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Julie, a young doctor, is running late. She is about to pick up her daughter from school close to the City of London when there is an explosion.


Sirens shriek. A police van tells everyone to take cover from radiation. She huddles in a shop with strangers – City workers, an Asian girl, an American, a Russian beauty therapist and a mysterious Chechen. Were any of them involved in the attack? Is she contaminated – and will the radiation spread to the school? As she helps the victims she is terrified about her daughter.


As a second strike looms, fear engulfs the nation. Will what Julie learnt that day help MI5 prevent another attack?


Joseph Clyde has used his knowledge of the security and intelligence services to write A State of Fear. This is his first work of fiction.
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1


Julie was never at ease in the City. Each time she came there seemed more cameras, today she saw police dogs, and Finsbury Circus was the closest to the centre she could park. A reaction to the killing of Bin Laden, she supposed. Walking back to her meeting she resolved to get away quickly. It wasn’t just the security. Everything made her feel that she didn’t belong, as if the buildings themselves looked down at her loftily, like dumb men flush with cash.


It was because of two men that she had come, neither of them stupid, though both a source of trouble. First there was Martin, her husband of six years, from whom she had separated; the second was her father, Duncan, whose advice not to marry Martin had proved so galling. Now Duncan was acting nobly: refraining from reminding her of his warnings, he had put her in touch with his City solicitors to discuss a divorce. Entering their marble-clad premises she was grateful for his eagerness to foot the bill.


The meeting went better than expected. Instead of a dried-up lawman, she found herself talking to a woman her own age, confiding about Martin in a way she’d done with no one else. Not that there was any mystery about how they’d got to where they were. She was an able, professional woman who had fallen for a male of childlike insouciance.


She was drawn to his playfulness, he relied on her rigour. The illusion had been to think that a balance would establish itself over time, but it hadn’t happened. Insouciance had turned to drunkenness, and instead of him loosening her self-constraints in the way she half-wanted, she’d felt herself hardening at his fecklessness.


Only alcohol, no drugs? the solicitor enquired, making her notes, her eyes in neutral. Only the vodka, Julie replied. Once she’d asked him why, and he told her: he’d done drugs early because he’d had the money, and got over them early too, after some bad experiences. There could be advantages to being a spoiled youth.


Martin wasn’t a bad man. He didn’t tell lies, he made things up, then convinced himself they were true. A child might sober him, she had thought, but she’d been wrong there too; Jackie turned out to be another responsibility for him to escape. Now their trial separation was coming to an end she had decided to make it permanent. The solicitor did not seek to dissuade her.


A nervy wind had sprung up, and she began hurrying. Her route back to the car took her along Threadneedle Street, past the Bank of England. A starchily-dressed woman her own age emerged from its vast bronze doors as she went by. Accosted by an American in blazer and slacks holding out a map, the woman pointed up at the façade in an expert manner; an economist, Julie guessed.


That was what her father had wanted Julie to be; one reason she became a doctor. Did she too look the part? She glanced down at herself: pink shirt, dark trouser suit and ankle-length boots were on the prim side, and older than her thirty-four years. Though that was for the solicitor: proof that she was not the guilty party.


On an island across the road from the Bank a silver-haired black man holding a white cross bigger than himself was encamped with a couple of others. So much for all the security. Amber alert, the papers said, and here were people demonstrating yards from the Bank. In the solicitor’s waiting room she’d read an Evening Standard piece about them. Demonstrations outside the Bank had been recently banned, so the question was whether a silent reminder of Our Lord outside a temple of Mammon constituted a demonstration. The law concluded that it didn’t, so the men with their cross had stayed.


She walked faster. She was late, her car might be ticketed, school would be out and Jackie would be waiting. On the corner of Old Broad Street she caught sight of the Gherkin. It was the first time she’d seen it and for a moment she slowed to stare. It was then that, with a languorous growl, the bomb exploded.


*


Normal time ceased, then resumed, seconds later, more slowly. She had spun round at the blast. Smoke was advancing on her like a flood, rising and cresting at second, third, then fifth storey level. The billows carried fragments of cars or windows like debris in a surging wave.


She plunged into Old Broad Street, and ran. She turned to look as the smoke surged past the corner. Seeing it veer towards her, as if giving chase, she tore on at panic speed. At the junction with London Wall she slowed and bent double, winded.


Between intakes of air, she thought: something at the Bank. She waited for someone who might have seen more than her, but no one came. Was she the last to get away? There could be dead and injured, people needing help. She walked back, professionally calm, in the direction of the cloud.


Sirens were sounding. A police van raced along the road behind her. It slowed as it passed and a policeman opened the window an inch.


‘Where you going?’


‘The Bank.’


‘Turn around, go back.’


He pointed towards Finsbury Circus.


‘I’m a doctor.’


‘We have specialists. Later you can help. Right now you’d better help yourself. Get the hell under cover!’


‘Specialists? For what?’


Past the driver, in the rear of the van, she caught a glimpse of policemen struggling into polyethylene jumpsuits and respirators. The turquoise suits seemed designed to alarm. Given leave to look to herself she ran back towards Finsbury Circus, to her car.


More police vans, one of them announcing:


‘A radioactive explosion has occurred in the vicinity of the Bank of England. Pedestrians should stay calm and take cover immediately, anywhere they can. Breathe through a folded handkerchief till you can find shelter.’


Radiation? Jackie would be waiting for her at her school, near Aldgate. Waiting uncovered, in the school’s rooftop garden. Exposed to the air, five floors up.


The streets were emptying fast, people who’d begun pouring from shops and offices rushing back in as they heard the announcement. Should she try getting to Jackie – or take cover? Pull on your own oxygen mask before trying to help your child. The airline safety briefing had always seemed sensible, but there’d been no briefing for this, and her child came first. She ran on as fast as she could. Roads were being cordoned off, people turned away, she’d never make it to her car, to the school.


She turned right, into Camomile Street. Another police van, its driver signalling to her brusquely to get under cover. She looked round. Ahead, a short parade of shops: a cleaners, a beautician, a chemist. Four-storied houses in dirty brick with an end-of-lease look to them, amidst proud new buildings. The chemist seemed the most obvious refuge, and she dashed for the entrance. The doorway was jammed, the last people on the street piling in, then yelling to close the door. The cleaners too was full: a dozen startled faces in the window, an assistant in the process of bolting the door. Julie threw herself into the entrance to the Marusak Beauty Salon, shoving the door as it was closing.


‘No more room ! There is pub on corner!’


A blonded woman of fifty was putting her weight to the door to keep her out. Julie was stronger and struggled in.


‘Why you have to –’


‘– the police told us to take cover.’


‘But there is pub. It is me Mrs Marusak, this my shop. I not allow –’


Julie brushed past.


It was a small salon, four hairdressers’ chairs back to back. Five people filled the space, none of them customers it seemed. The beautician sat on a high stool at a counter, her loose white coat open on a frank display of leg. An indolent-looking creature, unlikely to be proficient in the list of services behind her: Nail extensions, Eye-lash perm, Basic Bikini, G-String Bikini, Stress relief massage, Detox scrub. With no idea what was going on, the girl scowled at this unglamorous irruption of people.


Besides Julie there was the elderly American she’d seen outside the Bank. Then a lean man of forty carrying a newly cleaned suit, an older, spivish-looking fellow with a dated, thin moustache, and an Asian girl dressed in garishly Western clothes: a high tank top exposing an enviably flat stomach, and a denim skirt worn low on her hips. Lavishly applied lipstick and diamante clips in her hair jarred with pallid, distraught features.


Reluctant to sit, for some minutes the refugees from the streets stood in the narrow alley between the empty chairs. Meanwhile Mrs Marusak – a pulpy, over-powdered face atop a stalwart body – blustered about, swearing and shouting orders. She was finishing bolting the door top and bottom when there was a commotion outside.


Forced from the road by a police car, a van had crashed into a lamppost. They watched as a policeman in anti-radiation gear sprang out, wrenched the van door open and, yanking out the driver – a boy in overalls – marched him to the beautician’s and banged at the glass.


‘We full!’ Mrs Marusak shrieked.


The policeman went on banging.


‘Open the bloody door!’


Spitting obscenities – it sounded like yebjena maty – Mrs Marusak complied, and the police pushed their catch inside. Black and muscular, the boy was red-eyed and desperate-looking. At the same moment a road worker in a yellow jacket appeared from nowhere, jostled past the policeman, and slipped in as well.


‘Silly fuckers, I was all right in the van’, the boy was shouting. ‘Why they pull me out?’


Mrs Marusak finished re-bolting the door and turned to her charges, all still standing.


‘Sit down, sit down, you stand up I cannot move.’


Julie took a place, indicating to the American that he should take another. The Asian girl hesitated over a beautician’s chair.


‘There is chair, sit in it! You think I charge for sitting?’


Seeing it vacant the black boy limped towards the fourth chair – he’d banged his leg in the crash – and slumped into it. A mistake.


‘You dirty clothes on my chair! And where I sit?’


He got up, wincing, and found a ledge to squat on, next to the road worker. Mrs Marusak stayed standing.


Everyone except the Asian girl was on their mobiles, each with a finger in an ear against the sirens and blaring announcements in the street. In the salon itself there was silence: the lines were jammed, no one was getting through. At a signal from Mrs Marusak the girl behind the counter, less dozy by now, hid the phone.


After hanging on for some minutes in mute determination the people in the chairs gave up and confronted themselves in the mirror, dead mobiles in hand. To escape the fear on their faces one by one they swivelled round, only to see it confirmed in others’ eyes.


*


To Julie the anxious faces were reminiscent of her surgery. Should she announce she was a doctor? It went against her training and her instincts, but she decided not to. The delivery boy looked bad, so did the American, but what could she do? Telling them would excite expectations of more than she could deliver. Someone had written, she recalled from nowhere, that the English were the world’s nurse, but for now the world would have to do without her: nurse was having trouble biting back her own misery. Fearful for herself – she seemed to have been on the streets an age after the explosion – she was terrified for Jackie.


How wide would the radiation spread? How long would she have spent in the playground, before taking cover? She’d have been the last to go in, stubborn as her mother. Come inside, it’s dangerous. What is? Radiation, you can’t see it. But I want to see it, so where is it? How can it be dangerous if you can’t see it?


She thought back to the accident and emergency manual she’d skimmed during training. Ebola outbreaks, chemical spills and yes, something about the risk of radiation incidents. RDD – radiation dispersal device – the name came back now. Otherwise all she could remember was that children would be most at risk. She pictured Jackie’s thin body and pellucid skin, no barrier against the cancer-inducing rays.


The room was still quiet.


Julie said, ‘Is there a television?’


Mrs Marusak began raising a prohibiting arm but the beautician had already gone to the back room, returning with a portable set.


A woman announcer was confirming that the explosion at the entrance to the Bank had been a dirty bomb. There’d been a number of instant deaths, the bombers included. An unknown but larger number would be injured through radiation. She began reading off symptoms: vomiting, nausea, diarrhoea – the words came strangely from the smartly coiffured announcer, sterile and secure in her glass box.


Watching the screen the Asian girl began sobbing. The road worker shouted at her: ‘shut it, darlin’, and listen.’


The Metropolitan Police are advising people sheltering in covered premises to stay where they are until evacuation can be arranged. Rescue personnel cannot be exposed to unnecessary risk, so this may take time. Priority will be given to those who were nearest the explosion, and who show the most severe symptoms.


A wan smile, meant to be encouraging, did nothing to soothe feelings in the salon, as they decoded what the announcer was saying: that if you felt nothing much for four hours or longer you could be OK, but if you vomited or your bowels melted within an hour, you were dead.


After the list of symptoms came the first-aid measures – a briefer section. All anyone worried about contamination could do, the announcer seemed to be telling them, pitying again, was to take off the outer layer of their clothing, and shower.


People in the salon studied their clothes, as if expecting to see a layer of lethal dust they could brush away. Then heads turned to Mrs Marusak. A collective imperative this time.


Her chubby arms spread in helplessness:


‘When we have accident in Chernobyl in my country people have no shower, or when they shower it not help. Anyway you want shower it is there.’ She indicated the back room. ‘In bathroom.’ She gestured to the beautician, ‘Anya, give me towels.’


The girl took a pile from a cupboard and handed them to her. Tight-mouthed, Mrs Marusak began counting them out, with a disapproving eye on the road worker, the delivery boy and the Asian girl.


‘Maybe some people need wash anyway,’ she observed, standing back from the roadworker as she delivered his towel.


‘Any more showers upstairs?’


Julie pointed to a door at the rear of the back room.


‘No, upstairs not ours.’


‘There must be another bathroom up there. This is an emergency.’


‘We not go upstairs.’


Julie went to the door, tried it. It was locked. Before she could say anything Mrs Marusak, agitated, shouted across:


‘No key. No key. Cannot go upstairs.’


With a last wrench at the handle – it was locked firmly – Julie gave up.


‘Ladies first,’ said the elderly American, gesturing to Julie and the Asian girl with his spectral smile.


‘We’ll be quick,’ Julie promised.


Hurrying out of her top clothes in the small room she signalled to the Asian to go into the bathroom first. The girl went in, snapped the lock shut.


‘Don’t lock the door,’ Julie instructed mechanically from outside.


A pause, and the lock clicked back.


‘And don’t use any conditioner. It’ll glue in the radiation. Radiation sticks to hair, and yours is long.’


The detail from the manual had sprung to mind, unbidden.


Again she dialled Jackie’s school. This time she got through. There was an automated answer:


‘We are sorry we cannot respond to individual enquiries. All the children are now inside the premises and parents will be informed when it is safe for them to be evacuated.’


Now inside? Only now? Oh God.


In the other room, with a glance at Mrs Marusak, the road worker and the boy stripped off their outer clothes and wrapped themselves in towels. In their socks and underwear they formed a pocket of rank air in the scented salon. The boy’s strong build made his nervily defiant look all the stranger, the offence-seeking eyes at odds with the muscled body.


The workman, a stocky figure topped with a sheaf of reddish hair, rolled his jacket and trousers into a bundle and held it out. He was signalling ‘where do I put these?’, but to Mrs Marusak it was an order to take them. Up went the interdicting arms, as she backed away.


‘In bin!’ The workman made for a plastic bin. ‘Not here, durak, the big bin, at back. All nuclear clothes,’ she called out so everyone could hear, ‘in metal bin at back.’ The worker moved towards it. Mme Marusak barred his way. ‘Women in there first. When it your turn.’ The worker obeyed, holding his bundle away from his body, tentatively. Observing all this, the black boy did the same.


The man holding the cleaned suit had placed it on a peg, stroking it into position so it hung neatly. (He turned out to be a banker, and French). In a matter-of-fact way he took off his jacket and trousers and, his towel round his waist, waited. The American, still in his chair, did nothing. His reddening face looked resigned.


The Asian girl had been in the bathroom a few minutes when Mrs Marusak stormed into the back room and banged the door.


‘What you doing?’ she shouted, opening it as she spoke. The girl, naked under the shower in the bath, turned to face her. In the instant before she could cover herself Mrs Marusak surveyed the neat breasts and cambered hips. As the girl bent to reach for the towel her eyes ran to her buttocks.


‘You take long time. You hurry,’ she said after a silence.


‘Too much foreigners,’ she whispered to Julie, closing the bathroom door. To distinguish those she had in mind from herself she passed a flattened palm across her face as she spoke. ‘That is how English have terrorists. Too much foreigners.’


It was another few minutes before the girl came out. Her make-up was gone, her towel stretched carefully from throat to calf. A smaller towel she’d found in the bathroom covered her head like a shawl. Mrs Marusak hurried over and pulled it off.


‘Two towels, why you need two towels? Aiya! What she do?’


The girl’s hair had been cut short, hacked away with scissors she’d found in a cupboard. Without it her face looked young and pure, like a choirboy’s. Now the shawl was off Julie could see a patch of flesh on her neck striated with blood, as if by cat scratches. Mrs Marusak smirked and whispered:


‘Maybe she punish herself? Is their religion, no?’


‘The loofah. She’s scrubbed too hard with the loofah. Do you have Savlon or something?’


Anya brought ointment. Julie applied it over the brown, superfine skin. The girl veered from her touch, but thanked her.


‘What’s your name?’


‘My name? … Safia.’


‘Scrubbing yourself till you bleed won’t help wash it off, Safia. Radiation can get into cuts and abrasions. Just soap and water.’


Julie took her turn in the shower, followed by the road worker, the delivery boy, the Frenchman. The spivish man with the moustache next to Anya hadn’t moved. When Julie looked in his direction – she’d begun playing nurse despite herself – he shook his head. He hadn’t been in the street, Anya explained in cracked English. Nobody except Julie seemed interested.


The American insisted on showering last. When he’d finished he came back to the salon in his shirt and trousers, with no towel. Mrs Marusak remonstrated, respectfully:


‘No nuclear in here, please Sir. Trousers are nuclear. You take off trousers.’


‘If you insist.’


The American smiled, went to the back room, returned with his towel round his waist, and sat.


Everyone stood or sat in towels, the women covered to the neck, the men in their vests. Safia’s hand strayed to her hacked-off hair. Julie’s shortish locks hung lank over her brow. Mrs Marusak surveyed her.


‘You want Anya do your hair?’


‘No,’ said Julie. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


Safia did not receive the offer.


Everyone stared at the television.


‘So what’s your advice to people trapped in offices or shops?’ the announcer was asking a police spokesman.


‘If you’re within a mile radius of the explosion you should keep the doors and windows closed. If you have very sick people and you can’t get through on the emergency number put a sign in the window, and an ambulance will pick them up. Only the very sick please.’


Julie glanced round. The boy looked worse, and getting jumpy. With a defiant expression he took out a cigarette, lit it and began to smoke.


Mrs Marusak glared.


‘What’s your problem?’ the boy shouted across at her. ‘We’re sittin’ ’ere fuckin’ dyin’ of cancer and you’re worried about a bit of smoke!’


Mrs Marusak found no reply. Testing her face and seeing her hesitate, the road worker pulled out his packet and lit up as well.


*


It was three quarters of an hour since the explosion. The TV had said it would be an hour before they knew. People began sitting abnormally still, glancing down at themselves from time to time, as if monitoring their innards.


Someone in overalls, giant gloves and a visor passed the window. No one remarked on him: it seemed natural, what you would expect, a fictional image turned to fact. Then there were more, a whole troop of them. The rescuers didn’t stop at the salon.


The TV was showing a map of the area affected, with concentric waves pulsing from the Bank. Julie examined it for the school, her eyes searching for something she did not want to find. If it had been hit they’d have singled it out for mention, a primary school... The longer they didn’t the greater the chances...


But it was there, inside the danger zone, just, within the one mile band. Halifax Street Junior. Would it get that far? A lot would depend on wind direction...


‘A plume of radioactivity is believed to have drifted eastwards…’


Eastwards towards the school... She tried her mobile again. The same recorded message, this time with an addition: ‘We shall shortly be evacuated. The police have assured us we are a priority.’


‘… Now back to Michelle in the studio…’, a TV voice soothed.


Michelle’s lips had a kind of frozen chirpiness, to buck people up, but again it came out wrong. She looked as though she was straining not to smile.


‘It’s almost exactly an hour since the explosion, and reports of the first radiation casualties are coming in…’


The smallest tremor of excitement heightened her voice, as if it were a prize draw or a boxing countdown.


‘Emergency ambulance crews in protective suits are in operation. I apologise for the lack of pictures. This is for the safety of our crews. But viewers in the City area have sent these mobile photos in. I apologise for the quality...’


Hazy shots showed police and ambulances calling at an office building.


It was past the hour now, in their relief people had begun talking to one another, and as time went on the place began settling into a pattern, like a drawing room. The American was submitting to Mrs Marusak’s attentions, the workman exchanging curses against Muslims with the boy (murderin’ fuckin’ bastards), extra loud for the benefit of Safia, who was sitting next to Julie, sobbing. Julie turned to them:


‘How about keeping your voices down? And watching your language?’


‘Sorry Miss.’ The workman smirked. ‘Didn’t realise you was a Muslim-lover.’


The man with the moustache was chatting to Anya in Russian, as if passing the time of day. Talking to him Anya crossed and re-crossed her legs a lot.


Running low on amiabilities to exchange with Mrs Marusak, the American turned to Julie. His eyes were glassy now, his talk feverish. She half-heard him saying:


‘Got a son at Morgan Stanley. Out of town today, cancelled on me at the last moment, the Lord be praised! I came early to have a look at the Bank of England, the Royal Exchange and the – Lordy, my memory! What’s the other one?’


‘Mansion House?’


‘That’s it, the Mansion House. All that history in a few square yards! Never seen the Bank till today. Can you believe it? Been coming here all these years and never got there.’


Julie signified that this was remarkable.


‘First I couldn’t find it – there’s no brass plate. I had to stop a girl coming out – mousy thing she was, but I guess she’s good at math. When I asked why there was no plaque she said ‘Everyone knows it’s the Bank. We don’t have to advertise.’


‘The interesting thing is’– Julie’s eyes swivelled to the TV –’is that modesty? Or kind of uppity?’


It was as if he were making conversation while sheltering from the rain. He was sweating now, Julie noticed, red and sweating.


‘In America we’d have a sign the size of a house, in neon: ‘1694 this place goes back to, and don’t anyone forget it!’ Now if I was to meet that girl again, know what I’d say? I’d say well young lady, the Bank of England’s sure got itself advertised now!’


The fellow smiled, alone. Julie went on trying to listen. Keeping a sick old American contented as he waited to discover his fate was a way of not thinking about Jackie. Therapy for them both.


All the while she was keeping an eye on Safia. The girl didn’t look ill – no redness or fevered eyes – but seemed crushed and afraid. When her sobbing became more audible Julie took her hand. The girl half-withdrew it, then left it in hers. The hand was trembling.


‘Try to stay calm. We’re lucky to have found somewhere to shelter. With a bit of luck we’ll be fine.’ It was all she found to say. What else could she? ‘You work round here?’


‘I was looking for work.’ The girl paused. ‘And who are you?’ she added, with caution rather than curiosity.


‘I’m a doctor, Safia, my surgery’s not far from here.’ She leant closer: ‘I work with many Muslim women.’


She felt the hand stiffen, then relax. Under probing the girl explained that she was frightened of her family’s reaction when they found out she’d been alone in the City. She was an only child, she added, and her parents were strict.


The Frenchman, erect in his chair next to the beautician, had not spoken a word. When not working on his Blackberry he sat silent and aloof, glancing only occasionally at the television. The American turned to him:


‘You visiting too?’


‘I work here. I am a banker, from France. I just came out to get a suit from the cleaners before it closed.’


Soft and pale and with delicate glasses, he seemed frail-looking in his towel and singlet, and vulnerable in his socks.


‘So you live here?’ the American pursued.


‘I lived ’ere.’


‘You won’t stay?’


‘What do you think?’


M. Denizet, it emerged in their conversation, was one of the generation of Frenchmen who’d come to London a decade previously.


‘At first it was fine. Then the recession. That was bad enough, but we stayed. But this… No, you cannot live with this.’


He seemed to be readying himself for his return as he spoke, getting more French by the minute. His lips were permanently sardonic, his right hand perpetually throwing something invisible over his shoulder. A gesture of abandon.


‘The cleaners is next door. I just come out. I was exposed’– his lips became French again –’for twenty seconds. Then I come in ’ere because in there was already full. Maybe the wave not reach me, I will recover. But this country…’ The country, he indicated, would follow his mouth, downwards.


He waved his Blackberry.


‘The Footsie is collapsing. 53 per cent down so far. Surreal! ’Alf your wealth gone in an hour! I ’ave never seen figures like that. Worse than when Lehman Brothers went down, much, much worse.’


Nobody reacting to his stock market summary, the Frenchman went quiet.


Julie’s mind had gone back to Jackie. Suddenly her eyes swivelled to the TV.


‘News is coming in of an explosion in the financial district of New York. Over to Steve Hardcastle, our American correspondent.’


‘Thank you Michelle.’ The gravitas of Hardcastle’s tone was out of sync with his excited eyes. ‘First reports suggest this was a dirty bomb that didn’t come off. That is to say one where the explosion worked but failed to trigger the nuclear device. The police are talking about several dozen casualties from the blast – it could be more. It’s morning here and it may have caught people on the way to work.’


‘Tell us about what the authorities are saying, Steve.’


‘Well Michelle, what they’re saying is that the atrocity was evidently timed to coincide with the one in London. There’s speculation that a simultaneous dirty bombing was meant to be the highlight of Al Qaeda’s response to the killing of Bin Laden. As you know there’ve been a number of revenge attacks around the world, but this seems to have been the big one. It looks like the Americans may have been spared the dirty part, but –’ shouting now to make himself heard above the sirens, the reporter jerked his head towards the smoke and flames in the background’– the explosion alone has wreaked havoc in the heart of the financial district.’


‘Presumably the Americans are as terrified as us.’


‘Indeed. Though in a way it’s not entirely unexpected.’


‘How’s that?’


‘Because we know that terrorists have cased the New York Stock Exchange, the World Bank and the IMF in the past. The Bank of England would fit naturally into the pattern of economic targets. Assuming of course this was an Islamist attack.’


‘Which of course we can’t’, Michelle interrupted, tight-mouthed. ‘Thank you Steve.’


The room listened in silence. It was broken by the American.


‘Which of course we can’t…’ With a grim smile he mimicked the announcer. ‘Oh yes we can. Who else would it be?’ He sighed. ‘Jesus, Bin Laden, back from the deep.’


The workman shot him a puzzled look.


‘What you sayin’?’


‘I’m saying they buried him at sea, didn’t they? Left him on the ocean bed like a dead monster, so as to be finished with him once and for all. But he’s back, isn’t he? Back from the deep. With a vengeance.’


‘Should ’ave thought about vengeance before you did ’im in,’ the workman shot back. ‘Was always goin’ to be a comeback, wasn’t there, and now we got it. The Yanks take ’im out and the Brits get nuked. Brilliant.’


More than an hour and a half had passed and the nervous, broken conversations were draining away. The delivery boy sat on his ledge, silent now and strangely stiff. A smell around him was getting stronger. Guessing the problem, when the road worker moved away Julie took his place.


‘How did you come to be in the area?’


‘On a delivery, wasn’t I, round the corner from the Bank. Ran like a fucking rabbit back to the van, but I got a dose all right.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I could feel it.’


‘But it’s not like smoke you know.’


‘’Ow do you know what I feel?’


‘Well of course I don’t.’


She said it quietly, to win confidence, building up to her big line.


‘You’re sure you don’t want to go to the lavatory?’


‘I’m not a fucking baby!’


The boy was sitting rigidly now, his hands gripping his ledge. The smell from him had become a stench.


‘You must go to the lavatory,’ she whispered.


‘Who are you to tell me –’


‘– I’m a doctor. What’s your name?’


‘Kingman,’ the boy forced out.


‘Well Kingman, I’m the only doctor here and I’m trying to do what’s best for you.’


He hung on for a minute more, finishing his cigarette. Then stubbed it against the wall, slid from the ledge and covered the ten paces to the back room in small steps, pulling up his towel between his legs as he walked, like a giant nappy.


Grimacing, Mrs Marusak sprayed perfume where he’d been sitting, looked around, then squirted it everywhere, with fiercely triggered finger and downturned mouth. The workman had turned off the ventilation, as the TV had instructed, to reduce the inflow of contaminated air, and by the time she’d finished the atmosphere in the salon, a mixture of scent and faeces, seemed sicklier than before.


From the toilet they could hear the boy sobbing.


‘We get him out,’ Mrs Marusak announced. ‘He will spread nuclear. He is priority.’


Julie asked for paper, pen and Selotape, wrote out a notice and stuck it in the window: very sick boy here.


Talk was at an end, everyone staring at the television. There were pictures now, including shots of the street they could see through the salon windows. Images of people like themselves, staring from shops and offices across the poisoned emptiness. Picking out close-ups – a child swaddled in a towel, as if readied for bed, a floppy-haired young banker, heroically bare-chested – the cameramen had been unable to resist a brunette gazing from a display window. Her towel had slipped from a shoulder, making her alluring in her distress, like a tart in an Amsterdam street.


The boy still hadn’t come back from the lavatory when the American got up and strode shakily to the bathroom. The noise of the television helped disguise his retchings. Minutes later he returned, one hand holding up his towel, the other wiping his lips with a handkerchief.


‘Maybe just nerves.’ A compassionate Mrs Marusak. ‘They say some people sick with nerves.’


‘No, I was closer,’ the American said in an all-things-considered voice, standing at the door, looking out. ‘A deal closer than you.’ He nodded at Julie. ‘I saw you running, way ahead of me. My age, you can’t scuttle along like that. I got here quicker by a back street. I didn’t get hit by anything, but I felt a kind of burning. Burning needles.’


There was no room for them to shrink away as he passed them to resume his seat. Once there, instead of sitting down he stood, thought a moment, then turned to Mrs Marusak.


‘Well thanks for the shelter. It was worth a try. I don’t think there’s much point me hanging on here. With due respect to you all, if I’m in trouble I’d like to be with my wife. We’re staying in a place just north of Finsbury Circus, so I can walk it. Good luck.’ He did his best to smile. ‘Pity about the Bank. 1694…’


Shaking his head the American went to the backroom and returned carrying his trousers, his shirt, his jacket. Walking to the door he unbolted it, slipped out swiftly, shook his trousers in the entrance then eased them on under his towel, like an old man on the beach. Then his shirt and jacket and, with no appearance of hurry, walked off along the street, out of view.


He was gone before Julie realised what was happening. She ought to have stopped him, she thought, or at least tried.


‘You see what he did with clothes?’ Mrs Marusak was close to tears. ‘He didn’t want to shake nuclear at us. A gentleman. But what if it only nerves? He get second dose.’


‘He’s old.’ The road worker, Steve, shrugged. ‘Eighty if he’s a day. If I was that age I’d have done the same.’


An ambulance screamed past as he spoke.


‘Maybe they pick him up?’ Mrs Marusak said.


*


People’s mobiles had begun ringing, and soon only Safia and Julie hadn’t had a call. Then Martin rang.


It was five months since she’d seen him. Time and the rancour of their last meeting had left a wariness, even now.


‘How’s Jackie?’


‘Still at school.’


‘It’s outside the limit, right?’


‘No it’s in. Just in.’


‘Oh no! Oh Jesus! But maybe she was inside?’


No point in reminding him about the roof garden. Julie had moved to the East End after their split, and he’d been to collect her from school only once. He wouldn’t remember.


‘I tried to drive there,’ Martin continued, ‘soon as I heard, but I couldn’t get through. What’s happening? Are you there?’


‘No.’


‘You’re on your way?’


‘I’m in the City.’


‘The City? Why? Where?’


‘Taking cover in a shop about a quarter of a mile from the Bank.’


‘You didn’t –’


‘– we’ll find out when they come to get us.’


‘Oh God, Julie, oh God. What the hell were you doing in the City?’


Seeing a solicitor, to discuss a divorce, she decided not to answer. Because I’d thought long and hard and concluded that the trial separation I’d agreed to – conditional on you weaning yourself off the bottle, you’ll remember – wasn’t working. Because you weren’t adult enough to do it. I would have gone for a cheaper lawyer but my father said he’d pay. And we deserve the best, don’t we? Break up in style. Money matters because after four months here it was obvious that though the primary school’s OK – just – letting Jackie go to a secondary in the area is out of the question.


At the one I’d had lined up when I came there’ve been three knifings in as many months. One of them rushed from the pavement straight into my practice, a fifteen-year-old gushing blood. So it has to be private. I’d begun saving every penny to avoid the humiliation of going to Duncan for cash, after telling him he was hopelessly prejudiced about state education and that the schools round here were fine.


And all this because I can no longer rely on you for anything, absolutely nothing. So that’s how I’ve come to be where I am. Don’t feel guilty.


She said: ‘I had to go to a solicitors.’


‘What for?’


His voice was fearful.


‘How important do you think these things are, Martin, in the present situation? Anyway I can’t talk here. I’ll ring when I get out.’


‘Keep me informed about Jackie.’


‘Where are you?’


‘At home. Kensington. I’m supposed to be on the road to Birmingham. Assignment for Mark Pelling, at the paper. Has this hunch there could be a nasty reaction up there, more than in the South. Looks like I’ll be running up and down for some time, keeping an eye. Maybe I shouldn’t go? Is there something I can do for you? Or Jackie?’


She had difficulty thinking of him as a journalist, rooting out facts. He’d fancied himself an actor, but it hadn’t worked. He had the imagination – a surplus of that – though not the discipline. It was thanks to a contact of his father’s that he’d found a niche in one of the dailies, where travel pieces and features proved an outlet for his fantasy.


‘An assignment? Well you’d best go ahead. We’re stuck here for God knows how long, but we’re safe. And the school’s being evacuated.’


‘But you say you may have got a dose.’


‘I’ll be fine. I just can’t talk. I’ll ring. There are people I’m helping to look after, I’ve got to go now.’


She rang off. A rescue squad was passing. Mrs Marusak banged the window, pointed to the notice. One of them looked, hesitated, stopped, called ahead to his mates. She stood at the door, shouting through:


‘We have sick boy, very sick. He has – .’ She pointed to her backside ‘– In less than hour.’ The rescuer looked doubtful. ‘Really. He was very close.’


Minutes later a small ambulance pulled up. A paramedic got out and signalled that they weren’t coming in, that the patient should be passed out. The ambulance backed onto the curb, so the doors faced the salon entrance.


Kingman, whimpering now, stood at the door clutching his soiled towel. He didn’t say goodbye; nobody except the road worker and Julie said goodbye to him. Julie held his arm and wished him luck.


In the instant the salon and ambulance doors were open Safia made a rush from the back of the room, pushed a rescuer aside and scrambled into the ambulance after Kingman.


‘The fuck she doin’’? he screamed from inside. ‘Get that cunt out of here!’


Disregarding her flapping towel and naked legs the paramedics, brawny fellows, lifted her from the ambulance, thrust her back into the salon and rammed the door closed. Safia lay inside, shrieking and flailing till Mrs Marusak subdued her with an almighty backhand smack.


‘When I young I work in Ukraine prison’, she announced to the room with satisfaction. ‘They teach us to do this.’


Safia was on the floor, half-stunned, her back to the door and the towel rucked to her waist, exposing delicate thighs in largish knickers. With her mad hair she looked crazed.


‘Prostitute in my salon!’ Mrs Marusak pointed at her crotch. Safia covered up. ‘You not priority case, but you are afraid, no? Muslim make bombs and Muslims are afraid. Is good you are afraid!’


Safia sobbed loudly. Julie knelt down and held her.


‘I just wanted a check-up,’ she said when she had calmed.


‘We all want check-ups, darlin’.’ Steve, who had eyed her frankly when she was sprawled on the floor, looked away as he spoke. ‘But we don’t all rush the ambulance, do we? We wait our turn. That’s how we do things in this country. Time you learned.’


‘I want to go to the bathroom.’


Julie helped her there.


‘Do you feel…?’ She pointed to Safia’s stomach.


‘No, just normal.’ The woman indicated the toilet. ‘Leave me here.’


‘Wait.’


Before letting her close the door Julie ripped the plugs from the bath and, in an afterthought, from the hand-basin. A bit of basic training that had come in useful.


‘I’m coming in in two minutes,’ she announced.


She stood in the doorway between the two rooms, waiting. One ear was trained to the bathroom for sounds of vomiting, the other to the shop front. The street was quiet again – they must have picked up the urgent cases – and the TV louder in the silence. Experts were rationalising, debating.


Probably a three-layered device, one of them was saying. Thermite – an incendiary material – on the outside, Semtex or TNT in the middle, and a quantity of isotope at the centre. Cesium-137, cobalt-60 or strontium-90, someone else chipped in. Of which strontium would be the nastiest, right?, a presenter interjected. Certainly, another scientist confirmed, oh Lord yes! So how would it work? the presenter asked. Well the radioactive stuff would turn to vapour and the thermite would be on fire and carry it into the atmosphere. And then the cancers. Though if the isotope wasn’t triggered by the explosion you’d just get dead and wounded people. Which is what seems to have happened in New York?, the presenter said. Correct, the scientist nodded.


Yet another expert – the show seemed scrambled together – was brought in on a screen. He disagreed with the first. The impact of dirty bombs had been exaggerated, he insisted, the number of cancers after the Chernobyl disaster far less than thought. But you’re overlooking the density of population and the wind, the first scientist shot back. The wind changed everything. And if it didn’t cause horrific effects why would Al Qaeda do it? Fear, the sceptic interjected. Fear of anything nuclear. And we should avoid doing their job by talking it up.


At the words Al Qaeda the presenter looked mortified, but held her peace.


Julia listened, numbly. The exchange seemed schoolboyish, nerdy. There they were, imprisoned in their evil-smelling salon and desperate for diagnosis, while scientists squabbled about what might be killing them and how likely they were to die as they waited.


She rapped on the bathroom door.


‘I’m coming in.’


‘It’s alright, I’ve finished.’


Safia came out. Composed again, she’d re-ordered her towel, dried her tears and tidied what was left of her hair.


On television an expert, scarcely troubling to mask his excitement, was saying that he’d just heard that it was Strontium 90. Not that anyone should be surprised. Medical treatments, nuclear power station waste – providing you knew where to look it wasn’t as if it was hard to get hold of. So the most surprising thing about the attack, he concluded, smiling almost, was that it hadn’t happened before.


*


An hour and twenty minutes later two ambulances drew up outside the window. A grudging cheer in the salon was cut short when the ambulance men began to evacuate the cleaners. About fifteen came out, all in towels, some of them holding plastic-wrapped clothes on hangers, as though determined they at least would be spared contamination.


Mrs Marusak banged the window, to no avail. In keeping with their space suits the rescuers were in robot mode, and no one so much as turned in her direction. After loading up at the cleaners they drove off.


‘They may be leaving us till later because they’ve got our two sickest people,’ Julie warned the three remaining. She was sounding officious, but officiousness, she was finding, helped keep her steady.


She was right. It was twenty minutes before they came. During that time nothing was said. People seemed locked into themselves, listless. The Frenchman and Steve sat opposite one another, making no pretence of having anything to communicate, while Anya chattered to her spiv softly, both of them smoking. Safia sat alone.


Seeing they were in for another wait Mrs Marusak plunged into a chair, summoned Anya and gave instructions. Anya put a cape round her and began massaging her face.


‘Stress release massage’, Mrs Marusak explained, articulating each syllable. ‘In City women need. Now I need too.’


‘Fifteen or thirty minutes?’ Anya asked, sulkily.


‘You do till I tell you to stop, stupid girl.’ She half-turned to Julie. ‘Maybe you like massage before go?’ she offered through Anya’s coaxing hands. ‘A present.’


‘Not me thanks. But maybe Safia?’


Encouraged by Mrs Marusak’s frown Safia shook her head, declining an offer that hadn’t been made.


To Anya’s relief, after a few minutes Mrs Marusak struggled her head free:


‘Enough. You don’t do right.’


Hoisting her superb frame back onto her high stool, Anya rolled her eyes and filched another cigarette from her man friend.


When at last an ambulance came for them Mrs Marusak was cheery with farewells.


‘Free pedicure for everyone who was here!’ she called from her chair. ‘If toenails not fall out.’ No one responded. Uncertainty was a stranger to her face, but for a second it was there. ‘English humour – no?’


Julia let the others get in the ambulance before her. Waiting by the door she glanced at the television, in time to see Michelle announce:


Breaking news from America. Come in Steve Hardcastle.


Thank you Michelle. It seems scarcely credible but people close to the FBI are saying they’ve got the cell behind the explosion, a mere couple of hours after it happened. It was a group they’d been monitoring, I’m told. It seems one of them panicked when the nuclear element failed, and used a mobile. You won’t like this bit Michelle, but I’m hearing they’ve found material at their base for another bomb. It looks like they were lining up a second strike. So nothing for our comfort there, I’m afraid.


Indeed not. Thank you Steve.
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Amer the Syrian craned towards the mirror, razor raised. Then lowered it and stared into the glass, turning this way and that to inspect himself one last time. The mirror showed an aquiline profile, to which a short, jutting beard gave an even sterner aspect, yet in the eyes there was a soft regret. He stroked the blade over the black, soaped hair several times, tenderly, before slicing in.


‘The devil!’


A drop of blood ran over a cheek into the sink, to be absorbed by the sludgy remains of Turkish coffee.


‘Amer, lemme help.’


Interrupting his press-ups Jayson levered himself to his feet.


‘I am not an idiot. I can cut my own beard.’


‘No one’s sayin’ you can’t, brother.’


His offer refused, Jayson, from Trinidad and in his low twenties, got back down on his face in the corner, alongside his makeshift bed. Twenty-four done, seventy-six to go. It was days since they’d left the basement room and his lean torso, exposed by a grey-white singlet, was in need of exercise.


Amer went slowly with the razor, blinking and wincing, but by the time the press-ups were done the beard was off. As the Syrian stood drying his face Jayson sat on the floor against the bed, recovering. He stared ahead of himself, his nostrils crimped in distaste. It was the smell. The back of the room overlooked a dank concrete area enclosing a drain with a fractured cover. The stench of their morning excrement, disguised for a moment by the reek of coffee, infiltrated the barred window.


He looked up at Amer.


‘You got cuts all over, brother. Should have let me do it. I used to shave people.’


‘You were a barber?’


‘No. I shaved people in prison.’


Amer stopped drying his face.


‘They didn’t tell me you’d been in prison. They said you’d been an electrician. They said you’d been in trouble, but not that you’d been in prison.’


Jayson said nothing. There were other things the Syrian didn’t know. About his dead-beat father and pretty, Mexican mother, who when the father left them the day before his ninth birthday paid the bills the easiest way she could. Or the accident at the boxing club seven years later. Till then he’d been doing well, a nifty kid, a bit undersized but they were building him up, grooming him for professional fights.


Then the accident. He’d been sparring, fooling around really with an older kid, no headgear. He was dancing about, teasing the heavier fellow, scoring, and when it was over the bigger kid lost his cool. Just came at him when his guard was down and landed him one on the side of the head.


For a week he was concussed. When they let him out of hospital he said he was fine, wanted to get back to his training, to his career in the ring, but they told him no chance. And they were right. Physically he seemed undiminished but his reflexes had lost some of their speed. Not just that but he’d become generally a little slow. He could read things, learn things, do things, like the electronics course he’d completed in jail. In everything he did he was thorough, but slow.


‘So you were in prison. What was it for?’


Jayson shook his head:


‘I don’t wanna talk about it, brother, I wanna forget. But Allah must have wanted me to be there, ’cos it was in prison I converted. And if my sins are forgiven and my life is one of piousness and righteousness, like they told me, and my heart is clean like a child born from its mother’s womb, it’s OK not to think ’bout it no more, ain’t it? I don’t have to confess nothin’, like the infidels with their Pope.’


‘You speak truly, brother. Though I would prefer to have known. The conversion I knew about, but not the prison.’


He threw down the blood-spotted towel.


‘There. You wouldn’t recognize me, would you?’


Jayson studied the beardless Syrian. The truth was that he would: the face he saw was the same one as before, hairless. With his assertive jaw and nervily alert features he just looked like Amer, shaved. And he’d made a poor job of it.


Without a word he got up, went to the lavatory, came back with a length of toilet paper and began sticking bits to the Syrian’s cheek, his chin, his neck. Amer thrust out his face as he did it, holding his body back. The Trinidadian was sweaty after his press-ups, but it wasn’t that. In keeping his distance Amer had other reasons.


‘Today we have to get out,’ he announced through tight lips as Jayson worked, ‘We can’t go on cowering here like dogs forever.’


Finished, Jayson stepped back.


‘You can’t go out like this, brother. People will look.’


A smile almost broke through his dulled features. It was three years since he’d touched the heroin he’d begun dealing when his mother’s earning power faded with her looks. The stuff that had got him a stretch in Port of Spain. After coming to London he’d found a young and rounded Somali wife, and it was Ayan who had kept him clean. But religion had taken over where the drugs left off, so that his face still had the trance-like insensibility of his injecting days. The disconnect between the lithe, strong body and the half-stupefied face was strange.
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