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Dear Osama    I could of been Petra Sutherland.

I looked at myself in Petra’s dressing-table mirror. I was putting her Sisley’s Lychee Glossy Gloss on my lips. I pressed my lips together mmm mmm. I am Petra Sutherland I said. I wouldn’t need to work if I didn’t simply adore my job. I can do whatever the hell I please.

I looked at myself and I tried to think what earrings she’d wear with those lips. I was watching the clock. 7.45 a.m. There was still an hour before I had to head off to Scotland Yard. I opened the drawer and I took out Petra’s pearl earrings. I hooked them into my ears and they felt heavy and perfect. I turned my head to the side and the earrings followed like well-trained money.

I held my chin up just the way she did. I was almost there. Just my eyes to do and I was her. It was still half dark outside and there was rain beating against the window. I took her mascara. Yves Saint Laurent False Lash Effect mascara. It came in a lovely thin gold bottle. It was cold and heavy in your hand like the barrel of the gun the hit man screws together in spy films. I put it on my lashes and blinked at myself. My heart was racing. I was her. I was her. I am Petra Sutherland I said into the mirror and I smiled just so.

The real Petra was in New York. It was just me and Jasper in the house and he wouldn’t be awake for hours. The poor chap was dead to the world on their bed behind me. I was all alone in Petra’s life and I was thinking wouldn’t it be nice if I didn’t ever have to give it back. I was pretending if I could just get ever so good at being Petra then one day she’d come back from her week with American Vogue and I’d be all like WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING LETTING YOURSELF INTO MY FLAT LIKE THAT? and I’d send her packing to the Wellington Estate.

I looked back in the mirror. I am Petra Sutherland I said. This season’s colours are jade and tan and burgundy. I had one of Petra’s Sunday Telegraph articles on the table in front of me. I was practising talking posh. Talking posh is like anything else Osama you can get used to it pretty quick. The trick is to read one of Petra’s sentences aloud and then straight away say something of your own. It’s an effort but you can trick your brain into doing it. Like when me and my husband used to bump start the Astra. I picked up Petra’s article and I read aloud.

– At a basic level the democratisation of high fashion is demonstrated by the hipster bootcut pant, which is now the most common trouser shape.

I watched my lips in the mirror.

– At a basic level the democratisation of Petra Sutherland is demonstrated by the fact that I am her.

I smiled. The more I practised the better I got. You should try it yourself Osama. This season’s bloodbaths will be crimson and carmine and scarlet.

– I am Petra Sutherland. It is September now and the faces on the balloons of the Shield of Hope have faded. The summer sun turned them pale and now one has the impression that London is defended by ghosts.

I shook Petra’s head at myself in the mirror. She wouldn’t of said ghosts she would of said spectres. There’s a difference. I tried again.

– I am Petra Sutherland and my city is protected by spectres.

There it was. I smiled.

– I am Petra Sutherland and my city is protected by spectres and my boyfriend is on a cocaine-fuelled downward spiral but I must remain cheerful.

I tried a cheerful smile in the mirror. I almost fooled myself.

– I am Petra Sutherland. I am wearing chestnut corduroys. I am wearing a bolero jacket with frilly ruffs. I am wearing myself out through overwork. I set off for the paper at the crack of dawn and I don’t come back until late. I find I am happiest in the office up to my neck in fabric swatches and freelancers’ copy. I have started to rather dread coming home. Jasper has turned into something ghastly. He neglects himself. He has to be goaded into the bath like a sheep reluctant to be dipped. His behaviour is monstrous and unpredictable. The morning after a really big night he cowers in bed with the pillows over his head crying like a baby. When he has sufficiently recovered he will get up and mooch around the house. He will smash crockery and guzzle coffee and sometimes even make an appearance at the paper. Where he is increasingly unwelcome. His column has followed him downhill. His words are not words any more they are 800 bared teeth. His column is a snarl against anything and anyone that is not Jasper Black. It can’t be long before the paper drops him.

– I am Petra Sutherland. People at the paper have started to talk. Or more exactly they have stopped. Conversations falter when I join them. Subjects are changed. The weather has taken a turn for the worse lately hasn’t it?

My lip gloss was smudged. It was the way her mouth twisted when she talked about Jasper. I wiped off the smudge with a cotton ball and started again.

– I am Petra Sutherland and the girl hasn’t helped. I don’t know what I was thinking. I remember hoping that once he had her up close Jasper would see how dreadfully bloody ordinary she was. But she has failed to bore either one of us. Jasper paws at her bedroom door at night. She won’t let him in because she’s mooning over some policeman. And then one night I walked in on her in the bathroom. On the edge of the tub her candles were burning down to stumps and she was lying quite still in the water. When she heard the door open she just stared up at me. I should have left. I stepped inside and locked the bathroom door behind me.

I had my eyes closed. I was remembering Petra forgetting herself. I heard a noise and I opened my eyes and gasped. Jasper was standing behind me. His reflection was watching mine in Petra’s dressing-table mirror. His stubble was thick and black and his eyes were very small in their puffy white rings of skin. He looked like a dying panda. He was wearing grey boxer shorts and black socks. Nothing else. He was starting to get a bit of a gut I noticed. When he spoke his voice was empty like a toy without batteries.

– Hello Petra, he said. I’d have thought you’d have been on your way to work by now.

I froze. I couldn’t think what to say so I didn’t say anything. Jasper came closer. He put his hands on my shoulders and I jumped. He smelled of nightmares and stale smoke from Camel Lights.

– Oh come on Petra, he said. Don’t I even get a hello?

I looked at him in the mirror. He looked straight back at me and his eyes were as empty as his voice. You could tell he was mainly thinking about finding the Nurofen. I took a deep breath. I made sure I got Petra’s voice just right. Cold and hurt.

– Hello Jasper. I imagined you wouldn’t be awake for hours.

– Uh, said Jasper.

He walked into the bathroom and started going through the medicine cabinet. I heard him throwing packets of stuff on the floor. I stood up from Petra’s dressing table and followed him into the bathroom.

– Oh darling I can’t bear to watch you suffer.

I found the Nurofen and passed him the shiny silver box. He closed his hand over mine and he looked at me.

– Have you done your hair or something? he said.

I shook my head no.

– You look different, he said.

– It’s your hangover. I’m just the same.

Jasper screwed up his eyes.

– Hangover, he said. That’s what I have. It feels as if the world is ending. It feels as if mice have got into my neurons and chewed off all the electrical insulation.

He rubbed his chin.

– Oh god, he said. I was a total cunt again last night wasn’t I?

– No Jasper last night you were just ordinarily awful. You’ve been high for 3 days. The night you really were a total cunt was Saturday.

– What did I do? he said.

– You wouldn’t believe me even if I showed you the bruises.

Jasper groaned and sat down on the floor.

– Jesus Petra, he said. I’m sorry. I’m completely fucked.

– We’ll talk about it when I get home from work.

– Talk about it? he said. I know what that means. You’re going to leave me aren’t you? Please don’t. If you leave me Petra I think I’ll go mad I really do.

His eyes were darting about all panicked and I wished I hadn’t pretended in the first place now. I put my real voice back on.

– It’s alright Jasper it’s only me.

Jasper looked up at me and blinked.

– Petra’s gone to New York. Remember?

He opened his eyes wide then closed them quick. I suppose the light hurt them.

– Oh, he said. You.

– Yeah. Come on. Get up.

– Jesus Christ.

He stood up and went to the sink and ran the cold tap and popped 4 Nurofens out of the pack and swallowed them. He stood there with the tap still running and looked at himself in the mirror above the basin.

– Bad Jasper, he said.

He stood there looking at himself a long time. I don’t know what he was looking for. Maybe something funny to say but he seemed so sad. I went up behind him and I turned the tap off. I put my arms around his tummy and I put the side of my face against his back. He didn’t move he just started crying. It wasn’t much. Just some tiny sobs. He wasn’t making a fuss. I stroked his tummy.

– Thanks, he said.

– You’re alright. You’ll feel better in a minute.

– There you go again, he said. Why can’t Petra be more like that?

– I reckon she’s too busy earning the money you’re putting up your nose.

– Petra doesn’t give a shit about me, he said. She doesn’t care. I wish she’d just go.

I smiled at him in the mirror.

– No you don’t. Who’d have you then?

– You would, said Jasper.

– Don’t be daft.

– Why not?

– Listen Jasper you’re an alright bloke but you’ve got to pull yourself together and let me make a new start.

Jasper turned round and put his hand on my bum and started stroking my neck with his other hand.

– So why not make a new start with me? he said.

– Cause you smell of death and I’m late for work.

He took a step back and stood there scowling at me in his socks and boxers.

– You’re still seeing that policeman aren’t you? he said. Mr Timberlands.

– Yeah. I’m seeing him today.

– Isn’t he married?

– We go to a hotel. Monday lunchtimes.

– How romantic.

– Says Prince Charming.

I looked Jasper up and down and Jasper looked at the floor.

– It’s this godforsaken world, he said. It’s brought me down.

– Nah Jasper it’s the coke bringing you down. You ought to try looking on the bright side.

– Ah yes, he said. The bright side. Every week I have to write 800 words about a world that’s turning to rat shit but never fear dear Telegraph readers because the bright side is that we can all watch the world turning to rat shit on our plasma TVs while we enjoy our ebullient housing market and our pre-emptive action against tyranny.

Jasper spun round and smashed the side of his hand into the mirror above the basin. A big ugly star of cracks spread across it.

– Oi. Calm down will you?

– How exactly am I meant to calm down? he said. There is no fucking bright side. Barrage balloons go up over the city? Let’s do DIY! Curfew keeping us cooped up indoors? Big Brother’s ratings soar! How do we react when they intern the Muslims? Who cares when this year’s hot new thing is threesomes!

– Jasper. Listen to yourself.

Jasper stared at me and suddenly laughed. It was a horrible laugh.

– God I’m sorry, he said. You’re right. I’m ranting again. Listen you don’t have any coke do you?

– You know I don’t.

– No, he said. Of course you don’t. Still. No harm in asking.

He sniffed. He wiped his nose with his hand all cut from the mirror. Blood dripped down onto his lips. It was real blood. It wasn’t just in my head for once I didn’t know whether to be sad or happy about that. The blood ran down onto his teeth while he talked.

– People have forgotten the horror, he said. Do you remember the noise of the explosion?

– Don’t.

– It rattled the windows, said Jasper. It echoed and echoed through the streets. I can still hear it in my head. And then there was your face. Your poor little face when you started to realise. That’s horror. You realising you had no one left to grill fish fingers for. That’s what it all boils down to after all the politicking and the posturing and the 800 balanced words from pompous cunts like me. Horror.

Jasper turned round and held on to both sides of the basin. He dropped his head and blood dripped on the white enamel. I took him by the wrists and I led him out of the bathroom into the bedroom. He was muttering.

– Sleep Jasper. Try to get some sleep now there’s a good boy.

I wrapped a towel round his cut hand and I tucked the duvet in around him. I stroked his hair.

– Hush now my darling boy. Hush.

He closed his eyes and I sat with him for the longest time till he seemed to sleep. His eyeballs rolled under the eyelids. His fingers twitched. There were broken things in his dreams and they were after him. I went and fetched Mr Rabbit out of my bag and I tucked him in next to Jasper. Mr Rabbit always was good for nightmares. I sat there for a long time stroking Jasper’s hair. You never really lose the habit of looking after a boy I suppose it’s like riding a bicycle. Or cleaning a Kalashnikov if that rings more of a bell Osama I mean who the hell knows what a boy like you got up to after school?

When Jasper was calm and still I went back to Petra’s dressing table. I put her earrings back in the drawer. I used her make-up remover and a cotton pad and I scrubbed her face off mine. I took her clothes off and hung them in her wardrobe. I took off her bra and her knickers and I put them back in her drawers and I stood there naked and shivering. The clock said 8.45 a.m. It was time to put my own life back on.



I was late in at work that morning and I wasn’t the only one. The buses weren’t running properly and mine just didn’t turn up at all. Something to do with bomb scares left a hundred of us waiting in the cold grey rain on Bethnal Green Road. There are so many bomb scares now. You can’t leave a ciggie butt unattended these days without someone coming and doing a controlled explosion on it.

Everyone was late for work and complaining to people on their mobiles. Loudly so that the rest of us could all get an earful. People took it in turns. That’s how the English have a good moan these days Osama. Heaven forbid we should actually grumble to our neighbours in the bus queue. We’re not like you hot-blooded Arab types. That’s what Terence would of said. It’s the climate you see. It’s the rain on Bethnal Green Road that makes Britain great and I stood in it for half an hour before I gave up and walked to the Tube and the Tube was closed too so it was your typical bloody London good morning.

There was nothing for it I had to walk to work 5 miles through the rain and the 3 million other people whose buses hadn’t come. It was a struggle I don’t mind telling you. I don’t know what it is with London and umbrellas it’s like everyone’s trying to have your eye out. Rain makes us vicious. People were bumping into each other and giving it the old lip and stepping into puddles and all the traffic was jammed and as if all that wasn’t enough it was effing Monday wasn’t it.

Halfway along the Embankment I saw this man lose it. He was crossing too close in front of a bus and the bus driver hit the horn. The man jumped back and dropped his briefcase and it burst open. His computer and his papers and all his little gadgets fell out into a puddle. The man crouched down and started trying to grab all his stuff up but the crowds didn’t give him a chance they just carried on walking on his papers and his iPod and his fingers. OH FOR FUCK’S SAKE the man was shouting. CAN’T YOU FUCKING ROBOTS GIVE ME A CHANCE HERE? HAVEN’T YOU HEARD THIS IS MEANT TO BE A CIVILISED FUCKING COUNTRY?

A few of the crowd gave him this look like civilisation was one thing and Monday morning was another. OH BOLLOCKS TO ALL OF YOU THEN shouted the man. He stood up and he was holding the one thing he’d managed to pick up off the road and it was his biro. The end of it was smashed and black ink was running down his hand and spreading down his white shirt-sleeve with the rain. The man lifted his face up into the sky then and just screamed BOLLOCKS TO THIS! BOLLOCKS TO BOMB SCARES. BOLLOCKS TO THE TERRORISTS AND BOLLOCKS TO THE POLICE AND BOLLOCKS TO COMMUTING.

The crowd around him started laughing and clapping. It was a little miracle in the middle of a great wet misery like when the English and the German soldiers played footie in no-man’s-land. The man was still angry at first but then he started smiling too and bowing to the crowd and waving his smashed-up biro like a conductor’s baton. You might think I was smiling too Osama but I wasn’t. The whole thing made me feel a bit poorly. One minute that crowd was robots and the next minute it was human beings and the next minute it’d be something else again. Ever since May Day people’s moods could change faster than the ­traffic lights.

When I finally got to work the sky above Scotland Yard was low and grey and moody. You couldn’t see a thing. You couldn’t even see the balloons in the Shield of Hope. You just saw the cables disappearing up into the clouds like the weather was bolted on to them.

Up in the office it was a long grey morning and one of the striplights was flashing and buzzing like an ­electric chair. I was getting a headache but you can put up with a lot when you’re wearing new red knickers. Terence kept giving me these looks I don’t think either of us could wait for 1 o’clock.



At lunchtime Terence said not to meet him at our usual hotel he said he wanted to go for a walk instead. I said alright but it wasn’t much of a walk at first on account of it was still drizzling and I had to follow 10 yards behind him in case anyone saw us together out of work. I nearly lost sight of him crossing Westminster Bridge there were so many people. Everyone was using the bridge because the Tube was still out after the bomb scare. It always takes London Underground hours to get all the trains back to their proper sidings and all the buskers back in their right places at the bottom of the escalators singing ENGLAND’S HEART IS ­BLEEDING with their scratched up old guitars. It’s like an ant hill the Tube I mean you can stamp on it and watch the ants charge around going mental for a bit like my boy after 3 glasses of Tizer but after a while the ants will calm down and start to fix the ant hill up again and dig all the muck out of the tunnels and make everything good as new or almost. Only don’t expect them to do it in 5 mins that’s all.

Anyway at the other end of Westminster Bridge Terence slowed down and went off left down the steps onto the South Bank. I went down 10 yards behind him good as gold. At the bottom of the steps he stopped and turned I suppose he reckoned we’d gone far enough not to be spotted. I came and stood next to him. I leaned forward over the wall so I could look down at the Thames. It was low tide and the sides of the river were mud. Dirty gulls were paddling round the shopping trolleys and the old tampons sticking out of the slime.

– Our glamorous capital, said Terence. Not a pretty sight is it?

– Nah. Well. Best keep my eyes on you then.

I looked up at him and he smiled. You could see the London Eye behind him turning round very slow with its big glass bubbles rising up till they disappeared into the cloud about 3 quarters of the way to the top of the wheel and then popping back down out of the cloud when they were 3 quarters of the way down again. There were streaks of brown rust running down the white tubes of the Eye it looked like it could of done with a good lick of paint. I suppose there wasn’t the money now there weren’t so many tourists any more. The London Eye was empty as the river.

Terence followed where my eyes were looking.

– Have you ever been on it? he said.

– Nah.

– Let’s go for a ride.

– Nah you’re alright. I mean if I want vertigo I’ll just go up on the top deck of the bus it’s a lot cheaper.

– Oh come on, said Terence. Where’s your sense of adventure?

– In ashes in a small cardboard box Terence they had to identify my sense of adventure from his dental records.

Terence sighed and shook his head.

– Then let’s just go on it to get out of this pissing rain, he said. Please. I want to talk to you.

I said alright and Terence grabbed hold of my hand and we walked off past the Aquarium and the Dali museum and we bought tickets there wasn’t a queue. We walked straight on to the Eye and we got a bubble all to ourselves. A guide tried to come into our bubble with us but Terence showed him an official pass and he cleared off.

– There, said Terence. Emergency police powers. They don’t hand them out to just anyone you know. A year of basic training. 3 years on the beat. 20 years rising up through the ranks. I knew it would all come in handy one day.

Our bubble started to rise up into the air. It was amazing it gave me goose bumps. I wish my boy could of been there. He’d of said IS THIS THE BIGGEST WHEEL IN THE UNIVERSE? and I’d of said no darling it’s not quite as big as the steering wheel on god’s Astra and he’d of said HOW COME IT TURNS ROUND? and I’d of said it turns round because Harry Potter put a spell on it. My boy’s eyes would of gone all wide then and he’d of been quiet for at least 8 seconds.

Me and Terence were quiet too at first. We held hands and there was just the sound of the drizzle tapping against the glass and the electric humming noise of the magic spell making the thing turn round. The people down on Westminster Bridge started to shrink.

– Tessa asked me to move out, said Terence. I’m staying in a Travelodge.

– I’m sorry.

– Don’t be, he said. Travelodges aren’t that bad.

– You know what I meant.

– Yes, he said.

He sighed and a little patch of mist appeared on the glass in front of his mouth and wiped out a good chunk of the Embankment.

– Is it permanent?

– Don’t know yet, he said. We’ll see.

– Is it me?

Terence shook his head.

– She doesn’t know about you, he said. It’s the job she can’t stand. She says I’m married to it.

– Well she does have a point you know.

– Yes, said Terence. But that’s just me isn’t it? Me without the job would be like England without the penalty curse. You can’t have one without the other.

I squeezed Terence’s hand and he squeezed mine back and I just tried to think about that and nothing else.

The wheel carried on turning. After a while you could see over the tops of the buildings on both sides of the river and look out over North London all white stone and money and South London all dirty brown high-rise bricks. From up where we were you could see how many cables there were rising up from the north side of the river compared to the south. It was like the people who built the Shield of Hope weren’t really all that hopeful about Brixton and Camberwell and Lewisham.

I held on tight and looked out East. I was trying to see those places I always lived in. I looked for my old school and the Nelson’s Head and the Wellington Estate and all those streets I kissed my husband and walked my boy and let the both of them down. I looked very hard through the drizzle I was hoping my life might make a bit more sense from a great height. I squinted and stared but after a bit I had to give up because the truth was you couldn’t see the East End behind all the famous landmarks.

Our bubble was rising up towards the clouds now and you could see the bubbles above us disappearing into it. Terence was just staring out over London with his sad eyes full of the endless city. He shook his head.

– There’s just so much of it, he said. There’s so many people. You can’t put a fence around all of them.

– Yeah well it looks like you’re giving it a good go.

– Yes, said Terence. We’ve pulled up the drawbridge. But the bastards are already inside. That’s the thing. I could tell you a hundred ways they could butcher us like cattle. They could topple those office blocks like dominoes. They could make that river run red.

We looked down at the Thames all brown and muddy starting to disappear underneath us in the first edges of the clouds.

– So do your best. That’s all you can do isn’t it.

– I’m just so stupidly bloody tired, said Terence. It’s like the powers that be are poking sticks into the wasps’ nests and my job is to run around and stop the wasps stinging us. It’s never going to happen. We’ve simply got to stop doing just a few of the things that make these people want to murder us.

Then everything went grey. London disappeared underneath us like the whole place had been a bad dream. Our bubble had risen up into the clouds.

– Terence?

– Yes?

– Can’t we just forget about it for a while?

Terence turned towards me he looked so sick and mis­erable I just wanted to hold him so I did. He held me very gentle with his hands round my shoulders and then his hands started to slide down my sides and I reached up to kiss him and suddenly there were tears on my face and they weren’t my tears they were his. I kissed him and kissed him and I reached down to unbuckle his belt and he pushed my skirt up and it was very quiet and lonely up there in our bubble in the clouds and the light was very sad and grey and it came from everywhere and there weren’t any shadows. There was a long wooden bench in our bubble and I lay down on it and I was trembling and when he was inside me I sighed and closed my eyes and breathed in his smell.

With my eyes closed I could see right through the landmarks and right through the East End I could see my boy playing in the long grass in his yellow wellies I could see everything very clearly.

– Oh god Terence oh god we can start again you and me. We can start again like new.

Afterwards I felt sad and a bit sore and we sat next to each other on the bench and smoked Terence’s Marlboro Reds. We didn’t look at each other we just looked out at the big grey nothing on the outside of the glass.

– This is the closest I’ve been to heaven, said Terence Butcher.

– You’re joking aren’t you? Are you telling me you’ve never been in a plane?

– I don’t mean the height, he said. I mean the ­feeling.

– Oh.

I thought about heaven.

– Didn’t there ought to be angels and nice food and all your old family back from the dead?

– That’s Hollywood heaven.

– Oh.

– This is British heaven. It’s low cost. This is EasyHeaven.

I smiled and stretched up and kissed him and when I next looked out we were out of the clouds again and we were going back down. You could see the Houses of Parliament small enough so you could of picked it up and cut your fingers on its sharp little spines.

Terence put his hand under my chin and turned my face up so I was looking at him.

– There’s something I have to tell you, he said. About May Day.

– Oh Terence love let’s not talk about May Day. We’re in heaven remember? Just you and me. Don’t spoil it.

I stubbed out my ciggie on the underneath of the bench. The ground was getting closer now. You could see the lamp posts of the South Bank coming up to meet us like slow cold missiles through the rain.

– I have to tell you, said Terence. If we’re going to see each other like this I can’t keep it to myself.

I lit another ciggie. Terence put his hand on my shoulder but I shrugged it off.

– What are you on about?

– Decisions, he said. In my line of work you run up against some terrible decisions. But you have to go through with it. It’s your duty.

– What does this have to do with May Day?

– Your husband understood duty, said Terence Butcher.

– My boy was 4 years and 3 months old. He understood eff all. What is your point exactly?

Terence took the cigarette out of my hand and took a drag. He sucked the smoke right down into his lungs and held the cigarette up in front of him and looked at it like he was hoping it would kill him before he had to answer. His Adam’s apple was bobbing up and down.

– We knew about May Day, he said. 2 hours before it happened.

– Nah. Anyway. Look. We’re nearly back down. Look my lipstick isn’t too smudged is it?

I stood up and started smoothing my skirt down but Terence pulled me back to the bench.

– Sit down, he said. Listen. We knew.

– You knew? How?

– We’ve got a mole, he said. An agent in the May Day cell. He got a message to us while the bombers were still on their way to the match.

– Nah. Cause if you had 2 hours warning you could of stopped it.

– Yes, said Terence Butcher. But the decision was taken not to stop it.

I just stared at him.

– This is going to be so hard for you to hear, he said. If we’d acted to stop May Day then the terrorists would have known something was up. They’d have changed everything. All their people. All their places. Everything. We’d have lost all insight into what they were planning. And we couldn’t let that happen. The stakes are too high. We know the May Day cell are planning another attack. A hundred times worse than May Day.

– I can’t believe I’m hearing this Terence Butcher. You knew? You personally?

– Yes, he said.

– And you decided not to do anything?

– I didn’t decide, he said. The decision was taken at the very highest level.

– Bollocks to the very highest level. YOU knew.

– Yes, he said. Of course I could have broken ranks and stopped it. And the reason I didn’t was because I agreed with the decision. And I still do. We couldn’t have known the casualties would be so high.

I stared at the glowing orange end of his cigarette and watched my boy burning to death in it. He was screaming MUMMY SAVE ME only I couldn’t come and save him could I? Because I was stuck in a glass bubble with the man that killed him and I was still aching from where I’d had him inside me. I wonder Osama if you are starting to get how it feels yet?

I grabbed Terence Butcher’s hair and twisted his head round so he was looking in my eyes.

– You miserable fucking bastard.

AT THE VERY HIGHEST LEVEL. That was the moment Osama. When he said those words I stopped blaming you for my husband and my boy and I started blaming Terence Butcher. He murdered them. He just used your Semtex to do it with.

– I’m sorry, said Terence Butcher. I shouldn’t have told you. I thought you’d understand.

I started crying and Terence held my face and he wiped away my tears with those same fingers he used to stroke my back in cheap hotel rooms and hold mugs of tea and dial the number of the phone call that killed my boy. I took the ciggie back off him and I sat there with it. I was just crying a bit and trembling and thinking nothing much till the ciggie burned down into the skin between my fingers. Then the pain hit me and I screamed and screamed like my boy must of screamed when the flames cut into him and then I puked up all over London and the puke ran down the inside of the glass down over St Paul’s Cathedral and down towards the Thames and when our bubble reached the ground again and the door slid open I ran out and I ran along the South Bank in the rain shouting THEY KNEW THEY KNEW THEY KNEW and people were gawping at me like I was a mad woman and I suppose they did have a point Osama because they were just standing under the London drizzle but I was running screaming through falling drops of ­phosphorus with my little boy running after me ­shouting MUMMY WAIT FOR ME.



I didn’t go back to Jasper and Petra’s place I went home to the Wellington Estate instead. I just turned up like a homing pigeon I didn’t really know how I got there. Up in the flat I sat very still in the lounge looking out the window. The sun went down and the sun went up the way it does. After a day or 2 the phone started ringing I suppose it must have been work wondering where I was. I just listened to the sound of the phone it never occurred to me to go and pick it up.

I’d still be sitting there now with my bones turned to dust on our old Ikea sofa but it was the hunger drove me out of the flat. There’s only so much nothing your body will put up with I suppose and so one day I just sort of woke up in the corner shop on Columbia Road eating pink iced buns straight off the shelves. The woman came out from behind the till and put her hands on her hips and stood there in her dark grey hijab watching me stuffing my face.

– You are going to pay for all that aren’t you? she said.

I just looked at her with my mouth jammed full and icing dribbling down my chin I couldn’t work out what she was on about. She smiled and shook her head.

– Tea? she said.

– Tea.

I knew that word it was solid it was a great comfort like the noise the handbrake makes when you pull it on at the end of a long trip. The woman took me through a curtain made of plastic rainbow strips into the back room of the shop. It was nice in there it smelled of old bits and bobs and there was a little stereo playing Radio 1. I sat on a green sofa with the arms worn through and an orange cat came and gawped at me. The woman made me strong tea with sugar and we sat there till I felt better. It was a small room and there were all kinds of posters on the walls. There was Wayne Rooney and Mecca and Medina and Avril Lavigne. I swear to god Osama that woman’s head was all over the shop you could only of bombed parts of her.

– Why are you being so nice to me?

– Your husband bought the Sun and 20 Benson & Hedges here every day for 4 years, she said. I owe you a cup of tea.

She still made me pay for the iced buns though.

When I left the shop I went round Petra and Jasper’s place and no one said anything about where’d I been for the last 3 days. Maybe they were being polite or maybe they just never noticed and after a couple of drinks I wasn’t bothered anyway it was just nice not to be sitting on my sofa.

It was cannelloni for dinner that night but none of us touched a bite of it on account of I was full of pink iced buns Jasper was on coke and Petra was on the Atkins diet.

We sat round the table and drank rosé wine and watched the cannelloni going cold. There was a power cut and the fridge wasn’t working so the rosé was lukewarm. Petra lit some candles but she needn’t of bothered because some Bengali street gang was lighting motors in the street outside and this harsh orange light was coming in through the windows. No coppers or fire engines turned up. I suppose they must of had their hands full somewhere.

There was nothing else for it I drank 5 glasses of rosé and told them what Terence told me.

– I don’t believe it, said Petra. It stretches credulity that they knew about May Day and did nothing to prevent it.

– Oh come on Petra, said Jasper. Don’t be naive. They had a source to protect so they let a few football fans die. I don’t see what’s so incredible.

– 1 thousand dead souls Jasper, said Petra. That’s what’s not credible.

Jasper laughed.

– 1 thousand souls is pocket change, he said.

– Oh please, said Petra.

– More died at Coventry, said Jasper. November 1940. The Germans blitzed it with incendiaries. Churchill knew in advance from Ultra decrypts. Decided not to act. We couldn’t let the Germans know we’d broken their code.

– Oh nonsense, said Petra. That’s been totally discredited. It’s a myth.

– But doesn’t it ring so true? said Jasper. Don’t you believe they’d do anything to protect their precious City boys?

– You’re high, said Petra.

– Sure, said Jasper. But I’m right.

Another motor went up WHUMP in the street outside and Jasper and Petra just sat there glaring at each other in the vicious orange light coming off it.

– Listen, said Jasper. It’s the attack on the City they’re really trying to stop. A thousand City suits die and it’s goodbye global economy. A thousand blokes in Gunners T-shirts die and you just sell a bit less lager.

I was drunk now on the bloody rosé and I should of stayed out of it but there you go.

– Jasper’s right. The government doesn’t give a monkey’s about people like my husband and my boy.

Petra shook her head.

– That’s just paranoid, she said.

– I am not paranoid I’m working class there’s a difference.

– Oh please, said Petra. Don’t make this into a class war. It’s the war against terror.

– Yeah and it’s no different from any other war. You ever wondered why an East End girl like me hasn’t got much in the way of family? Well here’s the reasons Petra. World War 1. World War 2. Falklands War. Gulf War 1. Gulf War 2 and the War on Drugs. You can take your pick because I lost whole bloody chunks of my family in all of them. That’s war Petra. This one’s no different. The people who die are people like me. And the people who survive. Well I’m sorry Petra but the people who survive are people like you. And you’re so used to surviving you don’t even notice you’re bloody well doing it.

Petra stared at me.

– You know what? she said. Sod you.

– Petra, said Jasper. Please.

– No Jasper, she said. Sod you too. Sod you both. You’re as bad as each other. You simply refuse to move on don’t you? Hiding behind your cocaine and your conspiracy theories like sulky children. You know what I’ve been doing this week? Moving on. Everyone is. London is moving on. Paris is refusing to be intimidated. And New York was all about vibrant colours. Defiant colours. Thanks to New York there will still be a spring season next year and thanks to me you can still read all about it in next Sunday’s paper. Helmut Lang is moving on. John Galliano is moving on. The entire western world is able to move on ­apparently with the sole exception of you. What the hell have you both been up to while I’ve been working my arse off in New York? Moping and fucking each other? I thought you’d be good for each other but look at you. You’re just dragging all 3 of us down. 

She stood up from the table and went over to the window and stared out at the street. I went up to her and touched the back of her hand.

– I’m sorry Petra I shouldn’t of had a go at you.

She turned to me and she was going to say something but I moved my hand around hers so I was holding it. She closed her mouth again.

– I’m sorry Petra.

Petra looked down at my hand around hers and then slowly she moved her other hand up to touch the back of mine with the tips of her fingers. Her rings sparkled orange in the light of the flames coming in off the street. Her face changed then and she looked up from our hands into my eyes.

– Oh Jesus Christ, she said. What if you’re right?

Jasper laughed and leaned back in his chair.

– It wouldn’t bother Helmut Lang, he said. He’s moved on you see.

– Shut up Jasper, said Petra. What if she’s right about May Day?

Jasper shook his head.

– Don’t even go there, he said. I know what you’re thinking.

Petra came forward and leaned in to the table and the light from the candles made black shadows where her eyes should of been.

– Listen Jasper, she said. You should do this story.

– Petra, said Jasper. You don’t believe this story. Remember?

– Well I’m beginning to change my mind, said Petra. If it’s true it’s the biggest scoop since the Kelly thing. Bring it in and you’ll be back in favour before you can blink.

– Darling, said Jasper. You’re a fashion journalist. Don’t tell me what’s news and what’s not. Stick to hemlines and fanny waxing.

– Fuck you, said Petra. Give me one good reason why you shouldn’t do this story.

– I’ll give you 3, said Jasper. 1 the untold damage it would do to national security. 2 the fact that I’ve been fucking the principal source and 3 now let me see. Oooh yes. That pesky libel thingy that says you oughtn’t to print wild accusations in the absence of any proof. Yeah. Apart from all that this story would be a great career move for me.

– Fuck you, said Petra.

– Not tonight darling, said Jasper. I’m powdering my nose.

He took a paper wrap out of his trouser pocket and opened it up on the table.

– Look at you, said Petra. You’re a fucking disgrace. We work on a national newspaper Jasper. We’re 2 of the very few people in this country with the power to change things. If people like us won’t do the right thing with the truth what hope is there for civilisation? 

Jasper laughed and shoved a rolled-up tenner into his nostril. He pointed at himself with both thumbs.

– Petra darling, he said. Do I look like the guardian of Western civilisation to you?

He grinned at Petra and a new orange flash from the window lit up his face. Outside on the street the kids had torched another motor. I’d been forgotten about. I might as well not of been there for all anyone cared. I just sat back down good as gold at the table thinking to myself oh dear I wish my boy was here now I wish I could just hold him for one minute and smell that lovely smell of his hair and hear him say MUMMY WHY ARE YOU CRYING? and say back to him Mummy’s not crying darling Mummy’s fine she’s just got something in her eye. I looked at Petra being furious because Jasper wouldn’t do what she said and I looked at Jasper sticking powder up his nose while the cars burned in the street outside and I think that might of been the very first time Osama that I began to see your point.



The autumn dragged on Osama with filthy grey skies and rain every day. I moved back to the Wellington Estate for good once Jasper and Petra started fighting about the newspaper story I couldn’t handle them banging away at each other it made me nervous. I went back to work on account of I needed the money but sometimes when Terence Butcher wasn’t looking I spat in his tea.

Out in the streets they started to take down some of the roadblocks and if you weren’t concentrating you might of thought things were slowly getting back to normal again. People didn’t talk much about May Day any more. It was like the rain was washing the memories down the drains along with the old ciggie butts and the run-over conkers.

– Oh come on, said Terence Butcher. Don’t look at me like that. It’s been weeks. Aren’t you ever going to forgive me?

– Depends. Are you ever going to bring my husband and my boy
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