s,” Neil managed to say. “Your cleaner.”

The woman looked at him appraisingly, as if trying to calculate
his exact weight.

“What kind of friend?” she said.

“A close friend,” said Neil. “She’s my best friend.”
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“Are you in love with her?”

“I'm sorry?”

“Are you in love with her?”

There was something about this creature that made Neil give the
reply that he had never given anyone, least of all himself.

“Yes,” he said.

It was as if he had cast some kind of magic spell. Like clouds lift-
ing after a storm and revealing the blessed face of the sun, she broke
into a smile, the smile to end all smiles, and Neil’s face creased into
an imitative grin, making him, he knew, look like an unspeakable
idiot, but there was nothing to be done. Seemingly undisgusted by
his imbecility, the beauty opened the door fully, in a gesture of mag-
nanimous welcome.

“Come in, come in! I'm Aphrodite. It’s such a pleasure to meet
you! Any friend of darling Alice’s is a friend of mine.”

Neil stepped over the threshold into the house. He tried to imag-
ine Alice and this Aphrodite being friends, and failed. Aphrodite, he
had to admit, was the more beautiful. But Alice had more class.

“We don’t,” Aphrodite said in a stage whisper as she led him
down the front hall, “usually let strangers into the house. We like to
keep our privacy. But you're hardly a stranger, are you? You’re more
like family. Let me find Alice for you. She’s probably with Apollo
somewhere.”

Neil followed Aphrodite up the stairs, trying to keep his eyes
away from her bottom, bouncing ahead of him like two hard-boiled
eggs dancing a tango. He was beginning to think that this impromptu
visit was not such a good idea.

Up until the moment that he had got here, his reasoning had
seemed infallible. There was something wrong with Alice. That
much was obvious — it was particularly obvious to him when he was

trying to work, trying to watch TV, trying to read, trying to sleep,
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trying to have a conversation with anyone other than Alice, or trying
to have a conversation with Alice. And it had started when she be-
gan working in this house. He had no idea what the matter was but
he knew that there was a matter, and he had come here to find it.
What the matter might actually be — or worse, who — and how on
earth he was going to do anything about it were questions that were
only just entering his head right now as he trailed Aphrodite’s per-
fect buttocks up the stairs.

“Do you know,” said Aphrodite, tossing her silky hair as she
looked alluringly over her shoulder at him, “I think they must be in
Apollo’s bedroom. I'm sure they wont mind us disturbing them
there.”

“No,” said Neil. “I mean, yes. Let’s disturb them.”

P

“It’s just over ...,” said Aphrodite as they reached the landing,
but she was interrupted by the ringing of her phone. “Oh, I'm sorry,
I need to get that. There,” she finished, pointing at a door, ajar to
their right. “Hello, big boy,” she breathed into the phone. “I'm so wet.
What do you want to do to me?”

Neil nearly swallowed his tongue. Aphrodite gave him a wink
and a little wave, then turned her back.

“That sounds really sexy,” she resumed, into the phone.

With some effort, Neil turned away from her and walked toward
the door that Aphrodite had indicated. From the other side of it, he
could clearly hear two voices laughing — a male voice and Alice.
This made him feel queasy, but he forced himself to believe that at
least she sounded happy and that was all that mattered. But then he
heard her say, “That’s enough, please,” and the male voice say, “Come
on, just one more,” and suddenly she didn’t sound that happy and he
remembered why he had come. He pushed open the door to the
room and strode inside as manfully as he could.

The first thing he saw was Alice, standing at the window in a
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housecoat, a duster in her hand. When he saw her, he couldn’t believe
that only a moment ago he had been (he had to admit it) drooling
(but only slightly) over Aphrodite. Alice was still laughing, he was
relieved to see, but he could also see anxiety in her eyes and he
knew that her protests were not feigned. The individual to whom
those protests were directed was Apollo, wearing not a toga but jeans
and a T-shirt, who was sickeningly more handsome than he remem-
bered, and who appeared to be taking photographs of Alice using his
phone. Alice, Neil knew, absolutely hated having her photograph
taken.

“Leave her alone,” said Neil as loudly as he dared.

“Neil, what are you doing here?” said Alice.

“Yes, ‘Neil,” what are you doing here?” drawled Apollo.

Neil really didn’t like the way Apollo said Neil.

“What are you doing taking her photograph?” said Neil.

“It’s okay, Neil,” said Alice. “I said he could.”

“She said I could,” said Apollo.

Alice had never let Neil take her photograph.

“Neil, it’s really nice to see you, but . ..” Alice tailed off. “I'm not
really supposed to have friends round.”

“No, she’s not allowed any ‘friends’ round,” said Apollo.

“You didn’t tell me that,” said Neil. “I just came by . . .” He couldn’t
actually think of a reason. “Would you stop repeating everything that
she says?” he said to Apollo instead.

“Well, it’s very nice to see you,” said Alice. “It’s very sweet of you
to have come. Why don'’t you wait around a bit? I'm nearly finished
here and then maybe we can go and have a cup of tea.”

“You heard her,” said Apollo. “It’s nice to see you. Now get lost.”

“He’s just joking,” said Alice.

Apollo smiled at Neil in a way that didn’t seem all that jokey.

“It’s really nice that you two have met at last,” said Alice. “Apollo,
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Neil is really interested in your TV program. That’s why we came to
see it in the first place.”

“Is that right?” said Apollo.

“Yes,” said Neil. “Or at least I was interested in it before I saw it.”

“I was interested in humans till I saw you.”

“Actually,” said Alice, “maybe we should leave straightaway. I was
early this morning so I'm sure Artemis won't mind.”

“Oh no,” said Apollo, “please don’t rush off. You've only just got
here, ‘Neil.” Stick around for a bit. I'd love for you to meet my brother.
I'll just go and get him. Why don’t you take a seat?”

Apollo left the room and shut the door behind him. Neil refused
to sit.

“We should go,” he said. “Don’t you think it’s a bit odd that he
wants me to meet his brother?”

“I think it’s just his way of being friendly,” said Alice. “He is a lit-
tle bit, um, unconventional, but he’s really very kind underneath it
all. Anyway, we can’t go now when we said we'd stay. Let’s wait till he
gets back, then we can leave.”

“Okay,” said Neil, “but as soon as he gets back I'm going.”

Still feeling tense, Neil looked around, not entirely convinced
that the room wasn’t bugged or booby-trapped. It was a shared bed-
room, divided unofficially but decisively down the middle, each side
with its own rickety single bed and tipsy wardrobe. The side of the
room he was standing in was marked by a small potted bay tree and
several musical instruments on stands, all variations on guitars and
harps, many of which seemed to be antiques. The pictures on this
side of the room were reproductions of Renaissance paintings — or
at least he assumed they were reproductions — mostly consisting of
representations of Greek mythology and the god — but of course, he
was that arrogant — Apollo.

The other side of the room was quite different. While the bed he
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was standing by had been made in haste, the other one’s khaki bed-
spread had been straightened with great precision, not a crease on it.
The walls displayed an extraordinary collection of army memora-
bilia, with every possible space taken up with uniforms, flags, medals,
replica firearms — he hoped they were replicas — and maps and
charts of famous military campaigns.

“Which side of the room is Apollo’s?” he said.

“This side,” said Alice.

“So the guns belong to his brother?”

“Ares, yes,” said Alice.

“I think we should go right now,” said Neil, “before we get shot.”

“Oh, Neil,” said Alice, “you’re so funny.”

The door to the room opened again, and Apollo came in with a
tall, muscular, shaven-headed man with a face like a bullet.

“Neil,” said Apollo. “Meet my brother Ares.”

“Hi,” said Neil, shrugging.

“What do you want me to meet him for?” said Ares to Apollo.
“I'm busy. There’s a skirmish in Southeast Asia that I need to
escalate.”

“It’ll just take a few minutes,” said Apollo. “If you stay, I promise
I'll polish your medal collection for you for ten years.”

“Fine. What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing,” said Apollo, “just wait here.”

“Well,” said Neil, “it was nice meeting you, you've both been more
than welcoming, but we really must be going.”

“Why?” said Alice. “Because you said so?”

“But I thought you wanted to go,” said Neil.

“You didn't think,” said Alice. “You just assumed.”

Apollo smiled at Ares, who rolled his eyes.

“Oh, I get it,” he said.

Ares slouched over to the wall by the window in his half of the
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room and squatted down on the ground, took a huge knife from his
belt, and started picking the dirt from under his fingernails. Apollo
sat down on Ares’s bed with his hands on his knees and grinned over
at Neil.

“What are you looking at?” said Neil.

“Don’t talk to him like that,” said Alice. “You’re in his house. You
should treat him with respect.”

“Respect? You are joking, right? Why on earth should I re-
spect him?”

“Everybody deserves respect, actually,” said Alice. “Though I
wouldn’t expect you to understand that. You're the most cynical man
T've ever met.”

“I'd rather be cynical than believe everything anyone ever tells
me. There’s nothing clever about being gullible just to be nice,”
said Neil.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Alice.

Neil wasn’t sure what it was supposed to mean. He just knew that
it suddenly felt very important to say everything he could to make
Alice feel small.

“It’s not surprising,” he said, “that you'd take his side, seeing as he
likes to manipulate the vulnerable and weak.”

“Who are you calling vulnerable?” said Alice. “I'm surprised you
can even spell the word.”

“Oh, don't start attacking my intellect,” said Neil, “just because
you're good at board games. At least I've got a proper job and don’t
just stand around vacuuming and flirting all day.”

“Flirting!” said Alice. “I wasn’t flirting! I never flirt!”

“You were flirting with him!” said Neil, pointing at Apollo.

“I was not!” said Alice.

“Were too! Don't deny it! I can see you blushing!”

And indeed that tedious tide of redness was yet again rushing up

94



Gods Behaving Badly

Alice’s neck and flushing her face. She looked ugly, he thought, wat-
tled, like a turkey.

“Anyway, it’s none of your business,” said Alice. “What are you
even doing here? You can’t just turn up at my place of work and start
insulting my clients! Who do you think you are?”

Alice was actually shouting now. Neil had never heard her shout,
not ever. It had not been worth waiting for.

“Actually,” said Neil, waggling his head, “I think you'll find that that
poncy, self-important idiot is not, in fact, your client, but your boss.”

“Well, even more to the point, then.” Alice waggled her head too.
It was incredibly annoying when she did it. “I'd never come round to
where you work and be rude to anybody there, whether it was your
client or your boss.”

“You wouldn't be able to,” said Neil. “They took your security
pass away when you stopped cleaning my office.”

Alice reeled back as if she had been slapped.

“So 1s that what this is all about then?” she said.

“Is what what this is all about?” said Neil.

“You look down on me because of my job,” said Alice. “No won-
der you've never made a pass at me. You're too scared of getting your
hands dirty.”

“That’s not true,” said Neil.

“Yes, it is,” said Alice. “You do. You look down on me.” Alice
sounded more sad than angry.

“I do not look down on you,” said Neil more gently.

“Yes, you do. You think your work is so much more important
than mine, because you're a clever engineer and I'm just a cleaner.”

“Don’t think that, Alice,” said Neil. “Never think that. I have so
much respect for you and for what you do. I couldn’t do it. Really.”

Alice half smiled. Apollo shot a desperate look over at Ares, who
nodded and shifted slightly.
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“Although,” said Neil, feeling his anger return to him in a burst,
“when I say that I couldn’t do your job, obviously technically I could,
I just couldn’t face actually doing it. You couldn’t do my job, we both
know that. It takes years of careful training. What kind of training
do you need to wield a toilet brush?”

Alice was speechless so Neil took the opportunity to press home
his advantage.

“But just because you don't have any education,” he said, “doesn’t
mean you need to bolster your self-esteem by flirting with the likes
of him.”

Alice’s jaw actually dropped as he spoke. Seeing this, Neil felt a
peculiar stab of achievement. Beat that!

“Well, thank you for your comments,” said Alice. Rage had defi-
nitely returned to replace sadness in her tone. “I'm not feeling at all
patronized now. But just so you know, I do actually have an educa-
tion. A university education, as it happens. I have a first-class degree
in linguistics. I happen to clean because I like cleaning. It gives me
time to think. Something that you, apparently, choose not to do most
of the time.”

Something inside Neil grabbed his stomach and squeezed. He
knew a lost argument when he saw one.

“I think it’s time for you to go,” said Alice.

“I don’t want to go,” said Neil.

“Too bad,” said Alice. “I want you to go. And don’t call me. I'll
call you. Maybe.”

Neil realized that Alice, Apollo, and Ares were all staring at him,
Alice in fury, Apollo in glee, and Ares with a look, oddly, of quiet
satisfaction.

“Right,” said Neil. “T'll be off then. Lovely to meet you all.”

“Good-bye,” said Alice firmly.

So that was the last held be seeing of her, then. Good riddance.
He had no idea what he ever saw in her in the first place.
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And that feeling lasted all the way out of the room, down the
stairs, and out of the front door, until the moment that it slammed
behind him and he suddenly found himself standing alone on the
cold, hard pavement, and he burst into tears, wondering what in
God’s name had just happened to him.
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UpsTAIRs IN APOLLO’S room, they heard the front door slam. A
small cloud of plaster fell from the ceiling.

“Well, if you don’t mind, I'll be off too,” said Ares, standing up
and making his way to the door.

Apollo followed him out.

“Thanks, bro,” he said.

“Actually, it was quite fun,” said Ares.

“Oh, by the way, I was lying about the medals.”

“What?”

“I'm not going to polish them. You didn’t make me swear on
Styx. See you later.”

“You're a rancid little shit,” said Ares as he sauntered down the
stairs, but he didn’t sound too angry.

Apollo went back into the bedroom. Much to his delight, Alice
had sat down on the bed and was crying. Apollo sat next to her and
put his arm around her shoulders. This time she didn’t run away to
the bathroom. Still, he had to time this carefully. He told his erec-
tion to wait.

“There, there,” he said. “He’s not worth it.”
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“I don’t understand.” Alice wept. “I don’t know what just hap-
pened. Who were those people? That wasn’t Neil. That wasn’t me. I
never argue with anyone.”

Apollo was mesmerized by the water coming out of her eyes.
Tears were a mortal thing; gods produced nothing when they cried.
He reached a finger over and touched one of the wet trails snaking
down her face. Alice flinched away.

“Sorry,” Apollo said. Slow down, he told himself. “I'll get you a
tissue,” he said. He looked around. “Though I don’t know if we've
got any.”

“Pve got some downstairs in my bag,” said Alice.

“T'll get it for you.”

“Thank you,” said Alice. “You're being very sweet.”

Though he didn’t like leaving her side, Apollo went downstairs
and quickly found Alice’s handbag, alongside her coat, which he
rubbed against his face and body, relishing the smell of her. He slung
the bag over his shoulder and headed back toward the stairs, thought
better of it, and went into the kitchen instead.

Sitting on the bed in Apollo and Ares’s room, Alice wiped her nose
on the back of her hand, took a deep, trembling breath, and told
herself firmly to stop crying. She tried to piece together what had
happened, but none of it made any sense. She had been in a normal,
cheerful mood. Apollo had been all overexcited about his new phone
and she hadn’t discouraged him, not really. Maybe that was her fault.
She examined her conscience: had she been flirting? No. She knew
she hadn’t. Then Neil had arrived, out of the blue, and she had been
pleased to see him — she was always pleased to see him — though a
little self-conscious that she was grubby, and wearing a housecoat,
and stank of bleach, which was exactly the state she didn’t want him
seeing her in, in case he thought less of her . . . Which of course was
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a silly thing to think, because that was how they had met, so how
could he think less of her? Only wasn’t that exactly what had hap-
pened, what their argument had proved?

The door to the bedroom opened and Apollo came in carrying
her handbag and two glasses of wine. He put the bag on the floor
and sat down beside her on the bed.

“Here you go,” he said, holding out one of the glasses. “I thought
you might need this.”

“Oh no,” said Alice, “I couldn’t possibly. I don’t really drink alco-
hol and it’s terribly early.”

“Go on,” said Apollo. “Just a little bit. Itll do you some good, I
promise. And Dionysus will be horribly upset if you don’t. He makes
it himself.”

“Really?” said Alice. “I thought he was a disk jockey.”

“DJ, viniculturist, clubbing entrepreneur . . .”

Apollo proftered the glass again, and this time she took it. She
had a little sip.

“Oh dear,” she said, “that’s very strong.”

“I don’t think it is,” said Apollo. “We drink it all the time.”

“Oh well,” said Alice. “I suppose I'm just not used to it.”

She drank a little bit more. Apollo reached down to the bag at his
feet, opened it, got out the tissues, and handed them over.

“There you are,” said Apollo.

Alice took a tissue out of the packet and blew her nose, embar-
rassingly loudly.

“Sorry,” she said.

“That’s okay,” said Apollo. “Go on, have a good old blow.”

Alice did as she was told and then folded the tissue and put it up
her sleeve.

“Feeling any better?” said Apollo.

“A little,” said Alice.
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She took another sip of the wine. It seemed to be going to her
head already, but she was probably just dizzy from all that crying.

“I'm very sorry for how I behaved,” said Alice.

“You don’t need to apologize,” said Apollo. “I don’t think you did
anything wrong.”

“Oh, but I did,” said Alice. “You see, I'm just not like that. Not
like that at all. Poor Neil! I do hope I haven’t hurt his feelings
too much.”

At the thought of it, Alice could feel herself begin to get tearful
again, and she drank a bit more wine to steady herself.

“If you did, it’s only what he deserves,” said Apollo.

“Don’t say that,” said Alice. “He’s really a very nice man and he
really cares about me.”

“He didn’t sound very nice to me,” said Apollo. “He didn’t sound
like he cared very much about you either.”

“Well, no,” said Alice. “I suppose not. Not just then. Something
must be wrong. I do hope he’s okay.”

“You worry about other people too much. You should worry
about yourself.”

“Oh no,” said Alice. “No, no, really, not at all.”

She squirmed in embarrassment, and as she did, her knee brushed
against Apollo’s on the bed beside her. The touch gave her a little
shock — a pleasant shock. She drank a bit more of the wine. It was
very more-ish; she had no idea that Dionysus was so accomplished.

“We've been friends for quite a long time now,” Alice explained,
“Neil and I, and I just think I owe him the benefit of the doubt, be-
cause really he’s not usually like that. He’s never spoken to me crossly
before, never. Oh, except —”

She broke off, confused.

“Except what?” Apollo prompted, letting his hand rest on her
arm for a moment.
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“Well, last time we met up he seemed a bit funny — just not like
himself. He wanted to know all about the house, this house, and I
couldn’t tell him, you see, and then he got a bit. ..”

“A bit what?”

“Just a bit funny.”

“Well,” said Apollo, “I didn’t find him very funny just now.”

“No,” said Alice. “No, I don’t suppose he was.”

Alice’s head felt cloudy and she shook it to try to clear it.

“Dear me,” said Apollo, “you’ve finished your wine. Here, why
don’t you have mine.”

Apollo held out his untouched wineglass and exchanged it for
Alice’s empty one. As he took her glass their fingers brushed against
each other and she felt herself shiver. This didn’t seem quite right.
She blinked, had another drink. Then she thought for a few mo-
ments about the argument, replaying it in her head. It was no better
for the remembering.

“Oh!” she said suddenly. “I'm so, so sorry. I haven’t even apolo-
gized to you for the things he said to you, those terrible, rude things!
I'am so sorry that he spoke to you like that.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me,” said Apollo. “He’s not a
family member, is he? He’s not your boyfriend.”

“No...

“So what he says is nothing to do with you. It doesn’t reflect on
you at all. In fact, I should be thanking you, for defending me.”

“Oh no,” said Alice. “Not at all. I hardly defended you...I
should have defended you more. You haven’t done a thing wrong.
The things he was saying . . . Accusing us of flirting. As if we were
flirting. We aren’t flirting . . . are we?”

Alice looked up at him with the question, and at that moment
the wineglass was removed from her hand and she found herself be-

ing kissed.
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“Oh,” she said, as Apollo moved his lips from her mouth to her
neck. “I suppose we are.”

It wasn’t as if Alice had never had sex before. She’d had a boyfriend
back at university, a scientist who talked a lot and assumed that she
wanted him to make all of the decisions for them both. In three years
she didn’t think he’d asked her a single question. The relationship had
ended when he’d got a job in America and assumed that she was com-
ing with him. It was only when she arrived at the airport without any
luggage that he had started to suspect, and then all she’d had to do was
to point out that she didn’t have a ticket, wave him through the depar-
ture gate, and say good-bye. She hadn’t heard from him since.

And there was absolutely no reason why she shouldn’t have sex
with Apollo. She was a single, independent woman with no ties. He
was, undeniably, an attractive man, and his hand running up the
seam of her jeans inside her thigh felt very good. She lay back on the
bed, let her legs slide open, put up no resistance as he undid the but-
tons down the front of her housecoat, reached round behind her
back, and unclipped her bra (white cotton, no underwiring, Next
catalog). But as his head bowed down and the tip of his tongue
touched her nipple, a vision of Neil popped into her head and she
shot backward off the bed away from Apollo, her knee smacking
hard into his jaw as she passed.

“I'm sorry!” she cried, holding the sides of her housecoat together.
“I'm so sorry, Apollo. Are you okay? I didn’t mean to hurt you. Oh,
I am sorry. But I can’t do this. I have to go.”

“But you can’t go!” said Apollo. He was sitting up on the bed,
rubbing his chin, his trousers absurdly undone. “I love you!”

“Oh dear,” said Alice. “I'm sorry. Do you? I'm really sorry about
that. But the thing is, I don’t love you.”

“Yes, you do,” said Apollo. “You have to. Didn’t you hear what I
said? I love you.”
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“Yes,” said Alice, “I'm sorry, I did hear. But the thing is, it has to
be both people who love each other. I really should go home.”

Alice quickly did her housecoat up, her undone bra flapping
against her sides, and took a step toward her bag. Apollo grabbed it
and hugged it to him.

“Oh,” said Alice. “Apollo. Could I have my bag, please?”

“No,” said Apollo.

“Please,” said Alice. “I really need it to go home.”

“No,” said Apollo again. “You're not going home.”

“Well, no, I think I am going to go home now, Apollo,” said Al-
ice. “I'm very sorry. If you won’t give me my bag, I'm going to go
anyway. But I'd rather have my bag, please.”

“No.”

“Okay,” said Alice. “Good-bye, Apollo. I really am very sorry, but
I'm sure once you sleep on it you'll realize that it’s for the best.”

Alice walked toward the door, but Apollo leaped up and grabbed
her waist from behind.

“You can’t leave,” he said. “I forbid you!”

“Please let go,” said Alice.

Apollo just gripped tighter.

“You're hurting me!” said Alice.

Instantly, Apollo’s hands flew off her as if she had given him an
electric shock. He staggered back a pace, then lifted one hand and
stared at it as if he had never seen it before.

“Oh dear,” said Alice. “Are you all right?”

“Sorry,” said Apollo, “I didn’t mean to harm you.”

He lowered his hand and looked at her with some kind of
indecision.

“Good-bye,” said Alice again and took another step toward
the door.

“You can’t leave,” said Apollo. “Please. I'm in love with you.”
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“The thing is, I love . . . somebody else,” said Alice.

Apollo threw himself between her and the door.

“I'm not going to let you go,” he said.

“I'm sorry, but you can’t stop me,” said Alice.

Apollo refused to move, so she was forced to try to pry him away
from the door, but her small body was no match for his muscular
frame. She pulled with all her strength but nothing happened. Apollo
grabbed at her shoulder, but again, his hand flew back as if it had
been stung.

“Damn it!” shouted Apollo.

“Please let me past,” said Alice.

“Can I just ask you something first?” said Apollo.

“Of course,” said Alice.

“Does rape constitute harm?”

Alice’s blood turned to ice. She was paralyzed, instantly, with fear.

“Well, does 1t?”

“What?” Alice managed to croak.

She tried to figure out which way to run. The door was the only
way out of the room; the window was too high to jump from.

“I'd like to rape you, but would that cause you harm?”

Apollo seemed genuinely interested in the answer.

“Yes,” Alice managed to reply.

She willed her limbs to move. She did not want to die here.

“Oh,” said Apollo. “Is that why they made it illegal?”

“Yes,” she said again.

“Oh, right,” said Apollo. “And you’re not going to consent to sex>”

“No,” said Alice, a little more strongly this time.

“Well, in that case, you'd better go then.”

“I can go?”

“Don’t forget your bag.”

* * *
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When the phone rang, Neil was in his den, playing the kind of com-
puter game that involves committing acts of obscene violence on un-
deserving aliens, and he was losing.

“What is it?” he barked.

“It’s me,” came the voice, wavering at the other end. “It’s Alice.
I'm sorry. Can you forgive me?”

“Of course I can,” said Neil. “I'm sorry too. You know I am.
Please don’t be so upset.”

On-screen, an alien administered the last rites, but Neil didn’t
notice.

“It isn’t that . . . ,” said Alice.

“What is it?” said Neil. “What’s happened?”

“I can’t tell you,” said Alice. “Can I come over? I'm too scared to
go home by myself.”

“Too scared?” said Neil. “What’s going on?”

“Please don’t ask me,” said Alice. “It’s all my own fault anyway.
Please can I come over, Neil? I don’t have anywhere else to go. I can’t
stay by myself tonight. Please.”

“Of course you can. You don’t have to ask. You're welcome when-
ever you like, you know that.”

“Thank you . . . You shouldn’t be so nice to me. Thank you.”

After he had calmed her down and hung up the phone, Neil
changed the sheets on his bed and then made up the sofa for himself,
struggling with mixed feelings that he wasn’t entirely proud of. Alice
was upset, so he was upset. Alice was frightened, so he was fright-
ened. And Alice had turned to him for help, and that was the best

news he’d had in weeks.
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APOLLO, MEANWHILE, DECIDED that the only possible response to
Alice’s cruel rejection of him was to get drunk. He started drinking at
home, in his bedroom, huge slugs of Dionysus’s wine out of Alice’s
glass, which still tasted of her mouth. But then Ares came along and
asked him how it had all gone, and Apollo, who didn’t like looking
weak, and particularly didn’t like looking weak in front of war-loving
Ares, and even more so when Ares had helped set up the situation in
the first place, gave a noncommittal answer and went downstairs.

This was even worse. When he went into the living room, Athena
was practicing a presentation in front of an appreciative audience of
empty chairs, and before he could sneak away she grabbed his arm
and asked whether she could count on his prompt attendance at to-
morrow’s assembly? “Your presence,” she stressed, “is critical.”

“Yeah,” said Apollo, detaching himself, and he went to the
kitchen in the hope that nobody would be there.

Unfortunately Aphrodite was at the table, sniffing a bacon sand-
wich and talking filth into her phone. When she saw Apollo come
in, she immediately put the hapless caller on hold and looked up at
him with a disturbingly knowing expression.

107



MARIE PHILLIPS

“The cleaner left in quite a hurry,” she said, a sparkle in her far
from innocent eye. “I do hope nothing was wrong?”

“Nothing at all,” said Apollo.

“I thought that Neil was terribly nice. Didn’t you?”

“I'm going out,” said Apollo.

Her laughter followed him down the hall and into the street.

Dionysus’s nightclub, Bacchanalia, was located in a basement down
a poorly lit side street popular with prostitutes and junkies, some-
where between Euston and King’s Cross. It was a dingy, shabby
hole, sweaty and cramped, painted an unwelcoming shade of purple
and stinking of stale cigarettes and sour booze. That it was able to
survive was testament to the combined pulling power of Dionysus’s
wine — legendary for its potency among bohemian alcoholics — and
the still more legendary floor shows that unfolded on the mirrored
stage behind the tiny dance floor. In fact, together these proved such
a draw that the club was sold out every night and, given the cheap-
ness of the rent, should therefore have been wildly profitable, but so
much cash went into bribing the police and, when that was unsuc-
cessful, fighting court orders and reapplying for licenses that Diony-
sus barely made any money from it at all.

It was early when Apollo got there, not even fully dark yet, but
the queue was already beginning to tail back along the street.
Wrapped in a long coat, head down, hands plunged deep in his
pockets, Apollo didn’t even bother to admire the clientele —
women dressed like Warhol-era New York whores and sharp-
suited, sharper-coiffured men in eyeliner, waiting in multisexual
combinations of pairs and threesomes. Ignoring them all, he marched
straight to the front of the queue, where two cold, bored mae-
nads — followers of Dionysus since the dawn of time — stood,
wearing little other than a few vine leaves and scraps of fur, holding
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clipboards and sorting through the crowd, turning away the insuffi-
ciently hip.

“Is he in?” he said.

“Who?” said one of the maenads.

“Don’t act the idiot,” said Apollo, “or I'll button your lip. Perma-
nently. You're not mortal. I can still do that at least.”

The maenad, who had the kind of loathing for Apollo that could
only come from having slept with him on a regular basis, clenched
her teeth and looked at the ground.

“He’ll be behind the bar,” said the other maenad. “Go on in.”

She unhooked the tatty purple velvet rope that crossed the door,
allowed Apollo to slip past, then swiftly hooked it up again, paying
no attention to the cries of desperate wannabe punters, insisting they
were with him.

Apollo went down the narrow stairs, past the small ticket booth
that was staffed by a heavily tattooed hermaphrodite who sometimes
performed when other acts called in sick, and into the club itself. On
the stage were a trio of dwarf contortionists doing something that
would upset Artemis deeply were she ever to witness it. In front of
them, a group of girls, including two current faces of top-selling
perfumes and an up-and-coming Hollywood actress, were dancing
together in elaborately feigned lasciviousness. They were coolly be-
ing observed by the rest of the growing crowd, clustered at the bar or
seated at rickety round tables on the edge of the dance floor. From
these Apollo recognized the editor of a tabloid newspaper, a top-end
hotelier, and four minor deities.

Apollo walked over to the bar, the filth of the floor sticking to the
soles of his shoes. Dionysus hadn’t seen him come in. He was busy
restocking the bar with bottles of his wine — the club sold noth-
ing else.

“Hello, bro,” said Apollo.
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Dionysus turned.

“Apollo. You look like shit,” he said.

Without waiting to be asked, Dionysus uncorked a bottle and
poured out a tall glass.

“Quiet night,” commented Apollo.

“It’ll pick up,” said Dionysus. “What can I do for you?”

“I want to get shit-faced and fuck someone. Preferably several
people,” said Apollo.

“The usual, then,” said Dionysus.

“I wish it was,” said Apollo.

Dionysus looked sharply at Apollo. If, as he suspected, he was
going to have to endure Apollo banging on yet again about the ap-
palling unfairness of his existence, he was going to need liquid assis-
tance. After only a second’s thought, he decided to dispense with
glasses entirely and started lining up bottles on the bar between him
and his brother.

“It’s a girl,” said Apollo, once he had started his second bottle.

“A girl?” said Dionysus. He was surprised. It wasn’t like Apollo
to get emotional over a mortal.

“The most beautiful, amazing, incredible girl in the world,” said
Apollo.

“Right,” said Dionysus.

“The fucking bitch whore,” said Apollo.

“Right,” said Dionysus again.

Apollo swigged back a quarter of the bottle of Dionysus’s stron-
gest wine in one swallow. He muttered something unintelligible into
his chest. Dionysus gazed over his shoulder at the stage, where a
lithe, shining, nude black man was currently inserting his big toe
into his nose.

“Her name’s Alice,” said Apollo. “Isn’t that the most wonderful
name you ever heard in your life? Alice. Are you listening to me?”

IIO



Gods Behaving Badly

Dionysus snapped his eyes back to Apollo’s face.

“Of course I am,” he said. “Alice. Wonderful name. Yes.”

“I really thought she was the one, you know?” said Apollo. “The
one. [ was ready to settle down . . . me. For a few decades at least, till
she died. I really thought she loved me. But now I realize that I was
just her fool.”

“Mortal women can be like that,” agreed Dionysus. He hoped
that this wasn’t going to go on for long.

“You're supposed to tell me that I'm not a fool,” said Apollo.

“Oh. Sorry. You're not a fool,” said Dionysus. But you are incredi-
bly boring, he added silently.

“Bitches. All of them,” said Apollo, returning to his theme.

“I'll drink to that,” said Dionysus.

He uncorked another bottle.

“Alice ...,” he mused. “You know, I think I know somebody
called Alice.”

“You do,” said Apollo. “She cleans our house.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s it,” said Dionysus. “So where did you meet
yours, then?”

“No,” said Apollo. “That’s it. That’s her.”

“That’s her? That’s your Alice? The cleaner?”

Dionysus was delighted. This was turning out to be interesting
after all.

“You're in love with the cleaner?”

“Don’t be such a snob,” snapped Apollo. “You’re half mortal,
remember? Youre hardly in a position to be making social
judgments.”

“Whatever you say,” said Dionysus. “So what happened? Don't
tell me she turned you down.”

Apollo finished the entire bottle before replying.

“She turned me down,” he said eventually.
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Dionysus stifled a laugh.

“The cleaner turned you down?” he said.

“That’s what I said,” said Apollo.

“When did that happen?”

“This afternoon,” said Apollo. “Tonight should have been the
most amazing night of my life. At last I'd met her: the one. The one
who was going to make all the difference. The one who was going to
mean everything to me. And I would have done anything for her,
Dion. I would have moved the world. I swear it. But she just led me
on . .. the bitch. She led me on and then she dropped me like a stone.
No, not like a stone. Like a greased fish. That was how desperate she
was to be rid of me.”

“The cleaner turned you down,” confirmed Dionysus.

“And I can’t even kill her,” complained Apollo.

“And that’s what you want to do, is it?” said Dionysus. “Kill her?”

It was a funny definition of love, in his opinion, but he knew bet-
ter than to mention this.

“She shamed me.”

Dionysus contorted his face into agreement.

“And she’s got this thing . ..”

“Thing?” said Dionysus. “Like a deformity?”

“Sort of. His name’s Neil. Looks like the skeleton of a leaf.”

“A boyfriend, you mean?” said Dionysus.

“Not exactly, but close enough,” said Apollo. He sighed. “The
evil, manipulative witch . . . I'll never meet anyone else like her.”

He took a long, sorrowful drink from the latest bottle in front
of him.

“So why can’t you kill her?” said Dionysus.

“I made,” said Apollo, “some stupid vow. On Styx.”

“Oh,” said Dionysus. “I can see how that would make things
difficult.”
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“Bloody Artemis interfering again,” said Apollo.

“She does that,” agreed Dionysus.

On the stage behind Apollo, they were bringing out the crabs.
People would start fainting soon. Time to wrap up the conversation.

“Never mind, eh?” he said to Apollo in a brighter tone that sug-
gested, he hoped, finality. “Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“How’s that?” said Apollo.

“Maybe she’ll die anyway.”

As Dionysus picked up the empty bottles and walked away,
Apollo wondered whether to take his comment as just an observa-
tion or as a piece of helpful advice.
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AroLLo AWOKE ON the floor of the deserted club. That he had been
asleep at all was, in itself, a bad sign. That his head felt like someone
was standing on it wearing hobnailed boots was even worse. Pain
was a new and deeply unwelcome arrival in his physical repertoire.
Aside from the obvious discomfort, there was also a certain unpleas-
ant irony to experiencing pain: he could use his power to get rid of
it, but in doing so, he would weaken himself, thus becoming more
susceptible to further pain in the future. Standing up groggily, peel-
ing a flyer from his face and picking the cigarette butts off his rum-
pled, wine-stained clothes, he decided on a compromise and reduced
the agony to merely an insistent, irritating throb, which suited his
mood perfectly. Scrabbling around on the floor of the club, he found
enough loose change to pay for a bus ride home — he knew from
past experience that Dionysus would already have banked the cash
from the till, so there was no point looking there.

At the bus stop, the gathered mortals — mothers with kids, pen-
sioners with tartan shopping trolleys, and a clutch of commuters in
suits who obviously believed themselves to be wholly superior to the
others — all kept their distance from Apollo, huddling together at
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the far end of the stand and not trying to hide the disapproval and
disgust on their faces. I could kill you all, thought Apollo, with a click
of my fingers. I could turn you into nasturtiums, or worms, or yesterday’s
papers. I could flay you alive, make your eyeballs boil in their sockets, rear-
range your internal organs so that your guts were in your mouths and you
were shitting out of your armpits. Or at least I could have. Once. Before
Artemis had her little bit of fun.

When the bus finally came, the mortals clambered on one by one,
but the driver, who had seemed passive and half asleep, managed to
shut the doors before Apollo could get on board and sped the bus away.
Rather than endure the same humiliation twice, Apollo put his sticky
change in his pocket and started walking, telling himself that he didn't
want to sit in a rattling red tin can full of rotting mortals anyway.

London that morning was bleak and dirty, the color of soot. There
were mortals everywhere, walking in the same direction, silent and
teatureless, like a greasy tide. Apollo walked against them, smacking
into shoulders and briefcases as they refused to get out of his way. If
they knew who he was, wondered Apollo, knew that he alone was
responsible for the sun that shone above their heads, would they
even care? He doubted it. One thing about mortals that had never
changed was that they all believed themselves to be immortal. He
quite liked that about them. It was so arrogant, so optimistic. Like
himself, on a better day.

He had hoped to sneak back into the house and into his bed un-
seen, but as he dragged himself up the front stairs, he heard swift
steps following him, and he turned to see, of all possible gods, Arte-
mis, dressed in her tracksuit and carrying a handful of empty dog
leashes.

“Get out of my way,” he growled.

“You're actually in front of me,” Artemis pointed out. “You're not
coming to the meeting dressed like that, are you?”
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“What fucking meeting?”

“You know, Athena’s thing.”

Artemis squeezed past him and put her key in the door.

“Oh, fuck,” said Apollo. “I'd forgotten about that. Look, can you
make up some excuse for me? I don’t want to go. I feel like shit. It’s
a fucking pointless waste of time anyway.”

Without opening the door, Artemis turned to face him. Apollo
noted the familiar look of righteous annoyance in her eye. He braced
himself.

“First of all,” said Artemis, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t
constantly use that word in front of me.”

“You mean fuck?” said Apollo.

Artemis winced.

“I find it deeply offensive,” she said.

Apollo rolled his eyes.

“Next,” said Artemis, “you might want to start taking your re-
sponsibilities to this planet seriously.”

“What responsibilities?” said Apollo.

“Look at yourself!” said Artemis.

She reached over and picked the plastic wrapper of a cigarette
pack off the side of his shirt.

“Where did you spend last night? In the gutter? What kind of an
example does that set to the mortals out there that should be looking
up to you?”

“It may have escaped your notice,” said Apollo, “but most of the
‘mortals out there’ would rather not look up to anyone at all, and the
people that they do look up to are exactly the kind of people who
spend their nights asleep in gutters or nightclubs and not those who
go out running before dawn and never have sex.”

“Be that as it may,” said Artemis, “even you cannot deny that this
family is facing an unprecedented crisis. And that Athena might be
able to help us. If she can get her words out straight . ..”
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“What makes you think I care about this family?”

“I know you care about yourself. And I know you want to get your
power back.”

“I wouldn’t need to get my power back if you hadn’t taken it away
from me.”

“That was a democratic decision for the good of everyone. You
had been risking yourself —”

“Oh, shut up.”

“You had been risking us all —”

“Just shut up. Shut the fuck up, you stupid, uptight, don’t drink,
don’t smoke, don’t fuck, don’t do anything that might almost be in-
terpreted as fun, sanctimonious little fucking virgin. Fuck, fuck,
tucking fuck, I've had enough. I'm not going to this fucking meeting,
I don’t care what happens to the fucking family, you can tell Athena
what the fuck you like, just as long as you get out of my fucking face
and stay out of it.”

Apollo grabbed the keys, turned the locks, and opened the door,
then threw the keys down the stairs and into the street before slam-
ming the door between him and his twin.

“And don't you fucking start,” he muttered toward the door to the
living room, where he assumed that other mothball-cunted bitch
Athena was already preparing for her tedious, useless meeting.

Shrugging off the insult from Apollo — after all, you could only be
hurt by someone whose opinion you respected — Artemis picked up
the keys and let herself into the house. She couldn’t deny that he had
a point — not about herself, of course, but about the chances of
Athena’s meeting being a success. It wasn’t that Athena didn’t know
what she was talking about — she had, certainly, a brilliant mind
and a genius for strategy. It was that she was completely incapable of
communicating to the rest of the gods any of the ideas she came up
with. Athena may have been designated the goddess of wisdom, but
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unfortunately, wisdom and clarity are not quite the same thing. Still,
thought Artemis as she entered the living room, maybe this would
be the time that Athena finally got her message across. It had to hap-
pen one day.

Although all of the comfortable chairs were as yet untaken, Arte-
mis sat on a hard wooden stool from the kitchen that Athena had
placed at the far end of the front row. She liked to remind the others
that she, at least, was unselfish and prepared to make sacrifices. She
watched as Athena put carefully stapled handouts on each of the
empty seats and wondered whether anybody else was actually going
to turn up. Athena had made a huge fuss about this meeting and
spent ages rearranging the furniture in the living room into equally
spaced rows, the better for everyone to see her. Watching Athena
now — efficient, conservatively dressed, those totally unnecessary
spectacles balanced at the top of her strong, serious nose — Artemis
asked herself, not for the first time, whether there was actually any
need for a goddess of wisdom. She, Artemis, could do the job just as
well as Athena did, she had no doubt, and still have time left over to
hunt as much as she wanted to. Of course, Athena liked to believe
that she was the most important of all the gods, and Artemis was
pretty sure that, in her own head, she was lining herself up as the
successor to Zeus. But that was never going to happen. Artemis was
determined: never.

The next god to arrive was Hermes, his slim, athletic form en-
cased in a tailored business suit, topped and tailed with his winged
helmet and boots.

“Is this going to take long?” he said.

“Is that the first thing you say every time you walk into a room?”
said Artemis.

“Well, is it?” said Hermes, ignoring her. “Unlike the rest of you,
I actually have things to do with my time.”
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“And don’t tell me, time is money?”

“Funny you should say that, but it is,” said Hermes, unable to
keep a sulky tone from entering his voice.

He was the baby brother of the family and had always suffered
from an inferiority complex, stemming from the indignity of having,
throughout his life, been forced to carry everyone else’s messages for
them, alongside performing endless other duties that the rest con-
sidered undesirable and palmed off on him.

“I will,” said Athena, “of course be delivering the information re-
quired in the most concise and apposite manner, but this is a com-
plex issue that affects us all, and I would ask you to treat this meeting
with appropriate respect. There’s a handout on the chair.”

“Can I just read it and go?” said Hermes.

“No.”

Artemis was not at all surprised to see Hermes select the largest,
least broken of the armchairs and sling himself into it, kicking his
winged heels over the arm and flicking in a desultory way through
Athena’s fact sheet. Artemis watched him attempt to conceal a frown
of confusion on his face, the same frown of confusion that she had
only recently concealed on her own face when reading the same

sheet. This did not bode well.

Gradually the other gods arrived and took their seats in order of
comfort. Artemis noted that Aphrodite seemed to be in a particu-
larly good mood, which worried her a little. She wondered who had
been made to suffer in the pursuit of it. It wasn’t Eros, who, sitting
two seats away from her, was looking relieved for some reason, or
Ares, who had headed straight to the back of the room, taken one
glance at the handout, dropped it on the floor, and was now flicking
through a ring binder of his own that he rested on his knee, making
copious notes. Dionysus had cheerily poured Aphrodite a glass of
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wine when he had arrived, so it couldn’t have been him. Hephaestus
was sharing the sofa with his wife, whispering in her ear and cud-
dling her. Demeter was huddled, pale and disheveled, in a chair in
the corner, but she had taken on a ghostlike mien ever since the
death of the clematis and could probably be discounted too. So it
must have been Apollo, which would explain his appalling mood
this morning. She wondered what Aphrodite had done, and if it was
something she should be concerned about. She was so irritated with
Apollo, though, that she chose to put it out of her mind.

At the front of the room, Athena cleared her throat, and everyone
reluctantly stopped what they were doing and looked over at her.

“Are all delegates in attendance?” she said.

“Apollo isn’t,” said Artemis.

“Can anyone proffer any intelligence pertaining to his absence?”
said Athena.

“He was in the club last night,” volunteered Dionysus. “Drank at
least a gallon of my wine and was last seen snoring with his head
jammed underneath a bar stool. I doubt he’ll be putting in an ap-
pearance today.”

Artemis didn’t add anything to this.

“That is entirely typical,” said Athena. “I informed him only yes-
terday that this gathering was to comprise a very important dissemi-
nation of information. Perhaps we should postpone —”

She was immediately drowned out by a chorus of groans and
complaints from the rest of the gods, especially Hermes, who knew
that he would be in charge of finding another date that everybody
could make.

“Very well,” said Athena. “Hermes, could you ensure that all of
the key representations are conveyed to our absent sibling?”

“Will do,” said Hermes.

“Excellent,” said Athena. “Thus. To commence. If I could re-
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quest that all gathered deities address themselves to the schemata
reproduced on the uppermost sheet of your textual bundle: ‘Con-
cerning the necessity for increasing the potency of the true gods and
goddesses, parenthesis Olympian close parenthesis, with additional
suggestions for the implementation of organized religion—based so-
lutions within the crowded global multifaith context.””

Artemis hated it when circumstances forced her to agree with

Apollo.

Once Apollo was certain that all of the other gods had arrived at
Athena’s meeting — an event that could be guaranteed to go on for
hours — he left his bedroom, where he had been pacing with in-
creasing agitation, and climbed the stairs. Whatever happened
now would be Artemis’s fault. She had asked for it. If it wasn’t for
her interference and for her self-important little performance on the
front steps that morning, he would have just gone to bed and slept
off his hangover; or, rather, circumstances would have been so dif-
ferent that he wouldn’t have had a hangover at all. Now she, and the
rest of them, could answer for the consequences of her own
behavior.

He followed the corridor down past the clutch of bedrooms to
the very end, to the door that led up to the next floor. Nobody had
passed through this door for years, in either direction. He persuaded
himself that the twinge he felt in his stomach was not fear and made
himself open the door. The handle turned only with some effort, but
the door wasn’t locked. He pushed the door forward and it opened
with a disgruntled creak. Immediately on the other side rose a dim
staircase, cobweb-laced and caked with solidified layers of dust and
grime. The air was thick and old, unstirred for years. On one of the
steps, near his eye level, a fat, sleek rat observed him; above it, a pair
of giant cockroaches were mating on the wall. It reminded him of
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the state of the rest of the house, before Alice. .. Quelling that
thought, he stepped inside, pulling the door shut behind him and
plunging himself into almost total darkness. There was a dim light
coming from the top of the staircase though, and he followed this,
the stairs groaning with each step that took him spiraling upward to
the forbidden top floor of the house.

At the top of the staircase he reached a landing with bare floor-
boards, a small window, and another door leading off it, plain and
unpainted. In front of the door, on an equally plain wooden chair,
sat a woman Apollo had not seen for many years: his stepmother,
Hera, the sister and wife of Zeus.

They looked at each other. Neither blinked. She had sat there, as
far as he knew, for more than two decades, unmoving, alone except
for a brace of peacocks, currently prostrate at her feet. She had hair
the color of blackmail, a spine as straight as a guillotine, and a face
that could sink ships. If she was even slightly surprised to receive her
first visitor in twenty years, she didn’t deign to show it.

“Hera,” said Apollo. “I won’t say it’s a pleasure.”

Hera didn’t move, her mouth a cold, thin line.

“Let’s not waste time with small talk,” said Apollo.

“I'd prefer not to waste time with talk of any kind,” said Hera,
“but I can see you're not giving me the choice.”

“I have some information,” said Apollo. “Information that you
might find —7

“Cut to it,” interrupted Hera.

“Right.” Apollo swallowed. “It’s like this. There is a plot against
you in this house.”

“You astonish me,” said Hera. “I always thought I was such a
popular goddess.”

“At this very moment,” continued Apollo, “the conspirators are
gathered in the, ah, living room” — how he wished there were a
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more dramatic word than /fwing room; lounge, he'd decided, would
have been even worse — “plotting your doom.”

“And?” said Hera.

She held his gaze. Apollo looked down at the peacocks. They
were so uninterested in what he was saying that they had begun
pushing a grain of dust back and forth to each other with their beaks,
ignoring him completely. He looked back up at his stepmother.

“They plan to kill you,” said Apollo.

Hera shrugged. “They won't succeed. Is that all you have to say?
If so, you can leave.”

“And Zeus.”

“Im sorry?” For the first time, a twitch disturbed Hera’s impas-
sive face.

“They plan to kill Zeus as well.”

“None of you would dare,” said Hera, but she sounded ner-
VOUuS NOw.

“Why not?” said Apollo. “That was how Zeus got the job, wasn’t
it> He killed his father. His father killed his father . ..”

“Zeus is stronger than you imagine,” said Hera. “He is not ready
to die.”

“You look worried,” said Apollo.

“I'm not worried.”

“You sound worried.”

“I'm not worried.”

Apollo waited. Hera’s flint eyes darted toward the staircase.
Apollo waited some more.

“How do I know you're telling me the truth?” said Hera.

“Why would I lie to you?” said Apollo.

“Why would you tell me the truth?” said Hera.

Apollo considered this.

“Mainly I'm trying to drop my siblings in the shit,” he said.
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Now it was Hera’s turn to consider.

“Well, I'll admit that does sound like you,” she conceded.

But she didn't elaborate on this thought, and she didn’t make a
move from her chair.

“If you think,” said Apollo, “that this is just some plan for me to
get you out of the way so that I can kill Zeus myself . ..”

An involuntary twitch from Hera’s eyebrow confirmed this
hypothesis.

“Well, don’t worry. It’s not. I swear.”

No movement from Hera.

“I swear on Styx,” said Apollo.

Still no movement from Hera.

“Okay. I swear on Styx that I'm not here to kill or harm Zeus.
Satisfied?”

Hera stood. Only her peacocks knew how long it had been since
she last stood, but it was done smoothly, with no creaking or clicking
of joints.

“Stay here,” she said. “Guard him. And, Apollo?”

“Yes?”

“If you have any love for him, if you have even an ounce of loyalty
left in your raisin of a heart, you will not open that door.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Apollo. “I don’t want to see him in
that state anyway.”

Hera reached over and slapped him, hard.

“That’s for disrespecting your father,” she said.

Apollo nodded. The loss of pride was worth it, just this once. He
could take revenge on her some other time. Gesturing to her pea-
cocks to follow her, Hera swept down the stairs. Apollo smelled the
fresh air creep in from downstairs as she opened the door to the main
house.

“T'll be back,” Hera’s voice called up to him. “Don’t, whatever you
do, let him out.”
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Then the clean current of air was cut off, and he was left alone,
choking in the staleness.

“Two birds with one stone,” said Apollo. “Well, that was a piece
of piss.”

He walked around Hera’s empty chair and opened the door to
Zeus’s room.
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DownsTairs, ARTEMIs was fighting to stay focused. Athena had
borrowed an overhead projector from the university department with
which she was affiliated and was currently executing an intricate de-
sign that, from what Artemis could make out, was supposed to rep-
resent the current market interplay of existing faiths and the — what
was it she had said? — “import strategy for niche exploitation and
growth.” It didn’t help that she was projecting the import strategy
onto their peeling floral wallpaper, so that it looked less like a busi-
ness plan and more like postmatch analysis for some particularly
complex piece of jungle warfare. Which at least, Artemis thought,
yawning, would have been more interesting than this.

She looked around the room. Aphrodite and Hephaestus were
kissing violently — Artemis turned her head away quickly but
still couldn’t help but notice Hephaestus’s hairy hand up Aphro-
dite’s skirt. Eros and Hermes were playing noughts and crosses.
Ares was working away at his own file as busily as before. The
only people who seemed to be paying any attention whatsoever were
Demeter and Dionysus, but it was impossible to tell whether
Demeter was hearing anything aside from her own doom-laden
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internal monologue, and as for Dionysus, closer inspection revealed
a discreet pair of headphones in his ears connecting to some kind of
music player in his pocket. Meanwhile, at the front of the room,
Athena continued her presentation, but Artemis knew her well
enough to spot the desperation in her movements, the note of hyste-
ria in her voice as she tried and tried to put across the information
that was so obvious to her but that nobody else could understand. It
was no use. Artemis let go of her concentration and allowed her
thoughts to drift.

She found herself imagining being dead. Running through the
Elysian Fields, not a care in the underworld. She thought of how
much her family would miss her when she was gone. How they
would finally realize the extent to which they had always taken her
tor granted. How they would belatedly appreciate the importance of
having someone specific to watch over hunting, and chastity, and the
moon. Maybe they would even come to visit her and tell her how
sorry they were for the lowly way in which they had always treated
her. The upperworld would be in a terrible state, of course, but at
long last that wouldn’t be her problem anymore.

Suddenly, without warning, the door of the living room flew off
its hinges, spun up above the gods” heads, and exploded into a mil-
lion splinters, swirling down on them like ash. Simultaneously, fire-
balls shot to all four corners of the room. Artemis leaped to her feet,
to a poised, defensive posture, stool held before her like a lion tamer’s
chair. There in the doorway, hair flowing back, streams of flame
pouring from her upturned palms, was Hera.

Hera? What was she doing here? She hadn’t been seen in so long
that the latest rumor had it that Zeus had found a way of turning her
into stone.

Hera advanced on Athena, hurling balls of fire with every step.
“Ingrate! Traitor! Jezebel!”
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Athena couldn’t have looked less like a Jezebel as she held up her
aegis with one hand and wiped the steam from her glasses with the
other. Hera’s fiery missiles deflected off the shield and bounced to
the walls, where they spluttered and spat. Artemis reflected on the
unexpected advantages of having a really severe damp problem.

“Hera,” said Athena from behind the aegis. “It would appear
that you are experiencing a transference of personal, internal dis-
tress into externally focused wrath. Perhaps it would be more appro-
priate were we to confront your issues through mutual, respectful
discussion?”

With a twitch of an eyebrow, Hera flipped Athena upside down
and hung her from the ceiling.

“I hear you,” said Athena.

Now didn’t seem to be quite the right time to point out to
Hera all the power she was wasting, so Artemis settled back on
her stool to enjoy the show. She hoped it would last. It was a long
time since she had seen a fight on this scale. Most of the gods would
usually let Athena talk them out of a battle, as her tactical genius
meant that she would always win. On the other hand, Hera must
have built up a lot of tension sitting alone upstairs for all that time,
and she was probably enjoying blowing it off. Maybe that was why
she had come down at last; maybe she was just bored. Artemis ducked
as a flaming footstool shot over her head, leaving a trail of burning
woodworm.

Artemis smiled. She felt a warm glow, and not only from the fire
doing its best to consume the soggy walls. She had missed Hera.
Nobody did rage like Hera, not even Aphrodite on a bad day. Seeing
her performance was like curling up on the sofa in her oldest track-
suit bottoms holding a bowl of ambrosia and watching her favorite
film (Clash of the Titans). It was nostalgia so rich she could taste it.
And she had almost forgotten what a pure display of power was like,
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after years and years of rationing. It would almost be worth doing
nothing for a few decades if she could put on a show like this at the
end of it.

However, she supposed somebody should step in, before Hera
burned the entire house down. Not that she would miss it, but they
didn’t have any insurance. What was really needed was for Ares to
take charge — and just as she thought this, she heard him coming
up behind her, bustling with purpose. She watched as he approached
Hera and Athena with his maps and his calipers at the ready, a grin
of anticipation on his face.

“Ladies,” he said. “Much as I hate to interrupt your conversa-
tion . . . Mlight I interest you both in a small land war in Asia? Win-
ner takes all.”

There was a pause as Hera considered it. Then Athena’s body
stopped spinning, the flames began to recede, and Hera’s face enter-
tained that most rare of visitors: a smile.

Across the house, two floors from where Athena, Hera, and Ares
were about to seal the fate of two previously peaceful and unremark-
able former Soviet republics, Apollo was standing on the threshold
of Zeus’s bedroom, blinking into the gloom.

Aside from Hera, no other god had ever been allowed into Zeus’s
room. Apollo had had no idea what he was going to find in there.
Whether, indeed, he would even find Zeus — at times he had won-
dered whether the secret that Hera was so keen to guard was that
Zeus was dead.

He wasn’t dead. Or at least, Apollo doubted that he was, unless
the dead had recently taken to watching television. On the other
hand, Zeus — the form that Apollo assumed was Zeus — betrayed
no awareness that anyone had come into the room. So maybe it was

just a lifeless shell in that bed now, the flickering blue light of the
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television washing over it, oblivious to the advertisers’ siren calls to
spend money it didn’t have.

The bed — a single, metal-frame cot heaped with mildewed
blankets — was pushed back against the wall on the far side of a
room that was otherwise bare. At the foot of the bed was a low
wooden crate, and on that crate stood the T'V. Aside from that, there
was nothing — not a picture, not a book — just dust motes floating
in the static air. The only sound was the voice coming from the tele-
vision of a falsely cheerful young woman, encouraging her viewers to
consider the cost-effective style of stenciling when redecorating their
bathrooms.

Apollo took a step toward his father. The bare floorboard be-
neath his foot yelped, and the shape in the bed shifted, turned its
head toward him.

“Is that you?” came a quavering voice.

Apollo didn’t reply. Instead, he walked over to the side of the
room where the window should have been. It had been boarded up.

“Have you come for me at last?” called Zeus.

Apollo didn’t like to see sunlight shut out of a room. He took
hold of the corner of one of the boards and pulled hard. The rotten
wood snapped in his hand. Light poured in now, and Apollo turned
to face his father.

“Who is that?” called Zeus, flinching from the sudden influx of
light.

“It’s me, Father,” replied Apollo. “Your son Apollo.”

A short pause.

“Are you here to kill me?” said Zeus.

“No, Father,” said Apollo. “I'm not here to kill you.”

“I can’t see you,” said Zeus.

Apollo walked over to the bed and sat down. The only part of his
father that was visible was his face, which was as yellowed and creased
as the ancient pillowcase it leaned against. His hair had grown long
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and dirty white, and hung lifelessly by his head, hardened into
clumps. His eyes, though, were sharp and fierce and hard, like blue
diamonds. They could cut through anything.

“I am here, Father,” said Apollo.

Zeus reached a gaunt, trembling hand from under the blankets
and put it on Apollo’s hand. The skin was so pale it was almost gray,
stretched so thin over the bulging purple veins that it seemed it
might rupture at any moment.

“So,” said Zeus. “Finally you come to visit me. My own son.”

“Yes, Father,” said Apollo.

“My own son,” repeated Zeus. “Which son are you?”

“Apollo.”

“Ah, yes, Apollo. My son. The sun.” Zeus laughed or perhaps
coughed. “Have you come to make sure I'm still alive?”

“No, Father.”

“And which one are you again?”

“Apollo.”

“Apollo. The sun. Sun son.”

“Yes. Apollo.”

“And you're not going to kill me?”

“No.”

“Which one is your mother?” said the hole in the face.

“My mother? Leto,” said Apollo.

“Leto. Ah, yes. She was a nice one. A kind one. She loved me, 1
think.”

“Yes, she did.”

“Apollo. My son.”

There was a silence.

“What were we talking about?” said Zeus.

“We weren’t talking about anything. I only just got here,” said
Apollo.

“Oh,” said Zeus. “I don’t want you. Where is she?”
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“I'm sorry?”

“Where 1s she? Is she coming for me? Where is she?” said Zeus.

“Where is who?”

Zeus’s hand gripped Apollo’s, surprisingly hard, then released it.

“T don’t know,” he said.

Now Zeus plucked at his blankets, pulling them away from him-
self, revealing the upper half of his body. There was almost none of
him left. All of his muscle seemed to have been eaten away, and his
skin sagged loosely off his bones.

“Help me,” he said. “I want to get out of bed.”

Apollo leaned over and pulled the blankets aside. Zeus was nude.
His genitals flopped uselessly. Apollo thought of the thousands of
women, the goddesses that Zeus had impaled on that tube of dead
skin, laughing or crying or literally dying of pleasure, their shrieks
echoing across continents, new life exploding inside them.

“Lean on me,” said Apollo, and he helped Zeus to sit up.

Together they maneuvered Zeus’s spindly legs so that they were
hanging over the side of the bed, and Apollo pulled him upright.
Zeus sat, trembling, as Apollo pulled his arm over his shoulders and
propped him up.

“I can stand,” said Zeus.

He said it, and he could.

“Take me to the window,” he said.

Apollo was astonished to see that Zeus could still walk. With ev-
ery step he seemed to gain a little in energy. His back straightened,
and he did not lean so heavily against Apollo’s shoulder. He still
shook, though, and was so frail that Apollo felt that, even had he not
been a god, he could have lifted him with one hand.

“Look at that,” said Zeus.

Apollo looked out of the window but couldn’t see anything of
interest.
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“The trees,” said Zeus. “The sky. The clouds. That’s mine.
All of it.”

“Yes, it is,” said Apollo.

“I haven’t been outside in a little while,” confided Zeus. “I'm not
allowed to.”

“That’s disgraceful,” said Apollo. “If you own the place, you
should at least be allowed to go out into it.”

He pulled another rotting board oft the window, now opening up
a space large enough for someone thin — an old, emaciated god,
say — to squeeze himself through.

“This is England, you know,” said Zeus, gazing out the
window.

“I know,” said Apollo.

“I've lived here . . . not so very long. A few centuries only. A blink
in the life of a god. Are you a god?”

“Yes, I am.”

“She told me I'm not a god, but I know the truth.”

“I'm sure you do,” said Apollo.

“She told me that I was mad, that I had to go to bed for a long
time. She said that if I stayed outside I would hurt myself, or some-
one would try to hurt me. She said my own children would try to kill
me. Are you here to kill me?”

“No,” said Apollo. Not this time, he thought.

“So I'm waiting until I'm not mad anymore and then she’ll come
to get me.”

“Is that all you do, then?” said Apollo. “Lie in bed?”

“And watch television.”

“I'm on television,” said Apollo.

“You are?” said Zeus. “Have you ever been on Doctor Who?”

“No,” said Apollo.

“Oh,” said Zeus. “I like Doctor Who. He’s a god too.”
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“I don’t think he is,” said Apollo.

A split second later, Apollo found himself bouncing like a tennis
ball off the opposite wall of the room.

“Yes, he is,” said Zeus. “He’s a god.”

“Sorry,” said Apollo from the floor. “Of course he is. I was confus-
ing him with someone else.”

Apollo stood up and removed a few handfuls of dust that had
stuck to his clothes. His clothes were not having a good day of it.

“Father,” he said.

“Am I your father?” said Zeus, in some surprise.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” said Apollo. “Something
important. Something that could threaten your security — every-
one’s security.”

He walked over to Zeus and put a hand on his arm. The arm was
thin, but hard.

“What is it?” said Zeus.

“There’s been a mortal in the house.”

“What? When? Now?”

Zeus looked frantically around him, as if mortals were about to
start appearing from between the cracks in the floorboards.

“No,” said Apollo, “I threw her out.”

He gazed out the window in a show of pensiveness.

“But...,” he added after a few moments. “I think she knows
too much.”

“Who let her in?” said Zeus.

“Artemis,” said Apollo, turning back to his father. “She deserves
to be punished, of course. But as for the mortal . ..”

“What’s her name?” said Zeus.

“Alice,” said Apollo. “Do you want to see her photograph?”

Apollo got his telephone out of his pocket and showed Zeus one
of the pictures he had taken of Alice, the one where her face showed
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most clearly. When he was sure Zeus had got a good look, he took
the phone back.

“Of course,” he said, “it’s entirely up to you what you do with
this information. I wouldn’t dream of influencing your decision in

any way.”
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AFTERWARD, THE WEATHERMEN would have to go on television to
apologize and admit that they had no idea where the storm came
from. They insisted that there was nothing on the charts that could
have predicted that, on that morning in March, with the forecast for
sun, as much rain would fall as in the whole of the rest of the year so
far combined. The leader of the opposition called for an inquiry into
Met. Office practices, and a few of the papers followed suit, but the
notion was soon forgotten after war broke out unexpectedly between
two little-known but oil-rich countries to the south of Russia, and
America started making noises about getting involved.

Neil hadn’t slept at all that night, just sat in the corridor outside
the bedroom where Alice was sleeping. He wanted to go in there
and hold her, not sexually, but to wrap himself around her like the
shell around a nut.

When she arrived at his flat, Alice was white-faced and near cata-
tonic. She had never been to his flat before and it had been one of those
moments he’d dreamed about; each ordinary room would be gilded by
her presence while she glided around them voicing her approval, like a
princess inspecting a ship. In that daydream, he had cleaned. In that
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daydream, she was happy. Instead he had just had time to pick up the
worn clothes off his grubby carpet and do the washing up before the
doorbell had rung and the wraith had appeared.

Being Alice, she had, of course, apologized profusely — for what,
he wasn’t sure — but after that he hadn’t been able to get another
word out of her. He had sat her in the kitchen and given her tea,
which she hadn’t drunk, and then sat her in the living room and put
on the TV, which she hadn’t watched, and then brought her a bowl
of soup, which she hadn’t eaten but had just looked at in dismay un-
til he realized what pain it caused her to refuse his hospitality and he
took it away.

Then he led her to the bedroom — another of those daydream
moments, being played out so terribly, terribly wrong — gave her a
T-shirt and a pair of shorts to sleep in, shut the door quietly behind
her, and sat down and waited. He leaned back against the cold wall
of the corridor and listened to the silence around him. He wanted to
protect her, wanted to find the person who had done this to her and
to kick the shit out of him (he was sure it was a him, and fairly sure
he knew which him it was). But he hadn’t been in a fight since school,
and even then, what he called a fight had generally involved him
cowering in the corner of the playground until a bigger boy picked
him up and shoved him inside a locker. The thought of his playing
the hero and actually winning — well, it was the kind of fantasy that
was like the fantasy of bringing Alice to his home. It was the kind of
fantasy that would go wrong.

At nine o’clock in the morning, there had still been no signs of
life from the bedroom. He didn’t want to wake Alice but he also
knew that she wouldn’t want to be late for work, so he eased the door
open and took a look inside. Alice was lying on her back in the bed,
eyes wide open, and the moment Neil opened the door she said, “I'm
not going in.”
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“Okay,” said Neil.

“Can I stay here today?” said Alice.

“Of course,” said Neil.

“Will you stay with me?”

“Alice, what happened?”

“Please stay home with me today.”

Neil looked at her for a moment. Lying still in the bed, her face
so pale, she looked like a corpse.

“Of course,” he said. “I'll just call the office, let them know I'm
not coming in.”

Neil went to leave the room.

“Neil?”

“Yes?”

“Leave the door open.”

Neil went to the kitchen, left a quick message on the voicemail at
work, then made two cups of tea and brought them back to his bed-
room. Alice was, finally, sleeping. He left one of the cups on the table
by the bedside and crept away.

He sat down at the kitchen table and tried to get on with some
work. He opened up some site plans and looked at them. Front ele-
vation. Side elevation. Floor plan.

Maybe it was just about the fight? Thinking about the things he
had said to her, he felt ill. It was no wonder she was so upset. But
then, if it was the fight, why would she have come to his flat? No, it
must have been something else, something that happened afterward.
Something worse.

He looked at the front elevation again. He picked up a pencil to
make a note, but it wasn’t sharp, so he got up and sharpened it into
the kitchen sink.

If only she would tell him what was wrong.

He ran the tap, flushing away the pencil shavings, and went back
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to the table. Front elevation. What had he been going to write on it?
Never mind, it would come back to him. He had another look at the
side elevation, and then the floor plans. Something wasn’t right. In
front of him the familiar combinations of lines and numbers refused
to speak to him, withheld their meanings as if written in a foreign
alphabet.

The thing was, she had said she was scared. Not hurt or angry:
scared. What could possibly have happened to scare her? She would
tell him when she was ready. Wouldn’t she?

He turned back to the drawings. Now he knew what was wrong:
they were from a project that he had completed the previous sum-
mer. Idiot, he told himself. Can’t you get anything right? Go and get
those other ones from your bag. Do something. But he didn’t stand up,
didn’t put the old drawings away. He just sat and looked at them, the
pencil in his hand, suspended above the paper, writing nothing.

Around midmorning, he heard Alice get out of bed and go into
the shower, and a bit later she came into the kitchen, her hair hang-
ing down wet around her drawn face, wearing her jeans from yester-
day and Neil’s T-shirt over the top.

“Sorry —” she began.

“Don’t,” said Neil. “You've got nothing to be sorry about.”

“Thanks for the tea,” said Alice, “and for letting me stay. You're a
good friend. I don’t deserve you.”

“Please don't say that. You deserve . . . you deserve anything. Ev-
erything. Everything good.”

“No, I don’t,” said Alice, shaking her head.

“Alice —”

“No. You don’t know, so . ..”

“Then tell me,” said Neil.

“I can’t. Youd be so ashamed of me.”

“I couldn’t possibly be ashamed of you, Alice.”
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Alice just shook her head.

“Look,” said Neil. “It’s a lovely day. Why don’t we go for a walk?
Just as far as the park. It might take your mind off things and it’s
better than sitting in here all day.”

“With you?” said Alice.

“Of course with me,” said Neil.

“You don’t have to. I've disturbed you enough — I can see you're
working . ..”

“Don’t be silly,” said Neil. “It’s just work. It can wait. Come on,
it’'ll be nice.”

And it was nice, at first. The sun was actually warm, warm
enough that Neil only needed a denim jacket over his shirt, and
Alice left her winter coat behind and wore a sweater of his instead.
They didn’t talk much, but they never talked much, and there was
something companionable about the silence. Neil wanted very
much to take Alice’s arm, but he sensed that she was still too
fragile to cope with that, so he didn’t. But he enjoyed walking beside
her, even though there was nothing special about the walk up to the
park: just unremarkable residential terraced streets, the odd ugly
lump of a council estate, and then the high street, all kebab shops
and discount stores and the kind of estate agencies that made you
think twice about wanting to move to the area. There were other
people around, other couples, and Neil wondered whether he and
Alice were going to be a couple one day, and he felt guilty for won-
dering that at a time like this, but he wondered it all the same. He
wanted to take her arm so badly that he had to put his hand in his
pocket.

At the gate to the park, Alice stopped and looked him straight in
the eye, very serious. He realized that Alice never looked him in the
eye; she usually addressed all of her remarks to somewhere in the air
just above his shoulder.
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“What is it?” said Neil.

“I need to talk to you,” she said. “I need to tell you about what
happened yesterday.”

“Okay,” said Neil.

Alice rested her hand on the park railing. She seemed to be hold-
ing herself up.

“It’s very bad,” she said.

“Okay,” said Neil.

“And it was my fault,” said Alice. “All of it.”

“I'm sure it wasn't —

“It was my fault,” insisted Alice.

Neil nodded.

“There’s two parts to this. The first part . . . the first part is bad. I
don’t want to tell you about the first part. But I have to. Because
without the first part I can’t tell you about the second part, and I have
to —” Alice choked.

“You don't have to do anything,” said Neil.

“I have to,” said Alice, “because I have to tell someone and you're
the only one I can tell. So, okay. The first thing is, I kissed Apollo.”

Neil had been expecting it, but anticipating the punch doesn't
make it hurt any less. He thought he might be sick, but when he
opened his mouth, that wasn’t what came out.

“It’s okay,” he said, “it doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does,” said Alice.

And she let go of the railing and reached out, and Neil thought
she was going to touch his arm, or even his face, but at that instant the
light disappeared and a cold wind blew in from nowhere, as if they
had been picked up and dropped into a completely different day.

“What on earth . .. ?” said Alice, looking up.

Neil looked up at the clouds that had materialized, ink black,

seething and swirling; just clouds, yes, but like some kind of angry
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vortex that could consume them, and then he saw a face in the clouds,
of an old man, and the face was distended with fury, and a peal of
thunder rang out, louder than anything he had ever heard in his life,
and a dagger of lightning hurled down directly toward them, as if
guided by some kind of intelligence that was seeking them out.
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WHEN ALICE OPENED her eyes, she was surprised to find herself ly-
ing on the ground outside the park, enclosed by a wall of rain. Her
ears were filled with the shrill shrieking of car alarms — it seemed
that every one within miles had been set off. She couldn’t quite fig-
ure out what had happened. Something must have happened, or she
wouldn’t be lying here, but she felt fine. That wasn’t entirely accu-
rate: she didn’t really feel anything at all. She decided that she must
be in shock. In shock from what, she wasn’t sure. It occurred to her
that maybe the street had been struck by lightning.

She saw feet running toward her, lots of feet. People were panick-
ing. Afraid that she would be trampled, she pushed herself upright
and stood. She looked for Neil but she couldn’t see him. She felt a
pang of terror that something had happened to him. Then through
the crowd she spotted a form lying on the ground, and she ran toward
it, wheeling around the people coming in the opposite direction,
knowing even before she could see him clearly that it was Neil.

Neil was lying on his back, eyes open, staring upward. Alice
dropped to her knees beside him. For one long, grotesque second
she thought he was dead. Then he moved. Just his hand, at first, but
it was enough.
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“Neil, are you all right?” said Alice. “Say something, please.”

“It’s okay,” said Neil, a little too loud. “I'm fine.”

“Thank goodness,” said Alice. “I was so worried. Do you know
what happened?”

Neil sat up, but he didn’t reply. He didn’t even look at Alice. He
was looking past her, toward the park, at the people who were run-
ning away from where they were.

“Oh dear,” said Alice. “Do you think somebody’s been hurt?”

Neil didn’t speak. He stood up and looked around. He seemed
dazed. Alice stood up too.

“Neil, what is it? Can’t you hear me? Can you see anything?”

She reached out a hand to touch him, but he stepped forward,
past her, following the other people who had now clustered together
in a group near where Alice had fallen. Alice could hear a woman
crying and the sound of an approaching ambulance. Someone must
have been badly injured; maybe several people. Of course, it was just
like Neil to try to help.

She hurried after him. He was stumbling blindly forward. When
the other people saw him coming, they stepped aside to let him
through, but they closed together before she could follow him. She
stood at the back of the group, seeing nothing. For a few moments
nothing happened. Then someone said, “She’s not breathing.”

Alice felt a pang of sorrow, of guilt to have been so relieved that
Neil was all right when there were other people suffering.

“I know first aid,” she said. “Is there anything I can do?”

Everybody ignored her. Nobody even turned around. And then
she heard Neil’s voice.

“Her name’s Alice,” he said. “She’s with me.”

“But I'm here!” shouted Alice, not caring who heard her as long
as Neil did. “Neil! 'm fine!”

“Is she going to be okay?” he said.

“I'm fine!” screamed Alice. “Neil, I'm back here! I'm fine!”
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Nobody turned around.

“I'm doing my best but I don’t think it’s going to help,” said an-
other voice she didn’t know, out of breath.

“Let me through!” said Alice.

Nobody turned around.

So she stepped forward to push her way past, even though she
hated pushing, and she grabbed the arm of the man in front of her,
even though she hated grabbing, only instead of grabbing his arm,
her hand went right through it.

Neil awoke, lying alone on the pavement, dazed. He became aware that
it was pouring rain. Hard. The rain felt oily. People started running,
and he said to them, “It’s okay, I'm fine,” but they weren’t running
toward him. He pushed himself up and looked around for Alice, but he
couldn’t see her. By the park railings, where he had been standing only
a moment ago, was a cluster of people, and he could hear a woman
wailing. Then he heard the sound of an ambulance siren, quite a long
way away, coming closer. He walked over to the crowd, but he still
couldn’t see Alice. His wet clothes were sticking to his body, his hair to
his forehead. He was cold. Someone was saying, “She’s not breathing.”
With eerie calm, he thought to himself, Thar’s Alice theyre talking about.
If I push to the front of this crowd, I'll see her, lying on the ground. So it
seemed quite natural when that was exactly what happened.

“Her name’s Alice,” he said.

Somebody put her arm around his shoulders. It seemed odd to him
that he could feel his shoulders. Somebody else was squatting over Al-
ice’s body, blowing air into her mouth, pumping up and down on her
chest with his hands. It looked violent, obscene. He wanted to tear him
off her. Underneath this brute, Alice was perfect. There was nothing
wrong with her. How could there be anything wrong with her?

“Is she going to be okay?” he said.

* * *
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Alice walked through the people. She didn’t want to walk through
the people, but Neil was on the other side of them. So she walked
through them. It felt like nothing. They were nothing but air.

She saw Neil before she saw herself. He was standing at the front
of the crowd, a little apart from the others, except for a woman who
was standing beside him, holding his shoulders. He was looking
down at a body on the pavement. Her body. Someone was giving her
CPR. How could anyone be giving her CPR when she was standing
right there? She stared at herself and the man pushing down on her
breastbone. It was completely wrong. She should not be looking at
her own body. She looked back at Neil. He was shaking.

She walked over to where Neil was standing and finally put her
arms around him as she had always wanted to do.

“I'm here,” she said. “I love you.”

Neil took a step away, out of her arms and toward her supine
body. Alice started to cry. Nothing came out of her eyes.

The following minutes — hours? — felt like slow motion and fast
forward at the same time. The ambulance came; the crowd stepped
back. Paramedics pulled up the sweater and T-shirt that Alice was
wearing — Neil’s sweater and T-shirt — and used paddles to shock
her. It didn’t work. More CPR. It didn’t work. They talked in low
voices; one took Neil aside while another covered Alice’s face.

The true meaning of what had happened, that they had watched
someone die that day, began to pass through the crowd. As the real-
ization took, people began to leave so that they could start the pro-
cess of forgetting as soon as possible.

“Are you family?” the paramedic asked Neil.

“No,” said Neil.

“Are you her boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Is there anybody that we should call?”
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“Me,” said Neil. “She always called me.”

They were taking her body away. They were putting it into an
ambulance and taking it away. Alice felt panic, horror. She tried to
climb into the back of the ambulance but she couldn’t get in; she
physically couldn’t get into the vehicle. She just went straight
through it.

And then, still worse, the paramedic guided Neil into the ambu-
lance too.

“There’s so much I wanted to tell her,” Neil was saying.

“You still can!” cried Alice. “I'm still here! Neil, I'm still here.”

But the doors shut behind him and the ambulance drove off, tak-
ing with it everything she valued and leaving her completely alone
on the pavement.

And then Alice heard a voice say her name.
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“Avrice Joy MuLHOLLAND?”

Alice turned.

“Hermes?”

“Yes,” said Hermes. “How did you know?”

He was leaning against the park railings, wearing his usual smart
business suit and strange matching hat and boots with wings on
them. And he was looking right at her, quite surprised, though not
nearly as surprised as she was.

“I don’t understand,” said Alice. “What do you mean, how do I
know? You know me. You said my name.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” said Hermes. “I know every-
body’s name.”

“But you do know me,” said Alice. “I clean your house.”

Recognition bloomed.

“Of course,” he said. “Sorry. Out of context.”

He made a goofy little face.

“But...,” said Alice. “You can see me.”

“Of course I can see you,” said Hermes. “You're right in

front of me.”
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“No, but —” Alice stopped. “I'm sorry. I don’t mean to contradict
you. ButI...

“What?” said Hermes pleasantly.

“Oh dear,” said Alice. “I think I must have hit my head. I just had
the strangest — vision, I suppose you'd call it. I thought I was...”
She trailed off. “Sorry, I'm being ridiculous.”

“You did hit your head,” confirmed Hermes. “But that’s not what
killed you.”

“What?” said Alice.

“It was a lightning strike,” said Hermes.

“You mean,” said Alice, “you mean I am dead.”

Hermes cocked his head.

“Best to make sure,” he said.

He reached inside her chest and pulled out her heart.

“Yup,” he said. “Definitely not beating.”

He put it back.

Alice screamed. She screamed and screamed and screamed and
screamed and screamed. She screamed and screamed and screamed,
and as she screamed she became aware that the screaming wasn’t ex-
hausting her or relieving her or even making her throat sore. The
scream was having no effect on her whatsoever.

Eventually she stopped screaming.

“Are you done?” said Hermes, who had been standing still,
watching her, all this time.

“Yes,” said Alice.

“Good,” said Hermes.

He took a pair of earplugs out of his ears.

“The screaming is a bit of an occupational hazard,” he explained.
“Come with me. My motorbike is just around the corner.”

Hermes began walking away from her, and Alice hurried to follow.

“I don’t understand,” said Alice.
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“You don’t understand much, do you?” said Hermes.

“If 'm dead,” said Alice, “how come you can still see me?”

“I would have thought that was obvious,” said Hermes.

“Well, no, 'm afraid it isn’t really,” said Alice.

“I'm a god,” said Hermes. “Have you ever been on a motorbike
before?”

They had stopped beside a gleaming red motorbike that Alice
had often seen parked in the street outside the house.

“I...," she said. “No. You're a —? I haven’t. A god?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” said Hermes. “If you fall
off, you won’t get hurt.”

“You're a god?” said Alice.

“That’s what I said,” said Hermes. “Get on the back.”

Hermes swung his leg over the motorbike and looked at Alice.

“Come on,” he said. “I haven’t got all day. Well, technically I
have, but it’s best not to bother you with the details.”

“Where are we going?” said Alice.

“To the underworld.”

“But I don’t want to go to the underworld.”

“If you stay here, you'll be a ghost,” said Hermes. “The only peo-
ple you'll be able to talk to are TV mediums. Trust me, the under-
world is better.”

Alice didn’t move.

“I don’t think you understand me. It’s either coming with me or
staying here by yourself. Think about it.”

Alice thought about it, and got onto the back of the bike.

“Good girl,” said Hermes.

Once he was sure that Alice was securely seated, Hermes pulled
away through the car in front, the motorbike drifting silently along.
Alice felt no wind resistance against her body; it was as if they weren’t
moving at all.
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“That’s one good thing about being in dead time,” said Hermes.
“You don’t need any fuel. You don’t have to burn anything, because
in one sense, you're not actually going anywhere.”

“I don’t —” began Alice.

“Don’t tell me you don’t understand,” said Hermes. “You've only
been dead for five minutes. Of course you don’t understand. Once
you've had a few centuries to figure it out, then you'll understand. In
the meantime, just go with it.”

When Alice didn’t reply, he looked over his shoulder at her.

“Look,” he said. “I'm sorry if I seem a little brusque. It’s just I have
to do this every day, thousands and thousands and thousands of times
a day, mostly with people who are just as shocked to be dead as you
are. And that’s aside from having to keep the entire economy of the
globe running smoothly. Which it never bloody does; you mortals are
always interfering. So you see, your social niceties do just tend to go
after a while. For what it’s worth, I thought you did a great job of
cleaning our house. You're going to be tough to replace.”

Alice pulled her eyes away from the insides of the cars and the
people that they were riding through and fixed them on Hermes,
who was still facing her and driving without looking where he was
going.

“Oh no,” she said. “It’s sweet of you to apologize, but it isn’t that.”

“What is it, then?” said Hermes.

“I was just about to tell Neil — my friend Neil, he’s a lovely
man — I was just about to tell him —” She broke off, jolted by a
sudden wave of shock.

“What?”

“If you're a god . . . does that mean that the others are too?”

“The others? You mean the rest of the family? Yes, of course.
You're pretty slow on the uptake.”

“So Apollo — he’s a god too?”
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“God of the sun. In practice that means he has absolutely nothing
to do. Sun goes up, sun comes down. Child’s play. Why?”

“...He...I1..”

“Did you shag him?” said Hermes. “I wouldn’t worry about that.
Everybody shags him. Even I've shagged him. That was during a
very boring decade. Oops, nearly missed my turn.”

Hermes pulled the motorbike around sharply to the right, cutting
a corner through a flock-wallpapered living room where an elderly
couple were placidly watching TV.

“I suppose I could go all the way there through houses if I wanted
to,” he mused, “but I've grown quite attached to roads.”

“No,” said Alice. “No, I didn’t shag him. But we did kiss.”

“Kiss?” said Hermes. “That’s nothing. Apollo gets around a lot.
Kissing him is like shaking hands with a normal person. So why did
you stop at a kiss>» Come on, you can tell me. It’s not like you've got
anybody else to talk to.”

At this thought Alice could feel herself wanting to cry again, but
just like before, the tears wouldn’t come.

As if he could read her mind, Hermes said, “You'll find you don’t
have tears anymore. Tears are a mortal thing. There’s lots of other
things you’ll be missing too, after a while, all your basic bodily range.
You've lost everything corporeal: no eating, no drinking, no sleep-
ing, no sex. No kissing, not even gods. It’s definitely the downside of
being dead. On the other hand, you'll never get hurt or ill or tired or
hungry again. I'd focus on that, if I were you. So anyway, what
happened?”

“Sorry?”

“After the kiss?”

“I can’t tell you,” said Alice.

“Why, did he rape you or something? I wouldn’t feel too bad
about it. He’s always raping people.”
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“No!” said Alice.

“So what’s the matter then?” said Hermes. “This is your last
chance, you know, to discuss it with anyone who knows Apollo. And
you're never going to see me again.”

“He tried to rape me,” Alice admitted.

“Only tried?” said Hermes. “He must have really liked you. Or
maybe he didn’t like you enough.”

He considered this for a moment or two as the motorcycle plowed
through a crowd of oblivious schoolchildren on a zebra crossing.

“And then Zeus killed you. Interesting.”

“Zeus killed me? Who'’s Zeus?”

“Our father. Chief god. He lives in the roof. Lightning is a classic
Zeus maneuver.”

“I never met him,” said Alice.

“Well, he certainly met you,” said Hermes. “Okay, here we are.”

“What?”

Hermes pulled up to the curb and stopped. A bus pulled up on
top of them and began disgorging passengers.

“We're here now.”

“Already?”

“That’s what I said.”

“But this isn’t the underworld,” said Alice. “This is Upper
Street.”

“Yes, it is,” confirmed Hermes. “Do you like what I did with
that? Upper Street. You see?”

“Upper Street is the underworld?”

“No, of course it isn't,” said Hermes. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have
called it Upper Street. I don’t take you all the way into the under-
world, I only take you to the portal. Which is here.”

“I don’t under —” Alice broke off.

“Over there,” said Hermes, pointing.
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“Angel Tube station?”

“Where else? Yes, just go inside, follow the escalators down to the
very bottom. Go through the back wall, and you'll find another plat-
form on the far side where all the other dead will be waiting for the
train. You'll know who they are because they’ll be able to see you.
And some of them have really unpleasant injuries that make them
very easy to spot. There’ll be a special train, get on that, and it’ll take
you all the way there.”

“But,” said Alice, “but I'm not ready.”

“Nobody ever is.”

“I had so much I was going to ask you,” said Alice.

“Well, you should have died a bit further away from Islington
then,” said Hermes. “Look, I'd love to help, but I can’t hang around.
You mortals just keep dying. I'm sure you can get one of the others
to explain it all to you.”

“Please, can you just do something for me?” Alice pleaded.
“Neil — the man I told you about — Aphrodite knows who he is.
So does Ares. And, well, Apollo, but . . .”

“I can't believe you didn’t figure out the god thing for yourself,” said
Hermes. “Weren't the names a dead giveaway? No pun intended.”

“Find him,” said Alice. “Tell him . . . tell him I love him. Please.
And that I'm sorry. And —”

Hermes shook his head.

“I can’t do that,” he said. “Alice, I understand that you're scared
and upset and you didn’t get a chance to say good-bye. You're not the
first, believe me. But I can’t treat you any differently from all the
mortals I see every day — thousands of them, every single day, Alice.
They've all got a message for their loved ones. And a lot of them
have died in much worse circumstances than you — wars, plagues,
famines, earthquakes, volcanoes, fires, floods, execution, torture,
abduction, murder, stabbings, shootings, bombings, ODs .. .1 can’t
help you, Alice. I can’t help any of you.”
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Alice looked at the ground. “I'm sorry,” she said.

“Yes, well, I'm sorry too,” said Hermes after a moment. “Some-
times this job really gets to me. If it makes you feel any better, you
were really quite dignified, the way you asked. You should hear the
begging that I get sometimes, it’s embarrassing. Really, Alice, for a
mortal, you're not that bad.”

“Thank you,” said Alice.

“Good luck with the next part of your journey,” said Hermes.
“Don’t worry. You'll be okay.”

Alice got off the bike.

“Good-bye, Hermes,” she said.

“Take care,” said Hermes, and he rode away down the street.

Alice looked around her. Upper Street: such a familiar place. She
shopped there, ate there, went to the cinema there. Or at least she
used to. The rain was stopping now; half the passersby had umbrellas
up, the others down. They hurried in and out of the Tube sta-
tion — the portal, thought Alice — read the menus of the restau-
rants, admired the clothes behind plate-glass windows as they walked
around her, sometimes through her, not knowing that the dead were
with them, that they were gathering here as if at the departure gate
in an enormous airport, headed for . . . where?

“Alice!” said a voice behind her.

She turned. It was Hermes, pulling over again on his motorbike.

“Did you change your mind?” said Alice. “Will you speak to Neil?”

“No,” said Hermes. “Sorry. I was just dropping Jean-Francois off.”

He indicated an elderly man on the back of the bike.

“Vas-y, cest la-bas,” he said to the man. “Suis cette jeune femme, elle
connait la bonne route.”

The old man got off the bike and looked at her with shining eyes,
tull of expectation.

“The old ones are always the happiest,” said Hermes. “They know
it’s coming, and they’ve been scared of it for years. Then when it does
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come it’s a pleasant surprise for them that they’re still here, plus they
lose all of their aches and pains. Sweet, really. Also, you and I were
chatting so much that I forgot to give you your ticket.”

“My ticket?”

Hermes handed over what appeared to be a perfectly ordinary
Tube ticket.

“Now, this is very important: don’t give it to the Tube driver until
you get to the other side,” said Hermes. “He’ll ask you to, but don’t
give him the ticket. Otherwise he’ll just drop you off midway,
and you'll end up haunting the Tube tunnels for all eternity. Most
haunted place in the world, the Tube. Sometimes you can even see
the ghosts, though nobody ever notices them. You have to look pretty
close. They’re the ones who aren’t breathing.”

“Thank you for letting me know,” said Alice.

“It was nice meeting you again,” said Hermes. “Sorry I couldn’t be
of more help. Bye! Au revoir!”

And he waved to them both as he drove away.

Alice turned to her new dead companion. “Hello,” she said. “Bon-
Jour. It’s this way. Par ici.”

She beckoned him to follow and walked away, toward the gaping
mouth of Angel Tube station.



23

AProLLo was FUCKING Aphrodite in the bathroom. Again. She was
leaning against the wall, one foot up on the toilet cistern, and judg-
ing by the look on her face she was thinking about paint samples.
Again. This ought to have been a triumphant moment, his victory
fuck, when he proved that he had overcome that insignificant little
mortal, that he had erased her from this unimportant mortal planet
and now he was erasing her from his deeply important body and
mind. But he didn’t feel particularly triumphant.

How many times? thought Apollo. How many times had he fucked
Aphrodite in this precise position in this precise bathroom? How
many times would he? The term déja vu was completely meaningless
in his life. He had already done everything over and over and over
again, and he would carry on doing the same things over and over
and over again, for as long as — well, for as long as the earth re-
volved around the sun. None of it had any meaning anymore. Had it
ever had any meaning? He trawled through the endless repetitions of
his memory, searching for some youthful spark of enthusiasm, some
sense of newness. Surely it had been there once. But the only exam-

ple he could find was how he had felt about Alice.

157



MARIE PHILLIPS

“What are you looking like that for?” said Aphrodite. “You're not
going to come, are you?”

“Far from it,” said Apollo.

“Good,” said Aphrodite. “I'm not done yet. Right, I'm turning
round.”

His whole life, Apollo thought as Aphrodite shifted position, was
some kind of recurring dream. Or maybe a nightmare. But no; it
wasn't exciting enough to be a nightmare. Or interesting enough to
be a dream. Maybe it was just a persistent hallucination.

How long ago had he killed Alice, anyway? Or had been an inno-
cent party to the killing of Alice, he hastily reminded himself, feeling
a twinge from the watchful eye of Styx. Was it last week, or a month
ago? How much time had passed? What year was it? How long had
they lived there? Did it even matter if it was all the same?

Well, whether it was a week or a decade, he missed her. He hated
to admit it, but it was true. He still had her photo on his phone so he
could look at her whenever he liked, but it wasn’t the same. Because
it wasn't just looking at her that he missed — though that was part
of it. He gazed over at the bathtub, remembered her thrusting mo-
tions as she scrubbed the soap scum off it while he stood in the
doorway, pretending to be waiting to use the loo. She would get
sweaty under her armpits, sometimes even across her back. The ends
of her hair would curl above her sticky pink neck. She was so difter-
ent from all of the perfect beings who had surrounded him for cen-
turies — who still surrounded him. Her flaws entranced him.

But it wasn’t only her flaws. He missed her virtues too. He missed
her humility. He missed her kindness. He missed her vulnerability —
just thinking about her tears made him shiver. (“Stop shaking,” said
Aphrodite, “you’re putting me off.”) He missed the way she'd listen
to him — nobody in his family listened to him anymore. He missed
having someone around the place who didn't, deep down, hate him.
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He missed her cleaning, that was true too — the house was filthy
since she'd been gone. He missed her deference to authority, the way
she hated breaking those ridiculous rules. He missed her unasser-
tiveness — it was so exotic, and erotic. And yet in the end she had
defied him at the exact moment he'd wanted her to acquiesce.

It was her own fault that she'd died, he could hardly be held re-
sponsible for that. But he regretted it all the same. If only she hadn’t
been so stubborn. If only she'd done what he'd said. Why had they
ever decided to give mortals minds of their own?

“I'm thinking of redecorating my bedroom,” said Aphrodite.

He had forgotten she was there.

“Didn’t you just redecorate it?” he said.

“No,” said Aphrodite. “At least I don’t think so. Maybe I did.”

They both fucked on, lost in their own confusion.

Returning home from another doomed encounter with the estate
agent, Artemis approached the house slowly, wearing her disap-
pointment in the slump of her shoulders. Some rubbish — a couple
of sheets of tabloid newspaper, an empty crisp packet, a dripping
beer can — had drifted off the street and clustered at the foot of the
front steps. She should point it out to Alice, thought Artemis, get it
cleaned up. She climbed up to where the brass door knocker hung,
its shine marred by fingerprints. She wondered who had been knock-
ing at the door, and what had happened to them. The family had
become even more paranoid about security of late, ever since Zeus’s
escape attempt. In Hera’s absence, it had been Apollo, sulking in his
bedroom, who had been first to react when the storm started, had
been first to the roof and had coaxed Zeus back into his room and
into bed. It was an uncharacteristic show of heroism from Apollo.
Artemis was surprised he hadn’t taken the opportunity to push Zeus
from the roof — she couldn’t even swear that she wouldn’t have.
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Perhaps her chat with him about the needs of the family earlier that
day had had some effect? Artemis shook her head. Her pep talks
hadn’t got through to him for the last several thousand years, so she
couldn’t see why they would start to work now.

Artemis shut the front door behind her. She flicked the switch of
the hall light, but the bulb had gone. The house felt stufty, what air
there was suffused with must and damp. She wasn’t in the mood to
go out again so she made her way to the back door to get into the
garden. Passing through the kitchen, it struck Artemis as unusual
that there would be so much wasted food still sitting on the side-
boards and the table, and judging by the smell of it, some of it was
beginning to go off. On the back doorstep, a parade of ants were
marching to and from the garden, carrying minute crumbs to their
faraway palaces. Hadn’t they dealt with the ant problem? And where
the hell was Alice?

“Hey, Artemis,” came a voice from behind her. “Where have
you been?”

She turned. It was Hermes, at the bottom of the stairs in his
winged boots, swinging his winged helmet by one hand, obviously
on his way to start gathering the souls of the dead.

“It’s none of your business,” Artemis began, welcoming the argu-
ment as an opportunity for her to vent some of her frustration at the
lack of viable flats in her price range. But then she stopped. She
didn’t have the energy for it. “Hermes,” she said instead. “Why is the
house so filthy? Have you seen Alice anywhere?”

“Yes, I saw her,” said Hermes, coming to the threshold of the
kitchen and leaning against the doorway. “A couple of weeks ago. 1
took her down to the underworld.”

“What?” said Artemis. “Why did you do that?”

“Well, because she’s dead,” said Hermes.

“Dead?” said Artemis. “She can’t be dead! Damn it! I've been so
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preoccupied. I should have known something like this would happen
if I didn’t supervise her properly. But she seemed so trustworthy!
Stupid mortal. What did she go and die for?”

“It’s not her fault,” said Hermes. “Zeus killed her. Lightning bolt.
On the day he got out.”

“Zeus!” said Artemis. “How did he find out about her? I told her
not to go up to the top floor.”

“She didn’t,” said Hermes. “If you want my opinion, it’s got
something to do with Apollo.”

“What?”

“Well, she was on that program he did,” said Hermes.

“She what?”

“— and Aphrodite got me to bring her in —”

“Aphrodite?” said Artemis. “What’s she got to do with
anything?”

“— and Apollo was acting all weird around her the whole time she
was here, and then they kissed, and then he tried to rape her —”

“Hermes, how do you know all this?”

“It’s my business to know. And think about it: Apollo was the first
up on the roof when Zeus got out. The day Alice died. Don’t you
think that’s just a little suspicious?”

“There’s no way Apollo could have killed her,” said Artemis.

“Well, he didn’t, did he?” said Hermes. “He obviously got Zeus to
do it. He'll have tricked him into it one way or another, though I
don’t see why he didn’t just do it himself . . . What’s the matter, Ar-
temis? You look like someone just tried to pinch your bum.”

“It was a loophole,” said Artemis.

“A what?”

Artemis looked around her. There was too much chance of being
overheard.

“I think we'd better continue this conversation outside,” she said.
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“Artemis, I'm busy, I've got things to do —”

“Outside,” insisted Artemis in a voice that few, even gods, could
argue with.

She took Hermes’s arm in a grip that could break a stag’s neck and
dragged him out into the garden, shutting the door behind them.

Once they were safely in the garden and out of earshot of the
other gods, Artemis explained to him about the oath.

“And then not only does he go and kill a mortal,” said Artemis,
“he kills the cleaner!”

“The sneaky bastard,” said Hermes, a note of admiration creep-
ing into his voice.

“Does anybody else know Alice is dead?” said Artemis.

“Not as far as I know,” said Hermes. “At least, I haven’t talked
about it to anybody. Though the others must be starting to notice
what a state the house is in. You really should hire another cleaner.”

“Not yet,” said Artemis. “If anyone asks . .. just tell them that
she’s on holiday.”

“What'’s the point?” said Hermes. “It’s not like she’s coming back.”

“Tust do it,” said Artemis.

“Artemis, I don’t see why you're getting so worked up about this.
She’s just a cleaner. They’re two a penny. Get another one.”

“That isn’t the point,” said Artemis. “The point is, Apollo swore
on Styx. On Styx! And he broke the vow! And that cleaner was
mine — he had no right to touch her! It may have been a loophole,
but it was against the spirit of the oath.”

“So let Styx deal with it,” said Hermes.

“She obviously isn't going to,” said Artemis. “You know Styx. She
deals with the letter of the law. Apollo must have found his way
around her, otherwise Alice would still be alive or he'd be in a coma
somewhere.”

“So take revenge,” said Hermes.

“That’s what I intend to do,” said Artemis. “But I need your help.”
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“But I don't do revenge,” said Hermes. “Nemesis does revenge. I
can call her if you want.”

“No,” said Artemis. “Nemesis can’t do what I want you to do.”

“You mean ...”

“Exactly.”

Hermes shook his head.

“No way,” he said. “You know I can’t interfere with the dead. Not
in my position. If Hades found out . . .”

“Why should he find out?”

“If you start messing around down there he’s going to know,” said
Hermes. “Don'’t be an idiot, Artemis. Can'’t you just smash up all of
Apollo’s guitars or something?”

“She’s my cleaner,” said Artemis, “and she should never have died.
Don’t you care about justice? Do you think she deserved this?”

Hermes sighed. “She was a nice girl,” he admitted.

“So you agree with me,” said Artemis.

“No,” said Hermes. “I don’t.”

“I don’t care,” said Artemis. “I'm going to do it anyway.”

.

“You can't,” said Hermes. “The second you set foot down there
you'll be toast. You're a god, Cerberus will snift you out in seconds.”

“So I'll send a hero,” said Artemis.

“There aren’t any heroes anymore,” said Hermes.

“T'll make one,” said Artemis. “I know some mortal men.” She
scanned her mind, thinking of the dog owners who employed her.
“Mr. Simon? No, he’s too wishy-washy. Alex Waters? Too lazy .. .”

“Are those the only mortals you know?” said Hermes. “The ones
whose dogs you walk?”

Artemis thought about the estate agents she had met.

“Pretty much,” she said.

“That’s not going to work,” said Hermes. “Heroes walk their own
dogs. You can’t use one of them.”

“I'm going to have to.”
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Hermes had had many opportunities over the last several thousand
years to learn exactly what Artemis’s determined expression meant.

“You seem pretty keen to do this,” he said. “Why?”

“Apollo gets away with far too much,” said Artemis.

“And?” said Hermes.

“And she belonged to me.”

“And?”

“And nothing,” said Artemis.

“Most gods would do anything to avoid going into the
underworld.”

“It’s a moral issue,” said Artemis.

Hermes was not about to start debating moral issues with
Artemis.

“Okay,” he said. “You're right. I liked her. And I'm sick of do-
ing my own ironing. So listen, as long as you promise not to tell
anybody — nobody at all, otherwise everyone will want one — I can
get you a hero. Someone decent. Someone who is actually going to
want to help you. I'll send a message, summon him, disguise it a bit
s0 it’s not too obvious. But just this once. And just because she was a
nice girl. And to piss Apollo off. And to stop you from getting dis-
emboweled. And because maybe it was slightly my fault she was here
in the first place.”

“And you’ll show me the way into the underworld?”

“So long as you keep it to yourself.”

“Thanks, Hermes,” said Artemis. “You won't regret it.”

Hermes looked down to the bottom of the garden, where the
flowers lay dead in a heap.

“Be careful, Artemis,” he said.



24

ALICE WASN'T PARTICULARLY religious, but she counted herself as
Church of England and used to go to church for the usual festivals —
Easter, Christmas. She hadn’t given much thought to matters of the
afterlife, but when she did, her views were quite conventional: heaven
above, hell below, angels, clouds, that sort of thing. That was on
days when she had believed in an afterlife of any variety. Most of the
time she had suspected that it didn’t exist at all.

As it turned out, she was completely wrong on all counts.

She had found the train to the underworld exactly as Hermes
described — down at the bottom of Angel Tube station and through
the back wall. The platform looked like just another Tube platform,
only much longer, stretching farther than she could see. It was
packed, like the busiest of rush hours, and everybody there was — she
had expected this, of course, but it still shocked her — dead.

There were those that she thought of as the “proper” dead — white
people in their sixties, seventies, and eighties, or even older, largely in
hospital gowns or nightwear, and relatively unmarked. They looked the
way dead people were supposed to look. But then there were those
who, it was graphically clear, had died mid-surgery, or from accidents.
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Almost all of these seemed too young to die. And worst of all, every-
where she looked there were black and brown faces, far, far younger
than any dead person should be. The majority of the adults were ema-
ciated, from AIDS, Alice supposed, or malnutrition, and among them
thronged thousands upon thousands of babies and small children, some
wailing tearlessly, others seemingly stoic about their fate, probably fail-
ing to understand what had befallen them and no longer subject to the
relentless stimuli of hunger and disease. Many of the adults were trying
to lift and comfort the children, but their arms swept uselessly through
them. Watching them, Alice realized that she would never again expe-
rience the sensation of holding someone, or being held.

Just as she was working up the courage to go and talk to some of
the children, a train pulled in — a totally ordinary Tube train — and
they piled inside it, at first allowing one another their personal space,
then squeezing up closer, and finally overlapping completely. Clos-
ing her eyes, it was as if nobody else was there. Closing her eyes, it
was as if she wasn’t anywhere at all. When she opened her eyes, they
had left the station — she hadn’t even felt them go. In the darkness
of the tunnel it was impossible to tell whether the train was moving,
though the sound of the rattling carriage suggested that it was.

Some time after they had left Angel Tube station, Alice heard a
voice calling, “Tickets, please!” and she looked up as a man pushed
his way through the passengers. He wore blue overalls and a cap,
skin a clammy, maggoty white untouched by the sun. Although it
went against her nature, Alice remembered what Hermes had said
and kept her ticket out of sight. Next to her, though, Jean-Francois,
the old French man, held his ticket out.

“Don’t —” cried Alice.

But it was too late. Charon took the ticket, and the moment that
it left Jean-Frangois’s hand a gust of wind blew through the carriage,
taking hold of him and sucking him out through the wall. Alice

166



Gods Behaving Badly

shrieked and tried to grab hold of his flailing arms, but her hands
went right through him, and he was engulfed in the blackness be-
yond. Within a second there was no sight of him.

Nobody else in their carriage gave up their ticket.

Alice was still feeling shaken as the train pulled in at its destination.
It was with scant relief that she got off; who knew what awaited her
here? The platform was entirely unremarkable, just another Tube sta-
tion. They could have been in some suburb of London that Alice had
simply never visited before, if there was a suburb of London called
Underworld. The only difference was a conspicuous absence of maps
and of passengers waiting to get on. Apart from that, from the ce-
ment floor to the tiled, sloping walls, it was all completely familiar.

She followed the directions to the exit. The station was com-
pletely deserted and, except for the low conversational murmur of a
few braver members of the dead, completely silent. The escalators
were working, though — upward only — and she stepped onto one
and was carried, soundlessly, to the top. There was no sensation of
movement, just the walls passing behind her, the light of outside
getting closer. She hadn’t realized how much her body had felt until
she stopped feeling anything at all.

She abandoned her ticket to an automated machine and stepped
out into the underworld. Nobody here either, aside from a few of the
newly dead who had also found their way out. Alice wondered what
would become of all the babies who couldn’t be carried out, but there
was nobody around to ask.

Outside the sky was dull and the land was flat. The light gave no
indication of the time of day. In every direction, as far as the eye
could see, stretched featureless streets of unvarying mock Tudor
semidetached houses. In any case, she assumed they were mock Tu-
dor; who knew how long they had been there? The only variation
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that she could see was the concrete block housing the Tube station
that she had just left, a NO ENTRY sign above the door. There was no
buzz of traffic, no birdsong. Nothing natural at all. Not a tree to be
seen, no insects in the air, not even a blade of grass poking its way up
through the gaps between the paving stones.

As she tried to figure out what to do next, Alice felt something
cold and wet touch her ankle. There was no mistaking it; she actually
telt something real against her, touching her, as if her body truly ex-
isted. She spun around. Beside her was a monstrous creature, some
immense kind of dog, taller than she was, with three slathering
heads — one of which was currently sniffing at her feet as if consid-
ering having her for lunch — and a writhing snake for a tail. Some-
thing in its solidity, contrasting with her unpresent presence, and in
the cool damp trail it was transmitting across her not-real calves
made her understand that although she was made of little more than
air, this dog-thing was real, it was corporeal, and, moreover, she was
real to it — solid, with a form and a smell. It could consume her if it
wanted to — the look on each of its faces told her that. She felt ter-
rified, or her brain told her that she was terrified, and the small part
of her that was touching the dog head experienced the sting of
adrenaline. The rest of her was — well, dead. In the face of the mon-
ster, she realized that this wasn’t heaven; of course not. It must
be hell. Why would she, of all people, have been sent to heaven?
She tried to resign herself to her fate and waited for the dog to eat
her soul.

But behind her, the other members of the dead were spilling out
of the station, spreading slowly outward like a slick of oil. The crea-
ture lost interest in her and took off in their direction, its three heads
reaching out and sniffing each of them in turn. Alice felt little relief.
The dog had spared her. But she was still dead. And she was, in all
probability, in hell. She would have to make the best of it.

She picked a street at random and began to walk.
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NEIL wAs AWARE that time was passing, but it didn’t feel like time
as he was used to it. Time had split in two. There was time before;
time that seemed so real and sharp, and short and over. And then
there was time after; there was now. And this time had no features,
and no end. A slow, lugubrious present without future, without
hope. A hideous now that he would be stuck in forever, always on
the wrong side of the cruel, finished, intransigent past. A past that
he could look at whenever he liked, and often when he didn’t want
to, but that he could never touch again.

He didn’t have the energy to be angry, and yet he was angry,
without the strength to support it. He sat in strange places in the
flat, in the hallway, on the stairs, because he didn’t want to be in any
of the rooms, and he looked at the floor because he didn’t want to
look forward. Sometimes he stared at small spaces, the bottom shelf
of the cupboard under the stairs or the gap between the toilet and
the bathtub, and he imagined crawling into them and tucking his
limbs up, like a tiny animal, hiding. He would never come out.

Most of the time he lived in silence. At other times he would try

words out. “Dead,” he might say, to see how it sounded. “Dead.” Or
“Alice.”
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Or he tortured himself. He tortured himself by thinking of all of
the missed opportunities, all the things she didn’t have a chance to
do, the things they never had a chance to do together. He had never
even told her how he felt.

And he tortured himself by thinking about how it was all his fault
that she’d died. He had been the one who suggested going on the
walk; she had wanted to stay in the flat. Farther back, he had been
the one who had told her to go freelance; if it wasn’t for that, she
would never have got the job in the house, and she wouldn’t have
been so upset that night, would not have come round to his flat. And
it was his fault that she’d needed the job in the first place — if it
wasn’t for him, she wouldn’t have been fired for being in the audi-
ence of that damn television program with Apollo.

Apollo. That was a source of torture too. Apollo and Alice, kiss-
ing. And who knew what else? He tortured himself thinking about
what that second thing was, the thing she never told him. He wanted
to know, he didn’t want to know. He would never know. But if he
could have just brought her back, if she could just be alive, it didn’t
matter. Apollo could have her. As long as she was happy. As long as
she was here.

When he was done torturing himself with all of the bad things he
could think of, he tortured himself with the good times, just thinking
about her, how wonderful she was, and all of the fun things they'd done,
all of the good times they'd had. And if, at any moment, a part of him
started to feel better, he would torture himself all the harder because
he didn’t want to feel better, because that would mean letting go.

Sometimes, he lay on the bed just for the smell of her that lin-
gered on the sheets. Or he took her coat into his arms and buried his
face in it, as he had once wanted to do with that cardigan he would
never see again. He could barely pick up a trace of her; she wore no
perfume, used no particular soap. But just knowing these things had
touched her skin was enough.
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It seemed strange to him that he still had to do normal, everyday
things. Eat and sleep, use the loo. He did them when he had to.
There was no routine. Sometimes he might sleep for an afternoon
on the sofa, then sit up all night leaning against the kitchen counter.
At some point he must have called work to tell them he wasn’t com-
ing in, but he couldn’t remember having done it.

There must have been a funeral but nobody knew to invite him.
So he didn’t go.

There had been phone calls from friends, concerned that they
hadn’t heard from him. He answered in monosyllables, got rid of
them as quickly as possible. From journalists, too, interested in what
they called the “lightning angle”; he had hung up on them. Now
when the phone rang, he ignored it.

He wasn’t eating much, never sitting down to a meal but picking
at things from the fridge or cans from the cabinets when his hunger
threatened to distract him from thinking of Alice. He didn’t run out
of plates, because he was eating straight out of the packets. He did,
however, eventually run out of food. This made him violently furious.
He opened up all the kitchen cabinets, searching for some last thing,
slamming the doors again when there was nothing but salt and Mar-
mite. He kicked the fridge. He went back to the cabinet with the
Marmite in it and took it out and threw it at the wall. The jar bounced
off the wall, leaving a mark, and landed on the floor. It didn’t break.
He picked it up and threw it again, harder, but with the same result.
Then he kicked the jar across the room. This time it finally broke.
Neil watched it, and then he sat down at the table, heart pounding.

He found a calm voice with which to reason with himself.

Come on. Its not a problem. You'll just go and get something. There’s
nothing to be angry about. It doesn’t matter. You have to eat.

He thought he was going to cry. Over having no food. He kept
thinking about Old Mother Hubbard. He kept repeating in his head,
The cupboard was bare. The cupboard was bare. The cupboard was bare.
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Come on, said the calm voice again. Youre being silly now. What's
the problem? Just go and get yourself something to eat. You can do that. If
you make yourself ill, you won’t be able to think about her anymore.

He decided to go and get a takeaway. He had absolutely no idea
what the time was or even what the day was, but it didn’t occur to him
to wonder whether anywhere would be open. Mechanically he went
to the front door, took a jacket off its hook, and pulled it over the
clothes that he had been wearing since he last changed them, which
was something he couldn’t remember having done. He picked up his
keys and wallet from the table by the door and let himself out.

It was cold. The light was gray. It might be early morning or late
evening. The light seemed bright to him, though; he hadn’t had the
lights on in the flat for a while now. He started walking in the direc-
tion of the High Street. The wind pinched at his cheeks, and he
rubbed them, noticing for the first time that he had a beard. He kept
his head down, looking only at the pavement in front of him. He
didn’t want to see any people. Most of all, he was terrified he might
see someone he knew. Or someone he didn’t know, looking happy.

He wasn’t hungry for anything in particular so he stopped at the
first place on the High Street that was open and walked inside. There
was a strong, hot smell of fat in the air, but even so the young Asian
man behind the counter flinched when Neil walked in. Neil realized
that he must look and smell terrible. Like death, he might once have
said. There was nobody else in the shop. It was probably a strange
time of day to buy food.

“Hello,” said the man behind the counter. “What can I get you?”

“Um,” said Neil. “I don’t know.” His voice sounded odd to him.
“What have you got?”

“Cod, haddock, plaice . ..”

“Yes,” said Neil. “Whatever. Cod.”

“Chips with that?”
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“Um,” said Neil. “Yes. I suppose so.” That meant longer before he
had to eat again.

A silence as the man got his order together.

“Ketchup? Vinegar? Mayo?”

“No,” said Neil.

The man shook salt onto the chips.

“Open or closed?”

“m sorry?”

“Open or closed?”

Neil felt a wave of panic. He had to make a decision and he didn’t
know how to. He didn’t want to eat here and he didn’t want to go
home. He didn’t want to do anything at all.

“I don’t know,” said Neil. “I don’t know.”

“Tll give it to you closed,” said the man. “Then you can always
open it when you like.”

Carefully, the man wrapped Neil’s fish and chips in white
paper, and then wrapped the packet again in a sheet from the local
newspaper. He put the package in a white plastic bag with a little
wooden fork.

“Three fifty, please,” said the man.

Neil paid him, took his change, and went out into the icy street.
He thought maybe it had got darker. He turned back the way he had
come and, without lifting his eyes from the pavement, walked home.

Returning to the kitchen, he realized how disgusting it was. Alice
would not be impressed by all the detritus littering the surfaces: ap-
ple cores, banana peels, biscuit wrappers, soup cartons, abandoned
mugs with the remains of milky tea beginning to solidify in them,
empty tuna cans with bits of old tuna stuck and hardening on their
edges. He was suddenly repulsed by himself. The bag in the bin was
already overflowing, so, putting his fish and chips to one side, he
pulled it out and tied it shut, then put in a new one and filled it with
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all the rubbish that was lying around. The broken jar of Marmite was
still where he had left it on the floor, so he unwrapped the top layer
off the fish and chips and started gingerly putting the pieces of bro-
ken glass into the newspaper.

That’s when he saw the picture. He froze. A cold hand squeezed
at his guts.

It wasn’t from the front page. There was a caption — “Local Lu-
natic in Suicide Bid” — below a photograph, apparently taken with
a long lens, of an old man standing on the roof of a house. He was
completely naked and had long hair and a beard. He had one arm
raised as if throwing something. The picture wasn’t too clear, as it
had been taken in the pouring rain, but the expression on the man’s
face was unmistakably livid. It was — and Neil was absolutely cer-
tain of this — the face that Neil had seen in the sky just before he
and Alice had been struck by lightning. It wasn’t possible. Surely that
had just been a trick of the light? But when he looked again at the
picture, there was absolutely no way it could be anybody else. Neil
knew it was him. And even more, Neil knew without a doubt that
the decrepit roof he was standing on was that of the house Alice used
to clean.

174



26

“YoU’RE LATE. DON'T you read the papers?”

The man who had come to the door was young and handsome,
dressed in a close-fitting pin-striped suit that flattered his elegant
physique. Neil had never seen him before in his life.

“I think you've got me mixed up with someone else,” he said. “I'm
here to see . . .” The naked old man on your roof?

“Are you Neil?” said the young man.

“Yes.”

“Then I'm Hermes. And you're late. Wait here.”

Hermes shut the door firmly in Neil’s face.

It was cold. Neil shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat and
shifted from foot to foot. He had had a shower and a shave, washed
his hair and combed it back, and dressed in clean clothes. And as he
washed and dressed, and all the way on the bus and the Tube that
had brought him here, he had puzzled over the image from the
newspaper and the face he had seen the day that Alice died. It just
didn’t make any sense, and now more than ever Neil needed things
to make sense. Was it some kind of trick, he thought, was that why
this man knew who he was? But he couldn’t see how the trick had
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been done. Or perhaps it was a hallucination — but then what about
the newspaper article? That was real — he had it in his pocket. There
must be some kind of rational explanation. Even though nothing
that had happened to him recently seemed all that rational.

The door opened again to reveal Hermes and a woman whom
Neil had also never met, dressed in a blue tracksuit with her hair tied
carelessly back. This woman looked a lot like Apollo except with
dark hair, and she was looking at Neil with a mixture of shock and
contempt.

“Is this him?” she said to Hermes.

“I think so,” said Hermes.

“You mean you hadn’t met him before?”

“No,” said Hermes.

“He can’t be right. Look at him. What am I supposed to do with
that? He’s so scrawny and mousy and short.”

“Odysseus was scrawny,” said Hermes. “And he was one of
the best.”

“He didn’t look like a mouse,” said the woman.

“He was pretty short.”

“Yes, but he didn’t have such rodenty features.”

“Well, it was the best I could do at such short notice.”

“Short being the operative word.”

“Excuse me,” interrupted Neil, “enjoyable as this is, I really think
you've got me mixed up with someone else.”

“No,” said Artemis, “we were definitely talking about you.”

“I’'m here about Alice,” said Neil.

“We know,” said Hermes.

“Look,” said the woman to Hermes, “why don’t you go back in
and I'll see what I can do with him. You're right, appearances can be
deceptive. Occasionally.”

“Okay,” said Hermes. “Call me if you need anything.”
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And he went back inside, slamming the door behind him once
again.

“Right,” said the woman, “wed better go.”

“Go where?” said Neil. “Who are you? What’s this got to do with
Alice?”

“'m Artemis, Alice was my cleaner, and we need to get away
from the house before anybody sees you.”

“But I want to go in,” said Neil. “There’s someone I need to see.”

“You can't go in,” said Artemis. “Nobody goes in.”

“TI've been in before,” said Neil.

“You have?” said Artemis. “When?”

“The day before Alice . . . died.”

Artemis eyed him with new appreciation.

“And you're still alive?” she said. “Impressive. Maybe I'll be able
to use you after all.”

“Use me?” said Neil.

“Come on,” said Artemis, “let’s go.”

“But —”

“Now.”

Suddenly feeling as powerless to resist as an iron filing confronted
with a magnet, Neil nodded.

They walked to the Heath in silence. Artemis wasn’t running, but
she walked so briskly that Neil had trouble keeping up. He noticed
that every time they passed a dog, she would look at it with hopeful
anticipation, before invariably turning away in disappointment and
carrying on marching even more quickly than before.

“Did you lose your dog?” Neil asked her.

“They died,” Artemis said.

Because of the cold, Parliament Hill wasn’t busy, just a couple of
people flying large, complicated kites, and a small yellow dog bark-
ing first at one, then the other. Artemis glanced at the dog with what
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seemed to be pity. She selected a bench from where they could see
the view across the city but which also looked over the path.

“You never know who could have followed us,” she said, sit-
ting down.

Neil didn't reply as he sat down beside her. The hugeness of Lon-
don, spread out in ashen miniature before him, filled him with such
terrible sadness that he thought he might weep. What was the point
of living here without Alice? There wasn't a single building or street
out there that he wanted to visit without her. He thought that maybe
he would move away, start a new life somewhere else. A new life. The
thought didn’t give him any hope. He pulled his coat tightly around
himself against the bitter air.

“We can talk relatively freely here,” said Artemis. “The trees won't
tell. They’re on our side.”

“The trees?”

“Apollo’s taken terrible liberties with them over the years.”

“That I can believe,” said Neil.

“You know him?”

“We've met.”

“And still you live,” said Artemis, shaking her head. “You are
tenacious.”

“Look, I have some questions,” said Neil, reaching for the square
of newspaper in his pocket.

“Of course,” said Artemis. “We should get down to business. Tell
me, Neil. Have you ever done anything that might be described as
heroic?”

“What?” said Neil.

“Please,” said Artemis. “It is important.”

“I thought we were here to talk about Alice.”

“We are,” said Artemis.

“I don’t see the connection,” said Neil.
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“I do,” said Artemis.

Neil sighed. “Well, as it happens,” he said, “I did once try to do
something heroic, and you're right, it was about Alice. She asked for
my help and I tried to give it. And now she’s dead. So, that went well.
Aside from that, no, I have never done anything in my life that could
even remotely be described as heroic. It’s not really the kind of thing
youre called upon to do when you’re an engineer. I always try to
make the buildings I work on as safe as I possibly can. I suppose
some people might think that was heroic, in the very loosest sense.
I've given blood a few times; they say that’s heroic, but I don't think
it counts as real heroism if they give you a cup of tea and a digestive
biscuit afterward. But if you're asking if I'm the kind of person who
would risk his life rescuing strangers from aburning building . . . Well,
I don’t know. I'd like to think I was. But I'm not sure. I don’t think
you can ever be sure until you're tested.”

On the grassy slope beneath them, a toddler ran away from his
mother, fell, and began to wail. The mother scooped him up in her
arms and held him as he screamed. Alice would have been a good
mum, Neil thought.

“Do you think Alice saw you as heroic?”

“What’s this all about, anyway?” said Neil.

“I was the one who hired her, you know,” said Artemis. “I liked
her. She was a lot stronger than she looked.”

Neil glanced at her. She was looking straight ahead, at the view in
front of them. He couldn’t read the expression on her face. He real-
ized that she was beautiful, something he hadn’t noticed before. She
seemed to be the kind of woman who didn’t want people to notice
that she was beautiful. Like Alice.

“I liked her too,” he said. “More than she knew.”

“Did you love her?” said Artemis.
« »
Yes.
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“Good. That’ll help.”

“Help what?” said Neil. “It doesn’t seem to be helping much at
the moment.”

“You're having trouble getting over her.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think you could replace her with someone else?”

“You can be pretty blunt, you know that?”

“Well, do you?”

Neil looked away.

“You know,” he said, “that’s the thought that frightens me most
of all.”

“Why?” said Artemis.

“Because how I feel about her is all I've got left.” Neil looked
down at his hands. “I don’t know how to think about it,” he said. “I
know how I feel about it — shocked, angry, devastated — but I don’t
know how to think about it. I didn’t want it to happen and it hap-
pened. I don’t know why it happened. There is no reason.”

“Sometimes,” suggested Artemis, “there is a reason, but you just
don’t know it.”

Neil shook his head. “I don’t believe in that kind of thing,” he
said. “I'm here, and she’s gone. And I'm stuck. There’s no direction I
can go in. If I met someone else, what meaning would there be left?
If the pain goes, does that mean I never loved her? How can I get
over it? I can’t, I mustn’t. But what else am I going to do?”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Neil noticed that his
breath steamed in the cold air but that Artemis’s didn’t. Somewhere,
he could hear the thin song of a bird.

“I've never had sex,” said Artemis suddenly.

“Im sorry?” said Neil. He really hoped that she wasn’t going to
proposition him.

“Pve never had sex,” repeated Artemis. “Never wanted to.” It was
her turn not to look at him as she spoke. “Not with a man or with a
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woman, or with an animal, though my family jokes about it. And I
never will. The thought of it disgusts me. But the others — my
family — they think that means I haven’t got any feelings. That I could
never care about anyone, that I don’t know what love is, just because I
don't —” She shuddered. “But you know what?” she said, turning to
him now. “I really loved my dogs. Everyone laughs at me for it, but it’s
true. The time I spent with them, running, hunting, those were the
happiest times of my life. They understood me. They were animals but
they understood me far better than anyone in my family ever will. We
shared something; we were the same. And they made me kill them.”

“What?” said Neil.

Artemis turned away again. “We couldn’t afford to look after
them anymore.”

“That’s terrible,” said Neil.

“I do understand loss,” said Artemis.

Neil didn’t know what to say but he didn’t feel like he could just
say nothing. He shifted uncomfortably.

“Pve never had sex either,” he said eventually. “I wanted to with
Alice but I was too scared to touch her.”

Artemis beamed. “I like you,” she said. “This could work.”

“What could work?” said Neil.

“Do you want to be a hero?” said Artemis.

Neil rubbed his forehead. “It’s too late,” he said. “I failed Alice.
The night before she — she died, and all of that day up until it hap-
pened, Alice was really scared. As if she knew what was coming. And
then, just before . . . She was about to tell me what was going on. But
then it happened. Before she could. I couldn't save her from dying.”

“It isn’t too late,” said Artemis.

“Yes, it is,” said Neil.

They both watched as a pair of red-faced joggers went by.

“Did she tell you she kissed Apollo?” said Artemis.

Neil’s head snapped round to look at her.
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“How did you know?”

“She told Hermes.”

“Hermes?”

“Don’t worry. It was all Apollo’s fault. He’s very persuasive. She
was never interested in him. If that’s what’s been bothering you. It
was Apollo’s fault she died as well, that’s why we have to do some-
thing about it.”

It was as if all of the emotion had been sucked out of him, leaving
only emptiness. There was something about her; he'd actually started
to believe she could help him. But Artemis’s claim was insane. She
didn’t know what she was talking about after all.

“But it wasn’t Apollo’s fault,” he said. “She was struck by light-
ning. If anything, it was my fault. If it wasn’t for me, she would never
have been there.”

“Why did you come to the house?”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“What was it you wanted to show me?”

“Now you want to talk about that?”

“Tust show me.”

Neil put his hand in his pocket and pulled out the small square of
newspaper. He unfolded it and looked again at the picture: the face
he had seen in the sky. He handed it to Artemis, who looked at it for
several seconds in silence, her jaw tight.

“Not everything is as it seems,” she said eventually.

“I disagree. I think everything is always exactly as it seems,”
said Neil.

“Then why did you keep that piece of paper?” said Artemis.

“I don’t know,” said Neil. “It was just a stupid thought. It doesn’t
mean anything. Who is it, anyway?”

“That’s my father,” said Artemis. “I haven't seen him in a very
long time.”
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Neil folded the paper up and put it back in his pocket.

“When you came to the house,” said Artemis, “you were looking
for him, weren't you? Because of what happened.”

“Okay. Yes, I thought that he might have had something to do
with what happened to Alice,” he said. “But he couldn’t possibly
have. It was just an accident, that was all it was. One of those cruel
meaningless things that happen to people all the time, and this time
it happened to Alice. It happened to me. And at times like that you
clutch at straws. And this was my straw. My last straw.”

“But why did you think he had something to do with it?” per-
sisted Artemis.

Neil didn't reply.

“You saw him, didn’t you?” said Artemis. “In the sky.”

“I don’t know what I saw,” said Neil.

“Do you know the story of Orpheus and Eurydice?” Artemis
asked.

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well, do you?”

“I'm not a big fan of religious stories,” said Neil. “Even old ones.”

“Orpheus was a young musician,” said Artemis anyway. “Long
hair, a bit of what you might call a hippie. Eurydice was his wife, a
very nice girl, very pretty. They were terribly in love. But she didn’t
live long after the wedding. She was bitten by a snake and died.”

Artemis shot a glance at him. Neil gave her a quick, tight smile to
show that he was following the parallels.

“Orpheus, as I'm sure you can understand, was devastated. So
devastated, in fact, that he went into the underworld to get Eurydice
back. He went to the palace where Hades and Persephone live — well,
I haven’t been there, it’s described as a palace but it’s not like anyone
can check — and he sang to them so movingly about his loss that
they let him have Eurydice back. Can you sing, Neil?”
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“Not at all.”

“Never mind. The tragic thing was that they allowed Orpheus to
take his wife back with him to the upperworld — to this world, the
world of the living — on the condition that he didn’t turn around
and look at her as they were returning. But of course he loved her so
much that he did, just to make sure that she was following. And so
Eurydice was snatched away from him and sent back to live forever
amongst the dead.”

“What happened to Orpheus?” said Neil.

“Oh, he was torn limb from limb and his head was thrown into
the river Hebrus. But that’s not the point of the story.”

“What is the point of the story?” said Neil.

“The point is,” said Artemis, “that it establishes a precedent.”

“What are you talking about, a precedent?”

“Precedents are very important,” said Artemis. “It means if you've
done it before you can do it again. You can do it, Neil.”

“What?”

“You could go down there and get her back. Theyd have to let
you! It’s been done before! All you'd have to do is prove that you love
her, and it’s obvious to me that you do.”

Neil felt disgusted. With Artemis, and, even more than that, with
himself for having got into this situation.

“You’re mad,” he said.

“No, I'm not,” said Artemis. “I'm trying to help you. Let me just
explain.”

“You told me,” he said, “we were here to talk about Alice. I listened
to you. I talked to you. I told you things that nobody else knows . ..”

“You don’t understand!” said Artemis. “I can make it happen! I
can get you down there!”

She reached out to put her hand on his arm.

“Don’t touch me!” Neil jumped up and started backing away from
her. “I should have known it would be something like this. I should
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have left when you started talking about seeing faces in the sky. You
live in that house with Apollo and obviously you're just like him.”

“But I'm not!” cried Artemis, jumping up to face him. “We’re to-
tal opposites! Trust me, Neil.”

“Trust is not the issue,” said Neil. “You seem like a nice woman, a
well-meaning woman, and I'm sure you believe what youre saying.
But I don't believe you. I don’t believe any of it. When you die, you
die. It’s over. Don't try to give me false hope. You think youre help-
ing, but you're not helping at all. You're just hurting me.”

“But Neil —”

“No. If you really care about my well-being you’ll leave me alone.
I'used to think this kind of thing was funny, but it’s not. You're all the
same, you just hurt people when they’re too weak to resist.”

“But you’re wrong,” pleaded Artemis. “I can help you. I know
what you mean, [ understand you more than you can imagine, I know
all about those so-called religious people who are just peddling lies
and false comfort, believe me, I know. But I'm different. I promise.
Everything I've told you, it’s all true.”

“They all say that.”

“But I'm different! I'm a goddess, Neil.”

“What?”

“Let me show you.”

Seeing the earnestness on her face as she reached out to him, Neil
was filled with such revulsion that all he wanted to do was to punch
her in the jaw. The only way he could avoid hitting her was to do
what he actually did, which was to turn around and run as fast as he
could down the hill and away from where she was standing. When
he was at a safe distance from her, he was filled with sudden embar-
rassment, and he looked over his shoulder, half expecting to see her
running after him. But she was still standing at the top of the hill,
watching him go.

He didn’t slow his pace but ran on, following the path into a
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copse of trees. Then suddenly he felt what seemed to be a gust of
wind blowing past him, and there was Artemis, standing in front of
him. He stumbled and half fell at her feet, gasping for breath.

“How ... h-how did you .. .,” he stuttered.

“I ran,” said Artemis.

“But...

“I am a goddess,” she said.

“There’s no such thing,” said Neil.

“How else could I get down here so fast?” said Artemis.

“I don’t know, roller skates? A tunnel?” said Neil. “It’ll take more
than some trick to convince me.”

“I know deep down you believe me. I know this is what you
want to do.”

“You're wrong,” said Neil.

“You will change your mind,” said Artemis.

Neil shook his head. Artemis took a small white card out of the
pocket of her tracksuit.

“You know as well as I do that we can’t let Apollo win,” she said.
“Don’t come back to the house, it isn’t safe. This is Hermes’s number.
You can call it any time of the day or night, he’ll always answer, and
he can get a message to me.”

She handed him the card. He looked at it. There were only three
digits on it.

“This can’t be his number,” he said.

“It 1s,” said Artemis. “Call him when you're ready.”

“T’ll never be ready,” said Neil.

“Yes, you will,” said Artemis.

Without saying another word, she turned from him and began to
run, and in what seemed to be only a split second, she was gone.
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ALIcE HAD No idea how long she had been in the underworld. All of
the things she was accustomed to using to measure time had been lost
the moment she had stepped down the escalators at Angel Tube sta-
tion and Upper Street had disappeared behind her, taking the real
world with it. There was no sense of the time of day here; the light
never changed. There was no sense of time of year either. There was
nothing that she could class as weather, no sun or rain or snow, and she
didn’t have a body with which to feel the temperature. Having no body
meant that she felt no sensations that marked the passing of time, like
needing to eat or to sleep, and she had no menstrual cycle to help her
keep track of the days. Had she been here weeks, months, years, or
merely hours? And did it matter? In the scheme of things, it wasn’t very
long, considering that she still had all of eternity left to go.

She had walked for what seemed like a very long way before fi-
nally getting out of the suburbs of hell. She didn’t see any more
monsters. She did, though, pass other people. Veteran dead, they
glanced at her without curiosity. There were white people, black
people, Asian people, Indians, Arabs, Aborigines, Pygmies, Maoris,

Inuit, and people the likes of whom she had never seen before, peo-
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ple who looked completely different from anyone she was familiar
with, from populations that had become extinct centuries before she
was born. As with her own consignment, there were people of every
possible age, including the tiniest of babies, who seemed to propel
themselves along the pavement with no effort or movement of their
bodies at all.

After some time — hours? days? — some tall buildings began to
emerge from the dim light ahead of her, so she headed toward them.
As she approached, the skyline looked almost but not quite familiar;
like Manhattan, but drawn from memory, by a committee. This was,
she discovered later, pretty much exactly what it was. The Tudors
ran straight up to the skyscraper district. The last houses on the row
looked like tiny pieces of striped licorice, dwarfed by their gleaming
steel-and-glass neighbors.

Despite a higher density of people, the streets of the city center
were no less silent than the suburbs. And the cleanliness was almost
eerie — no litter, no graffiti, no pollution, no grime of any kind.
Even Alice, who hated dirt, felt uncomfortable, as if she was tarnish-
ing the place just by being there. The buildings were stunning, mas-
sive and glorious, seeming to shine with the reflected light of a sun
that wasn’t here. She couldn’t believe that such beauty could exist in
hell, and she wondered what the buildings were for. There didn’t
seem to be any doormen or restrictions on entry, and streams of the
dead passed constantly in and out. Alice waited for a small group to
go inside one of the buildings and followed them in through the au-
tomatic doors, hoping she wouldn’t be noticed.

The building had an immense marble-and-gilt lobby that had
been modified for practical purposes. Carpeting had been laid down
in orange-brown felt, and the room was divided into more manage-
able spaces by enormous filing cabinets. Some of these makeshift
rooms had desks inside them where dead people were engaged in a
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series of earnest-looking interviews. Alice, who didn’t like being in-
terviewed, started to back away, but she caught the eye of a beautiful,
fine-boned black woman in her forties wearing a hospital gown, who
was seated behind one of the desks. The woman beckoned to her.
Not wishing to be rude, Alice went over and sat down. The woman
had no hair, and only one breast. A small sign on her desk revealed
her name as Mary.

“Do you speak English?” said Alice.

Mary replied something that Alice couldn’t understand.

“I'm so sorry, I speak many languages but I don’t understand what
you just said,” said Alice. Je ne comprend pas. Ich verstehe nicht?”

“I said, ‘Newbie? My meaning was ‘Are you a newbie?” said Mary
in a lilting African accent. “Of course, you are. Otherwise you would
know that we all understand each other here. There is no real lan-
guage. We are not really speaking, you see. We cannot move the air
with our lungs. It is metaphysical communication that we are shar-
ing. It sounds like words, but it is not, really.”

Alice tried to understand, but there was too much to take in.

“What is this place?” she asked, trying to start with something
simple.

Mary’s eyes widened with concern. She reached out and patted
Alice on the hand. Alice could see the patting, but she felt nothing.

“It is the underworld, darling,” Mary said. “Do not worry, many
people suffer from such confusion. You are dead, my dear.”

“Oh, I'm sorry,” said Alice. “That’s not what I meant. I know that
I'm dead. What I meant was, where am I now? Is this hell?”

“No, my dear, this is not hell,” said Mary. “All of the dead are
here. Do not worry. You are not being punished.”

“What is this building?” said Alice.

“Ah,” said Mary. “This is Building F of the administrative center
for Sector A. Sector A is the arrivals district.”
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“I thought this was the center of the underworld,” said Alice. “It’s
just one small sector?”

“Do you know how many billions of people have died?” said Mary.
“Do you think that they all fit into one city?” Seeing Alice’s stricken
face, she softened her tone. “It takes a long time to get used to it,” she
said. “But you will get used to it, slowly by slowly. Do not worry. I am
still uncertain about many things myself.”

“How long have you been dead?” said Alice.

“I do not know,” said Mary. “Not so long, I think. I died in Kam-
pala, Uganda, in 1956.”

“That’s about fifty years,” said Alice.

“A very short time,” said Mary. “But already I have learned much.
Soon I will move out of the arrivals sector myself. Now, what can I
help you with today?”

“Im not sure,” said Alice. “I've only just got here.”

“If you are here, it is because you are ready to be here,” said Mary
with a smile, clear and warm like tropical water. “There are many,
many thousands of dead, arriving every day. They move in their own
time. Those who can already walk find their way here. Those who
cannot walk find their way here too, but it takes longer.”

“But from the station you could go in any direction,” said Alice.
“How do you know people won't get lost?”

“All directions lead here,” said Mary. “And when you are ready,
you arrive.”

“So now what do I do?” said Alice.

“It is up to you,” said Mary. “There is no need for you to do any-
thing at all. You have no body. You have no needs. You require no
food, no shelter. There is no money. Many people choose not to have
a home. Others have homes that they never leave. If you wish to have
a home, I can find one for you.”

Alice thought of the endless rows of houses outside and tried to
imagine living in one, all alone.
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“Equally, if you wish, I can help you to find a job. Many people
when they arrive, they do not wish to be in employment. They feel
they have worked hard enough already. But I would not advise this.
It is good to work. You have purpose. You meet people. You do not
get depressed. Depression is a very bad thing in the underworld.
Many people are depressed here. It is a terrible thing. People become
motionless. You will see them. They stand by the sides of roads or
they lie in their beds in their houses, and they do not move. They
may not move for many centuries, many thousands of years. They
cannot see the point of moving. Because there is no point.”

“Oh dear,” said Alice. “Poor things.”

“So I ask you again. What can I help you with today?”

“I think I would like a job, please,” said Alice.

“Very good, very good!” said Mary, clapping her hands silently.
“That is what I had hoped you would say. You are a very intelligent
girl. I will send you up to our careers department immediately.”

The careers adviser was a nude Aboriginal boy aged around four who
introduced himself as Mr. Kunmanara. He took her through her op-
tions, explaining to her that the employment market among the dead
was both highly competitive and exceptionally fluid.

“People only work because they want to,” he said, “so the waiting
list for the most popular jobs is, shall we say, a little daunting. You'll
find you can only become a movie star or a pop singer if you have a
lengthy CV showing your commitment to postlife employment by
having taken on some of the less prestigious, but perhaps more nec-
essary, positions. Working as a careers adviser, for example.”

He waited for the laughter, but Alice forgot to laugh.

“Having said that,” he continued in a slightly piqued tone, “if you
are prepared to wait for long enough, an opening will always arise,
and of course waiting is a luxury that you most certainly can afford.”

Alice smiled weakly and nodded.
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“Now, tell me,” said Mr. Kunmanara, “what is your predeath
work experience?”

“l am — I mean, I was — a cleaner.”

The boy shook his head and tutted. “T'll put it down,” he said,
“but we don’t really need cleaners here. No dirt. Anything else?”

“Not really,” said Alice. “After I left university I temped for a
while, but I wasn’t very good at it. 'm not very comfortable in an of-
fice environment. I don’t like talking.”

“That will be a hindrance,” said Mr. Kunmanara, “but we'll put it
down all the same, just in case. What did you study at university?”

“Linguistics,” said Alice.

The child sighed. “I'm afraid there’s very little use for that here.”

“Yes, the woman downstairs explained,” said Alice. “No
languages.”

“I fear I'm going to find you very hard to place,” said the boy,
leaning back in his specially designed high chair. “There are certain
fields here that are endlessly in demand. Architecture, for example.
Engineering.”

Alice, who had been trying hard all of this time not to think of
Neil, flinched. The boy misunderstood her.

“You may well think these professions beneath your contempt,
Miss Mulholland, but you will find that the whole fabric of the un-
derworld is held together by such people. Without them, there would
be literally nothing here. What do you think holds these buildings
together? None of it is real. It’s all done with the power of the mind.
And that takes skill and training. If you were to try to hold up this
building, Miss Mulholland, with the power of your mind, I have no
doubt that we would be conducting this interview waist deep in rub-
ble. You need proper structural knowledge.”

“Yes,” said Alice. “Of course.”

“It is a shame,” mused the boy, “that no kind of predeath training
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program can be established, to make sure that we have enough of
these useful skills to keep us going here and to dissuade people from
pursuing the areas that have no function here at all. Such as cleaning.
And linguistics.”

“I'm sorry,” said Alice.

“T'o resume,” said Mr. Kunmanara. “Do you have any other abili-
ties at all> Any hobbies? Interests? Anything?”

“I collect porcelain miniatures,” said Alice.

The boy yawned.

“And I like playing Scrabble.”

The boy snapped to attention.

“Scrabble? Why didn’t you say that in the first instance?” He sat
forward eagerly. “Are you gifted?”

“Not really,” said Alice. “I did come third in the British national
under-sixteen championship.”

“You are too modest,” said Mr. Kunmanara. “At last this is some-
thing which can be of some use! Leisure, entertainment, these are
the lifebloods of the dead community. You cannot yet imagine, Miss
Mulholland, how very boring it is to exist here. A person of advanced
skill at board games — this is a rare find indeed! Believe me, you will
find yourself endlessly in demand.”

“But —” said Alice.

“Of course, we will have to train you up first, in the precision move-
ments you will require to pick up the Scrabble pieces. Then we can put
you to work in one of our highest class gaming establishments.”

“'m not really sure that I —”

“Congratulations, Miss Mulholland!” The boy leaned back in his

chair and smiled. “I believe we have found your vocation.”
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APoLLO WAS DEPRESSED. At first he thought he was just bored, which
was a sensation he was familiar with, having suffered from boredom
for the best part of several thousand years. But none of his usual dis-
tractions seemed to work this time: getting drunk and watching near-
impossible acts of lewdness at Bacchanalia; re-creating those lewd
acts with Aphrodite back at home; writing songs about himself
on his guitar and performing them to whichever members of the
household he could bribe to listen, then basking in their efforts to
conceal their enjoyment; taking long walks through London and at-
tempting to seduce whichever mortals caught his eye — this last
failing, even when he did manage to persuade them to have sex with
him, because no mortal could live up to his memories of Alice. He
thought losing himself in work might help, but when he phoned
them, both his agent and the production company that made the pi-
lot of Apollos Oracle told him they were busy and promised to call
him back, but neither of them ever did. Subsequent calls were di-
verted to voicemail. After the first few attempts, he took to picking
up his guitar and singing his messages to them on the phone, but it

did no good.
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What he really wanted to do was lie in bed and not move for a
few years, but sharing a bedroom with Ares made that impossible.
The war between Athena and Hera was reaching a critical stage, and
Ares was using his half of the room as a center of operations, with
Athena constantly dropping by and requesting updates and changes
in that way that she had — “What would be the plausibility of coun-
termanding the redeployment of rearmost forces in consideration of
the UN amendment?” — while Hera sent down peacocks with notes
tied around their necks who inevitably took the opportunity to shit
on the floor as they passed. That the shit was never cleaned up was
yet another reminder of Alice’s absence from the house, an absence
that he felt more keenly than the presence of any of the members of
his family, infuriating as they were.

So he did get up, though he rarely bothered to dress, preferring
to wrap himself in the comforting folds of a sheet or blanket, which
reminded him of the robes they used to wear long ago in better days,
back when the mortals cared. He would drift down to the rooms on
the ground floor of the house, like a ghost, he hoped, varying the
rooms he brought his dark mood to, though not varying the actual
mood. He was deeply, desperately unhappy, and torn between invit-
ing the sympathy he craved from the rest of his family by showing
them how he felt and the certain knowledge that all he would get
from them was contempt and mockery.

One afternoon as he sat alone on a listing chair in the corner of
the living room, plucking sporadically at a single note on his least fa-
vorite guitar, the door to the room opened and Eros came in. He was
dressed very sensibly in pressed khaki trousers, a navy round-necked
sweater, and a green-and-white-striped shirt, and his hair was as
carefully combed as always. He didn’t appear to notice Apollo as he
sat down on the sofa with a pad and a pen, so Apollo twanged par-
ticularly aggressively at his solitary note.
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“Oh,” said Eros, looking up. “Hello, Apollo. I didn’t see you
there.”

“What are you up to?” said Apollo. He didn’t really care. He just
wanted Eros to tell him quickly and then ask him what he was up to
so that he could say, “Nothing,” in a mournful voice.

“I just got back from a rehearsal for the youth club Easter show,”
said Eros.

“Easter? Already?” Apollo was genuinely surprised.

“I know,” said Eros. “Persephone will be back soon. Actually she
should probably be here already. Anyway, the show’s only next week,
I hope she’s back by then. The kids are really looking forward to it.
They've persuaded me to do a rap.”

“You? A rap?”

‘I know,” said Eros. “It'll be completely humiliating, I'm sure
that’s why they asked me to do it. I'll live it down eventually, but by
then they’ll probably all be dead.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” said Apollo. “Looking stupid in front of
mortals?”

“No,” said Eros. “Why should it? They're just children, Apollo, even
the adults. Do you worry about looking stupid in front of babies?”

Apollo did. “No,” he said.

“You could help me write it if you like,” said Eros. He waved the
pen and paper at Apollo. “I'm going to do a terrible job of it. You
could come and perform it with me.”

“I'd rather not,” said Apollo.

“Of course not,” said Eros. “I know how much you hate being the
center of attention.”

Apollo wondered whether Eros was being sarcastic. “Yeah,”
he said.

“I'm sure I'll come up with something,” said Eros. “Though this
is hardly the most conducive place to write.”
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Apollo looked around the room. The walls were covered with
scorch marks from Hera’s temper tantrum. Only the very tops of the
curtains remained because the rest had burned away, and what fur-
niture was left was even more dilapidated than it had been, uphol-
stery singed, arms and legs broken or missing.

“Hephaestus should really do something about it,” Eros contin-
ued, “or that cleaner, when she gets back from holiday —”

He broke off. He looked at Apollo with what appeared to be
genuine concern.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

This was Apollo’s chance. “Nothing,” he said, in the most grief-
stricken tone he could muster.

“Really?” said Eros. “Are you sure?” When Apollo didn’t say any-
thing more, he went on. “I tell you what, I can’t wait for Persephone
to get back. At least the weather will start to pick up properly then.”

“It’s a while since I've been out,” Apollo said.

“Why not?” said Eros.

“No reason,” said Apollo, and sighed.

“Apollo, if you're upset about something, instead of dropping
hints, why don’t you just tell me what the matter is?”

“Why would I want to talk to you?” said Apollo. “I don’t even
like you.”

“Well, I do agree it seems strange,” said Eros, and waited.

“Alice is dead,” Apollo blurted out suddenly.

“The cleaner?” Eros said.

He looked genuinely shocked, Apollo thought. The color had
bleached out of his face, leaving an ungodlike pallor.

“I thought she was just away,” said Eros. “What happened?”

“Zeus,” said Apollo. “He found out we'd had a mortal in the house.”

Eros looked relieved for a moment, but only for a moment.

“How did Zeus find out we’d had a mortal in the house?”
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“Well, you know,” said Apollo, waving one hand vaguely in the
air. “Omnipotent. Omniscient. That sort of thing.”

“We both know Zeus is a long way from omnipotent or omni-
scient,” said Eros. “Somebody must have told him. Apollo? Did you
tell him about the cleaner?”

“Why would I have done that?” said Apollo.

Eros rubbed his face with his hands. “I really wish I didn’t know
the answer to that,” he said.

‘I don’t know what you mean,” said Apollo, “seeing as I
didn’t do it.”

Eros was looking fidgety now, squirming in his chair.

“Why?” said Apollo. “What is the answer?”

Eros didn’t reply for a few seconds, and when he did, he just said,
“Did you want Alice to die?”

“Yes,” admitted Apollo. “That doesn’t mean I did anything.”

“Why did you want her to die?” said Eros.

“Because I loved her and she didn’t love me,” said Apollo.

“I was afraid that was the reason.” Eros put his pad and pen down
on the floor beside him. “And now you feel — nauseous?”

“Yes.”

Eros swallowed. “Restless.”

“Yes.”

“Clammy palms.”

“Yes.”

Eros wiped his hands on his trousers. “A strange gnawing at your
insides that you can’t ignore.”

“Yes.”

“A persistent wish that you had done things differently.”

“I did do things differently. But theoretically, yes.”

“Half of you wants to make amends but the other wants to bury
yourself away somewhere and deny that it ever happened at all.”
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“Eros, do you have the power to read minds? You've never done
it before.”

“No,” said Eros. “It’s just that, unlike you, I am familiar with feel-
ing guilty. It’s one of the things you have to learn if you're going to
be a Christian.”

“Guilty. Right.” Apollo nodded slowly. “You think that’s what it is?”

“Almost certainly, if you feel in any way responsible for Alice’s
death.”

“Why would I feel that?” said Apollo. “Zeus killed her.”

“There’s lots of ways of being responsible,” said Eros.

He seemed to forget that Apollo was in the room, his attention
drifting over to the charcoal-stained window.

“So if that is what it is,” said Apollo, loath to lose the sympathy.
“If T am feeling guilty. Whether I am actually guilty or not. How can
I make it go away?”

Eros turned back to him. “That’s a good question,” he said. “If
you were a good Christian you would atone for your sins and pray for
forgiveness.”

“And that would work?”

“Apparently.”

“Forgiveness from a god that doesn’t exist gets rid of guilt?”

“Only if you believe in him,” said Eros. “T'hat’s what I've been try-
ing to explain to all of you for decades. Belief is a powerful thing. For
mortals, belief changes everything, what they do, how they feel . . .”

Apollo could sense that Eros was about to go off on one, so he
leaped in.

“So it doesn’t work if you don’t believe in that god, then.”

“Unfortunately, no,” said Eros.

“So then what are you supposed to do?”

“Well, you have the choice,” said Eros. “Either you can let the
guilt burn inside you like the fiery torments of hell until it destroys
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you utterly. That’s where the idea of hell comes from, I've always
thought. Or you can apologize to the person you've wronged, and
see if they will forgive you.”

“But Alice’s dead. I can’t apologize to her.”

“But she isn’t the only person affected by her death,” said Eros.
“There are many people you could apologize to. Her friends, her
family . . .”

“Right. And then this feeling will go away,” said Apollo.

“That’s the idea,” said Eros.

“So why doesn’t everyone apologize all the time?” said Apollo.

Eros crossed his legs and uncrossed them again.

“I suppose apologizing takes a certain amount of courage,” he
said. “You have to face up to what you've done, be ready to take the
consequences, whatever they are. Sometimes it’s easier just to live
with the guilt. And . ..”

Apollo waited. “And what?” he said eventually.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, I thought you were going to say something else.”

“No, no,” said Eros. He picked up his pad and pen and stood up.
“Was that all you wanted to talk to me about?”

“I suppose so,” said Apollo.

“Well, I hope you feel better,” said Eros. “Anyway, I'd better go.
There’s something I forgot to do, back at the church.”

And as Eros left the room, Apollo could see the wings under his
sweater twitching and jumping in their haste to get him out of
there.
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Every TIME NEIL thought about his encounter with Artemis, he got
upset. It wasn’t the thought that she didn’t believe what she had said
to him; it was the thought that she did. There was something about
her utter certainty that Alice still existed in another form and an-
other place, and that somehow he could reach her there, that made
him doubt. It made him doubt that Alice had really gone. And he
didn’t want to doubt, because doubt made him hope, and the hope
was more painful than the despair: it gave him more to lose.

So he decided that his meeting with Artemis would be the spur
for him to Get Over It, Let Go, and Move On — the words were
fixed in his head like a caption on a daytime talk show. He went to
the supermarket. He called work and told them that he would be in
at the beginning of the following week. And he forced himself to
clean the entire flat the way Alice would have done it, even though
every act of cleaning reminded him agonizingly of her. The only
thing he couldn’t bring himself to do was to change the sheets that
she had slept in. He knew he would have to do it eventually. Just
not yet.

He was putting his laundry in the machine when the doorbell
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rang. His first instinct was to ignore it. There wasn’t anybody he
wanted to see. But that wasn’t in the spirit of Getting Over It, Let-
ting Go, and Moving On. So he dropped the rest of the dirty clothes
on the floor and was just straightening up when the doorbell rang a
second time, its intrusive shriek holding on for just a second longer
than was necessary.

“I'm coming!” yelled Neil.

He took the keys off their hook by the door and went out into the
chilly communal entrance hall, immediately regretting not having
put on a sweater. Through the distorting glass of the front door he
could see the silhouette of the caller raise its arm to ring the bell a
third time. He leaped forward and pulled the door open before it had
a chance. The caller dropped his arm in a gesture that was uncharac-
teristically sheepish.

“What the hell are you doing here?” said Neil.

“Hello,” said Apollo.

“How did you find out where I live?” said Neil.

“Hermes told me,” said Apollo.

“Hermes? But he’s supposed to be —” On my side, was the end of
that thought, but it was swiftly overtaken by a new one: “How does
Hermes know where I live?”

“It’s his job.”

“His job?”

Apollo didn’t elaborate. An arctic wind blew in off the street, lift-
ing the hair on Neil’s arms and bringing him out in goose bumps the
size of peas. He ignored it, crossed his arms, tried to look like the
master of the house.

“What do you want?” he said.

“I, ah,” said Apollo. He shifted on his feet a bit, hands in his
pockets. “I'm . . . Forget it. Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Neil repeated.
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“Nothing,” Apollo confirmed.

“You found out my address and came all the way to Hackney for
nothing?”

“That’s right,” said Apollo.

“Good-bye, then,” said Neil, going to close the door.

“Wait!” said Apollo. He locked his eyes on Neil’s in a way that re-
minded Neil of Artemis. “I do need to talk to you. Can I come in?”

Neil hesitated. He tried to look away but he couldn't.

“Sure,” he found himself saying, apparently in direct contradic-
tion to his will.

He pulled the door farther open rather than shutting it, and
Apollo followed him down the corridor and into the flat. Neil shut
the door behind them.

“Come through to the kitchen,” he said. “I for one could certainly
do with a beer.”

Neil went to the kitchen, wondering what the hell he was doing.
Behind him, Apollo was chattering nervously but politely about the
flat. “Very cozy,” he heard him saying, “I like your carpet.” Neil
couldn’t get the image of Alice kissing Apollo out of his head. Why
had she done it? Of course, Apollo was far more handsome than Neil
could ever hope to be. But Artemis had said that Alice wasn't inter-
ested, that Apollo was very “persuasive.” Though why he should be-
lieve a thing that insane woman said was another matter. Still, Apollo
did seem quite persuasive, Neil had to admit, as he opened the fridge
and offered his archenemy a beer.

“No, thank you,” said Apollo.

Neil took a bottle out of the fridge for himself and they both sat
down at the kitchen table.

“So,” said Neil. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

Apollo didn't reply. Instead, he started scanning the room as if
searching for an escape hatch.
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“If youd rather not be here,” said Neil, “feel free to leave.”

“No, I'm fine,” said Apollo. “Thank you.”

“You're welcome,” said Neil.

Apollo, who had eyeballed him so intensely on the doorstep, was
now looking anywhere but at him. He had crossed his legs and was
violently jiggling his hanging foot.

“It’s a nice flat,” said Apollo.

“Yes, you said that,” said Neil.

“Nice kitchen, very clean. Oh. Except for the dirty clothes.”

“Thanks,” said Neil.

Neil had thought that if he was ever in a room with Apollo again,
he would be filled with a searing rage that could only end in blood-
shed. Instead, he sat calmly as waves of anxiety flowed off his visitor.

“Well,” he said eventually, “it was lovely to see you again, but I
have some things to do, so —”

“Pmverysorry,” said Apollo.

“Excuse me?” said Neil.

Apollo took a huge breath as if about to blow out the candles on
a birthday cake for a relative of extremely advanced years.

“Im. Very. Sorry.”

“You're sorry,” said Neil.

Apollo smiled weakly. “Yes?” he ventured.

“What exactly are you sorry for?”

“Oh,” said Apollo. “Do I need a reason?”

“In general,” said Neil.

Neil watched as Apollo squirmed in his chair.

“Im sorry that Alice is dead. There.”

“You're sorry that Alice is dead?” said Neil. “Well, so am 1. I'm
very sorry that Alice is dead.”

Apollo nodded. “I forgive you,” he said.

“You —” said Neil. “You what?”
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“I forgive you,” said Apollo. “I forgive you for Alice’s death.”

“You forgive me? That’s very good of you,” said Neil. “But I don't
need your forgiveness. I didn’t kill her. And even if I did, you wouldn’t
be the right person to forgive me.”

“But you said you were sorry,” said Apollo.

“Not that kind of sorry,” said Neil.

“There’s more than one kind?” said Apollo.

“I'm not going to give you a class,” said Neil. “Apollo, what are
you doing here?”

“I came to say sorry,” said Apollo.

“Well, you said it,” said Neil.

“But I think I might have said the wrong kind of sorry,” said
Apollo.

“Well, try again,” said Neil, “and then please go home.”

Neil watched as Apollo visibly collected his thoughts. In all of the
angry fantasies he had had about Apollo, in all of the jealous hours
that he had spent imagining Apollo and Alice in congress and feel-
ing inadequate as he compared his unimpressive form with Apollo’s
glorious beauty, it had never once occurred to him that Apollo might
be stupid.

“I kissed Alice,” said Apollo eventually.

“I know,” said Neil.

“You know?” said Apollo. “Really? Well, 'm sorry for that. No, 'm
not. 'm not sorry for that at all. It was one of the finest moments of
my life, and I have a lot to choose from. So I'm not sorry I kissed her.
I loved her. And I know you loved her too, but — and I hope you
don’t mind me pointing this out to you — I'm twice the man you are.
More than twice. I am an infinite number of times the man you are.”

“Why on earth would I mind you pointing that out?”

“Exactly. It’s obvious to us both. So it was entirely reasonable for
me to stake my claim.”
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“Stick your flag into her, so to speak.”

“You shouldn’t feel bad about it,” said Apollo.

“Tell me something, Apollo,” said Neil. “Did Alice like you kiss-
ing her?”

Apollo bit his lip, considering.

“She liked it,” he said. “She just didn’t know that she liked it.”

“Then I think you should be sorry,” said Neil, “but you're apolo-
gizing to the wrong person.”

“Who should I be apologizing to?”

“Alice.”

“But Alice is dead,” said Apollo.

“Yes,” said Neil. “I know.”

“And I already apologized for that,” said Apollo, “so I don’t know
what else you want from me.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” said Neil. “I want you to
leave.”

Apollo made no move to go.

“The thing is,” he said, “I don't like being rejected.”

“I'm not rejecting you,” said Neil. “Please go home.”

“Im not talking about you,” said Apollo. “I'm talking about Alice.
And usually, if someone like that turned me down, I'd just take it out
on them there and then, and if I could have hurt her, that would have
been fine —”

“No, it wouldn’t,” said Neil.

“— but I couldn’t,” said Apollo, “because of Artemis —”

“What’s Artemis got to do with this?”

“She made me swear not to harm any mor —” He broke off.

“Any more what?”

“Anymore. Anybody, anymore.”

“You've harmed a lot of people in the past, then?” said Neil.

“Oh yes,” said Apollo. “But mostly they deserved it.”
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“Oh well, that’s all right, then,” said Neil.

“But because I couldn’t punish Alice there and then,” said Apollo,
“it all got a bit out of hand. I didn't really want her to die. Well, I did,
but only because I was hungover and angry. If I could have done it
straightaway, I wouldn’t have got drunk. And I wouldn’t have been so
angry. And she wouldn’t have died. This is all Artemis’s fault.”

Neil suddenly realized that he had to get Apollo out of his flat as
fast as possible because he was going to cry and there was no way he
was going to cry in front of Apollo.

“Look,” he said. “It’s nice of you to come round. But you didn’t
kill Alice. She was struck by lightning. It was a horrible accident.
And I don’t want to sit around talking about it to you. So if you don't
mind, I'm going to ask you again. Please leave.”

“No, you don't get it,” said Apollo. “I know she was struck by
lightning. It was my idea.”

“It couldn’t possibly have been your idea,” said Neil. “Lightning
isn’t an idea. And you didn’t make us go out when we did. You didn’t
make her stand . . . there ...”

“He would have found her anywhere,” said Apollo. “He would have
found her inside a lead-lined tennis ball. She didn’t have a hope.”

“He?” said Neil, despite himself.

“Zeus. I'm really sorry, Neil.”

Zeus. That’s what Artemis had said too. He thought of the photo-
graph in the newspaper and the face of the man in the sky. But it
couldn’t be true. It couldn’t possibly be true. If it was true, he would
have to rethink everything in his life, and he wasn't going to rethink ev-
erything in his life, because he'd already had to do that when Alice died,
and he wasn't ready to do it again, especially not at the behest of — of
all people — Apollo. Apollo! And suddenly all of the anger that he had
been holding back broke through the dams and flooded into him.

“You're sorry,” he said. “You're sorry?”
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He felt like he had been electrified, like every atom in his being had
unexpectedly been awakened. He jumped to his feet. Apollo was cow-
ering, wearing the face Red Riding Hood must have worn when the
wolf pulled off its grandmother costume. Neil felt something com-
pletely unfamiliar: he felt powerful. It rushed into him like a drug.

“You didn’t kill Alice,” he said. “You did not kill Alice! You're de-
lusional! You think you've got power over lightning — you should be
in an institution! And then you come over here, to my home, where
I'm grieving, and you tell me you're sorry, like I give a fuck whether
you're sorry or not, like that’s going to make it better, like that’s going
to bring her back!”

“B-but,” stammered Apollo, “I thought you would forgive me. I
thought I would feel better. That’s what Eros said. I thought that
was the deal.”

“That is not the deal!”

Apollo was almost shrinking, his proud warrior’s body hunched up
and whimpering like a timid schoolboy in front of the headmaster.

“You do not apologize because you feel guilty and you want the
feeling to go away,” said Neil.

“You don’t?” said Apollo.

“No. You apologize because you feel guilty and that guilt is how
you know that you've done something wrong. And then you want to
make amends. You don’t apologize because you want to make your-
self feel better. You apologize because you want to make the other
person feel better.”

“But why should I want to make you feel better?” said Apollo. He
was beginning to uncurl. “I couldn’t care less how you feel.”

“Yes, I think I gathered that.”

“But I do care about how I feel.”

Now Apollo got to his feet, but Neil wasn't scared. He'd tasted
power and he wasn't going to let go of it that easily.
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“I need you to forgive me,” said Apollo.

“Forgive you? As if.”

“I don’t think you understand. I demand that you forgive me.”

“No.”

Apollo swung his arm round as if to hit Neil, but then staggered
back, as if he himself had been hit.

“Forgive me now! I command you!” he shouted as he regained his
balance.

“You can't command me to do anything!” Neil shouted back.
“Who the fuck do you think you are?”

“I think I am your lord Apollo, god of the sun,” Apollo spat.

“God of my arse,” said Neil.

“Oh really?” said Apollo. “Watch this.”

Apollo strode over to the window and, his eyes fixed on Neil’s
face, pointed into the sky with a flourish, like an impresario about to
reveal an exciting new act.

A split second later, two things happened at once. Apollo col-
lapsed to the ground. And the sun went out.
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ArTEMIS was ON the Heath when it happened. Even though she
telt every movement of the moon as if she and it were umbilically
linked, she hoped for one wild second that it was a total eclipse of
the sun, but she already knew, with a stab of horror, that something
terrible must have happened to Apollo. Day had turned into night.
She knew, without having to see them, that birds would be returning
to their nests and nocturnal creatures emerging from their lairs.
Across the park, she could hear the screams of mortals. Someone
would have to return them to their homes as, inferior even to birds,
they couldn’t make their way back by themselves. But she didn’t
have time to help them herself. Undaunted by the darkness, Artemis
turned and ran home as swiftly and precisely as if the sun had been
blazing high at the peak of its arc.

On the doorstep she met Aphrodite, who spoke to her for the
first time in decades in tones untainted by superciliousness.

“Are you okay? What’s going on? What'’s happened to Apollo?”

Artemis shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said.

They went inside. Upstairs they could hear feet running and
doors slamming — no doubt someone checking for Apollo, going
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from room to room. Hermes was standing in the hallway, his phone
in his hand.

“I can’t find him,” he said. “I can’t feel where he is.”

This was a painful admission for Hermes, who could usually lo-
cate any god, anywhere in the earth and heavens, in a matter of
seconds.

“We have to do something,” said Aphrodite.

Artemis was too worried even to point out that she was stating
the obvious.

“This planet won't last long without the sun,” she said, “but with
all the other powers that we’ve got we should be able to keep it going
for a short while, at least long enough to find out what’s happened to
him. And if there’s any way we can help him.”

They all considered the dark implications of that 7f.

“But it’s going to take all our power,” said Artemis. “And once
that’s gone . ..”

Ares came thundering down the stairs. “Have you seen him?” he
said. The two goddesses shook their heads. “What about the others?”

“They’re all on their way,” said Hermes, “aside from Hades and
Persephone.”

“Persephone should already be here,” muttered Aphrodite.

“Maybe we should leave them where they are,” said Hermes.
“Who knows how long we've got before the mortals start to die.”

“How are the tides?” said Artemis.

“Unaffected so far, according to Poseidon,” said Hermes.

“The moon will do her best,” said Artemis, “but she can’t give out
heat, or any light, without the sun.”

“Can we bring one of the stars nearer?” suggested Ares.

“Do we have enough power?” said Aphrodite. “Even between
us. What if we try and we run out of steam? And then all of us

will be —”
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“Hesperus and Phosphorus will be here soon,” interjected Hermes.
“We can talk to them about it then, see what they can do.”

“What about Zeus?” said Artemis.

The question did not need elaborating.

“Eros is upstairs now, talking to Hera,” said Ares. “Seeing if she
thinks it’s worth the risk of letting him out.”

Aphrodite’s phone rang, its music piercing the collective anxiety
with its cheerful tinny tones. She yanked it out of her handbag.

“Apollo?” She listened for a couple of seconds. “Use your imagi-
nation, limp prick, I'm busy,” she snapped, and returned the phone to
her bag.

“I take it that wasn’t him,” said Artemis.

“Mortals!” said Aphrodite. “Even I wouldn't think of sex at a time
like this.”

“So should we all go and look for him, or is it better to stay here?”
said Ares.

“I don’t know,” said Hermes. “I don’t know where to send you.
I've no idea where he is.” Hermes sounded almost tearful in his ad-
mission of failure. “I've spoken to Dionysus, and Apollo isn't there.
Of course he had no idea what was going on. That club of his hasnt
got any windows.”

“Where’s Dion now?” said Artemis.

“He’s just locking up the club and he’ll be on his way,” said
Hermes. “Even he sounded pretty worried when I told him what was
going on. Apollo might be in Hackney. He was asking me about a
mortal address —”

“Maybe we shouldn’t worry so much,” said Aphrodite. “Maybe
we should just let it happen.”

They all turned to her. Her perfect face was cold.

“Give up,” she said, “let the planet die. Conserve our strength un-
til we can create something new, somewhere else. Somewhere better
than this. Aren’t you sick of it? I'm sick of it.”
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They all stood in silence for a few moments, absorbing this sug-
gestion. Only a goddess as selfish as Aphrodite could have thought
of a plan like that, reflected Artemis, and yet she couldn’t deny that
it had a certain logic to it.

“It might happen anyway,” said Ares eventually. “Even if we man-
age to keep the mortals alive without the sun, they’ll probably just go
and kill each other anyway. They don't like change, it makes them
skittish.”

“This is a pretty big change,” said Artemis.

“But we don't know if we would get stronger, waiting without do-
ing anything,” said Hermes, “or if without the world we would weaken
completely and . . .” Dze, he didn't say, but they all thought it.

“We should discuss it with Athena,” said Artemis. “Where is she?”

“Upstairs with Demeter, trying to get her out of bed,” said
Hermes. “If we are going to keep the mortals going, Demeter has a
lot of work to do. The plants won't survive without her. Then what
are they going to eat?”

Another phone interrupted them, this time Hermes’s.

“Is it him?” said Ares.

Hermes shook his head and handed the phone to Artemis.

“It’s for you,” he said.

Artemis put the phone to her ear. “Hello?” she said.

“Okay, I believe you,” said a voice at the other end of the line.

Hearing it, Artemis felt an odd sensation, like a surge of strength
coursing through her body.

“Is that Neil?” said Artemis.

“Yes, it is,” said Neil, “and youd better come quick. I've got a god
passed out on my kitchen floor and I think the world’s about to end.”
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ARTEMIS RAN ALL the way to Hackney. The temperature was drop-
ping fast and the pavement was beginning to ice over. Traffic blocked
the streets as mortals rushed to get to their homes, or perhaps some
were already trying to flee — though where they were fleeing to, Ar-
temis could not fathom. Shopkeepers were closing up their stores,
slamming doors and yanking down shutters, those without grilles
boarding up their windows for fear of looting. Artemis thought
about what Ares had said, how disaster brought out the worst in
mortals, how they would start killing one another if the gods did not
act soon. But she could understand it: they had so few options. She
thought of how a cornered animal on a hunt will turn and fight, no
matter how little hope it has. Survival at all costs.

With her innate sense of direction, she didn’t take long to find
the address that Neil had given her. It was a small terraced house
down a curving side street that looked grimy and abandoned in the
darkness. At the far end of the road, she saw a fox sniffing at some
dustbins, confused into thinking it was night. For once she felt no
urge to chase after it. Instead she rang, as instructed, the middle of
the three doorbells. Before long the door opened, revealing Neil,
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looking rumpled and disheveled, fully clothed with a dressing gown
over the top to protect against the growing cold. Seeing him, Arte-
mis burned with unexpected energy.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” said Neil without greeting her,
“but I know you were telling me the truth.”

“Where is he?” she said.

“In the kitchen,” said Neil. “All things considered, I thought it
best to keep him away from the hospital.”

“Is he still alive?”

“Gods can die?”

“Sometimes,” admitted Artemis.

“I didn’t check. I thought he must be. I hope he is.”

Artemis followed Neil down the corridor and into his flat.

“What happened?” she said.

Neil explained about how Apollo had come over to apologize,
how they had argued, and how Apollo seemed to have switched off
the sun in revenge for Neil’s doubt in him. He couldn’t offer any ex-
planation as to why Apollo had collapsed.

“It could be that switching off the sun used up too much of his
power,” said Artemis as they approached the figure of Apollo,
stretched out across the floor tiles in a strange posture.

“Gods don’t have unlimited power?”

Artemis didn’t really want to answer that one. “Unfortunately
not,” she confessed eventually. “But don’t tell anyone. I'm only trust-
ing you with this knowledge because it’s an emergency.”

Neil glanced out the window to the darkness outside. “I won’t tell
anyone,” he said.

“The other explanation could be that Styx punished him for turn-
ing off the sun, because of the immense harm it would do mortals.
He swore a vow on her not to hurt any mortals, and she doesn’t take

kindly to her vows being broken. If it is Styx, he’ll be out for nine
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years, that’s her standard rate. And we can’t keep the world going for
nine years without the sun.”

“Who’s Styx?”

“She’s a river in the underworld.”

“A river could do this?”

“She’s not any old river.”

Standing over Apollo now, Artemis tried to think of what she
could do to revive him.

“Did he fall like that?” she said.

“No, I put him in the recovery position,” said Neil. “I wasn’t sure
it it would help, but I didn’t think it could do any harm.”

Artemis knelt down beside her brother. He was lying turned half
onto his side, his arrogant face drained of color and lifeless. She felt
her throat constrict like a fist holding on to a sob. He looked so vul-
nerable. There was no worse way for a god to look. She called into
his ear, felt for a pulse, lifted and dropped his arm, and slapped him,
which was fun at least.

“Well?” said Neil.

“He’s definitely still alive,” sighed Artemis.

“Isn’t that good?” said Neil.

“I'm not sure,” said Artemis. “If he were dead, we could go down
to the underworld and bring his spirit back to the upperworld, which
might be easier than waking him out of a coma. But I don’t know if
that would do any good anyway, if he’d have any power left or would
be able to use it. I don’t know what happens to a god’s power when
he dies, and I'm not prepared to kill him just to find out. As he’s
alive, I suggest we keep him that way. So we need to find a way to
wake him up.”

“So you can’t wake him up, then,” said Neil.

“It takes a lot of power,” said Artemis. “It would be easier if we
had the god of healing to help us.”

“Who’s that?”
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“Apollo.”

“Oh.”

Artemis sat back on her heels.

“Let’s at least make him comfortable,” she said. “I don’t think this
recovery position of yours is going to help him to recover. Why do
they call it that?”

She picked up Apollo like a baby in her arms.

“Do you have a bed or a sofa I can put him on?”

“This way,” said Neil, leading her into the living room. “So,” he
said as they walked, “how many of you gods are there?”

“Far more than you'd expect,” said Artemis. “The most impor-
tant gods are based here in London, but there are many others scat-
tered across the globe, all incognito. There’s a god for everything.
God of time, god of sleep, god of revenge . . .”

“If you group together, surely you'd be able to bring him back,”
said Neil.

Artemis shook her head.

“Unfortunately it’s not that easy,” she said. “The life force of a
god is the strongest force there is. So it will take a huge amount of
our power to revive Apollo. And we've been . ..”

She hesitated, but the utter blackness outside the window spurred
her on. If necessary, she could always wipe his memory later.

“We've been terribly weakened over time,” she made herself say.
“Most of the gods only have the bare minimum of power left — enough
to fulfill their own function, but no more. Some gods don’t even have
that anymore. So if Poseidon, for example, were to put his power into
reviving Apollo, he might be able to help, but the seas could dry up.
So yes, if we work together, we could probably wake him up again, but
in our current state, we could do ourselves so much harm that we
wouldn’t have the collective force left to keep the rest of the world go-
ing. You might get the sun back but lose everything else.”

“That doesn’t sound like a great option,” said Neil.
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“And then on top of that, if it’s Styx who put him in this state, we
wouldn’t be able to undo it anyway, no matter how much force we
used. A god can’t undo what another god has done. That’s why
we can’t restore the sun ourselves, even if we were strong enough to,
which I doubt.”

“So what are we going to do?” said Neil.

“We?” said Artemis.

Neil nodded. Artemis looked at her twin, silent and still, impo-
tent in sleep. Now that it seemed that she might lose him, she felt
more love and protectiveness toward him than she could remember
ever having felt in their long, long past.

“I think the first thing to do is to go to the underworld and find
Styx, see if she has anything to do with this, and if she can reverse it,”
she said. “And if it’s nothing to do with her, maybe while we’re there
I can persuade Hades and Persephone to use their power to help us
keep the world turning until we can figure out what else to do.”

“Won’t that take too long?” said Neil, shivering inside his dress-
ing gown.

Artemis shook her head. “Not in dead time,” she said.
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IT wasN’T THE notion of going down into the underworld that both-
ered Neil, so much as having to leave his body behind at the flat. He
could take it with him, Artemis explained, but then he would stay in
live time, and they couldn’t afford that luxury. Apollo was still on the
sofa, with a blanket over him to protect against the growing cold, so
Neil got into bed and then, with Artemis’s help, his spirit got out
again.

“That was easier than I expected,” said Artemis. “It’s strange,
usually I feel drained after using so much power, but actually I feel
quite energized.”

“It was easier than I expected,” said Neil, but then he caught sight
of his own body lying between the sheets. “I wish I'd thought to close
my eyes,” he said.

“Nobody will see you, unless Apollo wakes up, and I doubt he’ll
care,” said Artemis.

“All the same,” said Neil.

“Come on, wed better go,” said Artemis.

Neil took a last look at his body, lying still as tarmac, as they left
the room.
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“I hope no looters set fire to my flat while we’re gone,” he said.

“You wouldn't feel a thing,” said Artemis. “And youd already be
in the underworld, which would save you the trouble of getting
there.”

“Thanks,” said Neil. “That’s very comforting.”

“You're welcome,” said Artemis.

Walking out of the flat quite literally through the front door was
easy but felt wrong. At least that way the flat stayed locked. Though
any looter, Neil reflected, was likely to get the shock of his life when
he found the two comatose men inside. Or the second biggest shock
of his life, after the sun going out, anyway.

“So how do we get to the underworld?” asked Neil.

“There’s a portal in Islington,” said Artemis.

“Islington?”

“Yes.”

Islington?”

Artemis did not elaborate but led the way along the pavement.

Outside, the streets were completely iced over. Neil negotiated
the slippery surface without difficulty, oblivious to the cold. As he
craned his neck to catch a last glimpse of the house with his body in
it disappearing behind them, he wondered whether this was how a
mother might feel if her baby was taken away from her. One part of
his awareness was desperately trying to reach out to his body, but the
bond between them was completely severed. It was funny; while he
was still corporeal, he had thought his body and his mind were quite
separate, but now that he was leaving his body behind he realized
just how attached to it, so to speak, he was. Out of his body, he didn’t
feel quite real — in fact, he didn’t feel anything at all. There was a
shallowness to his experience now, with only his intellectual re-
sponses to rely on. And he hadn’t realized to what extent it was his
body that was missing Alice. Of course, his mind missed her too. But
it was his body that felt it. His grief was like an illness, had caused
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him actual pain in his heart, his stomach, his limbs. Fever, dizziness,
weakness: all of this had been part of the intricate patchwork of mis-
ery he had been carrying around with him ever since Alice had died;
and now it, too, was gone. He missed her, and now he missed miss-
ing her, as well.

Neil was going down into the underworld to save the planet. This
was ridiculous enough; it was like something out of the books he
read and the films he loved, all that science fiction — with the em-
phasis on fiction. But deep down, he knew that he was also going
there to save Alice, and this seemed even more absurd. How many
times had he already failed her? What made him think that this time
would be different? But he knew he had to try again. He had known
it ever since the moment that he had exploded into belief and picked
up the phone to call Hermes: that if only he could bring Apollo and
the sun back for humanity, he would take as reward Artemis’s offer
to help him bring back Alice. If he couldn’t find Alice in the under-
world, he would do his best to save the world anyway — he was nice
like that — but it would be more like a Cub Scout good deed, a vir-
tuous chore. Without Alice, his world had already ended.

Looking up, he noticed that while he'd been deep in thought, he
had started lagging behind Artemis, and he trotted faster to keep up
with her, the increase in speed coming to him effortlessly. The streets
were still gridlocked with cars escaping to who knew where, but the
freezing pavements were deserted, except for around a church up
ahead of them, which appeared to be full, with more people on the
porch outside clamoring for admittance. As Neil and Artemis got
closer, they heard the sounds of sobbing, singing, and amplified
prayers coming from within.

“That’s not going to do any of them much good,” commented
Artemis. “Theyd be better off staying at home and deciding which
item of furniture they want to burn first.”

“They don’t know that,” said Neil, surprised to find himself de-
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fending organized religion. “They dont know which god they’re
supposed to believe in. And I suppose it provides comfort.”

“A big duvet would provide more comfort,” said Artemis.

“Wias that a joke?” said Neil.

Artemis smiled quickly at him. “It might have been,” she said.

“You know,” said Neil, “until today, I was an atheist. I wasn't
even Church of England. I thought I was so superior to anyone who
believed any of that crap. Not just religion but psychics and ghosts
and everything. I went out of my way to laugh at it. I enjoyed laugh-
ing at it.”

“So?” said Artemis.

“Im starting to feel a bit guilty about it now.”

“Why should you have believed in any of it?” retorted Artemis.
“Im just as contemptuous of those other religions as you are. More
so, if anything. After all, if it wasn’t for Jesus, I'd probably still be liv-
ing on Olympus, running on the hillsides with my beautiful dogs.
Frankly, I respect you more for not having bought into any of these
modern superstitions.”

“Thanks,” said Neil.

“Although of course some of it is true.”

“It is?” said Neil. “Like what?”

“There are a lot of ghosts about,” said Artemis. “Not that most
mortals can see them, and even if you could, I doubt very much that
youd notice them. But that means most of the television mediums
you see are in fact really talking to the dead. They’re about the only
people who will listen to them. Ghosts never stop complaining. Per-
sonally, 'm not impressed. There’s no real difference between talking
to a dead mortal and talking to a live one.”

Neil took a moment to absorb this new, somewhat disappointing
knowledge.

“So can cats really see ghosts?” he asked.
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“Oh no,” said Artemis. “They’re very inferior creatures, cats.”
Then Neil had a thought that almost made him stop walking.
“And Apollo, could he really tell the future then?”

“He used to be able to,” said Artemis. “I’'m not sure how much he
can now.”

“In that case, I owe him an apology,” said Neil.

‘I don’t see why,” said Artemis. “He still tried to seduce the
woman you love. And killed her. That god has got all the morality of
a rabbit.”

The reminder hurt, but Neil couldn’t help but smile at the prim-
ness of Artemis’s tone. He was beginning to grow quite fond of her.

When they got to Upper Street, the road was deserted except for
a few gangs of young men, hoodies pulled up less to hide their faces
and more against the cold, looking for shops to loot. Angel Tube sta-
tion was closed, grilles pulled forbiddingly across its entrance like
teeth clenched shut.

“This way,” said Artemis, leading the way inside.

“Into the station?”

“Hermes says that there’s a secret platform on the other side of
the wall at the bottom that leads to a train to the underworld.”

“What do you mean, ‘Hermes says’® Haven't you ever been there
before?”

“Of course not.”

Neil stopped halfway through the grille.

“If you don’t know the way, why are you the one taking me? Why
isn’t Hermes going?”

“Hermes has never been either. He just brings the dead this far.
None of us are supposed to go down there, otherwise it would inter-
tere with the boundary between the living and the dead, and appar-
ently we'd spend our whole time bringing back mortals that we liked;
it would be chaos. Hades and Persephone say we can’t be trusted.”
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“Can you be?”

“Of course not. So aside from the two of them, the only other god
who’s ever been to the underworld was Dionysus, and I wouldn’t
recommend going on any kind of a journey with him — hed just get
drunk and forget what he was doing there in the first place. That’s
probably okay for what you mortals call a stag weekend, but not so
good when you're trying to save the planet. Now, are you coming?”

Neil sighed. “Yes, of course I am.”

They crept into the entrance hall of the tube station. It was
pitch black and completely silent. Neil walked close behind Arte-
mis, afraid to lose her in the darkness. Everything was wrong: he as-
sociated the station with noise, people, bustle, life, and the absence
of all these things made him feel as if he had actually died, as if this
trip to the underworld was one that he would never return from.
With each step he took into the blackness he wanted to turn back,
to run to his familiar flat and crawl back inside his body and
hide, but what good would that do? If the world ended he'd only be
straight back here again, following another god down these stalled
metal steps.

Finally, the ground flattened out, and Neil understood that they
had reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Wait,” whispered Artemis before they crossed through the back
wall. “This is very important. I don’t know if the train is going to be
there when we get through the wall, but if it is, don’t get on it.”

“Why not?” said Neil. “I thought we were going to the
underworld?”

“We are,” said Artemis. “But we're sneaking in. If Charon — the
train driver — finds us on the train, he’ll throw us out and feed us to
Cerberus.”

“Cerberus?”

“The triple-headed hound of death who guards the gates of hell.
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He eats the souls of those who try to escape from Hades. And those
that try to break in.”

“Why didn’t you mention any of this before?”

“It’s all right, we’ll creep down the tunnel, and with any luck they
won't see us.”

“With any luck? What if they do see us?”

“For a hero you ask a lot of questions.”

On the far side of the wall it was light, although the light was dim
and came from no discernible source. There were a lot of dead people
on the Tube platform. In fact, there were more dead people gathered
here than Neil could ever remember having seen live people gathered
anywhere, and most of them were all standing completely quiet and
utterly still, as if they were observing a two-minute silence marking
their own demise. He tried not to look too closely at some of the in-
dividuals who had died in ways that he was pretty sure he'd prefer to
avoid trying himself.

“Is this how many people normally die every day?” whispered
Neil to Artemis. “Or is it because of the sun thing?”

Artemis gave the dead multitudes an appraising look. “No, I'd say
this was pretty standard,” she said.

“This many people die every day?”

“More or less.”

“Im never going to find her,” said Neil.

“Styx? She’s easy to spot. She’s a river.”

“I meant Alice,” said Neil.

“Oh,” said Artemis. “Of course. I'd forgotten about her.”

She looked again at all of the gathered dead and turned back
to him.

“Do you know much about Heracles? It is relevant.”

“No,” said Neil.

“T'll tell you on the way. Jump down onto the tracks.”
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“We can’t just jump down in front of them all, what’s everyone
going to think?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Artemis. “They’re just mortals, and dead
ones at that. Don’t worry about what they think. They probably won’t
even notice. Everything’s strange to them, they won’t know what’s
supposed to happen and what isn’t. The only ones we need to worry
about are Charon and Cerberus. And Hades and Persephone, but
that’s not until later.”

“Hades and Persephone? Is there anybody else who wants to eat
our souls that you care to mention?”

“As long as the mortals don’t guess that we’re trying to sneak into
the underworld, we’ll be fine,” insisted Artemis. “And right now I
don’t think any of them are expecting that the underworld will be
somewhere worth sneaking into. And even if they do guess, we're
fine as long as they don’t tell anyone. And who exactly are they going
to tell> So go on, jump.”

Neil looked at the group of dead people nearest him: a cluster of
bewildered old Japanese men in hospital pajamas, who, almost in
sync, kept looking down at themselves and then over at the crowds
of variously mutilated people disappearing off to their right and then
down at themselves again, but never at one another.

“I take your point,” he said, and jumped down onto the tracks, a
long drop, but of course he felt nothing as he landed.

As Artemis landed lightly beside him, a confused and apparently
completely normal mouse ran through their feet and then disap-
peared under a rail.

“So,” said Artemis, walking off in the direction of the tunnel,
“Heracles. One of our better heroes, aside from that unfortunate in-
cident when he went mad and killed his wife and children, but that
was really Hera’s fault. Anyway, among his many other endeavors, he
successfully performed twelve near-impossible labors. Twelve! And
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you only have to do two! The first one was to kill the Nemean lion,
a truly ferocious beast that even I would have found difficult, though
of course not impossible, to defeat . ..”

Oddly comforted by the sound of her voice, Neil followed Arte-
mis into the tunnel that snaked off ahead of them in an absolute

darkness that would only be relieved once they reached the world of
the dead.
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IT was EAsY enough to avoid Charon. He had got lazy, Artemis re-
membered; both Hermes and Persephone had mentioned it. Hun-
dreds of years of driving his train back and forth between the worlds
of the dead and the living, and thousands before that taking them
over by ferry. It was a task of Sisyphean monotony and these days
Charon did the bare minimum to get it done, barely aware of the
passengers whom he transported, his only pleasure being throwing
the occasional soul overboard; he had more than once mooted re-
placing the whole setup with a conveyor belt, which after all would
only have to run one way. So when they heard the train rattling
down the track toward them to pick up its consignment of dead and
then go back underworldward packed tight full of freshly culled
souls, all they had to do was throw themselves to the ground and lie
flat as the carriages rattled harmlessly over their heads. Of course,
the train could have rattled equally harmlessly through their heads,
but even Charon might have noticed two skulls poking up through
the floor.

Cerberus was going to be more of a problem. If Charon had be-
come lazy, Cerberus was hungry, starving for the souls of incursers
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or escapees. As they neared the end of the tunnel, a thin tendril of
deathly light clawing its way back to them, Artemis made Neil stop
as they considered their strategy.

“Orpheus,” said Artemis, “sang Cerberus to sleep. But we've al-
ready established that you can’t sing.”

“My singing,” said Neil, “would only incite him to eat me all the
faster.”

“Heracles tempted him out of the underworld by being nice
to him.”

“I can be nice,” said Neil. “I'm actually very nice. It’s one of my
best qualities.”

“But it won’t work again,” said Artemis. “He doesn’t trust nice
anymore. He’ll know what we're up to.”

“That’s a shame,” said Neil, “because I think it’s the only thing
I'm good at. What else do you suggest?”

“Aeneas and Psyche both used drugged honeycakes. Cerberus
likes a honeycake.”

“Do we have any drugged honeycakes with us?”

“No.”

“That’s handy. What else?”

“There’s a golden bough that guarantees entry . . .”

“Which we haven’t got?”

“Correct.”

“Any other suggestions?”

“That’s it as far as I know,” said Artemis. “People don’t make it
down here very often. They make it past Cerberus even less often.”

“So what are we going to do?” said Neil.

Artemis sighed and tried to make it sound like the worst-case
scenario. “I suppose I'll just have to fight him while you make a run
for it and look for Styx,” she said, and was grateful that the darkness
hid the excitement twitching around her mouth. “The river Styx cir-
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cles the underworld nine times. It doesn’t matter which direction
you head in; you'll reach her.”

“But what about you? What if you get hurt? What if Cerberus
kills you?”

“Well, then the world will just have to live without hunting, and
chastity, and the moon. Come on, let’s go. Try to look dead.”

Neil and Artemis crept down the last part of the tunnel and
stepped into the thin light, which after all that time in the dark
would have made them blink, had they had real eyes to be dazzled.
In anticipation of the fight to come, Artemis wordlessly regained
corporeal form as they walked, feeling the ground becoming solid
beneath her feet. Maybe it was knowing what was to come, but she
didn’t feel the moment of exhaustion that she generally experienced
after using her power. Instead, she felt strong as a flexed muscle. Be-
side her, Neil was doing his best not to stare at the hordes of assem-
bled dead who had been ejected from the train and now mingled on
the platform in disoriented solitude or comparing injuries in low
voices.

Artemis scanned the crowded station but Cerberus was nowhere
to be seen. She pulled herself up onto the platform and Neil followed
her, attracting some confused glances from the mortals nearby.

“We missed the train,” explained Artemis. “Come on,” she said
to Neil. “There’s no point hanging around here. He must be
outside.”

“He?”

“Cerberus.”

“You sound like you're actually looking forward to this,” said Neil.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Artemis, looking away from him.

They made their way quite literally through the crowd and to the
exit, comprising the most pointless ticket barrier ever created, which

they also both walked straight through. A few of the dead had al-
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ready made their way out and were standing around in visible confu-
sion, staring off down the identical unmarked streets.

“Is this really the underworld?” said Neil. “It’s very different from
how it’s described.”

“This is probably just the suburbs,” said Artemis. “I'm sure the
center is more distinctive.”

“Alice could live in any one of these houses,” said Neil. “If this is
dead time, can I knock on all of the doors and still be back in time to
save the world?”

Artemis shook her head. “Time here passes in a completely dif-
ferent way,” she said, “but it does pass. Sorry. If we didn’t have any-
thing else to do here, then maybe. But...”

“I will find her,” said Neil.

“I'm sure you will,” said Artemis. “Now listen. You remember the
plan, don’t you? When Cerberus makes his appearance, I fight —”

“And I run. Yes, I know,” said Neil. “It doesn’t feel very heroic
being the one doing the running.”

“Just make sure that you run fast,” said Artemis. “The last thing
we want is him getting both of us.”

“Do you think he’s going to get you?”

“When I win,” said Artemis, “T'll take his body with me to the
palace, so you'd better meet me there. Somebody has to tell Hades
and Persephone what’s going on.”

“And if you lose?”

“I'm not going to lose.”

“Where’s the palace?” said Neil.

“I have no idea,” said Artemis.

“Artemis, is this actually going to work?”

“Look, I'm doing my best,” said Artemis. “Ares and Athena are
the ones for strategy, but I wouldn’t fancy either of their chances

fighting a triple-headed . . .” She tailed off.
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“What is it?” said Neil.

“Run.”

Neil didn’t wait to be asked twice.

She had never seen Cerberus before. Watching his wild silhou-
ette stalking toward her against the neat black-and-white stripes of
the mock Tudor buildings, she felt a constriction in her chest and a
buzz racing through her limbs that might just have been the pres-
ence of another immortal — she could always sense when there was
one near — but seemed to be more than that. It gripped her, nailing
her to her place on the dismal pavement yet also pulling her toward
Cerberus. Her mouth was dry. She hadn’t met anything like her
match in so long.

He was huge. She could see the hard muscles almost bursting out
as they pushed with every step against his gleaming black hide. His
body was a compressed ball of power ready to explode. Each leg was
like a tree, rooted in the iron curve of his claws. In place of his tail
writhed a snake as thick as her torso, whipping back and forth with
vicious hisses that sliced through the air like hail. And his heads: all
three identical in size and might, glowing red eyes rolling as large as
her fist, leathery lips pulled back revealing teeth as big as her palm
and sharp as honed blades, dripping in thick, foaming drool. Two of
the heads were sniffing to either side, but the one in the middle was
staring straight at her, unblinking.

“Now that’s what I call a dog,” Artemis breathed. Without wait-
ing another moment, she launched herself at Cerberus, picking up
speed in the few steps that separated them before flying off the
ground, both feet forward, stamping into the eyes of the central head
to blind it as the two outer heads turned inward, snarling, fangs ready
to rip.
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NEIL was RUNNING. He could hear the sounds of a dreadful fight
taking place behind him, growls that shook the ground like an earth-
quake and the wordless battle cries of Artemis. He didn’t turn
around. If Artemis lost, he knew that he’d be pudding to her main
course, and he didn’t think he’d be able to put up quite as much of a
fight as she clearly was. The only thing he could do was put as much
distance between himself and Cerberus as possible. And anyway, he
didn’t need to know what Cerberus looked like, as he was fairly cer-
tain it wouldn’t make his vision of being eaten any more pleasant.
Not knowing where he was or where he was going, he decided to
keep heading straight as far as possible. He ran easily, without tiring.
When he passed the other dead, they invariably looked at him
strangely, as if they couldn’t understand why he was there or what he
was doing. At first he thought it was because he was still wearing his
dressing gown, until he realized that, of course, many or even most
of the dead were walking around in variations on nightwear. It was
only when he had been running for a while that he noticed the dis-
junction between his velocity and the pace at which the dead moved:
strolling, loitering, dawdling. Nobody here was in a hurry; they had
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no time to run out of. He, however, had to keep moving as fast as he
possibly could. The only times that he slowed were whenever he saw
a petite blond woman on the pavement and thought it might be
Alice. But it never was.

The streets went on and on. They never varied and he never tired.
He felt as if he was floating through a strange, repetitive dream
where nothing was real, not even himself. Maybe he was dreaming.
But when had the dream started? When he had left his body behind
in his icy bed and his spirit had followed Artemis out into the cold,
black day? When Apollo had come around to his flat and then col-
lapsed, taking the sun and Neil’s skeptic soul with him? When he
had seen that old man’s face in the sky and the lightning had come
down and murdered Alice? When had his life last seemed real? Ulti-
mately the unreality of everything that was happening now just
seemed to underscore how false his sense of security had been be-
fore, when he thought that everything was clear and obvious and
easy to understand, and that people who thought differently were
gullible fools. And all along it had been he, thinking that everything
could be so easily explained, who was the gullible one.

As these thoughts propelled him onward, he realized that some-
thing had changed. For all the time he had been running —
impossible to say how long that was — the two rows of fake Tudor
houses had stretched endlessly out ahead of him, breaking only from
time to time to branch off into equally endless, identical fake Tudor
streets. But now, for the first time, the street seemed to have an end.
He couldn’t see what lay at that end, only that where the houses had
once extended as far as his eyes could see, they now were finite, stop-
ping at some future point that his running feet drew him closer and
closer to with every step. This world, apparently, did have an edge,
and he had finally found it.

He didn’t know how fast he had been running, but as he reached

234



Gods Behaving Badly

the final few blocks, he slowed and eventually stopped. The river was
here, as Artemis had said it would be, cutting off this freakish suburb
as cleanly as a scalpel. The river was wide and the water was black.
He could see the far shore, but the light was hazy and the shore in-
distinct, hidden behind a wall of fog. Where the asphalt of the street
ended, the riverbank beneath his feet sucked away the light like the
water before it, and lay flat, colorless, devoid of life. There was no-
body within sight, and the river moved swift but silent.

There was something else, but it took him a moment or two to
figure out what it was. Then he realized that he could feel the river.
The touch of icy damp in the air, the cold smell of the water, the
sharp sour taste in his mouth. This river, somehow, was a real, phys-
ical thing. Even if he was not.

Neil cleared his already clear throat, feeling foolish, and the sound
echoed out over the water.

Nothing happened.

“Hello!” he called out, feeling more foolish still.

Nothing happened. What had he expected? He was talking to a
river.

“Hello!” he called out again. He thought of Artemis, locked in
mortal combat with some hideous monster that he had been too
afraid to even look at. The least he could do was speak to the river.
“Are you Styx?” he said.

A woman appeared. Neil could not say where she had come from,
or even exactly where she was. She seemed to be in the river, or above
it, or in some way part of it. She had long, straight black hair that
flowed like the water, was wearing some sinewy black garment that
twisted into the river, and her slender arms and face had skin so white
it seemed to be tinged with green. Her eyes and lips were black.

‘I am Styx,” she said.

“You're the river?” said Neil.

235



MARIE PHILLIPS

“I am the river,” said Styx. Her voice came from her mouth, but
it also seemed to come from the river itself.

“‘I'm Neil,” said Neil. “From, ah, Earth. Unless we're still on
Earth. In which case I'm from Essex but I live in London now.”

“You live?” said Styx, or the river. “Are you therefore not
yet dead?”

Neil hesitated. He had quite clearly said the wrong thing — that
hadn’t taken long. From everything Artemis had said, it was obvious
that the living were far from welcome in the underworld, with all
kinds of dire repercussions for those that broke this rule, notably
having their souls eaten. He wasn’t sure what the river could do to
him, but were she to drag him inside her, he didn’t much rate his
chances against that fast-flowing current of ink. Nonetheless, he
didn’t feel that lying was the best way to start a relationship with a
body of water whose principal function, from what he understood,
was to keep people from breaking oaths.

“I am a hero,” he said eventually, hoping that this was a category
that transcended notions of dead or alive.

The river raised an eyebrow. “You are most unlike any hero who
has visited me before,” she said.

“It was an emergency,” said Neil.

“It always is,” said Styx.

“The world is ending,” said Neil. “The world above. Or possibly
on the far side. 'm not too sure of how the geography works . . . Any-
way, we were hoping you could help us.”

“We?”

“I'm here with Artemis. Or I was . . . The thing is, earlier on to-
day — I think it’s still today —”

“Days mean little here.”

“Apollo came to my flat. Apollo, the god of the sun?”

“I know him.” Styx quoted Apollo, his sulky voice suddenly fill-
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ing the dank air around them: “‘I swear, on Styx, that I won't cause
any unnecessary harm to mortals for the next ten years or until I get
stronger again, whichever comes first. Satisfied?””

“We argued and he put out the sun. The next thing I knew he was
unconscious on the kitchen floor and there was nothing I could do to
wake him up. Until then I didn’t even know who he was.”

Neil paused, remembering the sick thud in his gut followed by
the stinging thrill of icy hysteria that had accompanied the realiza-
tion that all the spiritual superstitious bullshit that he had been so
dismissive of all his life was actually true. He swallowed by instinct
although he had no saliva in his mouth to swallow.

“I called Artemis,” he continued, “and she thought that
maybe . .. maybe . ..”

“Maybe I was punishing him for breaking his oath by putting
him to sleep for nine years?”

“Exactly.”

“And you hoped that by your coming here, I would relent and re-
voke his punishment, so that the sun would be restored and your
world would be saved?”

“That was the idea,” said Neil.

Styx shook her head and the waves in the river rippled.

“You won’t do it?” said Neil.

“Why should I do it?” said Styx. “We are immortals, all of us, and
we have power, but we live by rules. There are rules that I must obey.
I must stay in this lifeless place, surrounded by the souls of the dead,
drowning all those that would attempt to cross me. In either direc-
tion.” Styx held his gaze for a moment. “And there are rules that I
enforce,” she continued, “and one of those is that no god who swears
an oath bound on me shall break that oath without losing nine years
of his or her existence. I cannot change that even for the pleas of a
brave, if minor, hero such as yourself.”
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“But without the sun everyone on my planet will die,” said Neil.
“Or on this planet. I'm not entirely sure where we are.”

“I have explained to you,” said Styx, “why I should not help you.
But I did not say that I would not help you.”

“You mean you will?” Neil took an eager step forward, danger-
ously close to the brink.

“No,” said Styx. “Unfortunately I cannot. Because I did not do
this.” She sighed and the river shivered. “Apollo did not break his
oath to me. It would seem that his intention in eliminating the sun
was not to harm mortals. I cannot think why else he did it, though.
Perhaps he wished to harm himself?”

“I don’t think so,” said Neil. “Actually, I think he might just have
been showing off. I didn’t believe in him then, you see. I think he was
proving a point.”

“In that case, it is possible that he only meant to take away the
light of the sun for a few seconds, causing no harm, but the effort he
expended made him collapse before he was able to restore it. That
would not fall under my jurisdiction, so it is not something that I can
reverse.”

“So there’s nothing you can do to help me?” said Neil.

“I would like to,” said Styx. “But I am just a river.”

“You're hardly just a river,” said Neil. “I've seen a lot of rivers, and
they don’t look like you. They don’t have bodies, for a start.”

Styx shrugged, and a spattering of foam broke the river’s surface.

“All rivers have a spirit,” she said. “To see it, all you need is to
know their name.”

“What, like, even the Clyde?” said Neil.

“If that is a river,” said Styx. “Though I doubt very much that her
real name is Clyde.”

Neil stood for a few moments watching the black water pass. He
could sense Styx’s eyes on him, pitying but cool with distance.
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“Do you know a girl called Alice?” he said eventually.

“Many of the dead are called Alice,” said Styx.

“This one died only very recently,” said Neil, “on March twenty-
first. She’s thirty-two, very petite, blond hair. She’s beautiful.”

“That could be many women,” said Styx.

“No, this one’s unique,” said Neil. “Pale skin. Blue eyes. A little
beauty spot just above her right cheekbone that she used to call
a mole.”

“She has not been to the river,” said Styx.

“I need to find her,” said Neil. “I desperately need to find her.”

“I cannot help you,” said Styx. “I do not find things. I stay in this
place. Things find me. All T can do is bind a god to his oath. That is
all I can do.”

Neil half turned to go, but then he turned back.

“What about mortals?” he said. “Does it work on them? Can you
bind a mortal to his oath?”

“It is a long time since any mortal knew of me to swear on,” said
Styx.

“But I know you,” said Neil.

Styx didn’t reply but Neil thought he saw encouragement in
her face.

“And if T did swear something on you, and it was completely
binding, then you might be able to help me keep that oath?”

“I might,” said Styx. “I am not entirely without powers.”

“I swear,” Neil said, “on you, on Styx, that I will find Alice. I
swear it.”

Styx smiled, and for a moment, the surface of the river danced
with light.

“Then you must,” she said.
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ALICE WAS PLAYING Scrabble against a Victorian scientist who had
drowned when he fell off a boat while trying to collect algae samples
off the side. She was beating him quite comfortably, though she
could see that, with more practice, he had the makings of a very good
player.

“Such a marvelous game,” he kept saying. “Such a sadness that we
didn’t have it in my day.”

Their table was in the twentieth-century gaming zone of a huge
entertainment complex in downtown Sector A. The twentieth-
century gaming zone consisted of a chain of pubs — literally a chain,
a series of individual pubs from different eras that interconnected,
each room providing games from an appropriate era. The Scrabble
area was modeled after a spit-and-sawdust boozer from the 1940s,
with grimy tiles, sticky-looking carpet, authentically yellowed paint-
work, and fake cigarette smoke hanging in the air, which Alice didn’t
mind too much as it smelled of nothing and didn’t irritate her eyes or
throat. They were lucky enough to have a piano player — the coor-
dination necessary to play an imaginary piano was one of the tough-
est skills to acquire — which was far better than what the Boggle
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professionals had to cope with, housed as they were in a 1970s under-
ground bar with a series of punk bands who had certainly not learned
much in the way of coordination. The twentieth-century gaming
zone was just one of the gaming zones that formed one of the dis-
tricts in the entertainment complex, which was the size of a small
town and featured every kind of entertainment that could possibly
be imagined — every kind, that is, aside from sex shows. For the
decorporealized, thinking about sex was frustrating enough without
having to look at it too.

The game would soon be over, and the sands in the huge egg
timer that marked out the shifts had nearly run out. Alice had agreed,
after much persuasion, to meet one of her new friends, Sector A’s
Risk champion, for a drink after work in one of the musical revue
bars. She wasn't particularly looking forward to it. Alice had never
drunk much when she was alive, and she didn’t drink much now.
And aside from that, in the underworld, it wasn’t alcohol they drank
but the waters of the river Lethe, which helped you to forget your life
before. Everybody in the underworld wanted to forget. Everybody
except Alice. She wasn’t ready to forget yet.

Her afterlife wasn’t so bad, Alice often reminded herself. Al-
though it was a little too sociable for her taste, Alice enjoyed her job
and was grateful to have a challenge and a distraction. The other
members of the Scrabble team were friendly, and at least their work
gave them something in common aside from being dead. But Alice
missed her friends and family from the upperworld, and most of all,
she missed Neil. When he died, she told herself, maybe he would
come looking for her, or even find her by mistake — he had always
liked playing board games. But by then, if he was lucky, he'd be an
old man who would have moved on since her death and probably
tound love with someone else. Hopefully found love with someone

else, she had to force herself to think. Hopefully.
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She never mentioned Neil to any of her colleagues, but listening
to them tell her about their former lives, it soon became clear that all
members of the dead had had to undergo similar losses. Some had
died only a matter of months apart from their partners and had still
been unable to find them in the vastness of the underworld; others
had devoted eternities to rediscovering long-lost friends and rela-
tions, even their own babies who had died, only to find that they had
been irrevocably changed by the passing of time. Everyone agreed
that it was best to forget, to not go looking for the past in this endless
sea of present. And Alice nodded and pretended that she agreed, but
the moment that she had any time off from work, she would go
walking the streets of Sector A looking for Neil’s face in all of the
men that passed, both young and old; she didn’t know what he would
look like when he got here, she didn’t know how old he would be, but
he had to arrive here eventually.

The Victorian scientist had just put the Z down on a double-
letter score — quite good, but Alice could see a triple that would
have been better — when suddenly she experienced a powerful pull
to go outside, as if she had got caught up in the current of a river
dragging her in that direction.

She leaned over to the man at the next table, a friendly Norwe-
gian with a bullet through his head, who was right now between
clients.

“Lars, can you cover for me?”

“Of course,” said Lars.

Alice apologized to the scientist and hurried to the door as Lars
took her seat and resumed the game.

“I'm so sorry,” she said to her supervisor. “I have to go.”

“Have to?” repeated the supervisor, more confused than annoyed.
The dead never had to do anything.

“I have to go,” said Alice again, and under the amazed eyes of her
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colleagues, she ran out of the bar and down the street, not knowing
where she was headed.

She knew better than to question the direction of her feet, since
soon enough she’d arrive where she needed to go. But she was aston-
ished when she found herself at the gates to Hades and Persephone’s
palace. What possible reason could they have for summoning her?
Had they somehow found out about her connection to the gods in
the upperworld?

She had never been to the palace compound before, but it was
legendary among the dead. When Persephone had first been kid-
napped by Hades to be his bride, the underworld had been a bleak
and featureless wasteland, more haunted than inhabited by the souls
of the dead, and the palace itself a twisted and grim and darkly
toreboding tower, the kind of place that would make you long for a
brief sojourn in a nice prison. But once Persephone had finally ac-
cepted that this really was going to be her home, she had taken it
upon herself to brighten up the place. She had started with the pal-
ace. Cherry-picking the best of the world’s dead architects and engi-
neers, Persephone had exploited their talents to indulge her every
whim. The palace was bathed at all times — unless she was in a very
bad mood — in the glow of imagined sunshine. The building’s exact
appearance changed constantly, depending on her preference at that
exact moment. It took on the form of the past and present upper-
world’s most glorious buildings, from the Taj Mahal to the Pyramids,
as well as some that were completely original designs of her architec-
tural team. Only once Persephone had improved her living condi-
tions to meet her exacting standards did she allow the less experienced
members of her team to work on the outside, bringing the rest of the
underworld up to scratch so that she would have a nice place around
her to go on walks.

The palace compound spread over hundreds of acres and was en-
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tirely surrounded by high stone walls. The entry was through or-
nately fashioned golden gates, leading into an exquisitely manicured
park dotted with groves of pomegranate trees. The palace compound
was the only place in the whole of the underworld, aside from the
Elysian Fields, that had vegetation of any sort. An enormous team
of landscape gardeners and horticulturists worked exclusively on
the plant life there, but the mental power it took to imagine each
individual leaf and blade of grass meant that it was considered a
nonessential service and therefore not extended to the rest of the un-
derworld. To Alice, the presence of nature had become an unimagi-
nable dream, and even if she hadn’t felt the calling from inside, she
would have found it hard to resist slipping through the gates and
into the park beyond.

The driveway was made of gravel — an astonishing luxury, as
each individual pebble had to be imagined by someone — and it ac-
tually crunched under her feet. It was just a trick of the design, but
even so, the feeling that her body was having an impact on some-
thing was a bliss so intense as to be almost frightening. Alice’s feet
led her all the way up the main drive to the palace. She could see it
through the trees in the distance, gleaming under the false sunshine.
It was Versailles today.

There were a couple of bored guards lolling at the entrance to the
palace, members of the squadron recruited by Persephone from the
hordes of soldiers who had died in battle. She picked them based not
on ability but on whose bodies and uniforms had remained the most
intact in the process of dying. In practice, this meant that most of the
men in question had been killed by poison gas. Their distinctive sal-
low skin tone made the rest of the dead refer to them by the nick-
name the Yellow Pages, a handle that had started among some of the
most recently deceased and subsequently spread, even to those who
had died long before the invention of the telephone. Alice eyed the
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guards warily. Her one meeting with Cerberus had been enough to
convince her that there were ways in which the dead could yet die.

Seeing her coming, the guards shuffled into a position that might
approximate standing at attention.

“Halt, who goes there?” said one of them, just as the other said,
“What are you doing here?”

The look they then exchanged was suffused with mutual irrita-
tion. Alice wondered how long they had been stationed together at
these gates.

“Hello,” she said. “My name’s Alice Mulholland.”

The less formal of the two guards looked at her with some
recognition.

“Alice Mulholland?” he said. “Aren’t you a premiership Scrabble
player?”

“Oh no,” said Alice. “I'm just first division.”

“Im sure we had a game once,” said the guard. “You won.”

“I probably just had better letters,” said Alice.

“What’s your business here?” said the other guard.

“I don’t know,” replied Alice.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“Ifelta...”

The rules of existence in the underworld were different than
those in the upperworld in any number of ways that she hadn’t got
the hang of yet, so Alice didn’t know whether what she was about to
say would sound ridiculous to the guards or not.

“A force.”

“A force?”

“Drawing me here. I thought maybe it was Persephone. Or
Hades.”

“You'd better hope it wasn't Hades,” said the guard.

“Or Persephone,” said the other guard.
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“Oh dear,” said Alice.

“Tell you what,” said the Scrabble-playing guard. “Why doesn’t
Dieter go inside to find out what’s going on, and you and I can have
a nice game of I Spy while we wait.”

“Why do I always have to go inside?” said the guard called Dieter.
“I’ll wait here, you go in.”

“I said so first.”

“But I went last time.”

“Maybe I could just go in by myself,” said Alice.

“No,” said both guards at the same time.

“Okay,” said the game-loving guard. “Paper, Scissors, Stone.”

“No,” said Dieter. “You always win.”

“It’s random,” said the other guard.

“Fine,” said Dieter.

Dieter chose Scissors and the other guard chose Stone.

“Oft you go, then,” said the other guard cheerfully.

“Best of three?” said Dieter.

“Okay,” said the other guard.

They played twice more with exactly the same result.

“See you later,” said the winner, waving.

“But —” said Dieter.

“It was a fair contest,” said Alice.

“Fine,” said Dieter eventually. “T'll go. But next time, Eddie, it’s
your turn.”

He stomped off to the huge doors that formed the main entrance
to the palace and disappeared inside.

“He always chooses Scissors,” said Eddie once he'd gone. “And he
never remembers. I think the gas went to his head.”

“It must have been very hard, being a soldier,” said Alice.

“Actually, I think Dieter misses it,” said Eddie. “He was a career
soldier, you see, skilled with a bayonet. Very efficient, good at his job.
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Every so often we meet someone that he killed, and that’s a bit em-
barrassing. We were on different sides, you know. But no hard feel-
ings, all’s fair in love and war, et cetera, et cetera. You can’t hold a
grudge for a thing like that.”

“What about you?” said Alice. “Have you ever run into anyone
you killed?”

Eddie looked around him before replying. “Don’t tell anyone,” he
said when he was sure that there was no other guard creeping up be-
hind him, “but I never killed a single person. Not one.”

“Did you die before you got the chance?” said Alice.

“No,” said Eddie. “I was a big fat coward. I was in loads of battles,
never once shot my gun. But please don't tell. If it got out I'd be a
laughingstock with the lads.”

Alice smiled. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I won't tell anyone. Cross
my heart and hope to . .. Well, cross my heart, anyway.”

“You can still die, dear,” said Eddie. “And maybe sooner rather
than later, by the looks of things.”

“What do you mean?” said Alice.

“It’s Cerberus.”

“Cerberus? Here?”

Eddie pointed down the drive behind her, and Alice turned to
look. He was still a long way off, but even at a distance Alice could
tell that Cerberus was a changed animal from the last time she had
seen him. He walked slowly, his six huge shoulders stooped as he ad-
vanced with his magnificent heads bowed. As he shuffled closer, she
could see the places where his hide was ripped open, glistening
patches red with blood. His serpent tail hung motionless, dragging
in the gravel behind him. And pulling him forward by his leftmost
ear was a woman, a woman who Alice initially thought was just an-
other of the dead, but as the unlikely pair approached she suddenly
recognized her.
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“Artemis!” she couldn’t help but cry out, waving.
“You know that lady?” said Eddie.
“Oh no,” said Alice. “That isn’t a lady. That’s a goddess.”

It had been a tough fight. Satisfyingly so. She couldn’t remember the
last time she had met a real physical challenge, couldn’t remember
the last time she had had a fight that she might lose. In Cerberus, at
last, she had found a worthy adversary. She’d had the advantage at
the start, the element of surprise: Cerberus was not used to coming
under attack, was not expecting her assault, and had stumbled back
for a few precious seconds, away from her two-footed onslaught.
Then he had gathered himself and fought back, giant paws beating
her away, all three heads and that vicious snake of a tail tearing at her
flesh with their terrible, hungry jaws. It was fantastic. Here in the
land of the dead, facing the possibility of her own demise, Artemis
had never felt so alive. She fought back, kicking, biting, snarling,
scratching, as much of a monstrous beast as her opponent. She felt
his skin and muscle tearing under the force of her fingers, tasted the
steel of his blood in her mouth. They rolled together on the ground,
their deadly fight making them one, a single, writhing mass with the
solitary intent of destruction, impossible to separate. Artemis felt
pain and the pain felt good. She knew she was inflicting as much on
her partner. She felt stronger and stronger the more Cerberus hurt
her. Sounds emanated from her throat, growls and shrieks, as she
fought harder and harder, every ounce of herself determined that she
would defeat this beast, knowing that he was fighting back with
equal determination, and that only one of them would prevail. But
as they tumbled and tore at each other, she felt her exhaustion grow-
ing even as she found more strength to fight. This had to end soon.
She gathered together her power, drawing it from every last part of
her aching body, and hurled everything into a final assault. She was
hardly aware of the last moments of the fight, her body taking over
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entirely, acting with some instinct that was beyond conscious
thought. And then she came back to herself, and she realized, pant-
ing, that it was over, that she had the monster down, motionless on
the ground, utterly vanquished. She had won.

Leading her conquest up the long drive to the palace of Hades and
Persephone, she walked with pride, though her body throbbed with
pain, knowing that she had defeated their champion. Not through
trickery like the others, but in an honest battle of equals — or near
equals, she thought, watching the beast following at her command. In
the upperworld she had grown accustomed to thinking of herself as
weakening, deteriorating. Here she was no such thing. She wondered
what special power this place had that made her feel so mighty.

As she and her conquest approached the palace, she heard, much
to her surprise, a voice calling her name, and she looked up to see a
small blond mortal waving at her with huge enthusiasm. A fan? Had
word of her victory spread so soon? As she got closer, though, she
recognized her: it was her cleaner, the mortal who had started off all
of this fuss! It was astonishing, thought Artemis, that such a small
girl could cause so much trouble. In a fight with a large rat, she
looked like she would lose. Still, Artemis did recall that before all
this business with the impending apocalypse she had had every in-
tention of bringing the girl back up into the upperworld, so it was a
happy coincidence that the mortal was standing there now.

Artemis swept up to the girl and spoke to the pasty-faced guard
who was apparently holding her prisoner.

“I am the goddess Artemis,” she announced, “and this is my slave
Cerberus.”

“Your slave?” said both the guard and the girl at the same time.

“That’s right,” said Artemis. “I fought him and I won, and now
he belongs to me. Thank you very much for looking after my mortal
for me, and now I am taking her in to see Hades and Persephone.”

“Your mortal?” said the guard and the girl.
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“Strange,” said Artemis, peering at them. “You look like two sep-
arate individuals.”

“Sorry, Eddie,” said the cleaner to the guard. “I think I'd better
go with her. I'm sorry we didn’t get to have our game of I Spy.”

“That’s okay,” said the guard. “I would have let you in anyway. I
was just enjoying the conversation.”

The cleaner carefully positioned herself on the far side of Cer-
berus’s three heads, and they proceeded toward the palace entrance.

“Artemis, it’s lovely to see you,” said Alice when they were a safe
distance from the guard. “I do hope you’re not dead, though.”

“No,” said Artemis. “I'm alive. For the time being.”
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AFTER LEAVING STYX, Neil hurried as fast as he could to Hades and
Persephone’s palace. He had asked Styx for directions, but she told
him that there was no need; if he wanted to go there, eventually he
would. And eventually, just as she’d said, he had indeed arrived at a
long stone wall, on the far side of which he could just see the tops of
some trees. He went to walk through the wall, but to his surprise, it
was solid. He could actually feel it when he touched it with his hands,
and where his palms met the wall he could feel them, too. For a mo-
ment, he pressed himself up against it, just to enjoy the sensation of
having a body again. But he didn’t have time to waste. With some
difficulty, he hauled himself up to the top of the wall, gripping at
cracks between the stones with his fingers and toes. He paused at the
top for a moment, scanning the parkland in front of him for any sign
of dead people. But there was nobody to be seen. The bright grass
extended in front of him, sloping gently upward, and in the far dis-
tance he could just see the palace, looking like a Lego brick on the
horizon.

He jumped down onto the grass, feeling nothing again, and
headed up the hill. As he got closer, he could see that he was ap-

251



MARIE PHILLIPS

proaching the palace from the back. He still couldn’t see any guards.
This had to be the worst-defended palace he had ever heard of. He
wasn't even sure whether he needed to be sneaking in anyway. Arte-
mis had been vague on the subject of Hades and Persephone. On the
one hand, she’d implied that if they caught him in the underworld,
they’d destroy his soul, which he definitely didn’t want. But on the
other hand, Artemis was planning to ask them for help saving the
upperworld, so they couldn’t be entirely bad. Not to mention that
they were the only ones who could give him Alice back.

This helpful recap did nothing to suggest a best course of action
for Neil, so in the absence of anybody actually challenging him, he
decided that he might as well just walk straight in. It was reasonably
hard to sneak, anyway, if there was nobody trying to stop you.

He chose the most humble-looking door at the back of the build-
ing, and found himself in an enormous kitchen, with flagstone floors,
whitewashed walls, and a huge fireplace. There wasn’t a trace of food
to be seen, nor a single kitchen implement anywhere. In the middle
of the room was a large wooden table, and around it sat a group of
the dead, both men and women, of varying ages and states of disre-
pair. They were all facing inward with looks of deep concentration
on their faces. He tried to slip past, but one of them, an old man in
a surgical gown who had a huge open wound down the front of his
chest, noticed him and spoke.

“What are you doing here?” he said.

“Are you a guard?” said Neil.

“Don’t be absurd,” said the man. “Do I look yellow to you?”

“Um, not particularly,” said Neil.

“Im an architect,” said the man. “Are you an architect?”

“No,” said Neil. “I'm an engineer.”

“Then you’re in the wrong room,” said the architect. “Kitchen
wing is architects only, engineers are in the ballroom. Though why
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the engineers get to be in the ballroom I have no idea. They're just
structure, we're design.”

“T'll make my way through,” said Neil. “Thank you.”

“Pay close attention to the main hall carpet,” said an old woman
sitting at the end of the table as Neil went to leave. “It’s one of mine.
Each tuft is individually imagined.”

Neil left the kitchen and made his way deeper into the palace,
picking his way along paneled corridors until he came out to a huge
open hallway — with, to his eye, an entirely unremarkable carpet —
where an imposing flight of steps swept up to an enormous pair of
heavily gilded doors guarded by two uniformed men, both (and he
now realized the meaning of the architect’s words) with queasy yellow
faces. He guessed that this was probably where he wanted to head.

The two men watched with curiosity but no aggression as he
climbed up the stairs toward them.

“Hello,” said Neil.

“Hello,” said one of the guards.

“I'm looking for Hades and Persephone,” said Neil.

“I think they’re in here,” said the guard. “But they keep moving
the rooms around. Are you an architect?”

“No,” said Neil.

“Shame,” said the guard. “I was going to ask you to keep every-
thing where you put it. It would make our afterlives much easier.”

“So can I go in?” said Neil.

“You want to go inside?” said the guard.

“Are you sure?” said the other guard.

“I don’t want to go in,” said Neil, “but it’s what I'm here for.”

“Well, that makes more sense,” said the second guard.

“What are we supposed to do when people ask to go in?” said the
first guard.

“Search me,” said the second guard.
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“Give us a moment,” said the first guard. “Usually we’re here to
stop people coming out.”

The guards put their heads together and conferred in whispers.
After a while, they appeared to reach some agreement and turned
back to face Neil.

“We've decided,” said the first guard. “We’ll let you in, because
stopping you is not in our remit. But we might not let you out again.
Depends on commands from them inside.”

“That sounds reasonable,” said Neil.

“Good luck,” said the second guard. “And be careful. You’re only
small.”

The two guards stepped aside, and Neil stepped forward, putting
his hands up to push the doors open. Instead, he went straight
through them, arms in front of his face like a sleepwalker. He heard
the guards chuckling on the other side of the doors.

The throne room looked familiar, and it took only a few mo-
ments for him to recognize it as the Hall of Mirrors from Versailles,
which he’d visited the previous summer. It was an enormous, arched
chamber, spanning dozens of meters, brightly illuminated by crystal
chandeliers whose light was reflected in the row of huge mirrors that
extended along one of the ornately gilded walls. Closer examination
proved that it wasn’t an exact copy of the original Hall of Mirrors.
When Louis XIV had his built, he had commanded it to be deco-
rated with images and statues of himself in various heroic guises.
Hades and Persephone had had these replaced with representations
of themselves.

At the far end of the room was a dais with two ebony thrones, on
which the two gods were seated. Hades was gigantic, his swarthy bulk
filling every inch of his huge, ornate throne and spilling out over the
sides, his vast head reaching up to the ceiling. His skin was waxy and
black, like something burned, his body bursting with muscle, with
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great twisted cables of sinew pushing their way through. His eyes glit-
tered hard and unwelcoming, like rain on the road on a cold winter’s
night. At the sight of him, everything in Neil wanted to turn away and
run. He looked like the devil — he looked like death itself. Next to
him, pretty, inconsequential Persephone seemed tiny, like a doll.

“Is there a mortal in here?” said Persephone to her husband.
“What cheek!”

“And he isn’t even dead,” said Hades. “Come on, then,” he called
to Neil. “Approach! Let’s see what you're made of.”

Neil crept across the enormous chamber toward the dais.

“Why are you here, live thing?” said Hades.

“Um. Is Artemis not here yet?” said Neil.

“Artemis is in the underworld?” said Hades, one giant eyebrow
raising like a flexing bow. “Why didn’t Cerberus inform me?”

“Oh, bother,” said Persephone. “Don’t tell me she’s poking
around down here. Once she starts they’ll all be at it. They don’t care
two hoots for my privacy.”

“Did Artemis tell you to come here?” said Hades to Neil.

The closer Neil got, the more he too felt like a toy in the presence
of Hades. A very fragile toy that would rather be back in its box.

“Yes, she did,” said Neil.

“Why?”

“Well,” said Neil, “mainly because the world is ending.”

“Mainly?” said Hades. “There is another reason, then?”

“Ah, yes,” said Neil. “It’s . . . kind of personal.”

“More personal than the world ending?” said Hades.

“Yes,” said Neil. “It’s a woman.”

“It always 1s.”

“Her name is Alice.”

“Alice?” Hades’ gigantic muscles rippled as he turned to his wife.
“Darling, do you know an Alice?”
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“I know millions of Alices,” said Persephone. “Everybody’s called
Alice these days. It’s such a bore.”

“I can’t give you millions of Alices,” said Hades to Neil.

“I don’t want millions of Alices,” said Neil. “I want my Alice.
Alice Joy Mulholland. She’s thirty-two. She died on March twenty-
first of this year.”

“Oh, poo,” said Persephone. “Is it spring already? I'm supposed
to be back on the surface now. How tiresome.”

“Darling, I'm sure you don’t need to go back up there if the world is
coming to an end,” said Hades. “The weather’s bound to be ghastly.”

“So can I have her?” said Neil.

“My wife?” said Hades.

“Alice,” said Neil.

“Of course not,” said Hades. “Now leave before I have you
destroyed.”

“But there’s a precedent,” said Neil.

Hades growled. The walls of the throne room shook. Neil wanted
to take a step back — a mile-long step — but he didn’t. He clenched
his fists by his sides, chose one of Hades” enormous eyes, and looked
him in that eye.

“You're just a mortal,” said Hades. “Not even a dead one at that.
How dare you come here into my palace and start talking about
precedents?”

“Precedents are very important,” said Neil. “It means you can do
it again.”

“I ought to eat your soul right now,” said Hades, “only I just had
my lunch.”

“Artemis says all I have to do is prove to you that I love her and
you have to let her go.”

“Artemis is wrong,” said Hades. “There’s always a sacrifice in-
volved. A sacrifice, a test —”
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“Or maybe a dance, darling,” said Persephone. “We could make
him do a dance.”

“Persephone, darling, please,” said Hades. “No, well have to cut
off some limbs at least.”

“Done,” said Neil.

“Done?” said Hades.

“I don’t need my legs, I don’t need my arms. Take them. I need
Alice.”

“Well, that’s no fun at all,” said Hades. “You gave in far too
easily.”

“I still think a dance would be better,” said Persephone.

“I'm quite happy to dance,” said Neil.

“No, no,” said Hades. “Something else. Do stop talking about
dances, darling. The thing is,” he explained to Neil, “the more souls I
get, the more powerful I am. If you just want to take even one away,
that hurts me. I wouldn’t expect a mortal like you to understand.”

“I understand perfectly,” said Neil. “It hurt me when you took
Alice away.”

“Oh, isn’t he sweet,” said Persephone. “Why don’t you ever talk
about me like that?”

“So if you hurt me,” said Hades, ignoring his wife, “I need to
hurt you.”

Hades reached over and picked Neil up with one hand. Neil could
teel the realness of Hades and his body against Hades’s palm. Neil’s
real body was very, very frightened. But he refused to struggle. Ha-
des closed his other hand around Neil’s head.

“Hurt me,” said Neil into Hades’s fingers.

“You're taking all the joy out of it,” said Hades.

“For her, hurt me,” said Neil. “Do whatever you like.”

Hades’ hands began to grip him more tightly. But then they
stopped. Hades put Neil back down in front of the dais.
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“No,” he said. “It’'s not worth it. You can’t have her. Sorry,
good-bye.”

“Wait,” said Neil.

“I said good-bye,” said Hades, waving toward the door.

“If you don’t want to let me have her, then let me stay in her
place.”

“Oh, bless him,” said Persephone.

“The same amount of souls. You don’t get hurt. You lose noth-
ing. Just let her go and I'll stay.”

“It’s really adorable that he’s trying so hard,” said Persephone. “I
don’t mind keeping him instead. I don’t even know this Alice. Let’s
swap them.”

Hades looked at his wife and then down at Neil.

«7o.

ve got a better idea,” said Hades. “Why don’t you choose?”

“Choose?” said Neil.

“Yes. You can save the world or you can have your Alice. We'll
put you up somewhere nice in the Elysian Fields — it’s the under-
world’s most exclusive neighborhood. You can have all of eternity
together, I'll guarantee not to eat either of your souls. You'll have
pure, uninterrupted bliss until the end of time itself. You and Alice.
Together. Forever. What do you say?”

“And the world?”

“Ends. Everybody dies. Or otherwise, you can save the world but
I'm keeping the girl.”

“What do you mean, you're keeping her?”

“She stays here, you go back, and you never see her again. It’s up
to you.”

“Oh, Hades, you are nasty sometimes,” said Persephone.

“Be quiet for once, Persephone,” said Hades. “So, mortal, what
do you say? World? Alice? World? Alice? World? Alice?”

“I have to decide right now?”
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“Right now,” said Hades.

Neil nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

“What'’s your choice?” said Hades.

“World,” said Neil.

“World?” said Hades. “You choose the world? You came all the
way down here to the underworld, to my palace, for this woman; you
offer your limbs, you offer your soul, and yet you choose to save the
world?”

“Yes,” said Neil.

“But why?” said Hades.

“Everybody loves somebody,” said Neil. “So I lose her. But every-
body else gets to keep theirs. It's what she’d do. And she’s probably
better off without me anyway.”

Hades laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. Like crows celebrating
after picking out some nice, juicy eyes. Neil shut his own eyes. He
didn’t know what he’d just done, but his life, either way, was over.

“Well, as it happens,” said Hades, “I don’t have the power to save
or end the world, so it’s kind of irrelevant. Still, it was a nice answer.
So anyway, did you say that Artemis was on her way here? I do won-
der what she’s done with our dog.”
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IT was A nice palace, Artemis had to admit. Irritatingly so, when she
considered the squalor that she had to put up with in the upper-
world. No wonder Persephone was always in such a mood when she
came up; no wonder she always acted so superior. Even being a god
felt different down here, like the clear, clean water of a shower after
swimming in a murky stream. It wasn’t at all fair. She would have to
have a word with Hephaestus about some urgent refurbishments.

It was easy enough to find Hades and Persephone, as she could
simply follow the draw of their godly presence through the (well,
perhaps rather gaudy, now she really considered it) palace to the
(tastelessly ostentatious, some might say) doors where two decidedly
surprised-looking guards eyed her, her mortal, and her dog.

“Stand aside,” commanded Artemis. “I am the goddess Artemis,
niece of Hades, sister of Persephone, and these are my chattels. I de-
mand admittance into the presence of my fellow gods, without whom
you would be nothing but dust and air.”

The guards looked at each other.

“Again?” said one of them.

“Do you have an appointment?” said the other.
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“Oh, just let them in,” called a voice from inside the room, dark
and booming, like tombstones being knocked over: Hades.

The guards stepped away and the doors to the chamber swung
silently inward. Artemis, Cerberus, and Alice stepped across the
threshold, and the doors swung shut equally silently behind them.

“Greetings, fellow Olympians,” Artemis began.

“Leave out the formalities,” said Hades. “Come over here where
we can see you.”

The three of them approached the dais. Alice walked bravely,
Artemis noted, with barely a hint of a tremor.

“Uncle,” said Artemis. “You've grown.”

“With every soul, dear niece. With every soul.”

Hades grinned, showing off long, sharp teeth. Beside his obscene
bulk, little Persephone eyed Artemis with a smirk.

“Isn’t this just like the Wizard of Oz,” said Persephone. “You're the
Wicked Witch of the West, that mortal child is Dorothy, and Cer-
berus is the Cowardly Lion.”

Cerberus growled.

“Or maybe Toto.”

Cerberus growled louder.

“That would make the pair of you the Wizard,” said Artemis. “A
fraud with a hand crank and some whistles and bells.”

“That’s enough,” said Hades. “What are you doing here?”

“The upperworld is in danger,” said Artemis. “Apollo, for reasons
best known to himself — you know how hotheaded he can be — put
the sun out, and now he’s in a coma and we can’t wake him up. We
haven’t got the sun, we haven't got Apollo, and if we don’t work to-

gether to keep the earth going, the world is going to end.”
“And then all of the mortals will die?” said Hades.

“Yes.”
“And this is a bad thing?”
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“Well . . . yes,” began Artemis.

“The way I see it,” said Hades, “once the upperworld ends, all of
the mortals there will become my subjects.”

“Our subjects,” interjected Persephone.

“We’ll own them. We'll have all of the power, and you’ll have
nothing. Why should we help you?”

“Because . . .,” said Artemis. “Because . ..”

“Because if everybody dies,” said Alice, stepping forward, “no-
body will be born. Sorry to interrupt.”

“Please,” said Hades, gesturing for her to continue.

“And so,” said Alice, “it seems to me that although you will rule
over all the mortals who live in the upperworld right now, you'll
never gain any more souls after that. Not a single one. Everyone who
is alive at the moment is going to be dead in a hundred years anyway,
so it’s only for the next hundred years that you'll be disproportion-
ately powerful. After that, you'll effectively start losing power.”

“Feisty little thing, aren’t you?” said Hades.

“Not on the whole,” said Alice.

“Give us back Cerberus,” said Hades, “and maybe we’ll think
about helping you.”

“Cerberus 1s mine,” said Artemis. “I defeated him in combat, and
now he belongs to me. I will not part with him merely in order to
win your consideration.”

“Okay, if that’s how you feel,” said Hades, surprisingly lightly.
“But in that case, maybe you’ll swap him for this.”

Hades reached behind his throne and pulled out a small, metal
cage. And inside that cage, crouched down on all fours, was Neil.
Alice’s eyes widened, and she was about to speak, but Neil shook his
head, and she stayed silent.

“Now tell me,” said Hades, “what exactly were you thinking
bringing a live mortal into my kingdom?”
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“He’s alive?” said Alice.

Neil nodded. Alice smiled.

“So far,” said Hades.

Alice stopped smiling.

“Give us the dog and you can have your mortal back,” said
Hades.

“No,” said Artemis.

“That’s right!” said Neil. “Well said, Artemis!”

“We will eat his soul,” said Hades.

“No!” cried Alice.

She made a move toward the cage, but Artemis held her arm out,
signaling her to stop.

“Don’t worry about it, Artemis, stick to your guns,” said Neil. “It’s
worth it for a few more seconds with her.”

“Im really going to start sulking now,” said Persephone. “You
could do with being a bit more romantic, Hades. You really take me
for granted.”

“Neil, forget about me, just get out of the cage and run,” said
Alice.

“I cant,” said Neil. “It’s solid. I can’t get past the bars.”

“Are you Alice Mulholland?” said Persephone.

“Yes,” said Alice, wondering how she knew.

“They’re such a sweet couple,” said Persephone to Hades. “You
can’t possibly separate them. You really should eat them both.”

Alice thought fast. “You can eat me, but you should spare Neil,”
she said. “He’s an engineer. Very skilled. One of the best in the
country.”

“What kind of engineer?” said Persephone.

“Structural,” said Alice.

Persephone turned to her husband.

“Darling,” she said, “do you have to eat his soul? Can't I keep
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him? I'll look after him, I promise. You know how much I love engi-
neers. And structural is my favorite kind.”

“I will give you Cerberus,” said Artemis, “in exchange for the
mortal in the cage, and the girl, and your help.”

“Me?” said Alice.

“But I want to keep him,” whined Persephone.

Hades drummed his fingers against the arm of his throne.

“Just what exactly would this help entail?” he said.

“Well,” said Artemis, “it’s hard to say. I don’t know what’s been
going on on the surface since I left. But if you come back up there
with me —”

“No,” said Hades. “Never.”

“But —” said Artemis.

“Not even for Cerberus,” said Hades.

“But that’s where we need you.”

“It’s out of the question. I do not go to the upperworld. That is
final. And I see the little girl’s point about more people being born in
the future, but actually I think we’ll just take the souls of all of the
mortals that are on the surface now and be done with it. At least that
way we’ll have dominion over you. You've been lording it up on that
upperworld for far too long.”

“Hades is right,” said Persephone. “The surface is horrible and I
don’t see why it’s worth saving.”

“But, Persephone,” said Artemis, “I thought you liked the upper-
world. You always used to complain about having to come back
down here.”

“That was before,” said Persephone. “Back when we were young
and powerful and we lived on our lovely mountain in our beautiful
palace, and people used to bring us sacrifices and pretty things. But
it’s horrid now. We're getting old and we have to live in that disgust-
ing tiny house and I have to sleep on the floor, and I can’t do any-
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thing up there. I like it much better down here, where everybody
knows who I am and I can do whatever I like.”

“From what Persephone tells me you've really let standards slip
up on the surface,” said Hades.

“It’s not their fault,” said Neil. “Nobody believes in them there.
Of course they’re not powerful anymore.”

Artemis looked at Neil. Her mouth opened, then shut again.
Then it opened again.

“What did you just say?”

“Sorry, but it’s true,” said Neil.

For a couple of seconds Artemis stood absolutely still. Then she
turned to Hades.

“Forget it,” she said. “I've changed my mind, I don’t need your
help. Just give me the mortal in the cage and this girl, and you can
have your dog back.”

“Why do you want the girl so much?” said Hades.

“Do you know how hard it is to get a decent cleaner in central
London?” said Artemis.

“But I thought you said without our help the world will end,” said
Persephone.

“Maybe it will,” said Artemis, “but until then I'm still going to
need someone to do the vacuuming. Do we have a deal?”

Hades’ eyes narrowed as he stared at Artemis, trying to work out
what the trick was. But he couldn’t spot it. Then he looked across to
his cowering hellhound, who gazed back imploringly. He turned
back to Artemis.

“We have a deal,” he said.

Alice ran over to the cage and threw herself down next to Neil,
half laughing, half weeping dry tears, kissing the air that housed his
image through the bars. Neil reached out and stroked the place where
he could see her hair.
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“But —” said Persephone.

“Persephone, darling, engineers die all the time. Even this one,
eventually. Sooner rather than later, probably, given the situation.
There’s only one Cerberus.”

“You never let me have anything I want,” whined Persephone, but
she knew from the look on Hades’ face that the door had slammed
shut and no amount of banging and hollering would get it open
again.

“Great,” said Artemis. “So that’s settled. Listen, while you let the
mortal out of his box, would you mind if I used your telephone? I
need to put in a quick call to Hermes.”

“Why?” said Hades, eyes narrowing again.

“Oh, just to let him know we’re on our way back.”

And Artemis smiled in a way that Hades knew meant that she'd
got away with something, but he had no idea what.
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APHRODITE WAS PACKING. She didn’t know for where. All she knew
was that if the world was ending she wasn’t planning to stick around.
It wasn’t going to be pretty and Aphrodite liked everything to be
pretty. It wasn’t a weakness of hers; it was what she was for.

She was going to miss her bedroom, with its roses and filigrees
and the swan-shaped bed and all the lovely mirrors. She would prob-
ably miss this planet too. It was such a sensual place; there was so
much to enjoy. Wherever they were going next was unlikely to be so
pleasant, as they were going to have to create it without a sun. Mor-
tals had a saying that she adored: All you need is love. But the thing
was — though she would never admit this out loud — it wasn’t true.
If she had to set up a world by herself, the sex there would be phe-
nomenal, and if you could see anything it would be beautiful too, but
you wouldn’t be able to see anything because you needed light to see,
and light was not her department. She needed Apollo for light, for
light and for warmth, otherwise any creatures that she created would
spend eternity having cold dark sex and there was nothing beautiful
about that and — she stifled a sob. Where was he?

She redoubled her efforts at packing. Any mawkish dwelling on
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Apollo might lead to feeling bad about how she had treated him, and
Aphrodite didn’t do feeling bad. It was not what she was for. And
the packing, she thought to herself, was going very well, mainly be-
cause most of her clothes folded up extremely small so she could fit
them into compact luggage with ease. The shoes, though, they were
going to be a problem. Wherever she was going next, Aphrodite was
going to need lots of pairs of shoes. Aphrodite refused to go any-
where where you didn’t need lots of pairs of shoes.

The door opened. Aphrodite looked up, hoping for one stupid
moment that it might be Apollo, but it was only Eros.

“Oh,” she said, “it’s you.”

“Are you okay, Mum?” said Eros.

“Of course I'm okay,” said Aphrodite, folding clothes at double
speed.

Eros sat down at the tail end of the swan bed. His shirt was un-
tucked and he hadn’t brushed his hair.

“You mustn’t give up hope, Mum,” he said.

“I'm not giving up hope,” said Aphrodite. “Who’s giving up hope?
I'm just being prepared.”

She stuffed some handfuls of lingerie inside a pair of thigh boots
and put them in the bottom of a new suitcase.

“Apollo’s going to be fine,” said Eros. “Artemis will find him.”

“Of course she'll find him,” said Aphrodite. “Artemis is a great
huntress. She can find anything.”

“I wish she’d told us where she was going,” said Eros, “instead of
just running out of the house like that.”

“Im sure she had her reasons,” said Aphrodite. “Can you hand
me one of the boxes of sex toys from under the bed?”

Eros reached down and passed his mother one of the matching
translucent pink crates.

“So you're definitely fine,” said Eros.
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“Definitely.” Aphrodite tipped the contents of the box into a rat-
tling heap in her bag.

“Full of hope?”

“Overflowing.”

A switch on one of the vibrators must have flicked on as they fell,
because Aphrodite’s suitcase was now buzzing and jiggling. She
started digging through it, searching for the culprit.

“The thing is,” said Eros. “The thing is . ..”

“What is the thing? Ah, here it is.” She switched the errant
item off.

“The thing is,” said Eros again, “is that I'm kind of, you know,
giving up hope, you know.”

“Oh,” said Aphrodite. She put the vibrator down. “Oh, Eros.
Why didn’t you say?”

She pushed her suitcases to one side and sat down on the bed
next to her son, putting her arms around him and holding his head
against her shoulder.

“Darling,” she said, “it’s going to be fine. Everything’s going to
be fine.”

“But you're packing,” said Eros.

“Darling, remember, this is me,” said Aphrodite. “Everybody else
might be happy to flee with only the clothes they have on their backs,
but some of these things are designer. Look, just because I'm pack-
ing doesn’t mean we have to go. I just like to be ready, that’s all. I
don’t like surprises. And I'm a materialistic bitch. Everybody knows
it. You can’t take me as an example. Don’t tell anyone about the
hugging thing, by the way.”

“I'won’t,” promised Eros into her collarbone. “But, Mum, I don’t
think it’s going to work out this time. Nothing like this has ever hap-
pened before. We need Apollo. We just can’t do without him.”

“We need all of us,” said Aphrodite. “We need me to keep look-
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ing good; it gives the mortals something to aspire to. We need Arte-
mis to zoom off to who knows where so it looks like something is
being done. And we need you to have faith.”

“But I don’t have faith,” said Eros.

“Well, if you don’t, nobody else is going to,” said Aphrodite.
“There haven’t been this many gods in the house since Zeus’s last big
birthday and they’re running around like headless chickens — dear
me, what a hideous thought. They're running around like sperm
looking for an egg, and the fact of the matter is that you're the only
person who has any experience in this area, you’re the only one who
knows how to believe in things that aren’t true. So you'd better get
out there and start persuading everybody that we’re going to find
Apollo and things are going to be all right, and that'll keep everyone
busy until . . .”

“Until what, Mum?”

“Until either it does work out fine or I can get us all packed and
ready to go. We're gods, Eros. We'll find a way around this, even if
it isn’t a way we like the look of much. We always do.”

Eros sat up straight and nodded.

“Okay,” he said. “You're right.”

“I always am,” said Aphrodite.

Just then the door opened again and Hermes came in.

“Doesn’t anybody knock anymore?” said Aphrodite.

«o. .

“I think you’d better come downstairs,” said Hermes. “I've just

had a call from Artemis.”
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IT was A tense walk back to the surface. Having got everything she
could have wanted, Alice was now terrified that it would all be taken
away from her. Following the precedent established by Orpheus,
Neil was made to walk in front of her and told that if he turned
around to look at her before they got out, she would be sent back
down to the underworld forever. So for the first part of the journey,
from Hades and Persephone’s palace to the underworld Tube sta-
tion, she didn’t say a thing aside from, periodically, “I'm still here,”
afraid that were she to begin a conversation, Neil would forget him-
self and look back to reply. Instead she focused on the back of his
beloved head, his brown hair rising above the scrubbed pink neck
speckled with freckles, and then, beneath that, the soft blue of his
dressing gown, and, oddly, poking out beneath that, jean cuffs and
trainers.

As the black of the tunnel closed around them, though, Alice felt
herself starting to panic, and she could no longer wait.

“Don’t turn around,” she started. “Artemis, I don’t mean to be at
all ungrateful, 'm just a bit worried. I don’t have a body anymore.
Am I going to be a ghost now?”
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“Don’t worry,” said Artemis. “Aphrodite can take care of that.”

“Aphrodite?”

“Yes. She'll probably make you a bit prettier than you are now but
she’s very good at making bodies on the whole. She was the one who
made Helen beautiful, and people are still talking about her.”

“That’s very nice,” said Alice, “but 'm not sure Aphrodite likes
me very much.”

“She will once we've finished,” said Artemis.

“But are you sure she’ll agree to do it?” said Neil, his voice as anx-
ious as Alice felt. “I thought you were all supposed to be conserving
your power, especially now that the sun’s gone out.”

“That’s all going to be fine now,” said Artemis.

“But how? The world’s about to end, we still haven’t woken
Apollo up —7

“Trust me.”

They walked on a little farther in silence.

“Don’t turn around,” said Alice, “but I can’t just turn up alive
again. Everybody knows I died. I had a funeral. Didn’t I have a
funeral?”

“Well, I wasn’t exactly invited,” said Neil to Artemis. “But I'm
sure that she did, and not only that, her death was in all of the papers
and on the news because of her being struck by lightning. There was
a photograph. Everybody knows who she is. Everybody knows
she’s dead.”

“Good,” said Artemis.

“So we can’t just bring her back.”

“Yes, we can,” said Artemis, “and we will.”

“But —”

“Didn’t I just say to trust me?” said Artemis.

By the time they reached the end of the tunnel, Alice was so ner-
vous that she could no longer speak at all, just cough out the occa-

272



Gods Behaving Badly

sional “Still here” in her terror that Neil would turn around to
reassure himself. The three of them scrambled up onto the platform,
Neil holding his head perfectly still to prevent himself from turning
back even accidentally, and then they stepped through the wall into
the mortal station. The lights were still out but after the total dark-
ness of the tunnel, there was a certain shape to the shadows that was
just enough to tell Alice that she was in a place she knew, and the
banal familiarity of it closed around her like a soft glove.

“Are we here now, can I look at her yet?” said Neil, and the pain
and longing in his tone struck Alice so deep that it was as if she were
experiencing them for herself.

“'m not sure,” said Artemis. “I don’t know exactly where the
portal is. I think you’d better wait until we're out of the Tube station
completely, just to be certain.”

And so they faced the long, long climb up the stairs to the exit,
together yet still alone.

It was only when they finally stepped through the ticket barriers
and half ran, half fell through the grille into the street outside that
Alice finally believed that this was really happening, that she was be-
ing given a second chance at life, and Neil finally turned around and
looked at her, his face transformed by joy, and they threw themselves
into each other’s arms, and went right through each other and ended
up falling onto the frozen pavement on either side, and then they
picked themselves up and laughed, and turned to each other and
looked at each other, and looked, and looked, and looked.

“You look exactly the same,” whispered Alice, shaking her head.
“You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Right, then,” said Artemis, “when you’re done. We don’t have a
lot of time. We need to go back to Neil’s flat and pick up the
bodies.”

“Bodies?” said Alice.
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“T'll explain on the way,” said Neil.

As Neil told her what had happened with Apollo and the sun,
Alice tried to listen — it was obviously very important — but she
couldn’t focus on his words. Like parched earth in the rain, she drank
in the wonderful contours of his face, the lively expression of his
eyes — lively! Was anything lively in the underworld? — the tight-
ening and slackening of his skin as he spoke, every hair, every pore,
everything she had tried to conjure up for herself, and tried not to
conjure up for herself, throughout that long lonely time without
him. And she could see Neil staring at her, and she wondered if her
own face was reflecting back that same dazed, amazed look.

“I love you,” she interrupted him. “Neil. I can’t wait another sec-
ond to tell you. I love you.”

“I love you too,” said Neil.

“That’s lovely,” said Artemis. “Keep walking.”

Artemis led the way to Neil’s flat through the scummy back roads
and miserable cheap shopping streets that constitute the crumbling
edifice holding up the shining facade of London. The orange neon
of streetlights bounced off the metal shutters of shops and takeaway
restaurants boarded up against looters, illuminated scraps of litter
blowing along the pavements like tumbleweed. To Alice’s eyes it was
one of the most beautiful sights she had ever seen.

“I'd forgotten,” she told Neil, “just how many places there are
here just for selling food. All these restaurants and supermarkets and
corner shops. Nobody eats in the underworld. There are a few bars,
like the one I worked in, but they're just places for people to go and
socialize. But there’s no food, aside from the pomegranates in the
palace, and there aren’t any drinks, aside from Lethe. Here there’s
tood all over the place. I wish I could eat some. Or even just smell it.
You don’t know how much I've missed it, I can hardly remember
what it’s like to eat.”
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“It’s so nice to hear you speak,” said Neil.

“I feel like I haven’t spoken in years,” said Alice. “Of course I
have, but not to people who know me. Not to you.”

“But you haven’t been gone all that long,” said Neil.

“Dead time,” interjected Artemis without turning around.

“What does that mean?” said Alice. “Hermes said something
about it too, but I couldn’t understand what he meant.”

“T'ime down there passes more quickly than time up here,” said
Artemis.

“So how long exactly have I been dead?” said Alice.

“T'wenty-six days,” said Neil.

“T'wenty-six days?” said Alice. “Days?”

“How long did you think you'd been gone?” said Neil.

When Alice replied, it was in a very quiet voice. “I thought it had
been years,” she said.

“So you've been there all that time on your own?” said Neil, just
as Alice said, “You poor thing, you must still be in shock.”

“Well, she’s back now,” said Artemis. “Look, there’s the house.
Let’s hope neither you nor Apollo has frozen to death.”
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IT was oNLYy when Neil got back inside his body that he realized
how cold it had got. And yet looking at the clock, he saw that only a
few minutes had passed since they had left.

“How long have we got?” he asked Artemis.

“Now we're back in live time, not long,” she replied, and turned
and hurried out of the room.

Alice, meanwhile, was looking around the bedroom as if she had
never seen it before.

“I really feel like it’s been years,” she said. “I'd forgotten what
your bedroom looks like. And I was only here a few weeks ago. How
can it only be a few weeks?”

Artemis came back into the room, the immobile bulk of Apollo
slung over her shoulder like a heavy fur wrap.

“Come on,” she said. “We have to hurry.”

“Where are we going?” said Alice.

“Trafalgar Square.”

“Why Trafalgar Square?” said Neil.

“That’s where everybody is.”

“Who’s everybody?” said Neil.
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“Everybody,” said Artemis. “Get a move on.”

Neil pulled on his warmest sweaters and coat over the clothes he
was wearing, and stuffed a few more woollens into a bag.

“What’s that for?” said Alice.

“For you,” said Neil. “For when you get your body back.”

They both smiled.

“Would the two of you stop swooning over each other and please
hurry up?” said Artemis. “We all know you’re in love, but in case you
hadn’t noticed, the world is ending. The love will keep.”

She swept out of the room in a manner that was supposed to be
imperious but spoiled it somewhat by smacking Apollo’s lolling head
into the door frame.

“Well, come on!” she called from outside.

Now that Neil had his body back, the going was much slower.
Alice still skimmed over the pavement feeling nothing, and Artemis,
as befitted a goddess and a huntress, marched with a steady foot even
with her improbable burden, but Neil was slipping and sliding all
over the ice and struggling to stay warm. On top of that, with the
panic and the gridlock, there was no public transport and not a taxi
to be had. They had little choice but to walk from Hackney all the
way to the center of London, and it was getting colder by the min-
ute. Neil and Alice didn’t mind too much, though, as it gave them
the chance to catch up on the past four weeks/several years before
the serious business of world-saving kicked in. Even so, Neil couldn’t
help but ask whether it might not have been a better idea to do this
part of the journey while they were still in dead time.

“I know it’s frustrating,” said Artemis, “and I know you’re cold,
but I needed your bodies, yours and Apollo’s. I wish I could have
woken up Apollo in the flat, but I'm not strong enough yet.”

“What do you mean, yer? I thought you were getting weaker,”
said Neil.
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“Not anymore,” said Artemis.

They heard Trafalgar Square before they got there, the noise of
mass conversation that was more of an angry buzz than a hum, as well
as the inevitable sound — could Londoners ever gather without
it? — of white people with dreadlocks drumming. Neil was exhausted;
he had been walking for more than two hours and the temperature
had plunged far below zero. Just staying warm was taking up all the
energy he had.

“Apollo is going to be insufferable when he wakes up and sees
what happens to the world without him,” said Artemis, shifting the
body from one shoulder to the other. “Typical of him that it would all
be so dramatic. If I was the one in the coma, you might not be able to
see the results so clearly, but they would be almost as devastating.”

“Such as?” said Neil.

“The tides would all go wrong,” said Artemis. “Tides are very
important. Just ask Poseidon. Menstruation would go out of sync.
Wild animals would roam the streets. And people would be having
sex all over the place.”

“Sounds terrible,” said Neil, and Alice blushed.

Up until now the streets had been largely devoid of pedestrians,
but as they walked down St. Martin’s Lane they could see the edges
of the crowd that was gathering in the square. A few stragglers were
heading that way alongside them, bundled into heavy coats, hats,
and scarves, and if anyone thought that the sight of a beautiful
woman effortlessly carrying a body over her shoulder was odd, they
didn’t show it. It seemed that people’s tolerance for the bizarre had
shot up in the past few hours.

“Good,” said Artemis, noting the scrum of mortals, which looked
to her eyes like scrabbling termites on a mound. “The more wit-
nesses, the better. Right, we need to get to the column.”

“We’ll never push our way through that lot,” said Neil.
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“O, ye of little faith,” said Artemis.

In a deceptively casual gesture, she waved the arm that was not
holding Apollo. The crowd gently parted before her, apparently un-
aware of what they were doing.

“Tust like Moses and the Red Sea,” commented Alice.

Artemis winced. “Enough of the biblical allusions, please,” she
said. “They got the idea from us — not the other way around.”

The three of them walked up the channel between the seething
crowds toward Nelson’s Column.

“Now, remember,” said Artemis to Alice, “they can see Neil but
they can't see you.”

“Yes, I reme —” Alice broke off. “That’s my cousin. Neil, that’s
my cousin. That’s Emma. What’s she doing here? Can I talk to her?
Artemis, can I talk to her?”

Artemis shook her head. “She can’t see you,” she said. “Keep mov-
ing. We haven't got much time.”

“That’s one of the other cleaners from the agency,” said Alice,
pointing into the crowd. “And there’s my old boss!”

“Everybody here knows Alice,” said Artemis, “either personally
or because they saw her in the newspaper or on the news. Hermes is
very good.”

“Hermes?” said Neil.

“Yes, he gathered them all up. That’s why I called him from the
palace.”

“Oh, my God,” said Alice, clapping her hand to her mouth.
“There’s my parents. Please, Artemis, please. You've got to let me
talk to them. Neil can see me, why can’t they? Can’t you make them
see me?”

“Not yet, Alice,” said Artemis. “You need to be patient. And
please don't say ‘Oh, my God.””

“Mum!” called Alice, waving. “Dad! It’s me, it’s Alice!”
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They were only a few feet away, but her parents didn’t turn toward
her, just kept facing ahead, unseeing. Alice’s mother looked thin and
drained, her drawn face swamped by her thick scarf and hat. Alice’s
father stood with a protective arm around her, holding her close
against the cold and who knew what else.

“I just wish I could tell them I'm okay,” said Alice.

“Soon,” said Artemis. “Right, then. Here we are.”

They had reached the center of the square, the famous tall col-
umn flanked by enormous lions — a strangely threatening presence
in the gloom. A barrier had been erected around the column itself,
holding the crowd back. Behind it, Alice recognized all of the gods
she used to clean for gathered at the base of the column, as well as
several people she had never met before but who seemed to be part
of the group. Artemis led them through a gap in the barrier and
closed it off behind her.

“Hello,” said Alice to the gods.

They ignored her.

“Can’t they see me either?” she said to Artemis.

“They can see you,” said Artemis. “They just don’t care.”

Artemis laid Apollo’s body carefully down on one of the steps in
front of the column. Aphrodite was the first to run forward, with
Hephaestus loyally following close behind. She knelt by her lover.

“Are you all right?” she said to him, but he didn’t move. “Artemis,
where was he? Where did you find him?”

“Anyone would think you have a guilty conscience, Mother,” said
Eros, sidling up behind her.

“You with your guilt,” said Aphrodite. “I can see you're back to
your old self.”

Suddenly, all of the gods were talking at once.

“Are you going to do something to help him?” said Demeter to
Artemis. “What are you going to do?”
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“Wait and see,” said Artemis.

“Hello, you two,” said Ares, walking over to Alice and Neil. “Nice
to see you both here together. I was a bit worried after the argument
that I might have taken it a little too far.”

“Don’t worry,” said Neil, “we’re fine.”

“Did you have a nice holiday?” said Ares to Alice.

“Not really,” said Alice.

“Oh well, at least you had a break,” said Ares. “I can’t ever go on
holiday myself. Everywhere I go ends up as a war zone, and then it’s
just work, work, work.”

“I see you've found your cleaner,” said Hermes to Artemis. “How
did it go down there? I'm glad to see all of you back here in one piece.”

“The cleaner’s in no pieces,” said Artemis, “and she won’t be until
we can sort this mess out. I really owe her a body.”

“Hades and Persephone?” said Hermes.

“They refused to come,” said Artemis.

“And Cerberus?” said Hermes.

“I fought him,” said Artemis, “and I won. I swapped him for
the girl.”

Hermes raised an eyebrow. “Nice work,” he said.

“Your hero helped,” said Artemis.

“Am I still mad?” asked Zeus of nobody in particular.

“Yes, you are, dear,” said Hera, gripping him tightly by the arm.

“Hang on, didn’t I kill that girl?” said Zeus. “Should I kill her
again?”

“Once is quite enough,” said Hera.

“Artemis,” Athena said, “it is imperative that I emphasize the in-
dispensability of whatever outward-focused public unfurlment of
display you have strategized being calibrated for utmost exposure
and accuracy, thus maximizing its impact —

“It’s fine, Athena,” said Artemis. “I know what I'm doing.”
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“Does anybody fancy a drink?” said Dionysus.

“Yes, please, me,” said Artemis.

“You?” said Dionysus.

“For once, I think I need one,” said Artemis, and she took the
bottle out of his hand and took a deep swig.

“Okay,” she said. “I'm ready. Let’s go.”

Artemis climbed up to the top of the steps in front of Nelson’s
Column and signaled for Alice and Neil to follow her.

“The two of you believe in me, don’t you?” said Artemis.

“Of course,” said Alice.

“After everything that’s happened?” said Neil. “I believe in you
completely.”

Artemis inhaled the force of their faith like a hit of pure oxygen.
Then she addressed the crowd.

“Mortals,” she said.

She didn’t make any effort to raise her voice, and yet every human
being in the sea of mortality before her heard her, and turned to face
her. Seeing their thousands of curious eyes, she did for a moment
wish that she had chosen something a little more impressive than an
old tracksuit to wear for the occasion, but it was too late to worry
about that now. And in any case, it was the kind of thought that
Aphrodite would have, and as such, it was beneath her.

“These are strange times,” Artemis told the crowd. “Your sun is
gone. You have been plunged into darkness and cold, and you may be
wondering if your last days are upon you.”

A loud murmur began to rise from the crowd, but Artemis si-
lenced them with a gesture of her hands.

“They may be,” intoned Artemis. “Or they may not. It is up
to you.”

Now the murmur came from the gods, who preferred to think of
things like the end of the world as being their decision.
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“Shut up,” hissed Artemis at her family. “I know what I'm doing.’
She addressed the crowd once more. “It is up to you,” she said again.
“The choice is yours. You must decide whether or not you are going
to believe.”

“Believe what?” shouted someone from the crowd.

“I believe what I can see,” shouted someone else, “and I can’t
see much.”

“Where’s the sun?” came a third voice.

Other members of the crowd picked this up as a refrain. “Where’s
the sun?” they chanted. “Where’s the sun? Where’s the sun?”

Artemis held up her hands again and the chant died down.

“Neil will explain,” she said.

“What?” said Neil.

“Who the fuck is Neil?” someone in the crowd called out.

“Go ahead,” said Artemis. “Tell them everything that’s happened.
They’re not going to listen to me.”

“But,” said Neil. “But I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” said Artemis. “You're a natural preacher.”

“A preacher? Me? Artemis, you know how much I hate that kind
of thing.”

“Exactly,” said Artemis. “Look, up until I met you, I thought, like
all the other gods, that we were losing our power because we were
getting old.”

“Aren’t you?” said Alice.

“No,” said Artemis. “Neil, you were the one who figured out that
we were losing our power not from old age, but because nobody be-
lieved in us anymore.”

“You didn’t know that?” said Neil.

“It may have been what Athena has been trying to tell us all this
time,” admitted Artemis, “but she’s not the clearest of communica-
tors. But anyway, because you and you alone know the truth, and be-
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cause you were one of the least likely people ever to have believed in
us in the first place, you are the perfect person to get those mortals to
believe in us again. There’s no point in my telling them I'm a god.
That’s never going to work. It has to be a mortal. It has to be you.”

“But I cant,” said Neil. “I'm terrible at public speaking. Look at
me. I've got no presence. And there must be hundreds of people here.
Thousands. And listen to what they’re saying!”

The crowd was chanting, “Who the fuck is Neil? Who the fuck
is Neil?”

“It’'ll be easy,” said Artemis.

Neil raised his eyebrows.

“Believe me, I will do my part,” said Artemis. “But first you have
to explain to them about Alice. You were there when she died. And
you were with her when we brought her back.”

“But —” said Neil again.

“Neil,” said Artemis, “you’re the hero. Do your job.”

“Neil,” said Alice. “Please. Do it.”

“Okay,” said Neil. “T'll do my best.”

“You'll be amazing,” said Alice. “I know it.”

Neil turned to the crowd. He swallowed. There were an awful lot
of people out there, and they weren't very happy. He could feel him-
self trembling, and despite the cold, his palms were soaked in sweat.

“Hello,” he said. “I the fuck am Neil.”

Some people in the crowd laughed, and the chanting died away.

“You dont know me,” said Neil, “but you know my friend
Alice.”

Alice whispered something.

“My girlfriend, Alice,” said Neil, and he smiled over at her or, as
far as the crowd was concerned, at an empty space. “Alice Mulhol-
land. She was the girl who died a few weeks ago, when she was

struck by lightning.”
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His words were traveling as effortlessly as Artemis’s had. He
glanced at Artemis, and she smiled through the look of concentra-
tion on her face.

“I was there,” said Neil. “It was the worst day of my life.”

Neil caught sight of Alice’s parents in the front row. Her mother
had curled into her father’s shoulder and was weeping.

“I loved her so much and I knew I'd never see her again.”

The crowd was perfectly silent and still. Even the drumming had
stopped.

“But as it turns out, I was wrong about that.”

“What are you talking about?” shouted someone in the crowd.

“He means he’s going to see her in heaven!” replied another
voice.

“We’re all going to die!” yelled another.

Somebody screamed, and the people in the middle of the
crowd started pushing to the sides. The noise rose as panic began to
take hold.

“Run!” shouted someone.

“Where to?” yelled someone else.

“No!” called Neil, waving his arms. “No! That’s not what I meant.
Calm down, please! Listen to me! We're not all going to die! Not yet,
anyway.”

Artemis was grimacing behind Neil, working hard to help settle
the crowd. Eventually they became still again and waited, though
their faces showed confusion and agitation.

“Im sorry,” said Neil. “I'm not very good at this. But please stay
here and listen to what I have to say.”

He paused. The crowd was listening, so he continued.

“When I said I was wrong about never seeing Alice again, what I
meant was that I have already seen her again. Today. This afternoon,
after the sun went out, I went with Artemis — this woman here —
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well, we went into the underworld. The land of the dead. I know you
won't believe me. I wouldn't believe it myself. I went to look for Al-
ice, and I found her. And I brought her back. You can’t see her. But
she’s standing right here next to me.”

Neil smiled at Alice, and Alice smiled back. The crowd, though,
wasn't smiling. The chanting was starting up again.

“Bollocks! Bullshit!”

“Where’s the sun? Where’s the sun?”

“Who the fuck is Neil?”

“I know it’s hard to believe,” said Neil. “But think about it. Who
could have imagined yesterday that we'd lose our sun? Things aren’t
the way we thought they were. What I'm telling you is that there
really are gods, actual gods, and they’re walking here on this earth
with us. I've met them. So have you. They’re the people standing
right here in front of you. Trust me. Trust them. They brought Alice
back and they’re going to bring the sun back.”

The crowd started to boo and hiss. People started drumming
again, aggressively this time, and missiles were thrown, coins and
empty bottles.

“Well done, Neil,” said Artemis. “That’s perfect.”

“Perfect?” said Neil. “Are you joking? Look at them!”

A beer can sailed past his head, only narrowly missing.

“You can step down,” said Artemis. “It’s my turn. I really hope
I've got the strength for this.”

She addressed the crowd.

“It’s true,” she said. “Alice is here.”

She stepped forward and reached out a hand to where Alice was
standing. For a couple of seconds, nothing happened. Then, sud-
denly, the crowd went silent.

Artemis turned to Alice. “They can see you now,” she said.

“Can they hear me?” said Alice.
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“Yes, they can.”

“Mum!” shouted Alice. “Dad! It’s all right! They brought me
back! I'm okay! I'm alive, I'm fine! I love you!”

The crowd exploded into clamor. Alice’s friends and family
started pushing their way forward to the barrier, calling out her name
and crying, while other people shouted, screamed, and applauded.

“Don’t let them get too close,” said Artemis. “You haven’t got a
body yet.”

But it took a huge effort to speak. The tidal wave of belief was
flowing from the crowd, and it knocked her backward with its force,
filling her parched body to the brim with its power, making her feel
renewed again, reborn, alive. Immortal. Around her, she could hear the
gasps and groans of the other gods as they, too, were overwhelmed
with an ecstasy greater than any of them had ever felt. Artemis felt her
skin tautening, saw the lines and wrinkles disappearing from her hands.
Her muscles gripped around her bones, and her blood shot around her
body, carrying vigor and energy to her limbs, clarity to her mind.

“There it is,” she moaned. “Ahhh . . . It’s starting.”

With some difficulty she looked at her family at the foot of the
column. White hairs turned dark, muscles bloomed, wrinkles
smoothed out. They seemed to be exploding with light. A new Zeus
burst out of his ancient shell like a butterfly from a seemingly dead
chrysalis, the crumbled living skeleton giving birth to a muscular,
gleaming, handsome man with shining eyes and flowing hair.

»

“My family!” he cried. “I have returned!”

Around him, all of the other gods were blossoming like flowers
opening.

“This is what I kept saying,” gasped Eros, “about mortal
belief . ..”

“It’s amazing,” cried Aphrodite. “It’s better than sex! Artemis, you
bitch, is this what you've been hoarding all along?”
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Artemis pushed herself up and turned to the crowd, which
was watching the transformation of the gods, agog, mouths open,
eyes wide.

“And now,” she announced, “the sun!”

She hurried down the steps toward the rest of the gods.

“Aphrodite,” she said. “Give that mortal her body back quick be-
fore the humans get to her. They can see her, but if they try to touch
her before she’s solid they’ll think it’s an illusion and they’ll stop be-
lieving. The rest of you: let’s wake up Apollo.”

Aphrodite broke away from the group and hurried up the stairs to
where Alice was standing, her parents only a few feet away now.
Alice was crying tearlessly, reaching her arms forward, calling out
messages of love to all the people who were so desperate to reach her.
They would cross the barrier any second, and Neil was standing a
little ahead of Alice, ready to step in if anybody got too close, but
unable to keep from turning back to look at her face, which was
glowing with happiness and gratitude.

“So, Alice,” said Aphrodite. “Exactly how pretty do you want to
be? Any lumps and bumps, cellulite you'd like to get rid of ? Now’s
your chance . ..”

“No, thanks,” said Alice. “I'm happy as I am.”

Aphrodite reached out and touched her — actually touched her.
Alice gasped and staggered under the weight of gravity as she sud-
denly felt her body returned to her, in all its imperfect perfection.
Then she ran forward to Neil, throwing her arms around him and
kissing him, hard, on the mouth. As he kissed her back, her parents
finally pushed through the barriers and rushed up the steps to their
daughter, laughing, crying, arms outstretched. Keeping hold of one
of Neil’s hands, she fell into their arms, real tears pouring down her
face, sobbing, “I'm back, I'm back, 'm back!”

Meanwhile the rest of the gods had gathered in a circle around
Apollo.

288



Gods Behaving Badly

“That’s what I was attempting to inform you!” Athena was say-
ing. “The information was already in place!” But all the other gods
ignored her.

“Are you sure this is going to work?” said Hermes. “The life force
of a god — that’s a lot of power.”

“Can’t you feel it?” said Artemis.

“Yes, I can feel it, but —”

“I told you so!” Athena screamed, but nobody was listening.

“Take hands,” said Artemis.

They all held hands around Apollo’s supine body.

“Together now,” said Artemis. “On three. One... two...
three —”

Apollo opened his eyes. And the sun came out.
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Epilogue

“Do wE HAVE to invite all of them?”

Neil was sitting up in bed, the pile of invitations on the mattress
beside him.

“Of course we do,” said Alice.

“Even Hades and Persephone?”

“Hades won’t come,” said Alice, “which is just as well, but it
would be nice if Persephone did. She always thought we made a
sweet couple, remember?”

Alice put down her toothbrush, came back into the bedroom, and
climbed onto her side of the bed.

“You look very sexy in that nightdress,” said Neil, running a hand
up over the satin.

“Neil. Invitations first. Concentrate.”

Alice took Neil’s hand and returned it to his side of the bed.

“Okay,” said Neil, picking up the pen and the next invitation.
“Aphrodite and Hephaestus.”

“Make a note on theirs that she should leave her phone behind.”

“Is she still doing phone sex?”

“She does it for free now,” said Alice. “She considers it to be a
public service.”
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“Hermes,” said Neil.

“He’s already said yes,” said Alice.

“But we haven’t even sent the invites yet.”

“He always has to get his reply in first.”

“Zeus and Hera,” said Neil.

“We'll have to keep Zeus away from the bridesmaids,” said Alice.
“But we can’t possibly get married without him.”

“But if he comes, all the paparazzi will come. He’s the king of
the gods!”

“Hermes will keep them away.”

“Okay,” said Neil. He addressed the invitation. “Demeter’s
doing the flowers, so she’s definitely coming, and Eros is too, of
course.”

“Did you speak to him about the wording of the ceremony?”

“Yes, I called him this morning. He’s happy for us to write our
own vows, but he’s still struggling with the service itself — he said
he’s finding it hard not being a Christian anymore, all the Jesus stuff
keeps creeping back in.”

“I'm sure he’ll do a great job,” said Alice. “What about Dionysus,
have you heard from him about the music?”

“Yes, he said he can bring his own turntables, and he asked
whether we wanted him to supply some wine for the party as well.”

“I hope you said no.”

“I said no,” said Neil. “But I did ask for one bottle for the wed-
ding night.”

“Oh dear,” said Alice, “that’s very naughty.”

“I can tell him to keep it if you like.”

“No, no,” said Alice, “there’s no need to do that . ..”

“Who else, then?” said Neil.

“Athena. And we should do one for Ares, though he isn’t com-
ing, he said, as a favor to us. Besides which, he’s still got a lot of wars
on. It’s a shame, I thought all of that would have stopped now.”
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“With this lot in charge?” said Neil. “Hardly likely. What about
Artemis? Has she agreed to be your maid of honor?”

“Yes, but she’s being very fussy about the dress. And she wants to
bring the dogs.”

“Tell her to leave them at home. She’s got a big enough garden
these days.”

“Oh, Neil,” said Alice, “don’t be mean. She loves those dogs.
Maybe she can just bring one, to head the procession.”

“You're soft,” said Neil.

“That’s why you love me,” said Alice.

“Okay, Artemis and one dog. So that just leaves . . .”

“Apollo,” said Alice.

“The world-famous Apollo,” said Neil. “Celebrity clairvoyant.
Rock singer. Raconteur. International playboy.”

“Invite him,” said Alice.

“Are you sure? After everything he did?”

“Of course I'm sure. Anyway, I spoke to Eros. I thought maybe we
could help him find a new girlfriend at the ceremony.”

“Alice . ..”

“Come on, Neil! What could go wrong? I was thinking about
your sister, actually. She hasn’t been out with anyone in a long time,
how about it?”

“Alice!”

Neil dived onto her, kissing her mouth as she laughed and send-
ing all of the invitations flying onto the floor. And Alice blushed
pink, all the way down the back of her neck and to the very tips of
her ears.
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