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Prologue


Turkish–Syrian border, 2014


‘I can’t believe you got a car.’ Lee looked around the spartan interior of the old Toyota Hilux, impressed.


‘Of course I got a car.’ Cunningham looked across at her and winked, the hot wind blowing his dark hair back, his eyes hidden behind his aviators.


She shook her head with a sigh. He could charm the devil. ‘How’d you do it?’


‘Fifty bucks and all my smokes.’


She arched an eyebrow. ‘All of them?’


‘Well, maybe not quite all.’ He grinned, reaching into the pocket of his flak jacket and handing some over.


She shook her head.


‘You quit?’ He sounded incredulous. Cigarettes and whisky were some of the only pleasures to be had out here.


‘Trying to. Those things will kill you, you know.’


He threw his head back and laughed, replacing the cigarettes in his jacket pocket. ‘Yeah, right – it’s the cigarettes that’ll get me.’


She smiled too, dropping her head onto the armrest, feeling happy to be back. The windows were open – the air con had died in this car long before war had broken out – and she could feel the sun beating ferociously on her arm as it lay flat on the ledge.


Her camera lay on her lap, ever-ready, but for once she didn’t pick it up. She wasn’t working yet and her eyes grazed the empty landscape, looking for beauty – a green tree, a high-flying bird, cattle grazing, some flowers. Instead, they were amid an unbroken panorama of red, baked earth, mountains at their backs, the mighty Euphrates a few miles south. Every so often, they passed a stray coil of barbed wire twisted on the ground, a deep gash in the ground where an IED had gone off, tumbling concrete ruins of what had once been villages, plumes of dust in the sky from not-so-distant gunfire and mortar attacks.


She closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of her blonde hair tickling her face in the breeze, trying to resist sleep. She had only been back out here for three days but those three days had been spent on the road trying to catch up with Cunningham since her flight into the military airbase in Hama, the region where they were supposed to have met up. She had gone home for six weeks for a badly needed break but Cunningham hadn’t stopped moving in that time: she had left him in Raqqa, he’d journeyed through Hama – seemingly without stopping – and now, here they were in Aleppo province, nudging the Turkish border.


To Lee – momentarily softened again by her retreat to the land of electricity and hot running water, of luxury cars and feathered beds – it felt like standing on the knife-edge of the world, the horizon found and captured with nothing else beyond. The colours, the heat, the noise – everything was raw here. Conditions seemed to have deteriorated in the time she’d been gone; she wouldn’t have thought that was possible after Homs, but somehow the level for rock bottom kept dropping down.


The road was in desperately poor condition, deep potholes and ruts bouncing them around alarmingly; it seemed unlikely the old Toyota’s suspension could take it, and yet somehow the little car kept motoring along, blooms of dust in their wake.


‘I saw you hooked up with Schneider.’ She arched an eyebrow.


He looked across at her and gave a bemused laugh. ‘Now don’t you get jealous. I had to use someone. I didn’t know if you were even gonna come back.’


‘I said I would, didn’t I?’


He gave her one of his looks, the ones that went where words wouldn’t. They both knew how she’d been when she’d left here. Homs had been brutal, a relentless, pounding bombardment that had pulled the marrow from the bones of even the most seasoned reporters.


‘He’s not a patch on you, Fitch, and you know it.’ He gave her one of his famous grins and she couldn’t help but grin back – she did know it – both of them feeling the adrenaline surge that came from doing this job. By any normal definition of the word, they were mad, driving headlong into a conflict zone and actively looking forward to it.


How many assignments had they been on together now? Eleven, twelve? Pretty impressive given the areas they’d worked, given this had been an accidental partnership in the first place. But Homs had been a pivot for them both. She’d thought she’d seen the worst there was to see, she’d thought barbarity had lost its shock value for her and no depravities remained to break her heart. Until the barrel bombs had started falling from the skies. Even now, the sight of a helicopter, the sound of its distinctive drone, made her blood stand still in her veins.


And what was it for? Why did she and Cunningham put themselves through this, dismantling their own souls, putting their lives on the line when it didn’t change anything? Words on the front page of a newspaper weren’t enough; a photo of a child’s terror, a mother’s desperation, wasn’t enough to stop those bombs from falling, because still they fell, and harder than ever. But she was drawn back here – against her better judgement, against all reason – for the very simple reason that if not her, then who? People only believed what they could see; she had to be their eyes. These stories had to be told. These people had no one else. And neither did she.


Cunningham reached over and squeezed her thigh. ‘It’s good to have you back, Fitch. I missed you.’


‘Yeah, I guess I missed your ugly mug too. Although I’d have appreciated you telling me to meet you here, instead of a hundred miles away,’ she said with a sarcastic smile. ‘That was three nights’ sleep I’ll never get back.’


He chuckled, his fingers tapping lightly on the top of the steering wheel. ‘Gotta go where the stories are, Fitch.’


‘There’s stories all over this hellhole. You can’t move for stories. There’s not a person in this country who doesn’t have a story.’


He looked across and winked. ‘Not like this one.’


Something in his body language caught her attention and made her antennae twitch. ‘Oh God,’ she groaned. She had seen that look only a handful times over the course of their partnership but she knew exactly what it meant. ‘What have you got?’


‘A tip-off.’


‘Uh-huh,’ she mumbled, waiting for more. Cunningham prided himself on his network of contacts; it ran across the country, criss-crossing regions like a gossamer spider’s web, unseen but for a tiny vibration in the wind.


‘There’s a small village, Khrah Eshek, eight miles west of here. There’s a guy there I want to talk to. Name of Moussef. I helped his cousin, Abbad, in Raqqa—’


She watched him as he talked, seeing how burnt his skin was, the dust in his hair, fatigue as worn upon his body as that shirt. Did he even notice any more? She had only been gone six weeks but her perspective was fresh again. She saw this place with new eyes.


‘—get his three kids out of their house when it took a direct hit. His little girl was pinned beneath a lintel. We managed to get her free but both her legs were crushed.’


‘How old was she?’ She winced, already seeing it clearly in her mind’s eye. How many other little girls had she photographed in the same anguish?


He shrugged but she saw the little ball pulse in the corner of his jaw. ‘Six?’


‘Will she walk again?’


‘She’ll walk. But she’ll never be a dancer.’


Lee inhaled sharply, looking back out of the window. No one danced here anyway. It was almost perverse to think of music and laughter and dancing when the sky was bright with fires, the country burning.


‘Anyway, that’s background,’ he said tightly, not wanting to dwell on what the little girl had lost; she was alive – that was all that mattered. ‘Moussef, like I said, is his cousin. The village has been overrun with people escaping Kobanî. You’ve no doubt heard ISIL have been ramping up the number of attacks there recently.’


Of course she’d heard, and Lee squeezed her jaw in anger, already knowing the stories she and Cunningham would hear when they got there, already knowing how this would play out; the jihadists’ strategic aim wasn’t just about gaining control of the city, but the entire canton. They had overrun the region in recent weeks and had already taken control of hundreds of villages. Nowhere was safe. With the city under siege – there were reports of the electricity and water supplies already being cut off – it was no better on the outside either for the tens of thousands of displaced citizens fleeing from one toppled village to the next, straight into the arms of their enemy. 


Hadn’t these people been through enough? When would it end? There were already no more houses to live in, no shops to shop in, no people to rule – millions of Syrians had been displaced by this war already. What were they even fighting for any more? Dust?


‘But that’s not the story,’ he whispered, leaning towards her.


Being first in on an ISIL insurgence wasn’t the story? She arched an eyebrow in surprise, seeing his excitement fizzing below the surface, his eyes burning. Instinctively, she picked up the camera and snapped him. In his element. She rarely took pictures of him, scarcely ever recorded the fleeting moments of brightness, but occasionally those moments felt as necessary as the dark ones, and right now, more than ever, she felt impelled to grab it, to remind herself that life was about more than just staying alive. She didn’t need to check the viewfinder to know she’d nailed the shot.


‘You remember those two teenage girls who left Lyons to become jihadi brides – about two years ago?’


She watched him, waiting for the reveal. ‘. . . Vaguely.’


‘According to Abbad, they’ve fled ISIL and are hiding out in Khrah Eshek, trying to get to the border. Their husbands were killed in a drone strike; one of them’s got a kid, the other’s pregnant. They’re trying to get back to France but getting to the border camps is risky – ISIL have put a high price on their heads and they’re paranoid as hell they’re going to be sold out.’


‘That’s not paranoia. They will be.’


He nodded. 


She frowned. ‘How does Abbad know this if he’s almost a hundred miles away?’ 


‘Moussef is helping them.’ Cunningham’s eyes glittered as his plan became clear. ‘Abbad thinks I could help swing the international spotlight on them. He’s offered Moussef to be our guide, and translator, if needed.’


‘Oh, I see. You can help get those girls out of there – and you also get a world exclusive?’ A sardonic note coloured her words.


He shrugged, not denying it. ‘We get a world exclusive. An insider’s view of life within ISIL? It’ll be the pinnacle of both our careers.’ He glanced over, eyes shining, his body already primed with adrenaline, and she knew that whatever his motivations – glory, compassion or common, decent humanity – he never felt more alive than this. ‘You speak French, don’t you?’


‘Un peu.’ She sounded like she was spitting out a fly.


‘Good. Could be useful.’


‘I doubt it,’ she scoffed. ‘Unless they’re giving me directions to the bakery to buy two baguettes and a croissant. Or need to know the time. Or my daily routine when I was at school.’


The first faint signs of the destroyed city that was Kobanî emerged on the horizon and they both flinched as a mortar flew out across the sky, miles from here, and yet close enough for them to feel the vibration in the ground as another building was levelled. More lives lost.


Lee saw his grip tighten around the wheel. ‘And you’re sure you can trust him, this Moussef guy?’


‘I saved his family, Fitch.’ He stared dead ahead at a horizon that had, somewhere along it, two terrified young women, far from home. Being hunted by some of the most dangerous individuals on the planet, they couldn’t know that right now their tickets to safety were hurtling towards them in a clapped-out pale-blue Toyota with a Canon 5D Mark III as their only defensive weapon. ‘. . . We’re going to do some good in this godforsaken hellhole today,’ he murmured, although whether for her benefit or his, she wasn’t sure.


‘Right.’ Lee shifted position, feeling the old familiar fear begin to pitch in her stomach as they drew ever closer to the red zone. She had hoped there would be some time at least before they ran headlong into the maws of war, even if it was just twenty minutes in a room with her feet on the ground, instead of endlessly bumping along hard, stony roads.


He glanced over again. He could read her better than any other person on this planet. He instinctively knew when she was uncertain, afraid, unsure. ‘Hey, you trust me, don’t you?’


She stared back at her old friend and sighed, her hands on the camera, all ready to lift and point. ‘God only knows why I do.’


He grinned his prize-winning grin again. ‘Then what could possibly go wrong?’







   



Chapter One


Bloemgracht, Amsterdam, 14 November 2020


‘I can see him!’


‘Really? Yay!’ Thank God. Lee shifted her weight against the railing as Jasper wriggled on her shoulders, barely able to contain his delight. The parade was now coming into view, the growing cacophony of the crowd and the increasing din of a brass band telling her the great moment was finally upon them. Every under-ten in the city had been waiting for this moment all year, although she had begun praying hard for it herself about twenty minutes earlier – her neck was stiff from being bent forwards and her shoulders were screaming for relief from her beloved son’s jiggling, kicking weight as they stood awaiting Sinterklaas’s triumphant arrival in the city. Not to mention it was f-f-f-freezing. She had spent the past few minutes watching her own breath make lacy patterns in the air.


‘There’s Zwarte Piet!’ Jasper yelled, waving a red plastic flag excitedly above his head as the first boat in the flotilla passed by. It was laden with bewigged men and women dressed in brightly coloured velvet costumes, with puff sleeves and ruff collars, tossing sweets and gingerbread to the children on the banks. Their very presence here marked the start of the festive season and every child along this canal’s edge believed that, as of now, they – Sinterklaas’s helpers – would be scooting down their chimneys each night for the next few weeks, leaving small gifts for the good and well-behaved, in the build-up to Pakjesavond (or ‘present-giving evening’) on the 5th of December and St Nicholas’ Day on the 6th, the highlight of the Dutch festive calendar. Christmas came a distant second here, although having an English mother meant Jasper reaped the benefits of visits from both Sinterklaas and Santa Claus.


‘He saw me! He waved at me!’ Jasper yelled, drumming his heels painfully against her chest, utterly oblivious to her discomfort.


‘Stop kicking, Jazz,’ she called up, squeezing his shin to get him to calm down.


‘But he looked straight at me and gave me the thumbs up! He’s going to visit, mama. I’ve been good, I’ve been good!’


She couldn’t help but smile. ‘Of course you have. You’re the best little boy in the city, I keep telling you that.’


‘There he is!’ Jasper’s voice rose three octaves and the heel-drumming began again as Sinterklaas’s barge glided past them. The great man had a flowing white beard, was dressed in a red-and-white robe with matching mitre, and was carrying a hooked staff. He was waving beatifically to the great crowds gathered for him, knowing that as he disembarked a few hundred yards further up, ready to ride his white horse, Amerigo, through the streets, they would follow him too. There would be almost half a million out today, joining in the start of the festivities. ‘Let’s follow him!’


‘Okay then.’ She turned away from the water and moved uncertainly through the jostling crowd, her hands gripping Jasper’s skinny calves. He wouldn’t give her his hands, too busy waving frenetically and pointing at all the presents piled atop the barges as the Christmas convoy sailed into town. She slowly climbed the short slope to the humped bridge but it was like wading through treacle, prams and buggies not helping the sluggish flow as parents battled to keep their children both close and under control.


Everyone had come out, it seemed, a carnival atmosphere permeating the cold streets, trumpets blaring intermittently and whistles blowing; even those without kids were leaning from their windows, watching the festivities with beers in their hands, music drifting from narrow apartments in the handsome seventeenth-century black-bricked buildings hooded with white gables. 


The congestion eased somewhat as they moved above the water, crossing the bridge. They had to walk down the very centre of it; there was no chance of getting near the edges with these numbers, not with that vantage point. From the sudden cheer, she could tell the boat had docked ahead and that Sinterklaas was disembarking.


‘Can you see him?’ she asked Jasper, who was still wriggling and twisting on her shoulders like she was a swivel seat.


‘He’s getting on Amerigo!’ he pointed, oblivious to the fact that she couldn’t see over most people’s shoulders. Being almost five foot ten didn’t mean much when everyone else was that – or taller – too.


‘Great!’ she cried back, wondering if this would mean they could wrap it up now and go get a hot chocolate with marshmallows somewhere. She was beginning to lose feeling in her fingers and toes. ‘Well, listen—’


But he knew her tone of voice too well. ‘I want to see him on the horse!’


She squeezed his leg again, still unable to see Sinterklaas directly. ‘But that’s probably as good as it’s going to get, Jazz. He’s got all the other kids to see now, hasn’t he? And you said Zwarte Piet saw you, right? So we’re good for him coming over. So why don’t we—?’


The sound ripped through the crowd – sharp, shocking. They startled as one, the collective gasp like a muscular contraction, everyone looking left and right for the source of the noise. Everyone except her. In one fluid movement, with a strength she didn’t know she possessed, Lee had Jasper off her shoulders and in her arms and she was running. Sprinting, in fact. Pushing through the crowds, her arms over her child’s head, she cut a line through the bodies that only moments before had seemed so impossible to navigate. She heard words carry through the air but she didn’t stop.


‘Mama, wait! Stop!’ Jasper cried, his voice muffled against her coat as she kept on going, turning off the main drag onto the smaller side streets, one, two, three back . . . Within minutes they were alone, just a dog walker and a couple of cyclists either side of a small canal, chatting away easily with that relaxed stance that marked out the locals from the tourists.


Lee put her son down on the cobbles and looked him over, her eyes frantically roaming for blood, dust, signs of injury . . . He blinked back at her, still, silent, trembling, as she realized she had a stitch. As she realized he looked frightened. As she finally processed what the man beside her had said to his wife in the moment immediately after the ‘bang’.


‘It’s just a groundcracker.’







   



Chapter Two


Thursday, 26 November 2020


‘I love you.’


‘I love you, mama.’


‘Give me a kiss.’ He reached up with a rosy pucker and planted a kiss on her lips. Her hands clasped his face for a moment, her gaze raking over its lusciousness: those plump cheeks, the thickly fringed long lashes, glossy chocolate-brown eyes. He was such an utterly perfect miniature human, even after five years she still couldn’t quite believe that he was real – well, until she saw the state of his bedroom every morning. ‘Now run along. And when you go for your walk later, try not to send any more cyclists into the canal, please. Pigeons aren’t actually that exciting when you catch them, and I can’t afford the dry-cleaning bills.’


‘Okay,’ he sighed, looking despondent at the prospect of good behaviour.


‘Hmm,’ she replied, staring into those eyes for another moment, before pinching his chin lovingly and straightening up. ‘Off you go, then. I’ll see you later.’


Jasper turned without further prompting and ran up the steps into the kindergarten building, his backpack jostling up and down on his narrow shoulders, his jeans rolled up at the ankles, flashing his Spider-Man socks.


She stood there for another moment after he had disappeared inside, just in case he popped his head back around the corner again – even though he never did – and after another pause, she turned and walked back to the bike she’d left propped against the railings. It always felt strange getting back on it without his bulk and weight on the passenger seat in front of her, the whistling emptiness between her arms as she began pedalling reminding her of life before him. Her life before.


She cycled with her usual lackadaisical manner, rolling languidly over the small humpback bridges and giving way to the trams but not the tourists. The city was still teeming with visitors, none of them yet put off by the cold wind and icy cobbles when there were illuminated Christmas trees, festive shop windows and pretty lights to admire. She almost looked forward to those first bruisingly cold, bitterly bleak months of the new year. It was the only time, it felt, when the locals briefly had their town to themselves again, before spring washed in the first influxes and the tourist cycle geared up again. Amsterdam was beginning to sink under their numbers, that much was certain. Just like the city’s seventeenth-century Golden Age, there were too many people and not enough terra firma to go round. The new mayor was making noises about turning the city car-free, but as far as Lee was concerned, it wasn’t cars that were the problem. The locals hardly used their vehicles in town anyway, everyone by far preferring to get around on foot or by bike or boat. No, it was the tourists and the Instagrammers, all idly walking around down the middle of the cobbled streets, with no concept of moving traffic heading towards them, that drove her mad. People didn’t walk down the middle of Bond Street or the Champs-Élysées or Via Montenapoleone, expecting the traffic to swerve around them, did they? The self-absorption was incredible, the desire for a good selfie overriding even personal safety. Was this a new mutation in human behaviour, she wondered, was it where the human race was heading – the glorification of the ego, the adoration of the ‘I’ transcending everything else? Not for the first time, she figured peace had a lot to answer for. From what she had seen, it bred insularity, selfishness, contempt for community . . .


She tugged her hat down over her ears and tightened her scarf around her neck, feeling the first drops of sleet that were trying to be something more. It was still only November but they were into a hard winter already, with a wet, windy autumn succeeded by a succession of hoar frosts, and there were already reports of first snows falling in the countryside. The canals were beginning to look ever more sluggish and thick as the temperatures stayed low, the trees bare-armed against the northerly winds, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before the sea ice crept through the city too, like mercury bleeding through veins.


She wheeled around the myriad narrow streets, ringing her bell authoritatively at anyone stepping into her path – she had right of way and she would use it – gliding past the handsome black-bricked townhouses whose large square windows still glowed with breakfasting lights, people moving within them like puppet vignettes. Like the tourists, she couldn’t help but glance in. It was one of the city’s quirks that its inhabitants never drew their curtains, living their lives in plain, unabashed view of the neighbours, and this had been one of the hardest things for her to adjust to when she had first come back here. The instinct to scurry and hide, to tunnel down for safety, had become so ingrained that it had felt provocative and downright perverse to just . . . live freely and openly. In plain view. After five years here, she still couldn’t do it.


Her studio was only an eight-minute commute from Jasper’s kindergarten and she hopped off the bike with easy grace, triple-locking it securely through the back wheel and rear triangle against the stands opposite. This was her third bike already this year, and she now approached bike security like Bear Grylls on a picnic.


‘Lee!’ her assistant Bart said with evident relief when she tumbled through the door a few minutes later, shaking out her long, autumn-blonde hair as she pulled off her slouchy black woolly hat. Jasper had chosen it for her for Mother’s Day last year (aided by his overindulgent godfather, Noah) and now she refused to wear any other. It had little black cat ears on it and often prompted amused looks from the tourists as she cycled past, but she couldn’t care less; besides, it was hardly the most eccentric artistic expression in this city. ‘It’s the gallery,’ he said, the phone in his hand, his palm blocking the receiver. ‘Wondering if you’ve reconsidered on the guest list? They’re getting a lot of calls from management agents; the interest is there, Lee—’


‘We’ve already discussed this. It’s still no,’ she said in brusque Dutch – she made a point of only speaking English with Jasper, although most of the city was bilingual anyway and sometimes they all drifted into a form of ‘Dutlish’ (sentences in half-English, half Dutch) without even noticing. She shrugged off her thick dark-green-and-black tartan coat and unwound the navy scarf that was double-wrapped around her neck.


‘But the exposure would be off the scale—’


‘Yes, but for all the wrong reasons. I already told you, I don’t want a bunch of C-list celebrities piggybacking the show just to get their faces in the social pages and further their careers. It goes against everything this exhibition is about – authenticity, resilience, truth.’


Bart gave one of his dramatic groans and she looked back at him, tall and rangy with bulging blue eyes behind round-rimmed glasses, once-red hair that had been bleached to the colour of pale swede. She hung up her coat on the hook. They argued the way most people chatted; sometimes she wondered if he even remembered she was technically the boss. ‘I know that, but don’t you think it could all come off as a little . . . dry? Those images are so powerful, nothing’s going to dilute the message. It wouldn’t undermine what you’re trying to say just because there’s a few celebs in pretty dresses milling about.’


She pinned him with a withering stare. ‘Bart, please don’t be suggesting that people can only understand the horrors of assault and battery if Helena Christensen stands beside the pictures of it.’


‘I’m not saying that,’ he protested. ‘I’m suggesting the chances of people getting to know they have an opportunity to understand the horrors of violence will be markedly increased if someone like Helena can bring a spotlight to it.’


She shook her head wearily. ‘So we can’t process grit without glamour? Is war going to need celebrity endorsement too? What the hell is wrong with this society? Don’t you see what’s happening to us? If even war can be trivialized, human suffering diminished . . .’ Talent she respected, but vacuous celebrity, fame for fame’s sake, made her shake with frustration.


‘Lee, you know I admire your principles, but we’ll be suffering too if we can’t pay our bills and afford to eat. You do actually need to sell the images too, as well as exhibit them.’


She stared back at him.


‘A few famous faces would just help with word of mouth and raising the show’s profile. It’s about getting punters through the door, not cheapening your message.’


‘You just said the interest’s already there.’


‘Ugh.’ He rolled his eyes as she tripped him up with his own words.


‘The answer’s no, Bart.’ As far as she was concerned, the conversation was over. She walked over to the coffee machine and pressed the buttons with practised familiarity, closing her eyes as she waited for the tiny cup to fill, trying to ignore the fatigue that feathered her consciousness after another night of only four hours’ sleep. She could only ever sleep in short blocks of oblivion before one horror or another reached out from the past and crept into her dreams.


‘It’s a maybe. I’ll call you back,’ she heard Bart murmur into the phone.


She pretended she hadn’t heard, too tired to take him to task further. She always needed a double dose of caffeine before her day could begin. Even the strongest coffee she had been able to find here couldn’t give her the hit she was used to; she’d spent too many years drinking coffee that could have powered tanks to scale back to the mild blandness of the domestic stuff.


She downed the coffee in a single gulp, pressing the back of her hand to her mouth for a moment, as though feeling her life force gather, before turning back to the room. It was a vast space, with thick timbered beams and a concrete floor. Light poured in through the south-facing windows, creating pools of brightness when the skies were clear. Not today, though. The sky was thick with tumbling clouds, muffling the light; it was like peering through a gauze veil, everything softened and diffused.


Bart walked over to her officiously. ‘While I remember, I’ve booked the car to collect you for the opening night from your place at eight.’


‘Okay.’


‘And ditto for the Hot dinner two weeks Friday.’


‘Okay,’ she mumbled.


‘. . . Are you even listening?’


She was looking around flatly at the space, the centre of her working life now, so different from the landscapes she used to work in. A charcoal linen sofa and a rustic wooden coffee table were set by the far wall and a bolt of black canvas was draped from an overhead arm in the middle of the space, creating a mobile backdrop; a three-legged bar stool was set in the centre. Everything was light, bright, minimal – architect friends called it ‘urban’, but urban to her was rubble, a sinkhole and twisted metal.


She narrowed her eyes slightly, falling into concentration (and a numb despair) about the day ahead of her. For the past two weeks and into the next, she was shooting a select number of assorted new stars who had broken through this year to the upper ranks of stardom, for cult magazine Black Dot’s Hot List. It was considered the touchpaper to the zeitgeist, the kingmaker, and everyone who wanted to be Someone wanted to be in it. Forget running through Sniper Alley in Beirut, this was nearer her idea of hell, but it was a prestigious gig and they paid her an obscene sum to do it. She had sworn this year would be her last time at the helm – but then she’d said the same thing last year and the year before that too, and Bart had taken to teasing her that she was ‘pulling a Daniel Craig’ – feeling tainted by her association with something so unashamedly commercial, but not quite able to turn down the money . . .


She felt a disdain for her subjects, all chasing fame as though it meant a damned thing – popularity, talent, success – when in fact it was pure vanity and ego. None of the stars sitting for her even objected to being cast as a redux of someone else already famous and so far she’d done the ‘new Naomi’, the ‘new Tarantino’, the ‘new Ronaldo’, the ‘new Ellen’, the ‘new Trudeau’ . . . Today they had the ‘new Kit Harrington’, though she didn’t go in much for TV herself. What was his name? Max something . . .


Whatever, she already knew today was going to require juggling his ego (her role) and his PR’s nerves (Bart’s). A high-profile shoot like this, for a publication like Black Dot . . . these were his first steps into the big time and he was going to want the fantasy – the fawning, the prepping, the flirting. They all did. Her only nod to that was getting Bart to buy the king-size, traditionally baked stroopwafels from the Lanskroon Bakery on his way in.


‘So remind me – this guy we’ve got today . . .’ she asked Bart, walking over to the set and picking up a speck of lint that would glow like a firefly against the black drapes.


‘Matteo Hofhuis.’


‘Hofhuis, right.’ She clicked a finger as though in recognition, though her eyes remained blank. A frown developed. ‘And who is he again? Why do we care?’


‘Played the lead in the Netflix series Liar Liar and now the object of housewife fantasy across Europe. Supposedly Barbara Broccoli’s eyeing him as the new Bond.’


Lee emitted a small groan.


‘And he’s just been announced as a new Unicef ambassador.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Oh God, of course he has,’ she muttered.


‘Bills, Lee.’ Bart gave a shrug every bit as cynical as her words. Lee walked back over to the two-metre-long workbench where she saw he had left Matteo’s file open. She grabbed her heavy-rimmed glasses and studied the headshots again – black-and-whites, slumped on a chair, muscular legs long and splayed, his shirt half-open to reveal gym-honed muscles, aggressive eye contact with the camera. He was good-looking and he knew it. She looked at the other images. Tuxedo looks. Barefoot in jeans with a chunky jumper. So far, so clichéd. He was the handsome stranger, the boy next door . . . She glanced across at the rail of clothes the stylist had sent over – some well-cut suits, crisp shirts, an overcoat, a fine roll-neck sweater. Everything was manicured, precise, so very tasteful and safe. His managers clearly wanted her to stay on message.


The sound of voices in the hall made her and Bart both look up. They could hear the PR’s shrill voice as she issued directives. He was here already? He was twenty minutes early. Christ, he really was keen. The rest of her own team – hair and make-up – wasn’t even here yet.


‘Pastries?’


‘Done,’ Bart murmured, jerking his head in the direction of the Sub Zero fridge just as the door burst open and a young twenty-something redhead in black skinnies, boots and a grey blazer led the charge.


‘Hi! Lee?’ she asked, almost breaking into a run at the sight of her standing by the bench.


Lee shook her hand, forgetting to smile for a moment. ‘Hey.’ She pushed her glasses further up her nose, feeling extra tall and mannish in her battered boyfriend jeans, slouchy polo neck and hi-tops compared to this petite waif. It wasn’t a particularly unusual feeling for her, nor an unwelcome one.


‘I’m Claudia, Matt’s PR.’


‘Hi, Claudia. Lee.’


‘We’re so pleased this was booked. It’s been a personal ambition of Matt’s to work with you. He’s a huge fan of your work.’


‘Oh. How kind.’ Lee knew the ‘work’ in question was her commercial stuff, the images where she was paid to flatter, not reveal.


‘No, really – he says you’re a visionary. That your eye is completely unsurpassed. He says no other photographer—’


‘—can get to the essence of someone the way you do.’


She looked up to find the man himself standing there. His hair was longer than in his photographs, a five-day beard getting to the point where it was soft and not scratchy (Lee knew beards). Only his eyes remained true to the pictures she had seen – beautiful, arrogant, imperious. She was expected to fall in love with him, she already knew, even though he had to be eight, ten years younger than her.


As he came over with his hand outstretched, she saw him realize he was only an inch or so taller than her. They stood toe to toe, almost eye to eye, hands clasped. ‘It’s a real pleasure to finally meet you, Lee.’


‘And you, Matteo.’


‘Matt, please.’ He made a move to say something else and she guessed he’d reflexively been about to ask whether she’d seen the show – it would be all anyone ever talked about to him, she knew, his standard patter; but from the way he deflated fractionally again, she could tell he sensed she hadn’t, that she wasn’t one of the housewives he’d left in a flutter. He dropped her hand, breaking the gaze and casting a curious eye around the space, catching sight of the rail of sober clothes nearby. ‘So, what are we doing today?’


‘Well, as you can see . . .’ She paused, not quite able to suppress the boredom in her voice.


Did he pick up on it? His gaze came back to her again. ‘I am happy to put myself completely in your hands. I’ll submit to your vision, whatever that may be.’


Claudia gave a small startled sound that quickly became strangled under one of Bart’s delighted, arched-eyebrow looks.


Lee shifted her weight as she stared back at her subject, a small light climbing into her eyes, though it was scarcely visible behind the reflection of her glasses. ‘Really? . . . Are you quite sure about that?’







   



Chapter Three


‘They’re going to hit the roof,’ Bart said as she shrugged on her coat, her eyes on the clock. Their guests had just left and she had fifteen minutes to collect Jasper.


‘Good. Reaction is the whole point, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, but there are still protocols to observe, as well you know. You didn’t use a single item of clothing they sent over. Couldn’t you at least have put him in a pair of trousers? I mean, they’re a magazine, Lee, they need to keep their advertisers happy—’


‘That’s their problem, not mine. I did my job and got the shot. That shoot will make the cover and the cover will sell out the issue and that’ll make the advertisers happy instead.’ She wound her scarf around her neck and pulled her hat on over her hair, making sure the little ears were on straight. She leaned over Bart as he sat on the high stool, resting her chin on his shoulder; he was looking at the images on the contact sheets on screen and she felt another small thrill of professional achievement, so rare these days. Matteo Hofhuis was utterly transformed from the cookie-cutter heartthrob who’d walked through the doors seven hours earlier. The beard was still there, but the hair was not (Lee always kept a pair of clippers in her props bag for just such moments as these) and his bare, tanned skin had been blackened, daubed and smeared with mud Bart had had to quickly gather from the pot plants in the lobby, mixing soil and water to her desired consistency. She had been adamant he had to look like a rough sleeper, a soldier, someone living by instinct, opportunity. She wanted to scrub off the starry artifice that was already layering upon him like a golden glow, to show him stripped back and raw.


The nudity hadn’t bothered him either. He looked good walking around with a tiny towel between shots and he was at that point in his career when he’d do anything to prove ‘artistic integrity’. It helped that Lee took a matter-of-fact approach to these things, offering to close the set for him – but it was only her, Bart and Claudia anyway, as she had sent away both the hair and make-up artists upon their arrival.


Claudia hadn’t realized the full extent of what was happening with her client until it was too late, Bart getting out the king-size stroopwafels at the pertinent point when Lee had brought out the clippers. She had started the shoot gently, taking the stool away and standing him in the black space in the very clothes he’d arrived in, getting him used to the camera as she prowled around him like a cat, changing height, perspective, coming in tight, pulling away, insisting he keep his eye locked on the lens at all times. She had got Bart to turn up the thermostat and as the studio warmed and his layers came off, as the minutes ticked past, she had seen the change happen in him that she’d been gently prodding for – the studied poses and eager willingness to perform for her gradually yielding to something less contrived and conscious, the novelty beginning to pall, boredom to surface, until the camera was no longer something to play to but to endure. The eyes had flattened, becoming harder, the jaw had relaxed, and steadily the act, the public persona, had fallen away until it was just her and him, even the camera being forgotten. They had been connected by the lens, divided by it, as he fell back into being the man of his private moments when he moved unobserved. Unjudged. It had been like watching a wax figure melt, blue-eyed chiselled distinction blurred out so that only the core remained. It was the moment she always strove for – naked truth. Basic humanity. Shared experience. Equality.


Lee had taken this box-fresh housewife’s hero and recast him into something so much more than a stud in a suit. If he wanted Bond, this was his golden ticket. Or Hamlet. Or Atticus Finch. Or Mr Darcy. Doors were going to open on the strength of these images.


‘Hmm,’ she said with a pleased nod, straightening up and walking briskly towards the door. ‘Not a bad day’s work. Who’ve we got next?’


‘The last one, you’ll be pleased to hear. An author. He’s the new . . . hmm.’ Bart thought for a moment, trying to pigeonhole their next subject. ‘A. A. Milne meets Eckhart Tolle.’


‘Who?’


‘Mindfulness, Lee – gratitude, acceptance, kindness. It’s a thing,’ he said wryly.


She rolled her eyes, not needing to be told. She’d seen quite enough of the schmaltzy quotes being passed off as deep insight on social media to know what he was referring to. Insta-wisdom.


‘So he’s on Monday morning, ten o’clock start; then you’re done – unless they want a re-shoot of Haven, the “new Billie Eilish” girl. I know there’s not supposed to be any editorial interference but her management can be very tricky . . .’ He pulled a face.


‘Ugh.’ She used to creep through jungles and over burnt-out cars to show the world images that mattered. How had she ended up pandering to the ego of an eighteen-year-old singer who hadn’t even been alive when she’d bought her coat?


‘Bills, Lee,’ Bart murmured, reading her mind.


‘. . . Yeah.’ She sighed and turned away again.


‘Talking of which—’


‘No!’ she called over her shoulder, knowing exactly what he was going to say: the gallery again. She was in a good mood, but not that good. ‘See you tomorrow, Bart.’


The doors closed behind her and she stepped back outside. It was dark already, the city lamplit to an amber glow and looking postcard-perfect in its night-time guise. It always fascinated her how the city, with such a mannered masculinity by day – all lean lines and sombre colours – switched to a more expansive mood by night: lights glowing on the water, threaded through the trees, arching with the bridges and pooling on the cobblestones, the famous narrow, multi-windowed buildings now as pretty as gingerbread houses.


She unlocked her bike, giving her daily prayer of thanks to the Bike Gods that it was still there, and pushed off over the cobbles. The air was crisp, the first notes of a frost beginning to lace her breaths, and she felt her cheeks grow pink, her good mood bloom further as she pedalled. The cold was still something of a novelty for her and maybe always would be; it had been one of the things she had missed most in her old life and part of why she’d been drawn back here. She had swapped red dust for rain and slush, quite deliberately. She had wanted an opposite existence to her old life.


She glided past the townhouses’ overly large windows like a shadow, silent but for the whirr of her wheels, feeling lighter than she had on her way in this morning. It was a struggle for her to feel accomplishment after these intense days in the studio, to feel that any of this glossy, airbrushed reality she helped create actually mattered. Today had been different though; she had captured something real through her lens and made contact – a transitory but honest connection – with another human. It wouldn’t change the world but it had shifted hers, just a little.


She smiled, the gold streamers Jasper had begged her to buy at a Christmas market last year fluttering and flapping from the handlebars like a cheerleader’s ribbons as she rode with her usual languid grace and unflinching aggression, using her voice and not her bell, cheerfully shouting at people to ‘Move!’ as she approached. She would not be made late for her child by ‘influencers’ trying to get a shot.


Twenty minutes later, she and Jasper were home again and she closed the front door behind them with a sigh of relief. Another day was done. Jasper gave a shout of joy to be home – she felt much the same herself – and, throwing his bag down, he pulled off his shoes and tore up the stairs to the open-plan kitchen and living area on the first floor. Lee put on the three bolts and two chains on the door and carefully slid his little trainers to the wall, out of the way, hearing his socked feet pounding on the wooden floors above her and echoing through the three-storey house. Going straight into the utility room at the back of the house, she switched this morning’s laundry load from the washing machine into the tumble dryer and double-checked the back door was locked. The guest bedroom was across the hall from the bottom of the stairs and she stopped in the doorway, as she always did, checking there were no signs of disturbance.


The curtains were drawn, naturally – she would never subscribe to the Dutch preference for unobscured windows; she rated privacy (and security) above light – and she switched on the light, trying to appraise the room with fresh eyes. She rarely actually came in here, but she knew it wasn’t the most successful space – the double bed was fitted without a headboard, the lamp shade was a cheap Ikea rattan number that looked more like a lobster pot and the pillows were different thicknesses so the turquoise kantha quilt lay on a slope. Still, she had painted the walls a rich blackish-green, which felt luxurious, and a thick creamy imitation Moroccan rug felt good underfoot.


She turned out the light again and pulled the bedroom door to, and was about to walk up the stairs when someone rang the bell. She turned and stared at it in shock. It was half past five. She’d said eight. Surely—? She stood there for several moments more – it could just be kids messing about, tourists wanting directions, someone with the wrong address . . . She walked over, but just as she was about to look through the spyhole, she heard a cough.


It stopped her in her tracks, her heart rate accelerating into a gallop. She would have known that sound anywhere. She didn’t need to look through the spyhole to know what she would see: a square-jawed face, possibly getting a little jowly now, salt-and-pepper hair, expansive ever-smiling mouth and dark, soulful eyes pleading for forgiveness.


She froze, not daring to move, willing him to go away.


‘Fitch, I just saw the light go off. I know you’re there!’ he called after another few moments, making her jump again.


Oh God, Jasper. The neighbours. Jasper. She didn’t want him hearing any of this.


She took a step back, onto a cracked floorboard. It creaked. She froze. He couldn’t have heard that.


But an immediate soft sound against the door, a hand perhaps on the wood, told her otherwise. ‘I know you’re there, Fitch.’ His voice was low, quieter, closer. He was talking straight through the door to her. So close. ‘Please. Please just open the door.’


Her heart pounded as she continued staring at the door, feeling rooted to the spot, flooded with panic. With his voice came so many other sounds, so many memories. She put her hands over her ears but it was no good. She couldn’t block them – him – out. They lived inside her head.


‘I just want to talk to you.’


She scrunched her eyes shut, willing him to go away. Just turn around and leave. She had made her feelings perfectly clear. She ignored every letter, every card, every text. He knew she would never open the door, she never did.


‘Please, Fitch. You can’t keep ignoring me for ever.’


But she could. She had done it for six years and she would do it for six more. And then the six after that, and the six after that . . . She waited, forcing herself to breathe deeply and slowly. He would go. Eventually. He’d have to. The freezing temperatures would drive him away, if nothing else.


‘Fine, then. I’ll do it here.’ She heard his sigh through the thick wood. ‘There’s something I have to tell you.’


She didn’t care. She didn’t care. She didn’t care—


‘Gisele’s pregnant.’


Lee’s hands dropped down from her ears, her eyes wide. She felt the floor tilt beneath her feet as the words settled like rocks in her stomach. Gisele was pregnant. She was surprised – and she wasn’t. This day had been bound to come. They had been married three years now; she was young. It made sense she’d want to start a family, to have his child.


Did he really think she cared? Was that what had prompted him to come and stand on her doorstep in these temperatures? Did he think it somehow made him a better human being, now that he was going to be a father? Wasn’t it rather too late for that? She felt herself harden, wet clay to concrete, anger to action. She turned away and walked back up the hall, up the stairs, his voice receding at her back, her heart hammering in her chest.


‘Please, Fitch, just let me come in. Five minutes, that’s all I’m asking . . .’


She walked into the vast open-plan kitchen and living area, drenched in light and sound. She turned down the dimmers slightly. Jasper was on his hands and knees on the floor, playing with the remote-control car his godfather Noah had given him, ‘just because’, a few weeks earlier. Star Wars was playing on the TV in the background, thankfully throwing out enough galactic noise to drown out Cunningham’s mournful pleas.


‘Hungry?’ she asked, walking to the cupboard and hoping a dinner she’d forgotten to buy ingredients for would miraculously emerge before her. She was what she called a cupboard cook, using whatever happened to be on the shelf – nothing was ever planned, rarely was it successful, but somehow she and Jasper got by on her strange concoctions. Jasper’s favourite was her sausage noodle bake, which never tasted the same, no matter how often she cooked it.


‘Starving!’ Jasper proclaimed dramatically.


‘Okay, well . . .’ she said, staring into the fridge like it was a maths equation. There had to be an answer in there somewhere. It might be only just after five thirty, but it was supper time, and their lives ran according to the clock of Jasper’s stomach. ‘Spaghetti arrabbiata?’


‘We had pasta at lunch.’


‘Oh well, that’s a first-world problem, my darling,’ she shrugged, reaching for the diced pancetta. ‘There are worse things than having pasta twice in one day.’


She put on a pan of water, rummaging in the cupboards for a ready-made tomato sauce and hoping she wouldn’t have to water down some ketchup like last time. Whilst the pasta cooked, she lit a fire in the baroque marble fireplace, and when dinner was ready, they went straight into a spaghetti-sucking contest. Afterwards, they shared a bath and then flopped on the sofa for some telly-watching before bed and a story. It was their usual Thursday night routine, and identical to the Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday routines too. Nothing ever changed in their lives because there was no need for it to. That in itself was a luxury, she knew. There were no potential ambushes to outfox on the way home; no bombs tearing through the sky as they cycled to the shops. Life here was quiet, repetitive and predictable. It was safe. It was everything she had promised to give him.


‘I love you, Jazz.’


‘I love you, mama,’ he said, the duvet tucked all the way up under his chin.


She stroked his cheek, feeling its padded velvety softness against her own skin, which felt so rough by comparison; she had spent too many years scrabbling through rubble to ever have the soft hands of TV advert mothers. ‘Give me a kiss.’ He puckered up his rosy lips and she planted a kiss on them. Her hands clasped his face for a moment as she marvelled at the miracle of him. He was the image of his father. ‘Sleep tight, little man.’


‘You too, mama,’ he said, his eyes burning intensely, anxiously.


‘I will, darling. Don’t worry.’ She tapped the end of his nose with her index finger and winked.


She navigated her way expertly over the scattered Lego – her newly domestic equivalent of crossing a minefield – and closed the door softly behind her. She stood there for a few moments, hearing him shift position onto his side and say something quietly to Ducky, his beloved cloth toy, before walking down the hall to her own bedroom. The bed was still unmade from the usual rush this morning but she didn’t bother making it now. What was the point, when she’d only be getting back into it to sleep again in a short while anyway?


She stepped out of her bathrobe and pulled on a pair of black loose trousers and a black jumper with a deep V; there was no point in putting on underwear at this time of night either. Twisting her damp hair into a rough bun, she padded barefoot back down to the first floor that housed her enormous kitchen and lounge. If the space was extravagant, its furnishings were not. She had spent most of her savings on the construction work when she had first moved back – the timber piles supporting the house had rotted and needed to be replaced with concrete ones, which had also meant replacing the lower-ground-floor parquet; and converting the first floor into one giant room across the front section of the house had been fiddly, ergo expensive, as the builders had had to take extraordinary care not to damage the intricate rococo plasterwork that trailed on the panelled walls and ceilings.


With the bones of the house intact, she had kept everything else simple – white walls, black free-standing kitchen units made for her by a carpenter friend of a friend. Mila called it ‘classic’, but it wasn’t her style that was questioned, just the scarcity of it. She didn’t have enough furniture, apparently; friends kept telling her she needed to get more stuff, but it struck her as somewhat grotesque to have extra possessions purely for the purpose of filling a space. She had sufficient chairs for friends to sit on, a large enough table for them to eat and drink at, beds for her, Jasper and mythical guests who never came to stay, a couple of sofas, some bookcases . . . really, what more did they need? They had ‘enough’ and she had lived for too long in too many places in the world where enough counted as a feast.


. . . Gisele’s pregnant.


The fact of it came back to her again, ignored but not forgotten. She went to the larder cupboard and pulled down her favourite bottle of whisky from the top shelf. She poured herself a snifter in an eggcup – an old habit that wouldn’t die – and knocked it back, closing her eyes as the burn hit the back of her throat, liking it – liking it for the memories it triggered of a life when everything had been more intense, when the things she did had mattered, when nothing had existed beyond Now, when life had made sense precisely because it was framed by death. She was safe now but sometimes she felt it was this domestic version of living – so cocooned and soft and dulled – that left her feeling bewildered and lost.


She wanted another but she made herself put the bottle back and reached into the fridge for some beers instead; she considered glasses too, but thought better of it. She padded down to the ground floor and set the beer bottles on the bedside table, switching on the floor lamp in the far corner and smoothing the wrinkles off the bedspread. She looked around at the little scene just as she heard the knock at the door – not the bell, just like she’d said. She didn’t want Jasper to be disturbed.


She checked the time. It wasn’t yet eight. She went through to the hall and pulled back the bolts and locks and chains.


‘That’s some security you’ve got going on there.’ Matteo Hofhuis grinned as she finally opened the door to him.


‘You can never be too careful, in my experience,’ she said. ‘And you’re early. Again.’


He smiled back at her unapologetically and she could see the shadow already darkening on his shaved head – the memento of their day together, the token of his trust, the reason Claudia had fled the studio in tears. He shrugged, those famous blue eyes set to full smoulder and working their magic, even on her. ‘I couldn’t wait a minute more. Giving you three hours has been bad enough.’


She felt a small part of herself come alive again, knowing she needed this. It was something to grab onto, at least for a little while. She held the door a little wider. ‘Well, I guess you’d better come in then.’







   



Chapter Four


‘Hurry-hurry,’ she said brightly, waiting by the front door as Jasper wriggled into his padded coat and fiddled with the buttons. She looked out at the world hurrying about its business too, commuters walking briskly, dog-walkers idling as their pets sniffed at trees and lamp posts, a jogger in gloves and hat labouring on the other side of the canal. She could see the water had begun to finally freeze on the surface. It had been coming on for the past week, the cold days clobbered by plummeting temperatures at night, and now looping swirls curled in the fragile ice, the water caught mid-twist, dead leaves and the small wooden boats tethered along the canal walls held in a tightening grip.


She hoped it would hold, that the freeze would deepen and the city would become white. She loved how it became a negative of itself in the winter – the characteristic black bricks of the buildings and the black water of the canals becoming bright and light . . .


‘Please Jazz, we’re going to be late,’ she sighed, gesturing with her arms for him to exit the building.


‘But—’ He stared at her nervously, his coat finally done up.


‘What now?’


‘I’ve left my water on the table.’


She groaned. ‘Oh, honestly! You would forget your head if it wasn’t screwed on!’


Big brown eyes blinked back at her, making it impossible to be cross. She ruffled his hair with a grin. ‘Hurry up there, then. I’m going to unlock the bike. I’ll take your bag so just pull the door closed behind you.’


He scampered up the stairs again as she jogged down the stone steps and crossed the cobbled street to her bike. Fiddling with the lock keys, she went to swing the little rucksack into the large basket at the front when she noticed something was already in there. She frowned, pulling out a tall, slim hardback book.


Odd.


It was entitled If and on the cover was an illustration of a flock of sheep in the rain, one standing alone and forlorn; it was simply drawn and undeniably charming, washed over with deeply tinted watercolours. But what was it doing here? In her basket?


‘Mama?’


She looked up to find Jasper waiting obediently on the pavement opposite, his water bottle in his hand. She startled, frightened that her attention had been so fully engaged elsewhere, away from him. She looked left and right. ‘Okay, you can cross.’


He ran over to her and held up the bottle for her to put in the side pocket of his rucksack. ‘What’s that?’ He stared at the book in her hands.


‘It’s a book,’ she said, handing it to him so she could lift him up and strap him into his seat. ‘I found it in the basket.’


‘Why is it in the basket?’


She shrugged, clicking him in and reaching for his helmet. ‘I don’t know. Someone must have lost it, I guess.’


He peered closer at the cover, pressing a finger to the illustration as she pushed his hair back from his eyes. He needed a haircut – another one; she had never known anyone grow hair as quickly as this child. ‘He’s getting wet.’


‘Yes.’


‘He looks cold.’


‘Mm-hmm,’ she hummed, bending slightly to fasten the clasp beneath his chin.


He carried on looking at the picture. ‘He should stand with the others to be warm.’


Lee pulled back and looked at him with a small smile. If. If we stand together . . .? ‘I guess that’s the moral of the picture, yes.’


‘What’s a moral?’


‘The right thing to do.’


‘Moral,’ he repeated, as though trying out the word for size; it was accentless in his little bilingual voice. ‘I like this book,’ he said decisively. ‘Can we keep it?’


‘I don’t see why not – it’s not like we can give it back to the person it belongs to, is it? We don’t know who it belongs to and there’s a lot of people living here.’ She quickly fastened her own helmet. ‘Okay. Now hold tight, we’re already wildly late. I don’t know what your teachers are going to say.’


‘They say—’


‘No, no! Don’t tell me!’ she insisted with a laugh, as she swung her leg over the top tube and began pedalling. Her day had started on a good note; she wanted it to stay that way.


She walked into the studio twenty minutes later, unwinding her scarf and pulling off her kitten hat. ‘Morning!’


Bart looked startled. ‘You’re bright today.’


She arched an eyebrow. ‘And you can tell that from a single word?’


‘It was the way you said it. All bouncy.’


‘Bouncy?’ She tutted as she hung up her coat and headed for the coffee machine. She had never been called ‘bouncy’ in her life, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. Nevertheless, she was in a good mood this morning, she couldn’t deny it. Last night had done what she’d needed – given her a brief escape. ‘Want one?’


‘Got one, thanks,’ he said, watching her suspiciously. ‘. . . Anything you want to share?’


‘I’m not giving you my coffee. I just offered you one.’


‘No, I meant – agh, forget it.’ He gave up, knowing perfectly well she was being obtuse. She knocked back the coffee shot and took a moment to enjoy the hit before walking over to him. ‘Okay, so where are we at?’


‘Well, I think you’ll be pleased.’ Bart took a folder from the top of his paperwork pile and slid it along the bench to her. ‘Which is not the same thing as saying the client’s management will be. Apparently he’s just signed as the lead in some Viking epic, and hair – preferably long hair – was taken as a given.’


‘Why? Were there never any bald Vikings?’ she grinned. ‘Relax. It’ll have grown back in a couple of months. When are they beginning shooting?’


‘Next month.’


‘Huh. Well, he should have said, then.’ She opened up the file and stared into the eyes that had been locked onto hers only a few hours previously in her spare room. Echoes of the connection that had tugged between them through the lens yesterday vibrated through her again now. The electricity crackled on the page; it was what gave the images their vibrancy, magnetism. But though she could read it, she no longer felt it. Like the diminishing toots of a stream train puffing out of sight, the feeling was distant already. He had been precisely what she had needed – but she had only needed it for a few hours.


‘Mmm . . . The lighting’s a bit sharp in this sequence,’ she murmured, putting on her eye loupe and scoring out three whole rows of images with a red cross. ‘And I don’t like the angle in these here, do you?’


It was a rhetorical question. Bart knew Lee never doubted her instincts on her own work. She could ruthlessly edit herself without any need for input from anyone else, and had many times thrown out entire shoots, refusing to hand over the images to the client if she wasn’t absolutely happy with them. It made her a nightmare to work with but it was also what made her desirable; no one had higher expectations of her than she did of herself and her very perfectionism and uncompromising vision was the reason the bookings kept coming.


She went through the contact sheets with brisk efficiency, eliminating scores of images (mainly the early ones) on account of an awkward pose, a forced look, a ‘too perfect’ symmetry, so that by the time she’d finished, they had perhaps a dozen left from an initial count of one hundred and eighty.


‘Yes.’ She stepped back, looking at the survivors with a critical hawk-eye. She famously never retouched her images and it was in her contract that her clients were forbidden to alter her work in any way. ‘Give them those. I reckon there’s a good three cover options there if they want them. That I’d choose, anyway.’


‘Yep.’ Bart nodded in agreement. It wasn’t unknown for the publications to go out with multiple covers in limited-edition runs when she’d spoilt them for choice like this. He shuffled the edit into a new pile and took them back to his desk.


She sank onto her high stool, flicked quickly through the post and checked her emails. It was the usual depressing mix of marketing spam and domestic miscellanea – her studio insurance was coming up for renewal, her Life magazine subscription was about to expire, a dispatch note for the new inner tubes she’d bought for her bike.


‘So are you going to call him, then?’ Bart asked from across the space, his eyes on his screen.


She clicked on an email for dinner arrangements at her place with Noah, Liam and Mila tomorrow night. ‘Who?’


‘Matteo!’ He swivelled around on his chair, pointing a finger at her. ‘And don’t even try to deny it! It was pretty damn obvious there was something between you. I can always tell with you.’


She gave a groan. ‘He’s an actor, Bart. Easy on the eye, perhaps, but—’


‘He’s never going to save the world?’ he finished for her, knowing her too well. ‘But does he need to? You don’t need to marry him, you know. You could still go on a date with the guy, just have a few drinks.’


‘I have a five-year-old. I don’t have time for dating. I barely have time to sleep,’ she muttered.


‘Lunch then. You’ve gotta eat.’


She peered over her glasses at him. ‘Bart, it’s sweet of you to worry about the abysmal state of my love life but I’m honestly more concerned about who’s going to win The X Factor.’


‘You don’t watch The X Factor.’


‘Precisely. You know, sometimes I think you forget Happily Ever After only exists in fairy tales.’ She flashed him a sarcastic smile.


‘So cynical. So sad,’ he tutted dramatically, just as the phone rang. ‘Oh, and before I forget, Dita called. She’s getting on a plane now,’ he said as he picked it up, ‘but-says-she’s-going-to-be-in-town-next-week, most-likely-Wednesday-but-could-be-sooner, and-are-you-free-for-brunch? Hello, Fitch Studios,’ he said all in one breath.


Dita?


Lee felt her laissez-faire mood seep away like water into sand, the past dragging down her spine like a sharp red fingernail. Her former boss was a hard woman to pin down these days and hearing from her was like getting a call from the White House. She’d been like Lee and Cunningham and Schneider and all the others once too. It had taken being ambushed by Tamil Tigers to make her step back from working in the field; her daughter had been three at the time. But unlike Lee, she hadn’t turned her back on that world altogether and, as the Reuters bureau chief in London, her voice down the line – too often heard when Lee had been dialling in from some godforsaken, drought-addled war zone – had represented safety. Civilization. The land of bubble baths and coffee machines. More than once she had talked Lee down from rising panic as mortars had been shelled over her head. More than once she’d arranged a pickup to get Lee out of a ‘sticky situation’, as she’d called extracting her from Tahrir Square in 2011 when the protests quickly became riots and no woman was safe; and rescuing her when Lee found herself in the maze of Gaza tunnels as Israel began its aerial bombardment of the West Bank in the summer of 2014. Dita had a reputation amongst the men they worked with for being an uncompromising and unscrupulous hard-ass, but to Lee, she was a gravel-voiced, dirty-laughing surrogate mother.


Lee dialled her number but it went to voicemail. ‘Dita, I got your message. Text me where you’re staying when you get here. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I see you.’


They never bothered with pleasantries. Their phone calls had always had to be punchy and to the point when a line could be cut at any moment. Still, Lee wondered what she was doing over here. Dita usually transferred flights through Paris. Why was she going to be in Amsterdam?


‘That was Julia from the gallery,’ Bart said, intruding on her thoughts. ‘The painting is all done. They’re ready when you are.’


‘Great. Did you collect the prints?’


‘Of course,’ Bart said, leading her over to the workbench and whisking away a long sheet that had been draped over the top. ‘Ta-da!’


‘Oooh!’ She stepped back, taking in the large five-foot images that were now mounted and framed to her exact specifications. He had set them out along the table in a double line and she looked at them in pairs, front and then back, working her way along the row as Bart watched on, nervously biting his nails. ‘Yes,’ she hissed under her breath with a feeling of satisfaction – and relief. ‘They look great, better than I’d even hoped,’ she murmured, peering at one of the images more closely – a thin, dark-haired woman with her hair twisted up in a chignon, pearls at her throat. She had her back to the camera and was wearing a pale-grey taffeta Dior evening gown, her face turned in profile. ‘God, you really wouldn’t know, would you?’


‘I know,’ Bart agreed, standing beside her, his arms hugging his torso as they both stared at the images of soignée perfection. ‘It’s really powerful, Lee. You’ve done it.’


She turned to face him. ‘Do you honestly think so?’


‘I know so. You’re amazing.’


She raised an eyebrow and jogged him with her elbow. ‘Even without celebs at the party?’


‘Fuck ’em!’


She chuckled, but her smile quickly faded. ‘I just hope the colour turns out the way I wanted,’ she said nervously.


‘They sent over a couple of snapshots last night, if you want a quick look,’ he said, bringing them up on his phone to show her. Lee squinted. The gallery’s previously standard white walls had been painted a deep, lustrous plum colour and lacquered to a glossy finish. It was a rich, opulent shade, but with an old-world glamour too, matching the Belle Époque formality of the ballgowns the women were wearing in the images.


‘Yes,’ she said again, feeling pleased. ‘I love that. The white would just have been too stark, don’t you think? I really want these images to be treated and hung like paintings. I wanted them to feel grand and formal and enduring.’


‘Well, you’ve done that all right. If John Singer Sargent was alive now, he’d have a camera in his hand and be shooting portraits just like that.’


For different reasons, though, Lee thought to herself; she wasn’t in the flattery game. They rose to standing again. ‘Okay, well, if they’re ready for us, let’s load these up and get over there. I’ve done the running order on a flat plan, so once we’re happy it works, I’ll leave you and Julia to the installation.’


‘Why? Where are you going?’ he asked, watching as she picked up her faithful Hasselblad 501C. It was an entirely different beast to the Nikon Nikkormat, which had been her first ever camera and remained her favourite even now. She’d never shot another image with the Canon 5D since that last day in Syria; she’d bought the Hassy just a few months after arriving in the city, a token of her fresh start. She zipped it into its bag, checking the correct lenses were packed and slinging the strap across her body.


‘To the hospital. Sinterklaas is visiting the wards today, remember?’ She gave a rueful grin. ‘Honestly, spending an afternoon with a bunch of overexcited kids and a man in fancy dress? Give me the Taliban any day. And I’m not even getting paid for it! I must be mad.’


‘You must be nice.’


She winked at him as she pulled her hat onto her head, making sure her cat ears were straight, and they walked out of the studio. ‘Yeah, well – don’t tell anybody.’


The light was always tricky here. Strip lighting did no one any favours, much less those battling diseases that ravaged their immune systems.


‘Is this one your favourite?’ Lee asked, picking a small furry tiger from the assorted collection of toys on the bed. She was sitting on a chair to the side, trying not to be overwhelmed by the number of tubes coming out of the child’s body, fretting that with every move she might pinch or dislodge one.


‘This one,’ little Amelie said, holding up a pig. It had a beanbag body and weighted trotters. ‘I like how it feels when I go to sleep,’ she said in a small, weak voice, carefully arranging the toy across her chest in a demonstration.


Lee smiled, knowing just what she meant. ‘It makes you feel held?’


The little girl nodded.


‘Yeah, I like that too. It’s a nice feeling.’ She wondered when the poor mite had last had a ‘nice feeling’. Lee hadn’t seen her on the ward before and one of the nurses had said she’d been transferred from Rotterdam, awaiting a new heart. ‘Are you excited about seeing Sinterklaas?’


She nodded again. Talking was clearly tiring for her.


‘What do you hope he’ll bring you?’


‘Some cat socks.’


‘Cat socks? That’s it?’ Lee wrinkled her nose. ‘I think you should be thinking a whole lot bigger than just cat socks.’


‘They’ve got pictures of my cat on them. She had to go live with my granny because her fur makes me too sick. Granny sends me videos of her, but I miss her.’


Lee’s heart broke a little. ‘Oh, well, that’s different then – socks with your cat on them would be pretty cool. What’s your cat called?’


‘Nibbles.’


She grinned. ‘Cute. Did you name her?’


Amelie nodded. ‘When she was a kitten, she would take these tiny little bites of her dinner and her nose would twitch.’


‘What a character—’ She looked up as one of the nurses came through, clapping her hands excitedly.


‘Hey kids, guess who’s come to see you all today?’


Lee looked back at Amelie with excited eyes, giving her a wink. She rose and readied her camera as the children all sat up in their beds expectantly. The doors swung open and Sinterklaas came through, carrying his signature big book of names and followed by a procession of kids in wheelchairs and on crutches, plastered limbs jutting out at right angles.


Lee immediately began clicking, not shots of the great man, but of the children as they gathered around him, touching and admiring his red velvet robe and mitred hat, his sceptre, the bushy white eyebrows and long, flowing white beard, which was matched by equally long, crimped hair. The commitment to the costume was a significant step-up from the rather feeble Father Christmas outfits she had seen growing up in England, where a pillow was stuffed under a thin red velveteen jacket and the straggly white beard was attached by elastic ear loops.


She saw the wonder in the children’s eyes as he began talking to them all, asking whether they’d been good, and she worked quickly – glad she was forgotten now, a background figure, able to get the images she wanted – capturing spontaneous laughs, eyes that shone, heads that were raised.


He went over to the boy in the first bed and sat on the edge of it, carefully holding open his large book. ‘Now then. Tomasz—’


The little boy’s mouth opened in amazement that Sinterklaas knew his name without having to ask.


‘—have you been a good boy this year?’ The bushy white eyebrows rose up questioningly.


Tomasz nodded.


‘Well, let us see.’ Sinter ran his finger down the page, stopping a third from the bottom. There was a short pause. ‘Hmm. It says here you painted your father’s car.’


‘Because it had scratches from when mama hit a bollard in the car park.’


‘I see.’ Sinter looked at Tomasz from the depths of his snowy white hair. ‘Well then, that was kind of you to try to colour it in.’


Tomasz nodded earnestly.


Sinter read some more. The eyebrows went up again. ‘And I see you let your sister’s rabbit out of its hutch.’
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