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Vivian hadn’t seen Nick for over a week.


‘Miss me?’ he said, planting a kiss on her cheek.


‘Not at all,’ she said.


It was a shame, but she hadn’t. And her week had been simpler for not having to factor him into it.


She took his coat and hung it on the peg. ‘How was Oslo?’


‘Stockholm,’ he said.


She had no idea why he’d gone to Sweden. Or why he’d been to Newcastle the previous week. They’d agreed, a while back, that banging on about work got them nowhere. They were both permanently under pressure and ‘a trouble shared’ was merely an additional burden.


‘Did you get off with lots of sexy Swedes?’ she said.


‘Just the one.’


A double bluff? Surely the very possibility should arouse a twinge of…something. No? At least she didn’t spend hours moping or roiling with jealous suspicions. (And yet. Once in a while, a film or poem or piece of music tweaked – for the want of a better explanation – her heart, leaving her feeling short-changed, regretful that she didn’t crave more from her lover.)


‘I’ve never been to Stockholm,’ she said.


‘Stylish city. But bloody cold.’ He pulled a hat from his coat pocket and jammed it on his head. ‘I was forced to buy this.’


The khaki hat, lined with fake fur, had earflaps and a peak that could be fastened back. He turned to face her, jutting out his chin, gripping the bowl of an imaginary pipe, fixing his gaze on an imaginary fjord. ‘What d’you reckon?’


Nick Mellor was handsome. Dark hair, grey eyes, straight nose, white teeth. He was tall, too, a plus point for Vivian who was five-eight.


She’d been introduced to him several years ago, at a dinner party thrown by mutual friends. It was a set-up, of course. She’d grown accustomed to being a project for couples who wanted the whole world to be as happily paired as they insisted they were. She and Nick had hit it off and things had progressed from there.


In the beginning, they’d made time for each other in their busy lives but, as they both scrambled up career ladders, the need to be deemed indispensable became a full-time job. They got on well enough but, as time went by, they spent less and less of it together. Her phone logged a string of texts confirming this. ‘Still at work.’ ‘Shattered. Can we leave it tonight?’ She often wondered why they bothered. On the other hand it was easier to be part of a couple than to explain why she wasn’t. But, unless something changed, whatever they had wasn’t going anywhere. Two more young professionals without the energy or desire to make their relationship flourish.


‘Mmmm. Something smells good,’ he said.


‘Duck confit with a red wine jus.’


‘Blimey, that’s impressive’


‘Waitrose,’ she said. ‘Just in case you think I’ve morphed into a domestic goddess whilst you’ve been away.’


‘It still smells good.’


After they’d been together for a year or so, the question of their living together had come up. It was what couples in their mid-thirties did, and there were half-a-dozen reasons why they should. But, with the property market threatening to nosedive, they’d agreed that it was the wrong time to sell, and that it would be wiser to hang on, to see how things panned out.


To be truthful, Vivian had been relieved that they’d found a credible reason for leaving things as they were. She’d never been good at living with other people. She’d disliked those obligatory years of student flat-shares – the chaos, the lack of privacy, those alien cooking smells. As soon as she’d qualified and found a job, she’d rented a studio flat in Finsbury Park, preferring the hassle of a flap-down bed to housemates who left damp towels on the bathroom floor and bags of rubbish mouldering in the kitchen. She’d recently heard of a couple who, despite marrying, had continued to live separately. It wasn’t as crazy as it sounded.


Five years ago, when her mother died, Vivian had discovered she was the beneficiary of her life insurance policy. (In making plans, her parents had assumed her father would be the first to go – not unreasonable as he was so much older than his wife.) The six-figure sum had enabled her to buy this flat. It was a bitter-sweet route to property-ownership, but there was no doubt her mother would have approved of her spending the money in this way.


‘How’s your dad?’ Nick said as they sat down to their meal.


‘Okay. I think. I haven’t seen him for a few weeks.’ She glanced up from her plate. ‘I’m going down on Saturday. D’you fancy coming?’


She watched him struggle to frame his excuse. ‘Saturday. Mmmm. Damn. I’ve got…this, this thing…’


She held his gaze until he looked away. ‘It’s time I told him about Cologne.’


‘It’s definitely on then?’ he said.


‘Yes. I’ll go in January.’


‘How d’you think he’ll take it?’


‘I have no idea.’


When the possibility of her working in Germany came up, Nick hadn’t seemed concerned but she wondered whether he was still as sanguine.


‘You’re okay with it?’ she said.


‘Sure.’ He smiled. ‘It’s no more of a problem than if you worked in…in Glasgow. In fact, Cologne is probably nearer than Glasgow.’


What sort of an answer was that?


‘So what are your plans for Christmas?’ he said.


They were barely into November. Forward-planning wasn’t his thing and she was surprised by his question. For a moment she wondered whether he was planning to whisk her away. Somewhere hot. White sand beaches. Azure seas.


‘Why?’ she said.


‘The guys in work want me to go skiing.’


‘Oh.’


‘Actually they asked me months ago and I said no. But someone’s dropped out. I sort of assumed you’d be spending Christmas with your dad.’


‘Yes, I suppose I shall,’ she said.


‘Look, Vivian, I won’t go if…’


‘Of course you must go,’ she said. ‘Christmas is no big deal. It’s just another day, after all.’


Christmas loomed ahead, an iceberg in the winter fog. If she didn’t spend it with her father, he would be on his own. She suspected that he wouldn’t care but, fanciful though it was, she felt that, in abandoning him, she would let her mother down.


Annaliese Carey – her mother – hailed from Munich and, as a child, Vivian had adored the family’s German Christmases. They’d made her feel special. Interesting. Different. No one else she knew woke on the sixth of December to find their shoes filled with sweets. No one else opened their presents on Christmas Eve. No one else ate goose and dumplings for Christmas dinner, or hung picturesque wooden decorations on their tree. (Always a real tree that touched the ceiling and filled the house with the dark scent of Bavarian forests.)


Even after leaving home, when Christmases had stopped feeling ‘special’, she’d returned to celebrate with her parents, arriving as late as was possible on Christmas Eve and finding an excuse – parties, friends, even work – to escape on Boxing Day. Her mother must have seen through her excuses but she’d never pressed her to stay longer.


Nick kissed her cheek. ‘Let’s make sure we do something special for New Year.’


‘Yes, let’s,’ she said.


Belsize Park Tube was a ten-minute walk from Vivian’s flat. If there were no hitches on the Northern Line, her journey to work took thirty-five minutes.


Friel Dravid Associates’ offices were located off the Caledonian Road. The building had begun life as premises for a firm of carriers whose horse-drawn carts conveyed goods from Kings Cross railway station all over the city. When horses were superseded by motor vehicles, the owner had sold the building to a circus impresario who – or so the story went – had used it to house an elephant until planning regulations had overtaken him. Percy Friel had acquired the property in the early sixties when he and Bharat Dravid were setting up Friel Dravid. They’d restored and refurbished it (the scheme had been written up in the Architects’ Journal) and the quirky building became known as ‘The Elephant House’. By the time Vivian joined the firm, Dravid was dead, Percy Friel had retired and his son, Howard, had taken over.


When Vivian arrived at work, Ottilie – the office manager – was in the kitchen, arranging showy chrysanthemums in a gigantic glass vase.


‘They’re stunning,’ Vivian said.


‘They were pricey, but they’ll last,’ Ottilie said standing back and squinting at the bronze blooms. ‘White’s classier. But you know me. I can’t resist a splash of colour. Howard’s looking for you, by the way.’


Vivian bit her lip in mock trepidation. ‘Oh dear. What have I done now?’


She knew she’d done nothing wrong. She also knew that Howard Friel, who could be a hard taskmaster, trusted her to do a good job. He liked her, too, and they’d become friends. He sometimes moaned to her about his children – both in their thirties, both something in the baffling world of City banking. ‘Where did we go wrong? They don’t have an iota of creativity between them. Or a jot of social conscience.’


‘He’s in his office. Could you take him a coffee?’ Ottilie nodded towards the industrial-scale coffee machine that kept the office buzzing throughout the day.


Vivian poured two mugs of coffee and carried them up the spiral staircase to the first floor. As usual, the door to Howard’s office was open and he was seated at his desk.


Howard Friel was sixty-two but with his wiry frame and abundant iron-grey hair, he could have passed for fifty. He had a quiet, authoritative manner which set him slightly apart, as if he were an anthropologist observing humankind. Yet he was approachable and open-minded, ready to listen and, when asked, to give an opinion. Vivian sometimes pretended to herself that Howard was her father. It would have made more sense if he had been.


He looked up from his screen and beckoned her in. ‘Coffee. Wonderful.’


‘You wanted to see me?’ she said.


He signalled for her to sit down. ‘We should try and fit in a Cologne visit before Christmas. You, me and Ralph. We need to meet the contractor. Firm up the schedule. Maybe we could take a look at offices. Get a few viewings lined up.’


‘Sounds good.’


‘Cara’s keen to tag along. Would that be okay with you?’


Vivian meant it when she said, ‘Of course. It’ll be fun.’


Cara, Howard’s wife of thirty-odd years, was a jewellery designer. She was a handsome, buxom woman. Always laughing. Everyone cheered up when Cara was around, jingling with jewellery and oozing vitality. The couple exuded an aura of well-being which infected everyone around them. At the office summer party, asked by a young man (who had downed too many glasses of Pimms and who was a week away from his own wedding day) for her recipe for a successful marriage, Cara had replied ‘Shared baths. Dancing in the kitchen. And a firm hold of the leash.’


Vivian, also a little drunk, had tried to imagine what her parents would have come up with if anyone had asked them the same question. She had not the faintest idea – but then she had no idea whether her parents had considered theirs to be a successful marriage.
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Gil tapped his pockets. A few weeks ago he’d locked himself out and since then he’d taken to frisking himself before pulling the door shut. Keys. Wallet. Phone. I.D. His mother would be proud of him. He was fifty-one years old, and she lived on the other side of the world, yet she still nagged him to eat a ‘proper’ breakfast and to get his hair trimmed when it reached his collar. (Skype was a mixed blessing.)


He jabbed a thumb on the light switch then hurried down the two flights of stairs, taking up the daily challenge to make the front door before the switch popped out and stranded him in darkness. Yes. Five days in a row. He was heading for a record.


Bending, he scooped up the leaflets strewn across the scuffed vinyl. At the tenants’ most recent ‘hall and stairs’ meeting they’d agreed to keep on top of this menace. He glanced through the batch of flyers. Cabs, takeaways, ‘scrap’ gold for cash, dry cleaners, men with vans, and men with drain-rods. A reflection of the aspiration – and desperation – of North Londoners in twenty-ten. Having made sure that there were no genuine items of mail amidst the junk, he dropped the lot into the bin that they’d all pitched in to buy.


Leaving the house, he descended the half-dozen steps to the pavement then slipped through the gate in the iron railings and down the stairs to the basement flat. He rapped on the door. Beyond it, Feray was shouting at the kids. He couldn’t make out what she was saying, or whether she was speaking English or Turkish, but he knew she would be threatening them with reprisals if they didn’t shift. It was the same every weekday morning.


When she came to the door she looked frazzled, a frown darkening her eyes, her lips set tight.


‘What is their problem?’ she said, shaking her head.


‘God, you look sexy when you’re angry.’


She arched an eyebrow and held his gaze. He’d persuaded her to do just that when he’d last photographed her. ‘Come on,’ he’d said. ‘It makes you look hot. Like Gardner or Bacall.’ ‘Bullshit,’ she’d said, but she’d complied and the portrait – he’d gone for black and white – took pride of place on her living room wall.


‘You coming in?’ she asked.


‘Got to get to work. I wondered whether you’d like me to cook supper tonight. For all of us.’


Her expression softened. ‘That’d be nice.’


James and Melissa were bickering in the background. Their complaining voices evoked the sniping that had gone on between him and his sisters when they were this age.


‘Six-thirty-ish?’ he said.


She nodded.


He leant forward and kissed her hastily on the lips. ‘Gotta go.’


Pulling his collar up around his ears, he shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and headed for the bus stop.


On days like this, when the pewter sky squatted no more than a few metres above the rooftops, he had to remind himself that, of his own free will, he had chosen north London over New South Wales. But his misgivings were constantly short-lived because, between leaving his top-floor bedsit and getting dragged along in the rip tide of commuters, he regained the certainty that this was where he wanted to be.


Gil had drawn his first breath at the Royal Free Hospital in Islington. (When he’d checked, he’d discovered the site had long since been redeveloped as luxury flats.) His mother kept the unfeasibly small identity bracelet that proved this in the bottom of her jewellery box, the essential information presented in block capitals. 26 – 4 – 1959. MALE. 6LBS 11OZS. GILLON PAUL THOMAS.


When he was a toddler, his parents had hijacked him, transported him to the other side of the world then set about brainwashing him into believing that he belonged in that technicolored land of opportunity. He knew now that the time he’d spent in Australia – first in Brisbane, then in Coffs Harbour – had, in effect, been a stretch in an open prison from which it had taken him forty-odd years to escape.


He’d arrived in London by way of several European cities, each a potential new home. Rome – too full of itself. Paris – too stylish. Berlin – too prescriptive in its permissiveness. Amsterdam – too damn easy. He’d saved London until last, like the favourite chocolate in the box, knowing that he wouldn’t be disappointed.


He waited at the bus stop with the restless crowd, each of them fine-tuning their position, making sure to be well-placed when the bus turned up. Racehorses jostling at the starting tape. He peered up Fortress Road. From here he was only able to see a couple of hundred yards before the bend in the road cut off his view, keeping alive the hope that a 134 was a matter of minutes away.


Sometimes, to prove that he could, he walked the three-quarters of a mile to Camden Town and picked up a bus there, where he had the choice of several. On one occasion there’d been a snarl up – road works or a ‘shunt’ – and he’d covered the distance faster than the crawling traffic. He’d used a Transit van as a pacemaker and, having set himself the challenge, he’d jogged part of the way. (That was a while ago now, and on a sparkling spring morning.)


After ten minutes the bus – a matching pair, in fact – arrived and he hauled himself up the stairs. Even after living in London for five years he still got a kick out of riding on the top deck. An extra kick if, as today, he managed to get the seat at the front, above the driver. As the bus lurched on, he planned what he would cook for Feray and the kids. They’d be hungry so it should be something quick and filling. Maybe, to save time, follow it with a ready-made dessert. Melissa was picky – Feray was getting quite worried about how little she ate – but she had a sweet tooth. Chocolate was always a winner. Okay. Pasta with a tuna and tomato sauce. Profiteroles. And, for Feray, a carton of fresh pineapple – her favourite – if there were any to be had by the time he got out of work.


The bus dropped him, along with a dozen others, at the corner of Hampstead Road and Euston Road, outside the glass and steel edifice that was the administrative hub of the hospital. He fell in with the stream of people making their way through the revolving doors and on through the atrium café to the bank of lifts. The coffee smelled good and he was tempted to join the queue but it was an expensive indulgence. The money he saved could go towards tonight’s meal. Besides, he was trying to cut back on his caffeine intake – shaky hands and cameras didn’t sit happily together – a vow which he made every Monday but which he invariably broke by Tuesday morning.


The lift bing-bong-ed its arrival and a subdued cohort shuffled in, reluctant to return to the grind after the weekend. The capsule ascended, the air inside prickly with perfume. Gil, who was averse to any aroma apart from coffee and cigarettes this early in the day, was glad to get out at the third floor. Checking the time on the clock above the door, he entered the open-plan office that served as base for several of the hospital’s non-clinical functions. It was a dreary room. The ceiling was oppressively low and, despite the expanse of windows running down either side, daylight failed to penetrate to its centre. Today, as on all but the brightest of summer days, the lights were on.


The Medical Photography Department amounted to a couple of desks, three PCs, a colour printer and a photocopier in the corner nearest the door. People were surprised to learn that the hospital employed only two photographers but, as Gil explained, doctors were type-A individuals. They could afford expensive digital cameras – nowhere near the spec of the big Nikon beasts at Gil’s disposal but good enough – and increasingly undertook their own photography. He foresaw that, before long, his function would be redundant. But there was no point in getting steamed up about that until it happened.


‘Good weekend, Gil?’ Terry called across from ‘Health and Safety’.


‘Not bad. Saw a great exhibition at the Tate.’


A maxillofacial consultant for whom Gil did a lot of work had given him two tickets for the Muybridge exhibition. ‘Another dropped bollock,’ he’d explained. ‘My wife informs me we’re off to a wedding. No use to me. Thought you might be interested.’


Gil had invited Feray to go with him. ‘What about the kids,’ she’d said. ‘They’re on their own every day until you get in from work.’ ‘I know but it’s…different at the weekends.’ He’d persisted, the kids joining in, rather too enthusiastically, he’d thought, promising to phone if there was the slightest problem.


They’d gone but Feray had been twitchy. They’d spent barely an hour looking at the photographs before she’d said, ‘I think I’ll head back. But you don’t have to come.’ He’d sulked all the way home and, instead of spending the night with her as he often did at weekends, he’d gone out for a few beers then returned to his own flat, slamming the front door and stomping across the hall to make damn certain she heard him. Tonight’s meal was by way of a peace offering.


Gil’s boss, Kevin Lisle, wasn’t in yet. Kevin had recently become a father and fractured nights were taking their toll. One of the few things that Gil remembered clearly from the days when his own kids had been newborn was the constant leaden-headed exhaustion. Another was the what the hell have we done? cloud that hung over him and Janey, darkening every day.


He switched on his machine and typed in his password. F.A.L.C.O.N.5.3.9. The model and registration number of the fourth-hand Ford he’d raided their savings to buy in nineteen eighty-nine. Janey, sleep-deprived and permanently on the verge of tears, was still breastfeeding Polly. It hadn’t taken much to push her over the edge and that car (God, he’d loved that car) became a cipher for everything that was wrong between them; every way he’d failed her.


The usual assortment of email awaited him. Requests from clinicians to photograph patients or write images to CD. A reminder that his ’flu jab was due. An invitation to contribute to a colleague’s leaving gift. Information on a cross-infection course he was booked to attend. Nothing out of the ordinary.


His first task each morning was to check the images he’d downloaded at close of play the previous day. Depending on what they were required for – patient records, lectures or displays – they needed cropping or resizing. It was a routine chore and an undemanding way of easing into the day.


That done, his time was spent photographing patients. This took place in the hospital a couple of hundred yards away, on the opposite side of Euston Road. His ‘home’ there was a studio on the lower ground floor where patients attending the various clinics came to be photographed. If they were incapacitated or unable to come to him, he took his equipment to the ward or the operating theatre.


The commute between hospital and admin building took place several times a day. It was a crazy arrangement but Gil looked forward to it. He enjoyed rejoining the outside world for five minutes, dicing with death as he negotiated four lanes of traffic. It also gave him the opportunity to snatch a sneaky fag. Theoretically, he’d given up smoking. Both his mother and Feray (although they’d never met or even spoken) were on his case and, seven months ago, they’d extracted his promise to quit. But by some distorted logic he’d persuaded himself that a few drags taken in this limbo-land didn’t count; that the damage the occasional Euston Road puff did to his lungs was nothing compared with the traffic fumes he inhaled.


As he was preparing to make the first trek of the day, his phone chirruped an incoming text from Kevin. They’d had another bad night and he’d be late in. Gil would have to cover but he didn’t mind. Taking a few extra photographs was a piece of cake compared with what Kevin – poor sod – was going through.


Gil had decided to become a photographer when, at the age of twelve, he was given a battered Pentax K1000 by a neighbour who had tired of the hobby. His father had helped him rig up a darkroom under the stairs and, with the aid of a couple of library books, he’d learned how to develop and print his work. Cartier-Bresson and Robert Doisneau were his idols and he’d daydreamed of tooling around Europe, capturing the spirit of the age – always in black and white. He imagined reproductions of his work adorning the walls of student bedrooms, smoky bars and cafés. And his stuff wasn’t bad. (His photograph of his mother pegging his father’s work shirts on the clothesline took second prize in the Gazette’s annual photographic competition.) But somewhere along the way he’d been distracted by girls and music and beer and, by the time he’d dealt with all that, he’d been forced to modify his dreams.


Taking photographs of leg ulcers or radical surgery couldn’t be described as pleasant but, given his aptitude with a camera and lack of squeamishness, Gil didn’t mind. On the occasions when he was called in to photograph a rare condition or groundbreaking surgery it could be quite fascinating. He was good with patients who found the hospital environment intimidating and were reassured by this middle-aged guy with his down-to-earth manner. Once they’d identified his accent, they were keen to chat about visits to family and friends in Australia, and naturally there was incessant cricket and rugby banter. He wasn’t heavily into sport but it was a useful means of easing patients through the unavoidable indignities of the process. The pay wasn’t great but it was sufficient for his needs. No. He wasn’t a latter-day Doisneau but he was doing a useful job, and there were worse ways to earn a living.


At five o’clock Kevin, evidently delighted to have an excuse not to dash home, offered to finish up. ‘You get off. I owe you one.’


‘That’d be great,’ Gil said, picking up his jacket. ‘I’m cooking supper tonight.’


‘Special occasion?’


‘No.’


‘Aaah. Blotted your copybook, eh?’ Kevin winked and tapped the side of his nose, conveying his customary ‘women are the enemy’ message.


Gil felt a bit of a shit when he went along with Kevin’s ‘us and them’ rubbish. His boss wasn’t a bad bloke but Gil didn’t care enough about him to embark on a crusade to put him right.


‘You and Feray must come over soon. Meet Jack.’


Kevin held up a glossy A4 print of a baby’s face. Baby Jack’s eyes were barely open and he sported a roll of fat running across the bridge of his nose and above his eyes, making it look as though he’d gone the distance with Mike Tyson. He wore a beanie which was way too big, its stark whiteness accentuating the purplish-pink of his skin. The hat had two ears sewn to its crown and ‘Jack’ embroidered in blue on the front in case, Gil supposed, Kevin and Debbie forgot their son’s name.


‘He’s got a cheeky little face, don’t you think? He’s going to be a proper Jack-the-Lad.’ There was a hint of desperate hope in Kevin’s prediction, as if all his problems would fade away once his four-week-old son was into sex and drugs.


‘He’s a real beaut,’ Gil said, giving Kevin the reassurance he craved and himself a chance to make his getaway.
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When Vivian emerged from the Tube station, it was raining. Less than an hour earlier the skies over Belsize Park had been streaked with winter sunshine but, whilst she’d been making the subterranean journey south, the weather had changed.


She set off briskly, dipping her head against the rain. Her father’s house was a twenty-minute walk from the station, via a dreary stretch of main road and a series of humdrum streets. She’d covered the route dozens of times and could navigate with her eyes shut.


Almost immediately beads of water were dripping from her hair, snaking down her neck and inside her collar. Checking that she had enough cash in her purse, she retraced her footsteps and slipped into the mini-cab office – little more than a cubby hole – located next to the Tube station. The bearded man seated behind the grille was studying a Sudoku puzzle. Behind him, in the gloom, two men in padded anoraks were hunched over a chessboard. The front man looked up but said nothing.


‘Farleigh Road, please,’ she said.


He turned, speaking sharply to one of the chess players who, eyes still on the board, lifted a set of keys from one of half-a-dozen hooks screwed into the tongue-and-grooved boarding behind his head.


Unbolting the door, the driver emerged from his secure enclosure. ‘This way please, madam.’


She used the firm when the weather was foul or she was pushed for time, but anyone new to Abbas Mini Cabs might have lost their nerve as they were led along the pavement and round to the side street where the anonymous vehicles were parked.


‘Farleigh Road,’ she repeated as the driver opened the rear door of a tired-looking Toyota.


The car pulled away, wallowing on its spongy suspension, and she remembered that she’d meant to call in at the Sainsbury’s Local opposite the station to pick up something for her father – a bar of milk chocolate or a puzzle magazine or a net of satsumas. These small offerings had become a ritual and she pictured him glancing at her empty hands, childishly disappointed.


The cab smelled of air freshener, the sickly scent exacerbated by the heater going full blast. Farleigh Road was only a couple of miles from where she’d grown up. The low-rise streetscape of south-of-the-river London, its hugger-mugger terraced houses, its down-at-heel shops, were familiar territory. She stared out of the window. It wasn’t worth engaging with the driver on such a short journey. What was the point of talking about the rain or the traffic or the state of the nation? All he wanted from her was the fare and a tip. All she wanted from him was to be delivered safely to her father’s door. He’d be relieved by her silence.


Although it was barely four o’clock when the cab pulled up, lights glowed in most of the houses along the terraced street. Number eighteen, however, was in darkness. A passer-by might think no one was at home. But her father was a stickler for switching off unnecessary lights and she knew he would be in the kitchen at the rear of the house – the place where he spent most of his time. She’d phoned before getting on the train to let him know that she was running late. On hearing this, he’d launched into his customary ‘No need to toil all the way down here. You’ve got enough to do.’ There wasn’t any need. She did have plenty to do. But that wasn’t the way it worked.


Her father had moved here a matter of months after her mother’s death. Vivian had suggested he wait a while before taking such a radical step, to see how he felt in a year, which seemed to be standard advice following bereavement. He’d been pushing eighty-two when he was widowed. Most old men would have been content to sit tight, cocooned in memories. Not Philip Carey. Once mooted, the notion of moving set in his mind like a dollop of concrete in a drainpipe and he’d forged relentlessly ahead with the sale of the house which she still hazily thought of as ‘home’.


His neighbours had expressed surprise when the board appeared in the front garden, shocked to learn that not only was he moving but that he intended living alone in his new home. Octogenarian widowers were expected to throw in the towel and retreat to sheltered accommodation or a small bungalow. Certainly not a three-bedroomed house with awkward stairs and a sizeable garden. Once they’d got over their surprise, they’d praised his courage in ‘battling on alone’, obviously assuming that he couldn’t bear to remain in a place steeped in his late wife’s presence.


A broken heart wasn’t what drove him – Vivian was sure of that. He was moving because it suited him to move. When the time came, he methodically whittled down the thirty-one years that he’d shared with Anneliese, systematically purging her from his life, or so it seemed to Vivian. He left her to take whatever of her mother’s personal belongings she wanted and, as they bagged the remainder – clothes, books and knick-knacks – ready for the charity shop, she had been the one who was weeping.


She stood on the step, experiencing, as she always did when she came here, a blend of apprehension and reluctance. She sighed. Had she come first thing, she would be back in her flat now. But she’d allowed the morning to drift away in a fug of coffee and newspapers. Then, when she’d taken a jacket to the dry cleaners, she’d run into a girl from the Pilates class that she sporadically attended and been persuaded to go for lunch at the Italian Café.


Despite the set of front door keys entrusted to her ‘just in case’, she wasn’t comfortable with letting herself in to her father’s solitary world. She rang the bell and peered through the stained glass panel at the top of the door. After what seemed too long, light from the kitchen flooded the hall and she watched his silhouette growing as he made his way towards her.


He opened the door a few inches and studied her warily before slipping the chain off its rail. ‘Vivian?’


‘Of course it’s me,’ she said.


It seemed colder inside the house than out and the air smelled of fusty dishcloth. She took off her jacket and draped it over the newel post, hugging herself and shivering. ‘You should put the heating on, Dad. I pay huge amounts of tax so you get your winter fuel allowance.’


Ignoring her remark, her father led her into the kitchen. It was warmer in here, the windows fogged with condensation. The source of the heat was one of the burners on the gas cooker. Her father had stationed his chair – a prosaic winged effort, upholstered in serviceable beige fabric – in front of the cooker, as if it were an open fire. On a stool next to him were his newspaper, spectacles case, several library books and a packet of cough sweets.


‘Sit yourself down,’ he said. ‘I’ll make the tea. I haven’t had mine yet. I waited for you.’


The implied criticism of her lateness. The suggestion that tea was rationed and that he was only allowed one cup per afternoon. She’d been in the house a matter of minutes and already the skirmishing had begun. While he was filling the kettle, she took one of the two dining chairs that were tucked under the formica-topped table and placed it alongside his, watching him fussing with mugs and tea bags.


She would never forgive her father for being old. He had been fifty, her mother twenty-five when they married. That was their choice. But then they’d been selfish (or careless) and, the following year, produced her.


Even before she went to school, she noticed that her father neither looked nor behaved like other dads. He had grey hair and a little moustache. He wore a tie and shiny, lace-up shoes. He raised his hat to ladies in the street. Other dads laughed and played and made themselves available. They took their children swimming or to the park or taught them to play tennis. Hers drilled her in good table manners, insisted she change into slippers as soon as she came in and trained her to be silent when he was reading. By his demeanour, he made it clear that ‘fun’ fell outside his remit. He was a thief because, by being old, he had stolen something from her.


Anneliese Krüger had been Philip Carey’s second wife. Vivian knew little about Elspeth, her predecessor, except that she came from Dumfries and, after fourteen years of marriage, she’d upped and offed back to Scotland to marry a cousin, taking their two sons, Richard and John, with her. As a child, when asked whether she had brothers or sisters, Vivian had answered ‘no’, simply not understanding that these men, twenty-odd years her senior, who occasionally came to visit her father, and to whom she’d barely spoken, could be her brothers. As far as she was concerned, she was an only child. Even now, at the age of thirty-six, she felt the same way.


Her father took four digestive biscuits from a tin on the worktop and placed them on a plate. ‘How’s that young man of yours? Mick, isn’t it? The journalist?’


‘It’s Nick, Dad. And he’s a literary agent, as you well know.’


His memory was perfect but he did this sort of thing all the time. It was as if he wanted to trivialise her life.


He waved a dismissive hand. ‘I can’t keep up with you.’


‘I’ve been seeing Nick for three years. What’s to keep up with?’ She shouldn’t rise to the bait but it was out before she could stop herself.


‘Seeing.’ He shook his head in mock despair.


They drank tea and nibbled the biscuit allocation. Whilst her father described a documentary on Wellington bombers that he’d watched the previous evening, her thoughts drifted to the difficulties that Friel Dravid was having in obtaining planning permission for a spa hotel near Dorchester.


After a while her father stopped talking and closed his eyes. She stared at the digital clock on the cooker, the burble of the gas and the plink of the tap as it dripped into the sink the only sounds to penetrate the congealing silence.


It seemed that each time she came they had less to talk about. The past – a natural source of conversation between fathers and daughters – would never be a comfortable country for them to revisit together. Yes, she had happy memories but, without exception, these involved her and her mother. What was the point in asking ‘Remember the time…?’ to someone who’d played no part in the story?


There was something she needed to talk to her father about and her opportunity came when, eyes still shut, suddenly he said, ‘Are these latest cuts affecting you?’


‘We’re okay. We’ve got enough to keep us going for a while.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Actually we’ve had some good news.’ (Not strictly true – the firm had learned of its success a couple of months ago.) ‘The firm’s won a competition. For a gallery in Cologne. Quite a prestigious job.’


He nodded. ‘Well done. I expect your German will come in useful.’


‘Yes. I’ve been over a couple of times. To look at the site and talk to the client.’


He turned to look at her. ‘You didn’t mention it.’


‘No. Well. We were up against stiff opposition. There wasn’t much point in getting our hopes up prematurely.’


‘So you’ll be traipsing back and forth I suppose. Or can everything be done on the internet these days?’


‘We can do a lot from London. But Howard’s talking about opening a small office over there. It would make sense to have someone on the spot.’


She waited while he processed the information.


‘You’d be the obvious choice,’ he said.


He was right. She spoke perfect German. She had no husband. No children. No commitments – except, of course, to him.


Vivian might as well be an only child. Richard – who was something to do with engineering – lived outside Edinburgh. John had just recently taken up a post at the University of Toronto. They both sent her Christmas cards. But so did her dentist. In fact she saw her dentist twice a year and the last time she’d seen her half-brothers was at her mother’s funeral. She still didn’t understand why they’d trekked down from Scotland for someone who was all but a stranger.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And it would strengthen my position should the firm need to slim down.’


Job security had nothing to do with it. She’d been heavily involved with the project from its inception and was eager to see it through. But job security was a reason he would understand.


‘You must do what you have to do,’ he said.


She tried not to notice his hands, the delta of veins visible through the papery skin. The razor nicks on his scraggy neck. Encased in his brown chair, he resembled a shrivelled kernel inside a nutshell.


‘I’ll be back every couple of weeks,’ she said. ‘And it’d be a temporary arrangement.’


‘A bit like me,’ he said and gave a mirthless laugh.


At six o’clock they shared a scant supper of jam sandwiches and out-of-date almond slices and, shortly after that, she escaped, her spirits lifting as the door banged shut behind her.


The rain had stopped and the wind was chasing skeins of cloud across the moon. It was much colder. She headed for the station, walking as quickly as she could, taking oversized breaths, the air scouring her throat. She fished her iPod from her bag and pushed the buds into her ears. Scrolling through her ‘favourites’, she chose The Weakerthans to accompany her home.
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Gil’s flat consisted of a good-sized living-dining-bedroom and, opening directly off it, a miniscule kitchen and rudimentary bathroom. In summer it was stifling. In winter, when the temperature plummeted as it had last night, the bedding felt damp and his breath misted the air. The oil-filled heater made next to no difference except to send his electricity bill soaring. In theory, heat from the flats below should help to warm his, but any rising heat simply kept on rising, leaking out of the roof and into the skies above Kentish Town. Despite its shortcomings, there was something satisfying – romantic, even – in its simplicity. He suspected that the place contravened every safety regulation in the book but he wasn’t going to make waves and risk eviction.


Gil had spent his first months in London working in pubs and cafés. With luck and persistence, he’d eventually secured the job at the hospital and been able to afford a room in a house-share. His housemates were medical students and, after a few months, when pounding hip-hop and pubic hair (never his) embedded in his soap were getting too much, one of the hospital porters had put him on to this bedsit.


He’d arrived with a rucksack and a holdall and, for a while, he’d held out against acquiring ‘stuff’. This place came with a bed and a few bits of furniture but inevitably his belongings had multiplied. TV set, armchair, a dated (but superb) sound-system, an old Fender acoustic – all second-hand. A laptop and broadband connection – pricey but essential for keeping in touch with his children and his mother. Far too many books, CDs and DVDs. If anyone asked him to describe his home he’d put it somewhere between a teenager’s bedroom and a junk shop.


If truth were told, he was too old for this stripped-down life. Men of his age owned property; joined golf clubs; pottered in garden sheds and polished cars. If he’d toughed it out with Janey, if he’d stayed in Coffs Harbour, he could be doing just that. But they’d both accepted that the marriage was over. Janey was happily remarried to a bloke she’d been at school with, whilst Gil was doing what he might have done twenty years ago had he not impregnated Janey Burnet, the sexy young waitress who worked at the café down by the Marina.


After a week of dank, colourless days when the sluggish air had seemed to be depleted of oxygen, today was crisp and clear, the sky the mid-blue of the plumbagos that his mother grew outside her back door. In the street, vehicles parked nose to tail were frosted over and yesterday’s litter was edged with ice crystals transforming each discarded cigarette packet and bus ticket into glittering treasure. He guessed that the temperature was way below zero and, by the time he reached the bus stop, his nasal passages felt scalded by the freezing air.


Freddy Kimura – an orthopaedic surgeon whom Gil liked for his dry wit and penchant for modern jazz – asked whether he’d be able to stay late to photograph a procedure.


‘Sorry it’s last minute, Gil, but I wasn’t sure the patient would show.’


‘Something unusual?’


‘Only a laminectomy – but it’s a tricky one. It’ll make a great case study. He’s signed the consent form so no problem there. I’ve spoken with Kevin. He said you could take time in lieu.’


Gil had half-wondered whether he’d wander down to the South Bank this evening – Peeping Tom was showing at the BFI. But he wasn’t set on it.


‘You’re on,’ he said. ‘Kick-off time?’


‘Four-ish. I’ll ring you when we’re ready to start.’


Gil’s morning forays across the road whetted his appetite for the outdoors and when Kevin thanked him for agreeing to stay late, he took the opportunity to ask for an extra half hour for lunch.


‘Sure. And thanks for doing Freddy’s thing. I’d have done it myself but…’ Kevin closed his eyes and yawned.


Baby Jack certainly had his father on the ropes.


Dropping his point-and-shoot in his pocket, Gil pulled on his old beanie and hurried out through the revolving door. It was still cold, frost lingering in the canyons between buildings where the winter sun failed to penetrate. He headed for Regents Park, a fifteen minute walk away.


This corner of the park, abutting Euston Road and opposite the Tube station, was always busy. On summer days, every bench was taken, the grass a sea of escapees from offices, and tourists taking a breather before pushing on to the Zoo or Madame Tussauds. Today certainly wasn’t sitting weather. People were on the move, striding out, shoulders hunched, hands deep in pockets.


Earlier in the year, Gil had identified a spot near the fountain that was good for people-watching. The tumbling water seemed irresistible and there was always a crowd around it. He made his way there and wasn’t disappointed. A group of teenagers – Russian or Polish – were fooling around, the boys threatening to toss a pink knitted cap into the fountain. Sneaking out his camera, he grabbed a shot of the hat sailing through the air above its owner’s up-stretched arm, and another as it hit the water.


Gil had set himself a project. ‘Headgear.’ It was the type of assignment given to photography students in their first semester but he was enjoying having something to go at. He had no idea what he would do with the pictures. He’d need permission from each of his subjects if he wished to exhibit them. He understood why. Even so it was a bitch.


But he today he wasn’t here to take photographs and, walking on a little further, he found a seat in the lee of a yew hedge which faced the sun. He took a sheet of paper from his inside pocket, noting how warm it was to his cold hand. He checked his watch. Ten minutes before he needed to start back.


His daughter’s email had been there this morning when he’d logged in to his Hotmail account. He’d scanned it quickly then printed it out, folding it away in his pocket, trying to put it out of his mind whilst he photographed leg ulcers and malignant moles.


The sun, although welcome, was having little effect on the temperature. Pulling his collar up around his ears, he slouched down into the warmth of his coat and read what Polly had written.


Hey Dad,


I was going to phone but we don’t seem to be very good at talking to each other these days, do we? It’s weird to think of you shivering while we’re on the beach. Thanks for the latest pics. Your flat looks pretty neat.


I have some BIG NEWS. I’m thrilled and I really, really, REALLY hope that you’ll feel the same way. I’m going to have a baby. You’re going to be a grandfather!!!! Mum was OTM when I told her and you’ve got to be too. Chris and Adam don’t know yet. I guess boys don’t get excited at being uncles, specially as she won’t be playing for Oz. Yes. It’s a…GIRL. Due in March. So I won’t be getting over there to see you in June like we planned.


I hope this changes things enough for you to want to come back. I don’t expect you to live in Coffs but I want my daughter’s grandfather to at least live on the same continent.


Another thing you should know – Gran isn’t so good. After your visit home she seemed to get smaller. And she forgets things. She’s started letting people do things for her, which is totally not her. She misses you, Dad, and she’s not going to live forever.


I haven’t mentioned a bloke. That’s because he was long gone before I even knew I was pregnant. I have no intention of telling you or anyone who he is. I’m doing this on my own so, if we’re to stay in touch you’d better accept it. There. Good job I didn’t phone.


Don’t bother getting back to me unless you have something nice to say.


P x


He folded the letter and returned it to his pocket, closing his eyes. This was crazy. Polly didn’t stick at anything for more than five minutes. Was she capable of being a mother? And what about money? How would she support herself? Where would she live? With Janey? Who, and where, was the bastard that left her in the lurch? Round and around it went, dredging up memories.


It was Janey’s day off and they’d arranged to meet for lunch. She’d been waiting for him when he came out of the Gazette office. He could picture her now. Shiny brown hair. White blouse. Pink shorts. When she’d told him that she was pregnant, his first thought had been to deny that it was his, the way a kid denies breaking the classroom window with a leg drive. It wasn’t me, miss. ‘Perhaps you’ve made a mistake,’ he’d blurted out and Janey had started sobbing. He’d wanted to run. And he might have done, had she not been clinging to him. Disbelief was followed by distaste and then suddenly – from out of the blue – pride. Wasn’t this was what his gender had evolved to do? Procreate? Polly had been born and her miraculous presence compensated for all the crap. For a while anyway. And when the scales were beginning to tip again, along came twin sons.


A young woman pushing a pram stopped near Gil’s seat, rocking the pram gently with one hand whilst talking on her mobile. By turning his head slightly, he was able to study her. She finished her call and perched on the end of the seat, keeping a safe distance between them. Rummaging in her bag, she took out a chocolate bar and a tangerine.


She might have been younger than Polly (it was hard to tell) and for all he knew she was the au pair. But something about the way she tucked the blanket around the sleeping baby, her absorbed expression and the exhaustion etched across her face, told him that she was the mother. She’d taken off her gloves to peel the fruit and he had a clear view of her left hand. No ring. This could be Polly in six months time.


The baby roused and gave a fretful whimper. The girl lifted it out, swaddling it in layers of blanket. She didn’t seem to notice that he was there as, muttering the nonsense that came naturally to women when they held a baby, she kissed the tiny forehead.


‘How old’s the baby?’ he asked.


He felt her give him a quick but incisive inspection before deciding that he wasn’t a threat. ‘She’ll be five weeks tomorrow.’


‘How are you doing?’


She smiled. ‘We’re doing fine, thanks.’


Gil stood up and for the first time he could see the tiny face, pink and cross and new. He’d felt indifference when Kevin had shown him the photo of Jack but now, looking at this scrappy little thing cradled in the girl’s arms, his eyes welled.


Reaching in his pocket for a tissue, he blew his nose violently. The noise made the child jump and turn her head towards him.


‘Sorry,’ he grimaced. ‘My wife used to get mad at anyone who woke the kids. Funny how you forget all that stuff.’


‘You’ve got children?’


‘Three. A daughter and twin sons. They’re grown up now.’


‘Grandchildren?’


‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘Actually – just this morning in fact – I heard that my daughter’s expecting in the spring.’


The girl smiled, temporarily banishing all signs of fatigue. ‘That’s wonderful. Congratulations. You must be thrilled.’


‘I’m still getting used to the idea.’


He felt the cold lump of his camera in his pocket and, for a second, thought of asking the girl if he could take a photograph of her and her baby. He sensed that this moment, here in Regents Park, might one day prove to be significant. No. He didn’t want to freak her out.


‘I’d best get back to work,’ he said. ‘Take care of yourselves.’


He hurried off, turning to look back only when he reached the park gate. But she had already gone.
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The lecture was due to start at six-thirty. Vivian had decided that she couldn’t spare the time when Howard stuck his head round the door. ‘Ready?’


She shook her head and indicated the files heaped on her desk. ‘I really ought to—’


‘It’ll still be there in the morning. Get a move on.’


‘You’re the boss.’


‘What’s on the menu tonight?’ he asked as they bundled into a cab.


‘“Globalisation and the Architect”. Ned Rasmussen.’


He sighed. ‘Oh dear.’


‘You always say that. I don’t know why you bother going.’


‘To see and be seen, like every other bugger there. And be under no illusion. Rasmussen’s in it for the same reason. Plus a juicy fee, of course.’


‘You’re horribly cynical,’ she said.


‘Well I doubt whether anyone positively wants to hear about globalisation and the architect.’


‘I do,’ she said. ‘Listen.’


She was clutching a pamphlet which she tilted towards the cab window, the street lights illuminating the paper. ‘“The rapidly expanding economies of the developing world are shaping new cities at unprecedented speed and scale. Western architectural practices have been popular choices for signature buildings and master-planning in both the Middle and Far East. Will the focus remain on imported approaches or will there be a shift to more local solutions?” That’s got to be right on the money.’


He patted her knee. ‘We may have won a minor competition, Vivian, but Friel Dravid isn’t a global player.’


‘We could be.’


‘No. We couldn’t. Nor would we want to. And I shan’t fret too much if Foster, Gherry and the like lose out to the locals. Therefore I suggest we sit back and enjoy the pretty slides.’


Howard was right. They should leave skyscrapers in the desert to the big boys. A small firm like Friel Dravid would be well advised to stick to what they did well and not overreach themselves. The German job was modest but it would enhance their reputation and pull in more work in Europe – unless the Euro-zone went down the pan.


The lecture was well-attended. Rasmussen was a good speaker, his thesis clear and well formulated. The slides were excellent. When she sneaked a glance at the audience, she suspected that several of them, including Howard, were dozing, soothed by his mellow voice.


It was getting on for eight o’clock by the time they emerged into Gower Place.


‘A few of us are going for a bite to eat,’ Howard said. ‘You’re welcome to join us.’


She smiled. ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll head home.’


‘Of course.’ He nodded knowingly, clearly assuming that she was dashing back to Nick. ‘See you in the morning.’


The sky was clear, the air sharp with frost and, by the time Vivian had crossed Gower Street and turned left into Euston Road, the warmth of the lecture room had seeped away. She shivered, suddenly wanting to be home. What was in the fridge? Eggs? Cheese? Maybe she’d call in at Budgens and see if they had a packet of salmon fish cakes. Comfort food for a chilly evening. Increasing her pace, she set her sights on the red, white and blue roundel above the entrance to Warren Street, looking forward to swapping traffic fumes for the fug of the Tube.


When she reached Tottenham Court Road she waited at the crossing opposite the station. It was a complex junction where four lanes of northbound traffic became six and flew off in all directions, whilst beneath it, out of sight, a road tunnel conveyed east- and westbound traffic. It was a nasty but necessary crossing for those wanting to get to the station.


A swelling huddle of pedestrians was waiting, ready to scurry to the traffic island, a temporary safe haven where they would regroup for the second half of their hazardous journey. Vivian checked her watch. Ten past eight. With luck she’d be home by nine. Her new boots felt a little too snug, the soles too thin. Perhaps she should have gone for a half-size bigger. She looked up at the sky, ambient light making it impossible to see all but a few stars. And planes, of course, winking their way to or from Heathrow. She stamped her feet attempting to restore the circulation to her aching toes. Come on.


At last the traffic slowed and the red man changed to green. The convoy of pedestrians stepped off the pavement but she paused, glancing to her left, not trusting the drivers to obey the lights. They did, all but one car which was positioned, somehow, between the diverging traffic flows, as if the driver had been unsure whether to go straight ahead or bear right. She watched as it kept coming until it was halted in its tracks by the raised kerb of the island. Then it exploded.


The procedure had gone smoothly and Gil was satisfied that he had all the shots that Freddy had requested. It was getting on for eight and rather than toil back over the road, he took the lift down to the studio where he locked the camera safely in the metal filing cabinet. He’d call in here for the camera card first thing tomorrow.


That done, he climbed the stairs to the ground floor. Now that outpatient clinics were closed, the bustle of the working day had been replaced by a slight melancholy as the hospital settled into its night shift.


Gil paused, making up his mind what to do. It was cool in the reception area, the revolving door drawing in fresh air and expelling stale as a dwindling number of staff and visitors came in and out. He shivered and buttoned his coat to the neck. It was too late to head for the South Bank and, pooped after his long day, he was ready for home. He was relieved that Feray was out this evening. She was a sweet, caring woman and he enjoyed her company but he had some thinking to do and he needed to be sure of his own position before sharing the news of Polly’s pregnancy.


His bus stop was on the far side of Tottenham Court Road and he was within fifty yards of the crossing when an all-enveloping boom came at him from all sides and up through the pavement beneath his feet. He heard glass shattering then nothing but a hissing in his ears, as if he’d dived through a plate glass window into the deep end of the swimming baths.


Instinctively, he moved across the pavement, away from the hospital building and its looming glass walls, trying to calculate where the immediate danger lay, anticipating a second blast. A man on the pavement ahead of him pointed towards Tottenham Court Road and shouted something which Gil couldn’t make out through the hiss in his ears. Pedestrians began running. His instinct told him to run in the opposite direction, away from the obvious danger, nevertheless he followed them.


Traffic was still moving along Euston Road. Cocooned in their own worlds, drivers were taking a while to grasp that something had happened. Some were slower than others to react and Gil watched a car shunt into the one in front. A cacophony of horns started up.


When he reached Tottenham Court Road he saw a burning car, its roof ripped off. It was belching black smoke and the tarmac around the vehicle was strewn with shards of mangled metal. Tracers of burning fuel snaked across the road. He identified a car door, still intact, lying on the pavement. The stench of fuel filled the air. Glass crunched beneath his shoes. People were sitting on the pavement. A motorcycle lay on its side. Vehicles that had been travelling up Tottenham Court Road were abandoned as drivers bolted. Someone was screaming. The street was well lit yet, amidst the chaos of heat and smoke and panic, it was impossible to make sense of what was going on.


A young woman pointed at a bystander who was using his phone to film the car. ‘How can he do that? Someone’s been burned to death in there.’


‘We should move back,’ Gil said. ‘There may be more explosions. Let’s try and persuade them to move away.’ He indicated a cluster of onlookers who were mesmerised by what they were witnessing, shocked into immobility.


‘Best move back, folks,’ he shouted. ‘It’s not safe here.’


To prove him right, flames started to engulf the vehicle on the far side of the burning car.


‘What about him?’ The young woman nodded towards a figure lying in the road next to the kerb. He was wearing a helmet and leathers and had, presumably, been riding the motorcycle.


Gil’s ears were still hissing but he could hear better now. ‘He shouldn’t be moved,’ he said.


Most of the crowd had moved well away from the burning vehicles, some of them sitting on the pavement. Sirens could be heard, growing louder and louder. The whole area was clogged with abandoned vehicles. He could see three buses – evacuated he hoped – parked amidst the chaos of cars and vans. The traffic must be snarled up for miles. It was difficult to see how emergency vehicles could get anywhere near.


‘Well we can’t leave him there,’ the young woman said, pointing towards the inert form.


Together they eased the biker onto the pavement, away from the burning fuel.


‘Should we take his helmet off?’ she asked.


‘Best not. We don’t want to risk doing more damage.’ He turned to look over his shoulder, in the direction of the screaming woman. ‘I wish someone would shut that bloody woman up.’


He watched the girl walk purposefully towards the hysterical woman, impressed by her composure amidst the bedlam.


Swirling smoke made it difficult to make out what was happening on the far side of the road. Gil guessed that the kiosk selling newspapers and tourist tat outside the station had been damaged because sheets of paper were rolling and curling across the road, some catching fire and spiralling into the air before drifting into the darkness.


The noise of sirens had swelled to an ear-splitting pitch. Blue and red lights flashed as emergency vehicles appeared from side streets. Motorcycles wove between the lanes of abandoned cars. Police were arriving in numbers, pouring out of white vans. Their torsos looked bulky beneath their fluorescent tabards and Gil guessed they were wearing flak jackets. He felt horribly vulnerable. His coat and beanie scarcely protected him from the cold let alone exploding cars.


The girl was back. She’d succeeded in quietening the woman who was now sobbing at her side.


‘Is she hurt?’ he asked.


‘Her knees and hands are grazed. And she’s lost her bag.’ Her deadpan delivery made it clear that she didn’t think much of this useless woman.


‘It’s tan leather,’ the woman said, ‘and the clasp’s shaped like a cat.’ She pointed at the crossing. ‘I was there when…’ Her voice tailed off and she clamped both hands to her mouth.


‘I’m sure it’ll turn up.’ Gil put an arm around her shoulder in the hope of preventing another spate of hysteria. He turned to the young woman. ‘You okay?’


‘I think so, apart from my ears. D’you think it was a bomb?’


They turned to look at the wreckage.


‘Yep. It was a bomb,’ he said.


‘What should we do now?’ she said.


‘The area’s bound to be sealed off. Nothing’ll be moving. There could have been other…incidents. In fact the whole Underground network will probably be closed down. I guess we’ll be stuck here for a while’


‘Shouldn’t we see if we can help them?’ the young woman said, pointing towards two motionless forms lying on the traffic island.


It was too dark to pick out details but those poor people, who now resembled piles of sandbags, must have been no more than ten metres from the car when it went up. The steel railings, there to protect pedestrians from the traffic, were totally mangled and it seemed likely that the victims were dead.
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