
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      

      
      Stella Duffy is the author of eleven novels, and many short stories, she also writes for radio and theatre. Her story Martha Grace won the 2002 CWA Short Story Dagger Award. State of Happiness was longlisted for the 2004 Orange Prize and she is adapting it for a film to be produced by Fiesta Productions. The Room of Lost Things was longlisted for the 2008 Orange Prize and shortlisted for Stonewall Writer of the Year.
      

      
      Her website is www.tartcity.com

      
      Praise for Stella Duffy

      
      ‘Stella Duffy strides into a whole new league with her lyrical, gritty, deeply affecting journey into the heart and soul of
         south London’ Manda Scott
      

      
      ‘A book for anyone who’s ever lived and loved in London. Always surprising, always moving, and as fresh as tomorrow’ Neil
         Bartlett
      

      
      ‘Oscar Wilde’s Happy Prince, when turned into a statue, witnesses the real lives of the dwellers across the city, his subjects.
         In this book, Stella Duffy too sees the many peoples of the Metropolis, hears their authentic voices – inner and outer – picks
         up nuances, hopes and desires, pain and spurts of joy, acceptance and stoicism and the need for connection. I don’t know how
         she does it. Extraordinary’ Yasmin Alibhai-Brown
      

      
      ‘Without doubt, this is Duffy’s best work so far’ John Harvey

   
      
      Also by Stella Duffy

      
      Singling Out the Couples
      

      
      Eating Cake

      
      Immaculate Conceit

      
      State of Happiness

      
      Parallel Lies

      
      Calendar Girl

      
      Wavewalker

      
      Beneath the Blonde

      
      Fresh Flesh

      
      Mouths of Babes

      
      Tart Noir: An Anthology

      
      (edited with Lauren Henderson)

      
   
COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12658-3

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Stella Duffy 2008

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk.


      
      For Faisal,

      with thanks.

   
      
      One

      
      Winter. Monday morning. A sofa is placed at right angles to the road, it blocks a third of the footpath and people make their
         way around it in both directions, one way hurrying for the bus, the other for the train. For the most part they do not complain
         – for the most part, a sofa in the middle of the street is the least of their worries. It is raining, it is cold, it is January
         and another year has begun, with gritty sleep still to be rubbed from the eyes of the last. The sofa is exactly 3.15 miles
         from the statue of Eros, as the crow flies. The crow that sits in the bare branches of the buddleia, picking at ants, screaming
         at small children. The sofa is slightly closer to the Houses of Parliament, the Savoy, the Royal Festival Hall, the river.
         This sofa also sits exactly halfway between Brixton and Camberwell, on a road that runs parallel to the bulging Thames, below
         the tube map’s blue water line, signalling a destination black-cab drivers rarely appreciate.
      

      
      Robert Sutton gets up at six thirty, every working day. Winter mornings harder than most, no sunlight to help him out of bed,
         arthritic knee and aching back and that burn on the back of his hand from the shirt press still not healed and a fortnight
         since he did it. He walks from the front room, where he sleeps, to the bathroom to the kitchen, same routine six mornings
         a week. Same on the seventh too, but an hour later. Robert has tried sleeping in on Sundays but it doesn’t work, fifty-odd years starting at six thirty have taken their toll.
      

      
      Dan has been sitting on the sofa for almost an hour before Charlie comes to join him, shambling across the road, not waiting
         for the traffic lights, not waiting for the cars either. Charlie takes the other end of the sofa, carefully settling his bony
         behind on the thin cushion, wary of inner-sprung surprises and the damp from last night’s rain. He runs a bloodied hand over
         the fabric, seeing the dried blood now for the first time, caught in the crevices of his skin, wondering what it was in the
         night that caused him these cuts, the potential of pain. The sofa covering reminds him of the thick curtains in his grandmother’s
         front room, they hung there for years, vertical threads of yellow and green running through the dark red, fading to a dirty
         puce in their twenty-year effort to keep sun from the carpet, block out the draught, hold the room always in a late-afternoon
         gloom. Charlie’s Nana Fisher said she’d been given the curtains when she was stationed at Windsor in the war, said she saw
         Princess Elizabeth in Aladdin one Christmas, that the soldiers on sentry duty had to put up with that Margaret Rose, no better than she should be, dropping
         gravel stones on their tin hats from two floors up, said the curtains had been hanging in the castle itself until the old
         Queen, the one who was the Queen Mum, thought better of it. Charlie couldn’t see the Queen dancing round some wartime stage
         in tights, reckoned there was more than a pinch of Nana Fisher’s salt to that one, but he quite liked the idea that the winter
         curtains blocking out the dangerous sun in the old woman’s Bermondsey flat had held in a more treacherous light during the
         war.
      

      
      Robert makes a cup of tea and very lightly burns two slices of toast, Anchor butter, Robertson’s raspberry jam. At seven he turns on the radio. He is not interested in the news, that he gets from his paper, later in the day. The radio is on because
         half an hour is too long in this flat with no sounds other than his own.
      

      
      Charlie nods to his mate, opens the can he has lifted from his pocket, takes a long pull on the body-warmed beer, before holding
         it out to raise aluminium good health to his friend. He follows Dan’s eyeline to the halal meat and veg shop on the corner
         opposite their stop. An hour ago the new owner began the process of opening for the day, setting up the display stalls, half
         filling the pavement with a supermarket-challenging variety of vegetables and fruit, the whole a precarious mountain of old
         crates and a fake grass of exhausted green.
      

      
      By seven forty-five, Robert is shaved, washed and dressed, making his way through the back alley to the front of his shop,
         key in the lock, heavy metal blind rolling up for the day. He smiles at the young woman clicking past in tight heels, nods
         to the men behind the counter of the kebab shop over the road, chip fat heating already for the pre-school rush. At seven
         fifty-five Robert turns his sign from Closed to Open, takes his place behind his own counter. Ready.
      

      
      The halal shop owner has nearly completed his display.

      
      ‘Doing all right,’ Dan offers, his voice quiet, beaten down by the morning noise, the idling bus, the overhead train, the
         screaming baby in the traffic-jammed car. Charlie looks up, across the road, unsure. Dan tries again, shaking his head to
         clear a path for his own words, his mind a pea-souper of stolen beer and old voices, long since separated from the mouths
         of their original speakers. He blinks twice and his head drops a little further forward, hanging off his strained, stubbled neck. Eventually he turns back to Charlie, accepts another can of Special Brew, the thin and dirty thumb of his free
         hand marking a line to the corner shop. ‘Doing all right. The new bloke. Nice display. Bright. What that corner needs.’ And
         here he halts his staccato, takes in the view again, the late winter morning, the grey sky, old grey brick, dirty grey road
         and the vibrant red peppers, repeating with a confirming nod, ‘Bright.’ Dan opens the can, puts the pull tab in his pocket
         where it sits with the others from the past few days, they clink lightly when he moves, as if they were keys, as if he had
         a door to lock. He takes a long suck on the contents made frothy by Charlie’s loping walk, waits for the liquid to travel
         down his throat and then, as if it gives him permission to speak, he launches in, holding the can and holding forth. ‘Fumes.
         I told them, bloody fumes, get into the potatoes. Have to cover them up. Green potatoes, going to kill you, kill them too.
         Red peppers next to green potatoes. All wrong. But did they listen? Did they hell, bloody fools. Meat yes, meat fine, wouldn’t
         tell them what to do with that, wouldn’t dream of it, their meat, halal, kosher, whatever, not my meat, none of that, don’t
         care. Do what they like with their own meat.’
      

      
      Charlie nods, listening hard.

      
      Dan continues, beer can arcing the force of his argument, his other hand batting away the words and ideas and images that
         sit beside him, getting in his way when he’d rather not see them, pictures that elude him altogether when it might be nice
         to have some company, when the night is longer than it should be and it’s too hard to wait until Charlie arrives. ‘Their meat,
         they know what to do, no argument. But I grew potatoes. My allotment, Streatham, by the line, the track, the railway line
         track…’ Dan’s words back on track, he takes a moment to smile at the bright blue bird to his left, the blue that is clear
         to him, invisible to anyone else, pauses in gratitude and then continues. ‘That was back – you know, back – before she, back… and…’ Deep breath, another
         mouthful, makes it, finds the end of his phrase. ‘I grew potatoes. Bloody good at it, bloody good. Grower. Growing. I know,
         the fumes… you can’t put them out on the street. Look at that bus, look at it!’
      

      
      And Charlie turns his head to the halted 345, disgorging half a dozen schoolchildren, kids crossing the road in front, diesel
         fumes pumping behind.
      

      
      ‘Potatoes soak that up. Starch. Chemical thing it is, chemical. Soak it up. Kill us all they will, all of us.’ Dan ends triumphantly,
         his point made, a sentence finished more or less where he wanted it to end. Sinking back into the damp pile of the worn and
         rotting sofa. ‘Stone cold dead.’ Offering it as an observation to the young Asian man who now walks past, pushing on to the
         dry cleaner’s at the corner beyond the train station, ten past eight already, and this meeting too important for a hurried
         arrival, flustered and late.
      

      
      The two men sit back, cans to mouths, beer to gullet, breakfast in hand, day begun.

   
      
      Two

      
      Robert placed his advertisement in the South London Press in December, not expecting a deluge of replies. In truth, he wasn’t hoping for a deluge of replies. He placed the advertisement
         knowing it was a beginning. The beginning of a leave-taking, the beginning of his going, he didn’t expect to be ready for
         a while yet, placing the ad was a start. Robert has always been thoughtful and painstaking, some have seen it as slow, others
         as committed, determined. He has never yet promised to turn over a suit in two hours flat. It can’t be done, not well. Other
         cleaners might promise the world – or a morning suit before midday – Robert Sutton only ever promises what he can deliver.
         No more, but definitely never any less. A careful man who makes sure to think long and hard before his actions, he knows only
         too well that actions have consequences. So he doesn’t expect many replies to the advertisement, and – because he wants to
         take his time taking his leave – doesn’t much want them either. The advertisement has precisely one reply.
      

      
      Akeel Khan walks flustered into the shop. He’s fifteen minutes late. Someone pulled the emergency cord at Embankment, someone
         else tripped a security camera at Stockwell, then – because he was taking out his annoyance on the pixilated, and brutally
         decimated, images of goodies and rather more baddies on his mobile’s latest download – he missed the bus stop and had to walk half a mile back. He waits just five minutes after shaking hands before putting in his
         offer. Seems he has it all worked out.
      

      
      ‘OK, listen, I’ll come and work for you – work with you – for a few months? Learn your way, what it’s like round here, and
         then I’ll take it off your hands.’
      

      
      Akeel makes the offer as if it’s a generous one, and Robert can see why the young man believes he’s doing him a favour, Loughborough
         Junction is hardly the finest example of South London’s regenerative skills. There is a pause and to fill the silence, Akeel
         asks, ‘Have you been here long?’
      

      
      ‘All my life.’

      
      Then. Alice Sutton gave birth to her only child in a blacked-out room in the house of the McDougall flour people. Great big
         house, gardens dug over, a courtyard with a fountain the girls could see but not visit, water that waited but did not flow,
         and a double dormitory arrangement for a dozen South London girls moved out to the country, the old house made into a place
         of safety for pregnant women nearing their time. Alice never found out if it had been commandeered or given willingly, but
         the lady of the manor was nice enough in a stick-up-her-backside kind of way, and anyway, God knew they’d enough of the bombs,
         of the dirt and the dust of town, most of the girls would have agreed to be moved out even if all London – what was left of
         it – had stood at the gate trying to stop them. Alice’s parents’ home, just off Kennington Park, was no place to have a baby.
         Twice in a row they’d been hit, one bitter week, lucky not to have been caught in the worst of it when the shelter in the
         park took a direct hit. Alice knew one RAF bloke who swore blind it wasn’t an accident on the Luftwaffe’s part, they’d been
         fed wrong information on purpose, the fat man on the other side of the river thought the rubble of Walworth and St Olave and Kennington a fair trade-off for the Houses of Parliament and Whitehall. That lot had never had any respect for
         south of the river. Looking at the looted remains of her parents’ home, searching plundered wardrobes in vain for her dancing
         dresses, she wondered if the politicians didn’t have it right. Only that night though. Alice had never been one to bear a
         grudge. But she did mind losing her dresses. And then, her bloke back on his one weekend’s leave, she lost her figure as well.
      

      
      So there they were, all in together, this frosty weather – six women to a bedroom originally intended for one child, others
         in the nanny’s room next door. A gaggle of factory girls, a few WAFs, another who’d been on the Ack-Ack guns, wouldn’t shut
         up about it, so sure she’d done more than the rest of them. Which might be right in terms of night shifts, but everyone knew
         the Ack-Acks weren’t much cop anyway, and if that mouthy army girl didn’t give over, Alice was going to have to let her know.
         She had no qualms about speaking her mind, no qualms about much really, though this having a baby lark wasn’t quite what she’d
         planned on. Peter Sutton had been away the better part of the past two years, which had, as it turned out, suited Alice fine.
         But then, on the single weekend’s leave he’d managed, she travelled halfway up the country to see him, all the way to Darlington
         station when the southbound trains were stopped and the only thing to do was head north from the other end. They had not quite
         five hours together, and now Peter was a prisoner of war and Alice a prisoner of their kid.
      

      
      Alice’s baby was born in the middle of the night, just before four o’clock, and all through the dark the woman in the next
         bed had kept time with her, contraction for contraction, groan for groan. Come the morning Alice wrenched herself out of bed
         and walked the slow, uncomfortable stretch to the cold bathroom, sick of lying there in her own sweat and ache, the urge to wash, to comb her hair, only just overcoming her passion to sleep. Besides, it was nearly
         seven thirty, there was no way that hard-faced bitch of a nurse was going to let them sleep the morning away, she might give
         them a day in bed after a hard night, but the curtains would be open any minute, cold light and her baby’s birthday let in.
         Her baby. Alice shook herself, that was going to take a while to get used to.
      

      
      She made it to the end of her bed and took a breath, harder than it looked, this walking malarkey. The woman in the bed beside
         her did not have a baby in a cot. The woman in the bed beside her lay cold and quiet and alone without the silent blue-black
         baby that had been taken from her in the night. And Alice, who always wanted to say something rather than nothing, always
         thought it better to acknowledge than to hide, looked down as she hobbled past and said, ‘Strange int’t? There you are, wanting
         your baby – I mean, you really wanted him, didn’t you? And you didn’t get him. Here I am, never much fancied a kid, God knows
         when I’ll get my old man back, and still the little bugger’s screaming blue murder anyway, mouth like the Mersey Tunnel. Funny
         how things work out, eh, love?’
      

      
      The woman in the next bed turned away, wondering if the tears would ever come. She never forgot Alice.

      
      Robert Sutton never forgot the woman either, or her stillborn son. Alice had already picked out the names for her baby if
         it turned out to be a boy – Anthony John. One for each grandfather, keep ’em both happy. Later that day she asked the silent
         woman what she’d been planning to call her child. The woman whispered out the names, choking with the effort of naming her
         dead newborn. Elizabeth Rebecca or Jake Robert. There were a few raised eyebrows in the room at the Jake and the Rebecca,
         but Alice had asked and anyway, there was a war on, all sorts rubbing along together, no point making a fuss. And so, because Alice wanted to do something
         nice for the woman she never met again, her own baby was given both that poor little mite’s names as well. Down at Holy Trinity
         in Eltham they christened him Jake Robert Anthony John Sutton. The child was always called Robert. He wasn’t a Jake.
      

      
      Alice had no problem telling that story to Robert. She told him when she took him home and tucked him up in the bottom drawer
         in her parents’ back bedroom. She told him when Peter Sutton finally came home, demobbed and so thin, tired and too angry
         to tell Alice about Germany and Poland and Czechoslovakia, holding tight to the pictures in his head and letting the lost
         years seep out in watered whisky and occasional swipes at the Yanks, the time it took them to wake up, to do the right bloody
         thing. Those swipes made contact with Alice’s head on more than a few occasions too. She told Robert again when, a fortnight
         after Peter Sutton had thrown himself under a train at London Bridge, she packed up the pair of them, and left her parents’
         home, the one they’d been moved to after the last bomb had really done for their own place, and came back to South London.
         Of course Eltham was officially South London, sort of, but it was more like Kent really, not proper town. Alice wanted to
         be within reach of the river’s dirty dip, a walk down East Lane market, or Bon Marché in Brixton, on a good day, when she
         had money to burn. There never was money to burn, but Alice toasted it anyway, a pair of shoes for the boy, a dress for herself,
         a glossy French lipstick, kiss-me red.
      

      
      In June 1946, the not-so-young mother with a quiet little boy rented a room just off Coldharbour Lane, the slow curving stretch
         between Camberwell and Brixton. She claimed a space in a house of cracks and crevices, directly across from a half-gutted terrace, the front façade gone, the inside walls
         and their striped fleur-de-lis wallpapers exposed to the street. They had a room on the top floor, with a shared kitchen and
         bathroom one flight down. Alice didn’t bother to cart the pram all the way up, left it in the hall for the neighbours to complain,
         they’d moan whatever she did, no point making it easier for them, she scooped up her baby like an old bag of shopping and
         made the climb. Lot of exercise, good for the figure. The old lady who owned the house told her it was a wee way from the
         house where Dan Leno used to live, Charlie Chaplin rehearsed up the road with the Eight Lancashire Lads, round the back was
         where Fred Karno had his Fun Factory. She was dead proud of the place. Alice didn’t care so much about the music hall, or
         the aspirin factory, or John bloody Ruskin, but she did like that Annie kept the rents low and the front door unlocked, and
         the people and the noise below were much more like home than Eltham’s open fields.
      

      
      Alice started Robert off in the cleaning trade, she was at the steam laundry down the road for a few years, dirty sheets for
         clean, soiled towels for white, nice bunch of people to work with, long as she worked hard and kept at it. After all, people
         were always going to need clean clothes. Then when the shop came up at the junction, she begged and borrowed from all sorts
         to get together a deposit, made a dozen different promises, and took it on. Even with everything they could scrape together
         as well as her great-aunt’s money, things were very tight for the first few years. Alice quickly learned to get Robert behind
         the counter, as soon as he was able. People liked the kid, liked that Robert could keep his mouth shut.
      

      
      *

      
      Now. Jake Robert Anthony John Sutton is a cleaner. Dry cleaner. He takes the stains and the tears and the messy secrets and
         makes them go away. But Robert remembers who brings them in, the soiled articles, the broken zips, ripped dresses, old suits,
         he checks the pockets for lost lists and letters, and he knows what his customers are trying to hide, cover up, make good,
         make do and mend. Alice could never have done his job for long, wouldn’t have been able to keep her mouth shut. Wouldn’t have
         wanted to either. He did, he does. Look and listen, listen and learn, keep it all in. All his life.
      

   
      
      Three

      
      Robert has lived on Coldharbour Lane all his life, and above the shop for most of it. Sometimes it feels longer than the sum
         of all the adult lives he knows, same place, same routine, keeping going. And sometimes, rarely, it feels like no time at
         all. No distance from boy to man, single to married, married to divorced, boy to husband to father and back again, just Robert,
         on his own. As if it all happened while he was out the back, removing stains, mending tears, pressing perfect creases into
         other men’s shirts.
      

      
      Akeel Khan is nicely dressed, nothing too flash, smart enough. Robert flicks through the young man’s references and CV, though
         in truth, far as he’s concerned, the simple fact is that some people can run a business and some not. You get in, you get
         your hands dirty, you make a few mistakes, if you’ve got an ounce of common you learn and get on with it. After all, it’s
         your money – or the bank’s, almost always the bank’s – that you’re pissing away. Still, he can’t really see why this lad would
         want it.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t a young man’s job, son. Not nowadays.’

      
      ‘What’s wrong with it?’

      
      ‘Nothing at all. It’s just… well, got a degree, haven’t you?’

      
      ‘Mr Sutton—’

      
      ‘Robert.’

      
      ‘Robert, I’m from East London, I have Pakistani parents, of course I’ve got a degree. But you don’t go to university to get a job, do you?’
      

      
      ‘No idea, lad, not my idea of a picnic. What do you go for then?’

      
      ‘To grow up? Work out what you want to do?’

      
      Robert frowns. ‘And you took three years to work out you want to own a shop? Open six days, fifty-two weeks a year?’

      
      ‘I have to start somewhere. I don’t want just one shop, I’m not going to be behind the counter all my life.’

      
      ‘Oh, right. Got a mogul on my hands, have I?’

      
      Akeel’s smile is both shy – for appearance’s sake – and proud, because that is exactly his dream. He quietly mouths Inshallah,
         taking his time, guarding himself.
      

      
      Robert shows Akeel out the back, where freehold slips into leasehold as the shop blossoms into the cavern of a railway arch.
         He names each of the massive machines, taking care to point out the cost too, so this lad knows how much he’s taking on and
         that Robert will not be robbed – if he says yes.
      

      
      ‘That monster, twenty grand. Stainless steel drum, know why?’

      
      ‘Runs on gas?’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘Perc and gas – bad combination, it’ll rust if it’s not stainless.’

      
      Robert nods, pleased the lad isn’t totally ignorant, continues the tour. ‘Shirt machine, five grand second-hand, if you’re
         lucky. Those two, another ten each. Over here, spot station. Presses there, that one, the old press, been here longer than
         I have.’
      

      
      Akeel doesn’t mind old, not if it works. He looks to the peak of the arch, the old brick. ‘Any problem with damp?’

      
      Robert slowly folds his neck back, following Akeel’s line of sight. ‘We used to get up there on scaffolds, every second year, me and a mate, few of us sometimes. Damp-proof, spray,
         the lot.’
      

      
      ‘Used to?’

      
      ‘Gave up about ten years back, hasn’t made a blind bit of difference.’

      
      Akeel smiles. ‘So it was a waste of time, all those years?’

      
      Robert brings a hand up to rub his neck, eyes level again. ‘Couldn’t say. Maybe it was a waste, maybe it’s why I don’t need
         to do it now. All I know is, come Saturday, you can’t see this arch for the white of hanging shirts, but I’ve never had a
         single complaint about brick dust, not on one of ’em.’
      

      
      A train storms overhead, and while Akeel can feel the noise, rattling around them, sending a rumble through his feet, Robert
         is right, the warm air is as still and airing-cupboard sweet as it was before the train.
      

      
      ‘Is it expensive? The lease?’

      
      ‘It’s not cheap.’ Robert watches Akeel calculate time and space and mortgage, totting up the machines, and now adding in the
         extra rent. ‘Unless you’ve any friends at British Rail?’
      

      
      Akeel shakes his head.

      
      ‘Me neither, more’s the pity. It’s a space-hungry business, you can’t borrow your mum’s old washer and call yourself a cleaner.’

      
      ‘No, I’m just…’

      
      ‘I know. Working it out.’

      
      Robert leads Akeel out to the thin courtyard, an L-shape running along the side of the shop to the first arm of the arch,
         backing on to a row of old lockups curving west to Brixton, north to Victoria. He explains about the flats upstairs, the top
         one he lives in, the middle is used for storage, both come with the freehold and, in truth, either might be worth more than
         the business itself, the stupid way of property prices right now.
      

      
      Akeel nods in the right places, tries not to look as if he’s already made up his mind, as if the sales pitch is what’s making
         the difference. He’s not surprised when Robert asks what he studied.
      

      
      ‘Biochemistry.’ Robert raises an eyebrow, Akeel ignores it. ‘I liked science at school, only when I got to university, it
         was way harder than I’d expected. I lasted a term, had a massive argument with my parents, then transferred to philosophy
         and history. Better really, stopped them looking at me like I was a terrorist in training.’
      

      
      ‘The teachers?

      
      ‘My mum and dad. Though philosophy’s not been all that much use for getting a job.’

      
      Robert shakes his head. ‘No, well, maybe not. But you know, all this – it’s a bit ordinary, isn’t it? I thought you young
         ones were all desperate to work in computers – IT and the like – you’re a bright lad, clearly, shouldn’t you be producing
         videos or recording some bangla band—’
      

      
      ‘Bhangra.’ Akeel grins, surprised. ‘And you know about it, how?’

      
      ‘Radio. I listen.’

      
      ‘To bhangra?’

      
      ‘Documentary. You’d be surprised. Wouldn’t something like that be more interesting, at your age?’

      
      ‘Can’t stand that music. Rubbish, innit?’

      
      Robert knows he needs to leave the shop, is getting too old for the sheer grind of daily physical work, but he still finds
         himself stalling, unsure how to let go. ‘I don’t know, aren’t there any places round your way you’d be happier taking on?’
      

      
      Akeel looks at the older man, wonders what he means. Maybe exactly what he said, round your way, a shop in Stratford or Bow,
         out as far as Leyton or Plaistow. Or perhaps he means round your way where there are more of your sort. More Asians, less black, less white, less mixed. Or perhaps he simply thinks it’s a long way to come, over the
         river. Akeel takes the face-value option and explains himself. The big plan, the chain of shops, the need to make a start,
         find a way in. South London prices. He doesn’t mention the hunger he feels for something else, something as yet unclear, a
         hunger he hopes will be sated if he settles, does well, makes good.
      

      
      ‘You could go and do a course.’

      
      ‘I did one when I worked with my uncle.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘It was all right. There’re always courses. Correspondence, night classes.’

      
      Robert smiles, was offered a postal diploma in ‘Modern Stain Management’ just last month himself.

      
      Akeel is still explaining. ‘But I want to get on with it, really, and on-the-job training’s best, right?’

      
      ‘Can’t find it in Stratford?’

      
      ‘Yeah. But my mum’ll come into a shop in Stratford, my aunties will check out any place I have in Bow, all my cousins will
         come in if I try Leyton. And my father would keep checking wherever I was over there.’
      

      
      ‘He won’t come here?’

      
      ‘My father doesn’t do south.’

      
      ‘Still, nice they care, your lot.’ Robert nods.

      
      ‘That’s one way of looking at it.’

      
      ‘Not yours?’

      
      ‘Not always. I don’t know anyone round here.’

      
      ‘Safer to make mistakes without them all watching?’

      
      Akeel blinks. ‘Something like that.’

      
      ‘I’ll be watching.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      The two men stare at each other, both waiting. Eventually, slowly, Robert nods. ‘Don’t sell a lot of the South London Press in Stratford? Just happened to come across a copy, did you?’
      

      
      ‘I’d already worked out this was a good area to try.’

      
      ‘I might not be ready to move for a bit.’

      
      ‘Good, I’ll need time to sort myself out too.’

      
      ‘Right then.’

      
      ‘Right then.’

   
      
      Four

      
      Monday night. The Poet of the 345 journeys on this bus every day. It is what he does. Other people have jobs or children or
         families, some have all three. He has had them too, once, maybe will again, he cannot tell. But for now, what he does, is
         journey on the 345 bus. He sits upstairs when he can and talks to the world, he sings sometimes as well, Marley mostly, Mr
         Bob, Sir Bob, messenger of Jah. He too is a messenger. He tells the world. Sometimes they listen, sometimes not. He is not
         frightening, does not want to scare people, not with intent. But the Poet does have a huge voice, deep. Profondo. He studied
         music once, remembers learning the terms. Capriccio. Grandioso. Obbligato.
      

      
      It is evening, early evening, but winter, so it is dark. The Poet likes the dark. He enjoys summer and sunshine too, he was
         made for sunshine, but when it is dark his bus takes him past other buildings, warm homes, he can look in, to the lit windows
         and the illuminated lives. A woman walks past him to one of the few empty seats, this time of night, so many people on the
         way out, on the way home, on the way. The woman heads towards the back of the bus. The Poet likes to sit in the middle on
         the left, from here there is a better view into other people’s rooms, top floors, balconies. The woman is pretty, the Poet
         turns to smile at her, she does not smile back, she is tired from her work, a day of talking to people, a day of sorting out
         their problems, now she wants to get back to her own life. She is reading her telephone. Time was, people read books on buses, papers on buses, now it is all telephones,
         all they read, all they say, all all all of it.
      

      
      ‘And now it is the telephone, is it not? My Queen, my dear sweet young Queen.’

      
      Marylin Wright is startled by his voice, she’d seen him watching as she walked by, but had not expected the man to talk to
         her, talk at her. Nor did she, in her forties, expect to be called a young woman. She is caught between irritation and pleasure
         at the attention.
      

      
      ‘Time was, my Queen, that all the people read were books and newspapers, now it is the telephone, always, every way. Will
         you read a telephone book? Hah – a telephone book? Is that what you’re writing, reading?’
      

      
      Marylin does not reply. A health visitor, she works with people like this man all day, wants time to herself now.

      
      The Poet of the 345, though, is not ready to let go. ‘So my Queen, daughter of the Nile, daughter of Nubis, for you are she,
         fine and young and black, and God knows, oh Jah, only God knows, he has plans my young Queen, he has his plans…’
      

      
      Marylin frowns, continues her failing attempt to ignore him.

      
      The Poet only smiles and opens his mouth to sing. ‘No woman no cry, oh oh oh oh no, no woman no cry… ai ai ai. No woman
         no… no…’
      

      
      His song drops in volume as the bus driver brakes, stops altogether at the stop just after Loughborough Junction. A young
         man gets on, far younger than the orator, climbs the stairs with his friend behind him, they have Irish accents and the Poet
         of the 345 greets them warmly, he has always been fond of the Irish.
      

      
      ‘So, my young friends, yes indeed, yes indeed. The only country, the only country where civilisation will be, the only country is that called Ireland. Ireland yes. Yes.’
      

      
      The Poet pronounces it ire-land. Perhaps it is not just his accent.

      
      Unlike Marylin, the young men are not disturbed by the Poet, there are two of them and one of him, and it’s true that the
         man speaking, song-speaking, story-singing, has a lovely voice, he sounds like that poet bloke off the TV, deep and slow and
         very smooth. The Poet has a voice that sells expensive coffee, overpriced brandy, rich mellow caramel chocolate. His accent
         shifts from what the kids in Marylin’s flats call Ja-fake-an, to roundest-vowels old-fashioned BBC, and back again as the
         bus travels on. This bus that began its journey in Peckham and will end in South Kensington. This bus that travels from black
         to white to black to brown to white to white to white and back again, brown again, black again, crossing the lost River Peck
         and the enclosed Effra, touching estates and trees and looking over fences into lawns and car yards and parks and the fast
         dirty Thames and the new apartments and the old old flats and poor men wanting and credit-card havens waiting.
      

      
      The Poet of the 345 makes the whole journey there and back again. Sometimes twice, three times in one day. It is as much his
         home, this bus, as the place he sleeps at night. Whichever of the many places that may be, when there is no home, there are
         so many beds. The Poet wonders about Jesus’ Father with his many-roomed mansion, perhaps He too understood the joys of life
         on the street. Certainly the Son had his desert days, though the Poet thinks that forty nights in a cool dry cave is not quite
         the same as a week on the Embankment last November. He catches himself, shakes the hint of blasphemy from his shoulders, sends
         up an apology and a smile, and looks down to the street as the bus stops again, swaying with the weight of moving people, a twist in the road, the bus, his bus, his 345, switch-beaten by the bare
         winter branches that lean into the street.
      

      
      Marylin gets off at Brixton police station, walking round the corner to the Portuguese deli, something nice to eat for her
         short walk home, something as a treat for her long day, and the Poet lifts his voice to the closed window and calls out after
         her, past the condensation and the fogged breath as he sails away west, ‘God bless you, my Queen, bless mama, bless – peace
         – love. My word. My word. Ai, Jah bless.’ And then quietly, to himself, ‘My word.’
      

   
      
      Five

      
      When Akeel comes back for a second look he brings his wife. Small, dark, very businesslike. It doesn’t surprise Robert at
         all when Rubeina tells him she’s a maths teacher, looks like she doesn’t stand any nonsense. Later they have tea and biscuits,
         and Rubeina softens, laughs with Robert about his good work, and the look he’d given her when he was handing over the books.
         Have schoolteachers always terrified him? He wants to answer only when they’re as pretty as she is, but he’s not sure how
         she’d take it, with that dark red headscarf marking her out. He notices the matching dark red nail polish. Not too austere
         then.
      

      
      The couple stay for more than an hour, Akeel running his hands over the machines, trying out the new press and the old, Rubeina
         watching Robert with the customers, studying the flow in and out, people and money, dirty and clean. It’s just past the end
         of school-time when they’re ready to leave, Akeel gathers his papers together and stops to look at a yelling, squealing mass
         of youth outside.
      

      
      Rubeina asks, ‘Do you get any trouble?’

      
      Robert shrugs, the slight lift releasing a slow shower of fine dandruff flakes to his knitted cardigan shoulder. ‘Depends
         what you mean by trouble.’ He nods toward the group, fifteen-year-old girls with intricate hair weaves and half-inch nails,
         high chunky heels on their black school shoes, fifteen-year-old boys looking years younger than the girls, pants hanging low, double layer of black and blue hoods shading their bum-fluff faces.
      

      
      ‘There’s always kids, shouting, showing off. Don’t think I was any different.’ He looks closer at Rubeina. ‘Were you?’

      
      To her credit the young woman allows Robert to make her blush, ‘We never got up to all that much. Not as much as we wanted
         to, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Few of us do.’

      
      At the door, Robert answers their next list of questions. He stopped doing shoes years ago, hardly anyone bothers to get them
         fixed these days, not when a new pair are so cheap. The keys though, he can teach Akeel the cutting, nothing to it really,
         just take your time, no rush. So much of it to do with not rushing. There’s been a bit more family business since the police
         clamped down on the druggies, past few years. Then again, dealers go to weddings, attend funerals, they wear suits too, usually
         nicer ones at that, bit more disposable cash, tend to get their things cleaned more often as well, who’s to know the follow-on
         value of a black market economy? Certainly things out in the street, the junction itself, are looking better, tidier than
         they have in the past ten years. Plastic flowers in chained hanging baskets at the station. Though Robert’s not sure a tidy
         street is always the best way to judge an area. Anything can be swept away, doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened, isn’t lingering,
         a stain in the fabric. He has to admit it’s a damn sight better than it was on that hot Saturday in ’81, when what began as
         a distant murmur became a louder hum and then a clatter of boots on tarmac, batons on shields, stones on shields, a black
         and white riot flowing over the banks of the Effra.
      

      
      It was a few years after Alice had stopped working in the shop with him, and Robert had – against his own better judgement
         – taken on an assistant to help with the Saturday rush. He was used to the weekend panic, when half the area seemed to get up on Saturday morning and only then realise there
         was a suit, dress, shirt or three-layer ballgown they absolutely needed by six that evening, please, help me out, Rob, Robert,
         please? Be a gent, play the white man, come on, mate, give us a hand, brother. It wasn’t a new phenomenon, though it felt
         more pressured since Alice gave up work and he had to deal with it all himself. His wife Jean had an office job up in town,
         and no intention of working a sixth day as well, and without Alice a part-timer had been the only solution. Seema Banjee was
         five foot nothing, thin as a rake, and so softly spoken that even Robert had to ask her to repeat herself, when it was just
         the two of them behind the counter and he had the radio turned off. She could, though, hand-press a fine cotton shirt in seventy-five
         seconds flat and that was something Alice was happy never to have to do again. Alice was upstairs sleeping as she did most
         afternoons now, Jean had taken Katie up town to get the girl a new swimming costume to help encourage her into the cold waters
         of Kennington Lido, and Robert and Seema listened to the radio with growing concern.
      

      
      ‘Lock up.’

      
      ‘You what, love?’ Robert turned from radio, he’d been staring at it as if vision might make sense of the words he was hearing.

      
      ‘Lock up. No one is coming in today. Not now.’

      
      Seema was right. It felt like just before a thunderstorm when the birds turn quiet and clouds hang low enough to bring on
         headaches. There was no one crossing the junction, no kids hanging around outside the Green Man, the newsagent’s over the
         road had pulled down their shutters half an hour ago.
      

      
      Then, slowly, the hum became a murmur. Seema went outside, began struggling with the faded old awning, folding it back in on itself, ready to close the front door. This was before Robert had installed the roll-down lock-up, they still
         had the metal grilles to fold back and padlock to their settings, which always took a good five minutes. The murmur became
         a rumble, the rumble a stifled roar. And from round the corner, wielding a table leg in one hand and a brick in the other,
         outrunning the sound of police sirens by three minutes at most, came a young man. The shop had two plate-glass windows, one
         on either side of the central door, wide and welcoming. Robert didn’t think the lad even saw Seema or himself, just the tempting
         glass, newly cleaned and whole.
      

      
      Then Seema turned from the padlock she was clicking shut, shoulders back, neck thrust forward making her look even shorter
         than she was, and yelled up at the boy, ‘Don’t you dare!’
      

      
      Robert froze, frightened for Seema, for himself, his shop, his mother upstairs sleeping, his wife and daughter out there somewhere
         picking up bits of bright nylon for the little girl.
      

      
      The lad – because he was just a lad – looked down at Seema. ‘Wha’?’ A West Indian elongated a, falling into the missing t of his South London childhood.
      

      
      ‘This is my shop. Don’t you even think about it!’

      
      The young black man looked at the name above the door – Robert Sutton. He looked from the small brown woman to the frowning
         white man, felt again the weight of the table leg in his sweating hand, heard the boots coming closer, and nodded. ‘OK. Yeah.
         OK.’
      

      
      The bloke smiled at Seema, didn’t look at Robert a second time and ran off, down towards Camberwell, losing the table leg
         at the second-hand furniture shop and then the brick by the chemist’s. Robert’s shop window remained whole, unlike many of
         those five minutes further west. Over the next couple of weeks Robert noticed quite a few of the local youths had better trainers
         than usual, and several of them had noisier, smarter versions of those hand-held computer games they played as they waited at the bus stop, school bags
         dropped to the ground, heads bowed in concentration, thumbs flashing, voices raised in whooping derision as another player
         crashed and, presumably, burned.
      

      
      Robert looks out through the glass now, the school kids have moved on, over the road to the kebab shop, two of them will buy
         halal chicken, the others will eat chips, grainy with salt, slick in brown sauce. ‘There’ve been changes, but they’re not
         always things you can see.’
      

      
      ‘How d’you mean?’ Akeel asks.

      
      ‘Not all changes are physical. Things happen in the world, right? And those things get on the news, the front pages. Queen
         Mum dies, some bloke walks on the moon, miners go on strike. We watch it on telly, see it in the papers, and it doesn’t matter
         if you think it’s got nothing to do with you, it still gets into your life. It changes people, how they walk, where they walk.
         Changes what they wear. Because of that, it changes my business.’
      

      
      Akeel looks at Robert. ‘Our business?’

      
      Rubeina takes her husband’s hand when Robert answers, ‘Maybe. Possibly.’

      
      ‘You really think the political climate makes a difference to your work?’

      
      ‘Course it does. Bank of England measures in sterling, I measure by how busy I am of a Saturday afternoon. People take better
         care of their clothes in good times, stands to reason. They’ll always need cleaners, yes, but sometimes it’s a luxury, and
         others a necessity. It all depends on the cash they’ve got in their pockets.’
      

      
      Rubeina can’t help herself. ‘And how busy are you?’

      
      Robert’s lower lips rolls into a half-pout as he makes up his mind. ‘You’ll see. If it works out.’

      
      This is what the young couple have been waiting to hear. Akeel feels the colour rise in his face, his heart beat a little
         faster. ‘You will sell to us?’
      

      
      ‘If I think I can trust you to do a good job. I’m going to need you to show me that. I’m too old for this lark, but I’m proud
         of my shop, I don’t want you thinking I’m aching to get out.’
      

      
      ‘No, I—’

      
      Robert doesn’t let him finish. ‘Bollocks. ’Scuse me, love,’ he adds, nodding to Rubeina. ‘I know what you think, lad. You
         think I should be glad to sell up, move off somewhere quieter, less traffic, less building work…’
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s not as if there’s a Starbucks on every corner round here, is there? I mean,’ Akeel hastens to add, ‘not that I
         think that’s a good thing. Starbucks. Necessarily.’
      

      
      Robert shrugs. ‘Maybe not. And maybe one of those swish coffee places would come in handy, spill a few drinks, clean a few
         suits. Maybe I’d’ve done better further up the road, closer to the tube. But there’s something about a crossroads, people
         coming through, traffic all the time. How old are you, son? Twenty-five?’
      

      
      ‘Twenty-six.’

      
      ‘Right, well, you need a step up your ladder. And maybe this place’ll be that step for you. But there’s a lot more here than
         just a shop on a corner. Not all of it good, I grant you. Not all of it bad either.’
      

      
      They meet twice more and Robert agrees to take on Akeel as apprentice-partner, and potential owner. Robert says it will take
         a year and that knowing the job takes a lot more than a few bits of paper certifying you can tell the difference between two
         batches of chemicals and the meaning of half a dozen symbols.
      

      
      ‘You’re asking them to bring you their dirty laundry, son, they’re going to need to trust you. Take longer than six months, that will, longer than a year, but at least give them the respect of the seasons. Besides, January now, if I only
         teach you winter and spring, you’ll be lost when all those summer frocks come in.’
      

      
      Robert can’t offer great money. Since Seema left he’s always worked by himself, and he likes it that way. He’s trying to get
         rid of the business, not expand, it’s not in his budget to pay out extra each week, but then he figures his asking price can
         be a little higher when they make their final deal. When the details have been hammered out, on the late afternoon of their
         fourth meeting, Robert makes a cup of tea, a celebratory one this time, the men shake hands across the counter, and Robert
         invites Akeel to step behind to the other side. They hardly know each other. It’s a beginning.
      

   
      
      Six

      
      Tuesday morning. Akeel runs up the stairs from Blackfriars tube to the overground, taking them two at a time, a pole vaulter
         leaping the horizontal. It is 8.29, if the 8.34 to Wimbledon arrives on time he has almost five minutes to pick up his double
         espresso, single caramel shot, and then grab a forward-facing seat on the left-hand side of the train. Akeel likes his routines,
         infuriates Rubeina with a desire for order and arrangement, bills paid on time, holidays booked, meals with their parents
         or friends planned weeks in advance.
      

      
      ‘Akeel, we don’t even have children, we don’t need to book our holiday six months in advance.’

      
      ‘Why not? This is a good deal.’

      
      ‘Yes and what if we want to do something spontaneously?’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      Rubeina glares, and bares her teeth, growling at him, ‘It wouldn’t be spontaneous if I knew!’

      
      He kisses her forehead as he leaves the house. ‘You work out what it is, let me know and – please God – we’ll have plenty
         of time to fit it in because everything else is already so nicely organised.’
      

      
      ‘I hate you.’

      
      ‘I know. You’ll be late tonight?’

      
      ‘Second Tuesday. Staff meeting.’

      
      ‘I’ll make dinner.’

      
      ‘We’re both going to be late.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll make easy, fast, keep-you-happy dinner.’

      
      ‘Boiled potatoes. Lots of butter.’

      
      ‘OK. Bread and butter too?’

      
      ‘White bread.’

      
      Akeel groans, agreeing. ‘If you want.’

      
      ‘I do.’

      
      Rubeina hoists her overloaded teacher’s bag on to her shoulder, wraps a pale blue scarf over her hair, tucking it securely
         in at the back, where Akeel would like to kiss her neck, where neither of them have time for him to kiss her neck, and walks
         down the stairs to the front door, her car keys jangling at each step. ‘I love you.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Akeel likes to be on time, he sees it as showing commitment, both to Robert and to this new plan he has created for himself,
         the action plan that will take him from his parents’ son to his own man, a business-owner in his own right. Being on time
         is as important as not walking under ladders, avoiding cracks on the pavement, never speaking of his hopes without adding
         Inshallah. Being on time will give him grace, bring him luck, make it all work out. The shop is a first rung on a long ladder,
         he needs to make a good start.
      

      
      Akeel is an East Londoner, born and bred. He discounts that half year in Pakistan when he was fourteen, it was not one of
         his best, his mother sick, his father preoccupied, Akeel sent off to an aunt and uncle and a raft of cousins who didn’t want
         to share and didn’t want an English boy living with him any more than he wanted to be there, not for the first few months
         at least. Then, just as he had become used to it, the land, the light, just when the cousins had accepted him and let him
         into the secrets of their world, he was sent home to Stratford in time for the clocks to go back and school finishing in the
         dark with a long bus journey home. And then there was more hassle at school, from the other Pakistani kids as well as the white ones, calling him country boy,
         village boy, the just-made yokel to their city-wise lads. Akeel remade himself very quickly that winter, upped the London
         in his school accent while keeping the elegance of his newly fluent Urdu for home, made himself the classic city rudeboy,
         two personas at least, both of them underpinned by the East London in his heart, that heart in his mouth, heart in his vowels.
         As an East Londoner, it is Akeel’s duty to deplore the river crossing. He quickly learns that crossing London entails the
         same problems as travelling cross-country. Akeel has family in Liverpool and Manchester, he knows it is in latitude not longitude
         that British transport stumbles and sticks, catches and stops. In the first fortnight Akeel tries many different routes.
      

      
      On Monday he takes three different lines, red, black and blue, and then walks down to Loughborough Junction from Brixton,
         but the falsehood that is the Bank interchange takes too long and the most obvious route is immediately discarded. The next
         day he tries the DLR to Lewisham and then a bus to Loughborough Junction. It’s quiet, with the added childish thrill of any
         train with no driver, but the bus trip is an unmitigated horror. The single-decker is crammed first with Lewisham kids shouting
         at each other in the flesh and on their mobiles – mainly black, mainly loud, all talking in some street slang Akeel probably
         wouldn’t understand even if they weren’t shouting. The second half hour he is hemmed in by Dulwich brats – almost all white,
         and all shouting on their latest-issue phones in the slummy-BBC mockney Akeel had always assumed was invented purely for the
         use of TV actors. He arrives at work thirty-four minutes late and in a foul mood and Robert, already opened up, already on
         his second cup of tea, remarks that even a view of the lovely girl on the front of the Cutty Sark can’t be worth fifty-odd
         minutes in the company of teenage hormones. On Friday Akeel gives up and yields to the train. Like most Londoners, he submits
         to the overground only when he has exhausted all other options.
      

      
      That first Friday morning, the train at first slows and then stalls on Blackfriars Bridge, Akeel is pulled from the view of
         his watch and a late minute ticking past by two seagulls staring into his carriage, staring at him. He passes the next minute
         watching the choppy Thames below. And the third, and the fourth. He admires the sweeping curves of St Paul’s for a fifth and
         sixth minute, marvelling at the height and engineering of the dome. He counts people on the Millennium Bridge, watches Tower
         Bridge slowly raise its arms to a waiting boat. The train eventually moves on and Akeel, heart rate steady, breath calmed
         by the water, plenty of room to sift through the games on his mobile, no one beside him to jog or disturb as his brutal thumb
         decimates another enemy line, realises he has found his route. A plan confirmed when he passes the coffee cart on his way
         back that night, evening latte and dark chocolate brownie to fortify the extra ten minutes’ walk home.
      

      
      This morning Akeel sits in his seat, coffee in hand and stares out at the river. Until now he’d never paid it much attention,
         it was just there, bends to be travelled round, bridges crossed under duress only, but since working with Robert he has started
         to think he might learn to like it. Robert knows things about the river, facts he offers up while showing Akeel the finer
         points of spot cleaning, stain removal. ‘All those flash new buildings by Albert Embankment? Reclaimed land. Ought to be careful,
         that lot, river might just rise up again and take over their swish glass office blocks. Happened before now. When I was a
         kid, used to be a tower there, before they made it part of the Festival of Britain.’ Adding for Akeel’s look of incomprehension, ‘Back when we still thought there was something to be festive about. Great bloody thing it was, made
         bullets they did, shot drop or some such. My mate, Tom Hunt, always threatening to climb it. Never did. Died years back, lung
         cancer, fifty-two. No age at all, never climbed the flamin’ tower.’
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