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CHAPTER 1


The fish were staring at her. Mouths agape. Lena Szarka breathed in their salty scent and found herself to be hungry. There weren’t fish like this back in her landlocked country, only bony perch and other muddy river fish. These fish were in neat rows on their bed of crushed ice, their scales catching the cold November sunshine like shards of a broken mirror. She blinked the glare away.


Lena continued through London’s Chapel Market towards Angel station and Timea followed. Plastic boxes full of cheap men’s boxers were next to wooden crates of delicatessen salami. A man whistled as he laid out his organic cheeses on to beds of wood shavings, sticking toothpicks with price labels in ornate calligraphy on each one. He had good reason to be cheerful, thought Lena. A pound of that Normandy camembert cost the same as a three-course meal where she came from.


Lena turned back to her friend. Timea’s face was pale and glistened with a slight sheen despite the cold of the day. She reminded Lena of a shelf freshly sprayed with Mr Muscle.


‘Coffee?’ said Lena. ‘You have not eaten yet today. Perhaps we share some toast?’


‘Kávé,’ said Timea, in Hungarian. ‘It’s too early for English.’


‘Oké,’ said Lena. She pushed the door open for her friend. ‘Coffee first,’ she said, breaking into her native tongue. ‘English practice later.’ She ordered at the counter for them both while Timea sat down. Lena watched her friend for a moment. Timea was sitting at a table near the window, staring out and seemingly fascinated by a Sainsbury’s bag bumbling through the air as if it had ambitions to become an orange balloon. Her fists were clenched.


Lena sat down opposite, giving her friend one of the double espressos and placing a plate of toast between the two of them. She picked up a slice and bit in, enjoying the melted butter on her tongue. Timea picked at a crust.


‘If you’re not well you can go home,’ Lena offered. ‘I don’t mind covering.’


‘It’s OK,’ replied Timea. ‘I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well last night.’


‘Any special reason?’ Lena was looking at Timea’s fists, still tightly balled, as though she was trying to crush an insect in her palm.


Timea released her hands, picked up her coffee cup and took a small sip. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘I will feel better after my coffee.’


‘If you’re sure.’


Lena followed Timea’s gaze into the street and caught the eye of a man in a hoodie. He broke eye contact immediately and sauntered off. Both women sipped their coffee. Timea reached for the final piece of toast and smiled at her friend. ‘I feel better now,’ she said, biting in. ‘I think that maybe Tomek’s kielbasa did not agree with me last night.’


Lena smiled back. ‘You’re a delicate petal,’ she said. ‘All it takes is some Polish sausages to finish you off.’


‘I still can’t believe Tomek ate five kielbasy. Even your mama would be impressed. She does love a boy who can eat.’


‘Don’t say that,’ said Lena. ‘Surely I can’t have picked someone my mama would like!’ She gulped the dregs of her coffee.


‘Perhaps you’re more like her than you thought,’ teased Timea. Lena spluttered and coffee spurted over her friend. Both women laughed.


‘You deserved that coffee shower,’ said Lena, passing her friend her napkin. ‘Make yourself decent and let’s get going.’


They emerged from the market bustle on to the wide expanse of Upper Street. It was the beginnings of Monday morning’s rush hour on this London artery; cars and buses trundling from Islington to the City and West End, taking blank-faced commuters to their livelihoods.


‘Szar,’ said Timea, as they walked across the road. ‘Tracy’s there.’


Tracy was easy to spot, even in the crowd outside the station. The other faces were blurry and anonymous from over the road, but Tracy had painted over her features with thick make-up. She was clinging on to Faisal, staring at any woman who took the copies of the free London paper he was handing out.


Timea turned away. ‘Can we go?’ she said. ‘I can’t face her. Not today.’


‘Wait.’ Lena watched as a man with black jeans and a loose leather jacket circled a woman with a mass of ginger curls. The woman jabbed at her phone. There was something predatory about how he moved. Like he was stalking her.


‘Lena, let’s go.’


Lena ignored her friend and got closer to the man she was watching. She didn’t like how she couldn’t see his body under those baggy clothes. He managed to look furtive and focused all at once, glancing around and then back to the woman. Lena felt as if she was watching a nature programme, where she wanted to shout out to the gazelle to warn it that a lion was approaching.


She looked around to see if she was alone in her concerns. A man in a well-fitted suit was inspecting something sticky on the bottom of his shoe. A gaggle of school children shrieked at each other like excited monkeys. A homeless person snuggled in a sleeping bag, oblivious to the hubbub around him. Someone had left a cup of Starbucks coffee and a small box of Danish pastry next to him.


The lady looked expensive. Her ginger hair was big and curly, probably professionally blow dried, and matched the orange of her ballet pumps. Her handbag was a deep shade of purple, like the half-drunk glasses of Burgundy that Lena poured down the sinks as she cleaned for her clients. The lady was engrossed in whatever the phone had to offer. She gave it hectic little taps and never took her eyes away.


‘Faisal has seen me,’ said Timea. ‘Look. But he will not speak to me, not with Tracy there.’


Lena looked at Faisal. He either hadn’t noticed them or was doing a good impression of it. He was wearing his regulation blue jacket and a sleazy smile as he handed out copies of the morning paper, singing to himself and tapping his foot. Tracy gave out glares. Her hair was scraped into a tight, high ponytail, a hairdo that must mimic the feeling of someone pulling your hair. Constantly. No wonder she was always in a bad mood.


Lena put her arm around Timea and gave her a quick squeeze. ‘I am glad you have got rid of him finally,’ she told her. ‘He’s no good.’


Tracy’s eyes looked as if she’d outlined them with felt tip. She was staring at Timea. She spat on the ground, before pulling Faisal’s head down to hers and giving him an exaggerated movie kiss. Their mouths interlocked as if it were a competition, where the loser would be devoured. Lena felt a little sick. Evidently the toast she’d just eaten was keen to see the display. She turned away before it had the chance.


‘Do you think she is prettier than me?’ said Timea, still staring at the couple.


Lena’s answer was halted by a surprised yelp.


Lena turned. The phone woman was on the ground. For a moment the lady looked confused. Then she looked to her empty hands.


‘My iPhone!’ she said. ‘My handbag!’


Lena knew. Her eyes scoured the crowd for the leather jacket. The suited man tutted at the disturbance, the school children started to giggle, the late arrival of the 73 bus distracted the others. No one moved to help.


‘My Mulberry handbag,’ she heard the woman say. ‘I’ve been robbed.’


The woman’s voice got louder with the lack of response. ‘Stop thief!’ she shouted, as if trying out words she’d heard in a film. ‘Help!’ A few people looked at her, but still no one moved. This is what happens in London, thought Lena. No one cared.


Lena looked at Faisal, who had broken free of the hungry kiss and was staring at something with more intensity than he normally mustered. She followed his gaze and saw the leather jacket man, dodging traffic as he weaved his way across the road.


‘There he is,’ Lena shouted, her English words sounding foreign and loud in her own ears. ‘The thief. Stop him.’ People glanced at her and then away again, like she was a rabid dog who might attack if you made eye contact.


Lena launched into the road in pursuit.


The traffic lights were red and she made good time. It felt good to run. She took deep breaths of the bus-fume-infused air, and felt the power in her thighs as she pushed away from the uneven pavement. The man scuttled along Chapel Market in front of her, then darted past the fish stall around the corner.


Lena jumped to avoid a crate of fluorescent cigarette lighters. She took the corner.


She collided with something and was on the ground, a mess of arms, legs and the chemical aroma of fake leather.


Lena realised what had happened before the man did, and she wiggled around so that she straddled him. He blinked up at her in confusion.


The man was dark with black hair like her own. His body felt scrawny and fragile underneath her, as though she could snap him in half with her thighs.


She drew the purple leather handbag out from his jacket and dangled it over his head. ‘Thief,’ she told him.


‘Be careful,’ called Timea, approaching. Lena twisted round. As she did so the man began wriggling beneath her thighs like a puppy that didn’t want a cuddle. She turned back to him. He’d extracted an arm and she felt a sudden pain. His fist. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. Before she knew what was happening she was on the ground, the man scrambling to freedom.


‘I call ambulance,’ shouted Timea.


Lena sat up. Her mouth was throbbing. She touched it, feeling the hot wetness of her blood. She wiped at it with her sleeve.


‘I’m fine,’ she told Timea, who’d already started to dial. She got to her feet, and for a brief moment was unsteady. Then she came to herself. ‘We must return the handbag,’ she said, starting to walk back to the station. ‘I do not want to be late for Liberia Road.’


Back at Angel, the red-headed woman’s mascara had left little trails down her cheek where she had mourned her handbag. A woman pulling a battered wheelie shopping cart was comforting her.


‘They come over here to steal you know,’ she told the ginger lady. ‘I saw a documentary about it on Channel Four last week. I bet he was from Romania.’


‘Yes, I read something about that,’ replied the victim. ‘These awful gangs promise the world to people and then they force women into prostitution and men to steal.’ She sniffed and looked a little more cheerful. ‘Gang crime. That’s what’s happened to me, right outside Angel station. It’s not what you expect on Upper Street.’


‘Islington isn’t what it used to be,’ agreed the old woman. ‘Muggings in broad daylight since we started letting in all these immigrants. Did you see the headlines yesterday? No wonder that police sergeant said they should all be sent back. I don’t see what all the fuss is about. He’s quite right.’


The ginger lady muttered something noncommittal, looking a little uncomfortable with the un-PC turn the conversation had taken. Lena stepped in.


‘I got it back.’ She passed the bag to the woman, who hugged it to her chest, cradling it like a baby. The woman looked Lena up and down, then opened up the bag and had a quick rummage.


‘Thank you ever so much,’ she said, a little too late for Lena’s liking.


‘All there?’ said Lena. She was beginning to wish she hadn’t got involved. The old woman was eyeing her suspiciously.


‘Did you get my phone?’ said the redhead.


‘Szar,’ said Lena. ‘He must still have it.’


‘He still has my new iPhone? The contract’s just started. You’re kidding me!’


‘You’re not from here,’ the old woman informed Lena. ‘You’re foreign.’


‘He hit me and ran,’ said Lena, reaching her hand to her face, checking the injury was still there to verify her story. She looked at the women, suddenly angry at them. She didn’t need this hassle. No wonder no one else had tried to help.


‘I have to go,’ she told them.


‘You’re Romanian too, aren’t you?’ said the wheelie cart lady. ‘I know your type. You come here to beg.’


‘I am Hungarian,’ replied Lena with dignity. ‘And I need to go to work.’


‘No, wait,’ said the redhead. ‘The police are coming; they’ll be here any minute. You’ll need to tell them what happened.’


‘Come on,’ Lena said to Timea, starting on her way. ‘Let’s go.’


‘Did you see handbag?’ said Timea, in English at Lena’s insistence now they were fuelled by coffee. She swept petals dropped from the enormous bouquet on the table. ‘Leather was soft, and colour …’


Lena was balanced with one foot on the mantelpiece, the other on the bookshelf next to the Penguin Book of Love Poetry. She stretched up with her duster to the cobweb clinging to the white coving. It felt good to stretch her tall body. She couldn’t see the spider responsible for the mess. Lucky for it.


‘The colour,’ she corrected, without turning her head from the task at hand. ‘And that bag cost her more than we make cleaning in a week, put together,’ said Lena. ‘More than the doctor in the village earns too.’


‘It was beautiful. I like to have bag like that,’ she said. ‘The bag,’ she corrected herself.


Lena smiled at her friend. ‘One day I will buy you one. I will work all through the day cleaning houses and all through the night cleaning offices,’ said Lena, jumping down and landing with bent knees before straightening, perfectly balanced. ‘And in five years you will have the bag and a very tired Lena.’


Timea laughed. ‘OK, perhaps I do not want it so much. Instead I bring Laszlo to this country and send him to good school. He will work hard and become lawyer.’


‘Then he can buy us both all the handbags we desire,’ joked Lena. ‘In the meantime, we clean for this cheating man.’


Timea looked up from the petals she was sweeping. ‘Why you think he is cheat?’ she said.


‘Flowers mean guilty conscience.’


Timea bent down to the flower petals and gave them a deep sniff. ‘These are lovely. Beautiful roses.’


‘Roses are for funerals. Like chrysanthemums.’


‘Not in this country,’ said Timea. ‘But I like more daisies. Daisies remind me of fields back home. I miss the fields.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Maybe these are not guilt flowers, maybe they are love flowers?’


‘Képtelenség,’ humphed Lena. ‘Nonsense. There are empty Calvin Klein underwear boxes in the bin. I fished them out for recycling. Purple. Men do not buy new purple underwear for themselves to impress their wives.’


‘Perhaps wife buys them for him as present,’ said Timea. ‘Because she was pleased with flowers.’


Lena laughed. ‘I wish everyone was as sweet as you,’ she said, ruffling her friend’s hair. ‘You should live on the flying palace – where children come from apples, and flowers are not just from men who cannot keep their fasz in their trousers.’


‘I know life is not fairy tale,’ said Timea.


Lena patted her friend’s shoulder. ‘It is not too long till Christmas now,’ she said, inspecting the vase. ‘You will go home to Laszlo for a visit. And you can walk through all those cold snowy fields you like together. Build snowmen.’ She sniffed at the vase and pulled a face. The water was rancid, and the flowers dropped their petals faster than Timea collected them. She could throw them away, and risk an angry ‘where are my beautiful flowers?’ text message, or leave them and get a ‘why have you left a mess?’ text message. She’d have to put more credit on her phone to reply. All because this man was a dirty cheater. She grabbed the vase and took it into the kitchen, leaving a trail of petals behind her like a flower girl at a wedding. She dumped the whole bunch in the organic waste caddie and felt better.


‘Faisal was not much use today – not that he ever is,’ said Lena, going into the bathroom. It was tiled in travertine, the beige stone giving it the atmosphere of a luxury cave. ‘He saw the thief, did not even shout. Just stood there tapping his feet and singing like he always does.’


‘He has beautiful voice,’ said Timea. ‘He will be famous pop star one day.’


‘So he always says,’ said Lena. She paused to look at her face in the mirror. Her lip was cut, and a scab was starting to form. She turned away from her reflection and splashed some floor cleaner into a bucket. A synthetic citrus smell filled the room. ‘I hate the lemon-scented one,’ she said, lugging it back into the living room. ‘Reminds me of Mama’s sour calf-foot soup.’ She put the bucket down next to Timea; water sloshed over the sides on to the hardwood floor. ‘Watch your feet.’


‘I am sorry. I will help in minute,’Timea said, remaining where she was. ‘I just feel tired.’


Lena broke into Hungarian. ‘Timea, I am worried about you. Something is wrong. I can tell.’


Timea smiled at Lena. ‘You are so good to me. I don’t deserve you. Not at all.’ Timea squeezed her hand but looked straight ahead towards the blank television screen. Lena glanced at the grandfather clock, its copper pendulum swinging.


Timea was tearing the sweaty flower petals in her hand into tiny pieces of confetti. ‘You can watch television, if you like,’ said Lena. ‘Istvan will be on.’


‘We’re not allowed,’ said Timea.


‘I know clients hate it,’ said Lena. ‘It doesn’t matter how spotless the place is, if they knew we had the TV on they’d fire us. But we have had a tough morning. Let’s treat ourselves to some Heroes of Law.’


‘I don’t feel like watching Istvan today.’


‘Of course you do, you always do.’ Lena put the television on. ‘Let’s see what he is up to. It will cheer us up.’


Istvan was flashing his CID badge at a pretty girl who was giving him unmistakable come-to-bed eyes. ‘Not much acting needed for him to be the lady’s man,’ said Lena, with a laugh. ‘He has not changed.’


‘Do you miss him?’ said Timea.


‘He left us,’ replied Lena. ‘He doesn’t deserve to be missed.’


Lena turned to look at Timea. She was sobbing into the petals.


Lena balanced the mop in the bucket and sat down next to her. ‘What is it?’ she asked her. ‘Is it Faisal? A client?’ She put her arm around her, pulling her towards her. ‘I can fix it, whatever it is.’


‘I know something, only I don’t know. It’s happening again. And I don’t know what to do.’ The macerated rose petals fell to the floor as Timea put her head in her hands. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ll clean them up.’


On screen, Istvan was busy kissing the girl.


Lena waved away Timea’s attempts to gather the petals and hugged her closer. ‘Tell me. I can make it better.’


‘I don’t know what to do. And I am so scared of what will happen.’ Lena looked into her friend’s eyes. Timea was so pretty, like a china doll. And just as fragile.


‘Is it man trouble?’ said Lena.


‘Yes. No.’


‘Someone I know?’ said Lena.


Timea paused. ‘No,’ she said.


‘You’re lying to me,’ said Lena gently. ‘Why?’


‘It’s … it’s a client. Sort of.’


‘A client is bothering you? Tell me who – I will sort them out for you.’


‘I don’t feel like anything good will happen in this country,’ said Timea. ‘It is not safe.’ Timea looked earnestly at Lena. ‘I feel like there is danger, following everywhere I go.’


Lena couldn’t help but laugh a little at her melodramatic friend. ‘Has the mugging upset you?’


‘It is not the mugging,’ said Timea, putting her head in her hands and starting to cry again. ‘I want to go home. I want to go back to Hungary. I want to get away from him. From what he is doing to me.’


‘Your client?’


‘Yes. My client.’ Timea didn’t look up.


‘Which one?’


Timea emitted another sob. ‘I cannot tell you. Not yet. Not until I know what will happen. Please do not ask me again.’ Timea shrugged off Lena’s arms and stood up. ‘I am done with men,’ she said. ‘Have you changed the sheets in the bedroom yet?’ She sniffed, and wiped the tears from her eyes.


‘Forget the sheets,’ said Lena.


‘I’ll do it. It will only take a minute.’ Timea disappeared into the bedroom.


Lena began taking the cushions off the sofa and banged them with her fist until little clouds of dust emerged and danced in the sunlight. Underneath the cushions was a handful of change and fragments of poppadum. Lena collected the coins and put them on the table and went to get the vacuum cleaner for the poppadum shards. As she was changing the attachment head, Timea’s phone emitted a double beep from inside her handbag. Lena opened the bag and removed the phone. Timea charged from the bedroom. She swiped the phone away.


‘Do not touch my phone. Do not read my messages!’ shouted Timea, angrier than Lena could remember seeing her. ‘It is private!’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Lena, stepping back. ‘I was just going to pass it to you.’


Timea took the phone to the bedroom with her and closed the door. Lena watched the door for a moment, wishing she could see through it. Timea emerged, flashed Lena a smile and grabbed her handbag. She went back into the bedroom. Lena followed her.


‘Timea, who was it? What is going on?’


‘Sorry for the fuss,’ said Timea. ‘I’m just a bit on edge. It was my two o’clock. She wants me to come early, she has guests for tea and needs it clean.’ Timea had pulled her powder from her handbag and was dabbing her face to cover the signs of crying.


‘Say no. We need to talk.’


‘I want to go,’ said Timea, pouting as she applied her lipstick. ‘It will take my mind from my problems.’


‘From what? What has this fasz done?’


‘I will tell you later. This evening. I will know by then.’ Timea ran a brush through her hair and squirted herself with the perfume on the dresser. ‘I love you.’ She gave Lena a quiet peck on the cheek and left the room, leaving little sock prints on the wet wooden floor.


Lena watched through the window as Timea hurried down the street. Lena couldn’t keep up with her friend’s moods these past few weeks.


Lena put a hand to her lips and felt the clotted blood forming what would be an ugly scab. She looked around the room. It had two bay windows, a grand chandelier and an open fireplace. She felt a moment of pride. It looked good. Clean. But there was more to do. She heaved the sofa forwards and set about hoovering up the dust bunnies that had found refuge underneath. Every week she did this. Every week they came back. It was these old houses that rich Londoners liked to live in with the exposed floorboards that held all the dead skin that had built up there since the Victorians. Spitting it back up to gather as dust under the sofa. People would never look under the sofa, she’d learnt, unless they’d hired a cleaner. Then they’d be checking every week. Lena couldn’t understand it. If they didn’t want dust in their houses, they shouldn’t live in places built a hundred years ago.


Lena put her fob to the scanner at the entrance to their building and waited while it decided whether to work. Lena and Timea joked that they’d found a little patch of Eastern Europe in Haringey. Even the greenish glare of the hall lights, when they worked, gave your skin the same unhealthy pallor as a day-in, day-out diet of watery cabbage and potato soup. She pushed open the door and pressed the lift button. The light didn’t come on. Nonetheless she could hear rumblings from the shaft that suggested it was on its way.


When it arrived she took a deep breath of air before stepping in. Trying to avoid the inevitable stench of urine. There must be something about the change in altitude that messed with men’s bladders, but the rudimentary drawing of a penis on the wall didn’t shed any light on her hypothesis. The lift pinged open at her floor. She took a relieved breath in. Her lungs were getting practised at this: twice this week she had managed to get all the way to the ninth floor without a cheating little unsavoury intake.


‘I’m glad you’re home,’ called Tomek from the sofa as she opened the door to their flat. ‘I have not felt right all day again. Come kiss me better.’


The living room was small, with faded brown patterned carpets that did little to camouflage the stains left by previous tenants; try as she might, Lena could not scrub them out. The light let in through the red curtains gave the room a pinkish hue, offset by the green tint of the television. But at least it was clean. Tomek was stretched along the length of the brown two-seater sofa, with the blanket from their bed draped over his ample body.


‘You look like a slug,’ she said, smiling at him.


‘A sexy slug,’ he replied. ‘Kiss me.’ She leaned in. He smelt of sausage rolls and she could see pastry crumbs on the floor in front of him.


‘What happened to you?’ he said, seeing her mangled mouth.


She explained. ‘You’re a hero,’ he told her. ‘Have another kiss.’


‘Where’s Timea?’ she asked, taking off her coat.


‘She was here earlier but then went out again.’


‘I thought she was going straight to a cleaning job?’


‘She’ll be with some man, I expect. Come have a snuggle before dinner. I’ve recorded Doctors.’ Tomek shuffled an inch over, and Lena sat half beside, half on top of him. She felt her muscles relax in response to the warmth emitting from his body.


‘She said she was done with men,’ said Lena, pulling the blanket over herself.


‘That’s like me saying I’m done with cheeseburgers,’ said Tomek. ‘I can mean it all I want, but if you were to put one in front of me right now …’ Tomek leaned in and nibbled at Lena’s neck.


‘So why are you not working today?’ she asked him, putting her arm over his shoulder. It fitted comfortably.


‘Everything. My poor sore belly.’ Tomek gave her a look full of melancholy. ‘I cannot drive my Uber taxi around while I have a sore belly.’


‘You Polish men,’ she replied, giving his soft stomach a pat. ‘Too sick for work but not too sick for dinner, I suppose?’


‘I need to keep my strength up. Let’s have kievs. The chicken of champions.’


‘We will wait for Timea,’ said Lena, settling back to watch the show.


She ignored Tomek’s objections, but by 9 p.m. she gave up, put the oven on and took the packet out from the freezer.


‘She’s pushing it now, delaying dinner!’ said Tomek. His stomach emitted an odd sound, full of longing.


‘She is not answering her phone,’ said Lena. She dialled yet again.


‘She’s a grown-up.’


‘I still need to look after her.’


‘She’s lucky to have you. We both are,’ said Tomek, taking Lena’s hand and planting a wet kiss on it. ‘Can I have her kiev?’




CHAPTER 2


Lena opened her eyes. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It was 8 a.m. already. Szar. She’d overslept. Lena lay in bed for a moment anyway, listening out for the sounds of Timea going about her morning ritual. No sounds of a shower, no patter of her friend’s feet on the kitchen lino, not even the little trumpeting sound that Timea made when she first blew her nose in the morning. Lena turned over and reached for her phone, knocking it to the floor in her morning haze. She leaned out of the bed and stretched to grab it. No messages from Timea.


Lena got up, shivering a little. Wrapping her dressing gown around her, she went to Timea’s room and knocked. There was no reply. She opened the door. The bed was unslept in. She went into the kitchen and put the coffee on while she phoned her friend. It rang out. ‘Basszus,’ she cursed.


‘What is it?’ Tomek called out, his voice full of sleep.


‘Timea is not back yet,’ she said.


‘Big night,’ said Tomek. ‘Give her a few hours. Let’s have bacon sandwiches for breakfast.’ He came into the kitchen in just his boxers, scratching his bedhead.


‘How many times have I told you not to walk around half dressed,’ said Lena. ‘It is not fair on Timea.’


‘You just said she wasn’t here,’ replied Tomek, giving her a kiss on the top of her head. ‘We should take advantage. Come back to bed.’


‘Where do you think she is?’ Lena gulped down her coffee and gasped a little as it burned her throat. She needed the caffeine.


‘Doing what we should be, most likely.’


‘But she does not have a boyfriend. She split up with Faisal months ago.’


‘She’s not exactly a nun,’ said Tomek. ‘She’ll have found someone.’


‘She would text me. She would know I worry.’


‘She is fine. Come,’ he said, tugging at Lena’s arm. ‘I’ll make you forget all about her.’


‘No time,’ said Lena. ‘I will have to cover Timea’s jobs this morning or the agency will fire her.’


Tomek rolled his eyes at her. ‘I’m going back to bed,’ he said. ‘Leave the butter out.’


She tried Timea’s phone again but there was no answer. She went to the rota on the fridge and saw that Timea just had one job for the day, in Stoke Newington. She was booked for five hours so it would be one of those big sprawling Victorian family homes overrun by children undoing your cleaning as soon as you thought you’d finished. That was all she needed; she had two houses on her list for the day as well. Mrs Kingston liked her to come at tea time, so she decided to get Timea’s job out of the way first. She scribbled a quick note in case Timea came home, and left it by the rota.


The minute Lena entered the flat she knew. It wasn’t a sprawling mansion but a one-bed apartment in a neat new-build. It contained an enormous bed, its sheets still in disarray from the last activity it had witnessed. No wardrobe, no drawers, just a solitary shelf with a couple of gossip magazines propped up by a dusty vase. The tiny kitchen revealed only a small fridge with an unopened bottle of champagne and some tired-looking strawberries, gradually softening to mush.


She’d cleaned love nests before. Tiny little places with sexy knickers flung everywhere by women enjoying other women’s husbands. Sometimes there were even used condoms dumped on the floor by the bed, their contents nourishing the parquet floor. She peered under the bed but saw no evidence of that here. Plenty of dust bunnies though.


She tutted at Timea’s negligence and opened the barely touched bottle of multi-purpose cleaner. This was hardly five hours of work for Timea, even if she had scrubbed it spotless. It was a bit of a gift really: most people allocated much less time than was needed to get somewhere clean, and then complained at the tasks left undone. This would be a quick job for Timea, a bit of easy money. If a bit seedy.


There was an abundance of men’s cosmetics in this flat: anti-ageing face creams, a specialist tube for de-puffing the eye area, several pots of miscellaneous gels and hair waxes, a nasal hair trimmer and an electric razor with so many widgets it looked as if it could have flown to the moon. Lena laughed at this man’s vanity. Only one woman’s lipstick sat by the sink, looking lonely and out of place.


Lena dusted the shelf, picking up a celebrity gossip magazine. She noticed with a grunt the small photo of Istvan in the corner of the cover. The caption read ‘How my marriage keeps me grounded.’ She picked it up to flick through, not that she really cared, she told herself, but Mama would want to know what he was up to. She flicked to page seventeen and looked at Istvan smiling, his arm resting around a blonde woman with abruptly cropped hair. Lena peered at her. Well maintained and glamorous, she had a good fifteen years on him nonetheless. She was smiling too, but when Lena looked more closely she saw that the smile didn’t extend to her eyes. Small and cold. Lena smiled back at her. This was not an easy woman to live with, she thought. Just what Istvan deserved in a wife.


As she reached up to dust the top shelf, she knocked a small square plastic thing on to the floor. Lena tutted at her clumsiness as she bent to retrieve it. She saw her face reflected in the round glass, and it flashed a tiny red light at her. Some gadget or other and not broken. Good.


Lena was just putting the bucket back under the sink when she heard the key in the lock. It couldn’t be Timea because Lena had taken the only key. She didn’t much want to bump into the cheater that lived here, or his girlfriend. But it was best to make yourself known straight away. Otherwise, no matter how many times you’ve met them, people always think you are a burglar.


‘Hello, cleaner here,’ she said, in her best sing-song voice.


‘You are not Timea,’ the surprised woman’s voice told her. ‘That is impossible.’ Lena replaced the bleach where it had been and withdrew her head from the cupboard.


‘I am her colleague, Lena Szarka, from the agency. I just cover today while she is sick,’ she said, trying to sound cheery.


‘Sick?’ The voice sounded even more surprised, but the woman didn’t bother coming into the kitchen. People like her were allowed to get sick, but they couldn’t abide it in the staff. Assumed they were slacking.


‘Don’t let me disturb you,’ said the woman, retreating, her voice getting fainter. ‘I just popped back for my umbrella. I’m on my way out again.’


Lena didn’t have time to tell her she was finished before she heard the door close. All that was left of the woman was a waft of expensive perfume. Chanel Cristalle, she recognised, from when she’d let Timea have a go on Mrs Ives’s bottle one time. Timea had loved it. ‘Smells like the meadows back home,’ she’d said. ‘Smells like us getting fired,’ Lena had replied.


As Lena made her way down the staircase she remembered the client list from the rota. Steven was the name she had put down for these keys. She expected the woman had no wish to be identified.


‘Jasper has chewed the vacuum-cleaner wire again,’ called Lena. She was in the sitting room of her next job, her favourite regular client. Mrs Kingston hobbled out of the kitchen and handed Lena a mug of coffee, gesturing to her to sit down.


‘Nonsense,’ she replied, heading back to the kitchen as Lena perched on the edge of the sofa. ‘Jasper wouldn’t do such a thing. He’s a good rabbit.’


‘He is a bad rabbit,’ said Lena, holding out a carrot she’d remembered to pop into her bag from home. ‘He goes to the toilet on the floor.’ Jasper emerged sheepishly from under the coffee table and hopped to the carrot, sniffing it carefully before taking a tentative nibble. ‘Very bad rabbit,’ she scolded, rubbing his silky fur.


‘That’s nonsense as well,’ said Mrs Kingston, coming back into the room with a plate of biscuits in one hand and her walking stick in the other. ‘You know as well as I do that Jasper is house trained.’ She sat down on the sofa with a grunt of pain. ‘He’s a perfect gentleman.’


‘Then what is that?’ said Lena, taking a chocolate digestive and pointing with it to a rabbit dropping on the floor. Mrs Kingston adjusted her glasses and leaned forwards to peer at it. ‘Gentlemen do not poo in the living room where I come from.’


‘Then I must have dropped a raisin,’ Mrs Kingston declared. Both women laughed. ‘Once you’ve been a journalist for thirty-five years, you never lose your powers of deduction,’ she said. ‘Not even when you reach my age.’


Lena took a swig of coffee and finished her biscuit. ‘I will use a broom,’ she said. ‘After I have dusted. Or has Jasper eaten the duster again?’


‘That was a one-off,’ insisted Mrs Kingston. ‘And the house is still clean from last time. Why don’t you just have a chat with me instead?’


Lena looked around. The family photos littering the mantelpiece were covered in dust again, and there was so much straw, cabbage leaves and carrot ends lining the floor that it looked like the day after the harvest festival back in her village.


‘I can chat and work,’ she said, getting up. ‘As long as Jasper does not try to trip me up again.’


‘He’ll be good as gold,’ said Mrs Kingston. ‘He likes a natter. They don’t call it rabbiting for nothing!’


Lena had no idea what she was talking about, but carefully stepped over Jasper and began to dust.


The next morning Lena looked out of her kitchen window, cradling a cup of coffee to combat the cold. It was too early still on this Wednesday morning for the winter sun, and the streetlights gave the air a soft orange haze, like the remnants of baked-bean sauce lingering on a plate. Back in her village it would be pitch-black at this time, with just the stars providing little glimmers of hope that light still existed. She still wasn’t used to how it never got completely dark in London. People could always be seen.


Down below, two workmen were making their way to their jobs, their reflective jackets shining in the intermittent lights. A nightshift worker hurried past them, eager for bed. It was quiet without the daytime traffic, and Lena listened to the song of a lone blackbird in an out-of-view tree, making an unlikely duet with Tomek’s gentle snoring.


Timea was still not home. She had not been home when Lena had got in, and was still not there when Lena reluctantly went to bed at midnight.


Lena took a sip of coffee, but the heat seared her tongue. Last night’s dishes were still in the sink. It was Timea’s turn to wash and Tomek had insisted they leave them for her. Lena put down her coffee and turned on the hot tap, watching the water splatter down, washing the worst of the creamy kiev crumbs from the plate. She scrubbed and thought. Where would Timea be? She did sometimes spend the night away unexpectedly. Timea was not promiscuous, but she was someone who could fall in love in an evening. But she would always text Lena so she wouldn’t worry. Always.


Lena dried her hands and rubbed her neck. She had a crick in it from a poor night’s sleep. She rolled her shoulders back, listening to her muscles click in objection. She was worried. Either Timea was being uncharacteristically inconsiderate, or something had happened to her.


Lena deserved to know.


She padded softly in her slippers over the kitchen lino into the hallway, pulling her dressing gown tight. Then she pushed Timea’s door open. The room was small, with a single bed in the corner, neatly made up with Timea’s floral duvet cover, more pink than Lena would have chosen. The only other furniture was a dresser strewn with makeup, a wardrobe, its door half ajar, and a small nightstand.


Lena felt guilty even being in this room. She had come in uninvited once to see if Timea had any laundry and Timea had been furious. It wasn’t like sweet-natured Timea, but Lena respected her for it. We all need our privacy, especially when sharing such a small flat. Perhaps she should wait before looking through her things, she thought. Give Timea a chance to wake up, kiss the man goodbye and come home. Lena dismissed the thought and peered inside the wardrobe. A quick rummage through Timea’s clothes revealed that there was nothing major missing. Her only suitcase remained on top of the wardrobe, gathering a thick coating of dust that made Lena sneeze when she moved it. Lena began opening and closing the dresser drawers, seeing her clothes inside were folded neatly; all present and correct. Lena moved to the nightstand.


On top was a photo of Laszlo and Timea, her arms entwined around her son. They were both smiling, squinting in the sunlight. Lena remembered taking that picture. She and Timea had been living in Debrecen, Hungary’s second city, eking out a living. Lena had been selling subscriptions to a magazine no one read; Timea working as a secretary. Laszlo was visiting for the weekend and Timea scooped him into her arms as soon as he stepped off the train, barely thinking to thank Mr Kovacs for delivering him safely from the village. Even with the long hours they both worked, neither had managed to save enough to buy a car.


Lena watched them, enthralled at how engrossed they were in each other. It reminded her a little of how she and Istvan used to be, when the whole of the world could be found in each other’s eyes.


‘In a few years, you’ll be able to live with me here always,’ Timea was saying. ‘Once you are old enough to be able to take care of yourself after school until I get home from the office.’


‘I’m old enough now,’ declared Laszlo, pulling himself up to his full height. ‘I am six and three-quarters.’


‘Six and three-quarters is not old enough,’ replied Timea. ‘Eleven.’


‘That’s forever away.’


‘Time will fly like magic castles,’Timea had replied. ‘Let’s go to the Ludas Matyi Park. The spinning swans are waiting for you.’


Next to that photo was one of Timea with Lena. Lena looked at it, her friend’s delicate face softly framed by her bleached blonde curls. It was a contrast to Lena’s own sharp features and straight black hair. Lena put it on the bed; she hated looking at pictures of herself. Underneath the photos was a magazine, one of the showbiz ones that Timea loved to read. Lena picked it up and saw it was open on a page with Istvan’s picture. It seemed like he was everywhere at the moment, pouting at the camera with his arms folded. She put it down again with a roll of her eyes and pulled open the small drawer. Timea’s passport was inside. To her surprise she saw a little case underneath it. Tiffany’s. She lifted it out and sat down on the bed before opening it to reveal a silver necklace with a heart-shaped pendant. Lena lifted it out of the box and held it to the light, noticing it was inset with seven sparkling diamonds. The silver felt cold in her hand.


Lena had seen Timea admiring a necklace just like this one at Mrs Ives’s house – she’d even tried it on once and smiled at herself in the mirror. Lena had been furious, but now she was worried. She knew Timea would never have been able to afford this, even if she didn’t send all that was left at the end of each week straight to Greta for Laszlo. Could she have stolen it? Lena hurriedly put the necklace back in the box and closed the lid. She didn’t want to think about it.


As she placed the box back in the drawer, she noticed a small notebook. She pulled it out and flicked through. Only a few pages were written on, and mostly it was scribbled English words and phrases that Timea must have been trying to learn, with the odd doodle in between. One page was just covered in definite articles. ‘The the the the a an the,’ Timea had written, underlining each several times. Lena smiled and turned the page. ‘It is raining cats and dogs,’ it said. ‘She will bite my head off.’ She turned the page again. ‘There is an elephant in the room.’ Lena laughed to herself. The English were a funny lot.


One page was different. Lena read it, ready to smile at the amusing idiom. But she couldn’t find it. She read it again, then a third time.


‘I cannot lose him again. I am sorry for the hurt it will cause her. But I cannot live without him.’


Lena put the notebook down. She had not realised that Timea still felt this way about Faisal. She felt a pang of guilt. She had known he was bad news for Timea, with his arrogance and swagger. She suspected he took drugs too. So she had made things difficult for the two of them, encouraging Timea to come around to her way of thinking. She’d been successful: with a few months and a few tears, Timea and he had broken up. Lena thought Timea seemed happier afterwards, happier than she’d been in a long time. Perhaps she had been wrong.


Faisal was leaning against a lamp post outside Angel station, hands in the pockets of his bright blue jacket. His head was bopping a little, as though he were dancing to a track only he could hear. It was still early, before the mainstream maelstrom of commuters began. Only a few sleepy people wandered through the half-light of the morning, beating the rush hour but sacrificing extra time tucked away in bed.


Even with Faisal’s smug expression, Lena could see why Timea had been smitten with him. He had big dark eyes; skin the colour of caramel. Timea was such a sucker for attractive men.


‘Why would he see her?’ interjected Tracy. ‘He has me.’


‘Faisal, just tell me,’ said Lena. ‘She did not come home last night, again. Has she been in touch?’


‘Who could blame her?’ Faisal said, running his fingers over his gelled hair. ‘They all want more.’ He winked.


Lena suppressed the urge to gag. Both women glared at him, Tracy through her false eyelashes. They looked like mangled spiders.


‘Faisal is joking. He thinks he’s funny,’ said Tracy. She spat on to the ground. ‘We haven’t seen her. Not since all the fuss with that ginger bitch.’
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