
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      

      Amanda Craig is the author of five previous novels: Foreign Bodies; A Private Place; A Vicious Circle; In a Dark Wood; and Love in Idleness. She is the children’s book critic for The Times. She lives in London. 
      

      
      For more information visit www.amandacraig.com

      
      ‘I was deeply impressed and engaged by Hearts and Minds. It is completely convincing and the issues are immediate and real. It’s the best book I have read for months’ Louis de Bernieres,
         author of Captain Corelli’s Mandolin

      
      ‘The big, panoramic London novel we’ve been waiting for’ Guardian

      
      ‘In the dead of night, in midwinter, an unidentified villain heaves the freshly murdered body of a young woman into a pond
         on a deserted heath and watches it sink beneath the inky water. It is an arresting opening that hooks you straight into Amanda
         Craig’s compelling novel, a sprawling, ambitious tale that is part-thriller, part-love story, part-detective yarn, but above
         all a book about the way we live now’ Lisa O’Kelly, Observer

      
      ‘Whatever your views on modern, multicultural Britain, you’ll find something in this tough, topical novel to challenge them …
         Amanda Craig presents her disparate cast with engaging intelligence and compassion. She asks her readers what we would risk
         to escape violence, poverty and oppression’ Helen Brown, Daily Mail

      
      ‘Craig eschews laboured profundity. Her style is immediate and precise, and convincingly dramatic. She skilfully mixes skilled
         reportage with a filmic sensibility … You can’t put this novel down, even if babies are yelling and pots are boiling. A terrific
         read’ Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, Independent

      
      ‘Amanda Craig has made London her own … Craig’s excellence lies in her ability to underpin everything with hope and the promise
         of redemption … She has written a sympathetic, thought-provoking and often deeply moving account of the strange, shifting beast
         that is our capital’ Philip Womack, Daily Telegraph.
      

      
      ‘This is a novel written with passion and moral outrage. It is a vivid portrait of a city that is at once familiar and disconcertingly
         strange’ Joan Smith, The Times

      
      ‘The spectre of Dickens haunts Hearts and Minds, the satisfying architecture of which nods to the fine Victorian fictional web in its scrutiny of the twenty-first century
         city … Throughout, the writing is confident, purposeful, quietly dynamic … Impressively, the narrative’s contained momentum
         is achieved neither at the expense of humour nor of Craig’s characters … It perfectly conjures the capital’s beautiful, broken
         carousel’ Stephanie Cross, Times Literary Supplement

      
      ‘Arguments over the consequences of immigration are furious and frequent. Its proponents say that it has made this city richer
         and more interesting. Its opponents say it makes people hate each other and allows foreigners to sponge off locals. But reading
         Amanda Craig’s brilliant novel, Hearts and Minds – a murder story told through the intertwined lives of recent immigrants – I realised that it has another, less-noticed,
         result: it fertilises literature’ Emma Duncan, Evening Standard

      
      ‘A treat … Amanda Craig has seized the present moment – this city, these moments of history, this atmosphere … Hearts and Minds has a real sense of relish in its writing … It’s a rare thing – an absolutely contemporary novel written with brio, buoyant
         with satire and yet earthed in the traditions of nineteenth-century realism’ Helen Dunmore
      

      
      ‘From first to last page, from basement brothel to glitzy garden party, [Hearts and Minds] had me utterly in thrall’ Madeleine Kingsley, Jewish Chronicle

      
      ‘Amanda Craig has taken the Victorian novel and brought it magnificently into the twenty-first century … A riveting, disturbing
         picture of the way we live now’ Ruth Gorb, Camden New Journal

      
      ‘Thoroughly engaging … Craig, like Dickens, achieves a novel which is good in both senses of the term: Hearts and Minds has literary merit as well as an unusual sense of social conscience … Absorbing; a genuinely moving story of city lives striving
         to connect’ Jude Piesse, Mslexia

      
      ‘A grand satire in the Victorian tradition … It succeeds in its portrayal of a city that often feels as alien to it inhabitants
         as it does to its hidden citizenry of immigrants. In different hands this would be a facile argument. But Amanda Craig’s neatly
         constructed thriller charts in vivid detail the ties that bind one to the other’ Beau Hopkins, Literary Review
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      To my father

   
      
      
      

      
      … among the multitudes

      
      Of that huge city, oftentimes was seen

      
      Affectingly set forth, more than elsewhere

      
      Is possible, the unity of men,

      
      One spirit over ignorance and vice

      
      Predominant, in good and evil hearts

      
      One sense for moral judgements, as one eye

      
      For the sun’s light …

      
      William Wordsworth, The Prelude

      

      
      It is the mind which creates the world about us, and even though we stand side by side in the same meadow, my eyes will never
         see what is beheld by yours. My heart will never stir to the emotion with which yours is touched.
      

      
      George Gissing

      
      
         Unreal City,

         
         Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,

         
         A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,

         
         I had not thought death had undone so many.

         
         Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,

         
         And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.

         
      

      
      T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land

      
   
      
      
      Preface

      
      Uneasy City

      
      At night, even in these dead months of the year, the city is never wholly dark. Its shadows twitch with a harsh orange light
         that glows and fades, fades and glows, as the pulse of electric power courses through its body like dreams. The sour air,
         breathed in and out by eight million lungs, stained by exhaust pipes and strained through ventilators, is never clean, although,
         after a time, you no longer notice its bitter taste and smell. The dust of ages swirls and falls, staining walls, darkening
         glass, coating surfaces, clogging lungs. Bricks, leaves, paper, food, bones and skin all decay, reduced to almost invisible
         specks that accumulate into the eternal dust of London.
      

      
      The only times the city can breathe freely is when a wind blows in from a far-off place, bringing with it gulls and the cries
         of the sea, or a fresh sweet air from the west. But this city is a world of its own, a country within a country. People are
         used to taking the old and making it new; and used, too, to taking the new and making it old. Every glass of water from its
         taps, it is said, has passed six times through the kidneys of another, and every scrap of its land has been trodden on, fought
         over, dug up and broken down for centuries. Yet fresh water wells up, too, from under roads and buildings so that the buried landscape beneath is never quite forgotten. This place could almost be countryside, for here its streams fall into
         ponds rather than hidden pipes or channels. It is here that the murderer has come to hide the body.
      

      
      The woman is a great deal heavier than he had expected. Perhaps he has been stupid not to put the body in the boot of the
         car and dump it far away; only, he knows how easily the police can find out the number plates of passing vehicles in the vicinity
         of a murder. Sticking to well-known routes that he always takes is wiser. This side of the Heath has few CCTV cameras, and
         he’s waited a long time in the side road for people to leave – not that many are around on a winter’s night, with the wind
         shrilling in the bare branches like distant alarms. He’s satisfied with his choice. All the same, dragging the grey mailbag
         out of the back seat and onto the grassy bank is almost too much for one person. He should have kept her semi-conscious, instead
         of strangling her when he had the opportunity. It had been so quick and easy, like killing a chicken; and of course quite
         silent.
      

      
      He knows just where he wants to put the bag. There is an area by the Ponds, a nature reserve fenced off from people and dogs
         but not from the wilder inhabitants like foxes, where a body could lie and rot for years without ever being discovered. The
         place stinks already, being clogged with mud and mire, and nobody will notice a little extra smell. The plan had been made
         more or less on the spur of the moment, but it seems a good one to him, although he is still worried about whether she has
         tricked him. No time to check, yet … The man grunts and lurches, hating her even more than in life, and his hatred gives him
         strength so that when he gives a final heave over the railings the body flies through the air and lands with a splash.
      

      
      For a moment, it seems as if it won’t work. He watches anxiously, all the time alert for any other people, while the bag seems
         to waver as if uncertain. Then, to his relief, it sinks down, making a plopping noise that is almost comical as the air inside
         escapes. Something moves on the bank, and he freezes, but it’s only a water bird, labouring along the edges, alarmed by the
         disturbance. Finally, the bag disappears from sight, leaving the water of the pond undisturbed but for the skeletal forms of bare trees and shrubs, which
         occasionally draw their twigs across its depths like long bony fingers, and sigh.
      

      
      The woman had survived many trials long before the one that had taken her life. She had been young and strong and attractive.
         She had possessed a good brain, which had enabled her to learn a new language, a language that was itself a fusion of many
         other tongues, and which she believed would bring her, miraculously, to a better future. She had been like so many Londoners,
         a person who did not fit in anywhere else, and who had come to the city hoping to find a new beginning. Now, though, she is
         just one more discarded thing which will be counted as lost, if she is counted at all.
      

      
   
      
      1

      
      Waking

      
      Even in sleep, Polly is conscious of guilt. Like a splinter forcing its way to the surface of her skin, it throbs just below
         the level of consciousness until she wakes. Drowsily, she listens to the occasional rattle of the sash window in its frame
         and the creak of floorboards, until the pressure in her bladder forces her up.
      

      
      Walking with the cautious, shuffling tread of one who knows the floor is mined with Warhammer figurines, she gropes her way
         to the bathroom. The central heating is off and the blind up, showing her the upper half of a wide, tree-lined street in the
         dim orange streetlight. Two rows of seemingly identical, flat-fronted, white-stuccoed early-Victorian houses face each other,
         each subtly different, like Darwin’s finches on the Galapagos Islands. Polly, with her potted olive tree, Farrow & Ball paintwork
         and Smeg fridge, is a relatively recent arrival, for half the street is gentrified and half still owned by the council. She
         feels at ease here, on the scruffy edge of Islington and Camden Town: something she had never felt during her marriage in
         Fulham. She chose it because it is close to where she grew up, and also to where she now works as a solicitor in a firm specialising
         in human-rights cases. Although the house (bought following her divorce) is comfortable and pretty, and her children go to private schools, she earns a modest salary, having taken almost
         a decade out of full-time employment when her children were young.
      

      
      Theo, her ex-husband, is a very different kind of lawyer. He works in the City, and hates London.

      
      ‘This town has had it good for a decade, but now the party’s over,’ he likes to say. ‘Its infrastructure, transport system,
         education, policing and security all suck. I’m telling you, Polly, people are talking seriously about relocating to Geneva.’
      

      
      By ‘people’, Theo always means those like himself, who earn a minimum of a million pounds a year; the rest do not exist. Polly,
         though, is obdurate. Vague presentiments of danger have been a part of every Londoner’s life for the past five years, but
         Theo’s alarmism is ludicrous. He sees threats everywhere, and couldn’t understand why nobody else had even bothered to buy
         duct tape after 9/11.
      

      
      ‘Dad’s weird about people, isn’t he?’ Robbie had remarked after a weekend away with his father. ‘He thinks people wear towels
         on their heads to blow up planes.’
      

      
      ‘The thing about Daddy’s country is, they didn’t live through two world wars and the IRA bombs,’ Polly told him. ‘They’re
         paranoid about the rest of the world.’
      

      
      Theo had been amazed to discover just how deeply Americans were now hated by the British. He returns this hatred with interest.
         He wants to take Tania and Robbie back to the States, to whisk them into the kind of sprawling suburban New England home which
         his colleagues live in, complete with Mexican maids and a swimming pool.
      

      
      ‘Theo, that simply isn’t the way British people live,’ Polly had said.

      
      She has window locks and a London bar on her doors, but refuses to have a burglar alarm, though Theo has insisted she have
         a panic button installed.
      

      
      ‘You’re a woman living with my children, and I have the right to insist that they have some protection,’ he’d said.

      
      ‘Burglars can’t break in,’ Polly had told him. ‘We’re very safe here, the windows are all toughened glass, and besides, this is a friendly house – can’t you feel?’

      
      Theo had looked at her as if she was an idiot, and perhaps it is silly of her to believe this, but Polly doesn’t care. She’s
         free, and this house belongs to her.
      

      
      There is a distant whoosh from the timed boiler, and the underfloor pipes begin to creak and tap, as if the house is stretching its body. Polly returns
         to bed, luxuriating in her solitude. Christmas in California without the children had been amazing; the house in Pacific Palisades,
         with its swimming pool and landscaped gardens, had given her a glimpse of a different world. Her lover, Bill Shade, is a scriptwriter
         in Hollywood, and wants her to move in with him, but Polly is resistant. She has just got her career back; she can read detective
         novels until late at night instead of having someone moaning about the light; she can spend the weekend without a scrap of
         make-up on her face; she can spread out to enjoy the cool expanses of her mattress.
      

      
      Polly thinks gratefully of Iryna overhead. Bill has teased her about the way her life is dependent on cheap foreign labour,
         and she is conscious of the irony that, while her professional life often consists of helping refugees and illegal immigrants,
         her ability to do so depends upon exploiting them.
      

      
      ‘Is it for this that Shakespeare penned his immortal plays, Smith developed his economic theories and Berners-Lee invented
         the internet: so that your strawberries can be picked by Eastern Europeans, your streets swept by Serbs, your laundry ironed
         by Pakistanis, and your garden manicured by an Italian?’ Bill says. Yes: but by far the most important is Iryna, who works
         twenty-five hours per week for seventy pounds, not counting babysitting or the school holidays. Iryna does the housework,
         collects Robbie from school, cooks the children their tea, makes sure they do their homework and, in short, performs all the
         boring chores of being a housewife and mother that Polly has dropped because of her job. She loves her children, and yet she
         can’t deny that when she goes back to work on a Monday morning she is always relieved to leave them behind until eight p.m.
      

      
      ‘This is my rock, Iryna,’ is how Polly introduces her; or else, ‘This is Iryna, my right hand.’

      
      It isn’t as if Polly hasn’t done this work herself. She knows how to vacuum, iron shirts and wash dishes; will still sew on
         name-tapes, cook children’s teas, and trudge around museums; she has felt her well-trained legal brain click gears like a
         rusty bicycle while singing ‘Here We Go Looby-Loo’ for the thousandth time. Being able to battle with the Home Office is like
         child’s play compared with real child’s play, but without Iryna she simply couldn’t manage. With Iryna, life is good. Polly
         had taken her without a reference, in response to an ad, and she feels a warm glow to think of how nicely she has accommodated
         her. The British are not good at welcoming foreigners into their homes, but Iryna not only has a large, light room with a
         TV, fridge and microwave, she has her own bathroom – whereas Polly shares hers with the children.
      

      
      Placid, pleasant and pretty, Iryna reminds Polly of a Russian doll. Polly sometimes wonders whether she has ever had a boyfriend,
         because she never brings anyone home. She certainly has an active social life, going out in the morning and evening, but it
         never interferes with her work. Polly is relieved to see her looking well and rested again following a two-week break of house-sitting
         while they were all away on holiday, because just before Christmas she had been pale and listless, and Polly worried that
         she was homesick. Now, however, she is back to normal, and no cobweb or dust-ball is safe from the probing nozzle of the vacuum
         cleaner. The washing machine whirls with its almost silent, high-pitched giggle, tossing its contents one way then the other,
         the children’s supper sizzles golden-brown under the grill, and Polly herself eats their leftovers for her own supper. Iryna
         is like Adam Smith’s invisible hand: she does it all, then disappears.
      

      
      It is only a minor worry that, being Russian, she happens to be illegal.

      
      Polly falls back into a sleep so profound that it is like falling into black water. Down, down, and then the radio alarm hooks
         her back up, panicked. The Today programme splutters on about the Iraq War and the failings of the Prime Minister, while Polly stomps up the stairs, trying
         not to remember that dazzling May morning over a decade ago when Labour had won and the country seemed so full of passionate
         hope.
      

      
      ‘Wake up!’ she calls, going into each child’s room and switching on their lights.

      
      Now the hour-long struggle begins. Tania slumbers on in the languor of adolescence, her skin covered with a pearly sheen of
         sweat as Polly kisses her, but Robbie stirs and burrows deeper into his duvet. Polly notices with annoyance that Iryna has
         not put out his school clothes for him.
      

      
      ‘Time to get up, my angel.’

      
      ‘I hate school,’ says Robbie, lashing out as his mother pulls the duvet off him.

      
      ‘I hate Mondays,’ says Tania, in turn. ‘And I hate you.’

      
      ‘Tough,’ says Polly. ‘Get dressed, or you’ll be going to school in pyjamas.’

      
      Each weekday morning, she has to make sure the children are dressed, fed, clean, have done their homework and get to school
         on time before going to her office. It does not sound like much, but there are days when she feels like she can’t stand another
         minute of it.
      

      
      ‘Robbie, you still haven’t got your shoes on! Put them on, or you’re going to school in your socks.’
      

      
      ‘Why do I have to go to school? Why can’t I stay with you?’

      
      Polly sighs. She is trying to cram a full working day into eight hours, and she keeps her watch five minutes fast in order
         to get to any appointment, tricking herself into tiny panic attacks that are like the miniature muffled explosions in a combustion
         engine.
      

      
      ‘Outside this country, and also in it, are millions and millions of people who would kill to have what you do here,’ she says.
         ‘They are clever, fantastically hard-working and they are all learning English. When you grow up, you’re going to be competing with
         them for places at university, and for jobs.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah,’ says Tania, rudely.

      
      ‘You have to do this stuff,’ said Polly, slapping Weetabix on the table. ‘If you don’t get good marks, you’ll never go to university,
         and if you don’t go to university you’ll end up flipping burgers and—’
      

      
      ‘You mean if I don’t read, I could have all the burgers I could eat, every day?’

      
      ‘Then you’d get fat, Robbie,’ says Tania, with horror.

      
      ‘Who gives? But why must I learn French? Or any language when everyone in the world wants to learn English?’ says Robbie, who won’t even drink orange juice if it has bits.
      

      
      ‘Because otherwise you won’t know what they’re saying about you in secret,’ says Tania.

      
      Polly smiles, for this is a far better answer than she could have given. Then her heart jumps with the clock, for they have
         just forty-eight seconds left to get out of the door. Where are their coats?
      

      
      ‘How should I know?’ Robbie answers, calmly.

      
      ‘You must have them! It’s freezing, it’s January, you can’t go out today without a coat. Look, I’m wearing my heaviest one again.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why you make such a fuss,’ Robbie complains. ‘It’s not that cold outside.’
      

      
      ‘I am a Jewish mother,’ says Polly. ‘My dying words will be, “Put a jumper on.”’

      
      ‘Mum, all mothers are Jewish mothers, only they don’t make such a fuss as you,’ says Tania.

      
      ‘I can’t find my school tie,’ Polly’s son complains. ‘Iryna’s hidden it.’

      
      ‘Iryna!’ Polly calls up the stairs. The girl is supposed to be down by now. No answer, and Robbie will be punished if he turns
         up without a school tie. She races upstairs to fish one out of the laundry basket, already nauseous with stress.
      

      
      ‘I hate you!’ Tania screams. ‘I’m going to miss the school bus, and it’s all your fault!’
      

      
      Outside, Polly takes off like a rocket. They have only three minutes as a margin of error, never enough.

      
      ‘Oh, damn and blast!’ she says, trying to text Iryna at a traffic light. ‘I wonder where she is?’

      
      The car surges forward. It is only a momentary release of frustration because a second later her undercarriage hits a speed
         cushion with a bang. Polly dreams long tedious dreams in which she does the school run, endlessly grinding up Highgate Hill
         to the bus stop for Tania’s school. But now, at last, she is passing Highgate Cemetery and Karl Marx’s tomb, racing past the
         ornate iron gates of Waterlow Park, out of Pond Square and then, just in time, she stops in front of the school bus.
      

      
      ‘Love you,’ Polly says, drawing up.

      
      ‘Huh!’ says Tania, slipping off to join the gaggle of other girls in uniform. Every day, when she goes back into the heart
         of London, Polly thinks how glad she is that her children will be out in the suburbs, where it is leafy and safe.
      

      
      Onwards for her second chore. The tree-lined street in West Hampstead where Robbie’s prep school is situated heaves and throbs
         with huge cars disgorging tiny uniformed children bowed antlike beneath the weight of their rucksacks, sports kits and musical
         instruments. Polly sits behind the wheel, squashed between giant gleaming chrome fenders and exhaust pipes pumping out a continual
         shimmer of pollutants, while Robbie chants out French verbs with the hopelessness of a novice monk. There! With a spurt of
         adrenalin, she darts her little car forward, lights flashing, and reverses.
      

      
      ‘Out! I have to get to work.’

      
      ‘Wait, Mummy, wait!’ Robbie cries. ‘I haven’t got my shoe on properly.’

      
      ‘I can’t wait, darling. I have a court case.’

      
      ‘Why do you care about bloody foreigners more than about your own children?’ he says.

      
      ‘They aren’t bloody foreigners. They are people like us, who are just less lucky,’ Polly says. He doesn’t understand: how can he? Like all these sweet innocents, he will only ever visit the
         Third World as a tourist. But Polly had taken in compassion and fear with her mother’s milk. She has nightmares about running
         away from torture and death with her children, just like some of her clients. In this dream she is always running to escape
         the Nazis, while the children drag on her arms like twin stones.
      

      
      Back along Hampstead Lane, and already the ringtone of her mobile is drilling through her skull. It must be Iryna. One-handed,
         Polly fishes for her phone, but finds its screen blank. For a moment, she wonders if the jarring, persistent wail building
         up and up and up is the noise of her own stress, made audible.
      

      
      It is only as it becomes louder, and the cars ahead of her pull over like the waters of the Red Sea dividing, that she realises
         it is a police car, lurching past in the opposite direction, blue lights flashing, and vanishing towards Hampstead Heath.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Freewheeling Is What Life Is About

      
      Just before dawn Ian has got up, groaning to himself, in order to cycle through the grey streets and get to work. Behind him,
         buried in a white goose-feather duvet and embroidered pillowcases, lies Candice.
      

      
      He hadn’t meant to spend the night with her in West Hampstead, but somehow the drink after her return from South Africa had
         turned into a reunion. Pump, pump, pump go his legs, pushing the bicycle uphill, and pump goes his heart, pulsing hot blood
         through his body. He is twenty-eight years old; he has had sex three times in the past twelve hours, and an Innocent smoothie
         for breakfast; life should be good. The brief exhilaration of solitude, and speed, blow away his sleepiness. Christmas decorations
         are still up in Hampstead Village, strung overhead in sagging lines of lit bulbs. They always look so attractive at first,
         he thinks, and so banal after the event.
      

      
      This patch of London, which he now knows well, is perhaps a twentieth of its total size, and all hill. Ian has hardly ventured
         into the centre, and has never crossed the Thames. His horizons are bounded by what he sees: Hampstead, Highgate, Camden,
         Islington, Hackney and Finsbury Park, places that were once villages, vanished fields and rivers now lost under brick and tarmac. To the south, City office blocks are illuminated in delicate rectangles
         and spires of light against the dim sky. To the east lies Hampstead Heath, in shadow. Ian presses uphill, past red-brick mansions
         and white Victorian villas, past the eccentricity of Jack Straw’s Castle, then along Spaniard’s Road in a streak of triumph
         for one mile of beautifully easy road. Already he is encountering the cars of early commuters, swishing into the city from
         the suburbs.
      

      
      It takes him a little longer to go to work by this route, but it is pleasanter and safer than cutting down through Camden
         Town to the East End. Leafless trees arch over him, shadow against shadow; he surprises foxes, rabbits and many birds. This
         is his second British winter, the one that’s supposed to break his will to stay. Ian could have chosen to go back to South
         Africa for Christmas, and seen his mother and stepfather, but freewheeling is what life is about. The wind whips in his face
         and hair. To be cutting through the cold air like a blade, to be in motion, gives him a rare sense of self-definition.
      

      
      Ian is not sure what he wants out of being in Britain, but some of it is to do with meeting his father, and some with professional
         qualification. He’s not entirely purposeless, which helps. He has seen other Antipodeans and South Africans arriving, full
         of optimism, and watched them falter before the cold, the wet, the grey, the indifference. Having lived under burning blue
         skies every day of his life, he understands that it changes something inside you when you are cut off from the air and light.
         How can people live like this? Ian’s housemates keep asking. There are many answers. Money is one of them. Whatever their
         backgrounds, they do the crap jobs, like nursing and teaching, bar-keeping and nannying, that British people don’t want to
         do themselves.
      

      
      ‘You should look around,’ Candice had urged him last night. ‘You can do better.’

      
      ‘Oh, I will,’ Ian had said. ‘Eventually.’

      
      ‘Admit it, you’re terminally lazy. You always wait for people to come to you, sweetie.’

      
      Laziness, or apathy, is his besetting sin, he knows. He hasn’t even got his act together about travelling to the Continent
         yet; maybe not having to queue for a Schengen visa (the one thing his British father had bestowed upon him) is part of it.
         To his housemates, London is just a means to an end, a jumping-off point and a playground. To Candice it’s home. Ian hasn’t
         decided yet which it is for him.
      

      
      He can feel the greyness gnawing him like a dog at a bone, stripping the easy, laid-back self-assurance. November and December
         were bad enough, but there are at least two more months to endure before any hope of spring. Right now, everything seems frozen.
         He has not made contact with his father; the excuse being that he is still finding his feet. He has his own life, though before
         he left his mother made him enter her ex-husband’s number in his mobile.
      

      
      ‘Put it down, darling, just in case. You have to have an ICE number, In Case of Emergency, now that you can be blown up by
         terrorists at any moment,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘I’m an adult, Mom, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

      
      ‘I had, but I won’t have a moment’s peace unless you do.’

      
      Ian begins the smooth glide that dips down and around Kenwood House. Its creamy neoclassical façade overlooking an artificial
         lake looks like something from a tourist brochure or a fairy tale. Away above Highgate the long rolls of grey cloud that have
         lain like dust under a bed are flushing crimson and orange, acid yellow and green. Brighter and brighter they become, until
         within seconds the whole of the eastern sky has become a dazzle of gold and pink.
      

      
      Before him, the city centre lies cupped between two hills, like a bowl of jewels. There is the twisting glass digit of the
         Gherkin, and the fragile diamond bracelet of the London Eye; there the miniature crown of St Paul’s, the ruby on top of Canary
         Wharf, all growing slowly larger as he speeds towards them. Over to the east, where Ian works, lies the City within the city,
         a place where so many millions and billions are traded daily that it has the income of another country, all thanks to an accident
         of history that means that international business is largely conducted in English.
      

      
      It’s a view he’s particularly interested in right now, because he has been writing a play over the holidays for his class
         to perform. It’s a romp about Dick Whittington and his Cat – not a pantomime, but an adventure with lots of parts for the
         whole of Year Eight which he has dashed off over Christmas. He’s always loved the story, not just about the cat which unexpectedly
         makes poor Dick’s fortune but because of the moment when Dick, utterly disheartened, is climbing up Highgate Hill and hears
         the bells of London: Turn again, Dick Whittington, thrice Mayor of London.

      
      Something about that bit always makes him feel strange. It’s a fairy tale, of course, but how often do people get the chance
         to make a single, life-changing decision? Ian’s choice to leave South Africa has turned into a policy of drift. Instead of
         boldly marching off like Dick Whittington, he had simply flown over, on the modern equivalent to the Grand Tour of Europe.
         Instead of cultural pursuits, however, what he did at first was get drunk and have as much sex as possible while living in
         conditions of total squalor. Everyone behaved like this, when Travelling. It was different for those who settled here – they
         became the most upright of citizens, or maybe they just got middle-aged. But for most of Ian’s contemporaries, London is a
         playground consisting of other South Africans and Antipodeans, in which encounters with actual British people are a purely
         economic necessity.
      

      
      Up above the Heath an aeroplane glints, bright white in the sun that has not yet touched the land. A robin perches on a twig,
         and whistles piercingly as he passes. He had been amazed the first time he had seen one, a tiny brown bird with its bright
         flush of red feathers on the breast; it was familiar from cards, and as fantastical to him as a zebra or a giraffe would be
         to an Englishman. His pupils are always asking him about the African jungle, where they imagine he has grown up with lions
         (and tigers). He’s tried to explain that the only times he has seen such beasts have been in safari parks, and that he’s from
         a city; but they prefer to think that he spent his time swinging through trees, like Tarzan.
      

      
      ‘You even look a bit like him, sir,’ said the cheekiest boy. ‘You know, in the cartoon.’

      
      He had told Candice this. She laughed and agreed.

      
      ‘Get a haircut,’ she said.

      
      ‘Oh? What are teachers supposed to look like?’

      
      ‘They wear suits.’

      
      ‘A suit would kill me,’ Ian said, seriously.

      
      Candice is thirty-two, an age difference which doesn’t matter except that she has had a string of failed romances, all of
         which seem to have ended badly. Ian is a little worried that she’s going to count him as one. He’s tried to make it clear
         that, as his best friend Mick says, he’s ‘only passing through’, but Candice seems to think otherwise. She’s circling him,
         just like that aeroplane, looking for a landing slot; but Ian won’t respond. He hates rules, and being here is his chance
         to break free.
      

      
      Cycling, for instance, is illegal on the Heath, and once or twice along this path he has been stopped by the police, and cautioned.
         Ian hates this, though they are never as intimidating as the police back home; he can’t believe that they still don’t carry
         guns, just truncheons. So much about British life is comical, really.
      

      
      Gravity takes control of his bike, gliding over puddles blind with ice. They splinter with a satisfying crunch under his wheels.
         Squirrels, questing for acorns, freeze like question marks. Imported from Canada over a hundred years ago, they are everywhere,
         riffling through the sheaves of dry fallen leaves so that whole glades flicker with the furtive motion of gamblers shuffling
         cards. Londoners hate them; they pose a threat to the indigenous reds which now survive only in remote, protected areas of
         Britain.
      

      
      Ian is warm now, his tendons stretching and easing. At this hour there are only joggers, and a few dedicated dog-walkers.
         The leafless oaks and beeches overhead are centuries old; frosted grass slopes its moth-eaten velvet up to Parliament Hill.
         Magpies call, a metallic, rattling sound like a clockwork toy being wound up, as they hunt the exotic bright green parakeets
         that survive, somehow, in this climate. London is said to keep a couple of degrees warmer than the rest of the country, and perhaps that’s what makes the difference.
         Their high-pitched shrieks have a monotonous, irritating sound that sets his teeth on edge, but they are beautiful to see
         when in flight, teasing the heavy, predatory crows in much the same way that the Bangladeshi boys at his school do the Afro-Caribbeans.
         Thinking of his working week, he sighs. Two more terms to go until he qualifies, and then he can work anywhere in the world.
      

      
      The ponds he is passing smell rank, draining off the muddy hillside into a series of pale oblongs fringed by stinking reeds,
         decomposing leaves and black iron railings. It is a sinister spot, and his least favourite part of the ride. Further along,
         there are natural pools formed by the rising springs of the River Fleet, some of which are used by swimmers. The idea of swimming
         in freezing, filthy water teeming with rats is another English eccentricity. Some are apparently so devoted to their hobby
         that they will swim even in the depths of winter, when ice has formed on the surface.
      

      
      A flock of crows rise, cawing harshly, from the woods. As Ian approaches the end of the tunnel of trees, he sees that the
         dark waters ahead ripple with ribbons of white and blue. Sirens are approaching in a wince of light. A police car is bumping
         down the long hill behind him, its wail redoubled by echoes. He slows, and gets off his bike, sighing.
      

      
      The police are not interested in him, however. Two more police cars pass, and an ambulance. Ian, puzzled, frowns. Some accident
         ahead; perhaps another cyclist knocked down by a car. A plump middle-aged woman and her son, wearing the uniform of a private
         school, call their small dog to heel, and watch.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ she says.

      
      ‘There’s something in the pond, Mum.’

      
      The boy, excited, cranes forward. The pond, which lies between the Ladies’ Pond and the Men’s, is frequented only by birds.
         The sun is still not up above the trees, and the valley is in shadow. There is a huddle of figures in fluorescent jackets gathered round something which is being lifted out of a rowing boat. What is it?
         A bag of rubbish? A dead dog?
      

      
      The woman behind Ian draws in a breath and says sharply, ‘Come away now, we haven’t got all day.’

      
      Ian can hear the boy’s shrill voice, protesting. He feels rooted to the spot, aware that he is about to see something horrible,
         but unable to comprehend what this might be. The blue lights whirl, silently. Then, at last, the rising sun touches the pool,
         turning its waters a deep viscous red, as if it were warm blood: but the body being lifted onto a stretcher is white – as
         white as marble, and as cold.
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      Invisible Men

      
      There is nothing for it, Job has to run the engine. He can’t stand the cold any longer. Huddled inside his jacket, he sips
         the polystyrene cup of milkless tea that is his breakfast, and broods on his many misfortunes. At the control centre he can
         at least boil a kettle – as long as he and the other drivers bring their own tea bags and sugar – but he can’t hang around.
         The tiny, steamy waiting room is full of drivers, all chatting to each other in their own language, and he knows he isn’t
         wanted. They get the first jobs, the ones Mo, the controller, assures customers ‘will be there in five minutes, hundred per
         cent’. Job comes last. He hardly ever gets the lucrative trips to Stansted or Gatwick airports, the regular business that
         keeps the other men and their families afloat.
      

      
      All the same, he’s lucky to get this work. When he’d walked in, Mo had been short of drivers because it was Ramadan. Job had
         presented his Zimbabwean driver’s licence, hopelessly, and Mo had only asked, ‘Are you a Muslim?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Job said, though he had felt tempted to answer yes.

      
      ‘Are you a believer?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Job had said. At that, Mo had given him a job. He is an immensely fat man, and Pakistani like all the other men at Ace Minicabs, but not averse to having someone who wouldn’t complain.
         Besides, Job has no dependants in this country. He can do the kind of driving jobs that family men, and decent Muslims, don’t
         want.
      

      
      Job’s colleagues marry young, and take their duties seriously, working long hours. They never drink, are polite and honest,
         and one or two turn to Mecca and pray at noon in the tiny waiting room. But they are not friendly, and he has no friends there.
         Job tries not to mind, for he had not particularly expected even companionship. Only Job is lonelier still, because he has
         been abandoned by God and is outside His grace. So, instead, he listens to the BBC World Service News. It is almost as authoritative,
         and full of pain and reproach.
      

      
      Waiting for a fare is agonising. He looks along the dull street, then into the mirror keeping a wary eye out for traffic wardens,
         who will ticket him if they can, and flexes his icy feet. Mid-morning, with an hour to go before he switches jobs, he thinks.
         Job has driven a silent, scowling man into the City at six a.m., and a frantic woman whose car broke down during the school
         run, but now he is back at the office off York Way, praying for his luck to change. If he doesn’t make at least ten fares
         a day he can’t cover the rental for the car, let alone rent for his tiny room, and food. His other job is the one that he
         uses to send money back to his wife, Munisha.
      

      
      He has a photograph of her wearing one of her pretty sprigged dresses in his wallet, and another of them both on their wedding
         day in his room, and they are like maps of a country which he has forgotten. In the beginning, they talked on their mobile
         phones every week, but now she has left Harare, and he has not heard from her since two months before Christmas. Job heaves
         a gusty sigh, which turns to trickling moisture as soon as it hits the windscreen. When he refused to buy a Zanu-PF card,
         years ago, he had had no idea that it would lead to this cold country, to the crackle of static in his ears and the buzz-saw
         rasp of anxiety in his head. Every night he has nightmares, not just about prison but about being forced to walk through passport
         control, out of Britain, and be ejected back into hell.
      

      
      ‘Two-three, two-three, where are you, two-three, over?’

      
      ‘Outside the office, sir, over,’ Job says to Mo’s voice.

      
      ‘Just checking, two-three, over.’

      
      The other men all have names, but Job is referred to as ‘two-three’. Some, like Job, also do second jobs – in their cases,
         working in Indian restaurants nearby – but they have each other as well. Job never fails to smile at them all, and two of
         them do grudgingly include him in the conversations, partly, he suspects, to practise their English. Kamal, Shamsur, Azam,
         Humayun, Ahmed, Tariq and Iqbal are all from the same area of Pakistan, and some, like Tariq, have sons who are following
         them into the same work. Their English is generally poor – so much so that they can only work as minicab drivers thanks to
         SatNav, which means they can find the most obscure street in the city provided they have the full postcode. Job, who speaks
         perfect English, can’t afford anything fancier than an A–Z, though in truth he has learnt so many roads and routes by now that he usually doesn’t need to look in it.
      

      
      The A–Z is one of those examples of order and helpfulness that underpin British life. Job likes looking at it, just as a work of
         art. He loves the roads warning you to SLOW, the pedestrian crossings, the traffic lights, and even the speed cameras. Everyone
         else hates them, because they have not, as Job has, lived and driven in a place without law.
      

      
      Job sighs, and flexes his legs as the warm air starts pumping out of the engine. It is a strange way to make a living, but
         it is cash in hand and that is what he needs most. He has to keep the car immaculate and make sure he looks clean and neat,
         even though he has nothing to wash in but an old cracked basin. He is saving in order to buy himself a false EU passport,
         and for three hundred pounds he has now obtained a fake British driving licence, which is essential. Everything costs so much,
         but the money he sends back to Zimbabwe every month, which would not even pay a week’s rent or food here, is all that is keeping
         his wife and sister’s family alive.
      

      
      ‘There is food in the markets, but none we can buy without dollars,’ Munisha told him. ‘Every day, inflation makes what we
         earn less and less. My salary will not even buy us a head of corn.’
      

      
      Come to me, come to me here, he begged, but there is no money. She is stuck, unless like thousands of others she makes the
         dangerous crossing to South Africa.
      

      
      ‘If things get no better, that is what we shall try to do,’ she said, the last time they were able to speak. He has tried
         calling her mobile number, but it doesn’t even ring. Perhaps there is no electricity to recharge it, or perhaps she is out
         of range. He has to believe this, rather than the alternatives. All the same, when he watches the news about his country on
         TV, he is always looking for her. She and his sister had given him every dollar they had to get him out of the country, like
         the birds that King Lear described – the pelicans, giving blood from their own breasts in order to feed their children. Job
         has found an illustrated book about birds in one of the second-hand bookshops that he haunts in his spare time, and looked
         pelicans up. He had been disappointed to find them not just hideously ugly, with huge bag-like beaks, but white.
      

      
      When Job arrived at Heathrow airport, he fully intended to claim asylum. He had the scars from his beatings still fresh on
         his back and legs, all the documentation he could gather together as proof – which was not much. How can you prove you were
         attacked for not voting a particular way? He was not even a member of a trade union – which had of course been banned too
         – only a young student, who had been arrested and imprisoned for wanting democracy. Then, ahead of him in the queue, he had
         heard someone else from Zimbabwe claim asylum at the passport control. The officer hissed, ‘You people aren’t wanted here,
         don’t you understand?’
      

      
      The expression on her square pink face had taken him right back to his beatings. He entered on a student visa, enrolled in
         a college which never taught a single student. Every African Job knows has entered on a student visa. There are African tourists,
         of course. He has seen them, stepping out of limousines and gliding along Bond Street: the wives of dictators and kings whose money is sent out of Africa. But Job lives in a very different kind of city.
      

      
      In Harare, too, there were rich areas where the lawns were immaculate and nobody went hungry, and poor areas where now people
         drank water from open sewers. Here, people are more mixed up although the place where Job lives is all poor people because
         it is an estate. Although Job only has a tiny room, he likes the grass all around it, with some trees and flower beds, and
         even a small play area – all luxuries where he comes from.
      

      
      ‘You know the only rule you need to know to get on in this country?’ one of his employers told him. ‘Never complain, never
         explain. Keep your mouth shut, mind your own business, and nobody will even know you’re here.’
      

      
      Nobody else will do what Job and his kind do, and doing it makes them invisible men as it is. Rubbish must be collected and
         roads swept, crops picked and chickens plucked, cars washed and offices cleaned, elderly nursed and children watched. If you
         are willing to accept two pounds fifty an hour instead of the minimum wage, if you are polite, punctual, professional and
         above all humble, then people will give you work. It’s called the black market, though at least half those who work in it
         are white.
      

      
      Job needs the toilet. He knows the others don’t like him using it, but where else is he to go? The tiny lobby has three battered
         chairs to sit on, and here, lingering, he sees Tariq, a middle-aged driver with bad teeth, looking depressed.
      

      
      ‘A bad morning, two-three.’

      
      ‘You took your sons in again?’

      
      Tariq nods. ‘There are too many drug-dealers at the gates.’

      
      ‘You are right to do this,’ Job says. ‘You cannot risk your family.’

      
      ‘They are bad, these Somalis.’

      
      He glares at Job, broodingly, and Job wonders whether Tariq thinks that he too is Somali; it seems to him that few people
         make the distinction between one African country and another. Job’s skin is lighter, in fact, than that of many of the other
         drivers. Nevertheless, they look down on him, and he will never share so much as a cup of tea with them.
      

      
      Back in his car, he tries to concentrate on the newspaper that he picked up outside the Zimbabwean Embassy. Underneath a photograph
         of a child with a belly full of air, the headline says:
      

      
      
         STAND UP AND BE COUNTED!

         
         Day by day, inch by inch, yard by yard, it’s hard. Enough is

         
         enough! Sokwanele! Zvakwana!

         
         You, who with pride, resilience, courage and patriotism have so far

         
         carried the national independence torch and aspiration – STAND

         
         UP AND BE COUNTED.

         
         You, who are the power, you, who are the life and the nation’s

         
         backbone – ARISE TO THE CALL.

         
         Shed the fear, wipe the tear, brave the storm and lift your

         
         expectations higher. Cry, our beloved country, cry!

         
         Demonstrate your rights which are enshrined in the universal law

         
         of human rights and liberties, and endorsed in the spirit of

         
         brotherhood and the Holy Scriptures. It is not only your right to be

         
         free, but also the will of the Almighty.

         
      

      
      It is all so noble, so fearless, and it will do absolutely nothing. Job has been reading calls like it ever since he left
         his country. But when you are young, he thinks, you have no idea what the old and cruel can do to you.
      

      
      ‘Two-three, two-three, do you copy?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. I’m right here.’

      
      ‘I have a fare to pick up from Barnsbury, travelling to the centre. A Mrs Noble, pick up from number twenty-seven.’

      
      He listens to the directions, and takes off. The traffic is heaving with impatience and anger all around King’s Cross, and
         in the middle of it all there is the usual scramble to make way for an ambulance screaming past, followed by a police car.
         Buses, lorries, taxis, motorbikes, cycles and private cars are all welded into a single stream of metal and flesh oozing towards the centre. Every day it’s the same. The buses steam with the sheer numbers of people trying
         to get to work.
      

      
      How is it possible to be so crowded, and yet so lonely? Job sometimes feels that, without the touch of another human being,
         he will wither and shrivel. He lives in a society entirely composed of men. White people, and especially women, treat him
         as an extension of his car, which he can understand because to get into a vehicle with a strange man is not something any
         woman would necessarily feel comfortable about.
      

      
      The address that Mo has given him is close to where he lives. He can see mothers walking their children to school, the women
         in long, dun-coloured robes and headscarves, or completely covered in black veils. Their children run ahead, warmly dressed
         in pink fluffy anoraks or blue coats, looking happy and well fed. They will be from other, war-torn places, or perhaps descended
         from refugees yet further back in time.
      

      
      Somehow they have got the indefinite right to remain, Job thinks enviously. They will grow up as Britons, whereas people like
         himself whose history has been intimately intertwined with this country are denied it. They will have free health care, schooling,
         housing; they will be rocked in the cradle of the state while he falls endlessly through the air, with nobody to catch him.
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      She Hopes She Doesn’t Look Too Young

      
      Anna slumps on the seat, feeling the metallic vibrations of the ferry through her bones like a presentiment of disaster. The
         January crossing has been terrible, with the floor seeming to tilt in every direction, so terrible that for much of it she
         thought death would be a relief. She has never before been conscious of her body as something separate from herself, capable
         of revolt and a profound, animal misery. The bottle of water given to her had come up as bile, and the sour taste in her mouth
         hurts her teeth, but worst of all is the nausea, poisoning her stomach and head. Her trainers are soaked in vomit.
      

      
      The other girls are trying to sleep on the hard moulded seats, while older travellers get drunk on duty-free alcohol and take
         photographs of each other in bedraggled red hats decorated with tinsel. For hours, they have endured the stuffy, squeaking
         bus that thundered across Europe, stopping and starting when the driver wanted to relieve himself in a lay-by but rarely pausing
         to let them do the same. Now they are all on the ferry, the plumbing is better and they can move around more, but the feelings
         are worse. Knowing that she is cut off from the rest of Europe by this interminable expanse of angry grey water is making
         her family feel far more remote than she had ever thought they would. Good, she thinks. If this is what it takes to be independent, she is glad.
      

      
      Natalya winks at her. This enormous boat, with its tiers of levels and smell of oil and salt, would be terrifying if she were
         alone, but Natalya has organised it well. All her life, Anna has been the one to organise others: her little brother Pyotr,
         her sisters (actually her aunt’s three children), Katya, Olga and Raisa, besides looking after Granny Vera while her own mother
         worked herself into exhaustion in her job. She has never had a childhood, she feels, resentfully, and they never loved her.
      

      
      When she announced her decision to go to London with Natalya, her mother, surprisingly, had burst into tears, saying she was
         too young. Anna suspects it was the thought of losing her services rather than herself that caused this.
      

      
      ‘She’s fifteen,’ her grandmother said. ‘By her age, I was the same. Let her go.’

      
      Anna’s grandmother has always hated Anna’s mother, and Anna has picked up something of this, for her mother’s opposition to
         her going only made her more eager.
      

      
      ‘Why do you deny me this chance?’ she asked, angry and tearful. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

      
      ‘You are a good, kind girl, Anna, and I fear for you,’ her mother said; but Natalya told her she was far too pretty to be
         stuck in a dump like Lutsk, and that made all the difference.
      

      
      Although the long, long hours of the journey are boring, Anna is excited. At last she is out of the Ukraine! She hopes she
         doesn’t look too young; in the ferry toilets, she reapplies her eyeliner and mascara, and wishes she could cover her skin
         in a thick flesh-coloured foundation and powder like the others. Her ears look childishly unadorned, and she looks with envy
         at the big silver hoops that another girl is wearing. If she could only have big silver hoops in her own ears, how happy she
         would be! The other girl must be British, and Anna studies her with interest and envy, noting how bright and skimpy her clothes
         are. Anna is amazed by everything: the white ship as big as the apartment block where her family lived – how did it stay afloat? Why didn’t it fall over on its side, or sink
         with the weight of all the lorries, buses and cars in its base? It seems miraculous, but so does a Christmas tree made of
         artificial needles nearby, which softly changes colour from red to violet to blue to green. She thinks she’ll never tire of
         watching it.
      

      
      I had to get away, she thinks. There is nothing for her in Lutsk, no jobs, no money, no hope. It was the same for her father.
         It was either Britain or Poland, and in Poland the only jobs men got were to replace the workers who had come to Britain,
         so what was the point?
      

      
      They are all around the same age, teenagers who have watched each other out of the corners of their eyes. Anna has shared
         her eyeliner with one girl, and lent a hair-clip to another, and in doing so they have exchanged information, shyly, over
         the past few days. Some are being brought over by their boyfriends, some by friends and some by agencies, but all are coming
         together on the bus. To get to England, to London, is the dream of all. They have tried out halting English phrases on each
         other.
      

      
      ‘How many years are you?’

      
      ‘I yam fifteen,’ Anna says.

      
      ‘What is your work?’

      
      ‘I am very strong. I am hotel chambermaid. What is your name?’

      
      ‘My name is Valentina.’

      
      At school they had been taught Russian – as if anyone with any sense would want to work there. Russia had even stolen the earth of her country, the deep, rich black earth in which any crop would grow. If there are any
         jobs in Russia, they will be for Russians, she thinks; so she hardly bothered to learn it. English is the key. Natalya says
         so too.
      

      
      ‘I think if you come to London, you could be a model. It happens, you know.’

      
      Of course Anna knows. All Ukrainian girls know about Olga Kurylenko, who is in the new James Bond movie, and used to be a
         model.
      

      
      ‘You must have many boyfriends,’ Natalya remarks admiringly, and Anna, because she does not want to seem like a child, blushes
         and nods, not daring to say that she has never so much as held a boy’s hand.
      

      
      ‘Many English men are lonely. Maybe you would like to go out with one?’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Anna says. Some of the girls on the bus have a hard, flirtatious look and dress less modestly than she does. Anxious
         not to seem provincial, she undoes a button on her blouse.
      

      
      They are in England. The creaking see-saw of the ferry stops, and the call goes out for everyone to go below and get onto
         their vehicle. The Ukrainians pile onto their bus, and when it rolls down the ramps in the darkness Anna tries to see if it
         feels different. She wants there to be something distinctive about this new country, but all she can see is the light of the
         docks, and some warehouses which look the same the world over. Their passports are checked, and everyone holds their breath,
         smiling and pretending to be tourists. It must be a good time to come in, because the official is yawning and tired at the
         end of the night.
      

      
      Now, at last, they are moving. The road is smoother, perhaps, but the dim orange lights show little. Still, orange is the
         colour of hope in her country. She thinks of the pictures she had seen of London in a film on TV. It is a green place where
         beautiful people spend their lives falling in love in flower-filled gardens. Anna has butterflies in her empty stomach, just
         thinking about it. Everyone is excited, and some girls even have cameras with which they take pictures to send their families.
         Eventually, they pass more and more buildings – small houses on their own, and huge advertisements, and then office blocks
         on either side, and more houses. She can’t get used to how different they all are from what she is used to, and the immensity
         of it all, but it isn’t even London.
      

      
      Now, after increasingly frequent stops and starts, the bus grinds to a halt at a lay-by on the motorway. Some other cars are
         parked there, with their lights on and their engines running. These will be their new employers, the ones for whom having the correct paperwork
         will not matter, because of England’s great need for hotel chambermaids, nannies and waitresses. There is a long, slow hissing
         sound in the silence, as the bus’s pneumatic brakes relax. Then the doors are opened, and the air rushes in, damp and sweet.
         The girls gasp, stretch and twist, like fish in a net, under the dull red light of dawn.
      

      
      Dimly, Anna understands that money is changing hands as, fuddled by sleep, the girls collect their bags and are taken off
         into cars. Natalya has told her that this is part of the service, that the agents pay to collect her and will take a percentage
         of her earnings.
      

      
      ‘Will you be there too?’ Anna asked. ‘Will you be at my new job?’

      
      ‘Me? Oh no!’ Natalya laughed, as if the very idea was ridiculous. ‘You will make your own friends. London is a very friendly
         city.’
      

      
      ‘You are Anna?’ says a man in Russian. She is a little surprised by this; somehow, she had expected an English person to be
         there.
      

      
      There are two of them, as big as bears. They are called Sergei and Dmitri, and wear black leather jackets and identical gold
         chains round their necks. They stare at her. Anna has seen this expression before. Maybe her clothes and make-up aren’t so
         bad, she thinks.
      

      
      Sergei opens the door to a big car, black and shiny as a boot. Dmitri starts the engine at once, and Anna leans back. She
         has never been in a car like this before, and is delighted. She strokes the furry plush of the upholstery. How Pyotr would
         love this, she thinks. Maybe I can find him a toy as soft as this, a dog perhaps or a little cat …
      

      
      ‘Put your seat belt on. It is illegal to travel without one.’

      
      Sergei’s voice is harsh and glottal, and she obeys with trembling fingers. The wide webbing cuts into her breasts and neck,
         and feels too tight, and she is afraid she might vomit again in the warm air.
      

      
      The big black car with its tinted windows swishes along the motorway and enters the city. By now, the sun has risen, and Anna
         can see more and more wonderful things. She can’t take it all in: the endless buildings, the billboards on the walls flip-flopping
         to form one picture after another, the shops brilliant with colour, the churches, the little parks, the faces rushing past. There is so much! Where are their old men and women? There is not one
         person who looks like her grandmother here, but there are people with skin as brown as wood or as black as charcoal; people
         with narrow eyes or broad noses or hair like wool. She is used to people who all look alike, and these are all unalike.
      

      
      The car is like a moving room, with deep, soft seats. Music shouts from its speakers, and luxurious warm air plays over Anna’s
         face. She is a little uncomfortable having the two men in the car, but she looks out of the window, at streets hung with dazzling
         lights and decorations. It’s like looking into a book of fairy tales. She is so happy, she forgets she is tired and thirsty
         and that they have not even offered her something to drink.
      

      
      ‘What does SALE mean?’

      
      The men – so alike that she thinks they must be brothers – turn fractionally towards her.

      
      ‘No talking.’

      
      Chastened, Anna shrinks back. She mustn’t offend them. Natalya has told her that, once in England, she will be a criminal
         because she will be working without a visa.
      

      
      ‘This is why they must keep your passport. If you are found with your passport, you will go to prison.’

      
      At last the car draws up outside a row of old houses on a hill. The bottom third of the houses is painted white, and the top
         is brick. They get out, and Sergei holds Anna’s arm as they go up the steps as if he sees how sick she still feels. Dmitri
         gets out a key and jabs it into a big door, turning it impatiently. Inside, it is wide but dirty. I am in an English house, Anna thinks, and her excitement makes her forget her discomfort. At some point in the journey the sun has come out
         and now, for a few moments, the hall is lit up with specks of dazzling dust, all dancing and swirling in uncountable millions.
         A long time ago, she believed that every one of those points of glittering brightness was a minute angel, watching over her.
         Into this cloud of gold, Anna sees a shape descending.
      

      
      It is a woman. The light has got into her pale hair and made it glow around her head. The woman is slim, wearing a long, shapeless
         coat like a robe, and she is smiling. Anna looks up at her, wonderingly.
      

      
      ‘I’m Katie,’ the woman says in English, and Anna smiles back. ‘I live in the apartment upstairs.’

      
      Anna is reassured, although Sergei is gripping her so hard now that she almost cries out. A melodious, questioning gabble
         comes out of the woman’s mouth, too fast to follow. The men growl back. Anna can’t understand what they say, but she recognises
         the tone, which is hostile.
      

      
      Dmitri has unlocked a door and pushes Anna towards the flat that it opens into. When they are inside he says in Russian, ‘Never
         draw attention to yourself again. Never smile at foreigners.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I forgot.’

      
      The men say nothing. There are two women on the black PVC couch in front of a TV in the front room. Anna looks at them, wondering
         who they are. They wear very short skirts, a lot of make-up and tight tops which cling to their bodies. One is blonde and
         the other dark. They ignore Anna completely, though the blonde one looks up and grins vaguely at Dmitri.
      

      
      ‘Hey.’

      
      ‘Hello, baby,’ he says in English. Anna knows these words; it’s what boys called out to her.

      
      The front window has a grey net curtain in it, and on the other side are thick iron bars. Behind is a passage and another
         room, but there is an internal stair she can see to a floor below. It’s a strange, comfortless place. The walls have pictures
         of half-dressed women on it that make her flush and avert her eyes at once, because they are holding their glistening, oiled
         breasts out like fruit, and some are bent over with their legs spread, parting their shaved crotches.
      

      
      A twist of unease grows and coils in Anna’s guts. They are men, and men like these kinds of pictures, she thinks; but she
         dislikes them. She wonders why men never see that the girls’ expressions are hateful.
      

      
      The dark girl snickers. She has her eyes on the TV, where brightly coloured little people are running about, trying to build
         a machine out of scrap metal.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ says Anna, her need now becoming too urgent. ‘Where is the toilet?’

      
      ‘In there,’ says Sergei. ‘It has a shower.’

      
      He jerks his head, and Anna picks up her bag and scurries down a short passage lit by a single naked bulb to a small room.
         She wedges the door shut (it has no lock, for some reason), uses the toilet, then twists the shower tap on the tile wall.
         A surprisingly forceful spray shoots out, and drenches her. She takes off her trainers, peels off her stinking clothes, and
         steps in. I am being baptised, she tells herself; I am becoming British.
      

      
      It is cold, but the room fills with steam. Anna, clean and happy, begins to sing.

      
      
         ‘Ti skazala shto v vivtorok

         
         Potseluyesh raziv sorok

         
         A ti meneh obmanula,

         
         Obmanula tai zabula.

         
      

      
      
         You told me that on Tuesday

         
         You would kiss me forty times,

         
         But you tricked me

         
         You tricked me and forgot me …’

         
      

      
      The door is rapped on sharply.

      
      ‘Hurry up.’

      
      She looks for a towel. There is only a worn cotton rag of a dull pink colour hanging limply from a nail. Anna does the best
         she can to dry herself with it. She wants to wash her trainers, but there isn’t time. At least she has a change of clothes
         in her small rucksack. She puts these on. The smell of home, which she has never before noticed as something particular and precious, overwhelms her
         with nostalgia.
      

      
      
         ‘It would have been better, it would have been better not to go walking,

         
         It would have been better, it would have been better not to fall in love,

         
         It would have been better, it would have been better not even to have known you …’

         
      

      
      She rubs the little mirror on the wall to clear the condensation, and puts on some make-up. She doesn’t look too young, does
         she? Perhaps everything will be fine.
      

      
      Anna walks out of the toilet. The two men are standing in the doorway to the reception room.

      
      ‘I can work now?’ she asks, in careful English.

      
      She hopes that it will not be for a day, so that she can rest and recover, but the men exchange a glance.

      
      ‘Good,’ says Sergei. ‘Is better.’

      
      There is a kind of tension between the two men. They are looking at her, and grinning.

      
      ‘OK.’ She draws a deep breath, and tries to look confident. She thinks how to say what she wants in English. ‘I am ready.’

      
      ‘Baby.’

      
      Sergei seizes her wrists. Anna twists and struggles in his grasp, but it makes no difference. His thick hands, covered in
         long dark hair, are stronger than she could have imagined. He pushes and jostles her along the corridor towards the back room.
         There is a bed, and little else. Through the door, she glimpses the other women.
      

      
      ‘Help, help me!’ she shrieks, but Sergei looms over her, vast, solid and dark.

      
      ‘It’s no use pretending, sukha.’
      

      
      ‘Please! You’ve made a mistake!’

      
      Then he hits her, very deliberately, across the face with his hand, and she staggers back. Her head is an iron bell of pain
         and disbelief.
      

      
      ‘You want this, don’t you?’

      
      ‘Oh, no, no, no,’ Anna says, and her knees buckle as she understands.

      
      ‘You owe us $5,000,’ Sergei says, grinning. He pins her down with one hand, and unzips with the other. ‘That’s what we paid
         Natalya. So now you’re going to pay us back, like a good girl, or your family will do it instead.’
      

   
      
      5

      
      Not That Kind Of Girl

      
      Katie allows herself the luxury of a car home to Camden, because she isn’t paying for it. Her life is now predicated upon
         thrift and self-denial, but Ivo Sponge has insisted. For such an amusing, amiable man, he can be surprisingly commanding.
      

      
      ‘I’m in Highbury, I can drop you on the way,’ he said. ‘I’ve a minicab booked to collect me. Don’t be ridiculous, I’m as jet-lagged
         as you are, and hacks should stick together.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a hack, I’m an editorial assistant,’ Katie said.

      
      ‘Whatever. Don’t worry, I’m a married man and quite safe in taxis these days.’

      
      They had sat next to each other on the flight back, and struck up a conversation because both were reading the latest issue
         of the Rambler. Grateful though she is for any excuse to avoid the subway, Katie is just a little uneasy. Ivo is the bombastic kind of journalist,
         and knows her boss, Quentin.
      

      
      ‘Not the easiest of chaps to work for, I imagine,’ he says, in an enquiring tone.

      
      Katie says blandly, ‘He can be quite demanding.’

      
      ‘You know, what I always wonder about Quentin is how he manages all that hair,’ says Ivo (whose own locks are receding somewhat). ‘It must be a full-time job just keeping it under control.’

      
      ‘He is very handsome, though,’ says Katie.

      
      Ivo darts her a quick, amused look. ‘Aha. Do I detect an office romance?’

      
      ‘Certainly not!’ says Katie, indignantly. ‘I’m not that kind of girl.’

      
      ‘So what are you doing there?’

      
      ‘It’s … well, an experiment.’

      
      Ivo laughs. ‘Did you hear about when Trench’s wife met the Prime Minister, and he asked her what she would like for Christmas?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘She said, “I would like a penis.”’

      
      ‘My goodness.’ Katie can see the driver flick his gaze in her direction. He’s young and has a miniature Koran dangling from
         his driver mirror. ‘You mean – she wants a sex change?’
      

      
      ‘No. What she meant was, she would like happiness. But as she’s French and Roger’s immoderately unfaithful, everyone thought—’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t been to a Rambler party yet,’ Katie confesses.
      

      
      ‘No! Everyone goes, my darling, especially now. The Prime Minister, half the Cabinet, the good and great … you know what they
         say about it?’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘If a bomb went off there, it’d wipe out everyone who’s anyone. Not that Trench is anyone.’

      
      ‘I haven’t met him yet.’

      
      ‘He’s one of those men who’ve risen without trace; mind you, so many press barons are like that. Max de Monde was just the
         same, and look what happened to him. Trench is just lucky to get someone as clever as Quentin to edit for him.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t think that just owning the Rambler made you into a press baron,’ says Katie.
      

      
      ‘No, but it does buy you profile,’ says Ivo. ‘A slice of literary history, a staff composed entirely of pretty young toffs,
         access to the good and great – well, of course Trench would want it. It’s not really a serious weekly any more, but who cares? Before, he was just another anonymous multimillionaire who’d made a packet buying
         up half of King’s Cross before the Eurostar; now, he’s someone who gets to meet Prime Ministers and tell them how to run the
         country.’
      

      
      ‘Do they listen?’

      
      ‘I hope not. Man’s a raving nutjob … God, look at this cartoon! That’ll have the mullahs frothing away.’

      
      Katie looks at it, and sighs. It is one of ‘Felix’ Viner’s, showing a man with a bomb on his head instead of a turban, saying
         ‘Islam is a religion of peace’, and it accompanies a call by the Political Editor, Mark Crawley, to close down faith schools
         in Britain.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear.’

      
      ‘Yes. I liked the old Rambler, gently purple and open to contrarian opinions across the political spectrum. But it is still read in the House. I suppose
         we ought to be glad some politicians do still read. It always punches above its weight, silly old mag.’
      

      
      ‘My parents take it back home, you know. That’s partly why I applied.’

      
      The red-dyed road takes them round the Buckingham Palace roundabout, and past St James’s Park, with its exotic, brilliant
         pink flamingos balancing, one-legged, in the lake. It reminds Katie of a book she had loved as a child, called Madeline in London. Something about a little sunshine, a little rain, and everything would be all right again. She smiles, sadly. Even if she
         loathes Winthrop as much as she had once loved him, she doesn’t think she will ever be completely all right again.
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