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PROLOGUE

SINCE she had shut the window, the room was stuffy. She liked the central heating fierce, imagined the night air would infect her. Please, she said, I know you prefer it open, but ugh, winter cold out there, honestly. And all the dust from the building works, please … She had a way of drawing out the ‘please’ to make a whole sentence, a series of pleas which ascended to a whine. He should have been sorry for her; but all he could summon up was a rage as hot as heartburn, a furious discomfort which made him smaller and smaller until he felt he might disappear in the smoke of his own anger. One free weekend in a hotel, the chance to breathe and open his own window, but she had called him back, saying Pleeeas, come home, I’m frightened, don’t leave me. I’m not leaving you, he had said down the phone; I’m simply staying here, talking, drinking, sleeping, at someone else’s expense, for Christ’s sake, I can come back tomorrow afternoon if you want, for an hour. I shan’t half look a fool …

And even then, back across the city with his teeth gritted, very slightly sloshed, he did not think of how angry he could be. Thought of nothing but keeping the peace while she nagged him about the stock, told him how to run the place, and then finally on top of everything else, Will you please close the window?

He could not breathe. Mother had once bound him so closely into his bedclothes that he had lain like a swaddled baby, his face purple. Now Mother was dead and still he could not breathe.

She had settled herself in all right, his little wife. Drew clearly for him, with the blunt pencil of her voice, the extent of his reliance and her control. She had moved the settee, and an ugly cushion had been added to destroy the effect of the worn, Edwardian brocade; two of his favourite pictures had been removed; there was a coffee ring on his mahogany table. All of it so old-fashioned, she said. Why can’t we ever get anything new? Like your waistcoats, precious one, light of my life, that make you look like a fella from My Fair Lady. I sometimes think you live in that age, hmm? But I do love you, sweet pea, oh, I do. Do you love me? Go on, tell me you do, ’cos I really love you.

And she did, of course. Couldn’t live without him, neither he without her since she owned so much of the business. Though he never resented that since greed was not his weakness. Standards slipped, that was all, in the loneliness of relief after Mother’s death, that vacuum filled by no one until this woman appeared, like a miracle, offering position, self respect, the chance of popularity and influence, all gifts Mama had denied. He had leapt into these skinny arms. Never mind the love; love grows like roses, don’t you know, with desire blooming up among the weeds. Or not.

Oh, my love, my dear love. He closed his eyes to see that other womanly girl, standing in the shop all day, with her gorgeous, worried face; big in front, big behind; so fabulous from every angle he wished he could see each facet at once. Tight cotton shirts in summer, a scent he could smell from fifty paces: worse in winter when she wore bright sweaters stretched over a generous bosom. She never even saw him looking and never guessed how much she visited his dreams. Respectful, undemanding, an angel.

Oh my love … If I do not find out about love, I shall die. I shall never know it here.

Ostensibly, wife slept. Please, dear, please, go to sleep, wife, you’ve done enough damage for one day. Especially mentioning the window in the same breath as the plan to clear out his back room, the only place where he could exist alone, reigning supreme with his secret knowledge. No, not that. Please. Leave me alone, sometimes, please.

She had no idea what he had in mind as he brushed his teeth, looking in the old mirror. Finding her there alongside his own, tired reflection, a tiny, startling vision, scantily dressed in a translucent nylon negligée which gave a view of nothing, no hills, no valleys, but sagging muscles and a face made up with black eyebrows, dyed hair in curls and a very red mouth, smiling. Crimson lipstick disfiguring large teeth, the only things in that face she could call her own.

C’mon, she said. You’re being so mumbly. I love you, sweety pie. Give us a kiss.

Not now, darling. Pleees. Had a bit too much to drink, see?

She was always ordering, even before the window was shut while he himself wanted to scream, and clutch his own throat in suffocation. Soundless, in case she awoke and asked silly, obvious questions such as, what’s the matter? A man was not even allowed to claim a headache. She would talk; she was going to shame him. She talked too much, was bound to tell soon.

Oh, my love; wait for me. Let me know what love is.

‘You awake, sweetheart?’ A simpering, anxious voice in the dark. He kept his lips pursed shut, breathed in and out with less speed and more noise through his mouth, counting between each breath to keep the sound regular. She sighed, adjusted, breathed louder herself.

So many nights like these. Days in which work achieved for him those irresistible rewards of love and authority, trust and credibility, nights where that alternative manhood was crushed in this dreadful intimacy. Sweat began again. The negligée generated heat, and in his pretend sleep, clutching his own side of the bed, he realised she was crying, little snuffling sounds without dignity, pathetic as a puppy shown rejection. She could cry in this fashion for hours, knew only the gross comfort she had anticipated when donning the nylon nightie. The reassurance of sex was what she wanted, that bloodless pleasure she mistook for love, and believed in, no matter what aid he employed. Making love fun for both of them, he had said, and she had laughed, immoderate but co-operative. A waft of sickly perfume filled his nostrils. Rage exploded like a quiet set of fireworks in his head, no noise, simply a terrible intimation, a crystal clear picture of what he was going to do.

‘What’s the matter?’ he mumbled. The bird body lay rigid.

‘That window’s not properly shut. Please shut it. Like I said.’

He checked the window, but the unbearable sobbing continued and suddenly the idea was fully formed, plucked out of cold storage into the stuffy heat. The window was shut. No ventilation, no moving air as he returned to bed and took her stiff little body in his arms.

‘Come on, sweetheart, there, there, there.’ She clutched him so hard he could feel her long nails digging into his shoulders. His sweating had stopped and his skin to her touch felt as cold as ice.

‘Come on, sweetheart, come on then. I’m here. Let’s have a bit of fun, shall we? Come on, like last week, eh? You liked that, didn’t you? You know what gets me going.’ Her head, buried against his chest, nodded gratefully. As long as he loved her she would put up with all the incentives he seemed to need, and if his needs were insulting she did not mind. Do as your husband does: that way you keep him.

‘There we are, sweetheart. Deep breath … Oh nice, nice … Hold me …’

When he opened the bedroom window some time later, there was a vague suggestion of light in the sky. Looking out over the back road, leaning right out in order to breathe long and deep, he watched the lamps on the watchman’s hut in the building site glow weaker as a cloudy pink grew visible on the horizon behind the crane. Man-made city lights, a false dawn. He watched the buildings come into blurred focus, a hotch-potch of ugly styles, the view marred by experiment and the destruction of a global war which had coincided with the more important event of his birth. The site below lay empty, a vast muddy field, scratched out for a new square, new houses, new people, more customers; a brave new world. For once, this scene of desolation made him shiver with joy. Beneath a jungle of foundations and piecemeal plans, high rise in the distance, low rise next door, there might have been hell and destruction, but at that moment, he found the view perfectly beautiful.

Then, in strict accordance with his plan, he closed the window carefully as his wife would have done, seeing under his outstretched hand a brief hint of familiar movement in the street below: someone else stirring too early, even for market day, a shape in the distance which was disturbingly recognisable, shuffling along by the hoardings which protected road from mud. Let them crawl, let them shuffle like crabs: he did not care. He was jubilant, pushed the window back wider, tempted to shout greetings, then shut it quietly instead. He moved to the next room, where his clothes lay folded precisely over a chair, dressed carefully, exactly as he had been dressed the night before, taking nothing new from any cupboard. He crossed to the opposite window, tidying away all traces of the recent present, careful this time to remain out of view while he heard a familiar rumble in the street below. Market day; one old man beginning at five-thirty to drag out the wheeled stalls. A grand time to leave, the whole of London an empty shell and himself buoyant, brave and free. There was in these movements nothing of the small man schooled to perfection in all domestic tasks: he was a tiger, full of mysterious power. Rejoice, said the radio. Christmas cometh. Rejoice in rebirth.

Ice cold outside, but rejoice; the saviour is born; a tune bubbling out of his throat. The car was parked one whole street hence, near enough still for the building site dust to freeze on the screen. As he sat inside, turned on the lights, and leant forward to straighten his hair, he saw how his face was smiling serene, like a carol singer on the sleeve of a record, mischief still in the face. And also, fat, wet tears, stinging his cold cheeks and descending slowly and steadily into the mouth which smiled and smiled.

Oh my love. Wait for me.


CHAPTER ONE



HELEN West lay in a big, high bed, slightly too wide for one: passenger on an institutional mattress which could perform contortions. Despite the ungainliness of her couch and in the haze of post-anaesthetic, she could envisage the stainless steel framework dancing across the floor, this way and that to the tune of a Strauss waltz, drawn by the company of other beds swishing in the corridor outside. Her own bed could be wheeled, raised, lowered in whole or part for anything but titillation; an expensive couch, but never sexy. The thought of the word, a very fleeting thought, made her shudder as she might at the mention of necrophilia. Helen found it very difficult indeed to see how a person could feel as bad as this without being dead; and if anyone entered now, it would have to be an undertaker. In which case, the bed would be able to spill her into a box and take her away, quietly.

The door opened on oiled hinges as she closed her eyes, denying the existence of anyone who might wish her to respond. But manners did not take wings, even in extremis. They remained buried in the bones, forcing her to follow some bloody-minded instinct for politeness even in the face of an impulse to tell the visitor to … She surely had the right to be rude? But, although resentful, Helen began to haul herself upwards, out of the fog and the imprisonment of the stiff sheets. Smiling.

‘Well! Well! Well! And how are we feeling then? Fighting fit? Ho ho ho. Sorry about that. Had to do a little more than we intended. Oh dearie, dearie me. Nasty little cyst, left ovary. No, the other one. Had to take it off.’

‘What, the ovary?’

He laughed as if he had been told an extraordinary joke. ‘Oh, my dear me, no, only the cyst. Jolly good.’

The goodness of anything remained beyond Helen’s comprehension, but she battled with the question of why she should be so protective about an unemployed ovary. Odd, the human response, and oh how painful intellect, in a subdued form, coming back, and why did they all talk like imbeciles? He was so loud, and why did he have to speak to her as if she were deaf, while the nurse towered above his shoulder with a face like a smiling but slightly apologetic sphinx, professionally concerned. The surgeon reminded her of the small boy at school who drilled holes from the boys’ to the girls’ lavatory out of curiosity, but the nurse leant forward with surprising tact.

‘You’ll feel better soon,’ she said. ‘You might not think so, but you will, believe me. Your husband called five minutes ago. I told him to go away.’

‘Thank you,’ said Helen. ‘Thanks very much.’

For all small mercies. The one portion of brain which would appreciate her hand being held and her blankets tucked was absurdly disappointed, the rest enormously relieved, sinking, eyes closing, still smiling. ‘Thank you.’ For nothing. Push off, whoever you are. Leave me alone.

Comforting darkness after they left. Nestling into it, descending slowly again into the mattress of that bed, all of her a strange feeling shape, tiny and large in silly proportions and nothing to do with real life. The buzz of distant traffic a comfort to the ear, warm in here, deliciously warm, almost comfortable as long as she did not move, and a smell, tugging at distaste. Something there was, scrabbling for entry, while somewhere, shortly after this descent, there was a dim memory of a kiss on her hair, soft steps, someone going away. I happen to love you, darling. Very much. You do look small.

Geoffrey Bailey, Detective Chief Superintendent, squeaked back down the polished corridor in what his sergeant called his brothel-creeping shoes, away from Helen’s room, his heart thumping lightly. Of course she would survive; women were tough, but they looked so vulnerable when asleep he always wondered if they would wake or shrink away. All right, said the Sister, not proof against his second attempt to visit. But only for a minute, mind, and don’t wake her, she won’t like that. I have to go in, you see, he had said humbly. Seeing her unconscious brings such memories my sleep will disappear if I don’t, and I must work tomorrow. His long frame was bent charmingly, recognisably a copper for all his distinction, something of the watcher evident in the eyes and the lines, the accent perhaps, but not in the cut of the suit. Oh go on then, but mind you behave.

What exactly did Sister think he might do? Scream? Weep? Create a scene? But then strange things happened in hospitals, even private hospitals like this, an abnormal situation for the likes of Helen and him, except for the prudence of her almost forgotten insurance policy. The shiny efficiency of the place sniffed of privilege without any adornment and for once, Bailey approved. The sick should be fêted, although in his experience they rarely were, while all his own waiting behind screens for persons recovering from gunshot wounds, stab wounds, accidents or simply hiding, had rarely been in places like this. There was nothing here of the abattoir smell of the ordinary Casualty. A passing nurse caught his eye, smiled as he smiled back. He would have preferred sleep in the chair by Helen’s bed: discomfort was second nature.

Out in the street, the cold struck like a cannonshot to the chest. His car, indifferently parked, felt icy to the touch. Going home alone, he mused on the business of being referred to as Helen’s husband and wondered how long it would be before she corrected that glib supposition. Wished, at the same time, that his borrowed status was real.

The precious sleep was short-lived. Helen surfaced like a diver from muddy water granted only a confused glimpse of light. Thrashing through a dream of being in a chemist’s shop where music played while she searched for painkillers, finding nothing on the overcrowded shelves but cosmetics, hairbrushes, stockings, gift-wrapped powders. Moving to one side, the pain increased sharply and she was horribly aware of where she was. Four a.m., winter darkness seen through flimsy curtains, a face by the bed, her nostrils filled with the antiseptic hospital smell, but this time, a scent lightly flavoured with a different kind of alcohol and a whiff of nicotine which made her eyes open wide. Not a face poised to mouth clichés, but an old, disreputable face, quite different from the surgeon who looked as if he washed on the hour and shaved three times a day.

‘God, you look awful, woman. If looks could kill, I’d be dead.’ The face moved round the other side of the bed and examined the drip. ‘I put you to sleep,’ he went on. ‘Like a baby. You wake up without any trace of nausea and then look at me as if I were a gibbon. Gratitude. This is your bloody anaesthetist, if you don’t remember. Do you hurt?’

The head by the bed was grizzled and wrinkled, grey hair sticking out on end and large eyebrows arched in a permanent question.

‘Well … A bit …’

‘Don’t sound so bloody apologetic; so you bloody should. Only surgeons say otherwise. Operations hurt, also dangerous to health, they don’t seem to mention that either. Thank your God you’re alive, but never mind. One more injection in a minute, but the longer we leave it, the longer it lasts. Hurt? That you should be so lucky. Want a cigarette?’ There was a clipped Irish in the voice; platitudes were clearly anathema.

‘Oh, please.’ Despite herself and the ache, Helen grinned, full of that sense of the ridiculous which was never far from the surface. How idiotic to be thus, hung over, half alive and wanting nothing more than the cigarette proffered by a doctor, of all people. He read her mind and sighed.

‘The very height and depth of foolishness, like all addiction. Plus life in general. Sister’ll skin me; we’ll open the window after. Here.’ He passed her one lit cigarette. Helen knew why they used to be called gaspers. The right hand which took it felt spongy: the taste delicious.

‘How do you feel?’

‘I don’t really know. Unwell. Disgustingly disembowelled. Lower end of me resembles an Easter egg wearing a goatee beard.’

He chuckled softly. ‘I like that, now. Poetic description of postlaporotomy surgery as endured by the patient. Not a suicidal patient at the moment. I hope?’

‘Earlier, yes, but not now. Her friends would shoot her if she so much as thought of it.’ She gestured vaguely with the cigarette.

‘Easier ways, are there not, to bring oneself to the door of heaven or hell? No point in suicide, really.’ He did not sound entirely convinced. ‘Now, let me tell you; there’s a fellow down the corridor, poor bastard, had a circumcision earlier. Can’t get his thing down lower than a flagpole for six hours. And you think you females have problems. How’s the cigarette?’

‘Wonderful. Awful.’

‘You’ll be purified yet. Time for the needle. Then you’re fit for heaven.’

‘Oh no, not heaven. Hate white clothes.’

His chuckle, amazingly comforting and infectious, emerged from beyond the bed. Something signified the presence of a nurse, presenting a dish towards hands which now smelled of soap. After a split second’s sharpness, the injection spread into a warm glow from behind her hip, pushing out pain, closing the eyes. The picture of the chemist’s shop came back, unthreateningly, something in there teasing at her memory, the haunting smell of medicine. Dr Hazel looked down at the sallow and attractive features of his patient, distinguished by thick, dark hair, a faded scar to her forehead, then folded Helen’s arms across her chest. He turned the strong face to one side to aid breathing, wondered objectively if he could describe her as beautiful, decided he could, uncrossed the ankles to aid circulation and pulled the single sheet to chest height, all with a swift economy of light movement at variance with his age.

‘You’d make a good nurse, doctor,’ said the voice of the acolyte nurse. He sighed and patted her shoulder.

‘Pity I wasn’t. All very well for a boy today, but in my own time, darling, it just wasn’t the done thing.’

*

Four-thirty in the morning and this was certainly no task for a man. Geoffrey Bailey, without a single witness to his activities, felt silly, and because of the three whiskies he had used to dose his sleeplessness, slightly elated. The fact that Helen’s persistent pain had proved curable, albeit by the savage means of surgery, made him enormously relieved. He was fiddling, far from efficiently, in the cheerful, chipped kitchen of her basement flat. On the draining board was a block of what he could only think of as flower-arranging foam, into which he understood he had only to stick stems of things in order to obtain a perfect result every time, according to the instructions. ‘Destructions,’ he corrected. Bailey had crept out to the garden like a thief, careful not to alarm the neighbours, found two large and frayed winter roses, but otherwise sparse foliage for his purpose, and the result was looking bare and crooked, jaunty in defiance of ever becoming elegant. He was only attempting to translate part of Helen’s precious but untidy garden into her hospital ward, but this was pathetic; looked like the work of a person too mean to buy a bunch of proper flowers. Which, swathed in polythene, he would hate as much as she. Little failures loomed large and this was not his forte. Geoffrey crossed from kitchen to living-room in pursuit of the Irish whiskey.

Living in Helen’s flat without Helen’s presence was an odd sensation which he rather liked as long as he knew she was safe. They had keys to each other’s apartments, his in the East London warehouse so very different from her own, an eyrie as light and bare as this was comfortably full of mahogany, pictures and colour. The fire in the living-room lit the red walls, casting shadows from the overflowing plant in a brass urn standing to one side as if needing the heat. Helen’s daily books were stacked to one side where she sometimes worked; Archbold Criminal Pleadings, forty-fourth edition: Stone’s Justices’ Manual, Wilkinson on Road Traffic Offences, Cross on Evidence, referred to as necessary in preparation for the next day along with an untidy heap of law reports which he longed to straighten and give some sort of index, but he would never presume. Stock in trade to a criminal lawyer, perhaps more especially a prosecutor, although it was impossible to imagine her in that guise now, not quite stripped of the dignity she never quite lost, even playing the fool. Bailey liked this frail Helen as well as her strong counterpart, the one with a will of iron and a useful tongue, though he conceded liking was a weak description of their mutual condition. Why else would he be in her place in her absence, touching her things with such affection? He rarely expressed sentiment in her presence: but here alone he could feel as he pleased. They spent the weekends vacillating between their two abodes, half the week as well, but this was different. An unmarried married couple, he had often said, sometimes with more grace than others. There might have been a better formula, but for now there was not, since one year living together out of London had been no improvement on this status quo. He knew better than to question any arrangement which worked, most of the time.

Bailey stepped away from the fire, went into the bedroom where sleep had evaded him, sorted a few items into an overnight bag. She would need things, such as the clean nighties she did not possess, face cream, a dressing-gown and a couple of books. The selection of these he could manage, packing quickly, jealous of her privacy. Then he settled back by the fire with one of the hundreds of books, ready to wait for morning. No visitors a.m., Sister had said. To hell with that; he wasn’t a policeman for nothing. Helen, darling, I may rarely say it, but I do love you; miss you like my right arm and I must not have any more of this whiskey. Thank God I believe you love me back, though there are times when I do wonder.

‘Lerve … is a many splendoured thing …’ Oh yeah? At six-fifteen, Duncan Perry, Detective Constable, Met Police, leered away from his own reflection in the cracked mirror of the tiny bathroom, avoiding an expression flushed by alcohol with eyes puffed from lack of sleep. The face was one of which he had once thoroughly approved, but he no longer thought it handsome as he pulled his chin into a better shape for the blunt razor. Overused blades were better for the early morning shave since there was less chance of small nicks to the skin covered with salmon pink toilet paper, adornments he tended to forget until reminded in public, but the current disposable left his chin feeling scraped. The place was overwarm, largely the result of his failure to turn off the gas oven in the kitchenette cheek by jowl with the bathroom. Inside the oven lay a desiccated steak and kidney pie, forgotten the night before.

Tiptoeing out of his flat although there was no need, the quiet steps a result of constant training and an endless sensation of defending his back, Duncan broke into a jerky sprint for his car, the slight sweat freezing on his forehead as he stuffed his hands in the pocket of his suit. He sat inside at the wheel for the few minutes it took for the windscreen to clear, conscious of the solidity of the car around him; it was one of his few remaining possessions, one of the few things which had not gone the same way as his wife, his family and his face, all of which were cheaper to maintain. Kim never asked for a bloody penny, and while that was a relief, it was also insulting. He would get used to living in one and a half rooms sooner or later, but he was not reconciled, not yet.

Six-forty-five, too early for early turn, parade at seven-thirty and not his first task. Duncan drove south from Highbury where he lived, skirting the emptiness of the City, through Shoreditch and into Whitechapel. Jack the Ripper country, now known as little Bengal, hit for the third time in a century by the newest wave of immigration. The first Chinatown, then the Jewish capital, and now dusky, full of spices, coronaries and striving poverty. Hit by a thousand bombs in the war, rebuilt and rebuilt again. Where did they all go when they moved on, he thought. Where am I supposed to go? Nowhere in particular but just Somewhere Else, where you won’t be an embarrassment. Well he wouldn’t. You didn’t treat a dustbin like Kim had treated him, fuck it.

He turned the car into a service road behind a parade of shops, stopped and looked up expectantly. There were flats above the shops, nasty concrete structures of the boom-building sixties, at odds with the wider pre-war stuff, their only advantage the reasonable space inside that offset the stained exteriors and cumbersome balconies, the ugly steps from the street. He was looking for a light in the third one from the end, the unconscious early-morning signal of his wife’s presence as she got ready for her own long day. If he could stay where he was until seven-thirty, he might just see the animal arrive, something supposed to be a childminder, a grunting, yawning, shambling man who, to Duncan’s anxiety, seemed to take his effeminate child to school. Detective Constable Perry did not like any of the choices made by his wife, but there was nothing he could do.

OK, estranged wife as his solicitor so nicely put it, pompous bastard. Also estranged, one smallish package of truculent child named Tom, whose parentage Duncan had questioned in the course of a blazing row with Kim, a row that ended with her saying, yes, she was going now, leading to the door the boy who was Duncan’s spitting image, as if he had ever seriously believed otherwise. The eyes, green eyes, remained with him still, in accusation, along with many other regrets.

Perry could see the shape of her head, or what he hoped was her head and not the skull of some unknown overnight visitor, framed against the frosted glass of the bathroom window. He clenched his fist on the wheel of the car, shut his eyes for an instant. A man in residence might just send him over the edge; the thought made him want to vomit, but she wouldn’t, no she wouldn’t. Not until she’d qualified, got what she wanted from that poxy shop where she started work so early. She wasn’t half determined, he had to hand it to her, worked like she fought, no holds barred. Perry started the car and crept down the street, aggressive, holstering his energies and his jealousy by slanging her under his breath, ashamed.

Helen awoke by seven, not exactly refreshed but considering herself far from dead. Her customary gesture of pushing the hair out of her eyes with her left hand was defeated by the tube attached to the back of the wrist, such a surprise that she looked at it in consternation, swore softly. She also looked at the clock on the wall, remembered that today and on several succeeding days, she would not be in her office by nine o’clock. The thought was a mixed blessing. Work did not evaporate, it simply accumulated, but the hospital cocoon was suddenly appealing, all wrapped up like this and waiting for someone to bring tea. But then the nurse came with her whiff of antiseptic and Helen, remembering some of the files on her desk, groaned out loud.

‘Sister’s gone off,’ the nurse hissed in conspiracy. ‘So I’m letting your husband in for a second. OK?’

‘He’s not sterilised,’ Helen said, ‘not for dust, anyway, not in my place … And he’s not my …’ she began, ever a stickler for detail, but was stopped by her desire to laugh at the picture of Bailey being let into the room like a lion into a pen. There he was, sidling round the door almost shyly, a broad smile on a tired-looking face and in his hand two decadent winter roses.


CHAPTER TWO



‘OH come on, Tom, please, lovey. What’s the matter with you?’ Kimberley Perry knew her voice was sharp, and was sorry, without being able to do anything about the edge. Or about the fact that Tom was only ten years old, with a face far older, a large head on thin shoulders. Nothing ever fitted Tombo, even today’s stained tracksuit which she privately considered too cold for December but which was de rigueur in his school, or so he insisted. The material bunched at the waist and hung over training shoes which had been the subject of intense pride when new: the exact make, the flashes on the side, the colour of the laces all of paramount importance and he had worn them as if they were silk shot with gold. And similar expense, his mother had considered wryly. Tombo knew more about the rules of dress and behaviour than he did about the school curriculum, she thought as she fought the impulse to empty pockets where the marbles and other invaluable detritus looked like twin hernias. She also yearned to brush his spiky hair for him, but both actions would have been insults. Tombo might look like a baby on more endearing days, or behave like one, flicking his toast across the table as if firing a gun, Kchoo! Kchoo! a bullet imitation noise which sounded like a sneeze, but he was not a baby in his needs. Kim’s early morning glances were full of guilt, irritation and a very brusque love. She might have killed for him, but at the moment he was unlovely.

She got up, shoved the dishes in the sink, splashing the front of her sweater with hot soapy water, making Tombo giggle provocatively at her swearing. You should have better clothes, lovey, she was telling him under her breath; better school and better mummy. Only a month or two more till I’m qualified and I’ll make it all up to you. Don’t look so sulky, please. You little sod.

‘Is Daddy coming today?’

‘You know very well he isn’t. Next weekend.’ Sharp, again.

Kim smoothed her skirt. Maybe it was a little too tight for the shop but she could not resist that colour. Life was dull enough. Duncan had always laughed at her tight skirts, high heels, big bosom, big behind, but then he had laughed at everything. All her years of study met with nothing but scorn. ‘A chemist, love? You? Oh, ha, ha, ha … Sorry about that, sweetheart, didn’t mean to laugh, but ho, ho, ho; Kim the Chemist? See, it rhymes! Kim the Chemist who can’t even take cough medicine.’ So what if it was a big change from happy-go-lucky, down the disco Kimberley with punk hairdo and micro skirt, a person quite grateful to be pregnant, married and apparently out of it all by the age of nineteen. Until Tombo was two and she found herself bored out of her skull, the brain her teachers had despaired of idle and frustrated. Working part-time in a pharmacy, beginning to think, why not me, why shouldn’t I learn how to do this? Duncan would have been forgiven anything (since she did not have high expectations of the married state) if he could have begun to understand her excitement. Kimberley from the East End, cheeky girl without an A level, ex school truant making good. Almost a proper pharmacist all these years later, a new kind of rebellion channelled into hard, hard work, rewarded by the kind of love which tried to thwart her in case she should grow up and escape. Taunting all the time, always putting her down.

Great big handsome ape. So she snapped the leash between them, already frayed by argument. He thought her walk-out was spontaneous, but she had planned it. Don’t ever laugh at me, she told him: I’ve got a place, a job. I mean what I bloody say. Don’t you laugh at me.

‘You’ll turn that boy into a pansy,’ he had shouted.

‘Better than a pig,’ she shouted back. Repeating that cold comfort in her mind as she watched him now.

‘Don’t want to go to school. Kchoo! Kchoo! Kchoo!’ More crumbs flew into Tom’s milk.

‘Oh come on, yes you do, lovey. You like it really.’

He gave her a look of withering scorn and the silence was ominous. Then a noise on the stairs, a groan announcing the arrival of Daniel. Daft Daniel was another worry with his empty morning face and that sickly pale skin. Duncan would kill her if he knew what Daniel was and it was only a matter of time before he found out from Tom. Just a bloke, this Daniel, she had informed Duncan. Just a man, helps in the shop with boxes and things, helps up and down the street, takes Tom to school and meets him sometimes when I can’t; stop interfering. She did not say how Daniel was simply omnipresent in the Parade, calling in at all the shops in one endless perambulation, but invariably at the pharmacy for his daily prescription of methadone. Daniel was twenty-five going on sixty, sweet-natured, curious, argumentative about his drugs, but Duncan could not see any strange man, especially a stabilised drug addict, as harmless. Kim was defensive about Daniel, reacted to him as one lonely and truculent soul to another, even fed him sometimes (beans and chips, their favourite fare), and also reckoned that beggars could not be choosers. Daniel was big enough to stop Tom getting thumped and that alone made him better than nothing.

‘How are you doing, Dan?’

‘OK.’

‘’Lo, Danny.’ A surly greeting from Tom. Dan was a sort of a friend, but not much fun.

‘’Lo.’

Daniel was designed to sit without much movement, and take Tom to school with a tribe of others whose rude remarks passed over his head like clouds. Standing there now, puffing the cold out, smiling a stupid smile while Kim snatched her bag, planted a kiss on the time bomb that was her son and hurried away, guilty, but relieved.

‘Don’t let him go on the site, will you? Or pick up rubbish, will you?’

‘Nope.’

There was no direct access from the shops of Herringbone Parade to the flats above. Some of the shopkeepers owned the upstairs accommodation, including Philip Carlton the pharmacist who owned his own larger flat and the one next door, rented out to Kim. To get into the street, upstairs occupants had to descend their steps, turn left or right through the litter of the service road which served their own front doors and then turn back. In Kim’s case, she arrived beneath her own bedroom windows. The Carltons had been generous in letting Kim rent the flat: she knew they could have got more, and while wages were low, the arrangement suited her well. She reminded herself not to think of ‘the Carltons’ plural. Since that frothy, bossy little Margaret had died in her sleep four weeks ago without anyone understanding why, there was only one. Kim tried to push this out of her mind along with the vision of dead Margaret in bed, not for lack of rough sympathy, but because she could not afford her concentration to be rocked. Life was far too complicated as it was: death and sentiment presented crises she could not afford.

As she clattered down the steps, knowing she would regret the high heels later in the day, a workman en route to the site whistled. Kim stuck her nose in the air, ignored the compliment, but her large backside wiggled as she walked, unconsciously, blissfully sexy. Gruff and irritated she may have been, but Kimberley Perry in the morning was a sight which glowed in winter.

Seven-forty-five, and only three lights glowed in Herringbone Parade. The view here was an improvement on what she saw from the back, a dirty service road, feeding the back of the shops and flanked by a building site. An improvement zone, old houses, left damaged since the war, finally coming down. You could hear the rumbling of a cement mixer creating filling for foundations, and, some time next year, there would be two dozen new homes which people in the Parade were unlikely to afford. Bitter for those who could remember the bombs which had put their neighbourhood into a twilight zone for two generations. Never mind, the Parade was proud. There were twenty small shops in one unbroken row, and, whenever she thought about anything not related to the minute she was in, Kim thought that was plenty. The lights which glowed so long before conventional opening hours were those of Carlton’s Caring Chemist, while three doors down Mr Oza’s newsagent and tobacconist was already doing trade. Five doors beyond was Cyril’s Caff, renowned for bacon rolls and lorry drivers’ breakfasts, the inside windows already steaming. Next to that, though not yet open, was Sylvie’s Hair Salon, half-price to pensioners Thursdays only, hotbed of gossip. The other shops included a greengrocer, a butcher, two Indian takeaways open only at night and one slightly famous Chinese restaurant on the other side. There was also a baker’s, an emporium of discount electrical goods run by Ahmed, and a toy shop which Tombo scorned as hopelessly untrendy. Alongside that was an off-licence and on the other side of the hardware store, the boutique and shoe shop, selling discontinued lines from shopping catalogues and a few other things besides. No shop was streamlined; there were socks in the hardware store, videos for hire in the off-licence, and everything under the sun on the two days a week when the street outside became a market. Herringbone Parade was an enclave against the world, providing all the urban soul could ever require, filling a gap wherever a gap was mentioned, ordering anything which might sell. Pip Carlton, the Caring Chemist, was easily the worst at this game. He could not bear to be found lacking and the shop burst at the seams in tribute to his passion for pleasing. No wonder Margaret had complained.
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