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For my dad
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It had turned cold at last, after the long mild spell: overnight the temperature had dropped. The sky outside was a bright empty blue and where the sun hadn’t yet reached the glass an edge of frost still misted the window at one corner. The early light dazzled in the small, bright white space. She hadn’t bothered to pull the curtains but the sun didn’t wake her.


The room was warm, overheated even and just as well because she was naked, or close enough. There was a half empty bottle of red wine on the side, the glitter of a party shoe on its side on the rug and a little overnight bag had been flung open and was spilling underwear. Sooner or later they’d come and root through it all with gloved hands, a finger through the underwear, lifting it, looking at each other then down into the little bag for what treasures she might have brought with her, what equipment. Looking for a sign, what kind of woman is this? It was all evidence, now.


Her eyes were open, staring up at the Anaglypta of the ceiling that had been painted over ten, twenty times like everything in these old streets. Front doors, window frames, railings, the bell pushes at the doorways with one name overlaid by another, little strips of sticky tape, calling cards. They said it was all change with the new rail link but then when hadn’t it been all change? Change had always been life, in London. Forge ahead, push on. Except in Soho one name might have got stuck down over another but the same bargains always seemed to be being struck on the grimy yellow-lit stairways; it had used to be change in the way a termite mound is always changing but always stays the same. Now the upheaval looked set to turn the whole anthill inside out, and steel and glass were pushing up through the old uneven pavements, opening cellars, shining light into basements.


She was past considering that, now, just like she was past sunshine and blue skies. She lay on her back on the floor on a deep-pile synthetic sheepskin half under a coffee table. Her head was back, chin up, her hair spread out around her head all gleaming and her lips parted, just a fraction, dry lips in the unforgiving light, and purpled, swollen. The tongue was visible.


One bare leg – the left – lay straight out in front of her, she would have been recognisably a woman just from the gleaming curve of her calf, even if the rest of her hadn’t been on display. The right knee was up and had fallen outwards to rest against the coffee table; she had on a silk slip feathered with lace, a pale pink like the inside of a shell, that had been pushed up so high it exposed her all up to the underside of her breasts. Their skin gleamed bluish-white like skimmed milk in the sharp pale light, pale up into the tender armpits where her arms had been flung wide open.


The darkening place was from below her upturned chin down to her collar bones. Something terrible had been done there, it was mottled, a hatching of dark red turning purplish-green with the beginnings of bruising. They’d decide very quickly she’d been strangled, the men with their evidence bags. If you looked close you could see her open eyes had a reddish, bloodshot look, where the pressure had burst the tiny vessels. There was some blood, too, smeared on the synthetic sheepskin, so there could be other injuries, when they turned her carefully with their gloved hands. They weren’t here yet, though; for the moment she was alone.


She was cold enough to have been dead eight hours or so, dead long before the streets turned quiet down below the little room, in fact they probably would have been around their noisiest, with last orders being called and punters heading to find more drink and a bit of a dance, the smokers on the street jeering and sloshing their pints and the taxis cruising with their lights on. She wouldn’t have seen the light change beyond the window, she wouldn’t have seen the inky sky, the pinprick stars fading in the bright blue morning. Never no more. She was gone.




Chapter One


Her bag was packed and standing by the front door, Tabs’ dinner was out on the side cooling, and Tim was waiting. He’d texted her from the office, first thing. Call in on your way to the station? Georgie stood in the hall, looking at herself nervously in the big chrome-edged mirror and wished for the mirror of her childhood, Mum’s one with its soft kind speckled glass. It had never looked at home here, though.


She smiled at her reflection uncertainly. Not quite ready. Not quite sure. Hesitated. Was her coat too warm? It was almost November but it felt like late summer, sultry. Crazy weather. She ran back up the stairs.


Tim would have none of it, this global warming business, but Georgie disagreed. Silently, of course, well mostly. But the glaciers are melting, she’d said, stubborn last Sunday evening, as on the big TV shoals of fish raced and wheeled across a blue screen, Tabs looking up at her.


As for the evening in town, she’d expected Tim to say no, if she was honest. A girls’ night out, a rowdy gang of them on the town getting back together properly after all this time, a dodgy room near King’s Cross afterwards where they could giggle and haul out a chocolate stash and raid the mini-bar. She hadn’t gone into all that, of course. Even Tabs would have been shocked, wouldn’t she, her well-behaved mum, pillar of the school office, pining for an evening getting a bit pissed and going dancing. But Tim had just nodded absently: he had a big client giving him grief and timidly Georgie had made use of that, because she found she wanted to go. Really wanted to go. And by the time he’d inquired into the details more closely, it wasn’t ten of them any more but whittled down to four, then three.


Back upstairs in the bedroom Georgie stripped off her coat in a sudden sweat of anxiety and flung it on the bed. She told herself she had plenty of time. She’d be ridiculously early for the train then early to London for a night out, turning up with her little stuffed bag at six in the afternoon; they’d be able to see her a mile off, the mum from the suburbs.


Looking around Georgie grabbed her old raincoat instead: she’d already spent long enough working out what to put in her bag, flicking through the party dresses that had got squeezed up in the corner to give Tim’s suits room. It had been like looking through old pictures, another life. The red sequins. The navy shift with the low back; she hadn’t even dared try that one on, for fear of it getting stuck over her bottom pulling it up. The fringed one, that you could dance in and all the silk tiers would shimmy. The longer she’d looked, the more she’d had to fend off despair, but she’d forced herself. She needed a safe dress, and a spare. Not so safe.


She hadn’t danced in how long? Fran’s wedding, six years ago. Fran had been one of those supposed to be coming tonight, on the train from the South Coast where she ran a fancy B and B these days but one of the kids had chickenpox, or something.


The thought of having a dance had been what clinched it, what had made Georgie cling on, determined, to the thought of this night out, that had made her plot and strategise, as meticulous as she once had been at work over the submissions that had come to her for scrutiny. Cook meals ahead of time, arrange a playdate for the next morning, a sleepover maybe, sweet-talk Tabs until she was actively looking forward to her mum being away for the night. And today, ticking everything off: she’d hung out the washing, emptied the dishwasher, made the dinner.


A moment of panic. Shoes? Were the shoes right – no. In the bright neat room, she stopped herself, there’s no room for anything else.


‘So whose idea was this, exactly?’ His tone had been amused. ‘Cat’s idea,’ Georgie had said, hardly looking up from the vegetables she’d been chopping, how long ago, a month and more, not daring to catch his eye, casual.


‘Oh yes. Well, you’re hardly likely to get into trouble with her, I suppose.’ Turning a page of the newspaper at the Saturday breakfast table. ‘How many kids’s she got now? Three? Four?’


Cat was back in their lives – well, Georgie’s – after five years living off in deep country, she was practically up the road, her husband in a new job. Eight miles away, and they’d already managed to meet four, no, five times.


‘Three.’ Finding herself defensive, on Cat’s behalf. Three boys, they’d run her ragged but she was still the same Cat. Since she moved back they’d met up for coffee two Saturdays in a row when Tim was playing tennis. A sneaky drink in a wine bar near Cat’s after school while Tabs was at drama club. Cat had come over for tea twice, once with the boys, once without, when they’d moved from tea to prosecco: that was when they decided. A proper girls’ night out was what they needed. Cat’s idea, but one glass down and Georgie had practically bitten her hand off.


We all used to work together, at the big tax office. People would glaze over when she said what she used to do, before Tabs. But they’d be surprised, what lurked behind those starchy shirt fronts. It was probably different now, it was probably all out in the open, it was dress-down Friday and LGBTQ liaison officers but it had been fun then, guessing what people got up to at the weekends. Portly Simon who covered Lincoln’s Inn, with his nipple ring just visible through his shirt.


It was where she’d met Tim. Kind, responsible straight-as-a-die Tim.


And now Georgie reached into her wardrobe, grabbed a pair of high-heeled sparkly sandals and stuffed them in the top of the bag.


‘Right,’ she said to the empty air. ‘We’re off.’


*


A stopping train, but Georgie didn’t mind. She floated, smiling, looking out of the window. The sun was getting low over the trees and the world looked like a happy place, lines of washing, a red-brick crescent of houses with garages, striped lawns and hedges. Across the aisle four women occupying a table seat had turned to look at her briefly then huddled back over their table, looking at a map.


The track had skirted the forest first, where it was still deep green, a few leaves just turning to rust only now in the unseasonable warm, and that hazy undergrowth. Epping Forest, Tim insisted that meant they lived in the countryside but the map said different, Google Earth said different. At night the lights of the city cast their glow this far, over the woodland; it felt like a smoke-haze more than a barrier. Tabs would stare into the trees, fascinated, on the rare occasions they drove into town. It should have been tamed, somehow, Georgie always thought on those drives, with Tim grumbling about the traffic, by the cars that wound through it but it was still a strange place. Some of the trees were very old, bent by age, twisted into odd shapes and the ground underneath them soft and grassy. The train rattled faster and they were crossing the undulations of a golf course, a game going on in the late afternoon light and beyond it the glint of skyscrapers in the setting sun.


They’d been happy for her. Everyone in Tim’s building seemed to know she was off on a night out.


Georgie had been anxious, parking the car carefully next to Lydia’s little yellow one on the forecourt, so Tim could drive it home. Anxious that something would have come up that would stop her going which was irrational, silly: he would have told her on the phone if there’d been anything. And then Lydia looking up from her desk outside his office had smiled, kindly. Lydia couldn’t be more than twenty-five but she had always looked at Georgie like that: it did rub Georgie up the wrong way sometimes, she had to admit, but on this occasion she was only grateful. Lydia had buzzed Georgie straight through. And then Tim was coming round his desk towards her, and smiling, and the panic had subsided.


There’d been that moment, a couple of weeks earlier over breakfast when he’d looked up and asked mildly what exactly the plan was, this evening on the town and she’d confessed a few details, the hotel room, the bar they would start out in and he’d raised an eyebrow. ‘Already booked?’ but then he nodded, seeming to accept it, with a frown as if he’d been outfoxed. A smile next: kind Tim, thoughtful Tim. He loved her, she could see that. He wanted her to be happy.


He’d stepped towards her in his office an hour ago and taken her gently by the elbows. ‘You look lovely,’ he said softly, his smile broadening. Georgie had reached reflexively for her earlobes, the little diamond studs he’d given her when Tabs had been born. ‘Lovely,’ he repeated, and leaning in he kissed her there, on her neck, just below the ear. Over his head she had seen Lydia smile, indulgent.


The train was in the city now, rolling slower, level with the upstairs windows of a terrace, bathrooms and extensions. They came past an old Victorian school, the playground milling with children letting off steam before heading home. A little boy running like an arrow for his mother in a parka, who had bent to receive him with her arms out.


Tabs. Georgie felt it like a pain suddenly, blinked her eyes closed. Tabs would spend a couple of hours with her new best friend Millie then Tim would collect her, he’d be on time, she’d told him twice when he had to be there, while he rolled his eyes at the thought of having to interact with mums. The shepherd’s pie cooling on the kitchen counter: it was Tabs’ favourite, she’d be fine as long as she didn’t get told off for dropping her bag on the floor or playing on the iPad. As long as Tim warmed her pyjamas on the radiator and left the light on in the hall when he said goodnight. At the thought of Tabs’ head on the pillow Georgie felt a tight knot in her stomach, she felt the evening slipping away from her.


Across the aisle there was a burst of laughter and Georgie opened her eyes. She made herself think of Cat. Cat got out, Cat had fun. Cat who had three sons she loved angrily – little sods – and Georgie’s memory of them, as small boys very close in age, scrapping and gap-toothed, was roughly only sweet, only loving, too. Cat who had been taken aback – horrified, even, to hear Georgie’d never left Tabs overnight before.


‘Come on,’ she’d said, when they’d been talking on the phone and Georgie had introduced it into the first tentative plans for an evening out, plus hotel, ‘come on.’ And then, briskly and without pausing for breath, ‘We’ll have to do something about that. It’s not—’ and at last a hesitation. ‘It’s not good for you, George. Out there in Stepford or wherever it is, stuck in that school office all day.’ Georgie silent. ‘Come on.’


And Georgie had taken a deep breath and said, ‘Well, I’m sure nothing would – I’m sure I can – I’ll talk to Tim.’ Of course she’d laid a bit of groundwork before she’d got around to it, but she did talk to him. Eventually.


The train chuntered on through grey brick, slate rooftops, the old tenements that bordered the City and its towers as the light faded. The group of girls around a table in the seats across the aisle seemed to be on the same sort of mission as Georgie, though no doubt they wouldn’t have guessed it of her, with her unmade-up face and her flat shoes for the journey and her raincoat properly buttoned. Friday night and they already had the high heels on, fishnets, leaning over the table to get closer to each other. One of them had got out a bottle of wine and plastic glasses.


Georgie looked down into the streets, the street lights blinking on as they went over a bridge and a chain of red buses stationary in rush hour traffic and quite suddenly the old days didn’t seem that long ago, although they were.


Long, long ago before she met Tim, she calculated. Tabs was five, so Georgie was thirty-seven now, she’d met him when she was twenty-three. Those old days came back to her as a kind of glow: Fridays looking forward to the weekend, Saturdays buying something nice to go out in. The feeling of Saturday morning, the sun always seemed to be shining as you headed out to Topshop. And dancing on a Saturday night.


One of the girls over the aisle glanced across at Georgie and she smiled, feeling herself flush: the girl raised a glass as the train swung against a bend and they all jostled, laughing, against each other.


Georgie leaned her head back and looked out of the window.


The tracks were multiplying to either side of them and other trains came into view going in both directions, faces turning behind glass, a shuttling exchange and sudden darkness as they entered one of the wide old brick tunnels that meant they were there. Almost. You’d think, thought Georgie, standing for her bag and feeling anxiety mix with excitement as the train eased to a halt, that I’d never been out on my own before. The girls were clattering for the door ahead of her and she let them go, pushing their way into the commuters waiting patiently on the platform. Tired blank faces looking forward to a very different sort of Friday night but in that instant Georgie would even have gone for that life, the bustle of an office, the slog of the commute.


Under the high curved girder roof the station was packed with people heading home, echoing with their noise. Pushing out at last Georgie was at the wrong end of the platform. Hurrying, bumping, apologising, she searched and searched the heads bobbing ahead of her because Cat had said she’d be there, she’d be at the barrier. A departure was announced, loud but inaudible and there was a surge of bodies, people carrying briefcases and takeaway cups, then it cleared and she did see Cat, beyond the barrier, in profile staring up at the arrivals board.


For a second she wondered if something was wrong. Georgie stopped abruptly and a man ran into the back of her, muttering. Cat had had her hair done, she looked different and maybe it was the light or seeing her in profile but she looked older, and tired and – Is this all an awful mistake, aren’t we all too old for this, for anything? – Georgie felt a stab of panic. Then Cat turned her head, and smiled, and waved. And it was OK.




Chapter Two


The family room was at the top of the old building: low ceilings, dormer windows with a view of rusty-looking treetops and it had three single beds and one double. Georgie looked around, trying to stop her spirits dipping too much. The décor was standard: tired thirty-year-old furniture, limp curtains, floral carpet: on the outside the hotel had looked nice enough, a Georgian end of terrace but inside, from the minuscule veneer – unmanned – reception desk to the fraying stair carpet it was not much more than a fleapit. There had been a smell of stale food and bathroom cleaner on the stairs.


Cat dropped her holdall on one of the singles with a sigh and looked around.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘it was cheap.’ And shrugged. ‘We’re going to rattle around in here, aren’t we? Unless Holly does turn up. But hey.’ Patting the bed beside her and twisting to grab her bag. ‘All the more room for us, right?’


Georgie peered into the bathroom: it looked clean enough, anyway. And felt her spirits begin mysteriously to rise again. She could hear the traffic from the Euston Road and around her, London. The red double deckers inching along and the garden squares and the railings and the tall old brick and stucco buildings and it was the neat little close they’d lived in ten years that evaporated, unreal. And when she turned there was Cat, struggling with the foil on a bottle of champagne. Looking up at Georgie and grinning, ‘It’s not cold, but—’ and the cork popped and Georgie had to run for the bathroom and grab the plastic-wrapped plastic cups.


And it wasn’t cold but in a way, thought Georgie with the first sip, that made it even better. A taste of the old days, before fancy hotels and Tim making sure everything was perfect down to the number of cubes in the ice bucket. ‘Cheers,’ she said. Cat grinned, her glass already empty.


Cat was thinner, since two weeks ago, was that it? She’d been talking about diets for as long as Georgie could remember, but they didn’t usually work.


‘You all right?’ said Georgie cautiously, and Cat frowned, comical.


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ she said. ‘How long have we been looking forward to this?’ And sloshed some more pink into her glass, getting to her feet, stalking the room, peering out of the flaking dormer window.


It suited her, whatever it was. It made her look older but mysterious, with shadowed cheekbones. Her dark eyes looked very dark. Georgie looked down at her own stubborn soft belly and sighed theatrically, but – maybe it was the warm pink fizz effect – her heart wasn’t in it, finding fault. She lay back and patted it, and the sigh was happy.


‘Sorry it’s just us,’ said Cat, turning back. Georgie opened her eyes and struggled upright.


‘Sorry? No! I’m happy as Larry,’ she said. ‘It was our plan, wasn’t it? We always said, if no one else comes we’ll still have fun.’ Which was true: she could hardly remember the others Cat had tried to recruit, mournful Katy, bossy Suzanne, giddy Lindsay. What she could remember was their old selves anyway and who knew what they’d have turned into, fifteen years later? ‘I might have got stuck talking to the one who bred dogs in Cornwall and never got to talk to you and then what?’ she said and Cat began to laugh, laughed till she sat down.


‘Well, Holly’s still a possibility,’ she said. ‘She’s here at least, in London, it’s down to whether she can get away.’


‘Get away from what?’ said Georgie and Cat shrugged.


‘God knows,’ she said. ‘The clutches of her many admirers? Or maybe just work. She’s in advertising now and it’s long hours.’ Rolling her eyes.


‘Ah,’ said Georgie, trying to stop herself deflating but as if Cat sensed it she was on the bed straight away and nudging her out of it.


‘So,’ she said. ‘What we wearing?’


‘Well,’ said Georgie putting her glass down carefully, ‘I wasn’t sure so—’ opening her case, but Cat was there at her elbow peering in. Pulling out the safe navy jersey dress, neat and modest, grimacing.


‘You’re kidding me?’ Turning to frown into Georgie’s face, smelling of wine and perfume. Laughing, but not unkind, Cat was never that. Dropping the dark fabric disdainfully on the bed. ‘So what else you got?’


Spying the heels and dangling them from a finger. ‘Now you’re talking.’


Leaned lower, and saw it, pulled it out, a flash of gold. Expensive, a surreptitious purchase passed off across two credit cards and never worn, because of the expression she could picture on Tim’s face. Gold silk, light as tissue. Georgie couldn’t remember what had possessed her to buy it – except— ‘I think it might be too tight,’ she said faintly, and Cat threw back her head and laughed.


‘As if,’ she said, collapsing on to the bed and leaning to pour them each another glass, sitting up, holding Georgie’s out to her. ‘We’re not talking parents’ evening, baby,’ she said, ‘This is ladies’ night.’




Chapter Three


The two of them, Georgie and Cat, had started work within weeks of each other, fourteen years ago. The big old office building on the roaring Euston Road, two girls – and they hadn’t been so far off being girls then, either, Georgie had been twenty-three, barely out of nappies it seemed to her now, soft, fair Georgie, dewy-faced, wide-eyed. Going to work for the man – the tax man, as it happened. Two girls among the men in their suits and ties, they’d had to stick together.


The office offered excellent benefits, too, equal opportunities, prospects: good maternity benefits. Georgie had noticed that clause in the recruitment drive at her university: it turned out that Cat had too, though she didn’t learn that for a good couple of years, during which they had been determined to show the men and each other how good they were at statistical analysis and how unsentimental they were about sex. Cat had been the one, shouting it on the dance floor one Friday night under the influence of God knew what. Skinny as a bean back then. I’d love it, she said, half closing her eyes, arms out, spinning under the lights. A baby. And shrugging, unabashed in the ladies’ later, deftly wiping the smudge of mascara out from under her eyes. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with that. Wanting a baby.’


Cat with her straight chopped black fringe and red lips and her tiny waist.


It hadn’t turned out quite like they’d planned. Did it ever? Twelve years older, not much the wiser.


So: drinks. Maybe dinner – but then maybe not. Dancing, a room in a fleapit for the night and they could pretend they were twenty-five again.


And now, tottering down a warm dark street in Soho that smelled of beer and street food and pavement smokers and hanging on to Cat for dear life, Georgie wasn’t sure she wanted to be twenty-five again.


They’d been in one bar already – they’d left the hotel in a taxi, both of them in the heels too high for walking and giggling about it – that Cat had directed the driver to. A big place off Leicester Square that was part of a chain: big and rowdy – and full of twenty-five-year-olds. Their laughter had subsided pretty much the moment they’d walked in but there’d been a corner booth miraculously empty and Georgie, too self-conscious still to remove her mac, had gone to buy drinks. She’d waited patiently to catch the barman’s eye then not so patiently as she was elbowed out of the way by a succession of blokes in suits smelling of aftershave, who didn’t seem to even see her.


She didn’t want to be twenty-five and thoughtless. She wanted to rewind just a little bit, that was all. Past the train ride, past Lydia’s little yellow car on the forecourt and Tim standing up behind his desk to give her his blessing, further back than that, past these last four, five years of pacing out the rooms she lived in, bedroom, kitchen, school office, go into reverse. Not too far, don’t go back too far. Maybe as far as holding out her arms for Tabs to be put into them, all strange and new. That might work.


Turning from the bar at last in the overheated noisy barn of a room, with two stupidly overpriced drinks in her hand, to look across at their table, she’d seen Cat – still bundled up in her coat too and that wasn’t like Cat, not when there was a nice off-the-shoulder dress underneath, tight and black – frowning down at her mobile. Gingerly, hands full and bag swinging from her shoulder Georgie negotiated a cluster of office girls still in their work shirts and finally collapsed on the banquette beside her. Cat looked up, absent, blank.


‘All right?’ said Georgie.


‘Ah, oh – oh—’ Cat blinked.


‘You were on the phone?’ Georgie said, setting down the drinks. It was deafening in the room and she had to point at the mobile, face down on the table.


Cat’s face cleared, ‘Oh,’ she said, beginning to shrug off her coat finally – big and fluffy, leopard-printed – then changing her mind. She pushed the phone away a little across the table, and took the glass. ‘Holly. She’s just extricating herself from a situation, she says.’ Rolling her eyes, though without much conviction. Georgie could have sworn her mind was elsewhere.


‘Extricating,’ said Georgie. Holly coming back into focus now, with her high-arching eyebrows, rolling words like that around. Checking her lipstick in the mirror, talking about getting out of tax and into something glamorous.


‘Yep,’ said Cat, and pulled the phone toward her and turned it face up again.


Georgie still couldn’t see the screen and couldn’t tell if that was deliberate. ‘What?’ she said.


Cat looked up from the phone, pursing her red lips. Should have put lipstick on, thought Georgie automatically, not sure if she’d even brought any. ‘Holly doesn’t fancy this place much,’ she said, and looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. A riot of wooden panelling and neon signs and barstools, something for everyone. ‘Says it’s for the bridge and tunnel crowd.’


‘Bridge and tunnel?’ Georgie had only a vague idea what she was talking about.


‘Like in New York?’ said Cat helpfully. ‘Not that I’ve ever been. People that come in from the suburbs. But I think she means it’s for provincials.’ Grinning broadly now. ‘Wannabes from out of town. People like us.’


‘Aha,’ said Georgie, taking a long drink from the glass, tasting mostly water now and setting it back down. Wanting something stronger, something that tasted of something. Something to take the edge off being ten years older than everyone else in the room, and the prospect of seeing Holly again. Grinning back, and then Cat was on her feet, reaching for her bag. Her glass empty.


‘Anyway,’ Cat said, reaching for her bag. ‘She’ll meet us some bar called Le Something. One of those streets off the square. Soho Square, we can just about manage that, can’t we?’ Wincing and reaching down to her stockinged feet in heels. ‘She says they know her there, you can dance. And if we get a move on we’ll catch the cheap drinks.’


Ladies’ night. Women – ladies – get in free, first drink half price. And up ahead the neon signed loomed, green and red, and underneath it a shaven-headed bouncer, big as an ox with hands clasped in front of his crotch, turned to give them the once-over.


He looked to left and right, his face in shadow under overhead light although there was no one else queuing for entry. Paused, stepped to the side and one arm was reluctantly spread to usher them through.


They stepped inside, into the dark.




Chapter Four


Frank had watched the tall guy working out how to break in on the women for half an hour now but they weren’t interested. He had been watching them under the low lights, and it didn’t look like they even knew he was there but every time he took that crucial step closer there was a shift and a back was turned on him. The tall guy was patient, though. Frank had observed that, too.


The first one through the door had smiled at him, uncertain, then switched it off. Standing awkwardly, soft and fair in a mac, something shining underneath it that she was a bit unsure about. She was holding a handbag tight against her front. And then her friend was bustling in behind her, shoving her on so she laughed, a big laugh, tripping over herself and then the pair of them hesitated, on the edge of the dark room.


Frank caught Lucy’s head turning from behind her little mahogany counter: Lucy the queen of hat-check, married to the boss. She must have seen the new arrival smile at him. Not much got past Lucy.


The blonde nervous one still had her coat on and he liked that look, a shy Brigitte Bardot in a trench coat, but the other one was swinging her big fake fur number from a fingertip and looking around. She was the one in charge, turning her friend in towards the bar before they got to Frank.


Down at their end of the low-lit bar Dom was polishing a glass slower than you could think was possible when they approached, choosing him – Christ knew why, Dom from North Island, a fuzz of beard and a daft bow tie and no fucking clue how to make a reasonable Sidecar, what was he even doing in a place like this? – to take their order. Frank would have said the women were late thirties.


Dom was nodding slowly as the women leaned down over the cocktail menu and Frank’s radar saw movement in the big dark room. No one was dancing yet, Dom was keeping the music on his early setting. The into-the-groove setting.


Frank had customers to serve. Vince and a couple of cronies were in, working out if they were going to wait it out till it got busy. There’d been a flurry at eight, a dozen suits coming in off some conference or other singing ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ until Dom looked up, affronted, from his laptop and his mood music. Then only one suit was left in the room: they’d gone without him, not a backward glance. Survival of the fittest, leaving the weakest one to fend for himself, was it? – only he didn’t look like he needed looking after, come to think of it.


Had he even been with them in the first place? Giving off confidence, anyway, even if there was something not quite right about the suit, too short in the sleeve. Something not quite right about the set of his head, either, the angle of him, looking round. Eyes in the back of his head. Older than Frank? Maybe.


The guy was sitting on a stool around the corner – half out of sight in the window that was curtained for night-time in the same red velvet – when Frank saw the small movement that meant he had noticed the women. Shifting, one leg going down to meet the floor.


Then there had been something different about him that made Frank, still with his hands flat on the chrome bar top, lean forward. He didn’t know if it was the way the lanky bloke shifted, the careful way he set his glass down – but then the moment was gone because then another woman had arrived. Tall, leggy, model-girl stride and to his surprise she was with the two at the bar because she swooped from behind them and the fair one jumped. Frank could smell her scent from where he stood and he wondered if he knew her from somewhere. Big smile sweeping the room as she leaned between the two early arrivals, her hand cupped round her ear, making introductions.


She had a little wheelie suitcase with her and was straight off to the Ladies’ Cloaks, swish, swish, head up, pausing only to order a drink, an Old-Fashioned, waving it at Dom with her hand in passing. Leaning across the counter to exchange a word with Lucy.


Dom had blinked awake to stare at her, then scrabbling for the right bourbon while Frank restrained a sigh. On the dance floor a few girls had started dancing. In the corner directly opposite to where the tall, quiet guy had paused halfway down from his stool. Quiet guys – everyone thought they were harmless. Not always, they weren’t.


The blonde was standing, uncertain, closer to Frank than to Dom and she half turned and there it was, they were looking at each other. ‘All right?’ he said, first thing that came into his head but also, she didn’t look quite all right. Waiting for her drink. There was a hint of panic in her eyes. ‘Dancing gets going around ten,’ Frank said and it seemed to have been the right thing because she smiled, a beautiful smile.


‘I like a dance,’ she said and he heard it in her voice, unmistakable.


‘You’re not from out of town after all then,’ he said, leaning in. Tilting his head, pretending to consider, but not too long. ‘Crystal Palace?’ he said, musing. ‘No.’ Lifting a finger. ‘I know.’


She was staring. Her friend with the fake fur was talking to Dom but that wouldn’t last much longer: Frank had a knack for this, though. South London, and her accents. ‘Brockley Rise.’


She put her hand to her mouth, delighted. ‘What?’ she said, breathless. ‘How did you know?’


He shrugged, modest. ‘Made it my life’s work,’ he said. Offering a hand across the bar. ‘Frank,’ he said. ‘Soho via Lewisham.’


She moved her hand toward his, hesitating, ‘I’m Georgie,’ she said, ‘Born in Brockley Rise but now—’ and the hand waved off to the north somewhere, ‘it’s the suburbs.’ He nodded, seeing the wedding ring. Diamonds in her ears. Thinking, She’s spoken for. ‘It’s not the same, is it?’ she said and her hand hovered there between them but then her friend had sensed something, turned sharply and she brought her hand back to her side of the counter and the friend was sliding her drink over to her, one of Dom’s terrible martinis, giving him a frown.


And Lucy was leaning out from between her velvet curtains and gesturing to him, violently. Men’s toilets, again: shit, thought Frank. Sometimes he wished he wasn’t considered the alpha male in this place when Eddie wasn’t about to catch Lucy asking him to unblock anything. He felt the impulse to apologise to Georgie from Brockley Rise, he felt an odd reluctance to leave her that wasn’t just down to whatever was waiting for him to deal with in the gents’. But her back was to him now, all he could see was the vulnerable back of her neck above her coat collar, flushed, downy. He slipped out.


Frank took his time washing his hands, after. If customers only knew. Knew what there was behind it all, what it looked like Monday morning with the lights all on and the floor yet to be swept.


And when he came back in, the tall man had broken them up: he was talking to the one who’d come in last, with her wheelie suitcase.


She was looking the other way when he came back in, Georgie a flush on her cheek and her glass empty, and then she turned and slid her coat off, careless. The gold dress caught the light and her soft shoulders rising out of it were suddenly very bare. As Frank watched she held the glass out to the tall guy, across the other woman’s shoulder, and he took it.


*


Holly, Holly, Holly.


The room swam briefly around Georgie, the sparkling downlighters and the rows of coloured bottles like stained glass, red and green and gold and the moving figures on the dance floor. The square-shouldered barman at the far end of the counter, the one who’d known where she was from who’d stood there with his hands flat on the counter smiling at her, had seemed for a while now like the only still point – and then suddenly he wasn’t there.


I do remember you, Holly.


The minute she came through the door, then as she threaded her way on high heels through the crowd. Pretty Holly. Her cheekbones were sharper, she was narrow-faced like a fox. Was that the right animal? If Holly was a fox, Cat was – a cat, and what was Georgie? Her own outlines were fuzzy, indistinct: she’d be one of those little ponies, stubbornly untidy, motionless in snow. She looked across the bar and caught a shard of herself, between bottles, blank.


Now Holly had her back to Georgie, talking to the tall man who’d come over to them: Georgie could see the sharp blades of her shoulders in a cut-out vest and she could see his elbow, in dark cloth, resting on the bar. The other side of Georgie Cat was leaning across the bar top in her tight black dress chatting up the barman in his bow tie while he nodded, disengaged.


‘What’s with the suitcase, Holl?’ Cat had said, amused when she wheeled it, bump, toward them at the bar, bringing the street air in with her, exhaust fumes and the squeal of brakes. ‘I thought we were the out-of-towners.’ She’d already told Georgie, Holly lived in some mansion flat somewhere, paid for by a man.


‘I’m between lovers, darling,’ said Holly, airily.


‘Kicked you out, has he?’ said Cat, ‘About time too.’ And Holly had given her a quick sharp look before laughing, loudly, head back and hair rippling. And leaning down and exclaiming, Well, it’s little Georgie, look at you.


And Georgie, remembering her vividly all of a sudden, had started to say something about her perfume, about remembering her perfume and an outfit she had used to wear all that time ago but Holly had shaken her head impatiently, miming that she couldn’t hear, leaning down with her hand cupped around her ear. So Georgie had just mumbled, Nice to see you again, Holly like the polite little out-of-towner she was.


She’d looked for the square-shouldered barman then, who had known she wasn’t an out-of-towner. Who’d known where she was from, down to the square half-mile, who probably knew Dad’s street and the cherry tree outside it, but he wasn’t there. And then she’d caught the man’s eye, from down the bar to where he sat in the dark. Had she been aware of him all along? He’d been further off, before, had he? And now he smiled at her, kindly, as if he’d seen what had happened quite clearly, and bringing one long leg down from his barstool. She’d had to look away. A tall man.


But when he’d got to the bar Holly had turned to him and he’d stopped, easy, his eyes sliding over Georgie and settling on Holly and they’d begun to talk, the tall man and Holly. Because he was taller than Holly even in her high heels he leaned down. Georgie must have moved because he looked past Holly to her, coolly, while he was talking, then his eyes were on Holly again.


Was it the booze? Georgie didn’t feel drunk, exactly, but then it was a long time since she’d had more than a single glass of wine, ten years at least, they didn’t go to parties. Not real parties, anyway, just the odd work do where there was no dancing, just standing and talking and being polite till your face hurt. She felt a little numb, immune – that little Georgie, in Holly’s voice, what had that been, maybe just her manner, maybe just being sweet – as if she had been lifted a little way off the ground, to where everything was softer, easier: she could just stand here, smiling at that little piece of herself reflected behind the bar.


Cat was leaning across the bar and was re-tying the other barman’s bow tie for him. Georgie felt she couldn’t be drunk because she could see the man’s vague expression exactly and every detail of Cat’s long fingers, broken skin at the knuckle from washing up, a roughness at the pad of her thumb, a chip in the varnish.


She wasn’t happy. Cat wasn’t. The revelation had come halfway from the last bar to this one, hanging on to each other at a set of traffic lights, jammed between a gang of tourists behind them buying Union Jack mugs from a stall and taxis touting for business. Cat had let out an explosive sigh.


‘What is it?’ Georgie had said and for a moment Cat had said nothing, just stared across at the little red man forbidding them to walk. Then a longer sigh.


‘Just tired,’ she said. And rattled it off quickly. Settling in to a new place, the boys, her husband Harry never home, money was tight. With a quick glance sideways at Georgie, who knew straight away there was something else, something she wasn’t saying.


‘Is it—’ but then the little man turned green and Cat had jerked her arm and that was that.


Now in the glow from behind the bar Cat smiled into the barman’s face, and obediently he smiled back.


They had opted for dirty martinis, Cat pouting as she said it which was the whole point, after all, and now Georgie’s glass sat on the bar, almost empty, just an olive and a little oily trace left and she drained it. With the burn and the taste Georgie felt the stir of something, she saw a whole other life unroll like a carpet, a red carpet, the gangway to a big glittering ocean liner. If she’d been brave enough. From behind the bottles Georgie saw her own downturned mouth. She’d let Tim look after her, after – after that first time and God knows, women all over the world deal with that, don’t they? And much worse. It was only a bloody miscarriage. Bloody. Georgie pulled herself up straight. She turned to say it to Cat, her revelation, but Cat wasn’t there.


There she was. Further down the bar and Georgie could see that the boy – he was a boy, he might have a beard and a bow tie but he couldn’t be more than twenty-five – had a laptop he was showing Cat at the end of the counter and it must have had music on it, because he traced a finger over the screen and it came on loud, and then Cat had raised her arms over her head and was moving. Georgie could see a shadow of stubble under her arms and her radiant smile then some guy was there on the dance floor in front of her, obscuring Georgie’s view, his arms up to mirror Cat’s. Georgie turned, feeling herself beginning to move too, and she was nodding, smiling because it was an old track everyone knew and it had worked.


The space was filling up, heads nodding in unison, ten bodies, twenty. But as she swayed Georgie became aware that something was wrong, she didn’t know what and then she realised, she still had her coat on. She wriggled her shoulders out of it, bare skin to the warm air, felt for a hook under the bar and there was one. As if she’d been here before, in another life.


Did Tim dance? Had he ever? Georgie couldn’t remember suddenly, and she almost laughed: she could only see his face, she felt him shake his head at her and then she turned and saw that the other barman was back from wherever he’d been, what had he said his name was? Frank, flushed but serious in his suit jacket and frowning. At her? He’d been so friendly. She wanted to say, What? To lean over the bar and ask him, What exactly am I doing wrong? but then Holly shifted and it was the tall man looking at her past Holly’s sharp bare shoulder, looking at Georgie and Georgie alone, and he was smiling at her. He tilted his head and his smile was warmer. And careless, certain, Georgie leaned past Holly, and her glass was in her outstretched hand, and he took it from her.




Chapter Five


Something hurt, all down one side of her body.


Eyes closed Georgie tried to turn over, not even sure if she had been lying face down or up. Something was wrong, it took too long, it was too difficult, her body too heavy. The bed felt different, harder, narrower, she reached across for Tim and her hand flapped in empty air.


And then it came, a sudden quick eruption of panic: she couldn’t feel her hand, her leg wouldn’t move and even her face, her face felt numb. Georgie lay, feeling her heart pound, unable to move. Other hand – she willed it, and it did move. It moved. She eased herself over, off the dead hand and leg, stiff and sore, and the other side moved. Her body responded. Dead leg. Dead leg, that’s all. She opened her eyes.


A low ceiling lightly furred with dust, a dormer window, the corner of a cheap wardrobe and a thin curtain letting in grey light. She looked sideways and saw Cat’s face turned towards her, scrunched in sleep, panda-eyed with mascara, the cover pulled up. Beyond her, on the third bed along the wall she could see a clump of streaky hair and a naked arm drooping to the floor. Holly, lying face down. Her little wheeled suitcase, its handle still raised, stood at the foot of the bed, unopened, her clothes in a pile on the floor, the inner arch visible of a high-heeled shoe on its side. Georgie stared at it, she couldn’t remember what, how – she lay very still, feeling life return to her left side, it tingled, then it hurt, that horrible feeling when a numb limb comes back to life. She must have slept very heavily, she must have—


From nowhere sweat beaded on Georgie’s forehead, the back of her neck. Her head pounded, and the skin of her cheeks felt raw and hot. This wasn’t her, hungover in a horrible hotel room.


Gingerly she sat up and winced, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the dull grey light that slanted through the little window. In their beds Cat and Holly hadn’t moved, humped shapes in the dawn. This isn’t you, she thought, wanting to be off the bed and gone, back to the station, get on the train, sort herself out, brush her teeth. She shifted in the bed but everything whirled suddenly, and she sat back on the thin pillow and put a hand to her forehead. Her hand felt hot and under it her head throbbed.


This isn’t you. This isn’t real. Saturday morning and she should be calling up from the kitchen to Tabs, out of bed. Tim with the newspaper, legs crossed in the living room, turning his head to smile as she laid the table, croissants and coffee.


There was a bottle of water on the side table: Georgie was sure she hadn’t put it there. She unscrewed the lid and drank, a gulp then sipping, carefully. Still no movement from Holly; Cat was snoring slightly, one nostril squeezed shut, mouth open. Neither of them knew what her life was, not even Cat, not really. Cat had only been to the house when it was empty of Tabs, of Tim. Looking round Georgie’s kitchen and laughing at how clean it was. At Georgie hopping off her stool to wipe a wine spill as if she was going to be arrested, that was what Cat had said, laughing and frowning at once. ‘Chill, George. You want to see the tip my kitchen is, I’m surprised health and safety hasn’t been round.’

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A
SECRET
LIFE

Christobel Kent





OEBPS/images/9780751568813.jpg
v aug,

§ e %
LOVING:
HUSBAND

A

JARgiElSthight out.

SECRE

One little mistake.

LIFE

Sunday Times bestselling author

Christobel Kent





