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Introduction

By A. J. Finn, No.1 New York Times bestselling author of The Woman in the Window

I still can’t believe they pulled it off. Twice.

A third of the way into Beneath the Skin, authors Nicci Gerrard and Sean French – collectively known, of course, as Nicci French – pop the clutch, rev the motor, and swerve their story into the lane of the unexpected. It’s a jolting manoeuvre, a shock to the system. The reader, like an astonished passenger, can but grasp at their seat belt.

And then, a hundred pages later, the authors mount a second stunt, this one even bolder – a bona fide narrative U-turn. Once again, they nail it. Now the giddy passenger kicks back and braces for impact; short of rolling from the vehicle (and who at such a point in the ride would bail?), there’s no alternative.

The less said about the unnerving plot of Beneath the Skin, the better. It’s enough to note that each of the three principal characters receives a threatening letter predicting her death, and each reacts differently (but plausibly). For sheer narrative daring, however, and for its confident subversion of the rules, this ranks amongst my favourite Nicci French novels. One of its more audacious twists is replicated, to equally stunning effect, in later titles Until It’s Over (2007) and Sunday Morning Coming Down (2017), the seventh entry in the magnificent series featuring psychotherapist Frieda Klein. As with Nicci and Sean’s every book, these novels are sophisticated. They reaffirm the value of suggestion and restraint in an era (and a genre) that finds authors routinely stooping to shock tactics. They are sexy, rather than sexual. They boast smooth, nimble prose. In short, they represent psychological suspense at its most searching and incisive.

As of this writing in 2018, this genre – grip-lit, per industry slang – is at least seven years into what publishers once described as a trend. Nearly a decade on, its stranglehold on the global readership has only tightened. Psychological suspense is now entrenched as a durable, evergreen literature the world over; it’s no passing fad, no vogue. Nor is it new. Patricia Highsmith and Ruth Rendell pioneered the genre in the 1950s and 60s, but its gnarled roots date back to at least 1898, when Henry James in The Turn of the Screw introduced the original (and ultimate) unreliable narrator. More recently, a number of titles have helped expand and deepen the psychological-suspense readership: S. J. Watson’s Before I Go to Sleep in 2011; Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl, published the following year; Paula Hawkins’ The Girl on the Train in 2015. Yet as the Observer noted, all these authors ‘have their antecedent in Nicci French’.

The narrators of Nicci and Sean’s stories, as a general rule, can be counted on for reliable reportage, as befits two former journalists. At the same time, the books bristle with psychological acuity: protagonists and supporting cast alike are densely textured, motivations feel credible and compelling, the collision of the everyday and the extraordinary jars the characters as it does readers.

Such depth and dimension distinguish all Nicci French thrillers, beginning with The Memory Game (1997). And, certainly, they’re hallmarks of Beneath the Skin, which in its first pages plunges into the mind of our culprit-to-be. He – or she – is no stock villain, but a ruminative predator who appraises a quarry as one would consider portraits in a gallery. ‘In the summer, their bodies catch heat,’ the character muses, observing sunbathers in a park. Some of them exude ‘the odour of ripeness and decay’, whilst others ‘open like flowers in the sunlight’. This is prose that would elevate most novels, irrespective of genre; in a field rife with flat, perfunctory writing, it’s positively artful.

Every Nicci French novel features a female in the starring role. These women, unlike the many ‘girls’ crowding so much suspense fiction, are sympathetic, capable, and resourceful – just like most real women (imagine that!). The authors’ gaze is never prurient, even when their characters engage in sex; never disapproving, even when their protagonists err or misbehave; never lurid, even though so many psychological thrillers traffic in cheap scares. These are novels by, for, and about grown-ups.

I’m one of millions of Nicci French fans around the globe. But I’m also one of their very few publishers – or former publishers, to be exact. When in 2010 I met Nicci and Sean’s agent for the first time, I pleaded with her to let me sign her clients; it was undignified of me, I expect, but needs must. And six years later, she granted my wish: I acquired the final three novels in the Frieda Klein series, as well as a fourth book. Just before the publication of the second title under contract, I left my job to become a full-time writer – yet still I count my time as Nicci French’s publisher as a career highlight. (For me, I mean, not for the authors.)

The authors’ inimitable brand of suspense, as showcased in Beneath the Skin, will dazzle even readers already familiar with their work. And for the uninitiated, prepare for your next addiction. You won’t believe how, time and again, they pull it off.




In the summer, their bodies catch heat. Heat seeps in through the pores on their bare flesh; hot light enters their darkness; I imagine it rippling round inside them, stirring them up. Dark shining liquid under the skin. They take off their clothes, all the thick, closed layers that they wear in winter, and let the sun touch them: on the arms, on the back of the neck. It pours down between their breasts, and they tip back their heads to catch it on their faces. They close their eyes, open their mouths; painted mouths or naked ones. Heat throbs on the pavements where they walk, with bare legs opening, light skirts fluttering to the rhythm of their stride. Women. In the summer, I watch them, I smell them, and I remember them.

They look at their reflections in shop windows, sucking in their stomachs, standing straighter, and I look at them. I watch them watching themselves. I see them when they think they are invisible.

The ginger one in an orange sundress. One of the straps is twisted on her shoulder. She has freckles on her nose; a large freckle on her collarbone. No bra. When she walks, she swings her pale, downy arms, and her nipples show through the tightened cotton of her dress. Shallow breasts. Sharp pelvic bones. She wears flat sandals. Her second toe is longer than the big one. Muddy green eyes, like the bottom of a river. Pale eyelashes; blinking too much. Thin mouth; a trace of lipstick left at the corners. She hunches under the heat; lifts up one arm to wipe the beads of moisture from her forehead and there is a graze of ginger stubble in the scoop of her armpit, maybe a few days old. Legs prickly too; they would feel like damp sandpaper. Her skin is going blotchy; her hair is sticking to her brow. She hates the heat, this one, is defeated by it.

The one with big breasts, a squashy tummy and masses of dark hair, you’d think that she’d suffer more – all that weight, that flesh. But she lets the sun in, she doesn’t fight it. I see her, opening out her big soft body. Circles of sweat under her arms, on her green T-shirt, sweat running down her neck, past the thick, straight braids of her hair. Sweat glistening in the dark hairs on her arms, her strong legs in their high shoes. Her underarm hair is thick; I know the rest of her body when I see it. She has dark hairs on her upper lip, a mouth that is red, wet, like a ripe plum. She eats a roll that is wrapped in brown, waxy paper with grease spots on it, sinking white teeth into the pulp. A tomato pip is caught on her upper lip, grease oozes down her chin and she doesn’t wipe it away. Her skirt catches in the crease between her buttock, rides up a bit.

The heat can make women disgusting. Some of them get all dried up, like insects in the desert. Dry lines on their faces, stitching their upper lips, criss-crossing under their eyes. The sun has sucked away all their moisture. Especially the older women, who try to hide their crêpey arms under long sleeves, their faces under hats. Other women get rank, rotten; their skin can barely contain their disintegration. When they come near, I can smell them: under the deodorant and soap and the perfume they’ve dabbed on their wrists and behind their ears, I can smell the odour of ripeness and decay.

But some of them open like flowers in the sunlight; clean and fresh and smooth-skinned; hair like silk, pulled back, or falling round their faces. I sit on a bench in the park and look at them as they walk past, singly or in groups, pressing their hot feet into the bleached grass. The light glistens on them. The black one in a yellow dress and the sun bouncing off the shining planes of her skin; rich, greasy hair. I hear her laugh as she passes, a gravelly sound that seems to come from a secret place deep inside her strong body. I look at what lies in the shadows: the crease in the armpit, the hollow behind the knee, the dark place between their breasts. The hidden bits of them. They think no one is looking.

Sometimes I can see what they are wearing underneath. The woman with a sleeveless white shirt and the bra strap that keeps slipping on to her shoulder. It is grey-coloured, stained by wear. She put on a clean shirt but didn’t bother about her bra. She thought no one would notice. I notice these things. The slip under the hem. The chipped nail varnish. The spot they try to cover with makeup. The button that doesn’t match. The smudge of dirt, the grimy rim of the collar. The ring that’s got too tight with years, so the finger swells around it.

They walk past me. I see them through a window, when they think they’re alone. The one who is sleeping, in the afternoon, in her kitchen, in the house down the quiet street I sometimes visit. Her head hangs at an awkward angle – in a minute she will jerk awake, wonder where she is – and her mouth is slack and open. There is a thin line of spittle on her cheek, like a snail’s trail.

Getting in a car, the dress hitched up, a flash of underwear. Dimpled thighs.

The love bite under the carefully arranged scarf.

Pregnant, and I can see the tummy button through the thin material of the dress.

With a baby, and there are milk stains on the blouse, a tiny patch of vomit where the baby’s head lolls on her shoulder.

The smile that shows the swollen, receding gums; the chipped front tooth; the porcelain cap.

The track of brown down the parting in the blonde hair, where the dye is growing out.

The thick, yellowing toenails that betray her age.

The first sign of varicose veins on the white leg, like a purple worm under the skin.

In the park, they are lying on the grass while the sun beats down on them. They sit outside pubs, froth from the head of beer on their lips. Sometimes I stand among them in the underground; the press of hot flesh in the stale air. Sometimes I sit beside them, my thigh just touching theirs. Sometimes I open a door for them, and follow them into the cool interior of a library, a gallery, a shop, watching the way they walk, the way they turn their heads or push their hair behind their ears. The way they smile and look away. Sometimes they do not look away.

For a few weeks more, it is summer in the city.
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Part One



ZOË




One

I wouldn’t have become famous if it hadn’t been for the watermelon. And I wouldn’t have been in possession of the watermelon if it hadn’t been for the heat. So I’d better start with the heat.

It was hot. But that may give you the wrong impression. It may make you think of the Mediterranean and deserted beaches and long drinks with colourful paper parasols dangling out of them. Nothing like that. The heat was like a big old fat smelly mangy greasy farty dying dog that had settled down on London at the beginning of June and hadn’t moved for three horrible weeks. It had got sweatier and slimier and the sky had changed day by day from blue to a sort of industrial mixture of yellow and grey. Holloway Road now felt like a giant exhaust pipe, the car fumes held down at street level by a weight of even more harmful pollutants somewhere above. We pedestrians would cough at each other like beagles released from a tobacco laboratory. At the beginning of June it had felt good to put on a summer dress and feel it light against my skin. But my dresses were grimy and stained by the end of each day and I had to wash my hair in the sink every morning.

Normally the choice of books that I read to my class is dictated according to fascist totalitarian principles imposed by the government, but this morning I’d rebelled just for once and read them a Brer Rabbit story I’d found in a cardboard box of battered childhood books when I’d cleared out my dad’s flat. I’d lingered over old school reports, letters written before I’d been born, tacky china ornaments that brought with them a flood of sentimental memories. I kept all the books because I thought one day I might have children myself, and then I could read them the books that Mum had read to me before she died and left it to Dad to tuck me up in bed each night, and reading aloud became just another of those things that were lost, and so in my memory became something precious and wonderful. Whenever I read aloud to kids, there’s a bit of me that feels as if I’ve turned into a soft, blurred version of my mother; that I’m reading to the child I once was.

I wish I could say that the class was held enthralled by this classic old-fashioned piece of storytelling. Maybe there was just a bit less wailing, nose-picking, staring at the ceiling, or nudging than usual. But what mainly emerged as I asked them about the story afterwards was that nobody knew what a watermelon was. I drew one on the blackboard for them with red and green chalk. A watermelon is so like a cartoon anyway that even I can draw them. A complete blank.

So I said that if they were good – and for the last hour of the afternoon they were alarmingly well behaved – I’d bring in a watermelon for them the next day. On the way home I got off the bus a stop later than usual, after it had turned up Seven Sisters Road. I walked back down the road past the greengrocers and stalls. In the very first stall, stacked high with fruit, I bought a pound of golden nap cherries and ate them greedily. They were tart, juicy, clean; they made me think of being in the countryside where I grew up, of sitting under the green shade as the sun goes down. It was just after five o’clock, so the traffic was already starting to grind to a halt. The fumes were hot against my face, but I was feeling almost cheerful. I was fighting my way through crowds of people as usual, but many of them seemed in good spirits. They were wearing bright colours. My urban claustrophobia meter was down from its usual eleven to a more manageable six or seven or so.

I bought a watermelon the size of a basketball and the weight of a bowling ball. The man needed four carrier-bags one inside the other and there was virtually no practical way of carrying it. Very gingerly I swung the bag over my shoulder, almost spinning myself into the traffic as I did so, and carried the melon like a man with a sack of coal on his back. It was only about three hundred yards to the flat. I’d probably make it.

As I crossed Seven Sisters Road and turned into Holloway Road, people stared at me. God knows what they thought I was upto, a skimpily dressed young blonde hunched over and carrying what must have looked like her own weight in iron ore in a shopping bag.

Then it happened. What did it feel like at the time? It was a moment, an impulse, a blow, and then it was in the past. I only really reconstructed what had taken place through the action replays in my mind, by telling people about it, by what people told me about it. A bus was coming towards me on the inside lane of the road. It had almost reached me when a person jumped off the platform at the back. It was going as close to full speed as anything ever gets in Holloway Road during the rush-hour. Normal people don’t jump off buses like that, even Londoners, so at first I thought he might have been recklessly crossing the road behind the bus. It was the speed at which he hit the pavement, almost losing his balance, that showed he must have come off the bus.

Then I saw there were two of them, apparently joined together by straps. The one behind was a woman, older than him. But not really old. She really did lose her footing, horribly, when she hit the ground, and rolled over. I saw her feet crazily high in the air and she crashed against a bin. I saw her head hit the pavement; I heard it. The man wrenched himself free. He was holding a bag. Her bag. He held it in two hands, chest high. Somebody shouted. He ran away at full speed. He had a strange, tight smile on his face and his eyes were glassy. He was running straight for me, so I had to step out of the way. But I didn’t just step out of the way. I let the watermelon slip off my shoulder. I leaned back and swung it. I had to lean back or else it would have fallen vertically, taking me down with it. If it had continued on its circular progress around me I would quickly have lost control of it, but its progress was suddenly halted as it hit the man full in the stomach.

They talk about the sweet spot. When I used to play rounders at primary school, and I swung at the ball, mostly it would hit the edge of the bat and dribble off pathetically to the side. But every so often, the ball would hit the right place and, with almost no effort, it would just fly. Cricket bats have a sweet spot too, except that it’s called the ‘meat’. And tennis rackets have sweet spots. So do baseball bats. And this bag-snatcher caught my watermelon right in its sweet spot, right at the perfect point of its arc. There was the most amazing thud as it struck him in the stomach. There was a whoosh of ejecting air and he just went down as drastically as if there was no body inside his clothes and they were attempting to fold themselves up on the pavement. He didn’t go down like a falling tree. He went like a tall building being demolished by explosives around the base. One minute it’s there and then there’s just dust and rubble.

I hadn’t made any plan of what to do next if the man was going to get up and come at me. My watermelon was only good for one shot. But he wasn’t able to get up. He clawed at the pavement a bit, and then we were all surrounded by a crowd. I couldn’t see him any longer, and I remembered the woman. Some people got in my way, tried to talk to me, but I pushed my way past them. I was light-headed, exhilarated. I felt like laughing or talking wildly. But there was nothing funny about the woman. She was slumped and twisted on the pavement, her face down. There was quite a lot of blood on the stone, very dark and thick. I thought she must be dead but there were odd twitches from her leg. She was smartly dressed, a business suit with quite a short grey skirt. Suddenly I thought of her having breakfast this morning and going to work, then heading home thinking of what she was going to do this evening, making mundane and comforting plans for herself, and this suddenly happening and her life being changed. Why hadn’t she just let go of the stupid bag? Maybe it had been caught round her arm.

People were standing around her looking uncomfortable. We all wanted somebody official – a doctor or a policeman or anybody in a uniform – to step forward and take charge and make this a regular event that was being dealt with through proper channels. But there was nobody.

‘Is there a doctor?’ an old woman next to me said.

Oh, fuck. I’d done a two-day first-aid course in the second term of my teacher-training. I stepped forward and knelt down next to her. I could sense an air of reassurance around me. I knew about administering medicines to toddlers but I couldn’t think of anything relevant here except for one of the key maxims: ‘When in doubt, do nothing.’ She was unconscious. There was lots of blood around the face and mouth. Another phrase came into my mind. ‘The recovery position.’ As gently as I could, I turned her face towards me. There were gasps and expressions of disgust from behind me.

‘Has anybody called an ambulance?’ I said.

‘I done it on my mobile,’ a voice said.

I took a deep breath and pushed my fingers into the woman’s mouth. She had red hair and very pale skin. She was younger than I’d thought at first, and probably rather beautiful. I wondered what colour her eyes were, behind the closed lids. Perhaps she had green eyes: red hair and green eyes. I scooped thick blood out of her mouth. I looked at my red hand and saw a tooth or a bit of a tooth. A groan came from somewhere inside her. There was a cough. A good sign, probably. Very loud and close by I heard a siren. I looked up. I was pushed aside by a man in uniform. Fine by me.

With my left hand I found a tissue in my pocket and carefully wiped the blood and other stuff off my fingers. My melon. I didn’t have my melon. I wandered back in search of it. The man was sitting up now, with two police officers, a man and a woman, looking down at him. I saw my blue plastic bag.

‘Mine,’ I said, picking it up. ‘I dropped it.’

‘She did it,’ a voice said. ‘She stopped him.’

‘Fucking KO’d him,’ someone else said, and close by a woman laughed.

The man stared up at me. Maybe I expected him to look vengeful but he just seemed blankly puzzled.

‘That right?’ said the WPC, looking a bit suspicious.

‘Yeah,’ I said warily. ‘But I’d better be getting on.’

The male police officer stepped forward. ‘We’ll need some details, my darling.’

‘What do you want to know?’

He took out a notebook. ‘We’ll start with your name and address.’

That was another funny thing. I turned out to be more shocked than I realized. I could remember my name, though even that was a bit of an effort. But I just couldn’t think of my address, even though I own the bloody place and I’ve been living there for eighteen months. I had to get my diary out of my pocket and read the address out to them, with my hand trembling so much I could hardly make the words out. They must have thought I was mad.




Two

I had reached E in the register: E for Damian Everatt, a skinny little boy with huge spectacles taped together at one hinge, waxy ears, an anxious, gappy mouth, and scabby knees from where the other boys pushed him over in the playground.

‘Yes, Miss,’ he whispered, as Pauline Douglas pushed her head round the already open classroom door.

‘Can I have a quick word, Zoë?’ she said. I stood up, smoothing my dress anxiously, and joined her. There was a welcome through-breeze in the corridor, though I noticed that a bead of sweat was trickling down Pauline’s carefully powdered face, and her normally crisp greying hair was damp at her temples. ‘I’ve had a call from a journalist on the Gazette.’

‘What’s that?’

‘A local paper. They want to talk to you about your heroics.’

‘What? Oh, that. It’s –’

‘There was mention of a melon.’

‘Ah, yes, well, you see –’

‘They want to send a photographer, too. Quiet!’ This last to the circle of children fidgeting on the floor behind us.

‘I’m sorry they bothered you. Just tell them to go away.’

‘Not at all,’ Pauline said firmly. ‘I’ve arranged for them to come round at ten forty-five, during break-time.’

‘Are you sure?’ I looked at her dubiously.

‘It might be good publicity.’ She looked over my shoulder. ‘Is that it?’

I looked round at the huge green-striped fruit, innocent on the shelf behind us.

‘That’s the one.’

‘You must be stronger than you look. All right, I’ll see you later.’

I sat down again, picked up the register.

‘Where were we? Yes. Kadijah.’

‘Yes, Miss.’

The journalist was middle-aged, and short and fat, with hairs growing out of his nostrils and sprouting up behind his shirt collar. Never quite got the name, which was embarrassing as he was so aware of mine. Bob something, I think. His face was a dark shade of red and wide circles of sweat stained his armpits. When he wrote, little shreds of shorthand on a tatty notebook, his plump fist kept slipping down the pen. The photographer who accompanied him looked about seventeen: cropped dark hair, an earring in one ear, jeans so tight I kept thinking that when he squatted on the floor with his camera they would split. All the time Bob was asking me questions, the photographer wandered round the classroom, staring at me from different angles through the camera lens. I’d tidied my hair and put on a bit of makeup before they arrived. Louise had insisted on it, pushing me into the staff cloakroom and coming after me with a brush in her hand. Now I wished I’d made a bit more effort. I sat there in my old cream dress with its crooked hem. They made me uncomfortable.

‘What thoughts went through your head before you decided to hit him?’

‘I just did it. Without thinking.’

‘So you didn’t feel scared?’

‘No. I didn’t really have time.’

He was scribbling away in his notebook. I had a feeling that I should be making cleverer, more amusing comments about what had happened.

‘Where do you come from? Haratounian’s a strange name for a blonde girl like you.’

‘A village near Sheffield.’

‘So you’re new to London.’ He didn’t wait for me to reply. ‘And you teach nursery children, do you?’

‘Reception, it’s called.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘Mmm.’ He looked at me musingly, like someone assessing an unpromising item of stock at an agricultural auction. ‘How much do you weigh?’

‘What? About seven and a half stone, I think.’

‘Seven stone,’ he said chuckling. ‘Fantastic. And he was a big chap, wasn’t he?’ He sucked his pen. ‘Do you think society would be a better place if everybody got involved the way you did?’

‘Well, I don’t really know.’ I fumbled for some sort of coherent statement. ‘I mean, what if the melon had missed? Or if it had hit the wrong person?’

Zoë Haratounian, spokeswoman on behalf of inarticulate youth. He frowned and didn’t even make a pretence of writing down what I’d said.

‘How does it feel to be a heroine?’

Up to then it had been amusing in a way, but now I felt a little irritated. But of course I couldn’t put it into words that made any sense. ‘It just happened,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to set myself up as anything. Do you know if the woman who was mugged is OK?’

‘Fine, just a couple of cracked ribs and she’ll need some new teeth.’

‘I think we’ll take her with the melon.’ It was the boy-photographer.

Bob nodded.

‘Yes, that’s the story.’

He pulled the fruit off the shelf and staggered across with it.

‘Blimey,’ he said, lowering it on to my lap. ‘No wonder you took him out. Now, look at me, chin up a bit. Give us a smile, darling. You won, didn’t you? Lovely.’

I smiled until the smile puckered on my face. Through the doorway I saw Louise staring in, grinning wildly. A giggle grew in my chest.

Next he wanted the melon and me with the children. I did my impersonation of a prim Victorian schoolmarm but it turned out that Pauline had already agreed. The photographer suggested cutting it up. It was a deep, luscious pink, paler at the rind, with polished black pips and a smell of fibrous coolness. I cut it into thirty-two wedges: one for each child and one for me. They stood round me in the sweltering concrete playground, holding their melon and smiling for the camera. All together now. One, two, three, cheese.

The local paper came out on Friday and I was on the front page. The photograph of me was huge, surrounded by children and slices of melon. ‘Miss Heroine and the Melon’. Not very snappy. Daryl had a finger up his nose and Rose’s skirt was tucked into her knickers, but otherwise it was all right. Pauline seemed pleased. She pinned the piece on the noticeboard by the foyer, where the children gradually defaced it, and then she told me that a national paper had rung, interested in following up the story. She had provisionally set up an interview and another photo opportunity for the lunch-break. I could miss the staff meeting. If that was all right with me, of course. She had asked the school secretary to buy another melon.

I thought that would be the end of it. I was bewildered by the way a story can gather its own momentum. I could hardly recognize the woman on an inside page of the Daily Mail next day, weighed down by a vast watermelon, topped by a large headline. She didn’t look like me, with her cautious smile and her fair hair tucked neatly behind her ears; and she certainly didn’t sound like me. Wasn’t there enough real news in the world? On the page after, there was a very small story at the bottom of the page in which a bus had fallen off a bridge in Kashmir and killed a horribly large number of people. Maybe if a blonde British twenty-three-year-old schoolteacher had been on board they might have given it more space.

‘Crap,’ said Fred, when I said as much to him later that day, eating soggy chips doused in vinegar after a film in which men with bubbling biceps hit each other on the jaw with a cracking noise like a gun going off. ‘Don’t do yourself down. You did what heroes do. You had a split second to decide and you did the right thing.’ He cupped my chin in his slim, calloused hand. I had the impression that he was seeing not me but the woman in the picture with the sticky little smile. He kissed me. ‘Some people do it by throwing themselves on top of a grenade, you did it with a watermelon. That’s the only difference. Let’s go back to your place, shall we? It’s still early.’

‘I’ve got a stack of marking and forms about a yard high.’

‘Just for a bit.’

He chucked the last of the chips in an overflowing bin, sidestepped the dog turds on the pavement and wrapped his long arm round my shoulder. Through all the exhaust fumes, the fried reek from kebab houses and chip shops, he smelt of cigarettes and mown grass. His forearms, where he had rolled up his shirt, were tanned and scratched. His pale hair flopped down over his eyes. He was cool in the industrial warmth of the evening. I couldn’t resist.

Fred was my new boyfriend, or new something. So maybe we were at the perfect time. We were past the difficult, embarrassing first bit where you’re like a comedian going out before a difficult audience and desperately needing laughter and applause. Except in this case very much not needing laughter at all of any kind. But we hadn’t remotely got to the stage where you walk around the flat and don’t happen to notice that the other person hasn’t got anything on.

He had been working most of the year as a gardener and it had given him a wiry strength. You could see the muscles ripple under his skin. He was tanned on his forearms and neck and face, but his chest and stomach were pale, milky.

We hadn’t got to the stage either of just taking our clothes off and folding them up on separate chairs in some clinical, institutional way. When we got into my flat – and it always seemed to be my flat – there was still an urgency about getting at each other. It made everything else seem less important. Sometimes, in class on an afternoon when the children were fidgety and I was tired and listless in the heat, I would think about Fred and the evening ahead and the day would lift itself.

We lit cigarettes afterwards, lying in my little bedroom and listening to music and car horns in the street below. Someone shouted loudly, ‘Cunt, you cunt, I’ll get you for this.’ We listened to the sound of feet pounding down the pavement, a woman screaming. I’d got used to it, more or less. It didn’t keep me awake at night, like it used to.

Fred turned on the bedside lamp and all the dreary, dingy nastiness of the flat was illuminated. How could I ever have bought it? How would I ever manage to sell it? Even if I made it look nicer – got rid of the flimsy orange curtains the last owner had left behind, put down a carpet over the grubby varnished boards, wallpapered over the beige woodchip, painted the blistering window-frames, put mirrors and prints on the walls – no amount of clever interior design could disguise how cramped and dark it was. Some developer had carved up an already small space to make this hole. The window in the so-called living room was actually cut in half by the partition wall, through which I sometimes heard a neighbour I’d never met shouting obscenities at some poor woman. In a spasm of grief and loneliness and the need for a place I could call home, I’d used up all the money my father had left me when he died. It had never felt like home, though, and now, when property prices were soaring, I was stuck with it. In this kind of weather, I could clean the windows every day and still they’d be smeared with greasy dirt by the evening.

‘I’ll make us some tea.’

‘I’ve got no milk.’

‘Beer in the fridge?’ Fred asked hopefully.

‘No.’

‘What have you got?’

‘Cereal, I think.’

‘What’s the use of cereal without milk.’

It was a statement of fact rather than a question I was supposed to answer. He was pulling on trousers in a businesslike way that I recognized. He was about to give me a peck on the cheek and leave. Purpose of visit over.

‘It’s all right as a snack,’ I said vaguely. ‘Like crisps.’

I was thinking about the woman who had been mugged; the way her body flew through the air like a broken doll hurled out of the window.

‘Tomorrow,’ he said.

‘Yeah.’

‘With the guys.’

‘But of course.’

I sat up in bed and contemplated the marking I had to do.

‘Sleep well. Here, there’s some post you’ve not opened.’

The first was a bill, which I looked at then put on the pile on the table with the other bills. The other was a letter written in large, looping script:


Dear Ms Haratounian, From your name I gather you are not English, though you look it from the photographs I have seen. I am not a racist, of course, and I count among my friends many people like yourself, but …



I put the letter on the table and rubbed my temples. Fuck. A mad person. All I needed.




Three

I was woken by the doorbell. I thought at first it must be some sort of joke or a wino who had mistaken the street door for the entrance to a hostel. I opened the curtains slightly in the front room and pushed my face against the glass trying to see who it was, but the angle was wrong. I looked at my watch. Just after seven. I couldn’t think of anyone who could possibly be calling at this time. I wasn’t wearing anything so I pulled on a bright yellow plastic mac before going downstairs.

I opened the door just a fraction. The street door of the building opens directly on to Holloway Road and I didn’t want to stop the traffic with my appearance just after I’d woken up. It was the postman and my heart sank. When the postman wants to hand his mail to you personally, this is not generally good news. He usually wants you to sign for something in order to prove that you have received a horrible bill printed in red threatening to cut off your phone.

But he looked happy enough. Behind him I could see the beginnings of a day that was still cool but was going to be very hot indeed. I’d never seen this particular postman before, so I don’t know if it was a new thing, but he was wearing rather fetching blue serge shorts and a crisp light blue short-sleeved shirt. They were obviously official summer issue but they looked jaunty. He wasn’t exactly young but he had a Baywatch-postman air. So I stood on the doorstep looking at him with interest and he looked back at me with some curiosity as well. I realized that my raincoat was on the skimpy side and not joined very well in the middle. I pulled it tightly together, which probably made things worse. This was starting to feel like a scene from one of those sleazy British comic sex films from the early seventies that you sometimes see on TV on Friday nights after you’ve got back from the pub. Porn for sad bastards.

‘Flat C?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘There’s mail for you,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t go through the box.’

And there was. Lots and lots of different envelopes arranged in piles held together with elastic. Was this a joke? It took some complicated manoeuvring to take these bundles with one arm while holding my mac closed with the other.

‘Happy birthday, is it?’ he said, with a wink.

‘No,’ I said, and pushed the door shut with a naked foot.

I took them upstairs and spilled them on to the table in the main room. I picked a dainty lilac envelope to open but I already knew what they were. One of the things about having a great-grandfather or great-great-grandfather who walked out of Armenia about hundred years ago with nothing but a recipe for yoghurt is that you’re very easy to look up in the phone book. Why couldn’t he have changed his name like other immigrants? I read the letter.


Dear Zoë Haratounian,

I read of your heroic exploit in this morning’s newspaper. First may I be allowed to congratulate you on your courage that you showed in tackling that person. If I may trespass a little longer on your patience …



I looked ahead and then over the page and then the page after that. There were five of them and Janet Eagleton (Mrs) had written on both sides of the paper in green ink. I’d save that one for later. I opened an envelope that looked more normal.


Dear Zoë

Congratulations. You did brilliantly, and if more people behaved the way you did, London would be a better place to live. I also thought you looked lovely in the photograph in the paper and that’s really why I’m writing. My name is James Gunter and I’m twenty-five and I think I’m quite presentable looking, but I’ve always had trouble meeting the right girl, Miss ‘Right’, if you will …



I folded the letter and placed it on top of Mrs Eagleton’s. Another letter was more like a package. I opened it. There was a bundle of paper half folded, half rolled up. I saw diagrams, arrows, subjects arranged in columns. But, sure enough, on the first page it began as a letter addressed to me.


Dear Ms Haratounian,

(That’s an interesting name. Might you be a Zoroastrian? You can let me know at my box number (below). I will return to this subject (Zoroaster) below.)

You have defences against forces of darkness. But as you know there are other forces that are not so easily resisted. Do you know what a kunderbuffer is? If you do you can skip the following and begin at a section I will mark for your convenience with an asterisk. I append one for demonstration purposes (∗). The section I will mark for your convenience I will mark with two (2) asterisks in order to avoid unnecessary confusion.



I put the letter on top of James Gunter’s. I went into the bathroom and washed my hands. That wasn’t enough. I needed a shower. That was always a bugger in my flat. I liked showers with frosted doors that you could stand up in. I once went out with someone whose only redeeming quality, in retrospect, was that he had a power-shower with six different nozzles apart from the normal one above. But the shower in my flat involved squatting in the bath and fiddling with decaying valves and twisting the cable. Still, I lay back for several minutes with a flannel over my face showering it. It was like lying under a warm wet blanket.

I got out and got dressed in my work clothes. I made a mug of coffee and lit a cigarette. I felt a bit better. What would have made me feel really better was if the pile of letters had gone but it was still stolidly present on the table. All those people knew where I lived. Well, not quite all. Another brisk inspection showed that several of them had been redirected from the newspapers where they had been originally sent. Some of them were probably nice. And at least, I thought, they were writing instead of phoning up or calling round.

At that moment the phone rang, which made me jump. It wasn’t a fan. It was Guy, the estate agent who was allegedly trying to sell my flat.

‘I’ve got a couple of people who want a look around the property.’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘You’ve got the key. What about that couple who saw it on Monday? What did they think?’ I had no hopes of them, really. He had looked grim. She had talked in a friendly way, but not about the flat.

‘They weren’t sure about the location,’ Guy said breezily. ‘A bit on the small side as well. And they felt it needed too much work on it. Not keen, basically.’

‘The people today shouldn’t come too late. I’m having some friends round for a drink.’

‘Birthday, is it?’

I took a deep breath.

‘Do you really want to know, Guy?’

‘Well …’

‘I’m having an anniversary party because it’s six months since this flat went on the market.’

‘It’s not, is it?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘It doesn’t seem like six months.’

He took some convincing. After the call I looked around the room rather desperately. Strangers were going to be coming in and looking at this room. When I moved to London my aunt had given me a book on Household Hints and Handy Tips. It had advice on how to tidy if you’ve only got fifteen minutes. But what if you’ve only got one minute? I made my bed, straightened the rug by the door, rinsed my coffee mug and put it neatly upside down by the sink. I found a cardboard box in a cupboard, tipped all the letters into it and stowed it under my bed. A minute and a half and I was late at the school. Again. Sweatily late and the day was only starting to get hot.

‘So, my love, what can we do to make this more saleable?’

Louise was standing at the window with a bottle of beer brandishing a cigarette at Holloway Road.

‘It’s very simple,’ I said. ‘Get rid of the road. Get rid of the pub next door and the kebab house next to that. Decorate. It’s horrible, isn’t it, everything about it? I hated it from the moment I owned it and even if it means losing money I’ve got to get out. I want to rent a small cosy flat with a garden, or something. We’re meant to be in the middle of a housing boom. There must be somebody mad out there.’ I took a drag of my cigarette. ‘Granted lots of mad people have already looked at this flat. I need the right kind of mad person.’

Louise laughed. She had come early to help me get things ready, to have a proper talk and basically because she’s a good person.

‘But I didn’t come all the way here to talk about property. I want to know about this new man? Is he coming tonight?’

‘They’re all coming.’

‘What do you mean all? Have you got more than one?’

I giggled.

‘No. He goes round with this gang of boys. I think they’ve all known each other since primary school or something ridiculous. They’re like those six-packs of beer. You know, not to be sold separately.’

Louise frowned.

‘This isn’t some sort of strange five-in-a-bed sex thing, is it? If so, I want to hear about it in detail.’

‘No, they leave us alone some of the time.’

‘How did you meet?’

I lit another cigarette.

‘I met them all together. A few weeks ago I went to a party at a gallery over in Shoreditch. It was one of those typical disasters. The person I knew turned out not to be there. So I wandered from room to room holding a drink and pretending to be on my way to somewhere important. You know what I mean?’

‘You’re talking to the world champion,’ said Louise.

‘Anyway I went upstairs and there was a group of good-looking young men round a pinball machine banging at it, shouting, laughing, having a better time than anyone else there. One of them – not Fred, as it happens – looked round and asked me if I wanted to play. So I did. We had a great time and the next evening I met them again in town.’

Louise looked thoughtful.

‘So you faced the difficult choice of which one of them actually to go out with on a one-to-one basis?’

‘It wasn’t exactly like that,’ I said. ‘The day after that Fred rang me at home and asked me out. I asked him if he had the permission of his gang and he was a bit sheepish about that.’ I leaned a bit further out of the window. ‘And here they are now.’

Louise peered out. They were some way down the road and hadn’t noticed us.

‘They look like nice boys,’ she said primly.

‘That’s Fred in the middle carrying the large bag, the one with very light brown hair, almost blond.’

‘So you grabbed the nicest-looking one.’

‘The one in the very long coat, that’s Duncan.’

‘How can he wear it in this heat?’

‘Apparently it makes him look like a gunman in some spaghetti western. He never takes it off. The other two are brothers. The Burnside brothers. The one in the glasses and the cap is Graham. The one with the long hair is Morris. Hi!’ This last was yelled down at them.

They looked up, startled.

‘We’d love to come up,’ Duncan shouted. ‘Unfortunately we’ve got to go to a party.’

‘Shut up,’ I said. ‘Here, catch.’

I dropped my bunch of keys and, with what I have to say was remarkable style, Graham took off his cap and caught the keys in it. The boys disappeared from view as they let themselves in.

‘Quick,’ said Louise. ‘We’ve got thirty seconds. Which one of them should I marry? Who’s got the best prospects? You can leave out Fred for the moment.’

I thought for two seconds.

‘Graham’s working as a photographer’s assistant.’

‘Got it.’

‘Duncan and Morris work together. They do all sorts of different stuff to do with computers. I don’t understand it at all, but then I don’t think I’m meant to. Duncan’s the life and soul of any party; Morris is rather shy when you actually get him on his own.’

‘They’re the ones who’re brothers, right?’

‘No, that’s Morris and Graham. Duncan has red hair. He looks completely different.’

‘All right. So for the moment the computer people seem the better bet. Morris the shy brother and Duncan the talkative redhead.’

And then they were in the room, filling it. When I’d talked to them about this event they had been asking brashly what sort of women would be there and they had been noisy down on the street, but in my flat they went a bit quiet and polite as they were introduced to Louise. That was something I liked about them, in a way.

Fred came over and gave me a lingering kiss, which I couldn’t help thinking was a public demonstration to everyone in the room. Was he showing affection or marking territory? Then he produced something that looked like a brightly coloured drape.

‘I thought this would be helpful. It’s to hang over the damp patch,’ he said.

‘Thanks, Fred.’ I looked at it dubiously. It was a bit bright; its colours clashed. ‘But I think that surveyors are allowed to move bits of cloth out of the way to see what’s behind them.’

‘Let’s get you to the surveyor stage first. Hang it up, then.’

‘Oh. OK.’

‘Zoë says you’re geniuses with computers,’ Louise was saying to Duncan.

Morris, who was standing with us, blushed slightly, which was sweet.

‘She’d think so,’ Duncan said, pulling the ring top off a can of beer, ‘but she’s got low standards. That’s just because we showed her how to use her own computer.’ He took a sip. ‘Admittedly that was an impressive achievement. It was like teaching a squirrel how to find nuts.’

‘But squirrels are brilliant at finding nuts,’ Morris objected.

‘That’s right,’ Duncan said.

‘But they’re good already,’ Morris persisted.

‘That’s right. Zoë is now as good with her computer as a squirrel is at finding nuts.’

‘But you should have said it was like teaching a squirrel how to juggle.’

Duncan looked puzzled.

‘But you can’t teach squirrels how to juggle.’

I topped up Louise’s drink.

‘They can go on like this for hours,’ I said. ‘It’s a bonding thing. Something to do with having been in the playground together.’

I went off to get some crisps from the kitchen and Louise came with me. We could see the boys in the room.

‘He’s lovely-looking,’ she said, nodding at Fred. ‘What’s he smoking? He looks very relaxed. Exotic.’

‘He’s got a hippie side to him. Relaxed is good, though.’

‘Is it serious?’

I took a sip from her glass. ‘I’ll have to get back to you about that,’ I said.

A few other people arrived. There was John, a nice teacher from our school, who had asked me out just a few days too late, and a couple of women I had met through Louise. It had turned into a real miniature celebration. After a couple of drinks I was starting to feel benevolent to them, this new circle of people. All they had in common was me. A year ago I was lonely and lost, and I hadn’t met a single one of them and now they were all coming to my so-called home on a Friday evening. Suddenly there was a chinking sound. Fred was rapping on a glass bottle with a fork.

‘Silence, silence,’ he said, when there already was silence. ‘Unaccustomed as I am et cetera. I’d just like to stand up and be counted and say that I like this flat and I’d like us all to raise our glasses and hope that we’ll all be able to meet here again in six months’ time and have another good evening.’ There was a general raising of glasses and bottles. A flash went off in my face as Graham took a photograph. He was always doing that – you’d be chatting away to him and he’d lift up his camera and aim it at you, like a third eye. It could be quite disconcerting, as if all the time he was talking or listening to you he was really in search of a good shot. ‘Also,’ continued Fred, ‘it’s our anniversary.’ There were starts of surprise all round, not least from me. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it’s nine days since Zoë and me first … erm …’ There was a pause. ‘Er … met.’ There were some suppressed laughs behind me from Duncan and Graham but not from anybody else. I felt for a moment as if I were trapped at a rugby-club dinner.

‘Fred,’ I said, but he held up a hand to stop me.

‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘It would be sad if such an evening were not marked in a solemn way but … what’s this?’ He said this last in a pathetically false tone of amazement as he bent down and rummaged behind my armchair. He pulled out a large parcel wrapped in brown paper. ‘Either this is another offering from one of Zoë’s anonymous fans or else it must be a present.’

‘Idiots,’ I said, but in a nice way. It looked like a picture. I ripped the paper off and then saw what it was. ‘You bastards,’ I said, laughing. It was an entire framed page of the Sun featuring the headline ‘Me and My Melon’ and in smaller type, ‘Have-a-go blonde zaps mugger’.

‘Speech,’ said Louise, through a cupped hand. ‘Speech.’

‘Well,’ I began, before I was interrupted by the ring of the doorbell. ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘One minute.’

I opened the door to find a man dressed in a brown corduroy suit with rubber boots.

‘I’ve come to see the flat,’ he said. ‘Is that all right?’

‘Yes, yes,’ I said eagerly. ‘Come on up.’

As I led him up the stairs, the talking of the guests became audible.

‘You seem to be having a party,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s my birthday.’




Four

The letters gradually fizzled out. The first flood turned into a trickle, then stopped altogether. For a little bit it had seemed funny. One time I took a bunch of them with me when I was meeting Fred and the guys. We sat at a table outside a bar in Soho, drank very cold beer and passed them between us, occasionally reading aloud choice phrases. Then while Morris and Duncan were conducting one of their impenetrable conversations, which involved them challenging each other to name the Seven Dwarfs or the Magnificent Seven or the Seven Deadly Sins, I talked more seriously about it with Graham and Fred.

‘It’s the thought of these people sitting all over Britain and writing eight-page letters to someone they don’t know and looking up my name in the phone book and buying a stamp. Haven’t they got better things to do with their lives?’

‘No, they haven’t,’ said Fred. He put his hand on my knee. ‘You’re a goddess. You and your melon. We all loved you before. Now you’re a male fantasy. This powerful beautiful woman. We all want someone like that to walk up and down our bodies wearing high heels.’ Then he leaned over and whispered in my ear, his breath warm, ‘And you’re all mine.’

‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘It’s not funny.’

‘Now you know what it’s like to be a celebrity,’ said Graham. ‘Enjoy it while you can.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, is nobody going to give me any sympathy? Morris, what have you got to say on my behalf?’

‘Yeah,’ said Fred. ‘Tell us, Morris. What advice would you give to a beautiful woman about coping with the pressures of fame?’

And he leaned over and slapped Morris several times very gently on the cheek. Sometimes I was baffled by the boys as if they were conducting rituals from a strange exotic culture I didn’t understand. One of them would say or do something to another and I couldn’t tell whether it was a joke or an insult or a joking insult. I didn’t know whether the victim would laugh or flare up. For example, Fred never seemed to say anything nice to Morris, yet he sometimes talked of him as his best friend. There was a sudden silence and I felt a twist in my stomach. Morris blinked in the face of our attention and ran his fingers through his hair. I used to think he did it to show how impressively long and thick it was.

‘Who can name ten films with letters in them?’ he said.

‘Morris!’ I said furiously.

‘Letter from an Unknown Woman,’ said Graham.

‘Letters from Three Women,’ said Duncan.

‘The Letter,’ said Fred.

‘This is too easy,’ said Morris. ‘Ten films with letters in them that don’t have “letter” in the title.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well … like Casablanca, for example.’

‘There aren’t letters in Casablanca.’

‘There are.’

‘There aren’t.’

The serious conversation was over.

After that I stopped even reading them. Some I could recognize just by the writing on the envelope so I didn’t even bother to open them. Others I glanced at cursorily and chucked into the cardboard box with the rest. They weren’t even funny any more. A few were sad, a few obscene, and most were simply tedious.

If I wanted a reminder of the derangement around me I needed only to look out of the window, the frame of which was rotting, incidentally. Young men in beat-up cars, leaning on their horns, faces red with rage. Solitary old women with their baskets on wheels, stumbling through the crowds, muttering to themselves. The winos who sat in the doorway of the boarded-up shop a few doors down from me, smelling of piss and whisky, with their unbuttoned trousers and their skewed leers.

Madness was coming through the door as well in the shape of prospective buyers of the flat. There was one man, of about fifty, perhaps, very small with cauliflower ears and a dragging limp, who insisted on kneeling on the floor and knocking against the skirting-boards, like a doctor checking a patient for a chest infection. I stood ineffectually beside him, wincing at the music pounding into the flat from the pub. Or the young woman, probably about my age, with dozens of silver studs around the rim of her ears in a bumpy ridge, who brought her three huge, smelly dogs into the flat while she looked round. The thought of what it would be like after a week with them in residence made my stomach heave. There was hardly room for a person. One of them ate my vitamin tablets off the table and another lay by the front door, making horrible smells.

Most of the visitors stayed only a few minutes, just long enough not to seem rude, before beating a retreat. A few didn’t mind being rude. Couples sometimes talked loudly to each other about what they thought.

Perhaps on superficial, casual acquaintance Guy was more like a normal member of the human race. But due to his failure to sell my flat, we were becoming long-term associates. He was always smartly dressed in a variety of suits and colourful ties, some of which had cartoon characters on them. However hot the weather became he didn’t sweat. Or, rather, he sweated discreetly. There would be just one single drop running down the side of his face. He smelt of shaving lotion and mouthwash. I would have assumed my flat would come to symbolize failure and that he might have avoided it. It wasn’t as if it needed an expert guide. But he kept accompanying viewers, even at awkward times, in the evening or at weekends.

So maybe it should have been less of a surprise when, after a thin, anxious-looking woman had scuttled out, he looked me deep in the eyes and said, ‘We must get together for a drink one evening, Zoë.’

I should have come up with some monumentally savage put-down reflecting the deep hatred I had for him and his fake tan and his infuriating euphemisms, but I couldn’t think of anything, so instead I blurted out, ‘I think we should lower the price.’

The man who had come to look round on the evening of my not-moving party returned with a tape measure, a notepad and a camera. It was early evening and Fred was away on some strange regional TV assignment in the Yorkshire Dales, spending thirty-six hours transforming a large, overgrown garden for a programme to be shown in about a year’s time. He’d rung me from a pub, his voice thickened by alcohol and lust, and told me how he was imagining the things he would do to me when he returned. Not what I needed to hear: I was struggling with the literacy-hour report on the computer. I was trying to produce a pie-chart. It had seemed so easy when Duncan, or was it Morris?, had done it. ‘A type 19 error has occurred’ kept flashing on my screen. So I smoked and cursed while the man who might or might not buy my flat poked around. He measured floor space, pulled open cupboards, lifted up the tatty rug, lifted Fred’s ghastly wall hanging and inspected the damp patch that seemed to be spreading in spite of the hot dry weather, turned on the tap in the bathroom and stood for a minute or so watching the wretched splatter of water. When he went into the bedroom and I heard the sound of drawers being opened, I followed him.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Checking things out,’ he replied, quite unconcerned, gazing into my jumble of knickers and bras and laddered tights.

I slammed the drawer shut and went into the kitchen.
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