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Oh! Mister Porter, what shall I do?

I want to go to Birmingham

And they’re taking me on to Crewe,

Send me back to London as quickly as you can,

Oh! Mister Porter, what a silly girl I am!


1

I stared at the poster stuck inside the darkened window of the nightclub and wondered why the President of the Ukraine had chosen to have his picture taken wearing a blond nylon wig, pink tie and a bright yellow jacket. Underneath the President there was printed in big red letters the claim: ‘Yussuf Younos – undeniably Cheshire’s Premier Rod Stewart Tribute Act’. At the bottom of the poster was a white space – an oblong inside which there was scrawled in black marker pen, ‘Tuesday, August 29th 2007’s the Night.’

Even in the darkness I could see that the window was crammed full of posters, pale rectangles clinging to the inside like moths. Trailing my finger along the warm glass I tried to read them all; the most frequently repeated seemed to feature a group of allied airmen from the first Gulf War recently released from torture. Above the prisoners of war it read: ‘Pret a Manger definitively the UK’s Number One Depeche Mode Impersonators. Pret a Manger will be appearing at...’ and written in another white oblong: ‘Guantanamo Bay September 4th 2007’. Guantanamo Bay was the name of the nightclub spelt out above my head in dead neon lights. The club formed almost one half of the ground floor of a huge red Gothic revival hotel that teetered on the edge of the narrow pavement like an uncertain fat man on the rim of a swimming pool.

A distant clanking and the squeal of metal grinding on metal caught my ears: it was the sound of my night train leaving.

Pushing at the carved wooden door of the hotel, above which a single light burnt, half expecting it to be locked or to resist my touch in some way, it swung open easily enough so, with no reason not to, I slipped through and entered. Finding myself in a small reception area, I saw that ahead was a locked single half-glazed door, to my right a reception desk and beyond it a view into the silent pub that took up the opposite corner of the hotel to Guantanamo Bay; on my left there were double doors through which could be seen some sort of dining room, again deserted since it was the middle of the night, but already laid for breakfast.

In the cluttered space behind the reception a young woman was seated at a battered wooden desk, clacking away at the keys of a computer. As I approached the counter the receptionist looked up, smiled and said, ‘Hi, can I help you?’ in a voice extremely bright for this time of morning. I had been worried that the people at the hotel might send me away or ask in a sympathetic voice if I was in trouble and call in the police or social services since it was 3 a.m., I was a woman whose only luggage was in a carrier bag, whose face was patched and roughly bandaged and whose hair still had traces of blood streaked through it; but though the girl seemed to take all this in quickly it didn’t affect in any way the warmth of her smile or the neutrality of her welcome.

‘Yes, if you don’t mind I’d like a room... for a few days,’ I said.

‘Of course,’ the girl replied, reaching behind her and taking a blue fob with two keys on it from the board. Then she rose and came to the counter, held one key up to me and explained, ‘This one lets you in the front door and through this door here’ – she indicated the half-glazed door – ‘and the other’s for your room: number three on the first floor.’ She also handed over a small piece of paper slightly larger than a postage stamp with printing on it. I read: ‘Station Hotel. Restaurant Pass. Breakfast Only. Room Number...’

‘Oh, I’m not sure I’ll want breakfast,’ I said to the receptionist.

‘Oh, you’ll want the breakfast,’ the girl replied confidently and turned back to her computer.

Letting myself through the door and mounting a hefty, dull brown varnished, carved wooden arts and crafts staircase, I ascended to my room. It was much larger than I had imagined, furnished with two narrow, single beds on each of which had been placed a folded towel, a square of soap wrapped like a biscuit and sachets of shampoo and shower gel; there was a small TV on a wooden chest of drawers. I had planned to have a wash but instead lay down on one of the beds and was almost instantly asleep. Drifting away I heard the high-pitched insect sound of a two-stroke motorbike far into the countryside; it came fast down the arrow-straight road, rattled past my window before fading off again into the night.

My only plan was that I would sleep till at least the middle of the morning but instead I was woken at around 8 a.m. by a voice that intruded into my dreams chanting echoey things about Glasgow, Preston and Carlisle. I groggily deduced that the voice was coming from Crewe Station in its trench across the road.

Now irredeemably awake, I thought I might as well try the famous breakfast. Having stayed in quite a few provincial hotels over the years, descending the stairs I glumly thought I would be able to paint the ingredients from memory in all their fried colours.

I entered the fragrant interior of the dining room. Some time during the night, along the back wall of the restaurant a long buffet table had been laid out; walking its entire length twice, my sense of amazement grew as I studied the food set upon it. First there was a row of brown ceramic jugs, elegantly handwritten labels before them on the stiff white-linened table describing the contents of each: there was orange, mango, melon, peach and pear juice, and all of them seemed on inspection to be freshly squeezed. Then there were platters of cheeses, sliced ham, fresh figs. Further along were lidded dishes with a little paraffin flame burning beneath each: these were labelled ‘bacon’, ‘sausages’, ‘scrambled eggs’, ‘wild field mushrooms’, and ‘today’s special – huevos rancheros con chorizo’. There were piles of toast wrapped in thin creamy linen and freshly baked baguettes, pots of thick home-made jams, slabs of farmhouse butter.

I took some bread, jam, Spanish manchego cheese and figs then seated myself at the only available place, a small table with a single wooden chair in the far corner of the room. A pretty young waitress soon came from the kitchens carrying a coffee pot in each hand. ‘Can I get you coffee?’ she asked. ‘Our special this month is Kenyan Blue Mountain.’

‘Er... sure,’ I replied, more used to being served watery brown outflow to drink with my British hotel breakfasts.

While the waitress was pouring the coffee I slipped out into the foyer and looked at the room tariff displayed in a glass frame by the desk: a single room apparently cost thirty-five pounds a night; this seemed incredibly cheap for such luxury – most hotels in Britain could only manage shabby, dirty indifference at that price.

As I ate my breakfast I looked around the dining room: coming up to eight thirty most of the guests were already finishing their meals and preparing to leave – they were all men, sitting either singly or in groups; some wore papery thin office-worker suits, others were more casually dressed in golfers’ shirts, neat jeans and very clean trainers. The men in the most exuberant groups wore synthetic overalls in blue, green or orange emblazoned on the back with company logos: ‘GEC, Alstrom’, ‘Amec’ or ‘Bentley’.

At exactly ten minutes to nine all the men got up and left the dining room. I realised then that I’d been wrong, there had been women there all along, at the edges of the room like corner flags, four solitary women. One was in her mid-fifties, tears ran down her cheeks and with pale fingers she nervously shredded a freshly baked peach muffin; another was no more than a teenager, she had her head in her hands and her whole body was racked with silent sobs; the third was middle-aged and expensively dressed in a Nicole Farhi matching pale jumper and trousers, gold necklace round the neck and gold bangles at her wrists, she was eating bacon and sausages rapidly. I noted that both hands which gripped the knife and fork were wrapped in bloodstained bandages and tears dripped on to the bacon. The fourth was me.

In the following week my only meal was breakfast, I found I was able to pack enough away at the buffet table to last me until the next morning, occasionally supplemented by my sneaking a few pieces of fresh fruit or a sausage up to my room for later.

After the mental confusion of arriving at the hotel, my mind subsequently settled into a reasonably pleasant state of numbness. I knew there were things I would have to think about but the time didn’t have to be right now. During the day as my wounds slowly healed I took long walks into the rich Cheshire countryside along disused railway tracks overhung with copper beech and Scotch pine, or I wandered through the flat, amorphous town marvelling at the number of confident, beefy girls in their skimpy tops striding along the greasy pavement clutching carrier bags full of outsize clothing.

Often older women, catching sight of the cuts and bruises on my face, the black eye and the stitches, would give me a sad, knowing, sympathetic look. ‘No,’ I wanted say to them, ‘it’s not that.’ Sometimes I would go down to the station; it gave me particular pleasure to watch the new modern expresses slide like fat silver eels under its dirty, glass canopy. Maliciously on occasion I would occupy the same end of the platform as the train-spotters, their flapping anoraks giving them the appearance of cormorants perched on the edge of a pier; this strange intense female standing in their midst made the men extremely threatened and twitchy; they shielded their male children from me with their plastic coats.

In the evenings the women who guarded the door of Guantanamo Bay were happy to let me slip inside without paying. I would sit in a corner sipping at a glass of tap water and watch the entertainers onstage. The main business of the club was tribute acts who performed four or five nights a week. I soon noticed that, strangely, the popularity of these acts was linked more to the fame of the people they were imitating rather than to the quality of their imitation. The Abba tribute band Bjorn Cjrazy got a full house though they couldn’t match any of the Swedish group’s complex harmonies and despite the fact that the singer who I initially thought was supposed to be Benny was in fact attempting to do Agnetha. On the other hand the Scottish Peter Gabriel impersonator Jock the Monkey, who was an almost exact copy, both vocally and visually, of the real former lead singer of Genesis, drew only a handful of discontented locals who threw empty beer cans at him during his almost entirely authentic rendition of the video for ‘Big Mouth’. I was also nearly certain that the Gene Pitney impersonator who appeared there one Saturday night was actually the real Gene Pitney.

Of the three weeping women who had been in the breakfast room on my first day, one was not there the next, one stayed a week then was gone and the third, the woman dressed in the accessorised Nicole Farhi, I saw one morning in the corridor on the first floor, pushing a cleaning cart, going from room to room singing a tuneless song to herself, wearing a blue nylon overall, her face free from make-up and her arms unadorned by bracelets.

After breakfast on my eighth day at the hotel I went to the reception desk and spoke to the young girl working at the computer.

‘Hi,’ I said.

‘Hi there,’ the girl replied.

‘Look, I think there might be a bit of a... erm, problem with my bill. I can pay up to today but after that my funds are going to get a little low. I need, I guess, to speak to the manager, maybe about some sort of a job?’

Rather than treating this as a problem the girl smiled sweetly, then with a couple of sweeps of her slender fingers put her computer to sleep and said, ‘OK, we need to find solace.’

‘Yes, I suppose we all do,’ I said. ‘That’d be nice.’

The girl lifted the flap of the counter and beckoned me through, led me across the little reception and through another door at the rear, down a narrow wood-panelled corridor past the hotel’s clattering kitchens to another small office with a battered cream-painted door.

She knocked and a woman’s voice called for us to enter.

We both squeezed into a tiny space lined with shelves on which box files, stacks of papers and accountancy books were precariously balanced. On the wall was a year planner covered in stickers and a calendar from an organic farm.

Seated at a cheap office desk was a black woman in her mid-forties; her skin was that black that is almost blue, her head and body might have been taken from a Benin sculpture, while her clothes had come from B&Q. The woman was dressed in a grimy overall dress of murky shades of orange as worn by employees of the DIY store and in a space above her left breast was written in Biro the name ‘Solace’.

‘Solace...’ the young girl said to the African woman, indicating me with a wave of her hand, ‘... Room 3.’

‘Room 3,’ said Solace, looking up at me, ‘sit down, dear.’

Once I was seated on a wobbly, cracked plastic stacking chair the older woman leant forward and asked, ‘Did you hear the voices, dear? Did they tell you to come here, the voices?’

‘Eh?’ I asked, primed as I was for some kind of quizzing about my financial resources.

The young girl said, ‘Some hear voices, some see pictures in their minds like a film.’

Getting no response from me, Solace added, ‘Or drawings; other women get letters through the post addressed to them in their own handwriting and inside are maps on how to get here and a bus timetable. One said a statue of Florence Nightingale told her to cycle all the way to Crewe from Lincoln but she was a bit...’

Finally I said, ‘I took a train, I took a night train and I don’t know why but it seemed like a good idea if I got off here.’

They moved me out of my room in the kindliest way as if it was my idea; instead I was given a bed in a cramped, wooden-walled little cubicle slotted into the hot roof space of the hotel. In addition to the narrow metal-framed bed, the cubicle contained a small hardboard wardrobe, a desk and a bedside table; it felt like that was enough.

To pay my way they assigned me a job in Guantanamo Bay serving behind the bar, something I found I was unexpectedly bad at. Yet Solace never even hinted that they would move me, and because the drink was cheap and the atmosphere unthreatening none of the customers seemed to mind the occasional wrong order, incorrect change or cranberry juice knocked down the front of their white T-shirt. For my part the brainless work was a balm for my overheated nerves and I felt safe and looked after. The big beefy women who manned the door of the club looked like they would be a match for most men in a fight, though somehow it rarely came down to violence, they always seemed to be able to defuse a situation before it climbed out of control and became irreversible; unlike a lot of male security staff they never acted like they had anything to prove.

In the early hours of the morning once all the customers had reeled off into the night, those who had worked late would sometimes sit around in the staff canteen: a large, bare, functional room at the rear of the building, white-painted, lined with simple wooden tables and benches, where they would recount how they had come to the Station Hotel Crewe. I sat and listened but never joined in, to tell the truth I’d hardly had time to digest it myself. Important, crucial bits I’d forgotten would suddenly slip back into my mind, often with a jolt of shame, fear or sadness.

When you came down to it many of the women’s tales amounted to extended nervous breakdowns, all sort of the same in the end though the details could be unbelievably shocking. A lot had had terrible things done to them, a few had done terrible things to others; some were clear on their motives, others told their tale still wrapped around with self-justification and evasion that only they couldn’t see. I found all the stories I listened to during these early morning sessions absolutely riveting, apart from one. There was a woman there named Mrs Costello whose duties around the hotel seemed to consist of occasionally putting a spoon out at breakfast and whose crisis seemed to consist solely of her husband once slightly burning a corner of their living room curtains. This paucity of incident did not prevent her relating this yarn over and over again on nights such as this.

We’d had a particularly busy evening with a spirited performance by The Jim, a Paul Weller tribute act fronted by a lead singer whose real name was Jim, so it wasn’t until after 2 a.m. that the empties had been cleared away and the mistakes I’d made in giving change had been accounted for so the cash could be counted and locked in the safe. It was a warm night and the windows were propped open; nobody from the club staff wished to go to bed yet and before anyone could stop her Mrs Costello was off again. Drifting away, I wondered to myself whether I would ever tell my own story like this, during one of these early mornings. I was certain if I ever did, even though I say so myself, the story would have a lot more to it than somebody setting fire to the curtains.
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Toby stood in the doorway of Harriet’s shop, letting the September wind rush in to riffle the clothes hanging on racks behind the counter; he was straining to see the police helicopter that was slowly and noisily circling the neighbourhood. The machine itself was so low in the sky that it was hidden by the tall trees in the park opposite but its searchlight backlit them in black, angular silhouette, giving the appearance of a sinister wood in a Balinese shadow play.

‘The Pointless Park airshow beginneth early tonight,’ Toby said, coming back into the warmth and closing the door so that the clothes abruptly stopped their frantic dance.

Harriet looked down and smiled to herself – her brother-in-law was the only person in the world who called the neighbourhood that they lived in ‘Pointless Park’. Even she didn’t, though from time to time she tried really, really hard to do it, to say the words ‘Pointless Park’. Mentally Harriet would rehearse little scenarios in which she used the name in a conversation with Toby, saying in her mind, ‘The Japanese Strangleweed is flower-ing this week in Pointless Park,’ or ‘I hear they found another dead body in Pointless Park today,’ knowing how happy it would make him if she did. She’d set out to say it and he would stare optimistically at her, like a little kitten crouched waiting for a ball of silver paper to be thrown to it but then some other words would emerge from his sister-in-law’s mouth and Toby would deflate like a punctured weather balloon. One of the hazards of having a conversation with Toby was that he gave his own names to lots of people and lots of things but would never explain what they were or admit there was anything odd about what he was saying: for instance he called the Prime Minister ‘Mrs Mitchum’ and the European Community was ‘The Banana Club’. It could be quite difficult for people who didn’t know him or weren’t familiar with his personal glossary to understand what he was talking about a lot of the time when he said things like, ‘I see Mrs Mitchum gave a big speech to the Banana Club last night.’ He would also always sing a few bars of the Marseillaise whenever he saw a black person reading the news.

It was just a guess of Harriet’s that he’d like her to use the same phrases as him, she didn’t know for certain, nothing had ever been said out loud. Maybe, she thought, he was happy being misunderstood, yet she did remember how briefly delirious Toby had seemed to be when he discovered that he’d persuaded a married couple to use the phrase ‘soup, swoop, loop de loop’ every time that they drank soup. The couple were called Tori and Paul and they had been friends at college with Harriet’s younger sister Helen. Toby too had been at this college but at that time not part of the same circle. He’d belonged to a crowd of rugby-playing business studies students who Helen and her friends only encountered puking drunkenly into wastepaper bins on the campus as they left a play or a madrigal concert.

In the early years after Helen and Toby married they gave many dinner parties for Helen’s old college friends, while not returning the phone calls of Toby’s mates. He would cook the first course which was always soup and when serving it he would invariably say, ‘There we are, soup, swoop, loop de loop,’ then he’d smile at everyone as if he’d just done a magic trick.

What Toby wasn’t aware of was the process by which the married couple Tori and Paul had come to use the phrase ‘soup, swoop, loop de loop’. After the dinner party they would start drunkenly talking about what an arse Toby was as soon as they were in the minicab going home; they would say to each other in a high-pitched, mocking imitation of Toby’s voice, ‘Soup, swoop, loop de loop,’ and ‘Please do have some more of this delicious soup, swoop, loop de loop,’ then they would collapse against each other laughing, convincing the Algerian or Bengali taxi driver once again of the impenetrability and corruption of Western society. Tori and Paul would also repeat after Toby, ‘Soup, swoop, loop de loop,’ when he served the soup and give each other secret looks. Pretty soon when they had soup at home Tori and Paul would say to each other, ‘Soup, swoop, loop de loop,’ at first still ridiculing Toby but eventually they forgot why they were saying it and it became part of the private language every couple develops, employed long after they’d gratefully ceased having soupy dinners with Toby and Helen.

When Tori and Paul had children one of their au pairs was a Maori girl from the Southern Pacific Cook Islands who, when she returned home after a couple of years, took the phrase ‘soup, swoop, loop de loop’ with her and spread it amongst her extended family until finally the phrase appeared in an anthropological dissertation: ‘“Soup, swoop, loop de loop”: Shamanistic Incantations in Raratongan Food Preparation Rituals’, University of Topeka, 1998.

Toby was a great many things to Harriet: he was her brother-in-law, he was married to her little sister, he was father of her beloved nephew and he was her best male friend, but sometimes she still wished that he didn’t have quite so much free time to hang around her shop. Harriet thought to herself that it wasn’t as if he didn’t have a job, a good job and a job he was good at. When she sporadically visited her brother-in-law at his work it always amazed her to see how all his quirks and idiosyncrasies disappeared and that around the office he was focused and businesslike like a normal person; those who only knew Toby from the office were astonished to witness his eccentric behaviour in social situations and those who only met him socially were startled to learn that he held down any kind of job at all and didn’t live in some sort of sheltered accommodation.

But Harriet knew it was part of his cleverness that he’d always looked for employment in administrative posts that didn’t stretch him. Until quite recently Toby had been deputy chairman of the Penrith Fairground Disaster Fund, a charity whose main purpose as far as she could tell was to avoid giving any money to anybody involved in any way in the great Penrith Fairground Disaster – either those actually on the Ferris wheel or the ones crushed by it as it travelled down the A66.

A few months ago he’d left that position and now administered the estate of a famous playwright who’d died in the late 1980s. From what Harriet knew the playwright had been an easy-going, genial sort but his estate was now controlled by several distant relatives whom he’d never met. Toby’s job was to stop anybody ever putting on any of the work of the playwright ever again unless they agreed not to change a single syllable of the sacred text. As far as possible, following orders from the estate, Toby did his best to prevent students from studying the sacred text and to forbid the transmission of any clips of the plays on radio or television unless a gigantic fee was paid to the distant relatives.

Harriet’s younger sister Helen – Toby’s wife – also worked full time for a charity, this one going by the name of Warbird. Warbird wasn’t always called Warbird: when it was founded by a group of philanthropically inclined citizens in the early Victorian era to look out for the interests of canaries being sent down coal mines it was known as the Society for the Protection of Our Feathered Chums. In the modern age Helen’s charity primarily concerned itself with the treatment and welfare of parrots, macaws and budgerigars that were trapped or needed to be rescued from dangerous war zones. A few years before, the family including Harriet had been on holiday in Cornwall when Helen had got a call saying there was a famous parakeet trapped in the middle of the tribal massacres in Rwanda; the parakeet belonged to a British millionaire who had a wildlife sanctuary in the rainforest, all the human staff had fled or been hacked to bits and the word was that the bloodcrazed Hutus would soon start on the wildlife. Helen right away drove back to London and organised a private plane to fly into the middle of the fighting. Harriet tried to be proud when she saw her sister being interviewed on Sky News with Montmorency sitting on her shoulder. Though really, she’d thought to herself, you’d think the bird could have flown out of there by itself if they’d simply told it where to go.

Then immediately Harriet felt guilty about having mutinous, unsupportive ideas such as these. They came often to her and her response always was instantly to try and squash them flat and replace them with nicer, more kindly thoughts. Unfortunately, however quickly Harriet caught and squashed them, she was still left with feelings of shame over being the sort of person who had such malevolent ideas in the first place, so she would then have to perform some penance to make amends, maybe buy a little present for the person she’d had the bad thought about, resolve to be super-nice to them forever in thought and deed, praise their shoes extravagantly when she next saw them or do tedious little jobs for them even though she really had better things to be getting on with.

‘There you go, Toby,’ Harriet said, ‘your jacket’s done.’

‘Ta, thonks a lot,’ her brother-in-law replied, taking it and staring at where the acid burn hole had been – there was now no trace at all.

‘Golly, Hat Hat,’ Toby said, ‘you’re a magician.’ Then he stood in the centre of the shop clearly wondering what to do next. Though he didn’t necessarily do that much work Toby was scrupulous about not going home until the end of the working day. Harriet imagined that he knew if he started staying at home during the week he might eventually never leave the house. Toby looked at his watch, then he did a bit of tuneless singing to himself. ‘Yeehoo, yahh, yeegata yam yam,’ he sang. Then finally he said, ‘I think I’ll go and visit that exhibition of new ceramics in that gallery at the furthest end of the parade.’

He really could be so sweet, Harriet thought as Toby left the shop, forgetting to close the door behind him. She could hear him singing ‘Yach a yang a yach a yoo...’ the sound trailing off down the pavement. Now she felt a bit despicable about wishing he would leave, picturing with a stab of guilt how whenever they were out and they met any of his mates that she didn’t know, like the gang he played football with on a Thursday, he would always put his arm around her and say right away, ‘Guys, this is my sister-in-law Harriet,’ like he was claiming her, pointing out to them that she was somebody special in his life.

Toby thought the woman behind the counter in the gallery was having some kind of fit hissing and tutting and sighing like that; it was only when she strode out from her desk and slammed the door that he realised he hadn’t shut it behind him. Staring at the tortured lumps of glazed clay, he’d become engrossed in thinking of his sister-in-law. Toby’s personal theory, for what it was worth, was that Harriet had been attracted to invisible mending because she herself was so visible. Harriet reminded him of one of the misshapen, hand-thrown milk jugs he was standing in front of: huge, pot-bellied and lumpy. Whenever he was out with her and they bumped into somebody he knew who wasn’t from their social circle, some of the fellows from the footy club for example, he would point out immediately that this big fat thing he was with was his sister-in-law just in case they thought she was some girl he was having sex with. Toby felt guilty about doing that because Hat was his best friend, but still and all a fellow had his reputation to think of. To this day he still found it hard to believe it that the slim, vivacious, petite Helen, the woman he was married to, was the sister of such a hippo.

Even after eight years of marriage, every day Toby still considered it his greatest achievement in life to have managed to snag a woman as beautiful as Helen. That and of course his ‘soup, swoop, loop de loop’ triumph with Tori and Paul, but the soup thing was years ago now.

Toby also wasn’t sure whether he should really be proud of the ‘soup, swoop, loop de loop’ thing. He seemed to remember that before he’d made the decision to stop drinking (well, Helen suggested it pretty forcefully and the stipendiary magistrate had implied it might make sense too) he hadn’t said or done all these weird things. Still, most of the time he didn’t regret his choice – there had been a demented, sprayhose quality to his drinking that had frightened him in the few brief hours when he’d been sober. If it took a tremendous effort of will to steer clear of alcohol and if he still thought about having a drink an awful lot of the time and if as it turned out the poison in the liquor had somehow been deadening or killing off the runaway thoughts that now carommed day and night around his head and he monthly seemed to acquire some new strange idiosyncrasy, quirk or tic, well, that was all a price worth paying.

Stubbornness was something Toby noticed and admired in Harriet; you had to give her credit for the dogged way she kept trying to lose weight despite a total lack of success and so many obstacles being put in her way. He’d asked her earlier in the shop, ‘Can you babysit Timon tonight? Me and Helen are going to a charity dinner attended by Bono out of U2.’

‘Yeah of course,’ she’d replied. ‘Helen’s already asked me. But you’ll have to wait till after seven, when I get back from the gym.’

Toby was surprised to hear her say this. ‘I didn’t know you were going to the gym again, Harriet, after... you know that thing that happened, the incident...’

‘Yes, well...’ Harriet said, poking her jaw out so she looked like a fighting dog, ‘the boss of the gym agreed that that woman had no right to say those things to me. Apparently she was suffering from postnatal depression over not getting her figure back two weeks after giving birth; but still, shouting all that stuff about how I looked and the smell of my sweat... They’ve told her she has to attend another branch and they’ve offered me six months free membership extension to sort of say sorry. So I have to go back really.’

Stubborn, see?

As Harriet huffed along the pavement she once more castigated herself for not being able to say out loud Toby’s name for the patch of land she was skirting; she really should have been able to use it, especially since it did so perfectly capture the flavour of the place: it truly was a pointless park. The fitness centre Harriet was heading for was on the boundary road at its southern tip, but though tarmac paths snaked through the black trees and one streetlight in five was working she would not, certainly after nightfall, enter its pitch-dark interior. Harriet recalled when she’d been a child in the early 1970s in Southport that a park had been a very different thing. There were big wrought-iron gates guarding the entrance that were firmly locked at sunset every night, there were substantial black-painted spiked railings all around the perimeter, inside there was a bandstand and a boating lake, clipped grass as neat as a Guardsman’s haircut, a crystal palm house, flowers and stout native trees and a head gardener who lived in a little house by the gates and kept an eye out. Not in this part of north London where she lived now; those into whose charge fell the open spaces during the 1960s were having none of that old malarky – they couldn’t quite explain to you how a bandstand could be oppressive of racial minorities while simultaneously putting down women, they just knew it somehow did.

The authorities at that time had high hopes of building a grand eight-lane highway linking Walthamstow in the east with Fulham in the west, demolishing large parts of antediluvian London on the way and vaulting St Paul’s Cathedral on a long-legged concrete flyover. Any building on the route might be pulled down at any moment, so while they waited for it all to happen they thought they might as well stick modern non-hierarchical urban utility spaces along its entire length.

Composed of interlinked Second World War bomb sites, an abandoned asbestos factory and the grounds of a long-vanished stately home, Pointless Park was laid out by graduates of the new town planning courses from the best polytechnics in Britain, disregarding all the laws of both Eastern and Western aesthetics. The disruptive, unbalanced random distribution of weedy, ill-looking trees, ugly, common plants, concrete, tarmac, dead-end paths leading to blank walls, sinister hollows, unsightly brown hummocks, stretches of grey metal fencing only suitable for a poison gas research facility and scrubby dead grass emitted such a strong sense of malevolence that anybody entering the park immediately suffered acute feelings of anxiety, fear and depression. The only ones able to endure its aura of malignancy were those whose brains had been numbed by drinking cider or floor polish, or those who were taking powerful anti-epilepsy medication.

Only in the very middle of the park in a shallow bowl perhaps two hundred yards across was there a sort of calm. Over the years pollution had killed off all the native woodland trees that had surrounded the bygone stately home, apart from a single ancient oak right in the centre of the grassy depression. Four hundred years old with many long-dead branches not cleared by any tree surgeon and stumpier than a healthy oak should be, growing only about fifty feet high, it had a cave-like hollow in its trunk where somebody in the late eighteenth century had lit a fire at its base and the tree had grown around the damage.

Fringing the edge of the bowl a tangle of living and dead trees – beech, horse chestnut, hawthorn and sycamore, curled about with damp undergrowth, thorny berberis, rhododendron and strange creepers of unknown origin – was neglected by the contractors who visited the rest of the park a few times a year to flail the grass, pick up a few of the discarded syringes and trample the flowers round the edge but who never penetrated further to its heart of darkness.

In Harriet’s mind the park was roughly the shape of an upside-down pork chop, fatter at its base, a quarter of a mile wide and approximately a third of a mile along both sides, the eastern margin formed by a high brick wall beyond which ran a railway line buried in a deep cutting. The steep sides of the cutting were almost an extension of the park, untrodden by humans from one year to the next; rare species of rodents and reptiles flourished beneath its long grass and often above the track birds of prey – kestrels and hawks – hovered and swooped.

Her invisible mending business was in a small terrace of shops on the road at the northern end of the park. In some ways Harriet didn’t need a shop as most of her trade came from repair contracts with many theatres in the West End, but as she lived alone and worked alone, the few walk-in customers she got during the day at least meant that she talked to some human beings just to reassure herself that she was real. Harriet’s brain, free to fret itself into increasingly baroque circles, worried that all those people you read about who went missing every year had simply faded away, their molecules giving up the effort of holding together simply because nobody had taken any notice of them for so long.

The work was never-ending – performers were always tearing their clothes, either
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