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			12.00 a.m.

			

			The city never sleeps, and neither does Stella’s. A glowing red sign marks out the café that serves fish and chips, bangers and mash and American pancakes to Londoners and visitors at any time of day or night. While buses pull up and drift away outside the window, the coffee machine hisses and administers caffeine to the sleepless. 

			The diner occupies the ground floor of a tall building opposite Liverpool Street station, during the day one of the busiest stations in London, at night a waiting ground for holidaymakers catching the coach to Stansted airport, drunk students heading home from a night out in Shoreditch, and those with nowhere else to go huddling beneath the awning of the Starbucks concession. 

			Inside, the café is a gaudy mash-up of British and American nostalgia – nostalgia for a time and place that perhaps never existed on either side of the Atlantic. Every wall is covered in pictures. A pop-art style portrait of the Queen hangs next to a red plastic Coca Cola sign. Framed beer coasters below an old London Underground plaque that reads ‘Liverpool Street’ in huge letters. A lending library housed in a red wooden telephone box and a frumpy fringed lampshade hanging from the ceiling. Black and white checked linoleum lines the floor. Old wooden school chairs with space to slot books at the back sit opposite Formica tables and banks of fake leather seats. There are high tables with stools on either side, as well as diner-style booths where lamps hang low in the middle. Small packets of sauces sit in Oxo tins on the tables, red paper napkins stuffed beside them. 

			In the middle of the café, at the back, is an antique Cadbury’s cabinet filled with cakes and smoothies in glass milk bottles. On a counter beside it is a shining silver coffee machine that glints with the reflection of the café and the faces of its lost souls. Behind the coffee bar is an enormous painted Union Jack, taking up the whole length and height of the back wall. Right in the centre, leaping from a wooden mount, is a stuffed brown bear. Its paws are outstretched, permanently frozen in ‘attack’. The bear is wearing a top hat. 

			

			

			Hannah and Mona

			The bear is called Ernest. At least that’s how Hannah addresses him as she pushes open the door to Stella’s, a rainbow striped scarf wrapped tightly around her neck, flame-red hair poking out beneath. It is mid-September but chilly at this time of night and she is glad for the warmth of her scarf and her bright red woollen coat. Hannah steps into the café, the smell of fried food and the sound of Johnny Cash singing ‘I Walk the Line’ greeting her. 

			‘Good evening Ernest,’ she says, nodding up to the bear, who looks back through glassy eyes, but says nothing. ‘Or should I say good morning,’ she adds.

			The clock above the counter, its round face painted with a 1950s Kellogg’s advert, reads 12.05. She is five minutes late for her shift, which for Hannah is early. Lateness is just part of who she is, like the tattoo on her ankle, her aversion to conflict and the colourful clothes she wears like a uniform. The night has technically turned to morning, but it didn’t feel that way as she rode the bus earlier, loud groups heading home from nights out as she sat quietly with her earphones in, on her way to work. 

			Beneath the bear, a tall woman is stood at the counter, a loose, dark plait falling over one shoulder and her eyebrows meeting in a frown as she reads. She has skin the colour of well-done toast and her face is enviably free of any blemishes or marks other than a small, dark mole just beneath her left earlobe. She looks up as Hannah enters and their eyes meet; they share a smile of familiarity. Mona. 

			‘Hi,’ Mona says, at the same time that Aleksander, the chef on duty, shouts from the kitchen, ‘That bear is very dead!’ in his strong Polish accent.

			‘Don’t listen to him, Ernest,’ says Hannah as Mona slips her book, a play, into the pocket of the red and black apron that is tied around her waist. She reaches behind the coffee bar for a second matching apron, which she throws at Hannah. 

			‘Give me a minute!’ says Hannah, catching the apron and placing her coat and scarf on the back of one of the many empty chairs.

			‘I’m sorry,’ replies Mona, with a sigh, ‘I’m just knackered. I’ve been on my feet for twelve hours.’

			Today both Hannah and Mona are working double shifts. Stella, the café’s owner and their boss, knows they both care more about their wages than the legalities of sensible working hours. 

			Mona stretches, extending her arms in an elegant way that another dancer would immediately recognise as a sign of a shared passion. She reaches a hand to the base of her neck and rubs firmly. 

			‘I know,’ replies Hannah, bundling her layers in a box under the counter and tying the apron, ‘My turn now.’

			‘Lucky you.’

			Mona has been here since 12 p.m. the day before when the sun was high above the buildings and the café was busy with people taking an early lunch. Back then she wore a neat plait and her apron was clean; now her hair is in disarray and her apron is smeared with stains – tomato ketchup, coffee, spilt milk. Despite this and it being the end of her shift, she won’t leave immediately. Instead, this quiet moment between night and day is a chance for her and Hannah to catch up. Not that they don’t often see each other. As well as working together, they also live together.

			They share a one bed ex-council flat in Haggerston, Hannah using what is supposed to be the living room as her bedroom. It’s not where either of them pictured still living, aged thirty. They imagined flats that they would own and perhaps small gardens fit for a BBQ and a dog. But then many things about their lives are different to how they imagined when they were younger. 

			The flat is on the third floor of a horseshoe-shaped building that looks down on a communal garden where raised beds house a mix of messy fruit bushes, neat rows of vegetables, and bare, empty dirt that the local cats use as litter trays. Inside the flat, Mona’s room is fastidiously tidy. The only things on show are a yoga mat and weights propped by the door, novels and hardback biographies of famous dancers stacked neatly on the bookshelves and one large frame above her bed filled with a grid of photographs. The bed is covered with crisp white ironed sheets, an extravagance that Hannah laughs at Mona for whenever she sees her at the ironing board, struggling with the large duvet cover. Hannah hasn’t used the ironing board once since they moved in four years ago. 

			Hannah’s room is more chaotic but more personal too. Clothes are constantly strewn on the floor and abandoned shoes mark a path to the bed, obscuring a colourful rug that covers the worn carpet. A crumpled, floral duvet and a scattering of cushions crown the bed. Sentimental knick-knacks gather dust on the windowsill, lights twist around the headboard of the bed and a jug of flowers, Hannah’s weekly indulgence, bloom on the bedside table. 

			Most days there is a drying rack propped in the hallway of the flat, draped in colourful shades (Hannah’s) and an array of cropped trousers and over-sized shirts in muted tones (Mona’s). The walls of the flat are covered with pictures of Frida Kahlo, Katharine Hepburn, Virginia Woolf and posters from their favourite shows. 

			But the pictures are attached with sticky tabs that are designed specially not to leave a mark on the rented walls, which are painted a slightly greyish shade of magnolia that neither of them would have chosen themselves. At Christmas they decorate the flat with handmade paper chains and invite their friends over for mulled wine and pigs in blankets, but they never bother buying a Christmas tree as they both spend the holiday out of London and hate the thought of returning to skeletal branches, pine needles shed like an unwanted coat on the floor. It is a transient, temporary sort of home that nonetheless feels like their own corner of London. 

			Hannah grew up in a small village in South Wales where she stayed while studying for a performing arts degree in Cardiff. After graduating she headed to London. She was one of a convoy of performers arriving in the big city, some of whom she still sees, others who drifted across the city and disappeared from her life, slotting into someone else’s instead. She has lived in London for nine years and still remembers when she first started referring to London as ‘home’, her parents’ house in Wales becoming ‘home home’ and later ‘my parents’ house’. After a failed two-year relationship, at twenty-five she found herself moving out of the flat she rented with her boyfriend and into shared accommodation again. She left with half a set of kitchen equipment, her guitar and a collection of records, suddenly in need of somewhere to live. It was in that house in Bounds Green shared by other artists and performers that she met Mona. It had been a relief when, a year later, they decided to move in together – sharing with just one other person felt at least slightly better than the hectic house share that had been depressingly similar to her first flats in London. 

			Mona has the almost-but-not-quite American accent of a former international school student. With a German mother and an Argentinian father, she grew up in Singapore, attending an international school while her parents both worked at the city’s university. When she was fourteen her parents divorced, her father returning to Argentina where he shortly remarried. Mona’s half-brother Matías was born when she was seventeen. At eighteen Mona left Singapore for London (a city she had dreamed of but never visited) and a degree in dance. Now, her friends and family are scattered across the world, her mother and father on separate continents and some school friends still in Singapore but others in America, Australia or Europe. On her worst days, Mona feels like she belongs nowhere. On her best days, she belongs everywhere. 

			For both women, waitressing is just one part of their lives. When they fill out forms that require them to list an occupation, both of them struggle to find a succinct answer. Hannah: Singer/Waitress. Mona: Dancer/Waitress. Their lives are constantly shifting: a daily balancing act of interests and the need to earn a living. Unfortunately, over the years the two have not overlapped as much as either of them would have liked. It’s not just their living situation that they imagined would be different at this stage in their lives: neither of them expected to still be working as waitresses. Yet the job facilitates the pursuit of the dream that they both still chase, despite it all. Both women are driven by a fierce ambition that sometimes bubbles up in an uncontrollable feeling similar to nostalgia: nostalgia for a life they imagined but have never quite realised. It gnaws at them, making them feel at once empty and full of an energy that has no outlet, a force with no direction. Many of their friends have flats, husbands, babies and pets. They have each other, and this ambition. 

			The song in the café switches and the fast-paced intro to ‘Tutti Frutti’ plays loudly through the speakers. Hannah drops the tea towel she had been carrying.

			‘Come on!’ she says, suddenly swaying her hips and waving her hands above her head.

			‘I don’t know if I can, I’m knackered!’ says Mona with a groan. 

			‘You’re never too tired for dancing,’ Hannah replies. 

			Mona pauses and then surrenders to this silly tradition, her hips starting to move and then her arms. It’s their rule – if they are on a shift together and this song comes on, they have to dance. She can’t quite remember who started the rule – probably Hannah, back when they had both just started working at the café and thought it would only be a temporary thing to fit around auditions. It seems a very long time ago now, but the tradition has stuck, perhaps because it reminds them both of what it felt like to be so full of hope and ambition that you just have to dance. 

			Luckily, this time the café is empty. Mona might be classically trained but when she is off stage she dances like a wild thing. Hannah follows her lead and shakes and wriggles and waves her limbs as though they want to separate themselves from her body, her hair fanning around her face like a bright red mane. 

			‘We’re too old for this,’ says Mona as she swings enthusiastically.

			‘Definitely!’ says Hannah in reply. But neither of them stops dancing. 

			Hannah is half-aware of movement outside the café window – the buses and cars and the few people on the street – and the sound of Aleksander groaning ‘Not that fucking song again’ from the kitchen, but the other half of her is absorbed by the music and the feeling of her friend’s body moving beside hers. She suddenly feels filled with the memories of all the many times before in her life when music has overwhelmed her: the early singing lessons at school, her first performance at the village hall, and more recent gigs in underground bars where her feet stick to the floor but it doesn’t matter because everything is song. For Mona, it’s the feeling of her body stretching and swaying that hooks her. Even after hours on her feet her body still knows how to dance. 

			When the music stops they both look around as if dazed, suddenly remembering where they are. The smell of frying wafts from the kitchen and the lights seem to throw a suddenly harsh glare on the café. They catch each other’s eyes, both thinking the same thing but not saying it. What are we still doing here?

			Hannah shakes off the thought and instead reaches for a cloth and starts absent-mindedly wiping the coffee counter. 

			‘So tell me, what’s been going on today?’ she asks. 

			This is a ritual of theirs too – sharing their observations of the customers who have visited the café, some witnessed, others imagined. As waitresses, they can melt into the surroundings – they are as much a fixture of Stella’s as Ernest the bear and the gaudy pictures on the walls. It allows them the perfect opportunity to watch and listen.

			‘Well, unhappy soya latte woman is finally getting a divorce,’ says Mona as she wanders between tables, rearranging paper napkins and wiping surfaces, ‘and about bloody time, according to her friend. She’s been secretly saving up for her own apartment – now she has found one in Limehouse that she loves, so she can finally admit she knows about the affair and move out. She’s taking the cat.’

			‘Good for her,’ replies Hannah, knowing whom Mona is referring to immediately. Hannah pictures the scene: the customer sitting on the sofa with a suitcase at her feet and a cat on her lap as her husband arrives home, calling him in to the living room and calmly telling him it’s over, that she knows about the other woman and she wishes them the best – her lawyers will be in touch soon and she doesn’t expect it to end well for him. Her mind turns suddenly to Jaheim, her most recent boyfriend. It’s been three weeks since they broke up and the pain is still raw. She wonders for a moment whether Mona has noticed her sudden intake of breath and guessed where her thoughts have wandered, but she doesn’t seem to, as she continues talking. 

			‘There was a hell of an argument in the afternoon too,’ says Mona, ‘A mother and teenage daughter. They were speaking a language I didn’t recognise so I obviously couldn’t work out exactly what they were saying, but I did notice a new-looking eyebrow piercing on the girl so maybe it had something to do with that.’

			Hannah smiles; she remembers her own mother getting angry when she got her tattoo, a small string of musical notes on her left ankle, when she turned twenty-two. She was home for a week during the summer, some time off between temp jobs, and was stretched out on a deckchair in the garden enjoying a rare day of sunshine as her father struggled with the sun umbrella. Her mother had been furious. Hannah had resisted an argument – she usually did anything possible to avoid a confrontation – but inside she seethed. It was her body, it always had been, and she was a grown woman. 

			Mona pauses for a moment.

			‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ she says eventually. 

			‘Go on?’ says Hannah, putting down the cloth she’d been using to clean the counter and turning towards Mona to indicate she is listening, that her friend has her full attention.

			‘I got a call-back!’ Mona says, smiling, her cheeks flushed. 

			There is a brief moment when Hannah says nothing and her face rests in a blank expression. She feels her heart pounding inside her chest and a sudden drop of her stomach as though she is falling. But in an instant, she has found her smile, pulling it out like a pair of keys dug out of the bottom of a handbag. She steps forward, enveloping her friend in a hug.

			‘Mona, that’s amazing,’ she says. 

			‘It probably won’t come to anything,’ says Mona, pessimism being her usual defence strategy. ‘It’s just a call-back, not a definite offer.’ But she is smiling, and Hannah can read her smile. 

			She isn’t sure which audition this one is – they both attend so many that they long ago stopped sharing all the exact details – but she certainly knows the significance of a call back. When they first started living together, Hannah’s and Mona’s careers felt at similar stages, but in the last few years Hannah knows this has changed. Recently she has felt as though she is falling far behind. She leans against the coffee counter to hide the fact that her hands are shaking. 

			Hannah doesn’t want to admit to herself or to Mona that she is tired. But she is. Last week there was an audition for a singing role narrating a well-known modern circus show. Hannah knew that it was a great opportunity and that she should go for it. But she also knew she would be joining queues and queues of other hopefuls at the audition, all wonderful singers, most probably several years younger than her. And suddenly, she just couldn’t face it. When the day arrived, Hannah regretted having told Mona about it – she was so enthusiastic and wished her luck as she always did, but Hannah really just wanted to stay in bed. She knew she couldn’t though. Since knowing each other, and particularly since living together, it has been their thing to spur each other on. They are in it together and have always made a point of pushing each other to be the best they can be. Mona would tell her to go to the audition and would be disappointed if she didn’t. So, Hannah dressed and left the flat but at the last minute changed her mind and went to a local café for brunch instead. That night she told Mona she hadn’t got the part and Mona opened a bottle of wine in commiseration. Hannah still hasn’t told her the truth. 

			As Hannah watches Mona’s smiling face she thinks back to her last serious gig, several months ago now and held in a theatre in Islington. It was an evening she had to self-fund and after renting the space and paying the other musicians she didn’t manage to break even, despite the fact that the room was packed with friends and family who had bought tickets and come along to support. Despite the lost money, one good thing had come out of the gig. A friend of a friend who had attended the show works at a central London hotel and recommended her to the manager. She has been offered a couple of trial shifts for October, singing in the cocktail bar. Hannah holds tightly onto the thought of those gigs – just three weeks away now – wondering if it could finally mean the start of something bigger, and the chance to give up the café job for good. 

			They have both had breaks before – jobs they have both adored – but shows finish and tastes change. And each year a new swathe of eager, bouncy, fame-hungry young performers heads for London and turns up to the same auditions as Hannah and Mona. They can all sing, they can all dance. But most of them are now ten years younger than Hannah and Mona, and some are just that little more, that ‘more’ being impossible to pin down or describe. Hannah thinks of it as ‘sparkle’. Some people just sparkle. They are the ones your eyes are drawn to in a dance chorus on the stage, the voice you single out in a choir – the people who have the ability to become a shining individual in a crowd of sequins and jazz hands. 

			‘When is the second audition then?’ asks Hannah, focusing on keeping her smile firmly on her face. 

			‘It’s tomorrow. Well, technically today. 9.30 a.m.,’ replies Mona. 

			‘Ouch – will you be OK?’

			‘I’ll have to be. I’m going to sleep as soon as I get home; hopefully I’ll get enough to be at least vaguely co-ordinated. And then there’s coffee.’

			‘Text me to let me know how it goes, OK?’

			‘Of course.’

			Mona pauses.

			‘I really, really want this one, Hannah,’ she says, more quietly this time and looking down at her hands. Mona is usually so composed, keeping any anxieties about her career much more carefully hidden than Hannah. She never usually expresses nerves before an audition; instead she pours her energy into practising, often refusing to talk about her feelings if Hannah presses her.

			‘I’ve just got to get this bit right,’ she would often reply to a question from Hannah about whether she was nervous, her feet tapping out her anxieties in a perfectly mastered piece of choreography. 

			In the café, Hannah watches her friend, her face lined with a frown for once. 

			‘I know you do,’ she replies. And she does. Looking at Mona she feels it – that well-known feeling in her stomach, a yearning that, despite her exhaustion, hasn’t diminished over the years. She takes a deep breath.

			‘You’ll be great, you’re amazing,’ she says, and instead of wishing Mona luck – they have grown to believe the stage superstition – she adds, ‘Break a leg.’

			Hannah glances at the clock: it is nearly 12.30.

			‘What are you still doing here?’ she says suddenly, ‘You should have mentioned your audition straight away, I wouldn’t have kept you here so long dancing to stupid songs and making you talk to me.’ 

			She laughs, but the truth is these are some of her favourite moments with her friend. Night turning slowly into day, the café nearly empty, quiet enough to talk and to make themselves milkshakes without anyone noticing. It feels special, secret, and entirely theirs. 

			Mona glances at the clock. 

			‘That’s OK. But you’re right, I should probably go.’ 

			She retrieves her belongings from beneath the counter and swaps her apron for her black coat, giving a wave once she is ready. Hannah lifts the cloth and waves back as Mona heads for the door. And then she is gone, stepping out into the light of the street lamps and away down the road. For a moment Hannah stands in her friend’s absence, filling the space where she was just now, her head full of the things she meant to tell her. Unsaid words rattle inside of her like the wings of moths brushing a bulb. 

			After a moment of staring out the window, following Mona long after she has disappeared down the street, Hannah turns her attention back to the café. When her mind wanders and her worries about her career and her future threaten to overwhelm her, she finds it helps to ground herself with this view, on the details of the everyday. She returns to cleaning, this time focusing on the coffee machine, wiping the silver surface, the café looking back at her in the reflection. 

			Once the coffee machine is clean she pulls up a chair and sits, waiting to serve whoever wanders in from the city outside. 

		


		
			

			

			

			

			1.00 a.m.

			

			Hannah

			The door opens and a boy who looks in his late teens or early twenties steps into the café. He is wearing a green hooded jumper and pale jeans that look too big for him and he has a large backpack on his shoulders. He nods at her, making eye contact only for a brief moment before looking down at his feet. As he tilts his head, sandy blond hair falls in front of his face and dangles in strands beside his chin. Hannah notices the shadow of a few-days-old beard on his chin. 

			‘Hi!’ she says, looking up from the counter, ‘Sit wherever you like.’

			She watches as the customer eyes up the tables and chooses one on the edge of the café – a table, not a booth. He places his rucksack on the chair next to him and rolls his shoulders, tilting his neck slowly from one side to the other. He sits down and opens the bag, pulling out a pile of books that look like university textbooks. They have a certain academic-sounding thud as they are placed on the table. The boy lays them out neatly and then examines the menu. After a few seconds he puts it back, zipping his hooded jumper all the way up to his chin and sinking slightly lower in his chair. Hannah takes hold of her notepad and pen and stands up.

			‘What can I get you?’ she asks when she reaches his table. He looks up from a book. Hannah catches a glimpse at the page – lots of diagrams and numbers.

			‘Can I have a cappuccino, please,’ says the boy, his voice softer than Hannah imagined.

			‘With chocolate?’

			‘Does that cost extra?’

			Hannah laughs, but then stops herself when she sees his face.

			‘No, of course not.’

			The boy’s cheeks turn bright red.

			‘Yes please,’ he says quietly. 

			‘And anything to eat?’

			The boy glances at the menu again then at the counter where Mona had just laid out a fresh selection of cakes supplied by Aleksander – the last job on his shift. 

			‘I’d recommend the carrot cake,’ says Hannah, following the boy’s eyes, ‘or the pancakes. The pancakes are always good.’

			The boy pauses, then shakes his head and turns back to his books.

			‘Just the coffee, thanks,’ he says, flicking his eyes quickly up to meet hers, before turning them back down to the page he is reading.

			‘No problem.’

			As she leaves the table she notices a sleeping bag poking out the top of the boy’s rucksack. Before bringing him his coffee, she adds a large chocolate biscuit to the saucer at the last minute. He smiles at her, then returns to his books.

			‘Good morning!’ comes a cheerful voice from the doorway. It’s a voice Hannah recognises immediately, with its Spanish accent and a smile that clings to the words. 

			She smiles too and says a ‘good morning’ in reply as Pablo, the other full-time chef, bustles into the café, removing a leather jacket to reveal his chef’s whites beneath. They are slightly off-white, like sheets that have been washed many times. Pablo is a short, stocky man who Hannah has guessed is in his late fifties, with a thick head of curly, dark grey hair and a permanent smile on his rosy-cheeked face. He is a stark contrast to Aleksander, who often talks to himself in Polish but rarely talks to others. And yet the two chefs seem to have a silent understanding with one another – a bond that is perhaps formed by their shared profession, or maybe simply because they support the same football team. 

			‘So, she’s started walking!’ Pablo says as he heads through the café towards the kitchen. 

			Hannah is used to this habit of Pablo’s: he never seems to start a conversation, instead he simply continues where he left off the last time he saw you. ‘She’ is Rosa, his granddaughter. She holds a tie with Arsenal football club as the love of Pablo’s life. 

			‘Last week she was just holding on to that little trolley with the bricks, pushing herself around,’ he continues, ‘But yesterday she was up on those little legs all by herself. She’s going to be running before we know it. I’ve already bought her a football, get her into it early I figure. Here, look.’

			He reaches for his phone and scrolls through several photos, holding them up so Hannah can see. He is clearly in no rush to get into the kitchen, but Hannah doesn’t mind. She is always happy to see photos of Rosa. Pablo’s cheeks glow a bright shade of proud as Hannah nods and coos at the photographs. 

			Pablo brushes an eye and shakes his head. 

			‘You should’a seen it,’ he says. He lets out a deep, happy sigh then waves at Hannah and heads into the kitchen. She listens to the short conversation as Pablo greets Aleksander, who offers a few ‘hmm’s and ‘yeah’s in reply. And then Aleksander is heading out into the café, shrugging his coat onto his shoulders. 

			‘Are you off?’ asks Hannah. Aleksander nods, looking at his feet. 

			‘Have a good day then,’ she adds. He nods again and heads for the door. 

			Once Aleksander has left, Hannah glances over at the young man with the rucksack. His eyes look heavy and he leans his head in his hands as he flicks through the book on the table. Every now and then his head nods and then jolts back up again. 

			The door opens again – this time a man in his fifties with grey hair that sticks out in tufts. He runs a hand through it as he enters and it flattens slightly, apart from one spike that seems reluctant to go down. He is carrying a faded bookshop book bag over one shoulder and Hannah notices a couple of pens clipped to the front pocket of his navy shirt. He heads immediately for a seat in the middle of the café, leaving one empty table between him and the other customer. He settles himself and draws a notepad and a crossword book from his bag. His seat is facing the window and Hannah follows his gaze outside. 

			A man wearing one shoe staggers past, a can held tightly in his fist. Hannah notices his hands, bright pink until the tips of the fingers, which are tinged blue as though they have been dipped in ink. She knows it is not ink that has left those marks, though, but cold, and she feels suddenly grateful for the warmth of the café and her room that she knows will be waiting for her at the end of her shift. A small queue of people flanked by suitcases has gathered on the other side of the road. Some are in couples or small groups, huddled together, others stand alone and look down at their phones, the screens illuminating their faces in an eerie glow. Above them tower office blocks: some are completely dark, a few are bright, revealing rows and rows of empty desks. Beside them, on the top of the brick tower at the entrance to Liverpool Street station, sit four pigeons, their heads tucked inside the puffed ball of their feathers.

			The view of the city makes Hannah think of Mona – she wonders if she caught the night bus and got home OK and whether the audition will go well for her. Maybe she will be too tired from her long shift to really do her best. Maybe her height will be a problem, like it has been many times in the past. The thoughts enter Hannah’s mind without her control, as quick as a blink. As soon as she notices them there she shakes herself. Mona will be great. She is her closest friend and she deserves a break. 

			Pushing the thought from her mind, she picks up her notepad. 

			‘What can I get you?’ she says to the man with the crossword book, the line she will repeat until it loses any sense of meaning and she has become sick of the smell of coffee and chips. 

			

			

			Dan

			The smell of pancakes wakes him up. At first, he feels groggy and disorientated. But then he remembers where he is – in the 24-hour café with his university books spread around him and his rucksack on the chair. A taxidermy bear in a top hat stares down at him from its mount on the café wall, claws extended, mouth curled in a snarl. If he were a child, that bear would terrify him. Lucky, then, that he is a grown man. A shudder runs through him as he turns away from the staring glass eyes. 

			He looks around him quickly, checking to see if anyone had noticed him sleeping. The café is nearly empty apart from a middle-aged man on a table just across from him who is writing in a crossword puzzle book, and the waitress who stands at the counter and looks absent-mindedly out the window. She is pretty: her skin so pale it’s almost translucent, and a shock of red, wavy hair framing her round face and falling over her shoulders. She wears a lot of make-up (a flick of black eyeliner and coral lipstick that clashes with her hair) and he guesses she is in her late twenties or early thirties. He hopes she didn’t see him sleeping. He particularly hopes he didn’t snore. 

			Sitting straighter in his chair he reaches for the textbook in front of him and opens it near the middle. He picks up the pen that he must have dropped on the table when he fell asleep, and the notebook resting by his now cold cup of coffee. Then he tries to read but the smell of pancakes and an ache in his stomach and somewhere closer to his ribs distracts him. 

			He looks at his watch, counting the hours until the university library opens (eight) and until his first lecture (ten). 

			The door opens and the sound of laughter and voices invades the café. Dan looks up as a group walks in. There are three girls and two boys of around his age. The girls wear brightly coloured dresses that are wrapped around their bodies like bandages and stop just below their thighs. Despite summer being over, their legs are bare. The boys are in jeans and checked shirts that are buttoned to the neck. He can immediately tell they are all drunk – they walk with hesitant, wobbly steps like toddlers. The girls have their arms linked together and are giggling, holding each other for support as they teeter on their platform heels. 

			Carefully he reaches for his rucksack, takes it off the chair next to him and tucks it under the table. 

			The waitress takes their orders and they sit down, girls on one side of a booth, their bodies close to each other and their arms still linked, and the boys piled on the other side, leaning back heavily against the fake leather seats. Dan tries to focus back on his work, pushing out the sound of carefree laughter and conversation coming from the other side of the café. 

			But then the sound of shouting draws him out from his books. 

			‘Shots! Shots! Shots!’ shouts one of the guys. Dan looks up again and sees him pulling sachets of ketchup, mayonnaise and brown sauce from the tin in the middle of the table and lining them up in front of his friend. The girls are shrieking now and one has her phone out, holding it up as though she is filming – maybe she is.

			Dan notices the man with the crossword looking across at the group and then turning back to his puzzle, shaking his head. 

			‘No, mate, no way!’ says one of the guys, waving his arms across his body. 

			‘Shots! Shots! Shots!’ continues his friend, the girls joining in now too. They thump their hands on the table and Dan catches the waitress looking over at them too. She opens her mouth, perhaps as though about to shout at them, but then stops and returns to preparing the drinks orders. Dan can hear noises from the kitchen, and they reignite his hunger. 

			After a moment, the guy stops his protesting and stands up. He rolls up his sleeves and mock flexes his muscles. Then he picks up the packets, ripping them open with his teeth and spitting the plastic onto the table. One by one he squeezes them into his mouth, ketchup, mayonnaise, then brown sauce. 

			Watching them, Dan’s stomach turns, imagining the taste of ketchup and brown sauce in his mouth. But despite the revulsion the laughter of the student’s friends hits him hard in his gut, piercing him with its casualness, its ease. 

			Their food arrives and the group tuck in greedily. Dan half reads and half watches as the girls laugh and take their shoes off under the table, their bare feet making them look younger despite the dresses. They sip their milkshakes and rub their tired feet, occasionally nudging each other affectionately or resting a head on each other’s shoulders. He thinks about where they might live; perhaps in one of the nicer student halls, and what their parents do, whether they have any siblings. Watching them he suddenly hopes that they never have to learn what he has learnt: that life is a bitch and that one day you’ll find yourself entirely on your own. He wishes they could stay in the café all night drinking milkshakes and laughing at nothing, even finding the gross inanity of the boys hilarious. That time could pause and keep them right here with no worries other than the hangover and blisters that await them tomorrow. 

			

			

			

			Hannah

			She has served hundreds of other kids like them before. That’s how she thinks of them now – kids – even though in reality they are probably in their twenties – not that much younger than her really. The distance between them seems vast, though. Hannah tries to remember the last time she was out at 1 a.m. for any other reason than work. If she doesn’t have a late shift at the café or a gig she prefers a quiet night at home, watching Netflix and relishing being in bed early. Her teenage-self would have been ashamed of her for favouring unflattering pyjamas instead of going out clothes. She can’t remember the last time she went ‘out out’. The thought of a club filled with sweating bodies and music that is not for listening to, but only for drowning out drunken voices, makes her shudder. 

			As she watches the group she remembers moving to the city for the first time nine years ago. Suddenly the exhaustion, the disillusion and all the years fall away and she is twenty-one again and Life with a capital L is just about to start. 

			

			*

			

			She drags a suitcase behind her down the station platform, filled with as many clothes, books and records as she can carry. One wheel is broken and juts out in a different direction to the others (she recalls her mother’s words: ‘If you fill that suitcase any more you’re going to break it’). Together, Hannah and the bag make a swift but wobbly path through the crowds, as though drunk. 

			‘Let me take that for you, Hannah,’ says her father, reaching for the suitcase, but she pulls her arm away.

			‘I’ve got it, Dad, stop worrying.’ 

			He throws a glance at her mother that Hannah tries to ignore. She doesn’t need to look at her mother to know her face is pink and swollen. It has been that way since last night – their last meal together as a family. Hannah’s father reaches for her mother’s hand. They walk like that, hand-in-hand behind her as she makes her way to the train. As usual, Hannah took longer to get ready than she thought, so she takes quick, long strides down the platform, listening to the tapping of her mother’s heels as her parents struggle to keep up with her. 

			Across Hannah’s shoulders is slung her purple guitar case, its solid weight knocking against her back with the pace of her strides, reminding her of the years of singing lessons and drama classes that have led her to this point. 

			‘Knock’em dead’: she recalls the words of Josephine Wagner, the director of the performance arts degree in Cardiff that Hannah finished just over a month ago. It was their final day and Hannah remembers looking across the hall of young women and a handful of men as Josephine said, ‘You are all going to be stars.’

			For the first time Hannah had wondered whether there was enough space out there for all these newly fledged stars. Standing among the brilliance of her course mates and friends, she felt her own brightness dull to a faint imperceptible glow. Perhaps she should have thought about it before – the reality of her future – but somehow she never had. Not really, not with any clarity. Her judgement was clouded by well-worn clichés and inspirational phrases that she lived off as though they were food. It would all work out. Hard work would pay off. If she wanted it enough, she would make it as a singer, just like she had decided when she was nine years old. Everything would be OK. 

			The image of Josephine Wagner crosses her mind again as her phone buzzes in her pocket. It’s a notification from the WhatsApp group of the seven other friends from her course who are heading to London. Four are already there; three are on the same train as Hannah. Clara, Becky and Amy are her closest friends and will be her new flatmates when she arrives in London. A month ago they spent a weekend in London visiting endless flats until they found one they could afford and that wasn’t too damp or dark or above a chicken shop. It is tiny, but it will be Hannah’s first flat in London so she doesn’t care. 

			‘Where are you?’ the message says, ‘We’ve saved you a seat! Don’t miss the train! And we’ve got cava! London, here we come!’

			She feels her confidence returning. It’s like a surging force that flows through her body and fills her up, making her stand taller. It’s the same feeling she gets when she is on stage or perched on a stool with her guitar on her lap, her lips parted in the second before she starts to sing. It’s a confidence instilled by years of stage school, then a drama degree, countless gigs in pubs and village halls, and endless instructions from Josephine and others to ‘smile’ and ‘own your own space’. 

			She readjusts her guitar on her back as she reaches coach C.

			‘This is my coach,’ she says, stopping and turning back to her parents. 

			‘We could have driven you, you know,’ her mother says, ‘You could have taken more of your things that way. And we would have been able to help you settle in.’

			‘I know,’ replies Hannah, ‘But it’s a long way, you didn’t need to do that. And besides, my room is tiny, I’m not going to have space for that much stuff.’ 

			Hannah agreed to the smallest room in the flat on the basis that she would pay less rent. It only fits a single bed, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers but she doesn’t care. She doesn’t think she will spend much time in it anyway: she pictures herself exploring the city, attending shows, singing at the gigs she is confident she will line up, and partying with her friends in the clubs she imagines will be a million times better than those in Cardiff. 

			Her phone buzzes again and an overhead announcement calls out her train and its departure time – two minutes from now. 

			‘I have to get on, the train’s about to leave.’

			She looks at her parents. Her father still holds her mother’s hand. Hannah notices for the first time that they have dressed up: her mother in a navy A-line dress with white polka dots and a pair of court shoes, and her father (who usually prefers jeans when he is home from work) in chinos and a blue shirt beneath his grey coat. There is one straight crease in her father’s shirt, across his chest; he has a way of ironing creases into his shirts, rather than smoothing them out. Both of her parents are flushed from the dash along the platform and her mother’s neat ponytail has come loose. Watching her parents standing there in their smart clothes waiting to see her off, their fingers locked together, Hannah feels her eyes begin to sting. She had been so excited to leave that she hadn’t really thought about saying goodbye. She had stayed at home during university, choosing to save the money and drive to Cardiff each day instead, so this is her first time leaving home. 

			For the past three months Hannah’s bedroom wall has held a large calendar on which she has crossed out the days leading up to today – the day that she leaves. Last night her mother had come in to her room to help her pack and had stared for a long time at the calendar, a large circle drawn around today’s date. Hannah pictures the calendar still pinned to the wall, her bed neatly made and her wardrobe filled with empty clothes hangers. 

			She puts down her guitar and reaches for her parents. They wrap their arms around her and the three of them stay like that for a moment, their small family held tightly in each other’s warmth and the smell of each other’s hair and the same washing powder they all use. Hannah realises she can’t remember the brand – she had never thought to properly look. With a sudden feeling of panic, she realises she won’t be able to pick it out in the supermarket (she would be too embarrassed to ask her mother for the name) when she shops for herself in her new home. Her clothes will take on a new smell. She puts her face closer against her mother’s shoulder and breathes deeply. 

			‘OK, I really have to go now,’ she says, pulling herself away from them. Her mother sniffs and pulls a tissue from her sleeve. Her father puts an arm around her shoulder. 

			‘Go get ’em,’ he says, his voice falsely cheerful.

			Hannah picks up her guitar and suitcase and steps onto the train. She doesn’t look out the window as the train pulls away and she heads through the carriage, following the sound of laughter and loud chatter. 

			She would never admit it to the girls she is about to share cava with on the train, but right now this beginning feels like an ending. 

			‘Hannah!’ shouts a voice and Hannah waves, spotting her friends sitting around a table, suitcases stacked in the racks above them. They are noisy and giggly, and as she walks closer Hannah tries to ignore the sighs of a man in a suit sat just in front of them. There is an empty space waiting for her and this is her tribe. She smiles and Clara, Becky and Amy smile back, no hint of worry or sadness on any of their faces. They spend the journey drinking and talking about what they are going to do in London – the stages they will conquer, the things they will create. Hannah feels herself settle into the optimistic timbre of their voices. Everything will be OK. As the train clatters away from Cardiff they spill cava but don’t care – they barely even notice. There will be more to drink tomorrow. There will be more of everything tomorrow. 

			*

			Hannah thinks back to her first few months in London. It had been hard to adjust, but she tried to keep her difficulties hidden. Hers was the faux confidence of a performer; she treated her own life like a show and found that her act of self-assuredness and optimism often convinced even herself that the feelings were real. 

			She found a job at the Odeon on Tottenham Court Road, spending her days off attending auditions and trailing around bars handing out CDs of her music, asking if they had slots for a new singer. She banked the ‘no’s like an investment in her future: the more times people said ‘no’, the closer she must be getting to a ‘yes’. 

			At first, she relished living in a flat with three of her friends, all performers like her. They ate when they wanted and went out most evenings when they weren’t working. They left dishes piled in the sink for days, enjoying the fact that there were no parents to tell them to wash up. But eventually the carefree lifestyle began to grow tedious. Hannah wanted to cook a proper meal and know there would be clean saucepans for her to use. Although her room was always a mess, she was surprisingly tidy when it came to the communal spaces. She started to resent the fact no one else ever seemed to empty the bins or clean the bathroom. When she brought it up the others said they did do their share, she just never noticed, or that she was being uptight. They started to argue frequently about stupid things. Who last bought toilet roll, who came in late and forgot to lock the front door. But at the time they didn’t seem insignificant and things became so fraught that Clara, Amy and Becky didn’t even feel like friends any more, just annoying people whom she lived with. 

			Hannah tries to remember the last time she saw her first flatmates but finds she can’t. After she moved out she kept in touch with them for a while but something in their friendship had been fundamentally altered since living together. She and Becky stayed in touch for the longest – she’d always been particularly fond of the flamboyant, funny actor. But even they drifted in the end, their lives stretching further and further apart until the link between them broke entirely. Facebook informs Hannah that Clara is now married and living in America, Becky is teaching performing arts at a stage school outside of London, and Amy still lives in London, works in marketing and has a one-year-old daughter. 

			She’d stayed with the Cardiff girls for a year, then spent the next two years bouncing between places she found on SpareRoom, sharing flats and houses with strangers. Over the years she mastered house sharing, learning to keep her best kitchen supplies and stashes of chocolate in her bedroom and to cook dinner late in the evening so she would have the kitchen to herself. She made the life-changing discovery of earplugs. 

			Hannah became friends with a few people in those house shares but also encountered many she was happy to leave behind, like the drummer who practised early in the morning before his day job at a telesales firm, the compulsive liar who convinced her flatmates she was a twin despite being an only child, and the young woman who kept a pet mouse in a cage under her bed (Hannah has had a lifelong phobia of mice). 

			And then she’d met Sam. Hannah flinches at the thought of her first serious boyfriend, back when she was twenty-three. She’d dated other guys before, but there had been no one like Sam. No one who’d left quite such an impact. She had never lived with another boyfriend and hasn’t since. That has been one bittersweet consolation in the recent painful break-up with Jaheim. At least she still has her flat, she still has Mona. A fresh stab of pain pierces her as she thinks about Jaheim and wonders what he is doing now. Sleeping, of course, she thinks to herself. She knows she shouldn’t care and shouldn’t let herself think about him at all, but she does. 

			‘What is it?’ asks Pablo, whom Hannah hadn’t noticed leaving the kitchen. He carries a tray of chocolate brownies, fresh from the oven. These early hours can be quiet and Pablo usually fills them by baking, partly in preparation for the day ahead and partly because he loves to bake. If you saw him in the street you might not guess that he can make a chocolate ganache so shiny that you can see your face in it, but over the years Hannah has learnt that the one thing you can rely upon is people’s ability to surprise you. 

			Before placing the brownies inside the counter Pablo tears one off and hands it to Hannah. 

			She smiles at the simple gesture.

			‘It’s nothing,’ she says, trying to hide the shake in her voice. He looks at her, his sympathetic face scrunched into a frown. She finds herself talking without meaning to – it’s hard not to when he smiles like that. He makes her think of her father; although they look nothing alike she feels almost as at ease with this Spanish chef as she does with her dad. 

			‘I don’t know why but I was just thinking about my first boyfriend,’ she finds herself saying. Pablo has worked at the café even longer than Hannah and Mona and with his chatty, inquiring nature he knows the ins and outs of their lives almost as if they were his own family. Pablo shakes his head as Hannah continues.

			‘I haven’t thought about him in ages, but I guess since Jaheim and I broke up, it’s brought it all back really.’

			She finds herself gulping back tears. Even mentioning Jaheim’s name is hard. The pain is mixed with something else, too – embarrassment at another failed relationship. She can’t help but think about all her married friends and the seemingly endless wedding invitations that she receives every year now. Jaheim is gone and she is alone again. To stop her eyes from overflowing she takes a large bite of the chocolate brownie instead. It is delicious and holds back the tears.

			Pablo is nodding now, clutching the brownie tray and shifting his weight from foot to foot. 

			‘You’re better off without them,’ he says in his gentle voice. 

			Hannah hasn’t spoken much about Sam to Pablo, and she certainly can’t bring herself to tell him the truth about Jaheim and why they broke up, so it heartens her slightly to know he is on her side without needing to know any of the details. 

			‘My Rosa is never going to have a boyfriend,’ he says fiercely, ‘All trouble. I’ll fight them if I have to.’

			Hannah pictures an aged Pablo fighting off Rosa’s prospective boyfriends and can’t help but laugh – she just can’t imagine the curly-haired baker who wells up over photos of his granddaughter involved in a fight. She then stops herself, remembering suddenly the little she knows about Pablo’s life before he started working in the café. It is so easy to forget that when he started here it was the only job he could find – no one else wanted to hire an ex-convict. Despite his usual openness, he has never told Hannah or Mona what he was in prison for, only that he spent eighteen months there and that it was hell on earth. He is a wonderful chef; Hannah sometimes wonders whether he has stayed here so long because no one else will have him, or out of loyalty to Stella. 

			‘You finish that brownie, chiquita,’ Pablo says, ‘Brownies help everything.’ 

			Hannah smiles at ‘chiquita’ – she feels far from a young girl – but it’s what he always calls her and Mona. She eats the brownie as instructed and Pablo nods and returns to the kitchen. 

			Eventually the group of students finish their food and get up to leave, reading the name of their Uber driver and the licence plate out loud. The girls carry their shoes as they head to the door. They walk close to the table of the young man with the rucksack, looking to Hannah as though they might bump into his chair. But they skirt around him and then they are gone, the sound of their carefree young voices ringing in her ears. 

		


		
			
			
			
			
			2.00 a.m.

			
			Dan

			The café is quiet again, the only sign the group were there the half-empty plates and milkshake glasses on the table in the booth that the waitress is currently clearing away. She nearly drops the tray she is carrying but steadies herself against one of the chairs, taking a deep breath before she continues clearing. He notices that her make-up has already started to smudge and that she looks tired in a dazed sort of way. 

			One of the girls at the table has left two pancakes and Dan’s stomach roars at him. He looks up at the menu and fumbles in his pocket – the pancakes cost £4.50 but he only has a fiver on him, and that has to last him for breakfast tomorrow too. 

			‘They certainly had some lungs on them,’ comes a quiet voice. 

			Dan looks up. The man with the crossword book at the nearby table is looking at him, a pen poised in his hand. He wears round tortoiseshell glasses and a navy corduroy shirt open over a Pink Floyd T-shirt. An additional pen is clipped to his shirt pocket and Dan notices that one of the buttons is different to all the others, bright red instead of white. He has the start of a beard and Dan guesses he is in his fifties. He has the kind of face that looks meant for smiling – there are creases around the corners of his eyes – but is clouded by something. Worry, tiredness, illness perhaps. 

			‘Yeah, I guess they did,’ says Dan, offering a small, polite smile. The man continues watching him and Dan thinks he sees his eyes glancing to his rucksack under the table and back again. 

			‘Are you a student?’ asks the man, gesturing towards the books on the table. Dan nods and the man asks him what he is studying. 

			‘I want to be an engineer,’ Dan replies, holding up the book in his hand.

			‘Materials Science and Engineering: an Introduction,’ reads the man out loud, ‘Wow, impressive stuff.’

			Dan shrugs.

			‘I’m not sure I understand all of it just yet.’

			‘But still, you must have done well at school to get on to a course like that. They don’t let just anyone design our bridges and whatnot.’

			Dan smiles. He did do well at school. His mum always encouraged him to study, to work hard. She wanted him to have a better life than they had – even if he’d never once complained about their lot, not the charity-shop clothes nor the beans on toast for dinner three nights a week. Their mantelpiece was like a shrine to his education: school photos and every prize he had ever won, however small (one was a certificate for just entering the school’s Maths Challenge, but his mum still framed it and put it up there). 

			‘I flunked my exams myself,’ continues the man, ‘I was a bit rebellious at school – far more interested in girls.’

			He smiles at Dan, and Dan can tell that the man is willing him to smile back, so he does, this time digging out one that he hopes looks a little more genuine. 

			‘I’m getting another coffee,’ the man says, ‘Do you want anything? Something to eat maybe?’

			Dan’s stomach grumbles again, but he shakes his head. He promised himself he wouldn’t rely on charity. 

			‘Are you sure?’ the man says, rising and heading to the bar. The waitress looks up from the book resting on the counter. 

			‘I’m sure,’ says Dan. 

			While the man is at the bar Dan returns to his textbooks, but his mind is elsewhere. He’s thinking about his mum. The lingering smell of pancakes in the café takes him back to being seven or eight years old and sitting on the worktop in their small kitchen as his mum pours the pancake mix into the pan. He watches it sizzle, bubbles appearing as though a sea creature is trapped beneath the doughy mix, trying to get out. The thought unnerves him, but then he breathes in the sweet smell and his mind turns to golden syrup and Nutella. They are having pancakes for dinner. It’s not even Pancake Day. Dan is delighted. But later, as they sit together in front of the TV, Dan with his favourite Power Rangers plate that he knows he should have grown out of by now, his mum starts to cry. Dan can’t understand it, and he shuffles closer and tries to wrap an arm around her shoulder but can’t reach all the way.

			‘I’m sorry, buddy,’ she says, sniffing.

			He doesn’t know what she is sorry for, or what to say, so he rests his head on her arm. 

			‘These are the best pancakes I’ve ever eaten,’ he says, and he feels her body softening as she smiles. 

			The man returns to the table just as Dan swallows hard. 

			‘God, I need another coffee,’ says the man, sitting down, ‘That’s one of the problems with being an insomniac – I’m constantly knackered but can never sleep. Funny, isn’t it?’

			Dan doesn’t think it sounds very funny but doesn’t say so. The man rubs his forehead and tilts his neck from side to side, stretching. Outside the café a bus pulls up and two men throw cigarette butts in the gutter and step on. 

			‘What, so you just can’t sleep at all?’ Dan asks, turning back to the man. Dan doesn’t have any problem sleeping. At the moment his issue is staying awake. 

			‘I get some sleep,’ the man replies, ‘I’d be a medical marvel if I got none at all and was still standing. But it doesn’t come easily.’

			‘Is there anything you can do about it? Aren’t there pills you can take?’

			‘I’ve tried them all – pills, meditation, counting, listening to music,’ says the man. ‘Sometimes I drift off for a bit, but then I’m wide awake again, just staring. I get so sick of looking at the same cracks in the ceiling that I come here instead. Nearest place that’s open all night. Handy, isn’t it?’

			The man is looking at him, but Dan wants to avoid the subject of the café and why he is here at two in the morning with his university books around him and a sleeping bag beneath the table. 

			‘So what do you do when you’re not trying to sleep?’ he asks. 

			‘I’m a script writer.’

			The man points at the crossword, ‘When I can’t sleep I do these. I really should make the most of the sleepless nights and write instead – I’d be far more productive.’

			‘What do you write?’ asks Dan, looking closely at the man. He hasn’t met a writer before. He tries to imagine what it would be like – designing with words rather than physical materials every day. The thought makes his head swim. He likes solid, tangible things you can hold on to, like equations, steel and brick. 

			‘Nothing you’d watch,’ he replies with a laugh, ‘The stuff your mum or auntie would watch. Murder mysteries, daytime dramas …’

			He mentions a few names, and one causes a spark of recognition.

			‘Oh yeah, my mum used to watch that one,’ says Dan, ‘Dan! Switch over, no more car programmes, it’s time for Midsomer Murders!’ He imitates her voice, enjoying the smile that spreads over the man’s face as he does. Dan’s mum liked the old-fashioned murder mysteries that were set on riverboats or steam trains; it was her lifelong dream to go on the Orient Express. She had a glass jar on the mantelpiece where they both put spare coins. It had ‘Orient Express’ written in her handwriting on a sticky label. Dan once looked it up and found out how much it would actually cost – he wanted to know how far away they were. When he found out he didn’t tell her. He realised that the coins would never get his mother on the Orient Express but he still dropped his spare ones in there anyway. In the programmes his mum liked the characters wore chic suits and drank cocktails from trolleys. She had bought a glass and metal trolley from a charity shop once and it stood in their living room next to the TV, holding the TV guide and her library books, tins of beer and her ashtray. She had wheeled it all the way home from Bethnal Green to Stepney. 

			‘Used to?’ says the man with a laugh, ‘Did she switch shows when my writing got worse? I think it has recently, lack of sleep really messes with the imagination.’

			‘Mum died a few months ago,’ says Dan.

			The man’s face turns pale. He rubs at his beard and shakes his head. Dan almost feels sorry – he doesn’t like seeing
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