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The waiting room was painted off-white. There were blue plastic chairs all the way round, their backs against the walls. In one corner, two women surrounded by shopping bags, heads close together, were whispering.

It was the kind of room that made you feel you were in the wrong place.

Kim was sitting by the window. Her blond hair was sticking up in tufts.

He sat down. Hospitals are always hot. But he didn’t take off his jacket in case it looked like he was assuming something. Like a welcome. “Any news?”

She shook her head.

The whispering in the corner got louder. One of the women shifted her weight and a Tesco bag fell sideways, gaping open. Harry could see pizza boxes and a liter carton of milk. He said, “Can I get you something?”

She looked up. Someone had pressed inky thumbprints beneath her eyes.

He said, “You look terrible.”

“Thanks.”

She wore black jeans, as usual, but her T-shirt was faded. You could just make out the stencil of a grinning face and BRIXTON LIVE! in red letters. He said, “I meant you look tired.”

She didn’t reply.

“Coffee?”

“What?”

“Do you want me to get you some coffee?”

“No.”

After a while, he said, “Tea?”

“Harry, shut up.” Her voice was so loud that one of the women in the corner looked up. “I wouldn’t have rung you if I thought you were going to sit there wittering all night.”

Harry said slowly, “I’m glad you did, though.”

She slumped, defeated. “I thought you ought to know.”

Both women were staring at them now. We have become a TV drama, thought Harry. A bit of hospital entertainment for a Sunday night. He flashed them a brilliant smile to shame them, and they dropped their eyes. One of them righted the Tesco bag and moved it closer to her chair.

For a while, no one in the room spoke at all. Harry wanted to ask more questions. He wanted to take off his jacket. He wanted to get some coffee—ideally from the kind of machine that promised a double espresso. But he was unable to move. He felt like a fly in a web, all bundled up in sticky silk.

The door opened. A woman in a blue tunic and trousers glanced round. Kim went white and sat up straight.

“Don’t get up,” said the woman. “I just wanted to let you know that we’re all done. I’m going off duty now, so I won’t see you again until tomorrow. If you’re still here then.”

“What’s happening?” said Harry.

“Are you a relative?”

“No, he’s not,” said Kim.

Harry read the name badge. Dr. Annan.

“He’s a friend,” said Kim, after a pause.

Harry shot her a quick glance.

The doctor said, “No change. We have to let the drugs do their work.”

“How long before we know?” said Kim.

“I can’t tell you, I’m sorry. It’s just a matter of waiting.”

Update over. Harry couldn’t believe that Kim was letting her go. They watched the doctor walk out of the room, and Harry’s need to know more was so strong that he almost shouted out. But he had no right to demand information. He had no right to anything. He felt the two women in the corner watching him. They had been listening to every word. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” he said in a loud voice, addressing them both. “The National Health Service. Such dedicated staff.”

They looked away.

“But she’s good,” said Kim.

“I didn’t say she wasn’t.”

He thought she was going to argue. The old Kim would have. Dived in to deliver a lecture on the public ownership of essential services. From each according to his ability, to each according to his need. But she said nothing.

“So what now?” said Harry.

“We wait.” Her eyes had no expression. “Or at least I wait. You can do what you like.”

“Here?”

“You can go in if you want. It’s the bed on the left.”

“Are you coming?”

“Not now.”

She looked so small and defenseless, sitting there in the bland chair against the blank wall. It didn’t suit her. Kim was a fighter. He said, “I could go home and get some stuff for you. A change of clothes?”

She shook her head. But he understood that. If life is shit, a clean pair of jeans isn’t going to help. And she’d never cared much about the way she looked anyway. It was Eva who cared, with her long hippie skirts and beads and trailing scarves. Harry swallowed. “Do you want me to ring anyone?”

“Like who?”

“Your mother?” He could almost hear her voice. I’ve never been very good with illness. I find it so draining.

“I rang her this morning. She can’t come.”

Harry nodded. He wouldn’t have expected anything else.

“Your father?”

She looked at him as if he were stupid. “Why would I want you to ring my father?”

Because he’s family. And that’s what you do at a time like this. You gather people around who might help. Even if you haven’t seen them for years. “What about Jake?”

Kim stood up so suddenly, the chair jumped. “Harry, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to find somewhere else to sit, OK? This is not some mess that needs you to barge in and take control. I’ve done everything that has to be done. I rang you because I thought I should. But I don’t need you. I’m fine on my own.”

She was shaking.

After a while, she sat down. But she kept her head turned towards the window, although you couldn’t see anything—trees, red buses, ambulances—because of the white slatted blinds.

Harry felt in his jacket pocket for his phone. “I’m going outside. I’ll be back later.”

If she heard, she gave no sign.

In the corridor, which smelt of warm disinfectant, Harry—in his City suit, handmade, cashmere—leant back against the wall. The hopelessness made his body feel light, his bones hollow.

•  •  •

Kim felt sick. The effort of standing up to Harry had swallowed the last bit of energy she had. She wished she had something in her pocket to eat—an old packet of mints, some chocolate. But she had nothing. She didn’t even have any cash in her purse. That would have been something he could have helped with. He always had money. Notes folded over in thick wads, ready to be peeled off and spent.

“That your boyfriend?” said one of the women in the corner. They were both staring at her.

Kim shook her head.

“I wouldn’t say no to him,” said the bigger one. Her hair was pulled back so tight that the skin on her forehead was smooth and shiny. She wore gold hoop earrings.

Both the women laughed.

“He looks like that actor off the telly,” said the woman with the earrings to her friend. “The Italian one who’s always smiling. You know.” She turned back to Kim. “So who is he, then?”

Kim realized she was shivering. She ran her hands up and down her arms.

“You all right?”

Kim hugged her arms closer.

“It’s the waiting. That’s what it is. It gets to you. We’ve been here since three. And now they’re taking blood from him.” She shuddered. “I can’t do blood. I’ve never been any good at blood.”

Leave me alone. Please leave me alone. I can’t think about anything but not thinking.

The door opened. A nurse in a blue uniform stood at the threshold. Kim’s heart missed a beat. But the nurse looked over at the women in the corner. “You can come through now.”

There was the kerfuffle of finding coats and hoisting bags onto shoulders. As they left, the woman who’d been doing all the talking looked over at Kim and nodded. “I hope it goes all right for you.”

The door slammed shut. Kim was alone again.

Except, as usual, Harry was around somewhere. Harry was always around somewhere.

Kim put her head in her hands.
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I can’t see her,” said Kim.

Outside in the hot July sun, all the parents stood shoulder to shoulder, laughing and talking like guests at a wedding. The women wore pink silks and cream linen, the men pale gray suits. Gold bracelets shone. Diamonds caught the light, sparks of electricity. The new graduates in their black gowns stood out like crows.

From the top of the stone steps, Kim searched the faces below. All through the ceremony, she hadn’t been sure.

“She’ll be here somewhere,” said Izzie.

But would she? Eva was never on time for anything. Kim took a deep breath. Don’t think about it. Keep your mind blank.

Next to her, Izzie started waving. Kim looked down the steps, and the crowd parted, and there beneath them was a creased-looking man with a red face supporting what seemed to be a large floral sofa.

Izzie’s eyes widened.

“All right, pet?” said the red-faced man, leaning up to kiss her.

“That was lovely,” said the floral sofa. “I cried all the way through.”

Izzie’s dad seemed half-strangled by his collar. He kept jamming a finger behind the top button, straining his neck like a football fan who can’t see the pitch.

“So you got here OK,” said Kim, to break the growing silence. “From Newcastle.”

“No problem at all,” said Izzie’s dad. “Just a bit of trouble round Alnwick.”

“Mam,” said Izzie, finding her voice, “where did you get that dress?”

Her mother looked down, as if pleasantly surprised by the view. “I made it. What do you think?”

“Did you bring a coat?”

The crowd swayed against them. Izzie’s mum rolled sideways, gliding on castors.

“Shall we go and find a cup of tea?” said Izzie desperately.

Kim shook her head. “I can’t go yet.”

The noise of the crowd was getting louder.

“You’re waiting for your parents?” said Izzie’s dad.

Kim shook her head. That feeling of desolation was creeping up on her again, like a cold mist. She wasn’t expecting her parents. Her mother wouldn’t dream of traveling all the way from the South of France. And her father, living in Leicester with his new wife and small sons, didn’t even know the date of her graduation. “No,” she said. “For my sister.”

“So how about a few photos?” said Izzie’s dad, taking out a battered camera in a brown leather case.

Kim felt embarrassed. She didn’t want to get involved in someone else’s family mementos. Izzie had been her friend since the first year, but that didn’t meant she wanted to end up in a silver frame on a telly in Newcastle. She was just shuffling sideways, taking small steps so that no one would notice, when there was a shout to her left and a small explosion, like a firework. Somebody shouted, “Watch out!” way too late, and Kim found herself sprayed at close range by a magnum of cava or prosecco or, for all she knew (this being Edinburgh), vintage champagne. She blinked and spluttered as someone said, “Oh, sorry!” and then found herself, dripping wet, in the middle of a crowd, mobbed by people anxious to help, dabbed at with tissues, urged to take off her sodden rented gown. A tall woman in a bright blue fascinator kept saying over and over again, “Poor girl. Look at her. Look at her! Like a drowned rat.” And then, in the midst of it all, shaking champagne from her hair, she heard a voice she knew.

“Kim?” said Eva.

With a rush of joy, Kim looked up. There was her sister with her white-blond hair, her fine-boned face, that same, ever-present look of slight surprise. And in the exact moment that she recognized her—as the familiarity of the person she loved more than anyone else in the world brought her truly alive again, from the top of her head to the tips of her fingers—Kim realized with a jolt to her heart that Eva was not alone.

Next to Eva, smiling, was Harry.

Kim narrowed her eyes. “What the hell,” she said to her sister, “is he doing here?”

•  •  •

The hand basins were tiny. Every time someone turned on the taps, water hit the white enamel and sprayed all over the floor. As a result, the tiles underfoot were treacherous, like ice.

“I hate him,” said Kim.

“I know. You’ve told me. Many times.” Izzie’s Newcastle accent was stronger than usual. Her parents had reactivated it, like sugar on yeast.

“She should never have brought him. Not without asking me.”

“What would you have said?”

“What?”

“If she’d asked you?”

Kim lifted her chin. “I would have said no.”

They had just arrived at the restaurant to celebrate their new graduate status. As the others took their seats, Kim, still seething, had grabbed Izzie’s hand and raced her upstairs. Rage bubbled inside her, red-hot, like molten lava. She had visions of erupting like a volcano, turning everyone around her into stone. Years ago, Eva, briefly excited by homeopathy, had said that Kim’s constitutional type was Phosphorus. This meant she was like a match—quick to light, and just as quick to burn out. It didn’t help, knowing this. Kim would rather have been calm and saintly like Gwyneth Paltrow.

“You know, from the outside,” said Izzie, “he seems quite normal.”

Izzie had great admiration for people who fitted in. She didn’t quite know how you did it. She pored over magazines, making lists of magical beauty products and books on self-improvement. She listened carefully when people raved about yoga or goji berries or learning Japanese. She worried that her hair was too wild, her thighs too fat, and that no one else found bassoons funny. “You look at someone like Kate Moss,” she’d say, “and she doesn’t seem to follow any of the rules. But everyone loves her. So what are you supposed to do?” Kim found this strange. Let people think what they like. What else can you do but just be yourself?

“He was talking to my dad about Michael Owen,” said Izzie.

Kim looked blank.

“Newcastle United. Knee injury. World Cup.”

“But that’s exactly what Harry does,” said Kim in a burst of irritability. She was leaning against the hand dryer on the wall, while Izzie—her foot jammed against the cubicle door to keep it open—sat on the closed lid of the nearest toilet. “Finds out what you’re interested in and gets you talking.”

“That’s not a crime, is it? Being a bit chatty?”

The main door banged back against the wall, and a roar from the restaurant below rushed in. “Oh, sorry,” said a woman with bright red hair and a green dress.

“Don’t mind us,” said Izzie. “We’re just hiding from Harry.”

The woman lunged forwards, skidded on the wet floor, and crashed headlong into a cubicle. They heard a small cry of pain.

Kim tried again. “He charms people. Gets them to like him.”

“You don’t like him.”

“I see through him.”

Izzie put her head on one side. “So you’re saying it’s all fake?”

“You can see it in his eyes. He’s not straight.”

“Not straight?”

“Hiding something,” said Kim impatiently.

“We all hide something.”

“You don’t.”

“How do you know?” Izzie raised her eyebrows.

Kim shifted position. The hand dryer turned itself on. Blasted by lukewarm air, she shouted, over the noise, “He’s bad for her.”

“For Eva?” Izzie waited for the racket to stop. “She can look after herself.”

No, she can’t. You have no idea. She’s not as strong as she seems on the surface.

“Some people might say she’s done well for herself,” said Izzie. “He’s rich. He’s good-looking. There isn’t a woman here who’d turn him down.”

He’s like toilet paper stuck to the sole of her shoe.

“What’s he done that makes you hate him?”

Kim’s head was spitting with so much fury she couldn’t think where to start.

Izzie sighed. “I know. She’s your sister. No one’s good enough. But if he’s the one she wants, you’re fighting a losing battle. You’re just going to make yourself miserable.”

The toilet flushed in the next cubicle.

Izzie stood up. “It’s like the serenity prayer. Change what you can, put up with what you can’t, and be wise enough to know the difference.”

This made Kim cross. Maybe you should follow your own advice, she thought, and stop trying to change yourself into what you think other people want you to be. But then she felt guilty. Izzie was only trying to help.

Back downstairs, deafened by shrieks and crashing cutlery, they were flattened against the wall by a waiter carrying a silver tray. “Do you want to swap places?” shouted Izzie. “I could sit next to him if you like.”

It wouldn’t make any difference, thought Kim as she followed Izzie through the crowded restaurant. Even if he was at the other end of the table. It’s that oozing self-confidence. That conviction he’s right. It seeps into the air like fog. He laughs at everything I care about. He makes me feel small and insignificant—as if I’m scurrying about like a tiny black ant while he strides about like God. The very first time I met him, he blocked out the sun. What was I—thirteen? Lying in the back garden in tatty old shorts and a crop top, the grass long under my fingers, soaking up the first hot day for weeks. Christine next door said the TV weather map had turned completely orange. I could feel my skin burning, tiny prickles of heat. Always stay out of the sun, my mother used to say. So aging. My one act of teenage rebellion—sunbathing.

“Kim? This is Harry.”

The world went dark. An eclipse.

Eva said, “We’re going to buy ice cream. Do you want some?”

I couldn’t speak. Half-asleep, dazed by heat, I couldn’t say a word.

“No ice cream?” A deep voice. A posh boy voice.

I looked up. But I couldn’t see his face—just shadow, like a cliff, against the glaring white light.

“Are you always this talkative?”

“Oh leave her, Harry. She just wants to enjoy the sunshine.”

I put up my hand to shield my eyes. And now I could see his expression.

“Harry?”

Laughing at me. His whole face creased up, grinning from ear to ear, as if I was one huge joke.

“Harry? Come on.”

Then he moved, and the sun blinded me. I sat up, and the world was washed out, like someone had bleached it. I kept staring as they sauntered back to the house. He was a head taller than Eva but thin. Nothing but bones, as Christine would say.

At the top of the concrete steps, he stopped. “So that’s your baby sister.”

I waited, very still.

“You know, she could look quite pretty if she smiled.”

The hurt. The rage. You’d think the years would make a difference. But they don’t.

He spent most weekends in our house when I was a teenager. Taking up space. There was no one to stop him. Dad had walked out. Mum was floating about in a cocktail dress and a cloud of Chanel, happy to spend the evening (the week, the weekend) with anyone who asked her. You wouldn’t know Mum had been born above a chip shop in Torquay. From her voice, you’d think she’d grown up in Kensington—in one of those grand white houses with black iron railings and nannies with prams like Cinderella coaches. Mum loved Harry. Like a young Montgomery Clift. You know, darling? All those films from the 1950s. She said he fitted so well with Eva—tall and dark against Eva’s blond fragility.

That’s all that mattered to Mum. The way things looked.

So Dad had gone, and Mum had gone, but Harry was always around. I’d walk into the living room to watch TV and there he was, lying on the sofa—head one end, feet the other, taking up all the seats. If he wasn’t on the sofa, he was upstairs in Eva’s room. I’d be sitting at the kitchen table, my GCSE maths book open in front of me, staring at the misshapen rectangles, and I’d hear them laughing, and then thumping sounds, like things falling down, or off, or over, and music all the time, the old 1960s stuff Eva liked—the Mamas and the Papas, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix. The Byrds, their voices twining in and out like textiles. Eva said one of their songs was written by King Solomon. It was in the Bible. To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven. (If something isn’t working, there’s no point jumping up and down, getting all stressed. That would be like banging your head against a brick wall.) A time to be born and a time to die. A time to weep and a time to laugh. A time to love, and a time to hate. A time of war and a time of peace.

A time for calculating areas and perimeters.

I drew a small mouse in pencil on the corner of the book. It had a pointed nose, two big ears like satellite dishes, and a long thin tail.

There was no more thumping. They must have finished having sex. I colored in the mouse’s ears.

I heard the bedroom door open. Maybe it was still the Byrds. But it might have been Bob Dylan. The noise of feet coming down the stairs. I pulled up a piece of paper to hide the mouse.

Harry came into the kitchen. He was almost as tall as the door frame. Black shiny curls, like a cocker spaniel. A white shirt, half-unbuttoned, making his skin look even darker. He always wore a white shirt. Like he never left the office.

“Doing your homework?”

I didn’t answer.

Harry glanced down at the table. “Maths.”

This didn’t seem to need an answer either.

“Eva says you find it hard. You don’t like it.”

I wouldn’t look up.

“It’s not difficult. Give me five minutes and I could explain it to you.”

So superior. Because you went to a private school. The thought of sitting with Harry looking at a maths book made me feel sick. I bent over my rectangles. I listened to him clattering about, making tea, dropping a spoon in the stainless steel sink.

At the door, on the way out, he stopped. I could feel him standing there, just watching me. Then he said, “You know where I am. If you change your mind.”

I drew a large black blobby nose on the mouse, pressing hard into the paper. It stared back, affronted.

I know where you are. You’re always bloody here.

•  •  •

“So what do you do, pet?” said Izzie’s mother, settling back into her chair with a billow of flowery fabric. She wasn’t the only parent who’d turned up in Edinburgh in strange clothes. But she was the only one apparently swathed in curtains.

“Not much,” said Eva, smiling.

“She’s a musician,” said Kim, “and an environmental campaigner.”

They had a table tucked into the corner of the restaurant, half-hidden by a stud wall. This meant their conversation wasn’t drowned out by all the celebratory whooping and cheering from the new graduates around them. But it also meant that the waitress kept forgetting they were there. That’s why I feel so drunk, thought Kim as she refilled her glass. There isn’t enough food to soak up all the alcohol.

“Which means,” said Harry, “that she travels round the country with her guitar, tramping through muddy fields in Wellington boots.”

Eva laughed.

Kim glared at him. “What would you know?”

Eva’s face was always angles and shadows. But tonight, whenever she stopped smiling, you could see she had dark circles under her eyes. Kim frowned. Was something wrong? Eva was never normally ground down by anything. Sometimes she found other people puzzling. But generally she believed that life sorted itself out if you didn’t stress too much about the details.

“He came with me once,” said Eva. “To a community in west Wales. A little farming settlement in the woods. I said he couldn’t judge until he’d experienced it.”

Harry looked mournful. “They made me eat lentils.”

“Vegetarianism,” said Kim, “is a much more efficient way of feeding the world.”

“And fermented tofu.”

“It’s about putting precious land to the best use.”

“And hemp.” Harry frowned. “Or is that what you wear?”

A duel of wits with Harry excluded everyone else. Kim knew this. But she couldn’t stop herself. “You can’t pretend that eating a steak is just an individual choice. It isn’t. What you do affects other people.”

Izzie’s mother glanced down at her empty plate with an expression of alarm.

“Basically,” said Harry, “Eva was born in the wrong century. She wants to turn the clock back. No TV, no cars, no modern medicine. Her ideal would be some kind of medieval village. Getting water from a well. Milking by hand. Grubbing for potatoes in the dirt.” His expression was wide-eyed and innocent. “Full of people with boils and bad teeth.”

As if, thought Kim. Eva radiates light. She shines. Children and old ladies gaze after her with wistful smiles. Men stare at her, wondering whether their lives could have been different with a woman like that at their side. Eva, in her tatty hippie clothes, drifting along in her own thoughts, doesn’t notice the effect she has on other people. But I do. And it’s my job to protect her.

“That’s not what Eva thinks at all.” Kim gripped the edge of the table, feeling the starched white linen under her hands. “She’s searching for a different way of life. It’s not about turning the clock back. It’s about treading lightly on the earth.”

“Making walls out of mud and straw,” said Harry.

“Living in balance with nature.”

“Chanting. There was a lot of chanting in Wales.”

“It’s a big movement now,” said Kim loudly, because raising the volume seemed the only way to drown Harry out. “There are communities all over Europe. Germany, Italy, France, Spain, Portugal, Lithuania—”

“We had to use compost toilets. In the dark. Surrounded by Welsh sheep.”

“—and all across the world. Australia, Brazil, the US—”

“She wants to live in an ecovillage,” said Harry, leaning sideways towards Izzie’s father, who was looking completely bewildered.

“Who does? Eva or Kim?”

“You know,” said Harry, “I often wonder the same thing myself.”

“It must be a lot cheaper growing your own food,” said Izzie’s mum. “Sometimes I go shopping and I can’t believe my eyes. The prices they charge! I said to the girl in Morrisons’, these days you have to rob a bank just to pay for a KitKat.”

“Climate change is caused by human greed and an overreliance on cheap oil.” Kim’s voice rose above the hubbub of the restaurant. Diners at other tables were looking up. One of the waiters stood rooted to the spot, transfixed. “We can’t carry on making selfish decisions, or we’ll run out of resources. Politicians keep talking about growth. But what they mean is rampant consumerism.”

“Would anyone like dessert?” said Izzie, half-standing. “They’ve got steamed ginger pudding with hot toffee sauce.”

“I don’t know,” said Harry. “Is it vegan?”

“Our current economic model,” said Kim, her cheeks flushed, “is unsustainable. We have to wake up to reality before it’s too late. What kind of world do we want to pass on to our children and grandchildren? Unless we get to grips with this now, we’re going to run out of time.”

“Kim?” said Izzie. “Shall we go and find the waitress?”

Kim screwed up her eyes. Izzie seemed strangely out of focus. “What?”

“So we can order dessert.”

“It doesn’t need two of us, does it?”

Izzie pushed back her chair so violently that it almost fell over. Watching her best friend thread her way through the crowded restaurant, Kim frowned, confused. Was Izzie cross? Why?

“I do worry about you all,” said Izzie’s mum, turning to Kim in a sudden flurry of chintz, “setting out on your own. It’s all right while you’re living at home. But once you’re in charge of paying all the bills, how are you going to manage?”

“Izzie can stay with us in London anytime,” said Kim, looking to Eva for confirmation. But her sister seemed to be avoiding her eyes. This was getting ridiculous. What was wrong with everyone?

“She might take you up on that, pet. After she’s done her teacher training. Her first job could be anywhere, couldn’t it?”

Kim still couldn’t imagine Izzie teaching. She’d asked her once, as they left a comedy club in the early hours, shivering with cold, “Do you actually like children?”

Izzie looked confused. “Is that part of the job?”

Izzie’s mother settled back into her seat. “And what about you, pet? What are your plans for the future?”

Kim was finding it hard to concentrate. To her left, Harry and Izzie’s dad seemed to have struck up a conversation about growing spring greens. Eva was toying with a butter knife, watching it balance on the end of her finger, catching the light. The restaurant was getting hotter.

“I’ll do anything for a bit. You know, a call center. Or bar work or something. Just to earn some money.” She sensed that Harry was looking at her. She could feel his gaze resting on her like a heavy weight. “And then I thought I’d try and get a job in housing.”

“Like an estate agent?”

Kim looked horrified. “No. Social policy.”

Harry laughed.

“And what about you, Harry? What is it that you do?”

“He’s a banker.” Kim managed to make it sound like a different word entirely. “Which is why he doesn’t understand that some people can’t afford market rents.”

Izzie was squeezing past the back of her father’s chair. “She’s coming. And she says the sticky ginger pudding is delicious.”

“What kind of banker?” said Izzie’s mother. “One of those smiley people behind the security glass?”

Harry shook his head. “In the City. An analyst. I advise investors on what stock to buy.”

“He gambles,” said Kim. “With other people’s money.”

Harry leant back in his chair, grinning. “She doesn’t have a very high opinion of banking.”

“Because the City gets rich at the expense of the poor.”

“The City is the UK’s biggest industry. It provides jobs for thousands of people.”

“Rich people.”

“All people. And pays tax that funds housing benefit, and unemployment benefit, and the NHS—”

“Bankers,” said Kim, at full volume, “are responsible for everything that’s wrong with this country. They are evil, bloodsucking parasites.” She hit the table for emphasis. Her glass of Rioja upended. Everyone looked down at the huge, spreading stain, seeping into the white cotton, thought Kim, like blood.

Izzie’s mother shook her head with an expression of tragic gloom. “Can you imagine the size of the laundry bills in a place like this?”

•  •  •

“You know, it’s not even real, what he does. It’s just an illusion. Smoke and mirrors. Figures on a screen. One minute you’re rich, the next you’re nothing. But he doesn’t care. You could be on the streets with all your clothes in a paper bag and he’d still be swanning round in his Porsche, eating Michelin stars and shooting pheasants. That’s what they do, you know. Kill birds that can’t even fly. Their wings aren’t strong enough to get them out of the bushes. But all these fat idiots in pinstripe suits come and shoot at them anyway, just so they can say, Oh, look at me, aren’t I clever, I shot a pheasant. I killed a deer and put its antlers on the wall. I speared a trout. I killed a lion. And then I flew off to the Bahamas in a private jet. You know, he doesn’t even care about global warming? He said we might get champagne in Birmingham if it carries on like this.”

“Kim?”

“What?”

“You’re drunk.”

Kim and Izzie were back in the restaurant toilets. The meal celebrating their graduation was over. Kim had a vague recollection of being frog-marched away from the table while the others hunted around for coats and jackets. Clinging to the hand basin, she tried to focus. In the mirror she could see her short blond hair sticking up from her head in soft bristles, making her look like a baby chick in a high wind.

Izzie was rummaging in her bag. “You’ve got to stop shouting at everyone. It’s like being lectured by John Prescott. It’s not the time or the place. We’re meant to be enjoying ourselves. And there’s no point going back to my parents’ hotel for a nightcap if you’re going to bore us all to death with another eco sermon.”

Kim leant her head against the cold white wall. What’s wrong with me? I didn’t mean to shout at people. And I never drink too much. Ever. It’s not what I do. Eva’s the one who staggers back in the early hours, slamming the front door, tripping over the mat. That’s what I remember from living at home—loud singing at three a.m., broken plant pots. I used to sleep with a pillow over my head. It was the only way to get any peace. During my last two years at school, Eva had a job in a gift shop, selling essential oils and dream catchers. Wafting about in a haze of incense. But every night, she got off her head and persuaded other people to do the same.

Most people find it hard to sleep in student halls of residence. Slamming doors, shouting in the corridors. But my first few weeks in Edinburgh were bliss. I slept for the first time in months.

The door to the restaurant toilets burst open. A gaggle of teenage girls came skidding across the floor, novices on a skating rink.

Izzie found a pot of blusher and brushed her cheeks pink. “I know you hate Harry. But you’re making it really hard for anyone to have a good time. Including me. Everyone’s looking at us. Did you see the woman at the next table? She was laughing so much I thought she was going to burst.”

Kim hung her head. I’m acting like a child, she thought. Letting my feelings get the better of me. Have I ruined everything?

When she looked up, Izzie was staring at their twin reflections side by side in the mirror. They couldn’t have looked less alike. Izzie made you think of a sepia-tinted photograph of Edwardian female perfection—round and soft, with pink cheeks and a cloud of dark hair. Kim—white faced, washed out, angular—looked like a ghost.

“What?” Kim didn’t like being scrutinized so closely.

“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“Like what?”

“He’s a smug git who’s going out with your sister. But that’s not enough to make you hate him. There’s something else.”

Kim shook her head.

“It goes way back, doesn’t it? What did he do? Steal your pocket money? Kill your hamster? Shred your skipping rope?”

You don’t understand.

Izzie looked thoughtful. “You know, sometimes people snipe at each other to hide how they really feel.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m wondering if you secretly like Harry. If you want your sister’s boyfriend for yourself.”

“No.” Kim looked furious.

“Are you sure?”

“I can’t believe you’re even saying it.” It was so way off the mark, it was insulting.

Izzie shrugged. “I’m only trying to find out what’s going on. Because the way I see it, you’re part of the problem. He’s just fishing. But you grab the bait. Every time. And then he reels you in.”

Kim swallowed.

“You let him get to you. And I keep thinking, Why?

For a moment, they stood there, staring at themselves—Izzie, the picture of rosy health, Kim dusty and white, as if she’d just crawled out of an understairs cupboard.

Kim dropped her eyes.

“If I were you,” said Izzie, “I’d make a real effort not to say another word to Harry for the rest of the evening. Just pretend he’s not there.” Izzie twisted the clasp on her bag shut. “Because everyone else quite likes him. And I know you’ll say he was only doing it to show off, but I think it was really kind of him to pay the bill. Before my dad could even find his glasses. And then say that it was our graduation present, so that my parents weren’t embarrassed. It must have cost a fortune. With all the wine we got through.”

The teenage girls were banging out of the cubicles. One of them slipped, landed in a heap on her bottom, and burst into loud screams of laughter.

“At least she’s stopped drinking,” said Izzie. “Have you noticed? Eva hasn’t touched a drop all night.”

•  •  •

Even though it was late, the streets of Edinburgh were still crowded. The air was warm. Walking back to the hotel where Izzie’s parents were staying, the six of them had arranged themselves into pairs—Eva and Harry leading the way, Kim and Izzie following, with Izzie’s parents bringing up the rear.

From time to time, they all stopped to let gangs of rowdy students take over the pavement. The whole city seemed to be one huge party.

Kim felt as if she was floating on a sea of alcohol. It wasn’t pleasant. She was worried she might sink. Ahead of her, Harry and Eva were arm in arm, their bodies moving to the same rhythm. He was bending right down to listen to her, their heads close together, one dark, one fair. No one knows, thought Kim, what I know. What he’s really like. And I can’t tell anyone, in case Eva gets hurt.

Kim closed her eyes for a second, trying to ward off the sudden rush of memories. Eva’s eighteenth birthday. She’d made her friends dress up as hippies. A re-creation of 1967 and the Summer of Love. God knows what their unremarkable suburb thought of all the headbands, caftans, and brown leather sandals trailing down the high street.

But then Nunhead was good at looking the other way.

Oh, thought Kim, I hated that time of our lives. I felt like a policeman, trying to stop Eva from self-destructing. After Dad walked out, Eva just lost it for a while. Drink, drugs—anything to blot out reality. She was in her last year of school but didn’t turn up half the time. Not even for exams in the end. Mum wasn’t any help. She was off on her own mission of self-discovery, trying to live it up before it was all too late. So it was left to me to protect Eva. Little sister looking after big sister.

Like the night of her eighteenth birthday. May 1999. Way past closing time, but Eva still wasn’t home. So I went to find her. I had to bang on the door of the pub for a long time. They’d turned it into a lock-in—a private party. Inside I pushed through a wall of bodies. Jefferson Airplane, Grace Slick, White Rabbit. Sandalwood, vanilla, patchouli, skunk.

And then I saw her, sitting on a wooden stool right at the end of the bar, a purple patchwork dress falling around her in great velvet folds—cheeks flushed, eyes glazed, like a child who’s been kept up way beyond bedtime.

I couldn’t stop it. Seconds before I reached her, she leant towards the bar—her bangles jangling in a crash like someone had dropped a tambourine—and lost her balance. She fell through the air, arms outstretched, smashing through empty glasses and beer bottles. Someone screamed. Or maybe it was me. And then I was on my knees in the well of split beer and broken glass on the floor. She reached out and touched my face. “Where were you?”

She had cut her hand—a bloody gash at the base of her thumb.

I was fourteen. I shouldn’t even have been there.

Someone was leaning down to help her, pulling her up so she could stand. Noise and heat and people all around us. The crunch of glass beneath our feet.

“I fell off,” she said wonderingly. “I fell off the stool.”

Harry was holding her. He had his arm round her waist. She rested against him, tucking her head into the crook of his shoulder. He lifted her hand and turned it over. He put his mouth against her palm, sucking away the blood. It was an act of such dirty intimacy that I felt sick.

“Is it Dusty?” I thought, for a moment, that Eva was talking about her hand. But she was listening to the music. Eyes closed. Drifting off again

I glared at him. “Why didn’t you stop her?”

“ ‘The Look of Love,’ ” said Eva. “Dusty Springfield.”

“Stop her falling?” Harry was smiling, as if it was all a joke.

“Stop her drinking so much.”

“As if I had any influence over what your sister does.”

Liar, I thought. Liar, liar.

“She died, you know,” said Eva. “A few weeks ago. Breast cancer.”

I wanted to get Eva home. I wanted to find some antiseptic and bandage her hand. I wanted to make a cup of tea and sit with her as she sobered up. I said, “Is it time to go? Time to get back?”

She opened her eyes wide. Even in the dingy light of the bar, you could see how blue they were. “It’s too early. You haven’t met all my friends yet.”

“I can meet them another time.”

“But I don’t want to go.”

“You’ve had an accident.”

Eva pouted. “Only a little one. Harry will look after me.”

“Like he has already?”

“I promise,” said Harry, “that from now on I won’t leave her side.”

“You think I trust you?”

Dusty disappeared. A new voice rose above the noise in the bar—urgent, insistent soul.

“Try a little tenderness,” said Harry, grinning.

I wanted to hit him. Turning Otis Redding into a joke.

He hid behind that smile all the time. Kind Harry. Nice Harry, Charming Harry. Romeo and Juliet. So devoted. And comes from such a good family. Old money. Eton, I think. Or Harrow. And you know, he’ll always be able to support her, working in the City. Such a relief for a mother to know her daughter will be financially secure. Everyone was taken in by it. They all loved him. I was the only one who saw through it. And because of that, he tried to poison Eva against me. After every argument about how I wanted a different kind of world, how I wanted justice and fairness and equality, he’d mock me, belittle me, make me sound stupid.

“Has she always been like this?”

Sunday morning. Eva’s door wasn’t quite shut. I stood outside on the landing, listening to the whispers, imagining them in bed together.

“Ssshhh, Harry. She’ll hear.”

“She’s a complete fantasist.”

“It’s just the way she is.”

“She’s insane.”

It hurt so much. Not just what he said, but hearing Eva laugh. Because it meant she was on his side.

I found out the truth one Friday night. We were in a pub in New Cross. A whole load of us from school. Damaris, of course. And the usual gang of nerdy boys with thin wrists and soft stubble. None of us eighteen yet, so we shouldn’t have been drinking at all. But the landlord turned a blind eye if we stuck to beer. That’s what comes of going to the local neighborhood school. You blend into your surroundings. You become invisible.

And I looked up, and there was Harry. Sitting at a little table right in the corner. With someone who wasn’t Eva. A girl with long black hair.

Of course you can have a drink with a friend. Why not?

And then he leant forward and kissed her very slowly on the mouth.

It was like an electric shock.

“Kim? Are you OK?” Damaris must have seen my face.

I felt sick. I wanted to rush over and scream at him. But I was too dizzy to move.

He should have seen me when they left. He walked right past our table. But he had his arm round her waist and was looking down into her face, laughing. He didn’t have eyes for anyone else but her.

The next day, I shut myself in my room. I didn’t come out once. Eva said, through the door, “Kim, are you all right?”

I couldn’t face her. “I’m studying.”

She said, “Harry and I are going to see a band tonight. Do you want to come?”

I felt like curdled milk—sour and rotten. Guilty, as if I was the one doing the cheating.

And so it went on. Southeast London is huge. It sprawls for miles. But somehow I kept seeing Harry and the girl with black hair all the time. Whenever I was out, there they were. It was like fate was rubbing my nose in it.

She was very pretty. Dark brown skin, gold earrings, red lipstick. When she looked up at Harry, it was like they were sharing a secret.

I wanted to tell Eva.

But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Because Eva loved him.

I said to Damaris, “If you knew that someone was being cheated on, would you tell them?”

“Who?”

I shook my head. “I can’t say.”

Damaris thought about this. “I read somewhere that you tell just to make yourself feel better. You don’t do it for the person you’re telling. Because they’d rather not know. So I don’t think you should, no.”

So I didn’t. Eva was too fragile for reality. It pushed her too close to the edge.

And so we’d spend evenings together in our parentless house in Nunhead—Eva, Harry, and I—with all the secrets hanging between us, and I would look at him with hatred, and he would look back, questioning, his eyes amused. Sometimes he’d say, “Got a boyfriend yet, Kim?”
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