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For my sister, Olivia




Midsummer’s Day




Common Snail


On the corner of the street, there is an old French restaurant with red-and-white chequered tablecloths. Des Sables has been there for decades and has changed very little in that time. It has served the same dishes, with ingredients sourced from the same suppliers, and wines from the same vineyards. The bottles are stacked on the same shelves, and when they are pulled out and dusted off, the silky liquid is poured into the same set of glasses, or ones of a similar style, bought sporadically to replace those that have smashed. The plates are the same: small, round, porcelain. 


When the weather is good, tables are placed outside. There is a space between the public thoroughfare and the exterior wall, and the tables are set tightly, with two chairs tucked beneath. One of the tables wobbles. Over the years, thousands of napkins have been folded and placed under the offending leg, hundreds of customers have complained and moved to alternatives, and thousands more have quietly put up with the inconvenience. They have spilled glasses of wine, grumbled, and considered asking to move, before deciding against it.


The restaurant serves escargots. The restaurant has served escargots since it opened. Hundreds, thousands, maybe even millions of snails. They have been thrown into boiling water, and their carcasses scooped out and served with garlic butter. The chewy pellets have been picked with forks and fingers, and the curled shells discarded.


It is lunchtime in midsummer. A box of snails has been taken from the fridge and placed on the side, its contents ready to be immersed and scalded. It is left unsupervised as chefs bustle around the kitchen with sharp knives, pots and pans, bunches of parsley and stalks of celery. A single snail, on the small side, wakes from its chilly slumber and climbs over the edge of the box, down the side, and on to the stainless-steel counter. Slowly, it descends to the floor, then to the back of the kitchen, where there is a door to the street. After about twenty minutes, the little snail finds itself in the alley behind the restaurant, feasting on the discarded outer leaves of a savoy cabbage. Once sated it continues its journey. It begins to climb the wall, flexing and releasing.


The building stands in Soho, in the middle of London. The foundations were constructed in the seventeenth century, during the Interregnum, in the space between a father and a son; the ampersand between The King is Dead & Long Live the King. Bricks and plaster overlaid on to a now-crooked timber frame. There are wormholes in the timber and snail licks on the bricks.


The district was once a suburb. London was enclosed by a wall, and to the north there was a moor. There were deer and boar and hare. North-west of London; north-east of Westminster. Men and women galloped out from the two cities to hunt, and their cries gave this place its name: So! Ho! So! Ho!


The stone came. Bricks and mortar replaced trees; people replaced deer; sticky grey grime replaced sticky brown dirt. Paths carved by the tread of animals were set in stone, widened, edged with walls and gates. Mansions were built for high society. There was dancing, gambling, sex. Music was played and plays were staged. Bargains were struck, sedition was plotted, betrayals were planned, secrets were kept. 


New people arrived. Émigrés from France came to escape revolution, guillotine, war. Mansions were divided and subdivided. Drawing rooms became workshops; parlours became coffee shops. Whole families lived in single rooms, and disease spread. Syphilis erupted in sores on the skin and delusions in the mind. Cholera hid in the water, crept through the drains, came out of pumps and down human throats. 


Books were written, ripped up, rewritten. Karl Marx dreamed of utopia while his wife cooked dinner and scrubbed the floor. His friends met on Great Windmill Street where wind was once the means of production. 


When the bombs fell on London, Soho took a few. Dark lesions appeared in the lines of Georgian townhouses and people sheltered beneath ground.


After the war, the concrete came, and parallel lines, and precise angles that connected earth to sky. Houses were rebuilt, shops were rebuilt, and new paving stones were laid. The dead were buried. The past was buried. There were new kinds of men and new kinds of women. There was art and music and miniskirts and sharp haircuts to match the skyline. Films were made; records were cut. Soho came to be filled with the apparatus of sound and vision. Electric currents ran through cables and magnets and copper coils and pushed rhythmic air into dark rooms where people danced in new ways, and drank and smoked, and ingested new drugs imported from old places. And they spoke again of revolution.


And they spoke until the winds changed. Trade and commerce and common sense and common decency prevailed, and men and women availed themselves of all opportunities. New roads were laid; office blocks shot up. And luxury flats stood on crumbling slums like shining false teeth on rotten gums.


At the top of the building, whose ground floor is occupied by the restaurant, there is a secret garden. It was planted by the two women who share the garret, where the ceilings are slanted and dormer windows jut out. Outside the windows is a ledge, where the roof meets the exterior wall. The windows are large enough to climb through and it is possible to stand on the ledge. The woman called Tabitha discovered this. She is an intermittent smoker and the other woman, Precious, won’t allow her to smoke inside. Tabitha found that, along the ledge, there are steps and, if you climb the short flight, you come to a flat terrace, sheltered by the adjacent slanting roofs but exposed enough to trap the midday sun.


Precious and Tabitha have filled the space with life. It began with a cheap chilli plant Precious picked up from the supermarket. The chillies did better than expected and Precious bought others, then the generic herbs of a kitchen garden: parsley, rosemary, chives. She bought a rose and ornamental grasses. When the weather is good and Precious and Tabitha have free time, they sit out together.


‘Do you know what I find really quite rank?’


‘What do you find really quite rank, Tabitha?’


‘The fact that you put crushed snail shells around your plants to stop snails eating them.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘It’s weird. Don’t people use eggshells?’


‘Yeah, but I get the used snail shells from the restaurant downstairs. They also give me mussel, and clam and cockle shells. It’s what’s available.’


‘I get that. I’m just saying: I don’t like it. It would be like someone building a fence to keep out people, and instead of using wire or wood, they built it out of human bones. Do you know what I mean?’


‘Not really.’


Tabitha has a cigarette in one hand and an e-cigarette in the other, holding both as if they are glasses of expensive wine and she is sampling each in turn. She takes a drag from the real cigarette, holds the smoke between her cheeks, makes a whirling motion with her pursed lips, and exhales, then repeats the process with the e-cigarette. She frowns and pouts, deep in concentration.


‘It’s not the same,’ she says.


‘It’s never going to be. The question isn’t whether you can tell the difference but whether you think you could make the switch.’


‘Well, no, then. The answer is no.’


‘For god’s sake, could you at least give it a proper try?’


‘I have done!’


‘For longer than, like, five seconds.’


‘I don’t like the way it feels in my mouth. It feels artificial. Like detergent.’


‘Because the others are one hundred per cent natural, organic carcinogens.’


‘It’s real tobacco, at least. Plant-based.’


‘Give those to me.’ Precious snatches the packet of cigarettes from the table next to the older woman. She looks down at the grim warnings and harrowing images printed on the side of the carton, pulls back her throwing arm and pelts the cigarettes off the roof. The little box tumbles in a graceful arc over the side of the building and out of sight.


Tabitha’s eyes widen, incredulous. ‘That could seriously injure someone.’


‘There was hardly anything in it. The most it will give someone is a paper cut.’


‘Paper cuts can hurt,’ Tabitha points out. She returns to the lit cigarette still in her hand, and takes a long, ostentatious drag. She blows the smoke towards her friend. ‘What’s it to you, anyway? Me smoking.’


‘I don’t want you to die?’


‘Would you miss me?’


‘Funerals are expensive.’


‘Just chuck my corpse in the river.’


‘It’d scare the tourists. They’d be chugging down the Thames on a sightseeing cruise then see your ugly mug bobbing around in the shallows.’


‘Simple solution: weigh me down with bricks.’


‘It might be easier to give up the cigs.’


‘For you, maybe.’


‘Well, at least don’t do it next to my rose. She doesn’t want your exhaust fumes.’


‘Oh, for god’s sake. Not allowed to smoke inside. Not allowed to smoke outside. Is this a totalitarian regime?’


A phone rings. It’s a landline but with a cordless receiver which Tabitha has brought outside. She puts down the e-cigarette and picks up the receiver and continues to smoke the real cigarette as she talks. She says ‘yeah’ and ‘uh huh’ a couple of times and nods as if her gestures can be seen by the person she’s speaking to.


Tabitha hangs up and puts down the receiver. ‘John,’ she says simply.


Precious is bent over the flowerpot pulling out weeds. She straightens her back and peels off her gardening gloves. She digs the trowel into the soil and throws the dirty gloves on to one of the folding chairs. She sticks a leg over the side of the building and, clutching the railings, lowers herself down the ladder then squeezes through the open window into the flat.


Down on the pavement, a woman and a man sit at the wobbly table. Having sat here before, the woman has placed a paper napkin beneath the offending leg. The furniture is now still, but the chequered cloth moves with the breeze. There is a bottle of red Bordeaux, two glasses, a bowl of green olives, and another for discarded pits.


‘You must be joking,’ says the woman. Her name is Agatha Howard. She is in her mid twenties, dressed elegantly but in the style of an older woman – a politician or a business executive. She is wearing a linen trouser suit, the jacket removed and folded on the back of her chair, and a white blouse buttoned to her neck. There are jewels around her wrist and hanging from each earlobe but these – rubies set in gold – age her. She holds a small photograph loosely between a thumb and forefinger. The photograph is of a piece of fabric. The fabric may once have been a handkerchief but it is now old and shapeless, and ragged at the edges. It is mostly grey, but at one corner there is a dark brown stain.


‘I am not joking,’ the man replies. He is an antique dealer. 


‘Hand me that letter of verification.’


The man hands the woman a letter of verification pertaining to the square of fabric. It is typed on headed paper, and signed. Agatha reads to the end, frowns, then looks closely at the signature. ‘I haven’t heard of this historian,’ she says.


‘He’s at Durham. He is young but very well regarded.’


‘If he were well regarded, I would have heard of him.’


Agatha looks again at the letter, then again at the photograph of the rag. It was supposedly dipped in blood at the foot of the guillotine, taken as a keepsake of the dying order.


‘It’s the kind of money I would expect to pay for a relic of the Bourbons, not for a minor member of the nobility.’


‘Not a minor noble. A descendant of the Valois kings through the female line.’


Agatha considers. She studies the photograph again, and then the man. She sits back in her chair and looks out to the street, then up at hanging baskets of red geraniums. Inside one, there is a discarded packet of cigarettes. The box is lying among the dark green foliage, and one of the cigarettes has become caught between the soil and the metal wire of the basket.


People these days have such a fundamental lack of respect.


She looks back at the man.


‘No,’ she says.


‘What?’


‘I said no.’


‘Would you like to come in and see the original?’


‘I’m not interested.’


He has dealt with her before, so knows she is serious. 


‘Fine,’ he says. ‘Keep the photo in case you change your mind.’ He seems neither affronted nor disappointed. He shouldn’t be – Agatha has spent huge amounts of money at his dealership.


‘I have to go,’ she tells him.


‘You’re not staying to eat?’


‘I can’t, but you should. This place won’t be here for much longer. I’m redeveloping most of the street. Restaurants like this are quaint, but they aren’t profitable.’


The man looks at her as a disappointed teacher might look at a wayward pupil. He asks her what he should order.


‘The escargots are excellent.’


She gets up, knocking the wobbly table. She says goodbye and makes her way to the end of the street where her driver is waiting for her in a blue Rolls Royce.


Just along from the French restaurant, there is a grate in the pavement, and along from the grate there is a hatch. Beneath the hatch, which opens and shuts on rusty hinges, there is a dark cellar, and inside the dark cellar there are a number of people. Two of the people come out of the hatch, and race each other down the street. They are making their way to an old pub: the Aphra Behn.




The Aphra Behn


Paul Daniels and Debbie McGee walk into a bar. The man they call Paul Daniels and the woman they call Debbie McGee walk into the Aphra Behn of Soho. They enter through an open back door then stand in a hot, poorly lit kitchen. On the counter, there is a second-hand feast: a plate of chips; a ramekin of tartare sauce; a gravy-sodden pie crust; an unfinished Greek salad with feta and pomegranate seeds.


The man they call Paul Daniels and the woman they call Debbie McGee pass through the kitchen without touching the food, and enter the main public room. The bartender looks up from his phone to see them pour the remaining liquid from discarded drinks into an empty plastic bottle. Gin, tonic water, lager, rum, cola, sparkling wine, Pimm’s, a strawberry, a slice of cucumber and a novelty cocktail umbrella. Paul Daniels screws the lid on to the bottle and hides it in his coat, which he wears even on hot days. The mixture is an insurance policy. He will consume it later if something better cannot be begged or stolen.


The bartender returns to his phone. He swipes right on all the pictures of women, 18 to 35, who have placed their profiles online for his perusal. He stopped following his employers’ instructions to keep the riffraff at bay several weeks ago, when he decided bar work wasn’t for him.


They call the man Paul Daniels because he performs magic tricks for tips and the woman Debbie McGee because she is always by his side, but unlike their glamorous namesakes, they have neither expertise, talent, wealth, nor much of an audience.


Paul Daniels is making his rounds of the tables and standing patrons. He inserts thin, purpled fingers into his pockets and pulls out a cup and three red sponge balls. They are lighter than their size should allow; a small-scale optical illusion. They stick to his fingers like marshmallows. He begins at the first table with the Three Cup Trick, even though in this he rarely succeeds. He knows how it should be done but loses concentration and forgets where he’s put the ball. The man in front of him correctly guesses its location, and flips the cup with a satisfied smile.


‘There you go, mate,’ he says. He is wearing a baby-pink polo shirt with a logo embroidered on the chest. ‘Now pay up.’ He holds out a hand.


It is well known in the Aphra Behn that Paul Daniels is not allowed to lose. For all the occasions on which grubby playing cards slip from the frayed sleeves of his coat, or silk handkerchiefs reveal their secrets too soon, the loyal patrons of the Aphra Behn feign astonishment and hand over their pennies willingly. 


The man in the polo shirt insists on collecting his winnings. He is not a regular at the pub but a tourist. He intends to spend the evening watching women with silicon breast implants and the hair of Russian prisoners (severed, imported, bleached, glued to the new scalp) remove their clothes and dance for him while he slips crisp twenty-pound notes into their garters. He is a man who knows the price of everything. He likes to win and on this occasion he has won. He wants his 40p: 20p for his stake and 20p for his winnings.


Paul Daniels is unwilling to part with his cash. He hesitates.


‘What’s your game?’ the man asks the magician. ‘If you win you take the money and if you lose you take the money? That’s no way to run a business. Who’s going to play your cup game if it’s not properly competitive?’


Paul Daniels’s hands tremble as he searches for copper coins. His ribcage convulses with incoherent apologies.


The woman they call Debbie McGee remains calm. It’s a calmness derived from rehearsed apathy. 


Nobody in the Aphra Behn can remember anything ever provoking emotion from Debbie McGee. There was once a time when she took pleasure in many things: a compelling film, a well-taken photograph of family and friends, late-night karaoke, an Indian takeaway. There was once a time when she was saddened by other things: a break-up, news of hurricanes, the sight of her baby sister leaving the house for the last time. There was also a period of her life when nothing but heroin made her happy or sad. She was happy when she had it; she was sad when she didn’t. That time also passed. For the woman they call Debbie McGee, there is nothing left to feel.


She remains silent throughout the exchange. Her eyes return to the man behind the bar. He has set aside his phone to follow the dispute. 


Some of the pub’s regulars shift on their bar stools. One of them is quietly celebrating his sixty-fourth birthday. Although Robert Kerr has been drinking beer with his friend, Lorenzo, he hasn’t told him it’s a special day. He is content with his daily routine and doesn’t want to disrupt it, and besides, Lorenzo is much younger than him, young enough to be his son, and he probably wouldn’t be interested in the birthday celebrations of his long-time neighbour and drinking companion.


Robert turns to watch along with the rest of the pub. He had hoped it would be quickly resolved. With a deep sigh, Robert raises himself from the bar stool. The leather padding has settled to the shape of his buttocks after several hours of stasis. He takes the four or five steps to the scene of the altercation. ‘Do you know what you are, mate?’ he asks. The tourist is nearly thirty years younger than him. He doesn’t reply. ‘You’re a cunt,’ Robert tells him.


Fights are now rare in this part of London. When Robert first came to the area they were common. In those days, assailants carried knuckledusters and switch-blade knives.


The tourist at the table stares up into the face of the older, burlier man. He notes the gold chain around the thick neck and the nose that’s been broken and clumsily repaired several times. He sees the scar on his forehead, which is large and perfectly square, the sort that cannot be caused by mishap.


Robert reaches into the pocket of his jeans and pulls out a fifty pence piece. He drops it into the man’s gin and tonic. ‘With interest.’ The greasy hexagon meets the acid of the lime and fizzes against the sides of the glass. The man makes no attempt to fish it out.


Robert’s friend Lorenzo has been sitting with him all afternoon. They’re regular drinking companions. As Robert made his intervention, Lorenzo subtly lifted himself from his own bar stool – likewise customised to the curve of his arse – and slipped out the front door of the pub to the street, where the bouncer stands.


The bouncer is a middle-aged woman called Sheila. She is around five feet tall. Her hair is bleached blonde over grey. Every morning she rubs wax on to the palms of her hands then runs her hands through her hair, creating little spikes and curls. Sheila’s employed to marshal patrons and gently reinforce the pub’s rules. She makes sure people leave the building to smoke and that they keep behind the white line that’s been drawn on to the pavement to demarcate the acceptable smoking-and-drinking area. She greets patrons who enter the pub and she calls taxis at the end of the night for customers who are too drunk to find their own way home. She also deals with disturbances, although these are a rarity these days or else the managers of the Behn would have employed a brawnier bouncer to do the work.


Lorenzo beckons Sheila inside and points to Robert. The other man has still said nothing.


Meanwhile, Paul Daniels looks about the premises, searching for a convenient escape.


Debbie McGee is at the bar, finishing a row of drinks that have been left by a group of middle-aged women, now unsure of their choice of venue and keen to hurry on to a nearby theatre and its production of Julius Caesar. 


Sheila faces a conundrum. She is fond of Lorenzo, and he has brought her inside to eject the tourist. She likes Robert too but he appears to be the aggressor. The man they call Paul Daniels is hopping around the pub despite the instructions she has given him to stay away. Sheila has no objection in principle to this desperate man and woman coming into the pub each day for a short amount of time to ply their trade, but she is also the sort of woman who takes her job seriously. 


Robert spots Sheila’s entrance and goes out on to the street, pushing the door open with a strong left arm then allowing it to swing shut behind him. It used to be second nature for him to come outside like this and smoke. He quit a few years ago, but he still feels the compulsion to interrupt his drinking to stand on the pavement and breathe the fresh air. And he wants to give that dickhead a chance to leave by the other exit.


Paul Daniels also spares Sheila the awkwardness of an altercation. He scoops his belongings from the table and stashes them in his coat. As a parting gesture, he takes hold of the glass of gin and tonic and, as the man in the pink polo shirt watches, incredulous, he pours it down his ulcerated throat in a hollow gulp, coin and all. He hops towards the front door then rushes out. Debbie McGee notes without expression the departure of her beloved, and quietly follows.


Robert Kerr has known the woman some people call Debbie McGee for many years. He knew her before she came to be called Debbie McGee, when she was known by her real name. He knew her before she met the man with whom she now walks the streets, before her bones dried and fractured and were set in casts by concerned nurses, before her skin withered, before she pierced it with blunted needles, before she slept curled up between strange men. Robert looks at her now and sees all the many changing seasons that have passed. He sees rain and wind. He sees months of creeping sickness. He sees moments of giddy health. He sees poverty and fortune. He sees terror and hunger and pain and hope. He sees time as she stands still.


In the same pocket of his jeans from which he plucked the fifty pence piece, Robert finds a twenty-pound note. He unpicks the folds with the care of a pastry chef for fine filo and holds it out. It flutters in the breeze like a handkerchief at a passing train. 


‘Don’t spend it all on smack,’ he says to her. ‘Get yourself some chips or something. And a decent place to sleep.’


The woman they call Debbie McGee does not meet the old man’s eyes but focuses instead on the note. She takes it in her right hand and tucks it into the sleeve of her T-shirt, too tight even for her slight frame.


Across the road, Paul Daniels weeps and swears and stamps. He throws up his arms and screams at the sky. Phlegm and spit fly from his mouth. He pays no attention to the location of his companion, nor does he look behind to see if she follows as he zigzags down the street, pushing pedestrians out of his way, causing black cabs to swerve and stop.


Debbie McGee does follow. She keeps to the sides of the pavements where the tall buildings cast shade, and where chewing gum and half-eaten burgers, and the butts of cigarettes are thrown, and where dogs and drunks defecate and piss.


The woman they call Debbie McGee keeps pace with her beloved. Robert Kerr watches her go.




Familiar Streets


Robert doesn’t return inside to finish his pint. It is a hot day and he and Lorenzo have been drinking cold lager, which will now be warm. He looks into the pub and sees his pal speaking animatedly with the bartender, presumably about what has just happened. Robert hopes he hasn’t embarrassed him. He did what needed doing but didn’t mean to cause a scene. 


Sheila begins to sweep the pavement with a coarse wooden-handled brush. Robert feels sure he must have annoyed her, but as she shuffles towards him she smiles. He thinks then, as he often does whenever he sees Sheila or any woman he considers good and kind and honest but for whom he feels no sexual desire, that he ought to marry her. But the moment passes, as it always does, and he thinks anyway she is probably in a relationship with the other lady bouncer at the lesbian bar around the corner.


Robert walks south. He glances at his watch: six o’clock. He wonders if it is late enough to visit the other place at which he is considered a regular. It will be open, but it might be too early for that kind of thing. He slows, and looks in at some of the shops and restaurants along the route. He passes private members’ clubs with grand old doors leading to dark corners and deep armchairs. He passes restaurants and cafes and shops that sell oysters and noodles and sashimi and frozen yoghurt. On the corner, a sex shop displays lurid butt plugs and leather thongs. In the window, the management have hung an A1-size poster of two men kissing. Their bodies are tanned and waxed and lightly oiled. They are both wearing tight fluorescent swimming trunks. One of the men is clean shaven but the other has a neatly groomed beard. This confuses Robert. He knows from Lorenzo that these sorts of men would generally be described as ‘Hunks’, owing to their height and tight muscles. However, the presence of the beard indicates the category ‘Bear’, to which Lorenzo enjoys informing Robert that he, Robert, would belong if he were a gay man. The man on the poster muddles these categories. Robert walks on past the sex shop pondering, from the information he’s been given, how Lorenzo might be defined. But Robert can’t remember. Lorenzo is just Lorenzo.


Robert passes Des Sables and turns left. The shaded alley down which he slides brims with birds. Pigeons pluck the crumbs of Cornish pasties from between the slats of cast-iron grates and mutter to each other as they apportion scraps. A hen pigeon drags a gammy foot as she is pursued by two cocks. They hock flattering remarks but she remains uninterested and continues to hop. She tears her malnourished body into the air with lean but powerful wings and settles on a windowsill, squeezing easily behind the contra-avian spikes. The cock pigeons coo to one another as if disputing whether to pursue, then collectively decide to sate their hunger rather than their lust and return to the business of pecking. Further down the alley, there is a pigeon so white it is almost a dove. Its snowy wings are marred only by an irregular flight feather of dust and coral that hangs aslant as if aware of its own deviance. Beyond the pigeons, a flock of sparrows. Too few, too few. When Robert first came to London, nearly fifty years ago, sparrows smudged the skies and dotted every pavement. In those first decades, they were common, and he fed them from his bare, outstretched hands.


Robert steps into the brothel. Old Scarlet sits behind the little desk. Karl leans against the wall, flicking through a glossy magazine. Both look up. Old Scarlet’s eyelids are painted with shimmering cyan that illuminates her brown eyes, tired from thirty years of late nights and dark rooms. Her lips are tinted the colour of her namesake. She greets Robert warmly. Karl is even larger than him and has even less hair on his head. He wears nothing but black: a black shirt and a pair of black jeans tightened with a black leather belt. He notes Robert’s presence then returns to his literature. He hardly ever speaks.


‘How are we today?’ Old Scarlet asks. 


Robert answers that he is well and asks how she is.


‘Oh, you know,’ she says. ‘Sciatica. We’re not as young as we used to be.’


‘We’re not.’


She opens the ledger. The only computer in the brothel is attached to the webcam upstairs. Old Scarlet runs the business with pencil and paper. 


‘Tiffany and Giselle and Precious are free now, or we’ve got Young Scarlet in half an hour, or Crystal an hour after that. It’s Candy’s day off.’


Robert raises his hands in indecision. ‘I’ll go with whoever will have me. To an old thug like me they’re all absolutely lovely.’


‘Precious, then. You and her get on well.’


Old Scarlet makes a mark in the ledger and instructs Robert to take a seat in the showroom. ‘I’ll tell Precious you’re coming. Help yourself to a drink.’


Robert wraps his knuckles on the wooden desk by way of thanks and turns from Old Scarlet and Karl. He takes the swing door to the left of the admissions desk and steadies it shut before proceeding. A long and familiar hallway stretches before him. The walls are coated with a red fabric like velvet but with longer strands, like the coat of a shaggy dog. It gives the walls the texture of something organic, something that has grown from the plaster. Robert stretches out both hands, as he always does when he walks through this familiar passage. He allows his hands to glide across the fabric. He enjoys the soft tickle. The carpet is likewise red and it is padded with a kind of satin towelling. Robert’s shoes sink into it. The lighting is dim and rose-pink. Long tendrils of silken cord, this the deepest red of any of the fabrics, have been stitched into the padded ceiling and hang to approximately the height of Robert’s waist. The silk tendrils are the red of bull’s blood. They are the red of sow’s blood. They hang as if dripping.


Robert walks through the web of cloth. It strokes and caresses his face and he carves a path through it as if parting a sea. The light from the pink bulbs shines on the red fabric of the walls and the floor and against the crimson tendrils. The hall is steeped in a spectrum of red, and the red is alive with movement.


Robert is colour blind. For Robert, red is green and green is red and there’s nothing in between. When he takes this short walk between the foyer and the waiting area, he does not think of the heat and clamour of the busy street behind nor of the pleasures beyond. He finds himself in a forest that he knows of old, in a wood so thick and fecund he can see no more than an arm’s length ahead and an arm’s length behind. He feels the fabrics as foliate, like the tender needles of young firs. He seeks a path through the branches to the room beyond, and when he comes to it he blinks, though the light here is hardly dialled brighter.


The far wall presents a familiar brass drinks trolley, with glass and crystal decanters holding brown and gold and burgundy liquids. He pours himself a whisky and waits. After a minute or so Old Scarlet comes rushing in from the reception.


‘I forgot to ask,’ she says. ‘What can I tell her you’re after?’


‘Full service,’ replies Robert. ‘It’s my birthday.’




The Trickle Down


In another part of the city, Bastian Elton watches his girlfriend preen. There are parts of her routine he’s permitted to see and parts he isn’t. She goes inside the bathroom to wax, to shave and to pluck, but stands in front of the living room mirror to apply her make-up. Rebecca keeps her catalogue of accoutrements in a metal box with compartments that fold in and out like the doors of an aeroplane. It is highly technical. There are boxes within boxes, and pastes and gels and brushes. She selects a white tube and squeezes a precise amount of clear gel on to her forefinger. She uses the fingertips on both hands to rub it over her face, then pulls out a small plastic tub, unscrews it, and balances the lid on the mantelpiece. The tub contains a fine powder resembling ground skin.


Bastian is sitting on the sofa with his legs slightly apart. His hands are between them, holding the jacket of a suit that has just been delivered. The clothes Bastian used to buy came from expensive high street shops, but when his grandfather discovered this, he set up an account for Bastian at a tailor’s shop on Savile Row and took him for a fitting.


Bastian continues to watch Rebecca. She touches the dust with a long brush with bristles that fan out like the tail of a peacock then bounces it across her face until the powder becomes invisible. Next, she attends to her eyes. She clicks open a disc containing powders of varying hues, divided into sections. She applies some of the beige powder then two shades of brown. She puts the items back into the box then pulls out a pencil and a long thin tube that Bastian recognises as mascara. She traces the tip of the pencil around her eyes to create a dark rim then sets about touching the tip of the black mascara brush against her eyelashes while she stares into the mirror with her lips parted. She finishes this process and sneezes. Bastian has previously noticed her sneezing after touching her eyelashes with the mascara brush. It makes him smile. It reminds him of the family cat he had when he was growing up: a fluffy pedigree named Purrsia. Purrsia used to sneeze when she was excited. She would stop, stand still, steady herself, and shut her eyes. When the sneeze came, she would hardly make a sound. Rebecca’s sneezes are also strangely silent. She scrunches up her face and draws her shoulders up to her ears to brace herself against the minor, internal explosion. She looks very cute when she does this.


Rebecca is a highly measured person. Bastian is frequently astonished by her levels of self-control. She keeps a rigid routine; Bastian has never known her to be late. She eats healthily and exercises regularly, and is tidy in her appearance and domestic habits. She thinks before she speaks. Her sneezes are a minor aberration; a stray note in an otherwise perfect symphony. 


It took Rebecca a long time to allow Bastian to see this part of her routine. They met at Cambridge, during the first week of their first term, and were in a relationship by Christmas. For three years, before they graduated and moved into this flat, Bastian saw neither her un-made-up face nor her un-straightened hair. She brought her make-up box when staying over in his room and, in the morning, she locked herself in the bathroom and emerged as a pristine facsimile of herself from the day before. When they moved in together, she relaxed her regimen but only slightly. She began to come out of the bathroom with wet hair wrapped in a towel, wearing no make-up. Now, she stands in front of him while getting ready.


There is still a lot Rebecca doesn’t let Bastian see, but he finds evidence in the flat. He sees her tweezers lying on a shelf in the bathroom cabinet, and her razor on the side of the bath with spikes of dark hair tucked between the blades. He has opened the lidded basket she placed by the toilet for paraphernalia to deal with her periods. He smells traces of her too. He sometimes smells the odour of menstruation, and the singed keratin of her straightened hair.


Rebecca has moved on to her hair. She feeds strips of her dark brown locks between the hot tongs and irons out any kinks or inconsistencies. Next, she stands back from the mirror and considers her reflection. She flicks a couple of stray hairs into place.


Bastian rises and pats out the creases in his jacket. He swings it around his shoulders and slips his arms into the sleeves. He moves towards the mirror and checks his own appearance. He looks more or less how he wishes to look or, at least, he has come to terms with how he looks. 


His face is on the feminine side, perhaps. He thinks he is reasonably good-looking, but he isn’t one of those men who has a large, square jaw and an assured brow. 


The suit fits him well. He turns to the right then to the left as he did when he first tried it on. It is nipped in at the shoulders and at the waist. He was told the cut would show off his slender upper body.


Bastian places a gentle hand on Rebecca’s waist then leans in to kiss her cheek.


‘You’ll smudge me.’ She moves away.


Bastian backs off, frustrated rather than hurt, and moves to the sideboard. He collects his keys and wallet and puts them in a trouser pocket. 


They take a black cab to Soho as the wait for an Uber is too long. The driver is from the East End and speaks to Bastian briefly about West Ham football club, before realising his passenger has no idea what he’s talking about. Then he tells them a story about a restaurant he went to where he ate a seaweed soufflé. ‘Seaweed! A soufflé made out of seaweed!’ Then he turns on the radio.


As they cross the Thames, the sun is low over the Palace of Westminster. It carves wobbling halos around the gothic turrets, each a flaming torch. Bastian reaches for his phone to take a photo. The cab slows for the line of traffic caught on the bridge. He sees a bevy of swans in the shadows by the north bank, the largest he has ever seen in the city. There must be at least thirty, bobbing on the water, perhaps a whole extended family of cygnets who never left their parents and grew up, found partners and raised cygnets of their own.


Bastian nudges his girlfriend. She leans over him to look out through the glass and her eyes follow the direction of his pointing finger to the river. She recoils.


‘Oh god, Bastian, you know I have a phobia of birds.’


‘Sorry.’ Bastian turns back to look out at the family group. They bob contentedly on the current.


Rebecca doesn’t have a phobia of birds, she just dislikes them: the way they move when walking or flying; the sounds they make and the parts of the city they inhabit. She considers them to be unclean. She uses the word ‘phobia’ because it lends more gravity to her distaste.


The cab pulls off the bridge and follows a series of back streets, a route known only to the drivers of black cabs and cycle couriers. They pass grand Georgian terraces that have been converted into flats and offices. They filter through tight streets lined with shops and restaurants. They feel affluence and poverty beneath the wheels of the car as they roll over smooth tarmac and pristine paving stones, then stretches of road that are potholed and warped. These paths take them through the few blocks of council flats that still linger like boorish relations at the end of a party.


‘In the Middle Ages, swans signified sex,’ Bastian says, not to anyone in particular. ‘Pictures of swans hung above the doorways of secret brothels.’


Rebecca looks at him. ‘Wasn’t everything a symbol of sex in the Middle Ages?’


Bastian keeps his gaze fixed to doors and bricks and signs and pedestrians that flash past the window of the cab.


‘No,’ he says simply. ‘Not everything.’


The cab stops just outside a club. Bastian takes out his wallet and gives the driver two twenty-pound notes and waves away the change. He doesn’t like to carry coins. They make his wallet bulge, which ruins the line of his jacket pocket. And tipping generously gives Bastian a pleasant feeling of his own largesse. Wealth, after all, is meant to trickle down.




Hot Bath


Precious allows Robert Kerr to kiss her goodbye. She is fond of the man, in a way, and sees no harm in indulging him. 


‘Until we meet again,’ he says, in an affectation of a 1950s music-hall comedian. He laughs at his joke. Precious laughs too. She is good at her job. She sits on the bed, pulls the loose silk robe over her thighs and breasts and allows her patron to kiss her again before he lets himself out. 


Tabitha enters from a door behind the bed. She carries a stack of fresh towels. She sets these down by a copper bath at one side of the room, turns the hot tap, and water gushes into the bath. The copper hums as it is struck, a softening musical note as the water pools and rises. The steam has a metallic scent, but as lavender oil is added this becomes the dominant aroma.


Tabitha has called herself Tabitha since she was in the trade.


As well as the women who work with their bodies, the building contains other personnel. Each woman has a maid, who is older and previously worked in the trade herself. The maids help with the women’s day-to-day life. They cook and clean and increase the safety of the work: they can hear from the next room if something is going badly wrong. When necessary, they phone downstairs for assistance from one of the security guards, like Karl. Many of these are ex-military, and are paid from a mutual fund. They come when they are called and, when required, they pull men out of the beds of women and throw them on to the street and make sure they never return. The mutual fund also pays Old Scarlet’s wages. Like the maids, she was once a sex worker herself. She sits at the front desk and manages the girls’ appointments.


Now Tabitha is a maid, and she takes good care of her charge. She tests the temperature of the water, then turns the cold tap until it is on full.


‘No!’ Precious insists. ‘Hot! I want it hot! Hot, hot, hot! None of your cold tap today!’


‘It’ll scald you!’


‘Nonsense,’ Precious replies. She rises from the bed and lets her dressing gown slip to the floor. She lifts one leg up to the edge of the bath, points her toes like a small child pretending to be a ballerina, and holds them there with practised poise. She looks at Tabitha and narrows her eyes. Tabitha holds her gaze and mirrors the expression. Then Precious plunges the pointed toes along with the foot and leg into the steaming water.


Precious doesn’t flinch. Tabitha recoils and shields her eyes, as if it is her own skin being boiled. Precious cackles and reaches out to pull the older woman towards the spectacle. She throws back her head and howls. It is not the meek, flirtatious laugh she performs for clients. This is a roar. She shifts her weight on to her bathing leg then drops her whole body into the lavender water.


‘You’re horrible, you are,’ Tabitha observes.


‘Charming.’


Tabitha smiles despite herself and takes the smile with her into the kitchen. She comes back with two flutes of sparkling white wine.


‘Prosecco?’ 


‘Don’t mind if I do,’ says Precious, taking the glass. Condensation has settled on its surface, pooling to droplets where it meets her warm fingers.


Tabitha returns to the kitchen to prepare dinner. She stoops as she walks. Her legs are bowed and her hips well worn. 


Precious lies back in the bath with her wine-bearing hand quivering on a loose wrist over the rim. She relaxes all muscles she is conscious of and allows her body to bob on top of the cushion of compacted water. She aches. It has been a long day and hers is not an easy job. 


Her legs come up through the surface of the water and jut over the end of the roll-top tub. Water pools and trickles to the floor, tapping on the mahogany-effect laminate. 


Precious washes herself with a simple bar of soap, not the bottles of expensive bath and shower creams that sit in her cupboard. There is a nostalgia to the new block, wrapped in paper. She stands and strokes the bar across her skin: around the back of her neck, between her legs. She divests herself of grime, the thin film of soot that has accrued from the fumes of exhaust from the city outside; the fingerprints of five men; the semen and saliva and sweat of the same men, and the grease from her own pores. The soap eases these substances from her body into the steaming water. She lifts her body from the tub and reaches for one of the fresh towels. It feels cold and crisp. She rubs it over herself and gouges the remaining dirt and dead cells from her skin, then puts on another, more comfortable dressing gown.


Tabitha emerges from the kitchen carrying two plates of steak and kidney pudding.


‘Have you made that meat and gravy spongey thing again?’ Precious asks.


Tabitha lays the plates on the coffee table and returns to the kitchen for the peas and oven chips.


They eat together. Precious squashes her steak and kidney pudding with the back of her fork then mixes her peas into the concoction before scooping it into her mouth. Tabitha says her table manners are disgusting. They drink more of the wine and discuss the possibility of new furnishings in the flat. Tabitha pulls out a general knowledge crossword from the middle of her newspaper. Some of the letters have been filled in pencil.


‘Greek god of wine,’ says Tabitha. ‘Eight letters.’


‘Dionysus.’


‘How’re you spelling that?’


Precious spells it out.


‘Nah, it’s got to have an “m” in it. Third letter’s an “m”.’


‘Then you’ve got the other answer wrong,’ Precious replies. She pulls the paper towards her and traces the list of clues with her forefinger. ‘There you go,’ she says. ‘Fifteen down isn’t McCorory, it’s Ohuruogu.’ Precious picks up the pencil, rubs out the mistake and makes the alteration. Her friend snatches back the paper, with a look of reluctant gratitude.


They continue with the crossword until supper is finished. Tabitha takes the plates back into the kitchen. From the other room, she says, ‘We got another letter from Howard Holdings.’


Tabitha said it so casually that Precious has not heard. She repeats, more loudly, ‘We got another letter from Howard Holdings.’


‘Where is it?’ Precious replies, immediately this time. She gets up from the table and begins to cast around the flat, lifting towels and strewn clothes. ‘What are those bastards up to now?’


‘It’s in the drawer beneath the keys.’


Precious goes over to the cabinet and finds the letter, returned to its envelope, mixed in with other post. ‘When did you open it?’ 


‘This morning. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d get angry. Like this.’


‘Damn right.’


Precious pulls the letter from the envelope and unfolds it. As she does, Tabitha relates its contents, ‘It’s basically exactly what you predicted.’


‘They’re trying to tip us over the edge.’


‘Probably.’


‘They want us out.’


‘Maybe. Could be they’re just trying to squeeze out more money.’


‘No way,’ says Precious. ‘I’ve dealt with people like this before. And I’ve been watching it happen all over the neighbourhood.’


Precious reads the letter a couple of times, then she tightens the strings of her dressing gown and lets herself out the flat, leaving the door open behind her. She walks along the corridor. Some of the doors have signs to indicate that their occupants are busy with a client, others don’t. She knocks on a couple of the doors and stands back to allow their owners time to answer.


A door is pulled open and a face peers out. Seeing Precious, the woman pulls the door wider, and steps into the threshold and leans against the frame. She is wearing a full pink tracksuit, which tells Precious she is taking a day off. Her long hair is dyed a reddish purple and tied in a tight ponytail. ‘I thought I’d be seeing you this evening,’ says Candy. 


‘Read the letter?’


‘Yep.’


‘What do you think?’


‘You were right and I was wrong. They won’t stop until we’re out. Did I tell you I spoke to some of the girls from Brewer Street and they’re actually facing proper evictions now. Sorry, not evictions. Tenancy terminations. Contract non-renewal, or whatever.’


Precious crosses her arms. She is still holding the letter in her right hand and it crumples in the crook of her left elbow. ‘I can’t even,’ she says. This is what she says when she is too angry to construct a proper sentence.


‘I know, love,’ Candy replies.


‘It’s not even the money. It’s not really even the prospect of moving, though obviously I don’t want to. It’s just the fact that these bastards think they can treat us like this. It’s the lack of respect.’


‘I know, love,’ says Candy again.


‘Look, have the other girls got letters too?’


‘I assume so.’ Candy walks across the hall and hammers on another door. Shouting comes from within, first a man’s voice then a woman’s. There are footsteps and the door opens a crack, steadied by the safety chain.


‘What is it?’ whispers Young Scarlet between her teeth.


‘What the fuck?’ shouts the man from within. ‘I hope this’ll be coming off my bill.’


Young Scarlet turns back to her client and puts on a voice that is sweet and pliable, a voice she reserves for men. ‘Just a minute.’ She turns back to Precious and Candy and her voice returns to its normal pitch. ‘This better be good.’


‘Did you get this letter?’ Candy asks. She indicates towards the letter in Precious’s hand.


‘Does it look like I’m in here reading?’ Young Scarlet replies.


‘It’s from the landlords,’ says Precious.


‘Oh fuck. Is it curtains?’


‘Not yet. Just a rent increase, only it’s not a small one this time.’


‘For fuck’s sake. If I wanted to lose eighty per cent of my income each month I’d still have a fucking pimp.’


The man’s voice comes from within. ‘I’m in here losing eighty per cent of my erection.’


Candy cannot help but laugh.


‘Don’t laugh at that,’ says Young Scarlet, ‘he’s funny but he’s a total twat. Listen, I’ll just finish him up quickly and come and find you. Get the other girls, yeah?’


‘My place as soon as you’re free. I’ll get Tabitha to boil the kettle.’


‘Bugger tea. Tell her to open a bottle or two. And none of that rubbish from the corner shop. We all know what you two have got hidden away from your France trip.’




Après nous


‘It would be easier for everyone if they left of their own volition.’


‘Clearly, but Roster tells me the ratio of rent to custom is too good, even with the increases we’re enacting. The level of footfall, the Soho address, the circumstances of their lease. These things are all too advantageous to expect a voluntary departure. But if we raise the rent enough – as much as we’re allowed to – and make life inconvenient for them in other respects, when we ask them to leave they won’t make as much fuss as they otherwise might. They will just move somewhere new – to a part of London more in keeping with their profession.’


Agatha Howard holds the phone flush against her ear. The voice of her long-time lawyer, Tobias Elton, is an irritation. She has told him her intentions on so many occasions she is almost reciting from a script. 


‘It does seem like an awful lot of bother,’ says the lawyer.


Agatha tries to stifle her irritation. ‘It will be difficult work for all of us but the benefits will be substantial. We need to get them out, Tobias.’


Tobias waits on the line. Agatha can tell he’s thinking of another question. He finds it difficult to construct thoughts and turn them into sentences, but Agatha doesn’t want this to become a protracted conversation. After years of enlisting his legal services, she knows it’s best to keep the conversations frequent and brief.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FIONA MOZLEY





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





