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For Zoë Wicomb










. . . love is strong as death;


jealousy is cruel as the grave:


the coals thereof are coals of fire,


which hath a most vehement flame.


The Song of Solomon










Prologue


London witnessed three shootings that summer, by men who were part of the Establishment. The first was the Right Honourable Terry Blackwell, Tory MP for Hove who, instead of going to his constituency as planned, sat in a deck chair on the balcony of his Thames-side apartment one sweltering Saturday in June and shot dead six holidaymakers.


The first five were neatly dispatched, with shots to their heads. Terry Blackwell had been a sniper in his army days, and tourists, ambling by the river in bright summer clothes, were easy targets. The sixth was running for cover when Blackwell hit her in her right knee. He waited until the girl, Marina Salzirnisa from Latvia (visiting the city on a language course which her father hoped would improve her English), had almost dragged herself to the safety of a café, and then shot her four more times, wounding her in her left knee, both thighs, and finishing with a shot to the spine which wasn’t guaranteed to kill her, but did.


After Marina, the MP had lost his touch, or perhaps people had simply succeeded in running for their lives, because although Terry Blackwell kept the streets and buildings in range pinned down for the rest of the day, he didn’t kill, or even wound, anyone else. Around six o’clock he botched his own shot to the head, lingering on alone, on the floor of his apartment, where the Rapid Response Team eventually found him. Police negotiators had located Blackwell’s ex-wife, Cynthia, and later there was speculation in the press that it had been her voice on the answering machine, telling Blackwell she still loved him, that had prompted the MP’s coup de grâce.


Towards the end of June, John Gillespie, a hedge-fund manager for the Royal Bank of Scotland, let rip in an Underground carriage on the Circle line, with a gun he had concealed in his briefcase. Gillespie was known for his canny ability for risk assessment and had chosen a not-quite-full carriage between rush hours. He managed to kill all fifteen occupants before the train reached its next station. Gillespie waited for the doors to open, and the oncoming passengers to see the carnage, before turning the gun on himself. Witness statements mentioned the banker’s smart suit and neatly knotted tie, the professional smile he gave as he pulled the trigger.


The following week the Reverend Matthew Sheppard, vicar of St Alban’s parish church in Ealing, mounted the altar, took a shotgun from beneath his cassock and attempted to gun down his congregation. St Alban’s worshippers were ageing, and had it been a normal Sunday, the Reverend Sheppard might have succeeded in sending them all to what they presumably believed was a better place. But it was the week of Aimee Albright’s christening and the church was packed almost to capacity. Aimee’s Uncle Paul, who had never been good enough to turn professional but had captained his local cricket team for the past eight years, bowled his hymnbook full square at Sheppard and knocked the gun from his grasp. Aimee’s father was wounded in the shoulder, but he and two of his brothers managed to wrestle the vicar who, now that he was unarmed, seemed dazed, to the floor. The Reverend Sheppard had remained dazed to the point of catatonia, right up to the moment when he succeeded in hanging himself with a sheet in the prison cell where he was on suicide watch.


On the surface, the shootings were nothing to do with what happened later, but they stuck in Stevie Flint’s mind. Their details returned to her during the months ahead and she would begin to think of them as a portent of what was to come, a sign that the city was beginning to turn on itself.










One


Stevie Flint had lived in London for seven years. She no longer had the soundtrack to the movie of her life playing in her head, but had only just turned thirty and could still appreciate the buzz of the city as it headed towards night. She walked out of Tottenham Court Road Underground station, noticing a faintly sulphurous tinge to the air. Stevie shaded her eyes with Jackie O sunglasses, suddenly remembering Jasmine’s, the only smart dress shop in her home town, its window screened with yellow cellophane to protect gowns from a rarely existent sun. London had a hint of yellow to it today, she decided, a septic glare. She set out in what she hoped was the right direction for the private members’ club Simon had suggested. Her new sandals were too high for a long hike but she had traced her route earlier on Google Maps and been reassured that she could walk the distance without too much damage to her feet.


Soho was full of pubs and all of them were full. Drinkers had spilled out on to the pavements and it seemed that everywhere there were pretty girls and men in suits, minus ties, all of them talking and laughing and all with a glass in their hands. Stevie caught snatches of conversation as she passed:


‘. . . smooth, like a billiard ball into a pocket . . .’


‘. . . six down and he refuses to call in a . . .’


‘. . . I told her if she don’t like it she can . . .’


‘. . . that’s me done in Deptford.’


Stevie stepped on to the road to avoid a crush of bodies and felt the skirt of her dress flutter in the slipstream of a passing moped. There was dust and laughter and petrol in air that had been breathed in and breathed out, breathed in and breathed out; it was better not to think about how many times because that might set her to thinking about the water she drank, or how much of the heat currently broiling the city came from the sun, and how much radiated from the strangers pressed around her.


Stevie paused, unsure if she was in the right street after all. She took a deep breath, feeling the air hot and tarry against the back of her throat. Her shift had ended at three that morning and a headache threatened at the back of her eyes. A drunk man in shirtsleeves slid free of the crowd and put an arm around her. She felt his body heat, the sweat of his underarms touching the back of her neck. ‘Do you fancy another one, just like the other one?’ the stranger whispered in her ear, his hop-scented breath warm against her face. Stevie would like to have slipped off one of her new sandals and stabbed its heel in his eye, but instead she gave the drunk a shove in the ribs and wriggled free of his grasp. He called after her, ‘Was it something I said?’ She heard his friends laughing, and fought the urge to go back and tip their pints from their hands.


‘See how much you laugh then.’


Stevie realised she had said the words out loud and glanced around to check if anyone had noticed, but she was alone on a crowded London street, and if anyone had, they paid her no mind.


Perhaps it was the incident with the drunk that made Stevie lose her way, or maybe it was her usual lack of direction that snared her in the maze of Soho streets. She phoned Simon and when he didn’t pick up, left a message, making an effort not to sound irritated. After all, it was she who was late and it wasn’t Simon’s fault that her bare sole was blistering. Stevie checked the route on her iPhone, retraced her steps and finally found the club, a discreet doorway with only a number to distinguish it.


The interior was self-consciously stylish, a dimly lit retro-Nordic exercise in design that would hang around for a few years, then be revamped in response to some new trend. Usually it amused her that Simon, a man whose business relied on cleanliness and precision, liked these desperately trendy dives, but they had not seen each other all week and tonight she would have preferred somewhere more intimate.


Stevie smiled at the hostess, gave her name and watched the girl’s green-lacquered fingernail trace a path down the list of reservations. It wasn’t really a members’ club, just somewhere that people who had decided they wanted to be fashionable paid to get a table. The hostess’s finger paused and she put a tick next to Stevie’s name. Simon’s name was slanted beside hers, unadorned by ticks: Dr Simon Sharkey.


‘Am I the first?’


The receptionist was signalling for a waiter to show Stevie to a table. She turned to reply and Stevie thought she saw a ghost of recognition flit across her face. The girl would work late too, Stevie realised, and for a moment she glimpsed a life not so different from her own: the high heels kicked off beside the couch, the calorie-counted snack eaten by the glow of the computer, the TV murmuring on, barely watched.


‘Yes,’ said the hostess, her smile wider than before. ‘You’re the first.’


The smile told Stevie that the girl couldn’t place her. But no one had ever admitted to guessing where they knew her from, even when Stevie told them.


 


By the time she had finished her second glass of wine Stevie knew Simon wasn’t going to turn up, but she ordered a third anyway. She didn’t bother to glance again at the bars on her phone. She had already checked them and knew that the signal in the club was fine. The door opened and two girls in short summer dresses entered. They were laughing, but the sound of their laughter and high heels was drowned by the heavy beat of the music.


Something had probably come up. Things had come up already in the time she and Simon had known each other, his job made that inevitable, but he had always phoned, or got someone to phone for him.


The two girls were buying drinks. Their skin and dresses were stained yellow for a moment and then shifted to pink, violet, aqua as the mood lights embedded below the bar’s glowing surface drifted through the spectrum. The barman turned towards the gantry, lifting a hand to his mouth to cover a cough, and as if in response, one of the girls also started coughing and raised a handkerchief to her mouth. The other girl said something that made all three of them laugh again.


Stevie glanced at the five-minutes-fast clock above the bar. Her friend Joanie had been more available since her split with Derek. There was still time to call her and arrange to meet for a drink. She would be full of outrage at Simon’s defection and that would help to put it in perspective.


On a video above the bar a rapper and his crew were making bad-boy gestures, while a group of skinny girls with inflated breasts and improbable rears, paraded behind them in high heels and bikinis. The rapper squatted low, his knees scissored far apart, and pulled the camera close to his face. Stevie thought he was repeating ‘ho’, ‘ho’, ‘ho’, ‘ho’, ‘ho’, ‘ho’, ‘ho . . .’ but the club was noisy and she might have been mistaken.


The understanding crease in Joanie’s brow would be too much tonight, Stevie decided. Maybe later she would be able to indulge in a post mortem, but for now she would leave her relationship with Simon on ice.


Stevie slipped her mobile into her bag and slid from her seat, leaving the unfinished glass on the table and trying not to care that she had been stood up. She had done her own share of letting-down in the past, and there was still the chance that something had happened at the hospital, something so quick and so urgent that there had not been time for Simon to ring her.


The barman’s grin was bright and consoling, the hostess’s smile sympathetic. Stevie’s smile outshone them both, but their pity embarrassed her, and it was an effort to make her eyes sparkle the way Joanie had taught her. She stepped from the bar into the warm evening haze of London in summer, and retraced her steps to the Underground station. This was their first broken date, but recently Simon had been prone to absences, even when they were together. Stevie had made a vow never to ask a man what he was thinking, but Simon’s long silences and distant gaze had tempted her to break it. Now she thought she knew what had been on his mind. She had been bored with the places where he liked them to meet. Simon, it seemed, had been tired of her.


Stevie swiped her Oyster card, pushed through the turnstile and took the stairs down to the Central line platform. A breeze gusted from somewhere in the network of tunnels, rippling the skirt of her dress, touching the sensitive skin of her thighs. She clenched her hands, enjoying the dig of her nails against her palm. When Simon phoned, she would forgive their thwarted date; tell him it had been nice, but it was time for them both to move on.


A train rattled into the station. Stevie waited for the doors to breathe open. The carriage was almost full and she had already taken a seat beside a teenage boy before she realised that he was bent under the weight of a summer cold. The boy coughed, not bothering to cover his mouth. Stevie considered moving, but stayed where she was and fished her phone from her bag. There were no missed calls. She switched it off, trying not to care. An abandoned Evening Standard was crumpled on the floor by her feet, the MP, the vicar and the banker splashed across its front page. Sometimes it seemed as if civilisation rested on a slender thread.


Stevie forced herself to smile. She had been looking forward to seeing Simon, to sitting across the table from him, both of them aware of each other’s skin and of what would follow later in the cool of his apartment; the doors to the balcony open, the curtains shifting in the breeze as their bodies moved together in the bedroom. Disappointment was tempting her to get things out of proportion. Simon might yet have a good excuse for not turning up, and even if he didn’t, all that had happened was a man she liked had let her down. It wasn’t as if anyone had died.










Two


They were selling toasters, fucking toasters, at six in the morning. Stevie slid a slice of white bread into each of the four slots and pulled the lever down gently, mindful of the model she had broken in rehearsal. Beside her Joanie chirped, ‘I like my toast nice and crispy, not burnt but well-fired. My husband Derek, he likes his golden brown . . .’


Beneath the studio lights Joanie’s skin had a golden-brown shimmer, enhanced, Stevie suspected, by some product Joanie had sold herself. Joanie was the best kind of salesperson, one who fell in love with the merchandise, and then sold it on with a sincerity that was impossible to fake.


Stevie said, ‘So with the Dual Action Toaster you can each have your toast the way you like it, and still sit down to breakfast together.’


‘Exactly.’ Joanie was beaming as if she had just discovered the secret to happiness in the crumb tray. ‘And we all know how important it is for families to eat together.’


Stevie said, ‘Especially in the morning.’ And Joanie grinned at her. They were playing what Stevie thought of as their retro-porno-roles: Joanie the experienced but well-preserved housewife, initiating Stevie (newly married, not sure how to keep both her man and her sanity) into the ways of the world.


‘Yes,’ Joanie said. ‘Especially in the morning. Derek’s shifts are unpredictable but when we can, we sit down together in the morning, even if it’s only for ten minutes.’


Derek had left Joanie for Francesca, a special constable he had been assigned to train, and Stevie wasn’t sure if her friend’s constant references to him on air were wishful thinking, sales technique, or an act of revenge. Joanie had once told her that Derek’s squad took turns to record the show. Joanie thought it sweet of them, Stevie suspected elaborate bullying. The tally on the LED board behind the cameras was climbing, but not quickly enough. The sales information appeared on-screen, Stevie read out the order number again, then the camera was back on her, and she was back on camera.


The toast sprang from the toaster, one slice as pale as it had gone in, the other a shade short of charcoal. Joanie said, ‘That was quick, wasn’t it?’ in her horny housewife’s voice. ‘Just enough time to make a pot of tea while you wait. My Derek can’t start the day without a cup of tea.’


Stevie lifted up the slices of toast, ebony and ivory, for the camera to zoom in on, almost dropping them as the heat seared her fingertips.


‘Whoops.’ Sometimes it amazed her how good she had got at not swearing on air. ‘That is most definitely toasted.’


Joanie produced some butter and a knife. ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for some breakfast.’


Sales were speeding up as people across the country, in Leicester, Glasgow, Manchester, Cardiff and beyond, got out of bed, turned on their TVs, reached for their credit cards, and dialled in their orders. Joanie let out a moan as she chewed her toast, overdoing it now.


Rachel, the producer of Shop TV, spoke into Stevie’s headpiece: ‘Try not to choke and then read out some of the tweets and emails.’


Stevie bit into her carbonated slice, aware of the camera zooming in on her mouth. They were a man down today and Hector the cameraman was pulling a double shift. The bags under his eyes were a purple shade of black which Stevie would have described as damson if she had been selling them. She rolled her eyes and said, ‘Mmm, that’s perfect,’ sincere as a straying politician squeezing his wife at the garden gate. Hector shook his head and she tried not to laugh.


‘Emails and tweets,’ Rachel repeated in her ear and Stevie glanced at the autocue. ‘Shelley in Hastings has bought three Dual Action Toasters, one for each of her children. She’s gearing up for a day in the garden. Good idea, Shelley, I think it’s going to be another hot one. Maybe some Melba toast and a Pimm’s on the lawn this afternoon?’


Bed, she thought. Bed, bed, bed.


‘Nice link,’ Rachel said in her ear.


Stevie said, ‘Rowan in Southend-on-Sea has tweeted to say that the sun is shining and she can see the sea from her living-room window. And Hannah in Berwick thinks the Dual Action Toaster might just save her marriage.’


The words were coming easily now, she and Joanie part of a conversation with the unseen viewers.


‘Lesley in Edinburgh has bought a Dual Action Toaster,’ Joanie said. ‘Lesley’s emailed to say her hubby likes his toast cremated but she . . .’


Their sales were climbing on the LED display. Across the studio, out of camera range, two technicians were setting up the next line: beaded batwing sweaters, gaudy outsize numbers, ideal for the larger lady who didn’t mind drawing attention to herself.


‘I had an aunty who lived in Southend,’ Stevie said. ‘Starlings used to swarm off the pier and swoop across the bay. Sometimes they turned the sky black.’


‘Too creepy, Stevie. Keep away from swarms of black birds,’ Rachel whispered. There was a faint echo of laughter in the production booth, harsh, like static on the line, but she was on a roll now. ‘I don’t know if the camera’s picking this up, but the Dual Action Toaster has a lovely matt sheen, so it will fit with your decor whether you’re an up-to-date techno kind of person, or prefer the traditional, country kitchen look.’


‘I’m definitely a country kitchen kind of girl,’ Joanie said, looking as if she was about to let the washing machine repairman bend her over her stripped pine units.


Their chat always circled back to the toasters, as viewers knew it must. Sometimes Stevie wondered if the audience bought their wares just to keep the presenters in a job. She said, ‘Just a few of these really unique items left. Do you have one of those households where everyone likes their toast done a different way? If you do, then this is the ideal solution.’


Over on the other side of the studio, Aliah shimmered on to the fresh set, wearing a copper-and-green sweater patterned with banana leaves, like some jungle nightmare.


Joanie said, ‘I’ve reserved one of these for myself. Derek likes his toast golden brown . . .’ The gold-brown skin on her arms glistened, and across the studio Aliah bobbed and turned, practising her twirls, the sequins on her top glittering like a mirror ball beneath the lights.


 


Stevie felt the heat of the car park tarmac through the soles of her sneakers, the surface sticky and pliant beneath her feet. It was the seventh week of the hosepipe ban and the air was dry and gritty against her skin. She walked towards her Mini, rummaging in her bag for her sunglasses, remembering too late that she had left them on the hall table in her flat.


‘Shit.’


Stevie shaded her eyes with one hand and in the other she carried the jacket she had been wearing, when she had arrived at the studio in the cool of midnight. She hadn’t bothered to cleanse her face of the make-up she had worn for the broadcast. She imagined it melting from her face in one smooth mask: café au lait skin and red lips, a flutter of mascara trimming wide-set eye sockets, minus her brown eyes. The thought was grotesque. Stevie pressed her fingers to her forehead. Her headache was back, and the sun, surely too high in the sky for eight in the morning, felt strong enough to burn her eyeballs from her head.


The air inside the car made her cough. Stevie opened all of its doors, and sat in the driver’s seat with her feet on the ground, hoping she wasn’t coming down with something. She checked her phone for missed calls. In the two days since Simon’s no-show, irritation had given way to anger, which had in turn been replaced by a faint prickle of doubt. Stevie dialled Simon’s landline, feeling like a stalker. The answering machine kicked in and she hung up. There was no point in calling his mobile. She had left enough messages there already.


They had never talked much about their friends and family. Stevie remembered a brother who lived in Thailand, a father who had travelled a lot to America on business. Was Simon’s father still alive? She knew that his mother had died when he was a boy. He kept a photograph of her on the chest of drawers in his bedroom, a studio portrait of a smartly dressed woman hidden behind her make-up. Stevie couldn’t recall Simon mentioning any particular friends, but then neither had she. It had been part of the pleasure of their encounters, their disconnection with the rest of her life. She did know where he worked though. Simon had referred to St Thomas’s Hospital more often than Joanie mentioned Derek.


‘Are you all right?’


Stevie looked up, shading her eyes. She hadn’t noticed the security guard approaching the Mini and now the sun’s glare was conspiring with the shadows thrown by his uniform cap, so that she could barely make out his features.


‘I’m fine.’ She had been grinning for hours and it was an effort, but Stevie managed to raise a faint smile. ‘Just letting the car cool down before I drive off.’


‘It’s going to be another hot one.’


The guard spoke with an accent, Polish or Russian. It made him sound like a movie villain, the Mr Big of a human trafficking ring. He moved into the shadow thrown by the car and she saw his face, pale and thin, the kind of skin that needed to be careful of the sun.


‘I should get going. It’s been a long night.’ Stevie swung her legs into the car and closed the door, then, in case it had seemed like an unfriendly gesture, she rolled down the window and said, ‘You’re new here. Is Preston on holiday?’


‘No.’ Sweat was beading the man’s forehead. He took a hanky from his pocket and wiped his eyes. ‘Preston’s sick. I’m Jirí, I usually work days. That’s how come we’ve never met before.’


‘Well, good to meet you now.’


Stevie turned on the ignition and the engine growled into life, but instead of stepping away from the car Jirí moved closer.


‘I watch you. On television.’


She wanted to be gone, somehow to cut out the journey home and arrive magically in bed, freshly showered and tucked between clean sheets, but Stevie resurrected another small smile.


‘I would have thought you’d get enough of this place at work.’


‘When I got the job I wanted to see what kind of shows they made and then I got hooked.’ He grinned, revealing a gold tooth behind his left incisor. ‘You’re my favourite.’


Jirí squatted down and put his fingertips on the edge of the car window, as if settling in for a long conversation. His nails were broad and slightly ridged.


‘Thanks.’ Stevie pulled her seat belt across her body, but didn’t fasten it. ‘I’d better go or my boyfriend will wonder what’s happened to me.’


The security guard slid his hands from the window and rocked gently on his heels.


‘You never mention him.’


‘What?’


‘On the programme, the other woman talks about her husband, but you never mention your boyfriend.’


‘No, I don’t, do I.’ She put her hands on the steering wheel. ‘It’s been a long night. I really must go.’


Jirí rose slowly to his full height. He was tall, Stevie noticed, six two, or thereabouts. She put the Mini into gear and he stepped to one side as she guided it from the space. Stevie raised a hand in farewell and the guard said something, which was lost in the throb of the engine. He might merely have been telling her to have a good day, but Stevie thought she heard him mutter, ‘Bloody bitch,’ as the car pulled away. She glanced in the rear-view mirror before she turned out of the gate and saw him standing in the empty parking space, watching her go, a long, black shadow stretched out behind him.


 


Stevie pulled the car over, a mile down the road. She used her iPhone to find the number of St Thomas’s Hospital, dialled the switchboard, asked to be put through to the surgical department and then, after waiting for a long time, asked to speak to Dr Simon Sharkey.


‘Dr Sharkey’s on holiday until the end of the week.’ Stevie sensed the business of the hospital going on in the background, and heard the impatience in the woman’s voice. ‘Can I help you?’


‘No,’ she reassured the voice, it was nothing anyone could help her with.


Stevie forgot about the bed she had craved for the past three hours, executed a swift U-turn and drove through the early-morning traffic to Simon’s flat.










Three


Simon lived in an ex-council high-rise in Poplar which had been sold to private developers and upgraded into luxury apartments. There were things the new architects had been powerless to convert, and traces of the social housing it had once been lingered on. The building’s lifts and doorways had been designed with the proportions of the 1960s working classes in mind, and they remained on the economical side for the Übermensch who had displaced them. The covered walkways, that had been calculated to encourage social exchange, were vaguely embarrassing to the new occupants, who were forced to avert their gaze when they passed each other, in order to avoid eye contact.


Stevie ducked her head as she went past the CCTV cameras in the entrance lobby and took the elevator to the twentieth floor. Her intention was to put her keys through Simon’s letter box, no note, no nothing; the keys themselves would tell him all he needed to know. But she hesitated when she reached his front door.


Simon’s toiletries had been assuredly male and so Stevie had brought her own lotions, shampoos and cosmetics, all of them expensive. She had also left a dress in his closet, a red-and-purple silk sheath that she had bought in New York. She rang the doorbell and when there was no response, turned the key in the lock and let herself in.


Her first thought was that it was even hotter inside than it had been out in the sunshine and that Simon had forgotten to empty the wastebin. She closed the door gently behind her but the lock refused to catch and it slid open. Stevie swore softly under her breath. Simon had been reminding himself to get the warped door jamb fixed ever since she had met him. That was the kind of girlfriend he needed, one who dealt with domestic hassles, leaving him free to cure the sick. She locked the door to keep it closed and was struck by a sudden impulse to laugh.


Everything she had come to collect was in the bedroom, but Stevie ignored it and entered the long sitting-cum-dining room with its ultramodern kitchen. The room was cast in half-light, and though Stevie had decided not to touch anything, she went over to the glass doors that led out on to the balcony and drew the curtains wide.


She could see the Olympic Park, where the old docks had once been, and the city’s other new landmarks, the Gherkin and the Shard, in the distance, cutting free of the skyline. Stevie stepped out on to the balcony, enjoying the sensation of the outdoors against her skin. She looked down at the manicured green encircling Simon’s apartment block and at the bus stop beyond it, crowded with OAPs, young braves and glamorous mums. Simon had joked about the benefit of having a bus stop by your gate. But Stevie had grown up in a small council flat in a town that resented no longer being a village, and she had wondered why a surgeon inclined to fast cars, silk-lined suits and taster menus would want to live somewhere ringed by housing estates.


‘Because it’s real life,’ Simon had said. ‘The closest most of my colleagues get to a mugging is stitching a victim back together. I might meet one on my way home.’ And he had laughed.


A haze of pollution shimmered against the horizon. Stevie’s throat felt raw and she raised a hand to her neck, to check if her glands were inflamed. She would go straight to bed when she got home, or else she would be unfit for tonight’s show.


It was strange being alone in Simon’s flat without his knowledge, dangerous and powerful. All at once she understood why teenage burglars lingered in the homes they robbed, raiding the fridge, scrawling obscenities on walls, wreaking damage. Stevie stepped back into the sitting room, sliding the glass doors closed behind her. The smell was worse after her brief exposure to fresh air. The festering bin would be a nice welcome for Simon when he came back from wherever he had gone. She noticed the answerphone blinking with the weight of her messages and pressed play, but the voice on the recording belonged to a man.


Simon, if you’re there, pick up please. The voice was English, upper class and tight with anger, or anxiety. Simon, pick up the phone. Whoever it was didn’t say anything else, but she could hear the man breathing on the other end of the line, waiting until the recording cut out. There were a couple of silent calls after that, which might or might not have been her, and then the messages she had been waiting on, her own voice stiff and nowhere near as relaxed as she had imagined, asking Simon if he was okay. She erased them, and after a moment’s indecision, her hand trembling above the delete button, wiped the stranger’s message and the silent calls too. As soon as she had done it, Stevie felt ashamed. She didn’t mind Simon knowing she had collected her things from his apartment, but the thought of him discovering that she had listened to his messages made her cringe. She drew the curtains, plunging the room back in gloom, and went through to Simon’s bedroom.


The bedroom blinds were also down, but she knew her way around and didn’t bother to raise them. The smell was worse in here and Stevie wondered if it was something to do with the drains rather than a neglected wastebin. There was a framed photograph on the wall, of a younger Simon standing in front of what looked like a university building, with his arms around two men. Each of the trio had floppy hair and a reckless smile. Simon was a good twenty years younger, but the generous mouth, a little too wide for his face, and high cheekbones that hinted at a Slavic connection somewhere in his family, gave a glimpse of the man he would become. Stevie turned the picture to the wall. She hadn’t minded that Simon had never introduced her to his friends, but now she supposed that she should have seen it as a sign.


She went into the en suite, ignoring the tumbled quilt and pillows heaped on the bed. They were another mark of how little she had known Simon, the man who had appeared neat to the point of obsession.


Stevie caught sight of her face in the bathroom mirror, drawn and slightly wild, and knew she should never have come. She shoved her toiletries into her bag anyway, feeling a prickle on the back of her neck as if someone was watching her.


‘Wrong,’ she whispered to her reflection. ‘Sometimes you are just so wrong.’


She felt the urge to giggle creeping up on her again. If she got away without being discovered she would tell Joanie and they would laugh about it together. After all, she reassured herself, what she was doing was no madder than some of Joanie’s adventures in the wake of Derek’s betrayal.


Stevie glanced in the mirror again. She had left the bathroom door open and could see the reflection of the bedroom beyond, the chair with Simon’s clothes neatly folded over its arms, his mother’s photograph angled on the chest of drawers, and above it the room re-reflected in the vanity mirror; the unmade bed with its familiar white duvet, the ugly abstract painting she would have persuaded him to replace if they had ever become a couple. The bed tempted her, but Stevie opened the cabinet above the basin, found the perfume she had stored there, and swung the mirrored door home.


The air seemed to leave her lungs and she dropped the bottle of scent into the sink where it shattered against the porcelain. Stevie ignored it. She paused, and then opened the cabinet again, slowly angling the mirror, until she captured the room as she had seen it in the flash of its swinging door.


Stevie took in the scene, with a gasp that seemed to draw all the air in the room into her body. Simon lay cowled in the duvet, his mouth slightly open, his eyes almost, but not quite, closed. His face was peaceful. Were it not for the awkward hang of his head and his skin’s eau de Nil tinge, Stevie might have thought he was sleeping. The scent of her perfume mingled citrus and musk with the sweet-foul smell of decay, and she knew immediately that Simon was dead.










Four


The following hours had the unreal atmosphere of a movie watched while drifting in and out of consciousness on a red-eye flight. Stevie phoned the emergency services and sat in Simon’s living room until the police and paramedics arrived. She watched with dead eyes as the paramedics carried in a stretcher and what she supposed was a body bag.


‘So you don’t live here?’ The policeman had asked the same question already, but perhaps asking everything twice was part of the procedure. They were sitting opposite each other in the lounge. Someone had opened the curtains and Stevie could see the sky, blue and heat-hazed beyond the window. She wanted to drag the throw from the back of the couch, swaddle herself in it and sleep. She took a sip of the water someone had given her and tried to focus.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t live here.’


The policeman wrote something down on the form he had rested on the arm of his chair. He was in his late forties, with creased eyes and a weathered face that made him look like a countryman, but his accent was the East End of barrow boys and futures traders.


‘And Dr Sharkey gave you keys to his flat?’


‘Yes.’


She had placed the keys on the coffee table between them and now she touched them lightly with her fingertips to show that she was leaving them there. She had strung them on a key ring, a red plastic heart that Simon joked made them look like the keys to a love-hotel bedroom. ‘How would you know?’ she had asked, and Simon had winked.


A paramedic called the policeman through to the bedroom and they had a murmured conversation. Stevie closed her eyes. Simon was dead and she had found him. She thought of how it must have been: the empty flat, her voice on the answering machine, hard and impatient while he lay curled up, beyond hearing, on the bed in the next room.


The armchair creaked as the policeman settled his bulk back into it. Stevie looked up. The policeman’s skin was pale beneath his tan, his eyes dark with lost sleep, and she wondered if he too was coming to the end of a long shift.


‘It appears that Dr Sharkey died of natural causes, but as you’d expect we have to wait for the coroner’s report for official confirmation.’ He leant forward, his hands clasped together, striving for an intimacy neither of them felt, and she saw that his forehead was speckled with tiny globules of sweat. ‘Just to be clear, there was no drugs paraphernalia, no bottles of alcohol, no note, nothing you cleaned up to save his relatives extra grief?’


The answerphone messages she had wiped snagged in Stevie’s mind, but she said, ‘No. Nothing like that.’ Her bag lay at her feet, full of the toiletries she had come to collect. She didn’t want them any more, would never be able to smell that brand of perfume again without remembering the whiff of decay she had mistaken for an overripe bin. ‘I don’t understand what you mean by natural causes. Simon was only in his early forties. He went to the gym three times a week.’


‘Like I said, we can’t be sure of anything until we hear from the coroner, but sadly it’s not as unusual as you might think. Young, healthy men do occasionally have heart attacks, or slip away in their sleep for no apparent reason.’


‘No apparent reason.’ She repeated his words under her breath, remembering a footballer falling to the pitch during an international match, felled by a heart attack. And hadn’t there been a girl in her class at school whose brother had been found dead in his bed by his mother? Stevie hadn’t thought of him in years. She said, ‘You’ve come across this before?’


‘Once or twice.’ His face told her nothing. ‘The only consolation is it’s peaceful. It looks like he fell asleep and didn’t wake up.’


The policeman placed the statement he had written on her behalf on the coffee table and she signed without bothering to read it.


‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he said as he walked her to the door.


‘We’d only been going out for four months,’ Stevie said. ‘I can’t even tell you who you should be contacting.’


‘In that case it was good of you to call us.’ The policeman took a hanky from his trouser pocket and dabbed some of the sweat from his face. He glanced back into the apartment, perhaps checking that the paramedics weren’t about to begin manoeuvring Simon’s body through the hallway before she was gone. ‘Plenty of people would have walked out the door and saved themselves the trouble of all this.’


‘Is that what you would have done?’


The policeman considered for a moment, and Stevie realised it was the real man, not the uniform, who was about to speak.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I would have done exactly what you did. But I’m in the job. I know how things go. Some people take fright at the thought of the authorities. They’d rather disappear, or phone it in anonymously.’


‘I waited in the living room,’ she said, and suddenly it seemed terrible that she had left Simon alone, after all those days and nights of being on his own. ‘I didn’t stay with him.’


‘It wouldn’t have made any difference. The fact that you phoned us might, though, to his loved ones.’ The policeman covered his mouth with his hand and coughed. ‘Sorry, allergies.’ He touched his handkerchief to his forehead again and asked, ‘What about you? You’ve had a shock. Is there someone at home to look after you?’


‘I live alone, but it’s okay, I’m used to it.’


‘Me too,’ the policeman said. ‘No one to find me either.’










Five


Stevie took off her clothes, stuffed them in the washing machine and pulled on her dressing gown. Her flat was hot, and she poured herself a glass of water. The surface of the liquid trembled and it was difficult to raise the glass to her mouth. She remembered that there was some Valium at the back of the cutlery drawer, left over from when her mother had died. Stevie found the packet, swallowed two pills, then climbed into the shower and turned the water up as hot as she could stand it. She closed her eyes and raised her face to the spray, letting it drench her hair, trying to empty her mind of everything, except the sensation of the water pounding against her flesh.


Later, she wrapped herself in her towelling dressing gown and telephoned the station to tell them she was sick and wouldn’t be able to appear tonight, and very possibly not the following night either. Then, to her surprise, she was sick, gut-wrenchingly, jaw-stretchingly, horribly sick. Her bowels clenched and she realised that her body was determined to expel everything from its system.


When it was through Stevie drank a little water, pulled on an old pair of pyjamas and climbed into bed. The room seemed to tip and she saw Simon’s face again. His mouth had been slightly open, his lips pulled back, showing his teeth. Another wave of nausea washed over her. She ran to the bathroom, only just making it in time.


A long, sleepless day was followed by a feverish night punctuated by nightmares. She became part of a floating world, a place without edges or gravity, where nothing was bound to the earth and objects and people drifted free of time and place. She saw Joanie and Derek, dressed up for a night on the tiles, and knew that they too were dead. The new security guard put his hand up her skirt and whispered that she was a stuck-up bitch and he was going to give her another one, just like the other one. The sun turned orange and a voice in her head, that wasn’t her own, told her it meant that she was going to die.


Some time in the early hours Simon walked into her bedroom. He was wearing the doctor’s coat she had never seen him in and was fully restored. She noticed the red Biro in his breast pocket and the careless line of ink above it, where Simon had replaced the pen minus its cap. He gave her a smile, and then opened the door and left. It was these details that spooked her when she woke: the line of ink, the closing door.


There was vomit smeared, nuclear yellow, on the pillowcase. Stevie pushed the pillow under the bed and stumbled to the kitchen, the dreams still tugging at her consciousness. There was sick in her hair, but she was too weak to shower again. She tried to comb it out with her fingertips and then stuck her head under the tap. The cold water scalded her skin. She drank some and immediately threw up in the sink. Her ribs ached worse than when she had been swept overboard during a white-water raft race and tumbled half a mile downstream, slamming against riverbed boulders all the way. The memory of the water, its centrifugal force, made Stevie dizzy and she threw up again.


She found a plastic bowl, set it by the bed and continued to retch into it long after she had forgotten to try and keep herself hydrated. She slept again and woke to the knowledge that she had soiled herself. Stevie dragged the sheet from the bed, wiping herself as clean as she could with its hem, and crawled on to the bare mattress. There was a noise in her head like a telegraph machine in some old movie, and she realised that her teeth were chattering. Recent nights had been too warm for anything but a sheet, and she had packed her duvet away weeks ago. Now she pulled it from the blanket box at the end of the bed and drew it over herself, not bothering to find a cover for it. A telephone was ringing somewhere far away, but it seemed more remote than her dreams, and it didn’t occur to Stevie to answer it.


The next time Stevie soiled herself she cried, but all she produced were dry sobs she didn’t have the energy to maintain. She kicked the duvet from the bed and pulled on her dressing gown. Her movements were all instinct now, memories of how she should act.


She woke and turned over, wondering why she was so cold.


Her mother stroked her cheek and sang a song Stevie had forgotten, her mother’s voice stretching the tune the way it always did.


There was a dog in the room. She could hear it panting. The room was black, the dog hidden in the darkness, but Stevie saw the gleam of its eyes and knew that it was waiting for her to fall asleep.


She had to stay awake.


She closed her eyes and slept.


She slept.


She slept.


She slept.


She woke, wondering where she was.


She turned over, closed her eyes and slept.


Her mother was at her bedside again, her face old and yellow, the way it had been towards the end. She touched Stevie’s face and said, ‘I would like to have died in my own bed.’ Stevie said, ‘I know,’ and closed her eyes.


She woke and slept and woke and slept and woke to find her things floating around the bedroom the new dress she had bought last week its arms swaying in time to a beat she couldn’t hear and then perhaps could the sound of her heart creaking on in her chest her necklaces and bracelets had escaped their box and were exploding likes lomo fireworks she watched them fascinated shoe shoes shoes boots shoes and sandals span through the air her panties bras and tights got into the act the pair of stockings she had bought as a treat for Simon but had decided were a cliché tangled together then apart teasingly he would have liked them the dog was in the dark again panting ready to pounce as soon as she closed her eyes she was cold cold cold and shouted to her mother to close the window but her mother was dead and the window already locked and bolted to keep her clothes from flying away it was dark and then the sun shone through hurting her eyes she rolled over and slept again rolled over and slept woke to the dark and then the sunlight rolled over and slept.


 


Stevie dropped her dressing gown beside the shower, and stepped naked into the spray. Her body was covered in an angry, red rash that was starting to blister. She remembered radiation victims she had glimpsed in a documentary about Japan. The stained gown lay at her feet, like a dead thing. The atomic bomb had vaporised people, leaving their shadows fixed to the ground.


She abandoned the gown on the floor of the cubicle, wrapped herself in a towel and fell into bed in the guest room she used as an office. The urge to be sick surged over her again, but her stomach was empty and all she produced were painful heaves. Her body clenched as if it wanted to expel her internal organs and she groaned out loud. It occurred to Stevie again that she might die and she thought vaguely of phoning a doctor, but she was tired and weak, and gave herself over to Fate more passively than she would have thought possible. Somewhere a mobile phone was ringing. She wished that Simon would answer it so the noise would stop. A deep and dreamless sleep that was a kind of death overtook her.










Six


Stevie woke, stiff and thirsty, unsure of how long she had been asleep. She took another shower. The rash was still there, but it was less angry, the blisters that had made her think of radiation sickness already fading of their own accord. She rubbed the blandest moisturiser she could find on to her skin, extra gently around her ribs which were still tender from throwing up, and pulled on an old tracksuit, soft and baggy from over-washing. Stevie texted Joanie to ask her to let the station know that it would be a day or two more before she could return, then she lay down on the couch, dragged a throw over herself and fell back to sleep.


Later she made herself a cup of weak black tea and turned on the television. Later still she put together a pot of noodle soup from a packet she found at the back of the cupboard. Stevie ate cautiously, unsure if she would be able to keep it down, but to her surprise she found that she was starving and it was an effort not to wolf another bowl.


The act of eating seemed to wear her out and she curled up on the couch again, thinking about the soiled sheets and pillowcases she had stuffed beneath the bed, but lacking the strength to do anything about them. She turned on the television, and remembered the hang of Simon’s head, the sneer of the smile that was his and not his.


Stevie woke to the sound of Big Ben and the frantic jingle that announced the news. The headline story was of a cache of bomb-making material found in the home of a white supremacist somewhere in the Midlands. Stevie muted the sound, pulled her hair back, shoved her feet into her trainers and padded down to the shops beneath her apartment. It was cool outside. The stars were hidden by the sodium glow of the streetlamps but she thought she could feel their presence sharp and prickly in the firmament. She didn’t believe in God or an afterlife, but her mind was so full of Simon that it was as if she could feel him, standing just beyond her sightline, watching to see what she would do next.


‘I don’t fucking know what I’ll do,’ Stevie whispered, and then felt bad, though Simon would have laughed.


She bought a pint of milk, drank a glassful and went to bed in the spare room.


 


Stevie checked her mobile phone the next morning and discovered a screed of missed calls and texts. She spooled through them, wincing at the sight of Rachel the station producer’s number, repeated over and over like a warning. Then she curled up on the couch and turned on the television again. The bomb-making story had given way to an explosion in a fireworks factory somewhere in the Far East, the sound was too low for her to hear where. She worked her way through her messages, looking for Joanie’s name, wondering if her friend had mislaid yet another phone. Stevie wanted to tell Joanie about Simon, to dilute the shock of his death by saying it out loud.
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