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Elise



The smell was sweet but stale, like a meringue that had been left too long in the sun. There was a rotten undertone to it, like mouldering berries. It was the odour of something far, far too old and it seemed to permeate everything, sinking into Elise’s skin and blurring the barrier between her body and the hot, humid air. Sweat trickled down her back, soaking through her shirt and into the worn, filthy livery of the Central Line.


Elise Nanda shook her head, trying to clear her mind. Had she been sleeping? Her eyes felt heavy, but Queensway Station was filling the carriage windows, so she couldn’t have been dozing long. She didn’t feel well. Adjusting her mask self-consciously, Elise quickly ran over the symptoms of Covid in her mind, as she did for every ache or discomfort, before eventually dismissing the thought. It was just the heat. That was all. Those signs reminding you to carry water on the Underground were no joke.


As she cast her eyes around the carriage, it became clear she wasn’t the only one suffering. Opposite her, a middle-aged black man wearing a Transport for London jacket and navy-blue cloth mask ran his fingers over short, greying hair, as though trying to fight off a headache. Further down the carriage a blond man in a tailored business suit and a white woman with henna-red hair both sat uneasily in their seats. Perhaps their awkwardness came from the dishevelled young man who stood over them holding a partially crumpled McDonald’s cup. It looked like he’d been begging, but he’d apparently lost his train of thought halfway through his pitch. The only traveller in the carriage who didn’t look at all distressed was a young man in a crisp linen three-piece. His teeth gleamed white as he grinned at Elise for a moment, and she was struck by how expensive everything about him looked: from his smile to his haircut to his skin so smooth it might as well have been porcelain. If he felt the temperature at all, it didn’t show.


The headlines said it was the hottest Britain had ever been, that it was probably going to hit forty degrees in the next few days. And the Underground was even worse. Her brother had once told her that it would have been illegal to transport cattle on the Central Line because it was too hot to be considered humane. There were probably other reasons too, Elise smiled to herself, but the point was there were few such regulations in place to protect human beings.


‘Uh, so if you could see your way to helping me get into a shelter for tonight’ – further down the carriage it looked like the young man was trying to pick up where he had left off – ‘then I’d be really grateful to you, God bless.’


He passed the businessman and the woman without a second glance. Neither of them moved or looked him in the face. There was no expectation or recrimination in his manner, just a sort of resigned routine. Four people probably wasn’t even worth his time, but he walked the carriage anyway. As he approached, Elise tried to remember if she had any change. She rarely carried cash at all these days, so the answer was going to be no. She prepared herself for the slightly shameful downwards glance, staring at the floor until the cup had passed, but was saved when the man opposite her reached into his pocket and produced a pound coin. He dropped it into the McDonald’s cup without comment and got an appreciative grunt in response.


Almost on cue, the speakers in the carriage chimed up with their automated litany.


‘There are beggars and buskers operating on this train. Please do not encourage their presence by supporting them.’


‘Fuck off.’ The voice from the TfL man sat opposite Elise was quiet but clear, not meant for anybody save the uncaring robotic voice. Still, he smiled when she met his deep brown eyes and shrugged slightly. He had a slightly distant look about him, just like her, and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a tissue. The heat was getting to everyone, it seemed. The heat and that awful smell, which still lingered in the static air of the carriage.


A pound richer, the young man hopped off when the doors opened at Queensway. Elise half-expected him to step back on at the next carriage down, making his way along the train, but instead he walked slowly towards the stairs leading up towards the street. He stumbled for a second, then turned back and, just for a moment, looked at Elise with an expression she couldn’t quite decipher. The doors closed with a hiss and the young man was gone.


There wasn’t much time to consider the encounter further. The train was already past Marble Arch and about to arrive at Bond Street, where Elise needed to change for the Jubilee Line. As she prepared to leave, she saw the man in the business suit doing likewise, checking his jacket to see how well it had stood up to the high temperatures and grimacing at a couple of obvious sweat-patches. Why hadn’t he just taken it off?


The thought vanished from Elise’s mind as her hand gripped the metal support pole. She went to pull herself up and suddenly shuddered in disgust. Something felt wrong beneath her palm. There was a greasy texture to the red-painted metal, and she leaned closer to examine it. Sure enough, there was an unpleasant, oily sheen where her hand had touched it. Recoiling slightly, she looked at her palm. It was a coated in a thin layer of something dark and greenish-grey. It was flaky, like a sort of ash, but slick, as though it were made of some fatty substance. She gave it a tentative sniff. The faint odour was not pleasant, like burned hair, but it was not the scent that seemed to be haunting the train carriage.


The opening door interrupted her investigations, and she hurried off the train, silently cursing that there was nowhere to wash your hands in the Underground. As far as first days at a new job went, this was shaping up to be a pretty bad one.


The day got even worse when it turned out that Elise’s new position in the Central Data Unit of the Department for Transport wasn’t going to be at their main offices. Instead of the iconic Great Minster House, she was going to be working in one of the smaller satellite offices at Windsor House, an altogether less appealing 1970s edifice whose architect had moved on from concrete as a material, but not as a state of mind. As she stood on the street below it, the building tried its hardest to gleam under a thin layer of grime deposited on it by the summer smog. It succeeded only in seeming dull and lifeless.


At least it had been a walkable distance between the two, but the journey itself had been a decidedly unpleasant one. The brief taste of air conditioning Elise had got in the lobby of Great Minster House had been just enough to make turning around and walking back out into the searing oven of the London streets feel profoundly cruel. And the streets themselves felt strange and empty. The much-discussed heatwave had kept everyone working from home who could feasibly do so, and most who still had to commute in were already safely ensconced in climate-controlled offices. She made her way through Westminster almost entirely alone.


And yet, in a way she couldn’t quite put her finger on, Elise had felt … scrutinised. Not followed, exactly, that wasn’t the right word, but her eyes kept finding their way into empty windows, half-expecting to see a pale face staring back at her. But there was no-one there. She passed a woman slumped in a chair outside a Costa Coffee, weeping profusely over her laptop, tears soaking the front of her crisp blue shirt. She passed an unfinished graffito that read LONDON DIED YESTERD … before trailing off into a smear of magenta spray paint. She passed a businessman wearing a lurid orange tie who did not seem to have noticed that he had cut his hand, and that bright-red blood was mingling with the thin coffee dripping from his takeout cup. And over everything was a haze of glaring sun. It all felt so unreal.


At one point Elise felt so strange she had to stop and pull out her glucometer to check her own blood. It didn’t seem like a glycaemic episode, but she’d been feeling so odd ever since she stepped off the Tube that she wanted to make sure. The blood sugar readings were normal. It was less reassuring than she’d hoped. Diabetes was something she understood. Now she had no explanation for her uneasiness.


The blast of cool air on entering Windsor House helped to dispel the sensation. It was not quite as powerful or refreshing as it had been at Great Minster House, but it still served to wake her from her heat-induced stupor. The reception was bigger, more spacious than it had seemed from the street, and there were potted plants dotted all around, bringing a splash of green into the otherwise sterile lobby. All in all, it was a comparatively pleasant place to sit and wait for her new manager to come and collect her, so after giving her name and details to the receptionist, she sank onto an only-slightly-uncomfortable sofa, rereading the orientation documents she had been sent on her phone.


‘Elise Nanda?’


The man who emerged from the lift was tall – taller than she imagined would be convenient when navigating the world. He didn’t quite have to stoop when stepping out into the reception, but there were definitely doors in the building that weren’t as forgiving. He was thin in a way that made it seem like someone had simply stretched a shorter man upwards, and his long neck ended in a soft, friendly face which sported a bristly brown moustache that made it impossible to accurately age him. At thirty-one, Elise was no longer guaranteed to be younger than her managers, but the man who walked over to her could have been anything from twenty-five to forty-five.


‘Yeah. Uh, yes, that’s me,’ she said, realising she hadn’t yet answered.


‘Gordon.’ He extended his hand. ‘I’ll be your supervisor here. At least for now.’


Elise shook the offered hand, though not before triple-checking she had managed to wipe off that horrible greasy ash from the Tube. Gordon smiled at her and she tried to shrug off the weird day she’d had so far and do likewise. He led her towards the lift, swiping them both through with the key card dangling off his rainbow lanyard.


‘Sorry I’m late. Did you get my message?’


‘Don’t worry,’ Gordon said with a small chuckle. ‘You’d be surprised how often it happens. A lot of us bounce back and forth between buildings, so I’ve done it myself a few times.’


‘Why was I assigned to start here? If it’s not a rude question?’


Gordon hit a button for the twelfth floor, and the doors closed with a pleasant chime.


‘Well, my team’s working quite closely with Transport for London, and TfL have offices here. We’re the ones most in need of a new programmer, so we got you. To begin with, at least. Nothing sinister. And if you don’t mind a rude question right back, why did you take the job? I was a little bit surprised. Skills like yours could be making a lot more money elsewhere.’


‘I value the stability and structure of the Civil Service and—’


‘Yeah, I remember you saying that.’ Gordon nodded dismissively. ‘But that’s an interview answer. You got the job already, I’m just curious what your deal is.’


A tinge of irritation rose in Elise. Gordon seemed nice enough, but it felt a bit early to be trying to figure out her ‘deal’. She pushed it down, though, not willing to alienate her manager before she’d even reached her desk.


‘My interview answer is my actual answer. Seriously. I’m looking for something secure. Something stable. I did my time in high-pressure start-ups and private sector development. There’s just too much bullshit.’


Elise started slightly, realising she’d unthinkingly sworn in front of her new boss. Was he someone who minded that sort of thing? She glanced up at his face, but it didn’t seem like he’d even noticed.


‘Last place I worked,’ she pressed on, ‘was a healthcare systems company. Making stuff to sell to research organisations, mostly. We were supposed to be integrating this anonymisation system last year, except it turned out it didn’t work. At all. I tried to raise it with the CEO, but it turned out he’d already given the contract to his brother-in-law and he told me we would have to ‘work with what we had.’ Anonymised or not.


‘Isn’t that illegal?’


‘That’s what I told him.’


‘And he still went through with it?’


‘I don’t know. I think so. I’d already handed in my notice by then.’


There was a long pause.


‘So,’ Gordon’s voice was an unreadable deadpan, ‘you wanted a job with less politics, nepotism and incompetence, so you decided to apply to work in the British Government?’


‘The Department for Transport,’ Elise corrected, not quite sure how to feel. ‘Trust me, it can’t be as bad as the last place I worked.’


The lift dinged softly to announce their arrival. Gordon didn’t reply.


The fridge door closed with a satisfying thud, and Elise nodded to herself with satisfaction as she glanced up at the little temperature readout in the corner of the door. Three degrees, which was impressive for a break room refrigerator that was constantly being opened and closed. In fact, just having the number visible at all was a big improvement on anywhere else she’d worked, where she always worried about keeping her injections properly cold. In fact, she had noticed that hers was not the only insulin in there. Clearly someone else had already had these fights and now she was reaping the benefits. Elise idly wondered who the other diabetic in the office might be. Gordon wouldn’t legally be allowed to tell her, and even if he did the chances were slim it was anyone she’d be directly working with. The office was pretty big, after all, and felt even more so given how few people seemed to be have turned up that day.


She looked around the break room. Larger than she’d expected, and a little bit more comfortable, though she noticed the absence of any easily stained soft furnishings. The cupboard was half-filled with plain white mugs and half with an array of mismatched ones in all shapes, colours and sizes, no doubt brought from home by generation after generation of civil servants. Perhaps she’d bring a mug of her own in at some point. More likely she’d gradually note which were unclaimed and take one of those as her own.


Next to that cupboard was a fire door. It was heavy, with a huge metal safety latch and a sign that read THIS DOOR IS ALARMED. There was a thick window of safety glass running down one side of it, but the room beyond was dark. As she looked, there was the faintest hint of something in the air, a familiar smell. Sweet and stale. Rotten. Her muscles began to reflexively lock up, and for a moment Elise’s head swum. There was movement in the dark behind the glass.


Pulling herself away with some effort, she turned around and jumped slightly to see Gordon looming at the other end of the break room, a plastic Tesco bag in one hand. She didn’t think he meant to loom, but it was hard for him not to. He placed the bag on one of the tables and moved next to her to make himself a cup of tea. She gave a quick glance back at the fire door, but the feeling had passed.


‘So, how’re you finding it so far?’ he asked.


An unexpected spike of anxiety travelled through Elise at the question as she ran through what she could acceptably say about her first morning. The main thing she’d noticed was that there were a lot fewer middle-class white men than she had expected and, while that was good, the observation probably wouldn’t go down well with Gordon, a middle-class white man. Elise was always on edge about that stuff at a new office: she knew many employers liked that she passed for white herself and that her medical condition was largely invisible. A particularly odious interviewer had even once described her as ‘the ideal diversity hire’ (he hadn’t given her the job, but he had tried to hit on her).


‘Early days,’ she said at last. ‘Misha’s still getting me set up on the computer. It’s a lot more spacious than I expected. A lot more plants.’


‘Yeah, they got a company in a few years back, redid the whole place. Looks a lot less depressing now.’


Elise decided it was too early to push on the light emphasis she noticed on the word ‘looks’.


‘Anyway, excited to finally get started. Sounds like a fascinating project.’


‘You think?’ Gordon’s tone still gave away nothing. ‘Mobile data signal on the Underground?’


‘I like those kinds of infrastructure projects,’ Elise said. ‘And so should you. You work for the Department for Transport!’


Gordon laughed at that. It was the biggest sound Elise had heard from him all day, and it had a comforting rumble to it.


‘We’ll see how your passion for it holds up once you start dealing with central IT. And Transport for London.’


‘What do you mean? Why would IT care about our project?’


‘You’re doing programming, right? For the signal stuff?’


‘Some mapping software, yeah, a little bit of database work. You said we mainly use Python?’


‘Mmhm.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘The problem’ – Gordon sipped his tea – ‘is that central IT don’t let us install anything on the office computers.’


‘I guess that makes sense. I mean, it’s the Government network. Security has to be pretty tight. And I suppose we don’t really need much except Python and a few—’


She stopped, noticing Gordon’s expression. It was halfway between amusement and despair.


‘Wait,’ she said, putting it together. ‘We can’t install Python? The programming language we need to do our job? That’s—’


‘Mmhm.’ Gordon nodded.


‘So what do we do?’


At this question, her boss’s gaze moved towards the Tesco bag, which he slid slowly across the table towards her.


‘If anyone asks, this is from the coffee budget,’ he said as she looked inside. ‘Now, obviously central IT has a strong policy against bringing external laptops into the office. But they don’t spend much time over here, and you should have a bit of warning before they show up. Understand?’


The MacBook looked to be about five years old, and not desperately well-treated by its previous owner. The back of the screen was covered in the residue from old stickers, one of which had not been entirely removed, leaving only a torn black corner with the word BITE in an Impact font.


‘That’s ridiculous,’ was all Elise could bring herself to say.


‘Welcome to the Civil Service,’ Gordon agreed. ‘I’ll go see how Misha’s getting on. Get yourself some lunch.’


And with that he departed into the mostly empty field of desks.


When she had first stepped into the open plan office, Elise had wondered how it was that so many people were clearly still working from home, given the need to be logged into the heavily secured network. The laptop in her hand seemed to answer the question. Not that she objected to more home-working, of course. Sometimes she felt like she was the only one who still remembered there was a pandemic on. Still, this wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined her first day going. She had known there would be some weird rules or arcane procedures, of course, but this was—


Her train of thought was interrupted by the sound of a mechanical thunk. She looked over at the fire exit, surprised that anyone was allowed to use it as an entrance. There was no-one there. The heavy door simply swung slowly outwards and stayed slightly ajar, revealing a thin line of darkness behind it. There was no sound to be heard. Whatever alarm was supposed to sound, it didn’t.


Elise looked around to see if anyone else had noticed, but she was alone in the break room. Hesitantly, she got to her feet and walked towards the door, fully intending to simply pull it closed. Just leave it alone, she could hear her brother’s voice in the back of her head. She wasn’t that person anymore. No more drama, no more sticking her nose into other people’s business. She had a nice stable job now. She had chosen a boring life and that was fine.


But surely it couldn’t hurt to just have a look at the fire escape? If there was a fire, it would be best to know the way, surely?


Beyond the door was a square stairwell, with rough concrete steps leading around and down a dozen or so floors to the ground. There were no windows, but every other landing was illuminated by a flickering fluorescent bulb. On this floor, however, there was no light at all, and the gloom was thick around her. Elise leaned for a second over the railing and looked into the long, dark hollow that led all the way down through the centre of the stairs. Every few floors there was a thin net stretched across, just in case anyone fell. Or jumped.


Or was pushed.


Why had that thought come into her head? Why was she so on edge? The rotten smell was back, and she was struggling to not stay locked in place. Now her eyes had adjusted a bit, she could make out someone moving near the bottom of the stairwell. The nets made it hard to see them clearly, but after a second the figure stopped. Even all the way below her she could see the pale face look up, and she could feel it staring at her.


Instinctively she stepped back, stretching her hand to steady herself against the wall. The concrete felt unpleasant under her palm, and when she turned towards it Elise could just about make out a patch that seemed to be paler than the rest. It was pockmarked and crumbling, as though it were somehow older than the material that surrounded it. It almost looked like the concrete itself was sick. Dying.


Trying to dispel the thoughts of diseased concrete from her mind, something else now caught her attention. A sensation of intense heat from behind her. She knew what it was, what it had to be. An image intruded into her mind, an absurd picture she was sure she’d seen before, of a burning man sitting on the stairs. He was screaming, blistering, his skin bubbling and peeling away, his life curling into nothing like hair over a flame, his essence being devoured, inhaled by—


At last Elise forced herself to turn. There was nothing there. There never had been. No heat, no figure, just an empty fire escape. Even the smell was gone. What was wrong with her? She blinked hard, stepped back into the break room and closed the fire door behind her.


Then she went over to pick up her new laptop and confront the slightly less sinister absurdity of government bureaucracy.












Senyo



It was the pain in his leg that jolted him awake. He was surprised he’d drifted off at all, what with how constant the ache had been all throughout the journey. Well, maybe not that surprised, given how drowsy the heat tended to make him. Senyo Amoah considered again whether he’d made the right call travelling in the sweat-box carriages of the main train, rather than making his way up to the driver’s compartment to ride there. It was always cooler there, though these older trains still didn’t have air conditioning that was a match for the heat of the Central Line. Still, the seats in the main train had fractionally more legroom than what he’d get riding shotgun at the front, and he’d decided that his injury was more important than keeping cool.


Senyo mentally kicked himself again as he looked at his knee. Every Tube driver had that interminable ‘mind the gap’ message burned into their brain, hearing it a hundred times a day for the entire length of their careers. And how had he managed to hurt himself? Sure, a passenger had been distracting him, but that was no excuse for such a careless mistake. He’d been on a spare turn and the duty manager had tapped him at short notice to cover a driver coming off for PNR (or ‘physical needs relief’ – the Tube drivers’ coy term for a toilet break), but even so … He’d been working the Underground for over twenty years. The idea that his attention could be broken like that, that he could have got his foot caught in the gap and slipped, seemed absurd. But here he was, leg all twisted up, under instructions from the first aider (a sardonic old Cockney named Alan) to go home and rest up, and to head to A&E if it started to swell too badly.


Senyo leaned back. No wonder he wasn’t feeling well.


The rattling of a crumpled McDonalds cup pulled him from his near-stupor, and he tuned in just to hear the end of the young man’s begging spiel. He looked up at the figure that approached him, a pang of pity giving way to the familiar bubble of anger as he thought about what was being done to his city by the corrupt incompetence of the parasites in power. Senyo had watched the slow explosion in the number of rough sleepers during the decades of Tory rule. He had seen how the previously more or less invisible problem had been pushed further and further out into the world, until wherever you looked all you could see were the victims of London’s transformation from a place to live into a colossal investment portfolio.


He reached into his pocket to see what cash he had, fishing out a pound coin and tossing it into the battered old cup. The rough sleeper looked at him for a moment, muttering the obligatory thanks, and Senyo met his gaze. There was something odd in the young man’s dark eyes, which stood out starkly against his pale greyish skin. A confusion, not at the money placed in his cup, but at the whole situation. Like he wasn’t quite sure if he was dreaming or not. Reflexively (and hating himself for doing it) Senyo made a note of the stranger’s pupils. They were neither the wide, gaping hollows that would indicate meth or ketamine, nor were they the tell-tale pinpricks of heroin. Whatever was happening in his mind, it didn’t look chemically induced. More than that, there was an uncomfortable familiarity to it, and it made him aware of his own lingering disorientation. The rough sleeper hesitated. Whatever recognition existed between them apparently went both ways, and Senyo’s discomfort grew as he felt a long bead of sweat trace its way down the side of his face.


His train of thought was cut off abruptly as the repulsive anti-begging announcement played over the PA system. Senyo’s internal sneer didn’t quite reach his face. Natalie was driving this train and though she wasn’t one to call the British Transport Police over it (few drivers were), she was absolutely the sort to turn on the announcement when she saw the young man on the cameras. Senyo didn’t like Natalie.


The announcement finished, and Senyo reflexively muttered a ‘fuck off’ at it. He realised too late he’d said it out loud and hoped no-one thought he was swearing at the man asking for money. He was reassured by a slightly sardonic smile, and an almost imperceptible shrug gesturing at the strangeness of the whole situation.


Then the moment passed, the doors opened, and the rough sleeper was gone. Senyo exhaled, though any relief he might have felt was curtailed by the oven-like heat of the carriage. As he watched the young man disappear, he noticed another passenger watching: a white guy with perfect hair and a perfect suit, sat on the edge of the seat in the way a certain class of passenger does when forced to travel on the Underground. It was an attitude that communicated exactly how little they wanted to touch the seats or handholds, as though afraid of being infected. Not by any disease or pandemic, of course, but by the social class of their surroundings. The man in three-piece linen noticed Senyo noticing him, and as he got off to leave the train he smiled with the easy confidence and charisma of one who has never for a moment had reason to feel unwelcome in the world. The grin made Senyo’s leg ache.


The house was quiet when he returned. A slightly dilapidated red-brick building on a terrace that was rapidly being surrounded by luxury apartments that sold for millions of pounds and then sat empty. Indeed, if they were able to take better care of it, their own modest two-bed could easily have fetched close to a million, given the area, and Amy was regularly being approached by estate agents promising to do just that. It was tempting sometimes, especially as the gradually escalating council tax was becoming more and more of a burden for a family that had to work for a living, but Senyo had lived there ever since his parents came to London almost forty years before, and the idea of leaving made something inside him curdle.


He limped through the door, breathing a sigh of relief that his journey home had finally come to an end. Whoever was driving the Bakerloo train down to Lambeth North had clearly still been getting used to the manual controls, and the journey had been a juddering, stuttering one (though not as devastatingly hot as the Central Line). He’d hoped to be able to walk the half mile back to the house, but the pain in his leg was intense enough that he’d ended up having to get a taxi. A smooth, short ride, but one somewhat spoiled by a driver who erroneously thought Senyo’s silence meant he’d found a sympathetic ear to disgorge his theories about the ‘woke’ media.


But now he was home, with its welcoming mess and comfortable, battered sofa. By the evening the bricks would have trapped the heat of the day, warming the front room uncomfortably, but at that moment it was still deliciously cool compared to the stifling temperature outside. Senyo made his way slowly to the kitchen to get a glass of tap water, then collapsed across the length of the couch, putting his leg up on one of the arms to keep it elevated. He texted Amy to make sure she knew he was home safe, then reached for his book and highlighter.


If you’d asked him why he liked to highlight passages of the books he read, given he never went back to them once he’d finished, Senyo probably couldn’t have told you, but it was important to him; part of the ritual of reading and learning that he cherished. Unfortunately, the current volume, a rather dry account of the Callaghan’s government during the 1978 Winter of Discontent, had not found itself graced with many highlighted passages. Desmond, Senyo’s friend and union rep, had recommended it as ‘helping put what’s happening now into context’, but he’d not found it particularly insightful. Senyo wondered if he was missing something. Admittedly, his parents didn’t move from Ghana until ’83, but the London he was reading about seemed so alien to where he lived now.


Clement Atlee, their elderly ginger cat, hopped up on his chest and the next half hour was lost to alternatively giving the affectionate feline stomach rubs and keeping it away from his injured leg.


‘How’s the invalid?’ Amy’s voice came from the front door.


‘Dead on arrival, I’m afraid.’ Senyo smiled.


‘That’s a shame. No point kissing it better, then?’ his wife teased as she walked into the living room, giving him a quick once-over to satisfy herself he wasn’t simply downplaying a serious injury.


‘I’m fine. Really.’


‘I’ve heard that before,’ she chided, gently. ‘You remember Barcelona?’


‘That was one time.’


‘And last Christmas?’


‘Two times.’


‘And—’


‘Point taken.’ Senyo held up his hands in surrender. ‘The leg’s just twisted. Alan only sent me home to be on the safe side.’


‘As long as you’re sure.’


‘If you’re worried, you could always heal it with Sandra’s magic crystal.’ He gestured to the chunk of blue mineral hanging around his wife’s neck.


‘Sen, it was very sweet of Sandra to give it to me and I will not let you bully her about it,’ Amy said, suppressing a smirk. ‘Besides, lapis lazuli is for clarity and enlightenment, not healing.’


‘And has it given you clarity about hiring aspiring witches?’


‘It’s giving me some clarity about my choice of judgemental husbands.’


Senyo let out a deep bark of laughter, which turned into a hiss of pain as Clement Atlee, startled by the noise, leapt off his chest with claws extended.


‘Anyway,’ Amy continued as she went to hang up her jacket, ‘Sandra is a great hairdresser, and she’s brought a lot of her old regulars with her. I can put up with a bit of woo for—’


She stopped abruptly. Senyo looked over, curious as to what had taken her attention. Her hand was resting on his red and blue TfL jacket, an expression of confusion and disgust on her face.


‘Everything all right?’ he asked.


‘What the hell have you done to this? What is this stuff?’


‘I don’t … Uh …’


Gingerly, holding it between her thumb and forefinger, Amy picked up the jacket and carried it over to the sofa. Senyo took it, immediately seeing what she meant. It was covered with greasy residue; a thick, irregular sheen, spattered here and there with flecks of what looked like grey ash. There was a slightly cloying scent to it that he couldn’t quite place, but it made the bile rise in his throat. His head swam slightly and he smelled burning. It felt like something was pushing from the inside of his head, and his vision blurred for a second. When had this happened? Why hadn’t he noticed until now?


‘Are you all right?’ The concern was back in Amy’s voice, her round, open face crinkling up in worry.


‘I’m OK.’ He steadied himself as the jacket slid from his hand and landed on the floor. ‘I don’t know what it is. I didn’t – I didn’t notice anything get on me.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ his wife reassured him. ‘It’s not important. I’ll give it a wipe down before Lea gets home. You know how they can be about smells.’


Senyo nodded silently, but he was worrying about it. He was worrying about it a lot. And he had no idea why.


‘Hey, Dad?’


Sleep fell heavily from Senyo’s mind, awareness dragging itself painfully from the heaviness of slumber. He had been … What had he been dreaming about? He remembered darkness, cut through with the harsh white of subterranean lighting. There had been a pale figure moving, crawling towards him. Someone had been screaming. Someone had been burning.


He shook his head, consciousness coming back in full now, and looked towards the door to the bedroom. Beside him, Amy still slept, her gentle snores undisturbed. The light was on in the hall, and Lea stood there, silhouetted, waiting for him to respond. For a moment he felt unstuck in time, like the world had shifted backwards eight years, and a six-year-old was dragging him from his bed, scared that there was a monster in the darkness below the bed. But Lea was fourteen now, and at pains to assert themself as mature and grown-up. Which meant what they said next shot a chill all through Senyo’s body.




‘I think there’s someone in my closet.’


Lea’s voice quivered slightly, the effort to sound calm and reasonable clearly paper-thin and barely hiding a legitimate terror. They gripped the sleeves of their pyjamas as though they were cold, despite the oppressive warmth of the night.


In a moment he was on his feet, eyes casting about for something that might work as a weapon, wondering whether to get dressed into more than his loose blue boxer shorts and T-shirt. Then the instinctive panic response passed and he took a second to think through the situation. Lea’s room was on the upper floor of the house, and the window didn’t open wide enough for anyone climb through, so someone would have had to come in through the downstairs. Both the front and back doors were dead-bolted, meaning that if someone had got in, it was unlikely they’d have been able to do so silently. The possibility that an intruder had made it inside the house then snuck up and into Lea’s closet without alerting the whole house was slim. In any case, Senyo was not a small man and his leg had recovered quickly, to the point where it was now only a slight twinge when he walked. He was confident that if there somehow was someone there, he could drive them off. But confident or not, he wished he had something heavy to hand.


‘Dad?’ Lea’s voice came again, still trying to hide the fear.


‘Show me,’ Senyo said, his voice impressively calm. Calmer than he felt, even after reasoning it through.


The two of them walked slowly down the hall towards the smaller bedroom. Without a word exchanged, they both moved as quietly as they could, ears perked up for the slightest sound from beyond the doorway in front of them.


Lea’s bedroom was faintly lit with strings of multi-coloured fairy lights that snaked over the walls and ceiling, bathing everything in a gentle glow that at any other time would have been relaxing. The shapes of the bed, the desk, the bookshelf could be picked out, but the light didn’t quite reach the door of the closet, set into the far corner. It had been years since Lea had had an actual nightlight, but looking at the tiny bulbs curling around the room, Senyo wondered if his child had ever fully conquered their fear of the dark.


It was as Senyo approached the threshold that he heard it. From deep inside the room there was a shift, the sound of movement. A soft, almost imperceptible scratching, followed by the creak of a closet hinge. For a moment he forgot to breathe.


‘Dad!’ Lea whispered frantically.


‘Hello?’ Senyo called out, all pretence and bravado draining out of him as a quaver of fear entered his voice as well.


There was a pause, followed by a sudden burst of frantic scratching from the far corner of the room. Senyo instinctively braced for something to charge at him as Lea gripped his arm, but nothing else moved. The room was silent once again.


Steeling himself, Senyo reached a hand through the doorway and around to the light switch. For a split second the bedroom was flooded with light, then just as quickly it was dark again as the bulb blew, tripping the fuse and plunging the hallway into darkness as well. Lea squeaked and gripped their father’s arm tighter.


Swallowing hard, Senyo stepped into the bedroom, expecting an attack at any moment. The fairy lights, plugged into the wall socket rather than the lighting circuit, were still lit, and that gave him an idea. Reaching over, he picked up the ring light Lea used when making their TikToks (was it still TikToks? It was hard to keep up) and flicked the on switch. Immediately the room was lit by a harsh white light, throwing into stark relief the walls covered with posters of musicians (he never recognised them, but disliked them on principle) and the large genderqueer flag pinned to the ceiling (Senyo didn’t really understand it, but was supporting them like the internet said to). And of course, in the corner, the closet – its door slightly ajar.


With a final glance towards Lea, still stood waiting anxiously in the hallway, Senyo marched up to the closet door, gripped the edge and threw it open, his free hand holding the ring light in front of him like a protective ward.


There was nothing there. Of course there was nothing there. He’d been getting himself worked up for nothing. Relief flooded through his whole body and he sagged, the pain in his leg returning all at once as the adrenaline receded.


‘It’s empty,’ he said, trying to find his calm again.


It wasn’t easy. He had heard something; they both had, and he couldn’t pretend they’d imagined it. Senyo shone the light around, looking for what they had heard. On the floor, Lea’s school clothes lay in a crumpled heap in contrast to the array of brightly coloured shirts and tops carefully hung up with great care. Boxes of old notebooks and drawings, a slightly dusty PlayStation 4, and … There, in the corner of the ceiling: a hole. Some part of the house’s old roof must have collapsed, leaving it open to the outside. Barely four inches across, there was no way a person could have got in through it. A pigeon, maybe? Or perhaps (his heart sank at the thought) mice. He’d have to get it fixed, and quick. Maybe talk to an exterminator. But all that was going to cost … a lot.


He turned and left the closet, trying to hold onto the mundane worries about money and how best to comfort his child after a situation that had scared them deeply. It was best not to linger in there, not to dwell on the fact that there were no other signs of pigeons or mice or anything else normal that might have climbed in through the hole. And not to ponder the strange, familiar smell that pervaded the place, making Senyo feel dizzy and faintly sick.












Tash



Tash couldn’t move. She sat there, roasting in the humid oven of the Central Line, and for some reason she couldn’t move. Or … No, that wasn’t quite right. She was able to turn her head towards the banker-type sat opposite her, but he just smiled weakly. Even that small motion of the neck had a sort of delay, a lethargy to it. It was like a really intense body high; what her old housemate Ira had called ‘couch-lock’. It seemed to be fading, at least. Tash shook her head slightly, and her limbs were once again broadly under her control.


She took a deep breath and almost gagged on a thick, unpleasant odour. It was like someone had set up a bakery in a plague-pit. Definitely not one of the usual oh-so-delightful aromas that could usually be found on the Underground. Sweat, piss, vomit, old, spilled beer – all these were horrible, but they were recognisable. This felt like something else. And almost as soon as she’d noticed the smell, it was gone; blown away by the tunnel-wind coming from the ventilation hatch on the carriage door.


Someone was talking. To her?


‘– I’d be really grateful to you, God bless.’


The young man finished his pitch and moved down the carriage before Tash had even had a chance to parse what he’d been saying. It was probably for the best; she didn’t carry much cash these days. She watched him walk over towards a man in a Tube driver’s uniform and a rather beautiful woman whose neat office-wear look had already been ruined by the heat.


It was so hard to focus. It was a long time since Tash had been quite this tired, and the choking atmosphere of the Central Line in summer was definitely not helping. Was that it? Had she simply got too warm and fallen asleep? It must be. In a sudden panic she leaned over to the businessman on the opposite seats.


‘What, uh, what’s the next stop?’


‘Marble Arch,’ he said, a little uncertainly.


Tash leaned back into her chair in relief. She couldn’t have been asleep for that long, then. Her whole body ached gently and she bent her neck to the side until she felt a dull crack, doing her best to stretch out a bit. A bead of sweat rolled slowly down her forearm, and Tash watched it, trying to decide whether it was sexy or gross. It plopped down off her skin and onto the grimy fabric of the seat next to her, rather definitively answering the question.


And the seat cover really was remarkably grimy. It was covered in a sort of oily grey dirt that clung stubbornly to the blue-and-red moquette. Had it looked like that when Tash sat down? She didn’t feel like she’d have knowingly chosen to sit here if it had, but that was the decision she’d apparently made. There was every possibility she simply hadn’t noticed. It wasn’t as if she was operating at peak efficiency right now.


Overnight shifts were the worst. No, that wasn’t exactly true. The morning after an overnight shift was the worst. The Sulgrave Lodge was not a particularly nice hotel to work for (or to stay at, for that matter) but it was at least technically a four-star hotel, which meant one of the services it needed to provide was a 24-hour reception. In some ways it was an easy gig: Shepherd’s Bush wasn’t close enough to any of the major transport routes to get a lot of late-night business travellers, and so it mostly consisted of sitting quietly behind a desk doing light admin until dawn broke and it came time for various guests to get their wake-up calls. The trouble was that the management of the Sulgrave hadn’t made the shift patterns quite long enough, and Tash often ended up with both night and day reception shifts within the same week. Without enough time to properly adjust a sleep schedule, the nights often ended up a blurry, caffeinated haze. On the plus side, she’d been able to synchronise the graveyard shifts with her electrolysis appointments, so she didn’t have to worry about too many people seeing her face all red and puffy, but that only added yet another discomfort to the job.


So here she was. Her limbs ached, her face felt raw, and her eyelids kept threatening to send her into another involuntary nap. But it was over, and she actually had a full day off tomorrow. Tash smiled despite herself. She couldn’t wait to get home to her mattress.


Tash’s mattress was the most valuable thing that she owned. A combination of a pocket-sprung underneath with a layer of memory foam above, and a cooling pad on top that she’d bought separately. It was the last time her parents had been in any position to help her financially, and when the mattress that came with the house nine years ago had finally given up the ghost, they insisted on helping ‘buy her a good night’s sleep’. All her friends made fun of her for it, both for it being a little on the bougie side and for how often she kept bringing it up in conversation. Tash didn’t care. It had been a revelation to discover just how comfortable lying in bed could be, especially given how little sleep her current job allowed her to get.


There was only one problem, which presented itself the moment she collapsed into the duvet’s soft embrace: the old wooden bedframe would scream in protest. Tash had decided it was better to keep the old frame and spend more on the mattress, which wasn’t a decision she regretted, exactly, but her new, heavier mattress meant that every night was a cacophony of creaks and groans of wooden agony as the ageing slats threatened complete collapse. Today was no exception. Tash gritted her teeth and tried to find a position that made less of a racket. She knew that if she wasn’t careful she was going to—


Her phone pinged, and her heart sank. She looked over, and sure enough, there was a new WhatsApp message from Siobhan.


Natasha you agreed to keep things down while I am working using my room to work from home and the current noise level is above what we discussed. Obviously this is unacceptable. Please do not put me in a position where I have to speak to you about this again.


‘Discussed’. That was certainly one way to describe Siobhan’s screaming session last week. With a groan, Tash pulled herself from the bed. She needed to get something to eat anyway. She paused for a moment outside the door to her housemate’s room, debating whether to knock, but talking things over was not on the table these days. Tash headed down and into the kitchen, where Derek, the third member of their miserable little household, stood eating a bowl of cereal in a shirt, tie and boxer shorts.


‘How goes the struggle?’ he asked lightly.


Tash made a long, drawn-out noise of distress, articulating exactly how the struggle was going.


‘Bad night at work?’


‘Followed by a delightful welcome home,’ Tash said, her eyes flicking to the ceiling, above which lay Siobhan’s room.


Derek let out a grunt of understanding.


‘Don’t suppose you’d be willing to get involved? It’s only getting worse and she still kind of likes you.’


‘Yeah.’ Derek took another spoonful of cereal. ‘Mainly because I don’t get involved. I’m not eager to have another one of her “discussions”. It’s like having a half-hour YouTube callout video about you performed to your face.’


‘Makes sense; all she does is watch make-up influencer drama.’ Tash sighed. ‘I asked her if the yoghurt in the fridge was hers and she accused me of “harassment”. At least she hasn’t missed rent.’


Derek lifted the cereal bowl to his face, draining the last of the milk with a sound that would normally have set Tash’s teeth on edge, but right now she was simply too tired to care.


‘So you’ve been here seven years?’ he started.


‘Nine.’


‘And Siobhan’s the first time you’ve had a housemate you didn’t like?’


‘I thought I would like her. I mean, it’s just been friends living here, y’know? Moving in and out over the years. And we needed someone at short notice. Friend of a friend vouched for her and … I mean, to be fair, she was fine until lockdown hit. She seemed nice enough. Then the pandemic came and she just got … bad. I dunno; maybe her talking about how “cool” it would be to have a trans housemate should’ve been a red flag, but she seemed sincere enough. It’s probably just the pandemic, I guess. Sent us all a bit mad. But also I hate her now, so …’


Derek nodded. He’d heard the story plenty of times, but didn’t interrupt.


‘She doesn’t usually get to you quite this much,’ he said at last. ‘You OK?’


‘Yeah, I’m … Something weird went down on the Tube today.’


‘Oh yeah? What happened?’


Tash opened her mouth to answer, but stopped. What had happened? She had said it without thinking, giving voice to a strange certainty that had been growing within her all the way home. Something weird went down on the Tube. But now she came to think about it, to try and identify what exactly had occurred, she found she couldn’t think of anything.


‘I … It was really hot. I had, like, an episode or something.’ She tried to put it into words. ‘It’s fine. Just left me feeling a bit shaky.’


‘What kind of episode?’ Derek’s expression was teetering on the edge of concern, trying to decide whether to fall over into actual worry. ‘Like a dissociation thing?’


‘Yeah,’ Tash lied. ‘A dissociation thing. I guess. Anyway, what’s with the tie? I thought you were working from home today?’


‘Got to present at the big all-hands meeting, so I got dolled up.’ Derek gestured proudly to his mismatched get-up: white shirt, green tie, leopard-print boxers. ‘Guess which half’s on camera.’


‘Left half.’


‘Speaking of.’ Derek pointed to the clock and headed back towards his room. ‘Good luck not stabbing Siobhan. Or getting stabbed by Siobhan. Honestly not sure which is more likely.’


Tash stood in the kitchen alone, waiting for some water to boil for her ramen. Why had she mentioned the train journey? It hadn’t been a pleasant commute, sure, but why did it feel like it was looming over her like this? Was she just displacing her house worries? Even without the hostile presence of someone who hated her, it felt like things were on the edge of collapse. Everything was getting so much more expensive, and the not-exactly-exceptional wages from her receptionist job didn’t really cover the bills anymore. Beyond that, it had been several years since their landlord, Jeff, had increased the rent, and in that time Tash had watched Walthamstow change from a rough-but-affordable area into a gentrified suburb full of well-paid London professionals. There were now five craft brewery taprooms within a half-mile walk of her. For all the building’s problems there was no doubt the three of them were paying well under market rate for the house, and when Jeff finally changed that, Tash wasn’t sure where else she could go.


It was more than enough stress for anyone to deal with. Obviously that was what was really bothering her. She was simply displacing it onto a bad commute. Obviously.


The water bubbled, and even as Tash dropped in her noodle sheets, she felt certain she was missing something.


The bedframe creaked in alarm as Tash woke suddenly. It was dark, with no sunlight creeping around the edges of the heavy curtains. She instinctively went to throw off her duvet, before realising she’d already been sleeping above the covers to keep cool. The room was boiling, and the only sound was the whirring of the cheap tower fan she had propped up on a box to more directly hit her with cold (well, moving) air throughout the night. She fumbled for her phone, blinking at the sudden light from the screen. It was 11:42 in the evening, and no further messages from Siobhan.


The muscles of Tash’s limbs felt odd. Slightly jelly-like, as though it was taking a more concentrated effort than usual to shift them. The sensation was unpleasantly familiar. She sniffed the air, a nagging suspicion forming in her mind. The air blasting from the fan kept it from lingering or getting too strong, but sure enough there was that musty, sticky smell in the air.


Then something moved in the corner of the room.


Tash felt a jolt of sheer terror pass through her body, though whatever stupor was hampering her movements prevented her from leaping out of bed and immediately fleeing. Besides, it had been over by the door, so escape that way was impossible. There had been a hint of motion and a whumph noise, like something soft hitting the floor. Her eyes desperately tried to adjust, to pick out shapes or outlines in the darkness, and she cursed herself for letting her room get so messy.


She gripped her phone like it was some sort of talisman; a cross that might be held out to ward off a vampire. There was a torch on the front of it, the one used for the camera flash. She could turn it on with a simple gesture. Two firm shakes and the room would be bathed in light. Then Tash would be able to see everything that was in there with her. That was all she needed to do. Shake the phone twice and she would know for sure if there was an intruder in her room.


The time stretched out. Five seconds. Why hadn’t she done it yet? Ten seconds. Still nothing had moved. Fifteen seconds. What if they were waiting for her? What if turning on the torch was the thing that spurred them to attack? Twenty seconds. What if the thing she saw by the light of her phone was the last thing that Natasha Dixon would ever see?


‘Do it, you fucking coward,’ she said out loud, with less conviction than she’d hoped.


It was enough, though, and with a supreme effort of will, she gave the phone two quick shakes. The scene before her was hit by a beam of cold white light, casting stark black shadows. There was her dresser with nothing amiss. Her cupboard, half open and only full of clothes. The door to her room, slightly ajar … and her big fluffy dressing gown crumpled on the floor where it had fallen off its hook.


Tash sank back into her mattress, relief flooding her body like a wave. Her dressing gown had fallen down, that was all. It had simply fallen down, as these things sometimes do. She laughed, the absurdity of her fears overcoming her wariness about disturbing her housemates.


Then all at once the laughter stopped and she looked again. The door to her room was slightly ajar. That wasn’t right. She always closed it when going to bed. Always. Siobhan kicked up such a stink about any little sound bleeding into the room next door that Tash made certain it was properly shut every night, and it certainly wasn’t the sort of latch that came open on its own.


There was only one explanation as to why the door would be ajar, and that was that someone had opened it while Tash was asleep. Despite the roasting humidity of the night air, she suddenly felt very cold.


Slowly she picked the dressing gown up from the floor and pulled it on. For a second the smell grew stronger and she felt her legs begin to seize up. Her vision swam.


Then she was back in herself. How long had she stood there in the darkness? The torch from her phone had gone out, so she reached over to the light switch. As she touched the small plastic button, Tash had a sudden panic. What if it didn’t turn on? What if she was trapped here in the dark, waiting desperately for the sun to rise?


But the light did turn on when she finally pushed the switch, though the energy-saving bulb was dimmer than she might have liked. It always took a few minutes to warm up, and did little to dispel her fears. Still, it was a start.


Tash considered getting properly dressed, just in case she had to flee the house, but the T-shirt and skirt she’d been wearing had obviously come into contact with the grubby seat on the train and were covered with that flaky grease, and for some reason the thought of digging through her chest of drawers felt like leaving herself exposed. No, Tash decided. She would check the house first, then get dressed.


The lightbulb over the landing burst into life, brighter than the one in her bedroom. There was nothing there. No intruder, no monster, no weird smell. The stairs were clear. Cautiously, Tash crept through it, careful not to make too much noise.


She paused in front of the door to Siobhan’s room, considering her options. Why was she so certain it must have been some external intruder? If anyone had come into her room, the most likely culprits were her two housemates, surely? It was probably Derek. An innocent enough mistake. Maybe he’d wanted to ask her something, saw she was asleep, and left without properly closing the door. But Derek knocked if he wanted her attention. As far as Tash could remember he’d never even crossed the threshold of her room.


If it had been Siobhan, though … Since the pandemic started, Tash’s housemate had been notably more closed-off and aggressive, quicker to launch into her long accusatory monologues. She’d never been violent, never even given a hint that she might be violent, but there was a seething anger in her eyes, and the mental image of her stood silhouetted in Tash’s doorway, staring hatefully at her while she slept, caused an entirely different sort of terror.


Tash dropped her hand, which she had positioned to knock on Siobhan’s door, back to her side and she listened. From within the room, she could just about make out a slow, rhythmic sound. Snoring? It was hard to be sure. Either way, it was a good idea to check the rest of the house first. Siobhan would still be here afterwards.


She had less hesitation about knocking on Derek’s door. There was no response to her first three firm taps, nor to her follow-up knocks or the quiet ‘Derek!’ she whispered into the room. This wasn’t alarming, Tash told herself. He was a social guy and often spent the evening out with friends, especially on … shit, what day was it? Was it Friday? Yeah, Friday night, of course he wasn’t home on Friday night. Of course.


There was a noise from downstairs. Not much, really, just the lightest sound of something being moved, like a leg brushing against a coffee table as someone crept past. At any other time, in any other situation, it was a noise that Tash wouldn’t even have noticed, let alone been afraid of. But here and now it made her take a step back, clutching her dressing gown tight about her as she slowly descended the stairs.


‘Derek?’


There was no response.


‘… Siobhan?’


She reached the ground floor and looked about the living room. Light from the streetlamps outside came softly through the net curtains, leaving everything half illuminated. The switch for the downstairs lights was on the other side of the room (one of the many small inconveniences of the house), but this time Tash didn’t hesitate to bring out her phone and activate the torch. She swept the beam over the furniture, ready to respond to any motion. She didn’t know if she’d flee back upstairs or make a run for the front door, but so far nothing jumped out at her. The furniture was as she had left it, and aside from the faintest trace of that unpleasant odour lingering in the air, there was no sign of anything amiss.


Turning into the kitchen, she reached for the light switch with growing confidence and flooded the room with brightness before she stepped inside. It wasn’t a big kitchen; just space enough for a hob, a couple of counters and a sink, and there was certainly nowhere that could hide an intruder. Tash relaxed, her shoulders sagging with relief, and she was just about to return to her room when something caught her eye: another open door. The door at the back of the kitchen, which led into the garden.


The back door was never open. No-one had been into the garden in almost two years, and it was an overgrown mess full of nettles and spiders. Before Siobhan had turned recluse at the start of the pandemic, the three of them had discussed hiring gardeners to finally come in and cut it all down, but that had obviously never happened. The back door hadn’t been used in so long that the deadbolt had rusted in position.


Or so Tash had thought. Now that deadbolt stood open and the door was swinging gently, having been improperly closed. There was no breeze, no draught. The air outside was as hot and still as the air in the kitchen. Someone had come in through the back door. Or left through it. Or both.


Tash walked slowly towards it, her breath caught in her throat. She reached over to the knife block, and pulled out a long, thin blade. In the back of her mind she knew it wouldn’t actually be as useful in a fight as the shorter knives, but the weight was reassuring. She took the handle of the half-closed door in her other hand and prepared to yank it open. Images flashed through her mind of what might be waiting for her on the other side. Strangely enough, none of her fears seemed to focus on burglars, home invaders or other human assailants. The thing she feared was not clear in her mind, a blurred impression of thin limbs, pale faces and terrible violence. She clenched her jaw and got ready to face it.


Then something moved in the kitchen behind her and Tash swung round, adrenaline and instinct coursing through her veins, holding out the knife not in a position of attack, but to keep away whatever was finally coming for her.


Standing there, absolutely silent, an expression on her face halfway between horror and outrage, was Siobhan.


‘Oh. Hi,’ Tash said, and tried her best to smile. ‘I was just … closing the door.’


Siobhan did not look amused.
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