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For the girls


Forgive vb to give up, cease to harbour (resentment, wrath)

Oxford English Dictionary


‘To err is human, to forgive Divine.’

Alexander Pope


One

He wished he’d shaved.

Wednesday 1 April 2009

Angel, north London

1 p.m.

God, she’s beautiful, Adam thought, as he peered at the girl through the rickety shelves loaded with chocolate powder and packets of sugar.

She’d been coming in to his workplace a lot over the past fortnight, sitting at a round, wooden table right by the window, looking out at the Angel street scene. He didn’t know her name or anything like that. There was something about her that gave him the impression his usual banter with customers wouldn’t be welcome.

He liked that about her. She was a mystery. Adam noticed her beautiful skin dotted with tiny freckles. As the sun had been out for the past few days, those freckles had been joined by new, smaller ones, nestling between them like stars. Her eyes were a piercing green and she had defined cheekbones that gave her the clean, natural look of a supermodel. But she wasn’t too perfect, Adam thought: the delicate smile-creases around her eyes and a tiny silver scar just below her bottom lip reminded him that there was something very real and altogether tangible about her. It only made her more beautiful to him.

Her dark auburn hair was normally swept back into a neat ponytail, but today it was in a messy bun and she wore huge sunglasses as if London was in the middle of a scorching summer. Fuck me, she’s amazing, Adam whispered to himself.

‘Adam, get on with your work, will you?’ Tara shouted, and it made Adam jump so much he bashed his head against the shelves, causing everything to rattle like it was laughing at him.

‘Sorry, bwaaass,’ he responded, in a cartoon American accent laden with sarcasm, while stepping away from the shelf and all that mocked. He started pretending to wash up, jabbing a chocolate-coated glass into the warm, foamy water, and wondering if there was any way a guy like him could go over to a girl like her and string together a legitimate sentence.

He’d already imagined how it might go: ‘Hi . . . name? . . . mine . . . Adam . . . ergghhh!’

‘Table ten, please, Ad. And get on it,’ Tara barked once more, placing a stern hand on Adam’s back. He wished he could tell her to stuff her job sometimes, but then he thought about the rising pile of credit card bills in the hallway, and was suddenly able to keep his mouth shut.

‘Of course, sorry,’ Adam spluttered, fully aware that table ten had the girl on it. He was hoping not to serve her this time; she was starting to make him nervous. It was a proper crush now.

He shuffled through the café, aware that his bright blue boxers were probably hanging out of his uniform. Fuck it, he thought. We’re in London. We’re young and we’re trendy. We can get away with this sort of thing. Can’t we?

‘Hey, what can I get you?’ he asked the girl, sweeping a hand casually through his recently cut dark brown hair and suddenly noticing his fringe was missing, giving him the ‘phantom limb’ feeling.

At the same time, he thought that she wouldn’t look at all out of place as the beautiful heroine in a black and white film.

He wished he’d shaved.

The thing is, Adam knew the question he’d just asked was pointless, because he already knew the answer. She always had the same thing, and she always asked for it in the same way. The girl started by turning to him with a shy half-smile, revealing a row of straight, white teeth. But she didn’t seem to mean it, really – it was more as if she’d stepped on an upturned plug, or walked into a glass door, and it was so painful, but people were watching so she had to just smile through it. Then she said, ‘Er, hi, thanks. Yes, you can get me . . .’

She always began that way before straightening her back slightly in the wooden seat, which in turn extended her neck gracefully, revealing the most perfect collarbone Adam had ever seen. She tapped her fingers on the table as if she was thinking about what she wanted. He stood; pencil poised, his little green notebook almost stuck to his sweaty palm.

‘Can I have a decaf latte with one sugar, please?’ she then asked, in a voice soaked in sadness. Like all the decaf lattes in the universe would never make it better. Whatever ‘it’ was.

‘Cream?’ he always asked this, even though the cream was normally for hot chocolates and not lattes.

‘No, thanks,’ she said. She always said no. But he still asked. Adam thought she deserved the cream. And the sprinkles, too.

She then turned her head and looked out of the window. Always the same. Every time.

All the other staff had started asking him who ‘that girl’ was: finally noticing something other than the lime-scale build-up in the coffee machine or the mousetrap that never seemed to bear any fruit. They asked who she was, the one who sat on table ten, every few days for hours at a time, watching the world go by, with the sadness they couldn’t fathom.


Two

It’s getting on a bit now, isn’t it?

Thursday 12 March 2009

Finsbury Park, north London

11.30 p.m.

Keon Hendry was crouched behind a bush near Finsbury Park underground station, both hands shaking a little.

His heart was racing in his chest and he was so nervous he felt like he might lose control at any second. He was also acutely aware that he felt completely and totally alive.

‘So you know what you have to do, right?’ whispered Steve Jeffery, wiping a layer of sweat from his pale forehead with the sleeve of his fake navy Barbour jacket. His eyes were glazed from an afternoon of weed puffing at the recreation ground nearby. It had been a wet spring day, and the clouds of sweet-smelling smoke had floated away like unwanted balloons, absorbed by the rain.

Keon screwed his nose up slightly and took a good sniff of the damp air around him, not knowing what to say. His black tracksuit bottoms were far too big for him, and he yanked them up at the back.

He was unsure of how it had ever got to this stage. Recently, things had got a little out of hand among his schoolmates. Some of them had always carried knives – just small ones. The kind you might take camping and only ever end up using to cut the string between the sausages. He himself was quite at home with the switch-blade he normally had in his pocket. He forgot it was there, usually. But then the knives had got bigger – mothers all over north London must have been wondering where their kitchen utensils were disappearing to. Even so, no one intended to actually use them . . . or, at least, that was what Keon thought. But he was starting to wonder if maybe he was a little naïve. It was just that the more boys were carrying knives on the streets, the more you needed one; and if they got one that was bigger, then you had to upsize, too. It was just the way modern-day life was. It wasn’t his fault. At least, that’s what he’d told himself, to try and make it OK in his head.

Keon shifted uncomfortably on the cold concrete, bringing his left knee down beside his other so that he was kneeling now. He considered for a moment how uncomfortable this all was, and how he wished he was at home instead watching a film and eating chips with his sister, Reb. He considered for a few moments how disgusted she would be if she knew he was crouching in a bush near Finsbury Park tube, preparing to scare the living daylights out of someone.

‘Keon? Are you there? Earth to Keon!’ Steve almost barked now, frustration in his voice. His forehead crunched up in anger; soft, white skin over his sharp bone structure.

‘Yes, yes, all right! When he comes out of the station we’ll give him a fright. I get it,’ Keon responded in a low voice, almost growling, wondering if it would be too late to walk away from all of this.

‘And don’t take it too far, OK? We don’t want to get in trouble for this. Just do whatever you have to do to stop the little shit giving us grief, all right?’ continued Steve, putting a cigarette between his thin lips and lighting it with a Zippo. His eyes were like satellite dishes, huge and watery. Thread-like blood vessels had risen to the surface of his eyeballs, making the whites of his eyes a soft pink.

‘’Course I’m not actually going to hurt him. Who do you think I am?’ said Keon, unconsciously running his index finger over the cold, smooth metal that was pushed against the soft skin of his stomach by the band of his boxer shorts. He felt his heart rate pick up again. He might not be planning to hurt Ricky Watson, but he knew that this was definitely wrong. This was the kind of very bad behaviour that would make his mother go to church more often, and cry a lot.

He couldn’t believe how much he got away with behind her back. It brought shivers of guilt over him every time he thought about it. How often he would roll home with the munchies, stoned out of his brains, and how his mother would nod and smile with pride, commenting on how he was a ‘growing lad’ while he ate so much pasta he nearly burst.

Keon, however, had always managed to sidestep serious trouble somehow, while still hanging out with the bad boys. He was always on the periphery, laughing at the right jokes, wearing the right clothes, but somehow never getting his hands dirty. He was always secretly glad he had managed to get in with the most respected crowd at school and felt sorry for the kids who hid their faces behind thick fringes, carrying their insecurities around with them in their grubby, heavy backpacks.

Lately, though, everyone in Keon’s gang had been urging him to do something big. And he felt like if he didn’t, he was going to be rumbled – turfed out and rejected by his brothers. He knew he needed all the respect he could get from his boys, and this would get it. After this, he could step back out of things again. Move away from the crazy power-struggle that had whipped up among most of the lads in the Fairgrove Estate and at Elm High School. He would be known as the one who made Ricky Watson wind his neck in for ever. The one who had made the fighting stop, by simply scaring him into submission.

Even though this evening was just about giving Ricky a fright, it was still the most aggressive thing he’d ever been involved with. But Keon hated Ricky with a passion. He’d beaten up too many of Keon’s friends, and then he had nicked money from Steve’s little sister. That was too much. He had this coming to him. So tonight, Keon Hendry would make his mark, and no one would step to him ever again. He just wanted to set the score straight, make sure no one messed with his gang again and then, maybe, he could put all this behind him. Go to college and concentrate on getting his A-levels. Maybe even go to university, like his mum had wanted for so long.

‘When’s he coming, anyway? It’s getting on a bit now, isn’t it?’ asked Keon, looking down at his big watch face, packed with fake diamonds, and quietly hoping that he could still get out of this. Raindrops started falling from the sky.

11.35 p.m.

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s cool,’ replied Steve, stubbing out his cigarette with his foot, the crunching sound of gravel underfoot loud as he shuffled around. ‘He goes boxing on a Thursday night every week and gets the tube back. If he’s not here within the next ten minutes, we’ll have to try again next week.’ He looked at Keon from the corner of his eye. ‘You’ve got the balls, yeah, Keon? You’re the main man. Come on, like I said, no one gets hurt, all right?’

Keon shifted uncomfortably again. A giant wall to their left was covered in brightly coloured graffiti that the council hadn’t painted over because it was deemed to be artwork. Looking at it now to distract himself, Keon thought for a moment about the fine line between crime and art. What I’m doing isn’t a crime, surely? he thought. He wasn’t going to use what he was carrying as such; he was just going to scare someone. Make an impact. Change something.

A drunk man in his fifties walked towards the bush and stood there for a moment. The boys could just about make him out through the leaves and branches sheltering them; a streak of grey hair and a furrowed brow visible from beneath the undergrowth. Wobbling backwards and forwards, he was trying to whistle the Coronation Street theme but it wasn’t going well.

‘Fuck’s sake . . .’ whispered Keon.

The lads stayed dead still, their eyes shining in the streetlight. The man stood there for a moment before unzipping the flies of his brown trousers and urinating on the bush, just a few centimetres away from Steve. Steve flinched and gritted his teeth, clenching a fist. The strong stench of the man’s piss filled the air around them.

Keon stifled his laughter and looked down at his Air Force 1 trainers, trying to divert his attention from the humour of the moment by rubbing a scuffmark from the top of his left shoe. Eventually the man left, taking his balding head and tweed jacket with him.

‘That was close, man,’ Steve said, sounding more than a little irritated.

‘That guy pissed like a camel,’ Keon replied, his face scrunched up in laughter lines. But soon the silence descended on the pair again, the atmosphere thick. The rain was coming down harder now.

11.41 p.m.

Suddenly steps could be heard coming through the passageway from the underground and up to street level, starting off quietly and echoing, but getting louder and crisper. They could be anyone’s, Keon told himself.

The usual crowd of commuters and late-night drunks waiting for the W3 bus had dispersed, and the station and its surroundings were empty. The boys got up on their haunches, one hand on the ground, like Olympic athletes ready to sprint. Attack.

Keon felt sick.

‘There he is,’ Steve suddenly cried, pushing Keon into the outside world before he could have the chance to wimp out. The bush spat him out into the street, his feet thumping against the ground.

Rick, a tall, white guy was in a black jacket, walking with his hood up, his face angled towards the ground to protect himself from the rain.

Keon rushed towards him. His heart was beating so hard now he could barely control his fingers. Adrenaline was rendering him useless, his legs felt like rubber bands. He reached Rick in three long paces. ‘Come ’ere, you fucking prick!’ Keon shouted, as he pulled him round by his shoulder, and shoved a gun into his chest.

But there was a sound.

A shot. A bang so loud that Keon almost believed it had come from elsewhere. The hairs on his arms stood on end. No. Surely not? His index finger twitched once more, the gun hanging limply from his right hand by his leg. But the trigger was as far towards the metal body of the gun as it could go. It must have been him.

Maybe this was a dream, a nightmare, in fact? The kind that had him sitting up in his bed and choking for his own breath, legs tangled in a mass of sweaty sheets.

The guy’s face turned towards his and crumpled in raw, naked agony. Every frame in slow motion.

‘Oh, fuck,’ the man gasped, a look of utter horror flickering in his eyes. He clutched his torso with his right hand, a satchel dropping to the ground.

But those features painted in the last moments of life didn’t belong to Rick . . . Those lips, which were pursed together in fear, were not Rick’s. Those cheeks from which the colour had drained were not . . .

Keon looked around him for back-up. Steve had fled, and he could only hear the fading sound of his shoes thudding down the street. Gone. Nowhere to be seen.

The man. This guy, whoever he was, landed on the floor like a sack of potatoes and curled himself up. ‘Fuck, shit. You shot me . . . Why did you shoot me?’ he cried, his breath starting to rasp.

Keon stood and stared down at the man as blood started to trickle from his body and form a small pool on the ground. Chunks of vomit filled Keon’s throat.

He imagined for a fleeting moment that this was just a Saturday morning football session, and he was looking at an injured footballer, one of his team-mates maybe, and that in just a minute he would get up, sweat on his brow, and laugh about it before wiping down his shorts and spitting onto the grass. But, no . . . this guy’s breathing was thick and irregular, like it was being obstructed by something, and instead of the green grass at the recreation ground, this man was lying on the cold, wet streets of London.

Just a small whimper came from the guy’s mouth, which was now spilling blood onto the dirty concrete.

Keon dropped the gun with a loud clatter and stood there for a few seconds. His vision had started twitching and jerking like he was on a fairground waltzer, and nausea had set in. Pure panic. His lungs started aggressively squeezing the air from his body in loud gasps.

A woman with wiry hair appeared as if from nowhere, and stood a few metres back, her hands over her mouth. From a distance she was hardly noticeable, bar her cream coat, which was illuminated a sharp white under the streetlight. She had stepped out of the darkness and onto some kind of stage where a real-life tragedy was being played out. And now she was a part of it, with no script, and no idea how this scene would end.

Keon turned and stared at her, breathing hard and fast before looking back at the man he might have killed. Their eyes met and there were a few long seconds of confusion. He could try and save this guy; he looked like he was a nice man. He didn’t know for sure, but he was probably somebody’s son, somebody’s husband, somebody’s dad, even . . . The man was clutching onto his brown leather satchel. It looked expensive. Maybe he was a banker? An accountant? A lawyer? he wondered.

But there was nothing he could do now so he ran, fighting to hold back the sick and acid building up in his throat. He had to get away. Away from all this. Away from the man who lay dying in the street.

‘Hey, you! Come back!’ the woman shouted. Her voice was gruff, tainted by the smoke of a thousand cigarettes.

His legs, which were now twitching hard with fear, carried him into the night with a speed he thought was impossible. Each strike of his trainers on the ground echoed in the streets, bouncing back to his ears to taunt him. A sound that would rattle in his brain for the rest of his life, reminding him of the night he ruined more than just one human life.

The woman ran towards the man, tears filling her eyes. She fell to her knees in the pouring rain, and pushed her fingers into his chest, feeling the warm damp of his blood soaking into his clothes. She lifted her fingers to the glow from a nearby streetlight, and felt her stomach fold as her eyes met the bright red stains at her touch.

He reached into his pocket, panting as he did so. The woman looked down at him, confused, as he pulled something out of his pocket and pushed it into her hand. She didn’t look at what she was given, she just put it in her own coat pocket, too busy focusing on him.

‘Give this to . . . please give this to . . .’ he spluttered.

The man was no longer able to talk, and there was a deadness creeping into his eyes. All she could hear was his laboured breathing, broken by desperate, tearful whimpers.

‘Come back, please,’ she whispered, pushing her face against his. She pulled at the skin on his cheeks as if she might somehow stop him falling asleep for ever, leaving a sad finger-painting of his own blood on his cheeks.

With shaking hands she called for an ambulance. ‘Hi, yeah. My name’s Lisa. We need an ambulance quickly. Please hurry; I’ve got a guy here. He’s been shot.’

As soon as the phone call ended she held his hand. He was squeezing back at first, and then eventually he let go.


Three

It was the perfect claustrophobia.

Thursday 12 March 2009

Finsbury Park, north London

10.30 p.m.

Bryony Weaver shuffled her body down into the bed, feeling the covers crinkle and curl around her bare, freshly shaved legs. That’s a great feeling, she thought.

Just half an hour before, she had been running a razor over the contours of her shins and knees, accidentally cutting herself. Twice. Just like she always did. ‘Shit, shit, shit . . .’ she had said quietly under her breath, as she’d felt the blade grip onto a piece of skin and slice it away. Not again . . . One nick under her knee, and one just above her left ankle.

The little cuts had stopped bleeding after what seemed like an age – and a whole roll of toilet paper. She had then slipped on a black vest top and some green checked shorts – ones that always reminded her of the wallpaper in American teen movie bedrooms – and she had swept up her long, thick hair into a sleek ponytail. She could feel the breeze from her open window touch the back of her neck.

She swooshed her limbs around a little more, feeling the cool material of the duvet. The bed seemed like a never-ending landscape without Max. When he was home, she was continually woken by a misplaced arm or a gentle head-bump as he thrashed around a little, dreaming of his last assignment at work. His job was so varied and, at times, so scary, that he never seemed able to properly switch off, and he had vivid dreams. It had been that way since he had started his job as a television cameraman. One minute he would be in Fiji, filming celebrities eating live insects, and the next he would be chasing around a disused industrial warehouse in Africa, capturing vital footage for his latest documentary. Whenever he came home, for some time after he would have things dancing through his mind when he went to sleep at night, like the flickering pictures on a zoetrope. He lived and breathed his job – it was the only thing in the world he loved nearly as much as Bryony Weaver.

When Max was around, Bryony reflected now, filling the room with the smell of the same aftershave he had worn since he was nineteen, it seemed like they were suffocating in each other’s company. She loved it, though. It was the perfect claustrophobia.

It seemed a little strange to be alone – she should be used to it by now, what with him travelling around the world so much in the past. But, recently, he had been filming day shifts in London studios.

She picked up her phone and scrolled down to the last message he had sent her that morning: ‘Filming in west London tonight, bloody last-minute shift. Sorry, beautiful. Will be back tomorrow morning. Look in the fridge, bottom shelf. Love you. Maximus x’

She reached over to the small bedside table next to her, which she had decorated with some edgy wallpaper that Max hated, and picked up a blue side plate. On it was the treat Max had bought for her and hidden in the fridge as a surprise. Lemon drizzle cake. Her favourite.

She sank her teeth into it, feeling the icing break gently before hitting the soft sponge inside. The bitter lemon taste was sharp. It was 10.35 p.m. on a Thursday night and this was her time. Although she missed Max, she knew she would crave her time alone as soon as he was back and up to his usual tricks, like trying to iron his clothes on the bed because he couldn’t be bothered to set up the ironing board.

When she finished the cake, she slid the plate back onto the bedside table and felt around for her book. She plumped up some of the striped cushions behind her and slid her fingers between the pages of George Orwell’s 1984. It was a really old copy; just how she liked it, doused in tea stains and smelling of cigarettes – an odour not found in modern bookshops. Bryony brought the book up to her face and buried her nose between the pages, taking a deep breath in, imagining the memories it held that were not hers. The smell of the book alone could tell more stories than the words it held.

She closed her eyes and sniffed again, this time letting the smell of smoke take her back to a time in her past. Bryony was transported to May 2002, to the beer garden of a little pub in Shoreditch. She’d been gripping on to a cigarette between her thumb and index finger, holding it like it was a joint and squinting at a man sitting opposite her whom she had never seen before.

‘Smoking’s fucking bad for you,’ he had said, taking a huge lug from his own cigarette and gripping on to a cold beer with his free hand. Condensation had dripped down the outside of the bottle, gathering at his fingers.

Bryony had been pretty pissed for the hour, and had been wondering whether, if she put one hand over her left eye and just looked at him with the right . . . would he notice? Just for clarity, of course . . . ‘I’m sorry, who are you?’ she had asked, horribly aware she might be slurring her words.

The man in front of her was so handsome it scared her, but all the wine she had consumed that afternoon stopped her from doing the usual, which was making an excuse and darting away before she had the chance to make a fool of herself. The young Bryony Weaver had had little confidence.

He had been wearing a navy blue and white striped T-shirt with effortless cool, while his dark brown hair had been cut really short on both sides and left to grow a little wild on top. His fringe was so long it sloped down into a point, almost covering his eyes. There was a certain mystery about him. He looked kind of dirty, like he needed a good scrub. But she hadn’t liked the idea of him lathering it away as it would have spoiled him somewhat.

Bryony smiled widely into her book as she remembered that day.

He had had a certain roguish charm about him, a look of adventure, as if he could persuade her to just pack in her life and jump into a car for a road trip into the unknown. It was an unusual man that made a girl feel like that.

Bryony, at twenty-one, liked the boys in Shoreditch and their grubby hands after a long day of painting some sad, naked figure in a dusty art studio. They looked intelligent, perceptive and creative. There was just a little something special about them. She had despised the City slickers in their smooth suits and how they hung around in Bank nightclubs looking for something to take home to ease the bitter loneliness of working life. They represented everything she hated.

Looking back, she found this funny.

But, as much as she liked the arty lads, she had found them intimidating with their fashion choices, and their talk of politics they never seemed to actually understand. University had failed to knock out of her a crushing shyness, which saw a dark crimson rush to her cheeks whenever there was a good-looking man around. She had hated this about herself.

‘I’m Max Tooley,’ he had said. His dark brown eyes had met hers and made what she thought was a disturbingly strong connection. It had felt a little like an electric current being passed through her body.

He had a great nose . . . She hadn’t been sure what it was about the nose that was so good, but it was good – a sign of character, perhaps? But it had been a little too early to tell at that stage. But it was straight. Not too big, not too small. Just perfect.

Max had pursed his lips as if in thought, before looking up and flashing her a cheeky smile. He’d extended a hand over the faded wooden bench and it hovered there for a moment.

She’d noticed his fingers were free of paint, chalk or cuts from metal work and instantly wondered what exactly it was that he did.

‘You going to shake my hand or what?’ he had said, laughing a little, his cigarette quivering between his beautiful lips. He had looked so mischievous.

She’d paused for a few moments. Totally in control for once, thanks to the anaesthetising effect of the wine on her habitual shyness, and raising her right eyebrow as she scoped him out. ‘Hi, Max, it’s nice to meet you.’ She had put her hand out into the void between them, an eccentric ring on her index finger glinting in the early-evening sun. It was noticeably heavier after her flatmate had glued a jet-black stone on to it.

But as soon as she did so, Max pulled his hand away, like a child. ‘Ha, ha! Too late!’ he yelled, laughing mischievously and slamming the withdrawn hand onto the bench, making the empty glasses there chime loudly as they clattered against each other.

She had withdrawn her hand quickly too, embarrassed and instantly irritated by him. ‘That’s mature,’ she had said flatly, staring at him with dead eyes.

She realised she was probably coming across as pretty rude, and so had smiled. It was an attempt to retract the attitude she had, caused entirely by shyness; it only ever seemed to repel nice men.

‘That’s a lovely set of gnashers you’ve got there, er . . . what’s your name, sorry?’ Max had asked, stubbing the remains of his roll-up into a glass ashtray with one hand and gesturing extravagantly with the other.

‘Bryony,’ she said, flicking her cigarette butt into a bush behind her, in tipsy rebellion against the system.

He frowned at her, for littering.

‘Gnashers?’ she asked, the word unfamiliar to her.

‘Teeth. You’ve got pretty teeth,’ he said, before jumping up from the bench and darting back into the pub like he’d sat on an ant’s nest.

She’d spent the whole of that evening decoding the encounter with her flatmate, Eliza, a budding jewellery designer, who kept over-enthusiastically attaching jewels onto Bryony’s rings and necklaces at every opportunity with a glue gun that dripped like the mouth of a ferocious dog.

‘What does it mean if a man says you have nice teeth, Eliza? Does he like you?’ Bryony asked, hanging upside down from her bed, her long hair spreading out over the carpet. She had not been able to shift the image of Max Tooley from her head.

Eliza had been curling a small metal wire with an impossibly small pair of pliers, her toes twisting in concentration.

‘Er, teeth? Teeth . . . errrm. I don’t know, Bryony. I mean, it wasn’t like he said you had a nice bum or legs or whatever, was it?’ she said, looking up with a painful honesty in her eyes.

Bryony had sighed deeply.

‘And what sort of boy talks about teeth? He sounds like a weirdo to me,’ Eliza added, trailing off slightly, before loosening the miniature vice holding the ring she was trying to make. She had raised her creation up to the light and inspected her handiwork, her mouth twisted into a dissatisfied pout.

‘This is shit, Bryony! Utter shit,’ she had cried with frustration, before throwing it in the metal bin. It made a loud pinging noise as it rattled to the bottom. The sound of failure, which echoed far too often in their £700 per month bedsit.

‘Don’t do that, Eliza. I love the things you make,’ Bryony said, rolling her eyes towards the shag pile. ‘So should I just forget about Max, then?’ she had asked one more time, hoping her faithful friend would give her the confidence she needed to go back down to the pub and ask for his number. He might still be there . . . Maybe, if she got Eliza’s seal of approval, she could dig out her most flattering bra and tight black vest top, run a brush through her wild mane, slick on some lipstick in pillar-box red and just turn up there again, while still looking casual . . . Somehow . . .

‘Yeah, I think so, sweetheart,’ Eliza had said, before abandoning her miniature workshop and shuffling out to the kitchen, which had no door because her ex-boyfriend had punched a hole right through it four months before. They had decided to take the door off the frame altogether because people kept asking what happened to it, and then not quite believing the cover-up story that a drunken Bryony had fallen against the door while singing Pulp’s ‘Common People’ into a mop. For a long time afterwards, the mere mention of her ex made Eliza disappear to the bathroom, emerging ten minutes later with blotched eyes, and stinking of weed and tequila. ‘I don’t know why you bother with the lads around here,’ she said, calling out from the fridge as she rooted around for something to spread on toast.

Bryony had slid off the bed and was quietly searching in the bin for the reject ring, which she found hiding under a screwed-up bank statement. She had picked it out and put it on her finger. It fitted perfectly. It’s awesome, she thought. She would add it to the box she had hidden in her top drawer, full of Eliza’s ‘shit’ jewellery, which she adored and wore in secret.

‘I mean, they’re so scruffy. And they all have these big dreams to be the next big artist, never growing up. Never really facing reality and all its bills and social responsibility. Do you understand what I mean?’ Eliza said, pulling her face out of the fridge. A slice of processed burger cheese fell out and landed on the floor with a slap.

‘I do understand,’ said Bryony, hiding her hand under the duvet before Eliza noticed she had adopted the ring as her own. ‘But some people have to have a big dream, don’t they? And if no one took risks and worked hard, then we would never have great artists, or athletes, or musicians. Would we?’ she continued, as she watched the slim-framed Eliza liberally piling peanut butter onto her slice of toast. ‘I mean, what about you with your jewellery dream? You want to be the next big thing, right?’

There was a brief silence. This was a sore point.

‘That’s true,’ said Eliza, grudgingly, after a moment. ‘You’ve a good point. But as for your bloke, Bryony, I don’t really know what to say except that if he was that bothered, he probably wouldn’t have leapt up and disappeared like that, would he?’ She stood in the open doorway, holding her small plate in one hand and wrinkling her nose slightly, her spiralling mane of thick, blonde hair forming its own little dreadlocks. Her nose piercing glinted in the low light.

She was horribly honest sometimes.

Bryony had almost given up at that very moment.

She could remember feeling disappointed and getting into bed with a book rather than the man she had fallen for during a drunken two-minute conversation. She had wondered if it would ever just be simple.

But it was now.

She was all grown up. Twenty-eight. Had a steady, well-paid job in PR, had a clean driving licence and was capable of rustling up more than just cheese on toast and a beer bong. Plus she had a gorgeous boyfriend.

Max Tooley.

He had gone from being her impossible crush to her day-to-day reality after he had accidentally spilled a whole pint of Foster’s down her white dress on a summer afternoon, just a few weeks after they had first met.

She had thought she would never see him again, and was surprised to find his shocked face before her as he had stood, holding an empty pint glass at an angle, the almost ice-cold liquid seeping through the soft material of her dress and onto her skin. He had laughed at her polka dot bra and she had slapped his cheek.

He spent the whole summer hand-delivering roses to the vintage clothes shop she worked in and hated, making the summer of 2002 one of the best of her life. Better than the summer of 1999 spent backpacking in Australia. Better than the summer of 2000 when she first discovered the joys of partying until 7 a.m. And even better than the summer of 1996 when she learned to cartwheel after umpteen attempts and a broken arm.

Bryony had been reluctant to let him in at first. She enjoyed the flowers first of all, and the attention, of course. She had liked how the girls she worked with swooned behind the counter and played with their fringes every time he came in. She adored the cute desperation of love etched in his features . . .

Bryony smiled and opened her book, switching off her bedside lamp so there was nothing but the light of five candles shining around her. Just enough light to read. But she was distracted a little. She felt unsettled, excited and strangely alive.

She turned her head to the right and looked out of the open window into the Finsbury Park street she lived on. Underneath the window was a huge leather weekend bag, waiting to be packed for the trip she and Max were taking to Amsterdam that weekend.

She couldn’t wait but, at the same time, she was slightly suspicious of Max’s behaviour of late. The weekend away . . . the cake . . . the increased appetite for sex . . . It was like he was falling in love with her all over again, and she couldn’t help but wonder why.

Their apartment was on the second floor, so she could see rows and rows of windows in from hers. There were a lot more cosy lights flickering behind curtains, and Bryony wondered what was going on in each room. She hoped the people behind them were as happy as she was.

Some of the curtains were modern and brightly coloured, pinks, greens and reds.

Some were ragged, old-fashioned lace disasters that reminded her of the white knitted skirts on loo-roll topper dolls.

She turned her attention back to her book but, just as she started to read, she heard a bang. It was so loud, the sound ricocheted in the street, bouncing from house to flat to shop and then back again. But she could still tell the source of it was several hundred yards away.

It made her jump a little in bed and she pushed her book down into the duvet, her heart racing a little.

The city was full of unexplained sounds; the residents of Finsbury Park rarely batted an eyelid at most of them. There was the usual clatter of bins, the wailing of cats that sometimes sounded like a girl in distress, the rattle of a fox discarding an empty tin of beans, backfiring car engines and the hysterical scream of ambulances. But there was something about this sound that made Bryony sit up for a moment and raise her hand to her chest, unconsciously pushing her index finger into the soft hollow of her throat. She swallowed hard.

Silence.

And then, a little later, sirens.


Four

‘I suppose we can do some window shopping.’

Thursday 12 March 2009

Crouch End, north London

4.55 p.m.

‘Get off work. I need wine and cigarettes. It’s urgent. Tanya x’

The message was short and to the point. But Sara knew the only way she could get out of work in time was by changing her shift.

She slipped her white iPhone back into her pocket and took a deep breath as she surveyed the scene around her. She was looking at the beautiful, clean, classy and – dare she say it – trendy, White Rope restaurant, in Crouch End, London.

Her restaurant.

Well, not her restaurant . . . she had been given the lofty position of ‘manager’. But it was, for her, a dream come true. Finally, at the age of twenty-eight, Sara was where she wanted to be.

Dreams. Do. Come. True she had typed in four text messages to her husband the moment she had got the news from Mauro Dellati.

Mauro, an ageing Italian man and the owner of White Rope, carried the heavy burden of unrealised, life-long dreams on his shoulders. As a child, he had imagined taking over the world with his deliciously decadent food empire, making elaborate ‘things on ciabatta’ in his mother’s cluttered kitchen, standing on a pile of phonebooks to get to the worktop.

Mauro, aged eight, covered in flour.

Mauro, aged nine, successfully creating his first paella.

By ten, Mauro knew how to make fresh pasta, his bemused mother looking on as she painted shocking red lipstick on her mouth, her hair twisted and locked tight in giant rollers.

But things hadn’t worked out as he’d hoped, and the years had slipped by until his dreams were all too far from reach. It haunted him. The onset of crippling arthritis and an ever-growing drink problem had eventually put a stop to his working days, so now he just took part of the profit from the restaurant and shared out the responsibilities. He would only visit on Sunday evenings, clutching a walking stick and sipping cold white wine in the corner of the restaurant, while looking out wistfully at the business he had used to run.

‘You, Sara, my darling, will make this place your own,’ he had said with teary brown eyes, the October before. Both his hands had been on her slim shoulders, which had been barely covered by a delicate vest top, as if he were about to hand down a knighthood. She had felt the rough texture of his palms against her skin. He smelt of a pungent aftershave, and had a bulbous red nose from his years of dedicated drinking, in the middle of a kind, warm face.

He was like a grandfather to her. An eccentric, wonderful man, who had stepped down to give her a chance, years after she had started at the restaurant as a Saturday girl, in her teens. No one had ever understood her potential quite like Mauro did. No one seemed to have so much patience with her. He’d never disciplined her, or shouted at her; even when she had managed to screw up the opening of a champagne bottle so badly that a customer had gone to hospital with an eye injury. Instead, he had merely chuckled quietly to himself in the corner of the kitchen, before writing out an accident report note.

A warm feeling built up inside her when she thought about this man, who had always believed in her.

Sara had never really thought she would go far. She was a quirky, unusual woman, with short, dark hair. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent, and her eyes were a striking blue. She was hauntingly beautiful, with a slight and graceful frame. She was an alternative soul, with a beautiful, clipped voice that would melt into something altogether earthier in the right circumstances. A social chameleon, she could fit in anywhere, but it often left her wondering who she was: she could be the girl at gigs, with dark eyeliner highlighted like tiger markings in the strobe lights, and yet she could be a no-nonsense businesswoman in a suit and high heels when she wanted to be, too.

Sara had a strange, dry sense of humour, but most of all she was quick to temper. She was known for her fieriness and it had got her into trouble in the past. Being different, there came difficulties. She often wondered if she didn’t have an off-kilter attitude to life from all the violently different reactions she had provoked in people over the years. Men either fell obsessively in love with her, or found themselves in blazing arguments with her over the foundations of feminism because they’d dared to utter the term ‘bird’ or ‘slag’ to a friend in the queue of a nightclub. She was outspoken, but quiet. Strikingly attractive, but prone to slip into the background.

And while her parents hoped she would step into a law career as they had, running The White Rope was bigger than anything she had ever imagined for herself.

The Maccabees were playing at a low volume through the sound system. She sang quietly along to the song, as she made her way to the back of the restaurant to start shuffling through the paperwork in the small office booth there, which was still very much part of the restaurant floor.

It was quiet, the only customer an elderly man who sat on a table near the back of the room, drinking coffee and staring at the back of her neck, remembering what youth was and a wife he was once lucky enough to love. He always sat near the back in quiet moments just so he could be close to someone.

The White Rope fitted snugly in the high street, nestled between a quirky coffee shop and a posh bakery, which was usually bursting with honey-blonde-highlighted, pram-wielding women in groups that would bubble with laughter.

It emitted a warm, romantic glow in the winter, transforming into a fresh, open eatery in the summer, which had such a genuinely Mediterranean feel to it that people often felt pangs of regret for ever coming home from their holiday in France as they passed. It was perfect all year round. It felt like home.

Sara had something in common with Mauro: she, too, had wanted to run her own restaurant since she was five years old, setting one up in her room with plastic doll’s-house chairs and musty flannels for tablecloths. And here she was.

She thought about the task at hand once again, and talked to herself quietly under her breath, trying to sum up the manager inside. She continued to sing to herself, a little louder now. The elderly man – who was so weathered by his years – started to chuckle to himself.

‘Hey, missy! I’m trying to have a quiet coffee here,’ he said, his voice gravelly and deep. As he smiled, there were gaps where teeth used to be.

‘Oh, sorry, John!’ Sara replied, throwing her head back with a laugh and spinning round in her chair, revealing a smile so bright and wide it often startled people. ‘I forget where I am sometimes,’ she said, turning back around and thinking who she could call on to take over her shift.

John continued to chuckle under his breath before turning and staring out of the windows at the front of the restaurant, admiring the usual bustle of the town centre; a homeless man outside Waitrose begging for change; a group of kids bouncing footballs and shouting. Sara had always been a ‘nice person’ – a push-over, some even said, who usually put the needs of others before her own.

The only person who saw this as wholly good was her husband Tom, a twenty-nine-year-old wildly creative artist who said that it was Sara’s honesty and understanding of the world around her that had made her so attractive to him in the first place. He was the only person who had never let her down. They had only met three years ago, but Sara had known he was the one from the moment she had set eyes on him at a party of mutual friends.

As Sara pondered her replacement problem, she noticed with satisfaction that the tables were being set for the evening, when the restaurant would have a completely different atmosphere. Waiting staff shuffled around, adorning the place until it dripped with sparkling silverware and crisp, white napkins, reserved for the glamorous and often more demanding late-evening guests. The 6 p.m. diners would soon be filing in, holding hands under and over the tables. Most of them would grab a quick seafood linguine or risotto special before heading into town to watch some passionate wannabe belting out show-tunes.

Within half an hour, the candles were lit. The music was on low. The atmosphere was beautiful. Just how she wanted it.

Sara stood at the back of the room taking in the calm before the storm, but was distracted by the thought of her curvy and strikingly gorgeous best friend, Tanya, sitting at home on the sofa, watching the music channels and obsessing over whether or not it was too early to crack open a tub of Ben & Jerry’s. Tanya had been more than a little heartbroken of late, so Sara had vowed to introduce her to the world of internet dating. As far as she was concerned, it was acceptable now. No longer a place where the gorgeous ‘Jed’ you were talking to via email usually turned out to be a ninety-year-old hermit from Arkansas who had last trimmed his toenails when his wife died twenty years before. Sara knew a few people who had met ‘the one’ on dating websites and considered that pretty good odds.

It was time for Tanya to meet someone she would never normally bump into. She needed to avoid the usual guys who were attracted to her perfectly toned hourglass figure and striking eyes. The ones who would swagger up to her in a bar, leaving the nice guys staring into their beer, wondering quietly why they hadn’t plucked up the courage before.

She hated changing shifts . . . asking people to take on duties at dangerously short notice. She slid over to the small office booth at the back of the restaurant where the phone was, looking around quickly to check there were enough staff at the bar and on ‘foot patrol’. She swelled with pride at the happy team she had built up. She picked up the phone and dialled.

There were four rings and then the call was answered. ‘Er, yeah, hello?’ came the deep, earthy tone of Simon’s voice.

‘Hi, Simon,’ Sara purred down the line. She caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection of the computer screen: her pixie crop had grown a little too long for her liking. She tugged at her fringe and cursed herself for not getting it trimmed earlier that day.

‘Oh, oh, er, hi, Sara. You all right? I mean how are you?’ Simon asked, audibly trying to stand to attention.

‘Yes, great, thanks. Look, I have to be quick – do you fancy taking over my shift tonight? I can trade with you so I’ll cover your day shift tomorrow; and you know what that means, don’t you?’ she asked, with the same ‘blink and you’ll miss it’ tone of voice as a highly skilled car salesman. She doubted he’d even had time to correct his wedgie.

‘That means I can go to Pacha tonight and not work tomorrow, doesn’t it?’ he responded, a smile in his voice.

‘It certainly does . . . do you think you can be here in half an hour?’ she begged, knowing that his flat was a two-minute walk away. It was a strange, rickety little box-like dwelling, wedged above a newsagent that still sold troll pencil toppers and penny sweets for a penny.

‘Yeah, all right. Give me twenty-five minutes,’ he muttered, before ringing off.

Sara hung up with a sigh of relief and grabbed her mobile phone. She tapped a message quickly, telling Tanya she would be round shortly with a bottle of Pinot Grigio.

That done, Sara set about quickly tidying the office before she left. Her wedding ring flashed in the dim light thrown by the computer as she moved a dangerously high pile of paperwork into a box file. The sight of it still made her glow inside. Every time she looked at it, she almost couldn’t believe it had happened.

She had married Tom Wilson a year ago, and became Sara Wilson, née Peabody. She loved Tom more than anything in the world, but one of the best parts of marriage, she had to admit, was being able to finally cast aside her surname, which had been more than enough for teasing fodder at school. Most school bullies have to look for the usual target points: knock knees, rickets, food in braces, unfortunate hair, crooked glasses, but with Sara’s surname, it had been there on a plate. Tonight, Tom was at some art event that would probably involve endless trays of canapés, and small foodie ‘sculptures’ comprising dollops of fish eggs and grilled goat’s cheese balanced precariously against each other. It sounded great, but she had been to enough of the things, so was leaving him to it – more often, lately. He was understanding about it, and Sara certainly didn’t demand his presence at her special restaurant events. It was the parts of their lives that stayed relatively separate. Healthy, she reckoned. Tom’s career had rocketed in recent months, with the pop-up Mulai Gallery on Tottenham Court Road agreeing to exhibit his work. It had been a big deal; a huge deal, in fact.

She saw clearly the contrast in her love life and Tanya’s. While Sara returned home to her scruffy but gorgeous husband, Tanya had been having her heart swiftly crushed again and again by the next bad boy in her life.

Simon eventually materialised before her wearing a black shirt and grey trousers. His blond hair was as she expected: perfect.

‘Hi, Saz,’ he said, sashaying around her and tying a burgundy apron around his waist. ‘Where are you off to?’ he asked with a grin, finishing the knot at the back before placing both hands on his waist confidently.

‘I’m off to look after a friend. Man problems,’ she said, throwing her notepad onto a pile at the back of the desk and untying her own apron quickly, her straight nose crinkling a little with her expression of concentration.

‘Oh, right, good luck with that. I’ll call you if the place burns down, yeah? Or would you rather not know?’ he called after her as she walked out of the door, rolling her eyes and grinning.

Tanya lived in Finsbury Park, just near the tube station. Sara dived into a branch of Tesco Metro and picked up a bottle of wine, a super-size chocolate bar and a packet of Marlboro Gold before jumping on the bus. It was going to be one of those nights, she could tell. Tanya was heartbroken by the sound of it. Sara pondered this on the short bus ride, as it chugged up hills and blundered clumsily around corners. Neither of them were heavy drinkers, but she thought that tonight they might need a glass or two.

Within fifteen minutes the bus had pulled up at busy Finsbury Park station and Sara jumped off, clutching her bag of goodies. Tanya’s flat was near a pop-up bar that had never quite managed to pop down – they had spent a few fun nights in there dancing to indie bands on sweaty nights.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ Tanya said now, opening the door slowly. Her sudden appearance revealed not only a significant loss of weight for the two short weeks they had been apart, but also a wild change in hair colour. Her normally dark brown afro-curls had been bleached blonde, and she’d had her nose pierced. Her usually curvy body had lost several inches: it was a bit of shock.

They weren’t kidding when they said heartbreak is the best kind of diet, Sara thought. She didn’t need to lose weight in the first place. ‘Wow! Look at you!’ she said, putting as much false cheer into her voice as she could. Pulling Tanya into a cuddle, she could feel more ribs and elbows than she normally did when embracing her, and the image of a xylophone popped into her mind. She grimaced to herself while stuck behind her friend’s ear, her face full of newly coloured hair. It was a bad sign.

‘Come on in,’ Tanya said, shuffling through her hallway in her slippers. She was wearing a pair of black skinny jeans and a tight grey T-shirt, giving her that sexy, girl-next-door look that seemed to attract all the wrong men.

Sara followed her, wine bottle in hand, wishing she were a little more glamorous.

Tanya had already ordered an Indian takeaway, which had been their favourite for years. They had discovered their joint love for curry at university when they were dumped together like unwanted gifts in the same halls of residence. Tanya’s hair had been a full-on wild bunch of curls when they had first met, and Sara had always been envious of that. Tanya was full of the sexy, beautiful and confident traits of her Jamaican heritage. She had been the cool girl at university, and Sara had looked up to her ever since.

The order arrived five minutes later, complete with a sweaty delivery guy at the door, slightly out of breath from the five steps he had had to tackle, his moped quietly sputtering away behind him.

They poured out the wine and dished up the food, before retiring to the sofa to enjoy it all.

‘So, what’s happened, then?’ Sara asked, lifting a forkful of rice to her mouth.

Tanya’s face was instantly clouded with sadness, her brown eyes looking down at her plate piled high with curry. ‘Well, I thought everything was going amazingly well, you know. I’d met his friends; he’d met mine. It was early days, but all very promising. And then it just went wrong. The whole thing just collapsed like a house of cards,’ Tanya finished, swirling her fork in the sauce and staring at it with the expression a child adopts when they don’t want to even try to eat any more.

‘What do you mean by “went wrong”?’ Sara probed gently, staring at the pretty freckles dotted all over her friend’s face.

A small tear welled up in Tanya’s eye and ran down her cheek.

Sara put her plate down and shuffled a little closer to her, shocked. Tanya never really cried – she was the tough one out of the two of them.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Tanya said now, wiping her face as more tears followed.

‘Don’t be sorry, Tanya, we all get sad. And this is what I’m here for, isn’t it?’ Sara asked, rubbing Tanya’s arm gently.

As she put her plate down, Tanya laughed a little, despite her tears. Sara had that way about her. People often crumbled around her, but she put them back together so well.

‘Well, he just stopped calling, and then every time I rang him, he would just cut off the call. And at first I thought he must just be busy or something. But then, after a few days of this, he just sent me a text – a text message, for fuck’s sake! – and all it said was, “Sorry, I don’t think I’m ready for a relationship.” And that was it. And I’m confused, Sara!’ Tanya said, looking at her friend with utter despair. ‘I don’t understand. I did everything by the book – we didn’t sleep with each other too soon, I wasn’t jealous, or possessive, or clingy. I didn’t say “I love you”, the sex was fabulous . . . I just don’t get it.’

Sara didn’t know what to say, so she took a large sip of wine and looked into her best friend’s reddened eyes. It was hard to know how to react in these situations, Sara realised. She was twenty-eight now and had done her fair share of dating in her early twenties, and, until she had met Tom, it had been exactly like this. You never really felt safe, she remembered. Men blew hot and cold like dodgy heaters in student flats: they lied, they cheated, they confused you; and never once had she ever really understood why she hadn’t been good enough for them. And then she had met Tom and everything had just clicked. It had made sense.

Tanya pushed open a large window next to the sofa and lit a cigarette. Little raindrops were starting to gather on the glass, and the smoke curled out into the evening air. She had a beautiful apartment, and Sara loved popping over to see her for nights in as much as she loved sipping cocktails with her in expensive bars.

‘Well,’ said Sara now, ‘I don’t know why he disappeared. But all I can say is that it’s a blessing it happened sooner rather than later, and you just have to hang in there, and think positive, and do not blame yourself. Promise me?’ Sara was aware her plea came at the end of a long list of rather worn-out advice, but she did know how much these things could affect a person’s confidence. She lit a cigarette, too, cradling her glass of wine in her other hand and pursing her lips in thought.
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