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        Soho 4 a.m.

        This book is set in and around central London.
 
        The real locations mentioned in this book are linked throughout the text. These links will take you to a comprehensive online map where you can find the locations from the novel. You can see the whole map here.

    

‘Nothing thicker than a knife’s blade separates happiness from melancholy.’


Virginia Woolf, Orlando








Chapter 1


It started with a low rumble, a faint voice on the periphery of a dream, a timpani drum buried deep underground, thudding fast then slow, the nervous heartbeat of an expectant city. It was in the split second between breaths that Stella heard it, felt its tremor beneath Trafalgar Square where thirty thousand people were watching a giant television screen and waiting on the words of a man with a card in his hand.


‘London!’


The first syllable had barely left his mouth when the rumble exploded into a chorus of excited screams, so loud they drowned out the noise of the traffic; the black cabs and red buses stopped mid-flow in their circulatory route and the long, spidery hand of the Big Ben clock paused too as it crept towards, then settled upon, a time: 12:49 p.m.


London had been chosen to host the 2012 Olympic Games; now the celebrations could begin.


Stella smiled as she made her way through the crowd, soaking up the happy faces, so many happy faces – where had they all been hiding? It was as though normal service had paused and the city, for a moment, had slowed down to a more leisurely pace. Like a sleepwalker, she could weave in and out of the empty spaces, safe and hidden in the eye of the crowd.


*

And now? Now, after four glorious hours passed in a blink, she is back where she started.


The elation of the square fades as she squints into the sun and sees him sitting on the step outside the flat. His reddish golden hair shimmers in the light of the sun and for a moment he looks like a statue, still and unmoving as he stares down at his feet. There is a beautiful stillness about the scene, the late afternoon sun pouring onto the street, bouncing off the windows of Bar Italia and Little Italy and bathing his small, sinewy figure in a sepia-tinted glow. As she approaches, she thinks how she would love to freeze this moment, to lock the happiness she had felt in the square inside some giant vault and keep it with her forever. If only they could stay at home tonight. If only there was no party to go to, then maybe everything would be okay. Maybe they could be happy.


‘Stella!’


He has seen her. He jumps up from the step and runs towards her. He is smiling; it’s a wide, happy smile. Stella used to say, when they first met, that his smile was like the sun coming out. Now the smile just reinforces her guilt; it slices through the happiness she has carried with her from the square and cuts it into neat little pieces of despair.


‘Where’ve you been?’ he asks as he hugs her tightly. ‘It’s almost five o’clock you know?’


Stella opens her mouth to speak then changes her mind. Instead she folds into his embrace, once again wishing she could pause the moment, put off the evening, the wretched party …


‘I’m off to get some food. Do you want anything?’ He untangles himself from her arms and slaps his taut stomach, the loose fabric of his T-shirt billowing like a deflated hot-air balloon. ‘You really should eat something. We’ll be doing a lot of talking at the party so there might not be much chance to eat, and you know what Warren’s like, it’ll be all macrobiotic rabbit food. Shall I get you a bag of crisps?’


‘No thanks, Ade, I’m fine—’


‘Are you sure? You’ll be starving come eight o’clock. I’ll get you some chocolate. You can stick it in your bag and have it later, yeah?’ He pulls her towards him and kisses her on the top of her head. He has put his expensive cologne on, the one she bought him for his last birthday. It smells like orange blossom. She breathes in the scent as he kisses her. It doesn’t smell like Ade, it smells like someone else. Then she remembers why she bought it, why she wanted to smell it every day. As she blinks away the thought, he whispers into her ear. ‘Thanks for doing this for me. It will all be worth it, I promise you. I love you.’


A pang of guilt flutters through her chest as he kisses her cheek. She is always letting him down, always blocking out the sun.


‘Oh, I’ve booked a cab to Warren’s,’ he says as she walks away from him towards the steps to the flat. ‘We don’t want to be stuck on the tube at rush hour. It’ll be here in an hour.’ He smiles again, the unsure smile Stella recognizes. He’s worried about her, she can tell. That’s why he’s hesitating. ‘Right,’ he says, clapping his hands together, like he’s snapping away his concerns. ‘I’m off to the shop; I’ll let you go up and get ready.’


‘Ready,’ she repeats, trying her best to sound upbeat, but it is a resigned acknowledgement that comes out of her mouth; the ready of the patient as she waits for the injection.


She stands on the step, watching him walk towards Dodo, the off-licence on Old Compton Street, and feels empty, like every last ounce of hope has drained away.


An hour earlier, she had been standing among thousands of people, watching their faces, feeling their excitement and wrapping herself up in the novelty of an ordinary July morning that had stopped so abruptly in its tracks. She could breathe, she could think more clearly than she had for years. The constant interruptions, the demands on her time had paused, like a frozen screen, and though she could still see them, still sense them, hanging in the blue-grey sky above Trafalgar Square, they were out of reach, floating like a lost balloon over Nelson’s head.


As she watched her worries flickering and scrambling, desperately trying to free themselves and return to her, she realized that in their absence she had become something else, something she had always railed against. As she had patiently waited for the announcement to be made, she had shrugged off years of carefully honed nonchalance and taken on the guise of a tourist – wide-eyed and excited just to be in her own city. The tourists who, with their vacant expressions and over-sized kagouls, form part of the daily landscape of Soho, are so set apart from her own pace of life and yet so much a feature of it. How many times has she found herself joining in with the chorus of disapproval at Leicester Square tube, tutting as some hapless soul with a camera slung around his neck stands blissfully unaware on the left side of the escalator?


But that is the unspoken rule of daily life in London, the one that tourists never seem to understand but one that is imprinted onto the psyche of those who live and work in this city of dreams and dirt – you never, ever, get in the way of a commuter.


After the announcement had been made, the crowd had remained; people were dancing and singing, hugging their neighbours and waving their crumpled flags. Stella had stumbled out of the square intending to head home but, buoyed by the excitement of the day, had only got as far as the National Gallery. She sat on the low wall outside the stately building and watched as London spread out before her. The lions in the square looked as triumphant as the crowd, their steel-grey defiant faces standing guard over the minute figures scurrying beneath. After a couple of hours, the crowd seemed to tire and began, slowly, to melt away. Stella sat motionless, watching as the jovial mood carried the swarms of people like a giant wave into the winding streets that connected Trafalgar Square to Haymarket, to the river, to Charing Cross and Leicester Square. But as Big Ben boomed out the hour of three, there were still clusters of people in and around the square. For them, the party had only just begun. Stella stood up, suddenly aware of the time and all too aware of the party she had to get ready for.


But there was still time, she had thought, as she walked towards the pretty white church of St Martin-in-the-Fields, there was still time to light a candle. She could never pass that church without taking a peek inside. It was so still and quiet, a little pocket of calm right in the centre of the city. It was busier than usual, she had thought, as she opened the glass inner door and walked towards the candles. There were people sitting in the pews, some with their hands clasped in prayer, others looking up at the ornate baroque ceiling, perhaps noting how its gold chandeliers and balcony seats looked rather overdressed against the plain, puritan-style altar and pews. Stella had always liked the decadence of that ceiling, it was fitting for a church on the edge of theatreland, and wasn’t religion just another kind of theatre? A show where the actors come on and say their lines, singing here and there and raising their arms to Heaven?


No voices were raised above a whisper inside the cool, airy building, and a lone verger strolled up and down the aisle nodding and smiling at the visitors like a benign host. Stella picked up a tea-light from the box and clasped it in the palm of her hand. Deep beneath her feet lay the remains of Nell Gwynn, outside the window, London was celebrating in its brightest colours and loudest voices, but there in that moment was peace and clarity, and as Stella leaned forward to light the candle from the burning wick of another, she closed her eyes, offered up a silent prayer and hoped that someone would hear.


She had walked home along Charing Cross Road, the streets opening up like a paper street map, bending this way then that, taking her into their confidence, daring her to keep going, to take that left turn towards Cecil Court, to have a look at the little second-hand bookshop, the one where she had seen a faded copy of her favourite childhood book in the window. Stopping outside the shop, she saw that the book had been removed from the display and she stood for a moment looking at her reflection in the shop window while the memory of a great open space, a barley field and the smell of autumn evenings, flipped back and forth in her head, like the pages of a book being turned too fast. She closed her eyes, wrinkled her nose and willed the memory away, and as it fell she walked on.


On past the old map shop and the new-age crystal shop, then back onto Charing Cross Road, where she took her familiar route down the little side street to Chinatown, past the Chinese grocery store where boxes full of lychees and kumquats jostled for space alongside red and gold ceramic cats and over-sized woks. As she stepped onto Shaftesbury Avenue, she smiled at the long queue of tourists that was snaking its way round the front of the Lyric, the plucky ticket touts threading in and out like hyenas encircling a herd of wildebeest.


‘Come on, ladies and gents, who do you think you’re fooling? It’s the last night tonight, there ain’t no tickets left, I’m telling you. Now, I can save you fifty, sixty quid. Come on, mate, don’t shake your head, it’s the last night, you’ll never get to see this play again, it ends here.’


But nothing ends here, thinks Stella as she stands outside the flat staring at the coffee drinkers sitting around the flimsy metal tables outside Bar Italia. Nothing ends, it just reinvents itself as something bigger, better and stronger. In the small northern town she left behind, everything stayed the same, day after day, year after year; the same faces, the same expressions, the same problems passed down from generation to generation. It was as though life was defined by its limitations and boundaries. Whereas Soho, well Soho is infinite isn’t it? There is no final curtain here. She continues to stand on the step hoping that by not going inside, she might somehow prolong the spell that the morning has cast on her.


Tonight’s party has been planned for weeks and Warren Craig, the ageing Nineties pop star whose career Ade is helping resurrect, has assured them that it will be full of people worth talking to, people who can help him and Stella forge ahead in their careers: music industry heavyweights, A & R men – and they are always men – on the prowl for the next young, pretty girl who can carry a tune and earn them enough money to buy another villa in Puerto Banús. Stella will be expected to flatter their egos, to see past their fine-weave hair implants, their man boobs and sexist jokes. She will have to smile, to answer their questions but not talk too much, just stand there like a geisha while Warren flits in and out of the conversation, peppering the ‘man talk’ with a burst of song, followed by his inane commentary: ‘Can you remember that one, guys? Not one of my biggest hits but it’s the one closest to my heart. You could say that is the song where I found my voice.’


‘Think of the contacts.’ Ade’s pleading voice rings in her head. He’s become obsessed with contacts, networking, introductions. While all Stella wants is to be inside, hidden away from everything and everyone, safe under thick linen sheets.


Damn it, he’s played Warren’s new album on repeat for a week now. Every day and night, his whiny voice, his turgid lyrics, suffocating her as she wakes up and choking her into restless sleep. Warren has infected their lives like a rash ever since Ade got involved with him. And why is he involved with him? That’s what she can’t get her head around.


When she first met Ade, the only things that mattered to him were making good music and the respect of his jazz peers. The likes of Warren Craig, when they appeared on Saturday morning kid’s TV, had been a source of mirth for him and Stella, the kind of music that was destroying this country (Ade’s words just a year ago). But fast forward twelve months and Ade is sitting on the promise of a co-writer credit on Warren’s next album and a wedge of cash if it all goes according to plan.


It doesn’t matter that Warren, by his very presence, makes the room ridiculous. Every word he speaks – so gleefully picked up on by his grinning band of hangers-on – drips with cliché and bombast. Last time she saw him, he called her Stella Bella, put his hand on her shoulder and, in a tone of voice she guessed was usually reserved for a small child, told her that if she worked really, really hard then she could have it all, just like him.


She shudders at the thought of his breath on her face as she fumbles in her bag, trying to locate her keys.


‘In this life, Stella Bella,’ he had purred into her ear as she sat bored out of her skull in an overpriced Japanese restaurant, ‘there are winners and losers, and in our business you have to choose which you’re gonna be. You have to work your arse off and be prepared to sacrifice everything for the dream. Do you believe in the dream, sweetheart, do you believe?’


She looks at the row of black rubbish bags on the pavement, crammed with the detritus of the last seven days. One of them has been torn and the contents are spilling out onto the street. She can see the corner of a pizza box jutting out of the hole and the glint of a ring-pull from last night’s tin of ravioli. It’s making her feel repulsed; she wants to scoop up the bags and move them away from here, dissociate herself from them and their contents. It feels like everyone in the street can see them, knows what’s in them, can see right through her and her guilty secret.


As she stands here, she thinks back to the first time she saw this street. This was once all she ever wanted. To be twenty-seven years old and living an eternal cocktail hour in a place where it would be rude not to, hadn’t that been the dream? Soho. Even the name sounds like a suggestion, like an invitation to do something deliciously decadent. Neon lights bleeding onto a rain-soaked street, a stolen glance from a beautiful face in the crowd, the first few bars of the best song she would never write. She thinks of promises and hope and a young girl with everything to live for.


She looks up and sees Ade walking back. The clock outside Bar Italia displays the time in green and red neon. Ten to five already. She hasn’t got much time so this will have to be quick. If she can numb herself, create a bubble around her that neither Ade nor Warren can burst then maybe, just maybe, she can survive the night. As she pushes the thick metal door and trudges up the stairs towards the flat, she knows what she has to do.


*

Outside the flat, Ade sits on the step and savours the first drag of his hand-rolled cigarette. A few metres up the street the hands on the big oblong clock outside Bar Italia creep towards five o’clock. All is calm, inside and out. Ade loves this time of day, when the big retreat towards evening begins; and best of all it’s Wednesday.


Ade likes Wednesday nights in Soho. While the crowds stay in and wait for Thursday and Friday, the conventional party nights, the residents come out to play. Out of their bedsits, studio flats and penthouses they crawl, taking advantage of the available tables in the restaurants, the empty seats at the theatre and the clubs free of rowdy hen parties. There is only a small pocket of opportunity to reclaim their territory, as by Thursday the hordes will be back. Wednesday evening is when Soho takes time out to catch breath before opening its doors once more.


Any other evening, Ade would be in the pub, ordering his first drink and looking around to see who was in. He looks up the street towards The Dog and Duck that stands like a glowing beacon on the corner of Frith and Bateman Streets. As he sits there, sweating in the last of the afternoon heat, he tries not to think of the ice-cold pint of lager he could be holding in his hand.


He sneaks another look at the clock. No, he can’t. Tonight is too important to mess up.


Without thinking, he rolls another cigarette, using the step to lay out the paper before carefully spreading a neat line of tobacco across the middle. After years of practice, he has it down to a fine art. The ceremony and precision that go into creating a hand-rolled cigarette make the end result all the more satisfying. He’s supposed to be cutting down but he needs something to calm his nerves, and anyway the nicotine will help keep the beer cravings at bay.


A pint would be really good right now though. But then he would need another to get the conversation flowing and have a bit of banter with whoever happened to be at the bar. If there was a good crowd in and the talk was to his liking, he would have a third and by the fourth he’d be settled in for the night, feet up, beer in hand while all around him Soho’s finest crept out of the shadows. The war correspondent with the sunken eyes just back from the front line and straight onto the sauce, the scarily thin models en route to something more exciting at The Groucho, the endless stream of artists, musicians, writers and entrepreneurs trying to sell their ideas to whoever will listen. From aristocrats to junkies, it’s why he loves Soho, and the crazier or more unhinged the punter the better as far as he is concerned. Pubs like The Dog and Duck, the Carlisle on Bateman Street and the infamous Coach & Horses on Greek Street attract people with a few stories to tell, people who don’t have to hide behind a veneer of respectability. You can be yourself, whatever that may be. People come here on the way to something else, to fame, to money, to notoriety, all the things that Ade covets. He believes in the people he meets and, more importantly, they seem to believe in him.


It’s a world away from the pubs he knew as a teenager, sitting in those dreary caverns of gloom while the landlord and a trio of old soaks served up a banquet of bullshit laced with the sorrow of lost hope and abandoned dreams; the turgid, ever present spectre of real life. As far as Ade is concerned, real life doesn’t exist here, he is hidden from it, tucked away in the heart of a maze that generations of dreamers have fashioned out of blood and tears and neon, and in this strange, half-lit world, people treat him like he is cool, like he matters.


The pub doors open again and a man steps out. Ade looks up and smiles.


‘Seb,’ he shouts, as he gets up from the step and walks towards the tall figure making its way up the street. ‘Alright, mate,’ he says, then stops as the man looks up and Ade realizes he has been mistaken.


‘Sorry, pal, I thought you were someone else.’ He smiles and pats him on the arm. The man gives him a suspicious look and hurries on.


Ade shakes his head. ‘Idiot. Did he think I was going to mug him?’


He stands impotently in the middle of the street, watching as the man turns the corner onto Old Compton Street. After a few moments, he resumes his position on the step, quite relieved in a way that it hadn’t been Seb because then there would have been no question of staying out of the pub.


They first met a couple of months ago when Seb breezed into The Dog and Duck one evening with a couple of workmates. Ade eyed him up suspiciously at first, noting the public-school drawl, the blond good looks and the expensive suit which all marked him out as a bit of a tosser. However, later in the evening, Seb asked him for a light and they got talking about football (Ade was a QPR man, Seb supported Spurs) and women (Ade liked beautiful women, Seb worked in a glamour model agency). Oh, and Seb liked a drink. He was no lightweight when it came to sinking a few while putting the world to rights and he was generous too, always making sure he got his round in. This final piece of information had sealed the friendship for Ade. The ‘tosser’ became a ‘good bloke’ and just the kind of drinking buddy he required.


‘Alright, Ade?’


He looks up and sees Caleb, the doorman of Ronnie Scott’s, waving to him from across the street. He is pacing outside the club with a clipboard tucked underneath his arm – the all-important guest list for tonight’s show. Ade watches as he takes it out and holds it in his hands, running his finger down each name slowly then pausing and looking into the middle distance, trying to memorize the long list of VIPs, to distinguish the aficionados from the first-timers, the PAs from the CEOs.


Ade smirks. He’s a funny one, that Caleb. What a guy to have on the door of a bloody jazz club. He’s like a nervous wreck, pacing up and down like that, the muppet.


Drawing his attention away from the doorman are the big white letters on the hoarding above the club door. Lucy Mancini, B2B’s new signing who has made the crossover from jazz to pop, is showcasing this week.


‘Oy, Caleb,’ he shouts.


The doorman, now completely engrossed in checking his list, gives a start and looks up wide-eyed in the direction of Ade’s voice.


‘Is Lucy Mancini sold out yet?’


‘Yeah it is, mate, but I can get you in,’ shouts Caleb, with a wink. ‘I mean you’re more or less staff. Shall I put you down for Friday?’ He smiles widely at Ade and nods his head.


Ade grimaces. Caleb can be such a prick sometimes. Staff? A pleb in other words, is that what he means? And what’s he grinning like that for? Fuck him, if things turn out well tonight, it’ll be Stella’s name up there with a set that he’s written and produced. Then we’ll see who’s ‘staff’.


‘I’ll put you down then should I?’ Caleb shouts over the street impatiently.


Despite Ade’s irritation, the anger and bluster stay contained within him and the face he lifts up to Caleb is one of affability and matey bonhomie.


‘Nice one, mate,’ he shouts.


‘Shall I put Stella down too?’ Caleb’s thin voice competes with the noisy engine of a black cab that has pulled up outside the club.


Ade pauses.


‘Yeah, go on then. I’ll try to get her out.’


‘Sweet,’ shouts Caleb, quickly busying himself with the three middle-aged women who are climbing out of the cab.


‘Ladies, ladies, doors open at six, you’re gonna have to wait,’ he shrieks as he flips the pages of his clipboard. ‘Now, I need your names.’


Ade laughs at the flustered doorman, throws his cigarette into the street and turns to go back inside.


‘Stella,’ he hollers as he reaches the top of the stairs. ‘Come on, sweetheart, it’s time we were leaving.’





Chapter 2


The municipal-looking building on the corner of Shaftesbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road is often mistaken for a multistorey car park by those not in the know. Its glass frontage bears no company logo, no colourful hoardings, indeed gives no clue at all as to what goes on within. Passers-by can’t see inside as the glass is blacked out, like those glossy sedans that speed shaded celebrities through the streets of Soho, away from the pursuing paparazzi and towards their destination of choice – lunch at The Ivy, shopping on Bond Street or home to their gated north London mansions.


Inside the building, the ground floor is just as drab and anonymous as the exterior and, in keeping with the motor theme of the facade, gives the impression of entering a very large and very empty car showroom. In the middle of this vast empty space is a black oblong reception desk behind which sits an unsmiling security guard complete with hat, uniform and badge.


The only colour in this beige desert comes from six small squares of laminated MDF that are tacked to the wall above the reception desk. In a dark blue hospital-style font they whisper apologetically the names of the asset management and accountancy firms that reside on the first and second floors.


Next to these, like a party guest who has misinterpreted the dress code, hangs another, more elaborate, company logo – a beautiful pastel drawing of a 1940s Varga girl, clad in a black negligee, looking coquettishly over one shoulder with blonde Veronica Lake hair pouring silkily across one eye. A foot is visible beneath her gown and her pink polished toes point towards a name in scarlet and black lettering: Honey Vision.


The artist responsible for this homage to bygone glamour sits in his office on the third floor watching the clock as its fingers creep towards five-thirty. There are half-drunk cups of coffee, assorted pens, pencils and loose coins cluttering the desk and an in tray overflowing with photographs of semi-naked women. The office door is wide open and on any given day there will be a steady stream of people trooping in and out. Some will be asking advice, others presenting their portfolios or looking for work. More often than not they will be after a cigarette or a freebie. It seems everyone wants a piece of Sebastian Bailey, Honey Vision’s newly appointed Creative Director.


As the clock strikes the half hour, there is a rumble of movement along the corridor. The exodus has begun. Chairs are scraped away from desks, female voices call out plans for the evening, mobile phones burst into life with a medley of competing ringtones and stiletto heels click-clack towards the toilets for a communal powdering of noses.


Though his bag is packed and he has switched off his computer, Sebastian, or Seb as he prefers to be known, remains at his desk waiting for the last footsteps to die away. He picks up a set of proofs from a recent photo shoot that has just been returned for checking. The model in the top photograph stares out blankly towards the camera. To Seb’s artistic eye, the image is about as sensual as a block of wood.


He pushes aside the photographs and looks at the painting on the wall opposite. It shows the outline of a faceless dark-haired woman in a long scarlet dress walking barefoot along a desolate beach holding a bundle of rags in her arms. At her feet, in the foreground of the painting, lies a blond-haired young man with an oxygen mask over his mouth drawing shapes in the sand with one finger.


In a daze, he picks up his mobile phone and, without thinking, presses redial. He waits for the voicemail to kick in but instead gets a robotic female voice informing him that she is sorry but the number is no longer available. He panics. This can’t be happening. He tries again.


‘I’m sorry,’ says the voice.


And again.


‘I’m sorry.’


The voice is cold, it is harsh, it is anything but sorry.


As he clicks his phone off, an altogether brighter voice interrupts his dark thoughts. ‘Poker?’ He looks up to see the broad grin and wild curly hair of Henry Walker, his best friend, who also happens to be the boss.


‘Poker night this evening at The Union,’ he says breezily. ‘I’ve booked the room. I thought we might make it into a celebration, what with winning the bid and all.’


Henry edges further into the office and sits on the soft chair by the door.


Seb smiles. You would think it was Henry who had won the Olympic bid. Never mind London, it is the Henry Walker Games 2012.


‘No serious money involved, just a bit of fun.’ Henry grins, flashing his newly whitened teeth. ‘What do you say, you up for it?’


‘Sorry, H, no can do I’m afraid.’ Seb’s reply comes out a little too quick, but he is relieved that this time he has a genuine excuse for turning Henry down, though he has to admit the alternative is even less appealing. ‘Dinner at Mum’s,’ he continues, trying to sound suitably crestfallen. ‘It’s been planned for an age. You know what she’s like. She says I don’t see enough of her as it is.’


Curling up in the chair, Henry folds his arms and lowers his bottom lip in an expression of mock sadness. ‘But I wanted Sebastian to come and play tonight,’ he whines.


Seb shakes his head. He has been to so many of Henry’s ‘evenings’ he could write the script. There is always a different theme – poker just being the latest fad – but the people never change. Braying city boys and their vacuous girlfriends, double-barrelled aristos with hunting obsessions or terribly intense would-be poets who Henry steers towards Seb because ‘he’s into art, you know’. Tonight, it will be sports stars and people connected with the Olympic committee as Henry is determined to get a slice of the 2012 pie. Seb endures these gatherings by making small talk but after a few drinks he usually ends up insulting some Henrietta by rubbishing her Art History degree or asking her boyfriend how much of his bonus comes from dodgy dealings in underdeveloped countries. Then he has to make a hurried escape to avoid a punch up. Henry, though, has always made concessions for Seb’s dislike of their old school friends. He views Seb as a bit of a novelty, a strange, artistic specimen he likes to show off. It has always been this way.


‘Are you sure I can’t twist your arm, maybe just one teeny weeny little drink before you head off to your mother’s?’ Henry looks at him with that puppy dog stare, the one that women seem to find so alluring.


‘Honestly, Henry, as much as I’d love to, by the time I get out of here … and anyway you know what she’s like. Another time, yeah?’


‘Oh well, suit yourself,’ says Henry, cheerily. ‘But do give Lady Liz a big kiss from me won’t you? How’s she coping with her newfound freedom? Loving it, I’ll bet. Has she settled into Knightsbridge okay?’


Seb is willing Henry to go. All he wants is a quick pint in The Dog and Duck to calm him down before the ordeal of dinner with his mother. He tries to hide his impatience. If Henry senses he is on edge he will start to fuss, ask questions and probably suggest tagging along with him to the pub and that is the last thing he needs.


‘Oh yeah, she’s loving it,’ he replies brightly. ‘She’s in her element, just round the corner from Harrods. You know it’s always been her Mecca.’


‘I’ll bet she still gets them to deliver her groceries in their big green vans even now they’re virtually on her doorstep,’ says Henry, shaking his head. ‘God, we used to have some fun up at your house.’


He leans back into the chair, folds his hands across his stomach and stretches his long legs out in front of him, warming to his theme. ‘Do you remember that time she had too many G and Ts and jumped into the swimming pool in her evening gown?’


Seb winces at the memory. It’s funny how other people find his mother’s behaviour endearing while he has always been mortified by it. Talk of her antics is making the prospect of dinner even less appealing.


‘Yes, unfortunately I do remember,’ he sighs. ‘If I recall, we were expecting my Art teacher to arrive for supper and she greeted him at the door, dripping wet, with mascara running down her cheeks.’ He shakes his head at the image.


‘Priceless,’ Henry laughs, wiping his eyes. ‘I bet old Armstrong thought she was a piece of performance art. Crazy times, crazy times. I must pop in to see her sometime, take her out for dinner.’ He stands up and walks towards the door.


‘She’d like that,’ says Seb, pretending to work by pressing the ‘return’ key on the switched-off computer.


‘Excellent,’ replies Henry. ‘Anyway, I’d better be off. Cocktails to imbibe, wagers to win, deals to be done.’ He pats the door frame. ‘And if you leave your mother’s in time, we’ll be at the club until closing.’


Seb ignores this second invitation and smiles at his friend. ‘Have a good evening, H. Win big or whatever it is they say.’


‘You’re hopeless, Mr Bailey,’ says Henry, looking around the walls at the assorted artwork. ‘But one day, my investment in you might just pay off.’


‘Bye, H,’ mutters Seb as he continues to fake-type.


‘Au revoir, mon ami,’ Henry calls as he disappears down the corridor blowing kisses.


It has been six months since Henry created this job for him and still he feels like he could fall apart any minute. Henry had come to his rescue again, just like when they were teenagers. He had swept in and picked him up, bought him an expensive suit and put him on a forty-grand salary, found him a flat to rent in Camden and filled his head with talk of opening an art gallery and displaying his work on the walls. ‘This is it,’ Henry had told him. ‘This is your new start.’


Seb exhales deeply, leans back in his chair and stares up at the strip-lit ceiling. His creativity has deserted him and all he can cope with is the monotony of this job, of designing web layouts and Photoshopping the models’ bad bits. He can’t afford to let his mind wander, to entertain thoughts beyond the mundane nine-to-five of his existence, because that would only lead to thoughts of her, and if he lets those in he will start to fall and never stop.


*

In a small waiting room, three storeys high, Zoe Davis looks out onto a London sky that is changing from pale blue to pinky gold, and wonders, for the hundreth time, if they’ve forgotten about her.


She checks her watch. It is twenty to six. ‘Wait here in this room,’ they said, ‘and she will see you, Becky Woods will see you.’ So she has waited. She has watched the traffic stop and start on the street below, she has seen the morning delivery trucks bringing crates of beer and boxes of crisps to the Duke of Cambridge pub on the corner over there. She has walked down the corridor three times. The first time she stood for ten minutes at the reception desk but no one came, so she returned to the waiting room and saw the lunch hour come and go, watched as busy office workers queued up at Mario’s café for takeaway sandwiches and bottles of water. The second time, she was told by the receptionist that Becky must be running late but to feel free to wait a bit longer. So she has sat in this room for the last hour, looking out of the window at the afternoon lull, the coffee run and the steady stream of assistants and PAs running out to grab giant polystyrene cups of strong hot coffee.


She turns away from the window as two women walk into the room. They are dressed in pastel-coloured velour tracksuits and huge furry boots. One of them, a tall, slim black girl with waist-length braided hair, walks over to the vending machine and starts feeding coins into the slot.


‘Oh my days,’ she says to her companion, as a packet of crisps and two bars of chocolate land with a thud at the bottom of the machine. ‘John Cooper. I am shocked and stunned. Can you believe it, Leila?’ She takes the food and walks over to the citrus-coloured sofa right in front of where Zoe is standing by the window. The other girl, a curvy redhead, follows her to the seat, her eyes wide. ‘It’s amazing, Kel, it’s like a dream.’


The black girl opens her bag of crisps and offers one to her friend.


‘No thanks,’ says the girl, waving them away. ‘I’ve got a bikini shoot on Friday so I’m off carbs for the week.’


The black girl laughs as she tucks into her crisps. ‘I’m gonna need all the carbs I can get this week, I need my energy.’


‘Yeah, but you’re lucky, Kel,’ says the redhead. ‘You can eat what you want and not put on weight. I’d be as fat as a house if I ate like you.’


‘Good genes I guess,’ says the black girl as she licks her fingers and throws the empty crisp packet into the waste-paper basket right by Zoe’s feet. ‘Sorry, love, didn’t see you there,’ she says with a smile. Zoe goes to say it’s okay but the girls have resumed their chat.


‘So who’s the photographer, do you know yet?’ The redhead pulls her knees up to her chest and starts scrutinizing her nails.


‘It’s Ben,’ says the black girl, rolling her eyes. ‘I hope he don’t give me grief. I just wish he’d get the message. I’m not interested and he weren’t that hot in bed either.’


The other girl gives a shrill laugh. ‘Yeah, well he’s had most of us. Not me though, I’m too choosy and he looks like a weasel.’


‘I don’t give a shit, love,’ says the black girl, shrugging her shoulders. ‘It could be Saddam bloody Hussein photographing me for all I care. What matters is that I am going to be modelling John Cooper.’


The other girl shakes her head in wonder. ‘It’s amazing, Kel, it really is. I’ve been saving my arse off to buy that peekaboo dress of his and now you’re going to be bloody paid to wear loads of them. But don’t get me wrong, hon, I’m so proud of you.’ She leans across the sofa and hugs her friend.


‘Oh, bless you darling,’ says Kel, as she gently shrugs away the embrace. ‘So, what’s the plan for tonight? Are we going to this Space launch at JoJo’s or what? See, I’ve promised my friend Saul I’d try to pop into Boujis to see him – it’s his twenty-first. I mean, you’re quite welcome to come but there’ll be a strict guest list and I don’t know whether they’ll be your type of people.’


Zoe stands by the window, trying to take it all in. John Cooper dresses, Boujis, Ben the photographer, carbs and bikini shoots. She feels self-conscious, like a scared eleven-year-old trapped in the upper-sixth common room with the cool girls. As the girls stand up to leave, she looks at them. They look polished and confident, everything a model should be. They will walk into their parties tonight with their heads held high. That was how Zoe used to feel in the clubs back home, like a queen gliding through her domain. Here, she just feels invisible.


She tells herself to calm down. She has an appointment with Becky Woods and the receptionist knows she is here. Becky is running late, that’s all. It is fine, it is all going to be fine.


She walks over to the sofa that the girls have just vacated and puts her bag and the plastic wallet she has been carrying onto the seat beside her. She picks up the wallet and smiles. This is what she is here for. These are the photographs that will convince Becky Woods to give her a chance, to send her out on modelling jobs like those two girls. The photos may not be professional but they look great. It was so good of Dina to take them for her, and the black and white film just makes them look even better.


She puts the wallet back onto the coffee table and looks at her watch. Quarter to six. She will give it until six and then … then what? Back to the flat, an evening of mind-numbing television and a bowl of whatever Dina’s been cooking.


The door opens and another young woman walks in. She is tall and slim with a strikingly beautiful face, sharp cheekbones, deep green eyes framed by thick curled lashes and a mane of baby-blonde hair tied back with a hairband. For a moment Zoe thinks it is another model until she sees the black bin bag that the girl is holding in her hand. She walks across to the waste-paper basket on the far side of the room and empties the various crisp packets and squashed plastic coffee cups into the bag.


Zoe picks up a magazine from the pile on the table and pretends to read. To the girl emptying the bin, she wants to appear nonchalant, indifferent. The girl will not know that Zoe has read this particular copy four times today, that she can tell her everything she may wish to know about Victoria Beckham’s diet, Brad Pitt’s ankle injury and the drug Hell of an ex-Big Brother contestant. Yet when Zoe looks up, the girl doesn’t look interested, she just looks tired and cross.


‘It’s closing now,’ says the girl. Her accent is eastern European but she doesn’t sound Polish like Dina. This voice has a sharp lilt to it that makes Zoe think of a Russian villain or a Bond girl. She imagines the girl saying the word ‘vodka’. She giggles as the serious-faced girl stands at the door with her arms folded across her chest. ‘The office will be locked in fifteen minutes; you should go now.’


Zoe smiles at her. ‘I’ve got an appointment with Becky,’ she says. ‘The girl on reception said she was running late.’


‘I think everyone is gone for the evening,’ says the girl, tying the top of the bin bag.


‘Gone,’ says Zoe. ‘Has Becky gone too?’


The girl shrugs. ‘I don’t know who you are talking about. I just come to clean up; my work starts when the office closes.’


‘Then I’ll wait till six,’ says Zoe. ‘Just in case.’


She hears the girl tut as she closes the door. Zoe wonders where she has come from, whether she has family here. She is so beautiful, what is she doing cleaning out bins? Zoe would love to be beautiful like that, effortlessly so – the girl had hardly a scrap of make-up on. She knows that she is not beautiful, that she never will be, but she is pretty and that is enough. To be beautiful is like winning the lottery, it’s all down to chance and it doesn’t necessarily bring you happiness. Yes, pretty is more than enough for Zoe. The magazine is still open on her knee and she pauses at the double-page photograph of the glamour model Anna B. She stares at the model’s face, her arms, her legs, her stomach. Then she grabs her handbag, takes out a small, smudged mirror and starts to scrutinize her own face.


She gives the mirror a wipe with the back of her sleeve then puts it into the handbag. Closing the magazine, she picks up the plastic wallet from the arm of the sofa. With the image of Anna B’s voluptuous body imprinted on her mind, she pulls out two sheets of A3 glossy paper and looks at the blurry images. She looks at the arms. Not too thin, but certainly not fat. Nice bit of definition at the top. The legs, curled around a thick wedge of fake fur rug, are short but the black and white film and the positioning of the rug create a sense of length; nicely trimmed bikini area, no embarrassing wisps of stray hair peeking out. Then, the main event, the secret weapon in every glamour model’s artillery, the two things that can transform a girl’s life. Zoe holds the photograph up to the light. She turns it this way then that, she squints, but whatever she does, however critically she looks at it, one fact remains, one glorious fact. Her breasts are big. They are very big. And big is what Becky wants. Big sells magazines, big opens doors and gets you into parties.


‘Why won’t she just come and see me?’ Zoe exclaims as she jams the photographs back into the envelope and pulls her handbag over her shoulder. She takes a last look at her watch. It’s six o’clock. Time has run out. First one in, last one out. She turns off the light, closes the door and makes her way down the silent, empty corridor.
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