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Part One


February 2016
Manor Park, East London




1


She was buried at 9.30 in the morning and as soon as the earth was filled in by the mechanical digger, fog obscured the spot. Sleet was forecast for early afternoon. The four pallbearers, the clergyman and the undertaker watched her go under, standing by the grave in black leather gloves and smart black overcoats. The film crew stood apart; they shot the figures of the six men as bulky separate shapes in the whiteness of the morning.


One of the pallbearers was trying to start a conversation about classic cars. He was bidding on a 1965 Triumph Herald convertible on eBay. It needed a lot of work and he was looking forward to its restoration. ‘Very unusual colour combination, olive and cactus. Last tax disc was 1979 so it’s been off the road a long time. I think there’s plenty of potential there for a lovely motor.’


His boss gave him a hard look. This chat was out of order. Poor woman, dead and buried to a threnody of leather interiors and nostalgia for string-backed driving gloves.


‘Come on now,’ he said, ‘someone loved her somewhere. Must have done. Show some respect.’


The pallbearer apologised but went on thinking about whether the paint was original.


‘You’d imagine so,’ said the priest, ‘yet here she is and it’s just the six of us, who don’t know her from Adam, not even her name.’


My name is Father Gerry Cutler, he thought, and over there is Kevin Redmond the undertaker with his professional AIDS ribbon, though there’s fewer of them dying now, thank heavens. That’s Geoff Stott, on his phone the whole time, and the others I’ve been introduced to but I can’t recollect what they’re called. All had families and friends who loved them and a wider circle than that. Father Cutler had his parishioners. The undertaker had many customers, if that was what you called the bereaved. It was the same for the others, he had no doubt; and this poor lady with no one, not a soul in all the world except for God who must have known her.


The day was ashiver. The sky looked sleety though it hadn’t yet started to rain. Miserable time of year. The Christmas lights were all gone from the shops and only the Easter eggs to look forward to.


‘Let’s get in to the warm, shall we?’ the undertaker said. ‘We’ve done all we can.’


They walked back in from the cold. He made a pot of tea and opened a packet of biscuits. ‘Help yourselves. Keep your strength up. Only gingers, sorry about that; we finished the last of the chocolate digestives yesterday.’


The door banged, letting in a blast of freezing air. The policeman arrived; icy drops glittered on his beard, his pale blue eyes gleamed in a worn face wrapped against the cold in a navy Crombie overcoat. He was heavy set, but not fat; he came in with the confidence of a man with a provable identity, no hesitation.


‘Blimey, did I miss it? I’m so sorry, just couldn’t find the place. I don’t know this part of London. Never even knew it was here.’


He introduced himself. Detective Sergeant Pete Dutton who had led the investigation.


They were way out east at Manor Park by Wanstead Flats. The drive had taken forever. The Thames rolled along from the soft Surrey hills under the fancier bridges, Richmond, Putney, Chelsea. Pete had set his alarm for six and went out with his Crombie overcoat collar turned up when everyone else was in bed. The streets were still black, there was little early traffic until he hit Chiswick High Road then it choked up. The coffee shops were opening, figures slinking in like wraiths under fluorescent lights. He had his own coffee in a flask.


‘Too late; she’s gone, I’m afraid,’ said the undertaker. ‘Wasn’t much to miss, to be honest. Just us.’


‘No one else turned up? I was hoping someone might have read that piece in the local rag and finally twigged.’


‘Not a living soul. Just the camera boys.’


‘What a crying shame. Seven months’ work and all over in five minutes.’


‘I know. Have a cup of tea, warm yourself up. There’s plenty of biscuits if you’re peckish; only gingers, though. Your gingers are the ones which always get left over, don’t you find? They’re not a popular biscuit, even the Rich Tea get eaten up quicker and they taste of nothing.’


To drive all this way and not even see her last moments, coming in from Surrey when he didn’t need to, not out of a sense of duty but a feeling – not even of respect, just wanting to be here, for he might be all she had in the world to worry about her and think about her and not let the matter drop though it wasn’t in his hands any more and nothing left to be done. He had seen her not long after she came out of the water. Six hours earlier she had been alive, walking through London. He felt once more the sharp, tearful resurrection of that distress he had felt when he had arrived at the incident and said, ‘What have we got here?’ He was looking down at her, drowned, mud-plastered, bruised by sea chains. Pretty only a few hours ago, blonde, slim, well presented, now something a dog dragged up from the water.


He drank his tea and ate a couple of biscuits. The others in the room were johnny-come-latelies. They had no idea about her. He had picked a red flower from the Christmas cactus by the television in the lounge at home, placed it gently in a freezer bag and transported it all the way across London with the intention of dropping it on to her coffin and now he’d lost his chance. Nothing to be done. The flower was in his pocket, he’d throw it in the bin. More waste.


‘Do you not think sometimes,’ the undertaker said, looking round the room for support from his colleagues for an idea he had always wanted to express in public but somehow never had the opportunity (the subject hadn’t come up, or not in the right way or at a time which seemed appropriate), ‘that throwing yourself off a bridge must seem quite seductive? The death it offers has a kind of grandeur. I don’t know, you could call it a return to the elements.’


‘Nah, I wouldn’t say that it was grand at all,’ said Geoff Stott, who had taken out his phone and was checking the bids for the olive and cactus Triumph. Still sluggish; this might be his lucky day. ‘Because if you think on it, there’s no one to see you do it. I mean, where’s the gesture that would get you noticed? If you wanted to go out with glory you wouldn’t just slip away like that.’


The starting point was not known. CCTV had first caught her near Moorgate station. They had searched for her image in the tunnels and on the escalators but she emerges out of nowhere past cliffs of pale implacable buildings, walking, walking, walking. By Mansion House, Bank of England, Old Billingsgate, St Magnus the Martyr, London Bridge. She had climbed on to the balustrade and thrown herself over unnoticed. Did she hover there? Could a passer-by have talked her down or did she go straight off? No witnesses had come forward. According to the pathologist she had been in the water five or six hours when she was found so it would have been around ten at night when she jumped, a time when transport was roaring through streets and tunnels and people were coming out of theatres and cinemas and still eating in restaurants; the city was not bleak, it was engorged with pleasure. A warm night in July when people were moving from one gratification to the next, a veil of humid happiness lay over the good city.


‘Listen, let’s have a bit of reality here,’ said Pete Dutton. ‘She would have been dead in about six minutes. In fact, I’d be surprised if she lasted that long. My brother’s got a boat moored out at Teddington Lock. We’re river people us Duttons, grew up on it, Strand on the Green near Kew Bridge, Wind in the Willows kids, so I know quite a bit about the Thames and its peculiarities. Even on a warm day, and this was a warm day, or had been earlier, you’re struggling immediately, the fall itself completely knocks the wind and strength out of you, no matter how big you are or how young. And she was a female not some strapping lad who might swim his way out of trouble. Very soon you start to lose control of your arms and legs, the cold gets into you.’


‘Even on a warm night? It was very warm – humid high summer, if I recall,’ said Geoff Stott.


‘Oh yes, a few inches below the surface and it’s cold, the water isn’t stagnant, the tides are always running, you see. So knocking the wind out of you with the chilly water is enough to make you start drowning anyway, then you’ve only got to start taking one mouthful of water and it’s game over. So maybe not even as long as six minutes.’


‘Yes, that’s exactly my point, if you want to make a statement,’ Geoff Stott said, closing down the eBay app on his phone, ‘you’d be better off throwing yourself under a train during the rush hour. Person on the line. Disruption on the track. All that temporary inconvenience. People late for job interviews, missing their connections, never turning up for a date. But she just slipped over the sides and no one saw her. You wonder if she changed her mind on the way down, tried to save herself but didn’t stand a chance.’


‘But why did they find her so quickly?’ said the priest. ‘You hear of people chucking themselves off and nothing is ever recovered, not a scrap of clothing even, doing a Lord Lucan.’


‘Yes, she was lucky,’ said Pete. ‘Or not, as the case may be, depending on what she actually wanted. Did she hope she’d be found? We’ll never know. In the early hours of the next morning they spotted her, I mean the river police patrolling for smugglers, it’s all drugs and bodies in that line of work. The poor woman only got herself tangled in the chains of HMS Belfast and that stopped her progress downriver.’


The others had seen the posters of her after she’d been cleaned up. The police forensic artist had carefully opened her eyelids for the colour of her eyes, to see whether they were dark or light, for that would make all the difference to the face and how he might make her appear as though she had once been alive. They were pale blue. He closed them again, pressing his finger against the ice-cold lid with brown lashes long cleansed by river water of any cosmetics, went to the sink to rinse his hands, thinking as he soaped them that whatever he did he could not capture her and that was partly his own failure being no Rembrandt and partly that something had gone, leaving the premises of her flesh vacated.


The undertaker had prepared her body after she had lain all alone in the freezer drawer like a long bag of peas so he had come very late to the case, as had all the others at the funeral apart from Pete Dutton who thought, What do they know or care despite their professional pieties?


It was all so bloody mysterious. Her clothes when they found her, everything down to the knickers and bra, were from Marks & Spencer. That wasn’t a particularly cheap shop, the company still prided themselves on quality; Pete Dutton bought his own undercracks from there, not shirts or suits or jeans, though. He had some self-respect, even at fifty-two he preferred something a bit more interesting; there were fantastic shops in Richmond if you knew where to look. Still, good old Marks & Sparks. It meant she was not a homeless person, not a vagrant, not a rough sleeper. The investigation had checked with the company, she was wearing jeans and a top which were in the stores a few months before. Her jacket was only a year older than that. Her shoes were Nike trainers with silver flashes. She had no tattoos and no rings or mark of a ring. Her ears were pierced but the holes were empty. Her light mousy hair was dyed with blonde highlights: not all that long ago applied, judging by the roots, three or four months’ growth. She had no money at all on her, let alone a wallet, nothing at all in her pockets.


Dutton explained all this to the others, who took it in with a lowering sense that the day could only get worse.


What is my connection to my fellow man? thought Geoff Stott. Is it no more than something at the end of my fingers, some pixels on my phone? And maybe he would not walk out of the room tonight into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee when his wife began her nagging about spending too much time with old cars and not enough time with people. But no, he would have forgotten by the time he got home, he knew he would. A leopard can’t change its spots. I like cars, he would tell her. They’re my thing. He hoped his wife would be the person to make sure they didn’t lead him to a bridge and water. She’d see him straight. And how long before I shake off this morning, this frozen corpse, this buried box, or will it stick around like a dirty toilet smell?


The radiators were warming up, they were reaching their temperature set point. The office by the chapel was cosy and the men ate more biscuits. Outside in the paupers’ graves the dead were laid on top of each other until the hole was full and they started a new one. Below the ground lay blocks of wooden studio apartments each with their sole inhabitant. In death, maybe they kept each other company, maybe they had parties down there, bringing bottles from one coffin to another, lonely people finding sociability only when they were turning to compost.


‘What do you think happened?’ said Geoff Stott. ‘Who was she? You must have your suspicions, clues, leads?’


‘’There’s always theories, of course there are.’


‘And?’


‘Not my case any more. Let’s see what the next round of publicity throws up. The camera boys are on it now. Fingers crossed.’


Outside the TV crew had been silent and respectful. They were still at the grave and had not joined the others for tea and biscuits. They filmed the digger at first from a distance; when the paltry funeral party moved off they came in closer. Beneath the ground the unknown woman was buried deep, like the victim of an air raid. She was London’s daughter now.


Pete Dutton went out and said hello to Alan McBride with his camera and crew. They shook hands. ‘Not as cosy as when we last met,’ Pete said. ‘You found it all right? I had a hell of a job, got lost, missed the interment.’


‘Sorry about that; it was terribly sad.’


‘I had a flower for her. I feel like a right pansy myself for getting so upset.’


‘Poor woman.’


‘I know. And nothing to identify her in death, not even now.’


‘There was something – a plaque on her coffin.’


‘What did it say?’


‘Just the date of her death and DB27. I don’t know what—’


‘Oh that, it’s not what you think. It just means she was the twenty-seventh dead body we pulled from the river last year. There were more, of course, as the year went on. Most quickly identified, reported missing, looked out for. We’re all a set of numbers one way or the other: National Insurance, credit cards, bank details, and all the rest they’ve got on you, but at least we’ve got names. She had one, don’t forget that, we just don’t know what it was.’


‘Thanks again for your help, thanks for everything. I really appreciate it, if it wasn’t for you—’


‘No, it was a pleasure. When’s your show going out?’


‘We haven’t got a transmission date yet; they’re talking about July, the anniversary. I’ll be in touch as soon as I hear.’


‘Let’s hope it jogs someone’s memory. You never know.’


‘I mean, it’s got to.’


‘Yes, you’d think.’


‘Would you mind if I filmed you for a minute or two walking towards the grave? Is that okay? Do you want to hold the flower?’


‘I think I’d rather chuck it if you don’t mind.’


‘Okay, whatever you feel comfortable with.’


Alan watched him march down the dead avenues. He was sorry the policeman had not arrived on time. He seemed the only human link in this unpeopled story. The fog was clearing, the sleet was starting to make itself felt. Conditions for filming were difficult. It was hard not to be moved by the bleakness and poverty of her funeral, the indifference of its attendants.


When Pete had performed his walk, his hands in his coat pockets, feeling the dying flower encased in plastic, chucking it in a bin by the gates of the cemetery, angry with himself and her – her for being so conclusively lost, himself for being unable to make her not matter – he got into his car and drove west. The journey home was long. The sleet was definitely moving in from the north now. He passed along the A12, by Stratford and the Lee Valley Park, through Hackney into central London, braking for a few minutes by the site of the recovery of the body, looking out once more at London Bridge, undistinguished, concrete and steel, box girder construction and only forty-odd years old. An unromantic structure apart from its famous name. What made her do it here? The river was black and cold today. It seemed scummy and foetid. Along the bottom were the bones of sailors and of fallen women. Hardly anyone knew of Dead Man’s Hole, the old mortuary where they kept the bloated corpses of the suicides pulled from the river. He had seen the long pole, the row of hooks. The sight sickened him. Had she known … ? But maybe the undertaker was right and the glamour of the plunge, the exhilarating drop, had drawn her. How decisive it was, death was certain.


It was his river. Now she was its property and so she was also his. It was beyond his ability to explain to anyone. It was his secret. He had talked about the case while it was his case, but when it ceased to be there was no longer any reason. She lodged herself inside him. She had become a part of his life. A shrink would want to get to work on that and ask him a load of questions he’d struggle to answer except to say, Well, you know, something had happened, I was already poleaxed, and she just turned up. And was it disloyalty to his wife? How could you two-time a living woman with a dead one?


He gave up the struggle to work it out, he wasn’t a deep thinker, things were churning, which was to be expected in the current circumstances. Slipping the brake, he drove on, passed through the West End, skirted Buckingham Palace, drove down Brompton Road. In Chiswick he stopped for a late breakfast.


Alone at his table he ate bacon, sausage, egg and chips and wondered how long this would go on, the dreams he woke up from with a sudden rush of longing to return to sleep, and to her. Who can you talk to about such matters? No one, you’re not that kind of guy, unless HR spotted his odd demeanour and sent him for counselling. So you keep it to yourself, go to Sunday lunch with the in-laws once a month, bid for punk-era badges and other paraphernalia on eBay, go shopping in the West End, thinking back to your youth and how there’s no one braver than a teenage working-class dandy in the age of punk with a few quid in his pocket to spend on clobber and records. The shirts he used to have! The beautiful shirts, the reckless T-shirt slogans, the Doc Martens, the drainpipe jeans.


In the dream world there she is, though she had lain for so long, freezing cold in the morgue, naked, her M&S outfit in a plastic bag in storage. A body in waiting. Now she is buried and it is over until she comes staring blindly out of a TV screen and someone says, Look, it’s her.


All he can do is wait. Go home to a sick wife and be a cheerful face around the house, filling the dishwasher and emptying it, all the weary routine while Marie, upstairs, tries her very best to get better, giving it her all, all for life and for living.




Part Two


Seven months earlier
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A terrible shock came over the girl’s face. A moment ago she was yakking on her phone. ‘I’ll call you when we get there but don’t bother coming if the party’s shite, if it’s shite we’ll come over to you no don’t worry I’ll get the address off him but it might be shite and we won’t bother I’ll call you soon love ya babe love ya love ya,’ and she had looked up to say something to the guy sitting opposite – starting to ask him for the address, the postcode, she would text that to her, but only if the party wasn’t shite. Then quietly he spoke, this verbal atrocity. Her face had collapsed in on itself, no comeback, no how dare you, what are you talking about, or laughing it off. Said it not loudly or aggressively but as if he was making a quiet, reasonable complaint about the infrequent timetabling of weekend trains, for they were very bad at the moment on this line, and she sat and took it, a machine gun to the chest.


‘And what’s your best record now for giving blow jobs at parties? Seven, or was it eight?’


Alan McBride, sitting on the other side of the aisle, ear cocked, witnessed it as if it were a close-up on his camera’s screen, seeing the full force of the impact on her collapsing face. The scene was as ugly and sad and disastrous as he’d ever known in all his years of eavesdropping on strangers.


Later, at home, the incident rewinding and replaying in his head, capable of being summoned at will for examination, he began to talk it over with his wife Francesca.


‘You know, if someone told me my mother was blown up by an IRA bomb, which was one of those messages you were always dreading when I was a kid in Belfast, coming home from school and your mum not there and your auntie running in to break the news, just coming out with it, no softening up or preparation, oh my God your mum’s been murdered by the Provos, I’d have looked just like that girl, though maybe I wouldn’t at first be able to take it in but she’d absorbed the whole thing at once, it knocked her system right out, poor kid.’


‘Oh, come on now, you’re making it up, it couldn’t have been that bad.’


‘But you saw her yourself.’


‘I did not, I was looking at the house on my phone. What was she like?’


‘Tall girl, statuesque build, big bones, Irish by the way, one those self-confident lasses always with a smile and a joke. Dublin accent, I’m pretty sure, with a really cheap-looking pink handbag. Not tarty, by the way, not even dressed up when they were supposed to be going to a bash of some kind. I felt sorry for her with that bag even before he opened his mouth. It was shapeless and it had the kitchen sink in it.’


‘They must have come from the park. Loads of people got on there.’


‘I know, it’s a fine park.’


‘Yes, nothing wrong with the park.’


‘And walking distance.’


‘I know. You don’t need to keep reminding me like I’d forgotten, that’s the whole point of looking there. There’s no argument about the park.’


‘That’s all I’m saying. The park is grand.’


‘Well, we agree, so shut up. I’m not going to argue with you about the park.’


A crowd had surged in from the platform, reddened by the sun, on their way home after a long day out, an open-air music festival, and this pair were going on to a party without even returning home first to change out of their park clothes, for the party might be shite. And what did it even mean that a party was shite – not enough booze, bad music, no one interesting to talk to? He’d half-forgotten. No one they knew went to parties any more. No one even gave parties, it was not something married people did, apart from housewarmings and baby showers. The last stag night he went to was more than a year ago. You look up, he thought, and everyone is married, all your mates, all the guys, the ones from school, the ones from uni, the ones at work – young fathers, young home-owners with cordless drills and the discovery that they had the skills to do something so completely surprising to themselves as put together from flat pack a baby’s cot without even ardently wishing they were at the match.


And even if you sometimes have the impulse to run, you actually love it, this married life, because nothing could be more depressing than heading out to a party that might be shite and its only redeeming feature some random girl going down on her knees in the room with the coats, or out in the garden by the trellis, or on the balcony, and you unzipping, full of shame, yet thinking sod it, coming sooner than you’d like into her warm wet red mouth and watching her pick up someone’s jacket and wipe her face on the lining. Which overturning the laws of statistical probability turns out to be yours.


Had the guy really said that?


Blackish tinges of pain had darkened the girl’s face. You think you’re one thing, a vivacious girl who loves her friends and will not inflict on them a party that is shite, and the guy you are with has called you a slag. As if you picked up your coffee and took a sip and an acrid unexpected taste made you cry out, I’m poisoned!


Alan thought, Is she going back through those seven maybe eight guys she gave blow jobs to, or is it that there were no blow jobs at all and he has just said the most hurtful thing he could think of for absolutely no reason but cruelty? Or had she said something to him first that Alan had missed, drowned by a train announcement, and he was lashing out. There must be a whole story behind it and he might never know what it was, it was killing him! The guy was a suave bully. Good-looking, well-groomed, he was out of her league, even without hearing that thing he’d said, you could tell they weren’t a couple. A metrosexual smoothie with an olive complexion and wavy dark hair full of product. He was looking at her as if nothing had happened, imperturbable. He might have just said, ‘Is there a shop to pick up a bottle where we get off?’


From what he could read of the girl’s face, it wasn’t only hurt, it was way beyond that, it was the atomic glare of self-revelation: that he thought she was a slag when she believed that she was someone who was friendly enough to give a blow job at a party. (Though what was the pleasure in it for her Alan couldn’t really say. Thank God for a wife and weekends fruitlessly viewing property they didn’t want or couldn’t afford or their offer beaten by someone else, and then an early disappointed supper with friends.)


The cheap bag lay on her lap sloppily and her phone was falling out. Still she went on absorbing the damage. Alan looked at the guy and thought, You little shit, I’d like to … But he didn’t speak. If his wife had not been with him, he might have done, tried to comfort the girl, but they were getting off at the next stop and anyway people don’t like attention being drawn to their personal tragedies and she’d have said, No way! There’s nothing the matter. You think he said what? Oh bollocks now, he never did, you heard it all wrong.


Francesca, opposite him, scrolling through the photos and the floorplan of the house, hadn’t heard a thing about blow jobs or observed the girl at all for she was facing the wrong way and had not looked up from her phone since they got on the train. Now, forehead down, she was studying the house again and finding not as many flaws as she had expected, for there was very good storage space, you couldn’t fault it for that, and the kitchen worktops were actually quartz, which lasted a lifetime, plus there were French windows leading to the garden which was well planted with climbers over the fence that now, in high summer, were flowering madly, the clematis and japonica. But the railway line; what about the trains shaking the foundations?


For yes, it was fine to be a couple of minutes’ walk to the station, that fabulous overground connection that led straight to the City, if it was true that all that you heard was the low thrum of the rails in the distance on hot nights when the bedroom windows were open and the rest of the time, which was almost all of the year, through the double glazing, nothing. But for the lines to be a few metres away and the station itself, its platform and ticket office and waiting passengers clearly visible from the window and maybe they could even see in – that was humiliation.


So no, they would not make an offer for the house, she would put her foot down. There would be other houses, there had to be, and she would make Alan understand that she could not live there, and it was nothing to do with what her friends would think, though a few were actually managing to buy in Hackney overlooking Victoria Park, but most were, like them, looking in these outposts of London, these strange, double-figured postcodes.


Alan had said, ‘Put your phone away, we’re here.’ She had looked up dazed, hypnotised by property, dropped it into her own bag which was not a cheap one, a Mulberry, her thirtieth birthday present from him, a classic he had been told, though how that worked he had no idea, like cars maybe, but shopping for it had given him the eye to tell what really cheap looked like, and he had seen how terrible the girl’s bag was, and felt sorry for her.


He thought that they had left behind the drama of the train but the geezer was behind him and the girl stayed in her seat, transfixed into a wand of pain. The geezer was shouting to her, ‘Get off, we’re here.’


Alan badly wanted to loiter on the platform, to witness the next scene in the tragedy of the party that might be shite (and whether it was or not, this situation was definitely shite), but his wife took his arm, said, ‘What are you just standing there for? Now, listen, I’ve made up my mind, we’re not going to make an offer whatever you say, it’s too close to the railway line and to the station. You’d think you could never be too close to a station, but there it is.’


She dragged him away up the steps and over the bridge towards home, into the humid street, the heavy shade of London planes burdened with coarse-fingered leaves, the gardens turning jungle, pots of geraniums and Michaelmas daisies and night-scented stock on balconies where people were having dinner or sitting on walls drinking wine and smoking. The street was full of music, here someone on the piano, a pale girl’s arm stretching along the keys seen though the shadowed slats of the venetian blinds. Skin that had caught the sun in the day peeked rosily from bra straps. Like mercury the pair glided along together. They passed the high escarpment of a five-storey block of flats and every window was open and couples leaned out into the air. Then the street shrank back again to its rows of double-fronted Edwardian houses with panels of stained glass depicting palm trees, coats of arms, weeping willows.


‘I think you’re wrong, you know,’ Alan said. ‘I think it’s a pretty good house. It’s better than all the others we’ve seen and it needs hardly anything doing to it. We wouldn’t need to knock through or reconfigure the bathroom or any of that expensive stuff. Even the garden is nicely planted. I think we’d be mad not to even try to get it. What’s the harm in putting in an offer and seeing what happens?’


‘So why hasn’t it already gone? It’s been on the market six weeks and they haven’t even had an offer even though loads of people came to the open day. That tells you something, doesn’t it? If it was any good it would have been snapped up by now. What about the foundations? They must be crumbling under all those vibrations.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. That street’s been there a hundred years. The houses are still standing, aren’t they?’


‘Well, what about rats, then? Rats come up from the tracks, have you thought about that?’


It had been all about the neighbourhood when they first started looking in Wall Park. If you searched online, and Alan had done ages ago, you could find old footage of the high street taken by members of the local ciné club a few years after the war. On his iPad housewives with wicker baskets over their arms, turbans tied around unwashed hair or hats with perky feathers pointing purposefully to the radiant future, wheeled infants in coach prams. There was a carefree air about these people, a cheerful cheeky innocence, an absence of any awareness of irony or cynicism – briskly strolling, smiling to each other, waving, men darting forward to shake hands. His grandmother in Belfast confirmed that was what life really was like after the war: ‘You won’t believe it but I was young, I was happy all day long, always laughing, not a care in the world. We’d made it and that was all that mattered.’


He didn’t believe this. People had to be suffering from posttraumatic shock at the very least and were suppressing it; the country was awash with looted guns taken from the corpses of enemy soldiers, an arsenal of animosity. The population must have been eaten away by the effects of anxiety, loss, grief, sorrow, anger and pent-up insubordination, a mental health crisis unrecognised and untreated by doctors who handed out bottles of nerve tonic consisting of coloured water and a few vitamins. Yet here they were in the midday sunshine casting no shadows at all, exchanging their ration coupons for an ounce of cheese. It seemed propagandistic and probably was: a whole community volunteering to put a good face on itself.


By the seventies the street had become a thoroughfare of dead signs and semi-derelict frontage shuttered and abandoned. The toy shop failed and no one took it over. Its faded dusty stock remained in the window, a museum of long-lost childhoods of jigsaws and balls and dolls and golliwogs and train sets and colouring books. The tailor walked away from his shop leaving the styles of yesteryear displayed in the window: trousers with flares, suits with over-extended lapels. In the back room of the chemist, mice fed on out-of-date antibiotics. The Lyons café closed. There was nowhere any more to stop for a cup of tea and a rock bun or a plate of garibaldi biscuits. The abandoned street took on the manner of a retail Miss Havisham, forever dressed in the rotting fascia of its high-water mark.


During the civil war in Cyprus the Mediterranean began to extend its warm breath along the street bringing with it a general atmosphere of abroad, of sunshine and tanned shoulders and exotic delicacies. Litre bottles of olive oil, beige garlicky pastes and pungent blocks of salty white cheese appeared in the shops. Triangular pastries studded with sesame seeds were openly eaten by figures lounging on the pavement. The essential Englishness of the street had been permanently breached and was now yet another inner-London neighbourhood of ethnic diversity. A shop opened selling Greek Orthodox iconography at the same time as the parish church was turned into flats. Only a record shop had survived into a new millennial era. And now a new breed of customers were arriving, young pioneers in search of commuter-land.


They had viewed five houses in the neighbourhood but none as close to the railway lines, and had been out-bid on each they had made an offer on. Together they had viewed this house twice. He had gone back secretly on his own after the first viewing to have a chance to consolidate his first impression. The road ended in a cul-de-sac at the fence separating off the line and a deep nogo zone of brambles, sycamore saplings, buddleia, weeds, foxes, abandoned pieces of machinery, pizza boxes, Tesco carrier bags. Along it a narrow pathway allowed a shortcut to the station. ‘Poo alley, over there,’ Francesca had said, holding her long nose between two index fingers as if she was pinching her nostrils with a nutcracker (and he had tried not to laugh at her). ‘All the dogs in the world must come and take their shits. You know they do.’


On this path on the way to meet the estate agent, the toe of Alan’s shoe had stumbled into the corpse of a rat. An outstretched body, not yet stiffening, complete, no blood, suffering internal injuries beneath the bloated fur. The sight momentarily sickened him. So yes, she was right, there were rats, and yes, if you stood on the station platform you could indeed just about see the windows of the house, though it was ridiculous to think you could snoop inside, for it had venetian blinds. He had stopped a woman with a buggy walking up the path to her house and asked her if the trains bothered her and she replied that ‘Oh, with double glazing you heard almost nothing and what you do, you get used to.’ He knew she must be right. He wanted to get on the property ladder. He was nearly thirty-five, he should have started all that years ago. His father would ring him and say, ‘Still renting? That mug’s game. But all for art, eh, lad?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he told her now. ‘There are no rats. You’re imagining it. We’d have heard if there were.’


‘I bet I’m right, I just bet I am,’ she said, her face dismissive. ‘Rats are everywhere.’


He said nothing. He must take her mind off rats.


They had stopped off for a drink at the pub that might become their local after the viewings, and now they were both hungry. Francesca made pasta. When she cooked she tied a scarf round her heavy dark hair, her hands were greasy with olive oil and salty with capers. She licked her fingers. This gesture ignited an erotic flare-up in her husband. Venus among the pans, he thought. It was ridiculous how easily she could arouse him.


She washed her hands and undid the scarf. Her hair fell back to her shoulders. She brought the plates to the table.


‘This is very good,’ he said, sauce around his mouth.


‘I’ve made it before, don’t you remember? Almonds and anchovies are in it.’


‘That’s right.’


His body was a stick, she was feeding him up, giving him bulk. He was too skinny, she said. Three years into their marriage he had developed a small pot belly. His jeans had started to feel uncomfortable, though he refused to shop for a larger size, being a thirty waist, just as his eyes were blue and he was in his origins a Belfast boy and would never lose the accent.


A motorbike passed the open window. He said something she didn’t catch about the girl on the train.


‘Go on, tell me about it again,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t really paying attention.’


Now she was interested, now she felt sorry for the poor cow and her bullying companion.


‘I wonder where she went. I wonder where she is now. Probably gone home. I bet she didn’t end up at that party.’


‘Which was almost certainly going to be shite.’


‘They so often are. I’m glad we’re not at a party.’


The day had been, she felt, a dead loss, but now, eating pasta together at the dining table, all the windows wide open letting in the sweet evening air, something at least had been redeemed.


‘Any pudding?’ he said hopefully, for he had a sweet tooth and kept chocolate bars in his office desk.


‘I think there’s some ice cream.’


‘I’m happy with that.’


Yes, they were happy. And they went to bed, not late, and fell easily asleep.


After midnight they were woken by the sound of fireworks. ‘What fresh hell is this?’ Francesca said. ‘What are they doing letting those things off, this time of year?’


‘I don’t know, maybe it’s somebody’s birthday.’


He got up and pulled back the curtains. ‘Come and look,’ he said, ‘they’re quite magnificent.’


Together they saw St Paul’s turn crimson then fade, revive. London inflamed and hectic was pricked out along the waterfront: Shard, Gherkin, Oxo Tower, a panorama part-obscured by the towering arms of crimson cranes, crawling prehistoric creatures of the twenty-first-century riverbank. A new block of flats was going up, it ascended in front of the Shard’s base. By autumn their flat would have lost the view. In the foreground the thousand streets, the low brick terraces, beneath them old farms and market gardens, remains of cottages, bridle paths, drovers’ roads, manor houses, wolf tracks in the snow. It was impossible, Alan thought, to tell London’s story; it was too large, too ancient, too many layers obscured it, its stories were too contradictory, that the poor lived, in the journalistic phrase, cheek by jowl with the wealthy was a shallow simplification – the place simply defied narration. Once, they had had dinner with friends at an Indian restaurant in Peckham, and like a reversed image in a mirror, saw young couples just like themselves, exactly like, young millennials whose brains mapped the city upside-down.


The fireworks should have felt like a glorious finale to the lovely evening, instead they had spoiled everything.


‘We’ll never afford a view like this, will we?’ Francesca said. ‘Not unless we win the lottery and you don’t even buy lottery tickets and I never get around to it even when I mean to.’


‘I’m not superstitious about numbers, I wouldn’t know what to pick.’


‘So where does that leave us? What is there for us?’


She had been expensively educated at a private girls’ school in Highgate, had studied art history at St Andrews and met people who had grown up in actual castles with ancestor paintings on the walls. Was invited for the weekend and hadn’t anything like the right wardrobe, the right walking boots or rainproof jacket and had stayed in the library by the fire and read (hogging the heat, apparently – was not invited again). And now she was expected to live along a rotten railway line with rats and shaking rails and noisy neighbours behind not one but two party walls. And yet the opinion of the castle-owning family to whom she had already disgraced herself was not the real source of her objection, though the postcode continued to rankle. There were deeper reasons. Alan knew what they were, he ought to try to understand what it felt like to be the child of an immigrant family whose only purpose was to do better than the previous generation, as her father with the detached house in Hampstead Garden Suburb had vastly improved on his own parents’ rented flat in Hammersmith. But how possible was that these days?


‘That house,’ Alan said, ‘that’s for us.’


Now she spoke to him even more sharply. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, you’re not still going on about it, are you? I said no and I meant it.’


‘Come on, babe, it’s not like we’d have to live there for ever; when we have kids we’ll have to get a bigger place anyway.’


‘So not that house, there must be other houses.’


‘Not ones we can afford.’


And he began, calmly and in point form – one, the price; two, the location near the station; three, the proportions of the rooms – to enumerate its virtues, until he had achieved fourteen, with his leg pressing ever closer and more intimately to her cushiony thigh. But there was a separation between them, she wasn’t responding as she usually did, sensing he wasn’t quite there, and nor was she, deep in her own anxieties about her place on the map of London, that shifting series of postcodes and their meanings.


He was remembering the girl on the train, a twanging thought as he calmly countered his wife’s position about the rats and the noise.


Was the party shite after all? And did the girl even get off the train or had the doors closed without her and had she hurtled on past to home, or another station and another life? How was he to know? This atomised London – they were all chained together, part of its vast invincibility.
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But it had been a grand day in the park, such a grand day with all the bands playing, and she had eaten two hamburgers in the end and a bite of his because the first was so good but wouldn’t another one be even better and she did not care if he said she was a fat pig as he always did as soon as food appeared anywhere near her mouth, and even if he took mincey little bites of everything and went to the gym and his body was a temple she had that metabolism that burns up calories fast. They had a bottle of wine between them and she’d drunk as much as she liked and, oh God, she had danced, everyone said she was an amazing dancer and had a sense of rhythm like no other, she’d danced in the park last year to the Arctic Monkeys and someone had spotted her and filmed her on their phone and she was on YouTube now with hundreds of comments, some of which were cheering her on and telling her she had such spirit while the rest were the usual shite.


Would he spoil the day? It was only half nine, was she supposed to go home now and cry with her bedroom door locked like some snowflake, couldn’t take a knock, a ruined Saturday night, for even if the party had turned out to be shite they would have gone to Dee’s place? She had her sister over who had just come back from holiday in Greece with a bottle of ouzo, that fire in your throat, and they would find a way all right to make a night of it.


No way was she going to Dee’s because he’d turn up, looking for her, pretending he’d said nothing or she’d misheard or wasn’t it only the truth? Better to stay on this fucking train and see where it got to now it was past the stop they were meant to get off for that party, which didn’t sound too good anyway, just some random geezer from his work who was inviting everyone, all the neighbours and then some. And they’d not know a soul and have to make conversation, talk crap about nothing such as the music you liked and then when that ran out maybe you’d start dancing and someone would recognise you from YouTube – it had happened before. Was there supposed to be a garden? He hadn’t even known that, when it was a sweltering night and if they were kept indoors you might as well be at home where at least there was the roof terrace with all the summer flowers out, the pansies and geraniums and whatnot, the decking littered with butts and bottle caps from, now you think of it, going back last year. Dee had a garden, just a strip of weedy grass out the back with enough room for a little barbecue, a patio table and a few chairs, but there was no going to Dee’s now.


On the platform, his mouth open like such a gobshite as the doors slid shut, and the train moved off with her on it. She laughed and the shock went away for a minute like a black cat passing by in the night as her gran used to say of things gone and lost. He was standing there, saying something, then shrugging. Her phone rang the next minute, it was him, but she turned it off. That’d teach him. Not there at his beck and call like she usually was, being taken for granted – oh Chrissie, can you drop in at the offy and pick up a nice bottle of wine, you know the one we had last week, with the floral notes? Floral notes, my arse, he’d been on a weekend wine appreciation course at some country house hotel and came out with this bollocks.


What was she to do now? And where is she going on a July night, when there’s still some light in the sky? Time enough, time enough later to think whether it was seven or eight blow jobs at parties, to count them up in her head, to try to remember back to the very first which was when she came to London and only knew her cousin Paula, sleeping on her couch till she got a flat-share, so you went out of your way to make yourself what Daddy called agreeable, though obviously he didn’t mean it like that and would kill her, flay her hide if he knew, now wouldn’t he just?


Here goes the train, Finsbury Park, Drayton Park, Highbury and Islington, Essex Road, Old Street, Moorgate. When they had got on at Ally Pally it was all in the open air, a commuter choo-choo come down from Hertfordshire, a little toy-town thing, and now it takes the plunge and goes underground, down into the dark tunnels and doesn’t come up again for air even when it reaches its destination. Dark when she comes out, the days no longer at their zenith but plenty of summer ahead. Out on the street, no idea where she is, never been to this bit of London before, only knew the retail parts, Oxford Street and the two Westfields, and where she worked at the hospital, which was all traffic and furniture stores and the big railway stations.


God, it was quiet here all right in the evening, nobody about hardly because they worked in their glass banks during the day and went somewhere else at the weekend. She had no idea where she was going, just walking for the sake of it and trying not to think about that thing he said, his nastiness, how quiet his voice so she had to strain to hear him, give him her full attention. That was a mean trick he was always pulling. She knew why he said it, it was obvious now, to smash her because she’d laughed at him yesterday when she came in on him in the bathroom soaping his willy (so he should have locked the door!) and she’d crooked her little finger before she knew it, it was just one of those things you did, didn’t mean nothing by it, but she’d never seen him before without his clothes on and he certainly didn’t want to take a peek at her. She thought he must be gay at first, but it wasn’t that, he just didn’t fancy her. Which was all to the good when you’re sharing a flat but still, it’s nice to be appreciated even a bit. He’d taken offence at her finger; why did she have to make a nasty crack like that, implying his was a tiny little thing? But she’d done it without thinking, it was just a joke they had at home when they were trying to bring a boy they knew back down to size when he got too fond of the sound of his own voice, let some air out of his tyres. She shouldn’t have done it, maybe. She’d learned her lesson, keep that one for your girlfriends.


All around her these white walls: cliffs of shut-up buildings with no lights on, nobody home at all. Not many women on their own walking, like her, just that one right ahead in that top she’d seen at M&S last week and tried on but it was a bit pricey and anyway, let’s face it, they’d run out of her size and the next one down was straining under the arms. Lost sight of her when she turned down past the church, wandering in circles, then the black cloud coming down, that thing he said, like a little animal, a rat inside her stomach. The shame of it, she’d never look at another fella again, or not in that way, be a demure creature like the nuns, but no, why should she? Wasn’t she a young woman in the prime of her life, only twenty-four and in London which is the capital of the world really? Where everyone comes and everyone is here, you meet all sorts, people from countries she’d never heard of – Central African Republic, where the fuck is that? It’s not a real name, is it? And now the poor refugees from Syria, the little kid drowned, washed up on the beach, she’d signed that petition.


Is there some lack of self-respect in her – what do you call it, low self-esteem? But she has the highest regard for herself in the world or she wouldn’t laugh off those comments on YouTube, they were just cunts saying cunty things like cunts always do, she’d seen that all over Twitter, which is why she took it up for a week then deleted her account and no going back to that stupid place. At work you saw terrible tragedies that would break their hearts if they had them, babies with wires sticking out of them and tubes in their noses and old men who no one came to visit in their beds even when you’d rung their nearest and dearest and said it won’t be more than a day now. Why be a cunt? If those people on Twitter had seen what she’d seen, they’d be so shocked it would wipe the malicious smirks off their faces, though she’d heard they were just lonely fat men prescribed too many pills for depression, or a spotty kid under the thumb of some bully at school and taking it out on someone who couldn’t touch him. She had wonderful self-esteem, everyone said she was a ray of sunshine in the wards, cheerfulness itself. And her attitude to the human body was matter-of-fact, no mysteries, so why can’t she just enjoy giving blow jobs, the thing in her mouth? Not everyone does; Cally said, ‘Oh no, no, always the fucking hand on the back of your head.’ No accounting for taste.
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