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PART ONE


Chapter One

THEY BLAMED IT on global warming. It’s a wake-up call, they said. It’s a sign of what’s to come. All that November it rained. Britain was flooded, great swathes of it. On the news, the quaint names of rivers became as familiar as those of the latest celebrities. Day after day gales blew, buffeting Natalie’s car when she drove to work, rocking it at traffic lights. Perhaps that had something to do with it, with her restlessness, with a feeling of Is this all there is?

The future of the planet held no interest for her; she seldom read newspapers. The rain, however, affected her. It trapped her in the present tense, the clouds blocking any vista beyond, any possibilities. She was trapped at work, perspiring under the strip lights. Back home she felt unsettled yet torpid, sitting on the edge of the bath and then realizing, with a jolt, that an hour had passed.

Something should be happening. The next big thing in her life should be happening but though time was speeding up, the days whisking past, a breathlessness to them now, Natalie’s life remained doggedly the same. She was thirty-two. When she paused to consider this, the accumulation of years startled her. She found it hard to apply thirty-two to herself. Until recently she had been carried heedlessly in the current but now she found herself stilled in the bathroom, gazing at the fogged-up mirror, thinking: what next?

She rubbed herself dry whilst Kieran sat in the next room, channel-hopping. He should be a part of the what next? but when she went into the lounge there he sprawled, in a fug of smoke, and words failed her. They had lived together for three years. She adored him. She adored the way his finger traced her skin, under her dressing gown, with his eyes still fixed on the screen. She adored his fine profile, his mouth twitching as he smiled. His hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was tied with a band he had nicked from her bag.

Words failed her because he seemed content, and until recently, so had she. This new desire to shunt things forward made her shy with him. It revealed her to be like the girls at work, like large plain Stacey who had the hots for Derek in Dispatch and who dreamed of marriage and babies, doodling his surname on her jotter, MRS STACEY WINDSOR . . . MRS S. WINDSOR . . . Natalie pitied this; the naked need seemed humiliating. And then the desire would grip her, so strongly it stopped her breath.

She had no illusions about Kieran. He was a flirt. He sponged off her and stayed out late, supposedly with his mates. He worked when the mood took him, as a motorbike courier, roaring round Leeds on his Kawasaki 500 and chatting up receptionists. One day he might roar off and never return. She had a shameful desire to keep him to herself. He was like a deer, captured and kept in domesticity; one day he would grow restless and make a break for the wild.

This was how she felt, those dark autumn weeks with their turbulent, un-British storms. It’s a warning, they said.

The next thing should be happening. And it did, but not the thing she had imagined.

It was a Saturday night, and they went down to the Club Danube in Chapel Street. O-Zone were playing. They were her favourite band and she had been a fan for years, long before their biggest hits (‘Dog Days’, ‘Give It To Me’). She felt a proprietorial tenderness towards them, having had a one-night stand, back in 1995, with their lead singer Damon. Travelling down to London to hear them play, she had ended up in Room 316 of the Kensington Hilton (curling hospitality sandwiches, two lines of coke). When she had left, flushed and rumpled, in the small hours, Damon had given her a publicity photo with her name spelt ‘Natlie’ but she didn’t mind. The guy might be dyslexic.

So now they were dancing, jammed up front near the stage, and Natalie was trying to catch the singer’s eye whilst also watching Kieran, who was pressed up behind her friend Farida, his arms waving like hers and then dropping down around her shoulders when he shouted something in her ear and made her laugh.

Natalie edged closer. ‘I wouldn’t bother,’ she yelled. ‘Farida’s getting married next month.’

‘Anyone I know?’ he asked.

‘She hardly knows him herself. She’s only met him twice.’

‘You kidding?’

Farida nodded. Though Natalie was fond of her – they worked side by side – this arranged marriage revealed Farida as foreign, an Indian girl with her future an Indian one. Soon Natalie would lose her; Farida would step into the next room of her life and close the door. Maureen, too, who worked in the same office: she was leaving to have a baby and Sioban was moving to Scarborough to be near her boyfriend, a married security guard at the Seaspray Caravan Park. Natalie’s life felt flimsy, no foundation to it. Up on stage Damon’s eye passed over her without a flicker; it was as if she had never crept from his hotel room, her knickers damp with all those unborn songs. In January this very building was to be demolished for redevelopment.

And when they stumbled out into the damp night, ears ringing from the music, she found that somebody had smashed the window of her car and stolen the radio.

Kieran picked up a cassette. ‘Seems they didn’t fancy your Best of Moby.’ He kicked the glass away. ‘Should get an alarm fitted.’

‘Know how much they cost?’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘Why don’t you pay half then?’

‘Listen, babe, it’s your car.’

She glared at him. ‘Oh, so you’ll be wanting to walk home then.’

This had happened before, several times. The neighbourhood where they lived had the highest crime rate in Leeds. Natalie, however, was still upset. She loved her car. It was a silver Honda Civic with sunroof and – before it was ripped out – quadrophonic sound system. Humans were not to be trusted – she had learnt this at an early age – but her car could be relied upon to remain where she had left it, awaiting her return like the most faithful of lovers. When she pressed her foot down, it surged in response. When she changed up to fifth, it sighed like somebody settling back in an armchair. She cared for it too – she, who had cared for little in her life – probing its interior with her dipstick, daintily wiping her fingers with a moistened towelette. Each day it released her from work, from the numbing repetition, swallowing the motorway under its wheels as she sped across the moors, the huddled sheep caught in the headlights as she swung left towards Leeds (South).

And now it had been violated. On Monday morning, when she drove to work, Natalie seethed. The wind blew through the empty window, freezing her shoulder. What turned a human being into a criminal? The moment they smashed the glass? Or did they consider themselves a normal person who occasionally took advantage of other people’s stupidity or inattention? Driving to work, that fateful Monday morning, crime was on her mind. She parked and slammed the door shut, hearing the fragments of glass settle into the lining.

Her insurance had expired. She had discovered this the night before, whilst rummaging through the unpaid bills wedged behind the toaster. She would have to find a garage and spend her precious Saturday getting it fixed. This nameless window-smasher, did he consider the time he had stolen from her life, apart from the money? And her O-Zone compilation tape was missing.

So it was hardly surprising that Natalie was in a mutinous mood that morning. It was a dank, foggy day. NuLine Telecommunications, where she worked, was a large office building stuck in the middle of an industrial estate, out on the moors, miles from anywhere. Around it loomed warehouses, Midas Wholesale, K.M.M. Refrigerated Meats. Today they were shrouded in mist. There seemed no reason for the existence of these buildings in this particular place; like Farida’s arranged marriage, it was just a matter of chance. ‘This way’s as good as any,’ she said. A random choice, a pin on the map.

Accounts was open-plan. Natalie sat down at her desk. They were mostly women who worked there; they were blurs to each other through the frosted partitions. These were stuck with holiday postcards – beaches at dawn, Seattle at sunset, anywhere but here – and blurred Polaroids of Salsa Nite at Club X-Press. Photos of boyfriends and fiancés too. Soon these girls would disappear into other lives, for nobody stayed at NT for long.

For eight hours a day Natalie’s life was suspended. Only her hands were busy, and a small portion of her brain, the part that ticked over like a car engine, for she was good at sums and could do them in her sleep. There were nine of them sitting there, lost in their daydreams. Cheques arrived, customers’ cheques, payments for phone bills. They tapped them into their computers, registering them as paid. In the next office, Processing, the money was transferred from the customers accounts to the one belonging to NuLine Telecommunications plc, a rapidly expanding company that prided itself on being, in the dizzy world of communications, the most aggressive competitor to BT. Natalie didn’t give a fuck. She never stayed anywhere long. She was restless, waiting for the next thing, whatever that would be.

And the next thing arrived at ten twenty that morning. She slit open the envelope and pulled it out. It was just a cheque, like all the others.

The sum startled her for a moment, it looked so familiar. Then she realized.

Leaning back in her chair, so she could see Farida, she held out the cheque. ‘Five hundred and fifty pounds,’ she said. ‘That’s what a car alarm costs. Wouldn’t life be simple if I could just pay this into my account?’

Farida took the cheque and looked at it. ‘Will they never learn?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They’ve written it out to N. T., the wallies. They should’ve written the whole name, NuLine Telecommunications, otherwise it could get tampered with.’ Her voice went syrupy. ‘Bashir told me, the first time we met. He knows, being an accountant.’

At the time this meant nothing to Natalie. She didn’t even ask how somebody could tamper with the cheques. She was more fascinated by Farida’s voice, the way it softened when she mentioned Bashir’s name. Was she already investing this man with love-at-first-sight in retrospect – a sort of backwards rosy glow? And how on earth could they have talked about something so boring?

Later they stood in the smokers’ doorway, the two of them. Beside them, the extractor fan whirred out curry smells from the canteen. The fog had cleared; sunlight gleamed on the rows of parked cars. A white dog sat between a Range Rover (Management) and the rusting van belonging to Derek (Dispatch), the object of Stacey’s lust.

‘What did you mean about the cheques?’ Natalie asked. The dog stared at them with a fixed expression, as if remembering them for later.

‘It’s dead simple,’ replied Farida. ‘Like, there used to be a dental suppliers called C. Ash. What dentists did was write out a cheque, leaving out the full stop. Then they withdrew the cash, claiming it was business. Pathetic really, but it mounted up.’

‘So what about here?’

‘Easy. If your initials were N.T. you could write in the rest of your name and pocket the cheque.’

‘That easy?’

‘Have to have the right initials, of course. You and I couldn’t – well, you could with the Natalie bit, I suppose.’ She flicked away her butt. ‘That’s why people should pay by direct debit. That’s what Bashir says.’

Farida went indoors. Natalie ground out her cigarette with the toe of her boot. The curtains of cloud had lifted; beneath them, between the buildings, the moors glowed with a lemony light. They looked like a stage set, like a show ready to begin.

Natalie couldn’t move. She felt the blood draining from her body, down to her feet, leaving her weightless.

She looked at the dog. It held her gaze. Then it turned its head away and licked its balls.

The block of flats where she lived was called Meadowview. Somebody had a sense of humour. In the barricaded shop across the street, Natalie bought a bottle of wine. When she took the change, her hand was trembling.

She stepped outside. It was all strange to her – the heavy brick buildings, bathed in sodium light; the plastic seats at the bus stop. It was as if she was seeing them for the first time. Her own unfamiliarity filled her with panic. Heart thudding, she crossed the street, let herself in and walked up to their flat on the third floor. Soon I’ll be out of here, she thought. Stay calm, it can happen.

Natalie went into the kitchen. A lone man had moved in next door; through the wall she heard his kettle whistling. She fetched a bowl and filled it with Bombay Mix. She was no home-maker – nor in fact was Kieran, they were similar in this respect – but tonight she plumped up the cushions like a housewife. She lit a candle and set out the wine glasses.

Hours seemed to pass before Kieran arrived home. He unzipped his leathers. She always loved this moment when he sloughed off the outside world.

He kissed her, slumped down in the armchair and felt for his Rizlas. There was something wrong with his bike, he said; she didn’t catch what, she couldn’t concentrate. His mate Keith tried to fix it but apparently it needed a whole new something.

She watched him as he licked the papers and laid them on his knee. ‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘You won’t have to worry about that.’

He bared his gums. ‘Got my teeth cleaned today, just for you. Like ’em?’

‘Soon you could buy a whole new bike.’

He looked at her, puzzled.

‘A whole new set of teeth,’ she said.

She started speaking. He was assembling the spliff. As she told him her plan his hands came to a standstill.

‘You what?’

‘It’d be so simple, see. I’d only do small sums, a hundred pounds here, a hundred pounds there. Not enough to notice.’

‘But that’s stealing.’

‘What do you do each week?’

‘That’s different—’

‘Signing on, claiming benefits?’

‘But you’ll get found out.’

Natalie ignored his tone. Her voice rose in excitement. ‘No – see, I’d process their bills as paid, I’ve worked it out, it’s bloody brilliant.’

He lit the joint and, with a hiss, sucked in the smoke. ‘How have you worked it out?’ His pale, bony face looked at her. With his hair scraped back like that he looked Slavic, a horseman of the Steppes.

‘I’d log into the Processing program . . .’ She explained how she would do it. As she spoke, the white dog flashed in front of her – sitting motionless, watching her face.

‘You’re bonkers,’ Kieran said.

‘I’d open building society accounts and pay in the money. And we could go on holiday. We could move somewhere nicer, somewhere with bus shelters that aren’t smashed.’ She smiled at him. ‘You could buy a 1,000-cc Harley with a nice new whatever.’

Kieran didn’t offer her the joint. She didn’t dare reach for it; she didn’t dare move.

‘I can’t believe you’re saying this.’

‘It’s just an idea,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d be up for it, all the stuff you’ve told me, about what you did when you were a kid—’

‘So how’re you going to change your surname? Look a bit suspicious, wouldn’t it? Just suddenly calling yourself something different.’

There was a silence.

‘We could get married,’ she said.

He stared at her. ‘What?’

‘Then I would be Natalie Turner. N.T.’

In the kitchen the tap dripped – plunk, plunk – on to the heaped-up plates in the sink. She didn’t look at Kieran. Out of the corner of her eye she could see him leaning forward, his shoulders hunched, gazing at the carpet.

‘I mean, I’m thirty-two,’ she said casually. ‘Other people do it . . . Maureen and Farida and your brother and, well . . . people do get married . . .’

‘Yeah.’

‘I mean, we’ve lived together for three years . . .’ A little laugh. ‘It’s not such an odd thought, is it? I mean, we’ve never talked about it, but, you know . . .’

Kieran didn’t speak. She felt heat spreading into her face. He cleared his throat. She couldn’t look at him, not now, not ever.

‘Forget it,’ she muttered.

‘Look, Nat—’

‘Who wants to get married anyway? It’s only a bit of paper.’

‘Didn’t know you were thinking about it—’

‘I wasn’t. Not really.’

‘I mean, if you really want—’

‘Forget it. I didn’t mean it.’

Oh, the embarrassment, the horror of it. Natalie got up and went into the kitchen. Clattering and banging, in a fury of mortification, she washed up last night’s dishes.

They didn’t speak of it again. All week the conversation lay between them like a dead weight. I thought I knew him, Natalie reflected bitterly. How could I have got him so terribly wrong? She told none of her girlfriends about that humiliating night; their pity, their contempt for Kieran, and their rallying female solidarity would have been too much to bear.

To an outsider they carried on as before. Kieran was out most evenings. He was helping his dad, who was an electrician, refurbish a bar. This sudden interest in work was obviously an avoidance tactic. Back home they were polite with each other, as if they had recently met; Kieran was uncharacteristically solicitous – no flare-ups, no irritability. He even took their washing to the launderette. Natalie had no idea what was going on in his mind, none at all.

She had forgotten the conversation that had prompted this whole business. Tampering with cheques . . . how ludicrous it seemed now! How could she have entertained such a thought? Maybe it had spooked him. She tried to convince herself of this: that her plan had shaken him to the core and it would take him a while to recover. She tried to justify it this way, but it didn’t work. The truth was simpler: he didn’t love her the way she loved him.

On Friday her wages were smaller than usual. She took the pay slip to Mrs Roe, her supervisor, a woman with a mole on her chin, a woman who, until this week, Natalie had considered past it. But things were different now. Mrs Roe was a woman somebody had loved enough to marry; no doubt there was a Mr Roe around, oiling his lawnmower ready for spring. No doubt there were Roe children, grown-up now, who dropped in for Sunday lunch. Natalie gazed at Mrs Roe with venom.

‘There must be some mistake,’ she said.

‘Ah yes,’ said her supervisor. ‘I presume you were informed. It only affects the smokers.’ She gazed out of the window, at the rain-lashed car park. ‘You should have received a letter.’

Natalie shoved official-looking letters behind her toaster. ‘I never got a letter,’ she said.

‘Those who smoke, and choose to do so in the designated areas, are from this month onwards subject to a mandatory time penalty.’

‘A what?’

‘The equivalent minutes are deducted from their wages – seven minutes, to be precise, mid-morning and mid-afternoon. Fourteen minutes in total.’

Natalie stared at her. ‘You must be joking.’ Mrs Roe was unmoved. She didn’t care; in a month she would be retired and living on Lundy.

‘It’s so unfair!’ said Natalie. ‘They don’t give a toss, not about us. You know how much profit they made last year?’

She was sitting with Kieran in a Slug and Lettuce. Though outraged, a small part of her was secretly gratified by NT’s behaviour. It would draw Kieran closer to her, in sympathy.

Friday night, and the place was heaving with people. Natalie had to shout to make herself heard. ‘They don’t give a toss, what a dump! Monday morning I’m going to give in my notice.’

Things were easier between them; she felt it. A good moan put things back to normal. Happiness swept through her. So what if her boyfriend didn’t want to marry her? Until recently she had felt exactly the same.

‘Fuck ’em,’ she said. ‘Fuck them all.’

Natalie was a spirited young woman, toughened by life, for she had learnt resilience at an early age. It had been a humiliating week but all that was over now. She had an adorable boyfriend; he might be feckless, but in his own way he loved her. He just wasn’t the marrying kind.

Kieran traced a puddle of beer with his finger. She gazed at his bent head, his hair scraped back from a centre parting. To tell the truth she didn’t like his long hair, it made him look girlie, but what the hell. He was the best lover she had ever had. He could make her come just by touching her nipple with his finger.

He hadn’t spoken, but then he had never been overly interested in her work. It was beyond his comprehension, how people could work at office jobs, nine to six, day in day out. So she just thought that his mind had drifted. They were going to a Michael Douglas film later.

He looked up. ‘Natalie, we’ve got to talk.’

‘What?’

‘This is kind of hard, sweetheart . . .’ He stood up. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

His mate Dexter arrived with the van he drove, for kids with learning disabilities. Natalie, sitting on the bed, heard the thuds in the hallway as they removed Kieran’s belongings.

After a while the thuds ceased. Down in the street the van drove away. The engine rattled; there was something wrong with the exhaust.

Kieran tapped on the door, already a visitor. He put his set of keys on the bed. Under the leather jacket he wore the green sweater she had given him for his birthday, back in August. This was the first time she had seen him wearing it.

‘Let’s stay in touch.’ He hesitated, then he kissed her forehead. ‘You going to be OK?’

What reply could she give to this? She took the piece of paper he gave her. A phone number was written on it. Dex had apparently found him a room; maybe they had spent all week looking for one. She didn’t have the energy to speculate.

Kieran gazed around the walls. Maybe he was checking he hadn’t forgotten something; maybe he was remembering this bedroom for later. She doubted this; he lived simply, in the present. He had already disappeared from this place.

‘Take care,’ he said, and then he was gone. A moment later she heard the roar of his motorbike, for the last time.

Natalie, who seldom phoned her mother, tried the last number she had been given. It was somewhere in the Dundee area.

‘Nobody of that name here,’ said a voice and rang off.

Later, after a spell of inaction sitting in the kitchen, she went to collect her car from the garage. It was already dark; Saturday’s meagre spell of daylight seemed to have come and gone without her noticing it.

The garage was up an alleyway, under a bridge. The cobbles shone greasily in the lamplight.

‘Thursday last, a girl was stabbed along there,’ said the mechanic. ‘She was a Hungarian.’

Natalie leaned against her car. She had drunk the best part of a bottle of wine – maybe all of it, she couldn’t remember.

‘Can’t take no chances,’ he said. ‘You’re a wise girl, getting an alarm fitted.’ He moved closer. ‘This here activates it . . . series of beeps, listen . . . you press this, here, it immobilizes the engine.’

She tried to concentrate. They were alone. Outside, a train rattled past; the tins on the shelves trembled.

‘And I fitted you a nice new radio.’

She said: ‘Looks like I’ve bought back my old one.’

‘Naughty naughty.’ The mechanic wiped his hands on a rag. His nose was red and spongy, as if made from different material to the rest of his face. Yesterday, when she had brought in the car, it had been another man here. The garage seemed changed too – more cramped and lurid, with girlie calendars on the wall. Overnight her old life had gone, and been replaced by things that were entirely unfamiliar. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find, when she returned home, that her flat had disappeared.

The man took her credit card and swiped it through his machine. ‘Oh oh,’ he said, ‘who’s been a bad girl then?’

‘What?’

‘Won’t take it. You’ve exceeded your limit.’

She paused. ‘Can I pay by instalments?’

He passed her the card. ‘Only if I can look at your tits.’

Natalie’s head swam. I’m drunk.

‘Let’s take a look at those boobies.’ He moved to the door. It was one of those up-and-over ones. Grasping the lever, he started to slide it down.

‘Don’t close it,’ she said. ‘There’s nobody around.’

It was freezing. Her fingers fumbled as she unbuttoned her coat. It seemed to take ages. She pulled up her sweater and T-shirt; then she pushed up her bra around her throat.

A moment passed. ‘They do you proud,’ he said, and turned away.

The concrete floor was stained, as if an ox had been slaughtered there. His face averted, the man blew his nose.

She readjusted her clothing and wrote him a cheque for the first instalment. He opened the car door for her.

‘My wife lost her hand,’ he said.

Gales blew across the moors, those dark November days. Sheep were battered by the rain. Trees cracked and split, exposing their wounds. Natalie was adrift, an ice floe broken loose. Oh, her friends were sympathetic. I never liked him, they said. Typical bloke, they said, afraid of commitment. You can do better than him, they said. But they were preoccupied, flat-hunting in the evenings, absorbed by their own futures. Nobody wanted to go out any more, drinking and clubbing, staving off the darkness. They were becoming too old for that. They had found their own pockets of light and had disappeared into them, one by one. Even Farida, her closest ally at that time, was preoccupied by her wedding preparations.

Natalie returned at night to an empty flat she could no longer afford. Bills silted up behind the toaster; the landlord had left a message on her answerphone. Outside, whoops echoed from the multistorey car park. She missed Kieran, desperately. That a man is worthless, in the eyes of the world, fails to ease the pain. In fact it makes it keener. How could she have been such a fool?

And then, two weeks after Kieran’s departure, she came home to find the lights fused. Blundering around in the darkness, her lighter flickering, she suddenly burst into tears. She sat down heavily on a kitchen chair. Where was her father, now she needed him? The last she had heard, he was living on a beach in Thailand, with a girl called Phoo Long. She was alone in the world, lost, her breasts exposed to men with handless wives.

Through the wall, a woman shrieked with laughter. Kieran knew about electrics; it was he who had found them this rotten flat in the first place. How she longed to hear his voice. He would come round and fix the lights. He would gaze at her, in a blaze of illumination, and realize what a mistake he had made.

Natalie found the piece of paper and dialled his number. A machine answered. It was a woman’s voice.

‘Hi. Angie and Kieran aren’t at home but please leave a message . . .’

Revenge, like love, is a driving force, blind to consequences. Like love, too, it is a form of madness. Looking back, later, Natalie realized that she was possessed by something beyond her control. She had done some wild things in the past, but nothing as bold as the plan that began to form in her head.

Maybe it was triggered by Stacey’s doodlings . . . MRS S. WINDSOR . . . STACEY WINDSOR . . . the married names that existed in a dream, holograms of hope superimposed over a reality that lay beneath, stubbornly problematical. Natalie had done this herself, when she was a teenager.

She could remember the moment, however, when it all fell into place. They were huddled in the smokers’ doorway, three of them, shifting like cattle in the cold. It was four o’clock and already dark. Up on the roof of the building, amongst the masts and satellite dishes, glowed the sign: NT: IT’S YOUR CALL. They stood there, smoking their way through seven minutes of wages. The top-floor windows were lit; those were the management offices and the corporate hospitality suites. Needless to say, none of them had been invited up there to nibble canapés.

They were talking about love, and for a while Natalie didn’t listen. For the hundredth time, she was picturing Kieran and Angie in their love nest. He hadn’t wasted any time, had he? How long had he been seeing her, on the sly? Had he been planning it for weeks? Natalie had met this Angie once in the pub; she was his friend Dexter’s ex-wife, a mousy woman whose features Natalie could scarcely recall. Kieran had left no address, only a phone number. His new life existed in limbo, but the images were horribly real. Was he pinioning Angie against the kitchen units as she tried to dish up dinner? Was he nuzzling her ear, the way that made Natalie swoon, and sliding his hand between her thighs? The setting for these excruciating tableaux was, for some reason, a dated, soap-opera domesticity that was entirely alien to the life she and Kieran had shared. It pained her, to make it too real. Besides, try as she might, she couldn’t picture Angie and Kieran together. She was not his type. One’s successor, however, always gives one a jolt, it reveals the unknowableness of the man one had thought so familiar.

Natalie suddenly realized: it was for Angie’s benefit that he had cleaned his teeth. In their three years together he had never once visited the dentist.

Belinda, the other smoker, was cross-questioning Farida about her impending wedding. The girls at work kept returning to the subject of Bashir, it fascinated them.

‘He might be a mass-murderer for all you know,’ said Belinda. ‘How can you do it?’

‘It worked all right for my mum and dad,’ said Farida. ‘I mean, marriage, it’s all a matter of chance, isn’t it?’

‘What about love?’

‘Love comes later,’ said Farida. ‘You have to work at it. It’s all a lottery anyway . . .’

Headlights swung across the car park; far away, Natalie heard the hum of traffic on the slip road that led to the motorway. The warehouses were bathed in a sodium glow. She had never seen a sign of life there but people must be working in those pointless places, just as she did.

‘It’s all luck. You never really know what you’re going to get, even if you think you know somebody.’ Farida flicked her butt into the darkness. ‘My mum says it’s like raw ingredients.’

Natalie inhaled a lungful of smoke. Something stirred in her brain.

‘. . . they don’t mean anything till you start to cook them . . .’

Like the white dog, Natalie’s earlier plan had long since disappeared. The one that replaced it was so staggeringly bold that it took her breath away.

She leaned against the doorway. She wanted to burst into laughter and grab the others. Guess what I’ve just thought of! She wanted to see their faces.

Why not give it a try? After all, she had nothing to lose.

The wind blew down from the moors. It blew, with it, the faint sound of sheep bleating. Such a flustered, female noise; so silly. They sounded more nervous than she did.

Back at her desk, Natalie remained calm. She told herself: it’s just a game, just a lark. Casually, she downloaded the NT staff list. Bella in Personnel had opened the file for her. Natalie scrolled down the surnames and stopped at T. She gazed at it.

After all, she had made some stupid choices in the past. Why not try pot-luck this time? It seemed as good a way as any. And if it didn’t work, nobody would be the loser. Nobody would even know.

‘Nat!’

She jumped. Beside her, through the partition, Farida burst into laughter.

‘Nat, come and look at this.’

On her screen was a woman’s face. Hi, I’m Tiffany. Come and lick me for a fiver!

‘Surely your tongue would stick to the screen.’

Natalie laughed. Suddenly, what she was doing struck her as ridiculous. Worse than that, as mad. Touching the Print key, she already felt like a criminal. The paper slid like a tongue out of the machine.

She only printed up the T page, of course. There were nineteen of them, of whom six were men. Tring, Mr P.: Product Development, Room 812 . . . Talbot, Mr L.: Office Services . . . She scanned the list as if the names would tell her something, as if she could learn some detail about these men simply by inspecting their initials. Few of them looked familiar; NT was a large organization, over two hundred people worked in the building and there was little fraternizing, not in that godforsaken place; after work everybody simply got the hell out of there.

She held the sheet. The room drained away from her, like waves retreating hissingly from the shore, and she sat there alone in the echoing space. She thought: I’ve done nothing yet. I need do nothing. Across the partition, Sioban told Farida: ‘They did it in his Datsun.’

Time passed. Natalie sat there. Her pile of envelopes remained unopened, but nobody noticed. Mrs Roe was in a meeting. At five thirty people started leaving for home.

‘Know that girl in Huddersfield, the one who was raped? My brother was at school with her. He threw her asthma inhaler out of the window.’

Rapes, murders . . . crime was in the air today. Natalie sat there, twisting the ring around her finger. It was the E-string from Damon’s guitar, his Martin; before she had left that night she had sliced it off with his coke-cutting knife. Later she had plaited it into a ring, her small, erotic memento.

Natalie rallied. She thought: I’ve got nothing to lose. After all, I only have to look at the guys and see if any of them takes my fancy. Where’s the harm in that? And if one of them delivered her from this, from the boredom and debt, the helplessness of it all, then who would care later what means had been used?

Natalie went outside. It was freezing. Hailstones bounced off the roofs of the cars. She thought: This time next year I’ll be lying on a beach. This time next year I’ll be free.

And how sweet that revenge would be.


Chapter Two

NATALIE, WHO COULD be kind to strangers, once helped an old man across the road. Afterwards she said: ‘Shame you can’t see me, because I’m really pretty.’

She was stoned at the time; that excused her. But it was true. She was slim and freckled, with delicate shoulder blades that melted the heart. Her body was firm; she worked out, she took care of it. In those days, before she changed her appearance, her hair was tinted red – curly, wayward hair pinned up with butterfly clips. People could imagine her at school – bright and restless, up to mischief – for there was a vibrancy to her, she radiated energy; next to her voltage other people dimmed. This came from the simplest of sources: she was basically happy. She had sloughed off her past; she travelled through life singing loudly in her car, living for the moment. Kieran had thrown her off-balance, but what the hell. She would show him.

The next morning she woke in high spirits. Her plan energized her, as if she were starting a new job. No, it was better than that. She felt like an actress who, with beating heart, prepares to step on to the stage. That her co-stars were ignorant of the roles prepared for them made her already feel tenderly towards them. She had felt this in the past, when she had stepped into a club and pinpointed the man she was going to fuck that night. While he was still unaware
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