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	This city would be nothing without you

	A4 sticker on recycling bin, NW5

	 

	A silhouette against the backdrop of Tower Bridge, David Blaine dangled mid-air from the arm of a crane in a clear plastic box. 

	Existing on nothing but water for the duration of his self-imposed sentence, it seemed to Rose a medieval revival; his box a pelted mosaic of eggshells and tomato flesh blushes. This was the stocks – 21st century stylee.

	She weaved herself through the crowd, running her eyes over well-wishing poems, letters, declarations of love pinned to the perimeter fence of the spectator pen. They flapped in the breeze like beating wings, becoming battered and wind torn:

	 

	“David, in total honesty I don’t know what’s wrong 

	with the sad English people

	disliking you so much. I am Spanish

	and always admired you,

	they are just too sad to enjoy anything but warm lager!!

	I love you. I hope we meet very very soon 

	so you show me this wonder of magic.

	I give to you the Jimi Hendrix record so keep it.

	LOVE AND PEACE. Besos Mia.”

	 

	Japanese tourists loitered, fingering the Nikons that hung like talismans around their necks. Growing disinterested in Blaine, who could do nothing much other than smile and wave at his audience, they turned instead to watching their fellow voyeurs, snatching furtive glances at upturned faces.

	Teenage girls cooed their adoration like pigeons hidden on the underside of a railway bridge. They swished their ponytails, hopped, skipped, jumped to ditties – “you can do it David, we know that you can. You can do it David, David you’re the man!”

	Rose watched two boys at the front of the crowd, conspicuously monochrome in a sea of denim legs and mute, autumnal coloured jackets. Their heads partly covered by black yarmulkes, their hair cut to leave two long orthodox curls at each temple, they bobbed in and out of her view as they knelt and stood, eventually brandishing a message written on a large piece of paper, a hand at each corner held as high as they could stretch. Blaine, in response, offered them a wide smile and two thumbs up.

	The swirling wind scooped up the concrete grit and bemusement that hung in the air and sprinkled it onto the heads and into the eyes of everyone present. It blew through the ventilation holes of Blaine’s box, onto his shaggy hair and Crusoe beard.

	Tucked in at the back, Rose wondered whether Blaine’s eyesight was good enough to see her. She wanted him to, but it wasn’t in her to jump, call out his name, wave madly, as she saw others doing. Instead, when his head turned roughly in her direction she raised a hand to shoulder height and moved it chastely from side to side. 

	Having had enough of the cold and the wind-borne dust, she pulled her hat further down over her greying hair, tucked in the lapels’ of her coat and headed towards London Bridge and the bus that would take her back to Seven Sisters.

	Blaine survived his forty four day plexi-glass incarceration, apparently without suffering long-term damage to his physical health, although he cried for some time after his release. 

	And in the months that followed, his fans congregated in chat rooms across the internet to lament their magician; he was a different man, a changed man. Some argued it was because he’d been alone in the box too long. Some argued it was because he’d gone without food for too long. Some that he’d been without touch for too long. But they all agreed that the sparkle had gone from his eyes. Isolation had stolen his magic.
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	Jesus Please Visit Soon

	painted on park fence, Hackney

	 

	Dovid and Avrom raced Roi up the path, each pausing just long enough at the back door to touch the mezuzah and kiss their fingers before bursting into the kitchen.

	‘Ha! I’m first!’

	Taking pleasure in having the house to himself, Mr Horowitz sat at the table absorbed in a newspaper story on a spate of burglaries taking place across Hackney. At the sound of his son and companions crashing into the room, his heart leapt, his brain panicked, and for a few confusing seconds he believed the burglars had stormed his house and he was under siege. He jumped in his chair, banging his knee on the underside of the table. 

	‘Boys, boys’ he said, putting a hand over his heart, relieved to see faces he knew, ‘you are being chased by the police? Be easy.’

	‘Roi took us to see Blaine’ said Dovid, catching his breath.

	‘It was like at the zoo Mr Horowitz’ said Avrom, ‘except there was only one homo sapien exhibit. It just needed a sign saying; please don’t feed the animal!’

	‘I asked him if he was the next Houdini’ said Dovid.

	‘You asked?’ 

	‘I wrote it on a large piece of paper with big letters and we held it up so he could read it.’ 

	‘And he replied?’  

	‘He shrugged.’  

	‘And I asked him if he wanted some of my mame’s schnitzels when he leaves the box’ said Avrom.

	‘And did he?’ 

	‘Yes. He gave me the thumbs up. Two actually.’

	‘You see … so famous your mame’s schnitzels even Mr Blaine hears of them.’

	‘Guys’ Roi said, pushing his body away from the back door and stepping into the kitchen, ‘I’m sorry but I must now be going.’

	‘It’s not “I must now be going”, it’s “I must go now” or “I have to be going now” … what?’ Dovid looked at his tate, ‘Roi told me to correct him when he says something wrong. I’m only doing what he asked.’

	‘Correct Dovid. It is correct to correct me. And now … I have to be … going … now. See you Friday yes?’

	‘Yes, yes’ Mr Horowitz clapped a hand on Roi’s shoulder, ‘come Friday. Have dinner.’

	‘Are we eating soon?’ asked Dovid.

	‘When Mame gets home. If you boys are hungry you may make a sandwich.’

	Dovid grabbed a loaf of bread, a tub of margarine and a jar of red jam, piling them into the middle of the work surface and made two thick sandwiches. 

	‘Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the World who brings forth bread from the earth.’ He opened his mouth wide and took a large bite, chewing just enough to swallow.

	‘Tate?’

	‘Hmm?’ 

	‘Tate, you know, Blaine didn’t look too skinny. Just … soft.’

	‘Soft?’

	‘Yes. Soft.’

	‘Soft?’ Mr Horowitz said again, more to himself than his son, watching the boys as they headed out of the kitchen. ‘Plate’ he called, absently rubbing his knee where a bruise was beginning to form, ‘sandwiches go on plates.’

	 

	‘What shall we do?’ Dovid asked, flopping down onto his bed.

	Avrom shrugged. ‘Don’t mind.’

	‘We could play the definition game? Or the spelling game?’

	‘Or … I’ve got a cigarette.’

	‘A cigarette? Where?’

	‘Here’ Avrom took a slightly crumpled roll-up cigarette out of his pocket.

	‘Where did you get it?’

	‘From Roi.’

	‘Roi gave you a cigarette?’

	‘No.’

	‘You took it? You didn’t ask?’

	‘If I’d asked Roi and he said no, he might’ve felt bad and if he said yes, he might’ve felt bad.’

	‘I didn’t see you take it.’

	‘You weren’t looking.’

	‘When?’

	‘When Roi went to the shop to get a drink and we stayed in the car. He left his packet of cigarettes on the dash board. You were staring out the window.’

	‘Are you going to smoke it?’

	‘What else would I do with it?’

	 

	In the shed they wedged themselves between Dovid’s bike and a stepladder. Avrom pulled a lighter from his pocket. 

	‘Did you get that from Roi as well?’

	‘No, from my kitchen.’ He lit the cigarette, drawing the smoke into his mouth, holding it there a while before puffing it out. He looked at Dovid and raised his eyebrows then took another puff.

	‘It’s alright. Here. You have a go.’

	‘Why doesn’t it look like a normal one?’ Dovid said, taking the cigarette.

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Why doesn’t it have a brown bit at the end like a normal cigarette?’

	‘Don’t know. Try it.’

	Dovid put it to his mouth, pulling in the smoke as Avrom had done. He parted his lips and looked just beyond the end of his nose where ribbons of smoke curled and lingered. He sucked on it again, this time inhaling and immediately coughing the smoke back out into the shed.

	Avrom laughed. ‘Let me have another go.’ He inhaled, sucking the smoke down and coughing it back out as Dovid had done.

	He’d watched his tate smoke all his life and now he was having his first cigarette. Maybe he’d become one of those Jewish men who, at the end of shabes, at the earliest moment after sundown on a Saturday evening, after twenty-four hours without nicotine, would light up a cigarette, inhale and, with eyelids at half mast, … ahhh breathe it out again. This was his tate’s ‘happy moment’. If there was anything Avrom wanted, this was the time to ask for it. 

	Dovid inhaled again, coughing and spluttering smoke and spit. ‘I don’t think I want anymore’ he said, passing the cigarette to Avrom, his eyes watery red.

	‘Yuk Dovid! You made the end wet!’ Avrom took one more puff, blowing the smoke at the short column of powdery ash gathered at the end of the cigarette, watching it scatter into the air. He stubbed it out on a nearby spade, making sure it was thoroughly out, and held the butt in his hand.

	‘Let’s walk around’ Avrom said, ‘we might smell of smoke.’

	‘I think I’m feeling a bit sick’ Dovid said.

	‘The fresh air will make you feel better.’

	Outside, Dovid sat on his neighbour’s low brick wall while Avrom walked a little away from the house and nonchalantly threw the cigarette butt into the road.

	‘Is that Mrs Goldman?’

	‘Where?’

	‘There’ Dovid pointed to the end of the road.

	Weighed down with a bulging blue carrier bag in each hand and heading their way was Mrs Goldman. From a distance she looked like a pair of scales, her body tipping from side to side with each slow step.

	‘Shall we help her with her bags?’ Dovid asked.

	‘We ought to.’

	It wasn’t that she wasn’t a nice old lady, she was, and no doubt she had a sweet for them, she always did. But she’d ask about family and shul and they’d be stuck there for years.

	‘Or we could go to the park’ said Avrom. ‘Quick, before she’s closer and can see us.’

	 

	Away from where the other kids hung out, they sat in their secluded spot beneath a big oak at the edge of the park.

	‘What’s funny?’ Dovid asked.

	‘Nothing. You just look really pale. I didn’t think you could look any paler.’

	‘Actually, I’m feeling light headed.’

	They lay on their backs next to each other, staring into the sky.

	‘Look. There’s Mrs Goldman’ said Dovid.

	‘Where?’

	‘There.’ He pointed between the leaves in the tree above them, towards the clouds. ‘There’s her eyes, her nose, her beard.’

	‘Oh yeah!’

	‘Cirro-cumulus’ said Dovid.

	‘Cirro-goldmulus!’ 

	They laughed far more than the joke merited, without knowing why, or caring.

	As the wind moved the leaves above them, Dovid closed his eyes and fancied he could hear their rustling like whisperings in his ears. He thought he could smell the brown of the earth they lay on and imagined himself atop one of those clouds slowly drifting over London and —

	‘Dovid … were you asleep?’

	‘No – I was thinking.’

	‘Thinking what?’

	‘Nothing.’

	‘Let’s go back. It’s getting cold.’

	They peered in through the kitchen window; there was no one around, the coast was clear. 

	They helped themselves to orange juice and cake and ate and drank like they hadn’t consumed anything all day. 

	‘Do I look alright?’ Dovid whispered loudly to Avrom hearing his mame’s keys at the front door. ‘Can you smell smoke?’

	‘You look fine’ Avrom replied, ‘it’s fine.’

	‘You boys are eating cake?’ Mrs Horowitz asked as she came into the kitchen, noticing the cake crumbs sprinkled over the work surface. ‘Why now you’re eating cake when it’s soon time for our meal?’ 

	‘I was hungry’ said Dovid, ‘really hungry.’

	‘Well, let’s hope you still will be hungry. What have you boys been up to?’

	‘Roi took us to see Blaine.’

	‘Blaine?’

	‘The magician.’

	‘Ah.’

	‘It was fun’ Dovid said, knowing from the way his mame said “Ah” that she didn’t know who Blaine was.

	‘I should go’ said Avrom, heading for the door, Dovid following.

	‘Dovid?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘In an hour we eat OK?’

	‘I’m only going to walk Avrom home. I won’t stay.’

	‘Don’t be late.’

	‘He only lives across the road!’

	 

	When Dovid got into bed that night he traced his tongue around the inside of his mouth. It tickled. Smoking had felt like trying to breathe in candy floss, but without the sweet taste of sugar. He hadn’t found it pleasant and couldn’t see why his tate bothered with it. 

	As his body became heavier with sleep, he revisited the park and lay again beneath the clouds, feeling as though he might float up into them …

	 

	In the morning his mame put a plate and two slices of toast and jam in front of him. ‘Hurry Dovid. You’ll be late for shul.’

	‘I won’t be late for shul.’

	‘If you’re not rushing you’re being late.’

	Dovid didn’t look at her. He stared absently at the toast.

	His morning shower had neglected to cleanse him of the dream that clung, acrid to his skin. 

	He tried to piece together the scenes, to remember more of the images that flashed in his mind as he woke up. He and Avrom had been in Blaine’s box, he remembered that, and a wind had blown them around violently. He’d ended up in the box alone, having no idea what happened to Avrom. 

	The specifics were lost to him, the dream felt dim and distant, all that remained was its sour vapour lingering in his perspiration.

	‘Dovid? Dovid?’

	‘Mm?’

	‘You’re still here? You think shul waits for you?’
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	I has a pen

	marker on wall, north London

	 

	Rose arrived back at her bedsit, squeezing herself and her shopping past the canvas she’d worked on the night before, now drying by the door. She’d spent weeks on it, returning time and again to change it in some small way, never feeling satisfied. She’d added a series of blurred, brilliant yellow lines to the orange and red ochre already present but it hadn’t improved it any – it still didn’t represent to her the swirling mist of colours she saw in the space before sleep. Sometimes it happened that she couldn’t make a piece work. And she was beginning to think this would be one of them.

	Her stomach rumbling, she unpacked the carrier bag and arranged the contents along the work surface. She put the eggs to one side and everything else away in the cupboard. Opening the fridge she stared at a half pot of yoghurt, a block of feta cheese and a jar of black olives. She rested her eyes on the cheese, looked at the eggs, looked back at the cheese – eggs, cheese. She broke two eggs into a bowl and crumbled small chunks of feta on top, smearing her fingers oily white. Walking to the bay window, she pressed her face against the glass, searching for greenery in the brown plastic plant pot on the outside ledge. All she could grow out there with any success was mint. Everything else on the north facing concrete windowsill fought for survival and lost. She slid up the sash, pinched off a few shoots and snipped them into the bowl.  

	The omelette lay languid on her plate; cadmium yellow, edges raw sienna, strokes of fluffy white and flecks of viridian green. She sliced through it using the side of her fork, puffs of steam rising, dissipating.  

	She left the plate in the sink and pushed the books, sketchpads and newspapers strewn across the table to one side, creating a small section of space. With a soothing stream of Radio 4 in the background, she pulled two A4 sheets of labels from a drawer and a pencil case of coloured felt-tips. On the first label she wrote:

	 

	Today I went to see Blaine

	It made me hungry

	 

	She wrote the same two sentences on all twenty labels, intermittently changing the colour of the pen, and carefully cut between them. She stacked each on top of the other fastened with a paper clip and placed them in her bag. Wrapping her scarf securely around her neck, she pulled on her coat and left her bedsit.

	Following the smell of old oil from the fried chicken shop, she walked past The Swan, the rhythmic duv duv of a bass line thudding along the club’s dark corridor, out into the street and along the pavement. 

	Over the months she’d honed her stickering technique into a smooth, nonchalant transferal of label from bag to whichever object took her fancy; bus shelter, lamppost, rubbish bin. Having siphoned a couple of labels into her pocket, she peeled one from its backing and casually stuck it to a traffic bollard in the centre of the road as she crossed. 

	She wandered Seven Sisters for the next half hour, placing her stickers wherever she liked, littering the streets with small pieces of herself that would eventually fade and disintegrate.

	 

	Her alarm went off the following morning at seven, beeping progressively louder, her body nestling deeper into the mattress. After ten minutes of opening and closing her eyes she roused herself enough to sit up. 

	Her sofa bed lay opposite the bay window which, when the curtains were open, gave her a view onto a small front garden into which the wind blew every crisp packet and sweet wrapper in the neighbourhood. A tatty unkempt hedge ravaged by bindweed screened her from the eyes of passers-by. To the left of the window, protruding into the space like bulging eyes and hung either side of an ancient Baby Belling cooker were two large wall cupboards, the outer edges of which a previous tenant had decorated with iridescent glass cabochons. They were the kind found on every dining table at every dinner party held in the 90s; take a large decorative bowl, line it with glass pebbles, fill with water and top with floating candles. Rose had disliked the cabochons at first, vowing to remove them as soon as she could locate her hammer and chisel, but she’d quickly grown accustomed to them, liking them even, the way they sometimes caught the light. 

	She looked at the clock and reluctantly relinquished her duvet. Slipping on her dressing gown, she grabbed her towel and toiletries and headed for the bathroom. 

	‘Morning Luisa’ she said, stepping into the communal hallway. With straight out of bed hair pointing in all directions and a light sheen on her olive skin, Rose’s neighbour stood at the doorway to her room looking undecided as to whether she was going in or coming out. ‘Are you going to use the bathroom?’ Rose asked.

	Luisa shook her head. ‘Rose’ she said with only one eye open, ‘dida you notice de toilet? It’s not making anyting go down.’

	‘Um … really?’

	‘U huh.’

	‘Well, actually, now you mention it, I had noticed that sometimes there were … there were bits left behind.’

	‘Si. Exactly. So, I call de landlord and today someone come.’

	‘Really? Lovely. Thank you.’

	Luisa opened the other eye, nodded, and shuffled sideways into her room.

	 

	Rose left the house, burrowing into the warmth of her coat as she headed towards the tube station, stopping at the corner shop for a new travel-card and a lovely smile from the Turkish boy who worked there. 

	Approaching the corner of West Green Road she saw a huge brown mass sat on the pavement. As she got closer it morphed into a statue of a gun mounted on a plinth, a knot tied in its barrel. She felt sure it hadn’t been there last night; she wouldn’t have resisted stickering something so big and ugly. Repulsive, it sat on the pavement like a monstrous mega-turd. 

	She watched as people glanced in its direction and gave it a wide berth. Of all the exhibits the council could’ve chosen for this space, this is what they chose. It wasn’t as though anyone was trying to promote Seven Sisters as a tourist destination, but why not something to lift spirits rather than depress them further? And anyway, knives were more popular.

	At 8.40am Rose was first in the office – ten minutes quiet time before her colleagues arrived. She put the kettle on, sorted through the post and tidied the desk where she sat three days a week. She wished she didn’t have to work at all and could spend all her time painting – she would surely sell more pieces if she could devote more time to it. But it paid the bills and she knew if it wasn’t for this job she could go for days without exchanging a word with another soul. Besides, by working for a cancer charity she told herself she was making a worthwhile contribution.

	She began opening the post, reading a letter from one of the charity shop volunteers:

	“To whom it may concern,

	I’m writing to complain about my stolen coat. I popped into the Finchley branch last Tuesday afternoon to visit my friend Margaret, the assistant manager. I took my coat off, had a cup of tea and a chat and when I came to leave, my coat was nowhere to be found. It transpires that Gerald, a volunteer of about a month standing, took my coat, priced it for £10 and sold it within half an hour. I only bought this coat a month ago at an expense of £125. Not only did I have to deal with the loss of my coat but, as it was a cold day, Margaret leant me a sheepskin for the journey home which brought me out in a rash on my hands and neck.

	 I am formally requesting compensation for the loss of my coat and the resultant distress.”

	Rose date stamped the letter and put it to one side to show her colleagues. Once they’d had a titter over it, she’d put it in an internal envelope marked for the attention of the retail department, and in brackets underneath she’d put her name, just in case the query should come to be handled by Peter and he should, perhaps, need to discuss it with her. Peter Pawlak … she pictured him retrieving the box of envelopes from the top of the stationery cupboard for her last week. Standing a little closer to him than was necessary, she’d slyly peered sideways through his faintly see-through shirt, telling herself it was her artistic temperament behind the hope of glimpsing flexing chest muscles rather than any desire more lusty. Peter, twenty years her junior and a very welcome distraction from mundane office surroundings. Not only was he dishy, but he was kind, a man her dear mother would have approved of: “Wipe your chin Rose, you’ve drooled all over it!”

	As an attractive, straight man working in the third sector, female hearts fluttered like butterflies in his presence. On the morning Peter helped her with the box of envelopes, word spread that he was away from his desk and available to view in full in the volunteering department. No sooner had he stretched towards the box than a trail of women with wide smiles and a soft, enunciated “good morning” slowly wafted through the office, hair swaying in time with skirts. Rose was feeling nauseous that morning after drinking a little too much red wine the night before and these interlopers only added to her queasiness. They were freshly squeezed with juicy bits, wholesome flakes floating in skinny milk and Rose’s hangover soother of a double espresso and slippery fried egg churned in her stomach. 

	 

	At five thirty she joined the throng of office workers heading to Warren Street tube and the Victoria line that would deliver her home to Seven Sisters. Rose hung back as the train pulled in, deliberately being one of the last to get on, squeezing herself in by the door. She turned to face the window, shuffling in her bag for the labels. She peeled one away from its backing and stuck it at waist height on the window:

	 

	Today I went to see …

	 

	At Finsbury Park half the passengers left her carriage, as did she, moving swiftly along the platform and jumping back on a couple of carriages down. Being careful not to raise anyone’s suspicions she discreetly left another sticker just below a framed map of the underground system. No one paid her any attention. Those that still had their eyes open were reading a newspaper or staring at their shoes. 

	The train terminated at Seven Sisters and as her fellow passengers departed, she loitered, pretending to look for something in her bag. In the space above the seats an advert showed a woman in a low cut top with a wide smile: 

	“Transform the way you look, love the way you feel”

	Now the only person left, she placed a sticker between the woman’s gravity defying breasts:

	 

	It made me hungry

	 

	Her mind was stale and tired from eight hours in the office, tap tap tapping on the computer keyboard, eyes aching from staring at pixels, from grey surroundings and plastic plants covered with a film of dust. 

	The walk to her house from the tube revived sensation in her lower body. Each immobilizing working day her bottom was squashed flat on a chair, ignored until it began to ache and cause discomfort. Sometimes, if she found herself alone in the office, she’d stand, place a hand on each cheek and jiggle them around, pinch them all over, slap them like a nurse welcoming a sluggish new born. 

	Her road was strewn with kids and adults congregating in small age defined groups. Adults stood on the pavement chatting, swaying their wriggling, dribbling babies perched on hips. Small kids chased each other up and down and in between adult legs, kicking footballs and setting off car alarms. Older boys whizzed around on bikes trying to look cool in front of older girls who feigned disinterest. It was cold and dark and strange that all her neighbours were out in the road this evening.

	Rose passed the group of young kids and smiled at snot nose, her favourite. Small for his age, he sported two permanent features; his blue NY baseball cap and a runny nose.  

	‘Poo … pooey’ he said, pointing at her, ‘you smell.’

	‘I don’t’ she said, pausing, sniffing the air, ‘but good grief! Someone does.’

	A pungent smell was skulking the street and the green brown stench of week old cooked cauliflower invaded her nostrils. Kaftan lady marched out of her house, tea towel slung over one shoulder and stood by her front gate. 

	‘Where is that stink coming from?’ she bellowed, looking up and down the road as though she might be able to see it. Never seen wearing anything but a kaftan that drowned her, it flapped and fluttered in the wind, alternately being blown hard against her skin outlining a curvaceous figure, then diving under and up, blowing her outfit into a tent from which one of her children would emerge wearing a feathered headdress and moccasins.

	Rose walked quickly towards her house, realizing suddenly exactly where the smell was coming from. She retrieved the house keys from her bag but they weren’t needed; the front door was wide open. 

	‘Can you believea dis smell?’ said Luisa, ‘it’s deezgusting. You wouldn’t believea dis day … my god … de smell.’

	She stood in the hallway, one hand on her hip, the other left free to gesticulate and emphasize the enormity of what she’d been through that day.

	‘It’sa taken de man from Dyno-rod all day to unblocka de pipe. For years, he said, years it musta bin blocked. Come’ she said, leading Rose through the utility room and out through the back door. 

	‘Look’ she said, pointing to the back garden, her frown emphasizing the first hint of crow’s feet. ‘Looka dis. Shit, puke, piss from I don’t know how many of de years.’ 

	The garden, at its best little more than a twenty foot patch of mud was now covered in the foulest smelling grey sludge. A diarrhoea battlefield, a faecal focal point. It did no good to cover your nose, the smell permeated everything. 

	Rose tried to think of something comforting to say. ‘I’m sure it won’t smell this bad for long.’

	But Luisa wasn’t listening, she was glaring. She glared at Rose, she glared at the grey sludge, she sighed and raised her arms, letting them fall with a slap against her thighs. She glared finally at the sky before stomping back into the house.
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	Statistically 6 out of 7 dwarves were unhappy

	wall, SW1

	 

	Yenta placed the black rainwater spattered shoes on top of an old copy of the Jewish Chronicle spread out over part of the kitchen table, and began to unthread the laces. His shoes had been one of the first things she’d noticed about Leib, the man that became her husband. The original pair long worn out and thrown away, these were essentially the same, as were all his shoes; black, round toe lace-ups. Idly polishing them had become one of her simple pleasures, her mind flitting from subject to subject as she brushed on and buffed off.

	‘Avv-rom, Avv-rom’ Rochel called, hearing the front door open and slam shut, a rucksack thrown casually against the understairs cupboard. She wriggled off the chair and ran to greet her brother at the kitchen doorway, grabbing his hand and pulling him to the table. ‘Look what I did!’ she said, pointing a paint mottled finger at paper decorated with random splodges of different colours.

	‘That looks great!’

	‘You make one.’

	‘I can’t, I’m going out.’

	‘You’re going out?’

	‘Yes Mame, I told you remember? I’m staying at Dovid’s.’

	‘You are?’

	‘Yes, I told you.’

	‘You did? Well, OK. You’re hungry?’

	‘No.’

	‘You don’t want anything?’

	‘No.’

	‘Well, spend ten minutes with your sister OK? Before you leave.’

	‘OK.’

	‘And be careful not to get paint on your clothes.’

	 

	Yenta had been so immersed in a world of her own that morning in the bakery years ago that she wouldn’t have noticed her future husband had he not unsuccessfully juggled a loaf of bread and a handful of change, sending a cascade of coins onto the floor. It was just the sort of thing she’d do but, unlike her, Leib had shown no signs of embarrassment, but simply ducked down among the legs and gathered his shrapnel. He’d smiled and shrugged at her as he claimed a stray five pence piece by her foot. She’d half smiled back, blushed, then stared resolutely at the patterned lino, at his meticulously shiny black shoes until they’d walked out of view.

	Back then she would wake up regularly at five in the morning, no matter what time she went to sleep, grief reclaiming her return to consciousness. She learned not to loiter in bed where, without distraction, her thoughts rampaged and undid her. Instead she took herself out of bed and into the house that belonged in those early hours to her alone. She existed within its silence, within the echo of water in the bathroom sink, within the layers between the clothes she dressed in. In the kitchen she’d make herself breakfast, gently coaxing herself to eat toast so when Tate asked her if she’d eaten she could assure him she had. 

	She would do some chores, small things, quietly so as not to disturb those that still slept, until the bakery was open and she took her morning stroll. The early morning streets were peaceful, and behind closed doors London roused itself; lights flickered on in bedrooms, bodies washed in bathrooms, food was eaten, prayers said. It was the only time of day cars and buses left ample space between each other, luxuriating in pre-rush hour traffic.

	Her olfactory senses took much pleasure in this bakery rendezvous, goading her appetite to its senses. And she delighted in the delight of her tate and brothers at having fresh bread for breakfast. Some days, most days, that was the only time she took herself away from the house and the hole within it.

	Even at the end when her mame had been too ill to leave the bed, still her presence had reverberated around their home, giving it shape and meaning. Yenta was grateful she no longer had to watch her mame’s life drain painfully away, but equally she had pined for her. Alone in the house she would wander from room to room, digging beneath recent smells of medicine and illness, of hands too weak to hold a cup. She dug beneath the indignities of disease and clung to memories of doughy arms that hugged her, of afternoons spent cooking together and evenings of blessings and candlelight and a meal shared with her whole family.

	In the days that followed she left the house less and less, and wouldn’t have accompanied her cousin Rivka to synagogue had it not been mostly to appease her tate, to convey to him her life was almost one of normality. 

	And the synagogue was one of her favourite places. Like a secret, the modest, middle terrace exterior belied the synagogue’s large interior, its central section of glass that ran the length of the roof, distributing swathes of light that washed its blue walls. Yenta enjoyed the synagogue’s beauty in its entirety from the women’s gallery upstairs. But, closed for repairs, she and the other women settled themselves in a small section at the back, cordoned off behind velvet drapes.

	She would imagine having the synagogue to herself where, devoid of small boys chasing each other up and down the benches, devoid of loudly whispered conversation on both sides of the curtain, she’d soak in its silence. And she’d be free. Free to sit on the men’s benches, drenched in the sound of raindrops beating against the glass above her, or by the sun that would rejuvenate her.

	‘Yenta. Yenta! Did you notice Leib?’ Rivka had whispered loudly.

	‘Who?’

	‘Leib. My brother’s friend.’ She parted the curtain slightly and Yenta followed her gaze. So did Mrs Jacobsohn who leaned forward from her chair behind them and, having first taken a look at the young man, lightly smacked Rivka’s hand away. 
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