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Chapter 1

Lisa, her mother and her brother Max were dogsitting for a woman called Bunny, who owned a house in the Archway. Bunny was away in America and was due back at any time.

Lisa’s mother, Marguerite, went to the council when they first arrived in London. The council told her to come back when she was homeless. ‘But we are homeless,’ Marguerite had said. ‘We’re just not actually on the streets.’ She explained about the dog who was an Alsatian and needed three meals a day.

The council said to come back when she was absolutely homeless. When there was no roof of any kind over her head.

Lisa walked round to see her sister Ruby. Ruby was living two streets away with a boy called Jimmy Bright who dressed like a rockabilly in a white T-shirt and brothel creepers and wore his hair greased into a quiff. Ruby said that most people were terrified of Jimmy Bright. Jimmy despised the human race, with the exception of Ruby. ‘He won’t mind you either,’ she reassured Lisa, ‘cos you’re me lil’ sis.’ Ruby’s accent had flourished in the two years since she left home and moved to London.

As Lisa walked up to Jimmy’s flat, she could see Ruby sitting on the floor in a sea of crumpled clothes. It was a ground-floor flat that opened on to the street with a wall-sized sliding window. It was part of an entire row. Orange brick maisonettes with square, open gardens, and more were being built on the streets on either side. Jimmy didn’t have curtains in his flat, and as Lisa approached through the derelict patch of garden, Ruby looked up and caught her eye.

‘Hi, babe.’ She didn’t stir as Lisa slid the door.

‘Where’s Jimmy?’ Lisa half expected him to rise up out of the debris and stop her in her tracks with his razor-sharp tongue.

‘Dunno.’

Ruby was wearing a shirt with seven dwarfs all fucking each other on the front. Lisa sat and stared at it and wondered when it would get handed down to her. Everything Ruby had eventually got handed on to Lisa. Ruby was very generous with her things, while Lisa was a hoarder by nature and found it hard to part with almost anything. She had once kept a box of plain chocolates she had won at a raffle, and didn’t like, on the top shelf of her cupboard for two years. Eventually they had been discovered and distributed to the family as an after-dinner treat. Lisa pretended to be angry but really she had been relieved.

‘How’s Mum?’ Ruby asked.

‘All right.’

Marguerite and Ruby rarely saw each other and when they did, more often than not they argued. Lisa acted as their go-between. It was since Ruby left home, Lisa thought. Or before: since their mother’s marriage to Swan Henderson . . . since Max was born . . . since . . . Lisa wasn’t sure. She could remember Ruby and her mother getting on, somewhere in the distant past, but hard as she tried she couldn’t place the memory.

Lisa had visited Ruby regularly in London while she waited for her sixteenth birthday. ‘Don’t tell Mum about this,’ Ruby always ordered when they parted, and her mother’s first question was inevitably, ‘So how is Ruby getting along in London?’

Ruby was so unspecific as to what exactly she was to keep quiet about that Lisa never knew how to answer. ‘Fine,’ she said, and then at night she would lie awake, worrying that if something terrible happened to her sister, it would be her fault for withholding vital information. Now that Lisa was in London herself she understood why Ruby had come back to school for the Christmas Fair, only six months after leaving, talking and swearing like a native East Ender and wearing a T-shirt for a dress and heels so high she couldn’t walk down the hill to the pub. There had been no shortage of lifts on offer. Cars Lisa had never seen before swung open their doors.

Ruby was meant to be in London on a History of Art course. By the end of the first term she had already dropped out and was working in a shop that sold bondage trousers and plastic shorts and shirts with one sleeve longer than the other. People were whispering that Ruby was on drugs. That she was having an affair with a Sex Pistol. That it was a sacrilege to cut off that beautiful waist-length hair. Lisa felt immeasurably proud.

Ruby stood up and began searching the floor. ‘Bastard,’ she said, ‘he’s taken me fags.’

Lisa had a packet of ten John Player Special in her pocket. She smoked John Player because they had a ‘scratch and reveal’ lottery in every packet to which she was addicted. She offered Ruby one. Ruby slouched through to the kitchen and smouldered it against the electric ring of the cooker until it caught.

‘Mum wondered if you wanted to come round and have supper with us tonight,’ Lisa said casually, passing on a message, investing nothing of herself in the request.

‘Yeah, I might.’ Ruby pulled on her cigarette and changed the subject. ‘Jim’s old man gets out of the nick next week.’

‘Oh.’

‘This, you see, is his gaff.’

‘Does that mean you’ll have to move?’

Ruby sank back down to the floor, her thin, white legs crossing. ‘Jimmy says we can all live here, he says his dad’s all right. But I’m getting out.’

‘You could come and stay at Bunny’s,’ Lisa said into the silence because she couldn’t bear not to, and when Ruby didn’t answer she added, ‘but then again . . .’

‘Yeah.’ Ruby let her off the hook. ‘Anyway, you’ll be moving on yourselves soon, won’t you?’

‘That’s true,’ and Lisa stretched out a hand for a drag of Ruby’s cigarette.


Chapter 2

On the day Bunny returned from America, Lisa’s mother went back to the council. Lisa took Max to the park. Max was five and was only really interested in foxes. Foxes were his main subject of conversation.

‘Look, there’s a red fox in the pond with a fox tail and no ears and it’s hungry and I’m going to eat you for my dinner. Are you a fox? I like foxes. I might be a fox when I grow up.’

Lisa tried to focus her mind on what he was saying and even attempted to answer his less obscure questions.

‘How long is a fox tail?’

‘Hmm, I don’t know.’

‘Is that fox very bad? Bad fox. Bad fox.’

‘Quite bad.’

‘Are you a fox?’

Lisa’s patience never lasted long. ‘No I’m not a fox. PLEASE be quiet.’

‘But if a bad fox came out of a hole in the ground in the middle of the night. . .’ Max talked very fast with his words close together and his eyes staring straight ahead. It made Lisa feel crazy.

‘Shut up.’ She shook his narrow shoulders so that his teeth chattered. He continued anyway: ‘there’s a red f-f-fox and a bl-l-lack f-f-fox and two very big foxes-s-s . . .’

Lisa gave him a final shove so that he fell back on to the grass with a thud. ‘Shut up-p-p.’

‘Shut up-p-p.’ Max mimicked her exact tone and she knew that she was only winning because she was stronger than him. From the day Max learnt to talk he always won with the last word.

Lisa slumped back into the grass. ‘I’m sorry.’

Max stared straight ahead with his flat black eyes.

‘Would you like to know how to make a deluxe daisy chain?’ she asked him.

He rolled over and waited while she reached around her, collecting the longest-stemmed daisies. He had a pale, pointed face with two bright red patches on his cheeks like a child’s drawing. His hair fell straight and black over his forehead in exactly the same way as his father’s had. Lisa thought how strange it must be for her mother to be reminded daily of Max’s father, who at this moment was setting off on a round-the-world sailing trip with a Dutch nursery-school teacher called Trudi.

When they arrived home, Marguerite was waiting impatiently for them. ‘They’ve given us a flat. They tried to put us into bed and breakfast, but then at the last minute they came up with a flat, a temporary flat, until they house us.’

‘Bed and breakfast . . .’ Lisa murmured mournfully. ‘That could have been lovely.’ Lisa had always longed to spend the night in a hotel, but to live in one, like a Parisian intellectual . . .

‘You don’t understand,’ Marguerite said, ‘it wouldn’t be like that.’


Chapter 3

Peerless Flats was in Peerless Street and was, as it turned out, just behind the Old Street roundabout. It was a faded 1930s block with stone staircases and bay windows and was hemmed in on every side by tower blocks. The man from the council was waiting. He glanced dubiously at the expectant faces of Marguerite and Lisa as they trailed after him with their plastic carrier bags of clothes.

There were two olive-green doors on either side of each landing. Max ran from door to door head-butting the wood and shouting, ‘I am the Foxman, I am the Foxman,’ but no one appeared to complain.

The man stopped on the fourth floor and unlocked a door, and for a moment they all stood crowded together in the tiny hall of the flat. The council man showed them wordlessly around. He pushed a door open into the sitting-room. It was oblong and empty, with wooden floorboards and a window with small panes that cut the tower block opposite into squares. There was a bathroom and a narrow kitchen with flowers in orange, brown and yellow on the wallpaper all linked together with hairy green stalks. Max covered his eyes when he saw them. At the end of the kitchen was a toilet in a little room that hung out over the edge of the building.

The man from the council stood in the middle of the kitchen and clicked his tongue between his teeth.

‘Where are the bedrooms?’ Marguerite asked.
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