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Front crawl.
Not her best stroke by any means, but at least she could keep 

her head down, eyes averted from the suffocating reality above.
‘Backstroke!’
The echoing command was so forceful it gave her palpitations 

to ignore it. She continued to scoop armful after armful of air, 
legs scissoring furiously as she tried to imagine herself racing to 
happier times.

Turkey, on her summer holidays. Those days had been the best. 
Skin turning a beautiful caramel under the intense sun as she tore 
through her laps, delight at the shaved seconds on the wrist timer 
her parents had bought her for her birthday. Taking well-earned 
rests on a unicorn lilo, eyes closed behind oversized market-stall 
sun glasses as she sucked on the straw of a chocolate milkshake. And 
then back in the water, doing handstands or pushing down to the 
bottom for her dive-sticks, or toying with the massive blocks of 
ice that the grinning kitchen staff tossed in when the pool seemed 
almost fit to boil. And then, in later years, Romeo, the young 
Turkish pool attendant who had assumed the ridiculous foreign 
name in the hope of finding his true love, and had then sought it in 
a fifteen-year-old girl called Rosie rather than Juliet, who had also 
been overcome by dreams of discovering her soulmate in paradise.

The match was never to be, of course. Her parents had made 
that painfully clear to both of them. But she had relished the 
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attention while it lasted, while the summer was filled with heat 
and haze and buzzing insects and exotic tastes and a mandarin sun 
blushing and spilling its glow across sparkling waters that spread 
farther than she could see or imagine.

She fought now to bloat her mind with those images, those 
memories. Tried to feel blistering heat, to hear joyous children 
chattering in foreign tongues, to revel in the warmth of the water 
slipping over her body as she powered through it.

Ah, yes, water. What she wouldn’t give for water.
‘Backstroke!’
She hesitated for a split-second, hoped he wouldn’t notice and 

become angry again.
Arms arcing. Muscles growing tired. Shins and knees bruising. 

False fingernails splintering and tearing away as they snagged on 
the rough, unforgiving tiles. Her whole body aching and in need 
of buoyancy, the loving supportive arms of water.

A snigger carried to the remotest corners of the empty pool.
‘Very good. You’re learning. Simon says backstroke!’
She rolled obediently onto her back. Risked another glimpse 

of her new, unwelcome world. A shifting gloom, patches of grey 
sliding and merging. The only illumination provided by candles 
dotted all around the perimeter of the pool, their flames dancing 
and animating the vast cathedral-like chamber.

And then she picked out his shape. Saw how the many points of 
light seemed suddenly to be drawn to him, as if feeling obliged to 
highlight his presence. His shadow multiplied, creating an army 
of malevolent figures all around her.

She clamped her eyelids tightly shut again, and the effort 
squeezed out tears that scurried from the corners of her eyes and 
into the refuge of her ears.

She began moving again. Tried to become robotic, a clockwork 
doll. Incapable of provoking lust.
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Was that what this was? Something . . . sexual? Something per-
verted and disgusting and—

She cut off the thought. It didn’t pay to overthink. She had to 
stay in the moment, to remain focused, always with an eye out for 
an opportunity to get out of this alive.

But she felt so vulnerable under his gaze. She was eighteen now. 
A woman. And almost naked.

While she had cowered in the deep end, still bound, duct tape 
sealing in her cries and her pleas, he had sliced away her outer gar-
ments with a Stanley knife. She had stared wide-eyed at the blade 
as it sailed silently and effortlessly through the cloth, prayed for it 
not to do the same to her flesh. He had left her in her underwear, 
perhaps because it lent her the appearance of wearing a bikini.

She threw her arms back, dragged them along the tiles, kicked 
her feet, wondered what he was thinking up there, what he was 
getting out of this.

‘Enough. Simon says stop.’
She lay perfectly still, panting with her efforts and the icy air 

that made it hard to breathe. She knew the rules now. They were 
established within the first few minutes. She could still feel the 
sting of the slaps she received until she got it right.

‘Simon says stand to attention.’
She opened her eyes and got up from the pool floor. She did her 

best to stand rigid, ramrod arms at her sides, but the cold currents 
of air seemed to rush at her, invading her blood vessels and bones 
and sending violent tremors through her body. The skin on her 
thighs felt as pimpled as a table tennis bat.

She remembered this place well.
Primary school. Changing hastily in a tiny cubicle before some-

one could push open the door as a joke. Standing on the edge of 
the pool with her mates, giggling and comparing swimsuits and 
saying what a dork Kerry Lyndon looked in that hat. Chuckling 
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at the shape of Mr Mahmoud in his enormous shorts, the dense 
mat of black hair on his chest that looked like it could house a 
family of rodents. Admiring the svelteness of Miss Palmer and 
hoping that she might look like that one day. And then jumping 
in, gasping in shock at the cold, but not caring, just laughing, just 
enjoying.

So different now.
The council had closed the building down about two years ago. 

No attempt to refurbish or repurpose it. Higher priorities than the 
development of the region’s children. One less place for youths to 
spend their time profitably.

Ugliness. Without light, without water, without people, it was 
as ugly as sin. Like a Victorian asylum.

‘I think we should have a break from swimming now. We’ll come 
back to it later. What about dancing? Can you dance, Rosie?’

She wasn’t sure how to answer. Everyone could dance, couldn’t 
they? Everyone could bounce around in some fashion.

‘A . . . a little.’
‘I thought so. You look like a dancer. Do you have a favourite 

type of dance?’
She thought for too long.
‘Rosie. I asked you a question.’
The menace of the implied threat pushed an answer out of her. 

‘Irish. I like Irish dancing.’
‘Irish dancing, eh? All right, then. Let’s see some. Go ahead.’
She took a deep breath. Thought, If I put on a good show, if I 

do everything he says, as well as I can, then maybe he’ll let me go, 
maybe he won’t hurt me again . . .

And she started her routine.
Irish dancing. She was good at it. Had done it most of her life, 

ever since her mother had dragged her to lessons at the age of five. 
Loved it. Performed on stage. Won trophies in competitions.
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‘NO!’
She stopped.
‘What did I tell you? What did I fucking say? Did you hear the 

words? Did you hear the bit that goes “Simon says”? Well, did 
you?’

His fury was reflected in the high pitch of his voice. It worried 
her that he could switch from quiet intimidation to white-hot 
wrath in an eyeblink.

‘N-no.’
‘Are you a moron, Rosie? A retard? Did you understand my 

instructions?’
Too many questions. She wasn’t sure whether to answer yes or 

no. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
‘Sorry isn’t good enough. You need to get it right. You need to 

prove to me that you can do what I say.’
‘I will. I promise.’
Above her, he paced along the poolside, then halted suddenly.
‘All right. One more chance. Dance.’
She remained motionless.
‘I said dance!’
Nerves twitched, muscles tugged, but still she kept her pose.
‘Just testing,’ he said. ‘Now, Simon says dance for him.’
She started up again, fought back tears of humiliation. The 

absurdity of it all: dancing solo in her underwear in an empty 
swimming pool. It ought to be funny, but it came nowhere near. 
It made her feel like the most insignificant forgotten thing in the 
universe.

Fear of what might come next threatened to overwhelm her 
again. As a distraction, she kept her eyes on one of the candles 
above. Its flame seemed taller, more powerful than the others.

That’s me, she thought. Burning fiercely. I will get through this. 
I will overcome.
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‘Simon says stop!’
She came to attention again, eyes still on that flame. The dance 

had warmed her up a little, but she told herself that it was the 
flame’s doing, sending her its heat, its life.

‘That was impressive,’ he said. ‘You’re a very talented girl. I need 
to find out what else you’re good at.’

No, she thought. Make me swim. Make me dance. Anything. 
Just not—

‘I think I’ll join you now.’
It was as if he were a judge donning a black cap. Everything 

within Rosie tightened, coiling like serpents in a deadly embrace.
‘Please, I—’
‘Rosie! Did I ask you to speak?’
She clammed up. The shivering returned. Her fingers and toes 

flexed, her whole body preparing for titanic misfortune.
She watched the dark, demonic figure begin to climb down the 

iron ladder. Each footstep clanged and reverberated like a death 
knell.

She turned in desperation to her candle for answers.
In return, its flame elongated, then sputtered and went out, and 

a curl of smoke ascended to the ceiling like a departing soul.
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Izzy was surrounded by her friends. Hundreds of them. All 
colours and sizes. Some tall and thin, others short and stout. Some 
serious, others frivolous. All beautiful and interesting, all wanting 
her hands on them.

Books.
They had been her close companions for as long as she could 

remember. Some she had read many times. When life grew dark 
and fearful, books were her saviour. Each had its own special place 
in her heart.

As a child, it had been a dream of hers to work in a bookshop or 
a library. It was an ambition condemned by her parents as unwor-
thy. She could and would do much better, they informed her.

But now here she was. Behind the counter at the end of another 
day in a shop called Stern Words. And she was content.

The shop was split into two halves. On entering from the street 
you were faced with a good selection of new books and stationery 
items. To the left of the counter was a line of narrow pillars that 
marked the boundary of the other half of the shop, where all the 
second-hand books could be found. Izzy often played a game with 
herself where she tried to decide which section a new customer 
might head for.

Whatever their preferences, these customers came, browsed, 
bought and left. Mostly, they drifted up and down the aisles in 
silent contemplation. Sometimes they solicited her advice, which 
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she always delivered with glee, but other conversation tended to 
be perfunctory. It hardly ever became personal, and that suited 
Izzy just fine. She had no intention of getting to know anyone else 
too well.

Melissa was one of those who fell into the category of people 
to whom Izzy felt too close. Not that she could in any sense be 
regarded as a friend, but that didn’t matter. They had spent too 
much time together here in the shop. Bonds forged with no assis-
tance from Izzy. That was how it worked, and there was nothing 
she could do to prevent it.

She glanced across at Melissa now. Only nineteen years old, 
and already on a slope that ducked under any decent future. She 
had left school with results that hardly merited the term qualifi-
cations, then fallen in love with a waste of space who put more 
money up his nose than into their relationship. To support his 
habit, she worked in the bookshop by day and a pub by night. She 
was already frazzled, but he continued to burn her.

Izzy had tried talking to her about it, but to no avail. Melissa 
had already accepted her fate as the instrument of her boyfriend’s 
happiness. She claimed to be happy herself, but Izzy knew other-
wise. Izzy constantly felt her pain, her confusion, and it tore at her 
insides.

The one thing they had in common was a love of books. For 
Melissa, this meant a steady diet of rom-coms and psychologi-
cal thrillers. The times she really came alive were when talking to 
customers about novels she had recently read. The weight of her 
private life seemed to lighten at those moments, and customers 
were ignited by the fire of her enthusiasm. In those brief moments, 
gates opened before her.

There was still hope that she would step through them one day.
‘Melissa?’
Melissa looked up from her book. ‘What?’
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‘It’s nearly five. You want to leave? I’ll be locking up soon 
anyway.’

‘You mind? I could do with going to the supermarket.’
‘Couldn’t Sean do the shopping?’
The question just slipped out. She knew she shouldn’t have 

asked, but concern for Melissa’s welfare had elbowed restraint 
aside.

Melissa’s display of emotion was the merest flicker on her lips, 
but a pulse of anger – with her boyfriend, herself, the world – hit 
Izzy like a hammer blow.

‘He’s pretty busy at the moment. Trying to sort stuff out at the 
flat.’

A lie, and not even a good one. Izzy hated that she knew this 
with such certainty, but there it was. An inability to give others 
the benefit of the doubt came with the territory.

‘Right.’ To change the subject, she tilted her head towards 
Melissa’s book. ‘What’s it like?’

Melissa transformed, brightened, became effusive. ‘It’s about 
this girl who’s a prisoner in her own home. Everything she does 
is for her mother and father, who beat her when she gets things 
wrong. She’s home-schooled, and not allowed to go out to meet 
other people. But then a new family move into the house oppo-
site, and she can see the son in the window facing hers, and they 
find a way to send messages to each other—’

‘Kind of a Cinderella story.’
‘Exactly! And now the son wants to meet up with her, and I 

can’t wait to find out what happens next.’
Izzy smiled. ‘After that teaser, neither can I.’
Something curled up in Melissa again, like a short-lived flower. 

She grabbed her coat. ‘I should go now.’
Izzy watched her leave, understood why a Cinderella story 

would resonate so deeply with Melissa. But Sean was not her 
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Prince Charming, and Izzy felt the void in Melissa’s chest that told 
her that. The only interest that Sean would have in a glass slipper 
would be in selling it for drug money.

She checked her watch. Five o’clock now, but there were only 
two customers left in the shop and she wasn’t going to hurry them.

Didn’t make them less of a problem, though.
No, Izzy thought, that’s not fair. They’re not the problem. It’s 

me. My problem, for me to deal with.
She watched them shuffle from shelf to shelf in the second-hand 

section. They always preferred the older books. They were pretty 
ancient themselves: Ronald at eighty-eight, and Edith two years 
his junior. Arthritis and other age-related ailments had bent and 
warped them, their sight misted, their hearing muffled, but still 
they enjoyed life and each other and reading.

They were regulars at the shop, came in at least once per week, 
and therein lay the difficulty for Izzy.

She had found their wavelength. Tuned into it precisely. 
Sometimes it was like that. With others, it might never happen.

She watched and soaked up their gladness at lives fulfilled. But 
there was something else, too. A hidden message behind the main 
melody.

The couple returned to a shelf they had visited earlier and took 
down a slim volume. There followed some muttering, the tur-
tle-like nodding of heads, and then Ronald gently escorted his 
wife to the counter.

‘Hello, you two!’ Izzy said. ‘How are you both?’
It was Edith who spoke first. ‘Wonderful, thank you, dear. 

We’ve had some good news, and so Ronald here is buying me a 
book to celebrate.’

‘Good news? What would that be?’
Ronald opened his mouth, but again Edith was first off the 

mark. ‘He’s had some problems. I won’t go into detail, not in a 
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bookshop, but anyway he’s been for tests and, well . . .’ She touched 
a hand to Ronald’s arm. ‘Go on, Ron, you tell her.’

‘I got the all-clear,’ he said. ‘From the hospital. They said it’s 
nothing a few pills won’t sort out.’

‘Isn’t that marvellous?’ Edith said.
‘Fantastic. I’m made up for you, I really am. Now, then, what 

are we buying today?’
Ronald handed the book across. ‘Pride and Prejudice.’
‘Always been my favourite,’ Edith said, ‘and this edition is so 

lovely.’ She turned to her husband. ‘I’ll wait outside.’
They had always done it this way. They would choose a book 

together, and then Edith would step out while Ronald paid. She 
never wanted to know how much a book cost, as if the sordidness 
of a monetary figure might somehow sully its value to her.

When she had gone, Izzy picked up the book. It had a dark 
maroon cover, the title emblazoned on it in gold. She ran her fin-
gers across the words, felt the love that had put them there.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said.
‘Yes,’ said Ronald. ‘It is. But then most books are.’
‘That’s what I think, too. Your wife is a lucky woman.’
‘To get such nice books, you mean? Or to have me as her hus-

band?’ He issued a soft chuckle.
‘Both. You clearly mean the world to each other. You make my 

day every time you come in here.’
‘Thank you. Yes. It was wonderful to get the news from the 

doctors. I can tell them to put a hold on that coffin they started 
making for me.’ He laughed again.

‘Let me gift-wrap it for you.’ Izzy turned her back on him, but 
could move no further. She gripped the book firmly and stared 
at it, but the words on the cover began to melt and run into each 
other.

‘Miss?’ said Ronald. ‘Are you all right?’
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Izzy wiped a hand over her eyes and sniffed. ‘Yes. Yes, I’m fine. 
I just need to find—’

‘You’re crying. Why are you crying?’
She turned to him again. No point in trying to hide it any 

longer.
Ronald craned forwards, his rheumy eyes seeking to confirm 

his suspicions. ‘Was it something I said?’
Izzy took a breath. ‘You didn’t get the all-clear from the hospi-

tal, did you?’
He pulled back, as if propelled by her words. His jaw began 

working up to an objection, but then he softened again. ‘How did 
you know?’

‘I could just tell.’
‘Was it that obvious? Because if Edith—’
‘No, not obvious at all. Not to most people. I . . . I’m just good 

at picking up on things like that. Edith doesn’t have a clue.’
He reached a hand to the counter, steadying himself. His sad-

ness washed over Izzy, drowning her.
‘How long do you have?’ she asked.
‘Not long at all. It doesn’t frighten me. I’ve had a good life. But 

Edith . . .’ He locked his gaze on Izzy again. ‘She mustn’t know. It 
would destroy her.’

‘I promise I won’t say anything.’
He smiled. ‘They say you get wiser as you get older, but I think 

you’re wiser than most. How old are you?’
‘Twenty-three.’
‘Twenty-three. I still remember when I was twenty-three. That’s 

the year I married Edith. You married yet?’
Izzy laughed through her tears. ‘No. No plans for that just yet.’
‘A partner?’
‘Yes. Andy.’
‘Well, he’s a very lucky man. And whether you two ever get 
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married or not, just remember one thing. It’s all about keeping 
your loved ones happy. Nothing else matters, even if you have to 
make sacrifices yourself.’

‘I’ll remember that.’
He nodded. ‘Better wrap this book. Edith will be thinking I’m 

having an affair in here.’
More laughter, wiping away the pain. Izzy quickly and lovingly 

parcelled up the book and handed it across.
‘What do I owe you?’ Ronald asked.
‘Can this one be a gift from me?’
‘No, I couldn’t possibly let you—’
‘Please. From me to you and Edith.’
Ronald’s lip quivered, and his gratitude shone. ‘That’s immensely 

kind of you. Thank you so much.’
‘It’s a small gesture of my appreciation.’
‘No. Not small at all. This is one of the greatest books of all 

time. It existed long before me and will be talked about long after 
I’ve been forgotten. A gift like that is precious.’

‘Well, I won’t forget you.’
He nodded again. ‘Then my work here is done. Thank you, my 

dear.’
She watched him go, a crumpled man clutching something 

more than a book, more than a mere sequence of words on pages. 
He was holding love itself.

It took several minutes for Izzy to compose herself after that. 
Such episodes were exhausting, the effort of dealing with power-
ful emotions draining.

She locked the shop door and flipped the sign to ‘Closed’, then 
cashed up. Even after she had put in her payment for the book, the 
register didn’t tally. It was short by twenty pounds. The last time 
it had been just ten.

Izzy sighed. ‘Oh, Melissa. This has to stop.’
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She put in another twenty of her own, a big scoop out of her 
meagre income.

And then she went home, her mind buzzing with memories of 
a devoted couple in the twilight of their life together.
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Coming home was always a disappointment for Kenneth Plumley.
As a kid, he’d envied some of the tight, nuclear families he 

saw on television. There was something wholesome about them, 
unlike the shadowy chaos of his own upbringing. The houses – 
especially in American series – were always grand and beautiful, 
and when the father came through the door, there were wise-
cracks and laughter and hugs. And even when friction arose, it 
was always overcome by the end of each episode. By and large, 
those families slept well, ate well and lived well.

He’d wanted that. Sometimes the only thing that kept him 
going was the thought that, once he escaped childhood, he might 
be compensated by a loving wife and offspring of his own, and 
then he could restore the balance that seemed so tilted against 
him.

It hadn’t worked out like that.
He turned the van onto the weed-infested driveway and took 

it around the back of the house. He killed the engine and lights 
but stayed put for a few minutes, staring dolefully at his life’s 
accomplishments.

He’d be forty in a couple of months. Forty. Halfway through his 
life if he was lucky. In truth, probably dead or in prison well before 
then. And this was all he had to show for it.

He hated this house. Didn’t matter, because Polina loved it, 
and he went where she led. It was on a country lane, a couple of 
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hundred yards from its nearest neighbour. She’d said she wanted 
peace and quiet, even though she was always playing tacky pop 
music at maximum volume. It would make a great project, she’d 
said – echoing the estate agency speak for a property that was 
falling apart and hadn’t enjoyed a lick of appreciation in decades.

The neglect hadn’t dragged the house comfortably into his 
price bracket, though. Every penny he’d saved had gone into the 
deposit, and almost every penny he earned now went towards   
the mortgage. Pretty much anything left over was destined for the 
joint account – joint in the sense that he had been assigned the role 
of putting the money in while Polina assumed responsibility for 
taking it out again.

They’d had big plans for this house. Plans that had never 
materialised because of lack of funds and lack of willingness on 
Kenneth’s part. Now it looked worse than ever. Paint blistered 
and peeled away like diseased flesh. Guttering was dammed with 
vegetation. Roof slates needed only the slightest encouragement 
from the wind to launch themselves like toboggans down the 
slopes. Doors and windows had sloughed away their protective 
layers and turned to sponges.

He could fix many of these things. In his job he had to be good 
with his hands. But he knew it would be purely cosmetic – like 
putting lipstick on a pig, as the saying goes. It wouldn’t repair his 
life. The house looked like he felt.

He’d read a newspaper article about something called Seasonal 
Affective Disorder, and now firmly believed he was a sufferer. It 
was the middle of November, and the world seemed to be closing 
down. It was filled with darkness and dampness and oppression. 
Over the next few weeks, many would attempt to combat it with 
garish symbols of Christmas, but Kenneth felt that no amount of 
fairy lights could disguise the dreariness. If he had the option, he 
would hibernate until the spring.
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Sighing, he climbed out of the shabby van and crunched across 
gravel to the rear door of the house. Heat mushroomed out as he 
opened the door. Polina liked to have the central heating at full 
blast at all times so that she could wander around in a T-shirt 
and skimpy shorts instead of dressing in warmer clothes like most 
cash-strapped people would.

The house seemed deserted at first. In the kitchen, Barclay the 
Alsatian heaved himself off his pet bed and waddled over, his 
claws clicking on the tiled floor like a slow tap-dance. He was old 
and he was fat and his creaky back legs looked ready to collapse 
under the strain, but he still knew how to demonstrate his loyalty 
and affection. The only one in this house who did.

‘Hey, boy. You all alone? Where is everyone?’
On cue, he heard footsteps coming hurriedly down the stairs. 

When Polina joined him, her face was flushed and he could tell 
there was no bra beneath her vest top. He wondered if she’d even 
bothered with knickers.

Foolishly, he had believed the stories, because he had wanted to 
believe them. He had needed to know that, after all his failures in 
that department, he had finally found someone who desired him 
and wanted to be with him for ever.

She had jumped out at him from the internet images. He had 
grown suspicious of most of the women on there, many who 
seemed to be impossibly good-looking; he could see only pound 
signs in their eyes. But Polina had a homely appearance, a girl-
next-door appeal. Attractive enough without being out of reach, 
and eight years his junior, she had made him feel like the luckiest 
man alive to be selected as the target of her affections.

He looked at her now. Pallid and dumpy. Puckered thighs and 
hips that tested the elasticity of her flowery shorts almost to break-
ing point. A line of dark fuzz above her upper lip, and eyebrows 
that had been allowed to sprout like dandelion heads.
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But she was all he had. And he clung to the gossamer hope that 
one day she might show some appreciation for what he had done 
for her. All he had to do was continue to be nice, to demonstrate 
his devotion. One day she would recognise his efforts and reward 
him for it.

‘Kenneth! You’re home! My movie superstar!’
The Russian accent was still strong. The one undisguisable 

pointer to her place of birth.
She flung her arms wide as she spoke, but Kenneth knew it was 

for dramatic effect. He had made that mistake before, zooming in 
for an embrace only to find her shrivel up and dodge his clutches.

‘It was just the television. My fifteen seconds of fame.’
‘Fame, yes. You are famous now. A hero.’
‘Well, I wouldn’t say that. I was just doing my duty.’
‘Don’t be modest. Some people, they would have said nothing.’ 

She made the gesture of zipping up her mouth and throwing away 
the key. Kenneth thought it looked ridiculous.

He thought about what she’d said. About what others would 
have done. It was true: he could have said nothing at all and hoped 
they would never have delved any further. But that would have 
carried its own risks. At least this way, they were on a completely 
different scent, however fictitious.

More footsteps on the stairs, like a building rumble of thunder, 
and then Michael was in the kitchen, sidling up behind Polina 
as though she was his wife. He was shorter and slighter than 
Kenneth, but undeniably much more handsome – something to 
which Polina would happily testify. Kenneth gave a hard stare at 
the shirt tail that Michael had failed to tuck in, but received only 
a knowing smile in return.

He remembered Michael’s arrival at the house vividly. He had 
come home late from work one evening, only to find him loung-
ing on an armchair and stuffing his face with a Victoria sponge.
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‘What the hell—?’ he had begun, but then the visitor had 
jumped out of the chair, proffering a hand.

‘Hello, Mr Plumley. I’m Michael Danvers. Pleased to meet you.’
‘Michael . . .’
‘Danvers. As in Rebecca.’
‘Rebecca?’
‘The book. By Daphne du Maurier. I’m your new lodger.’
Kenneth didn’t know what he was babbling on about. ‘My 

what? What are you—?’
By that time, Polina had breezed in from the kitchen, bearing a 

tray of tea. ‘He is our lodger, Kenneth. I told you.’
‘No, you didn’t. I don’t know anything about this.’
‘You do. We discussed this.’ She put the tray down, then escorted 

him to the hallway, out of earshot of the cake-snaffling intruder. 
In a low voice she said, ‘We decided it would be excellent way to 
make extra money.’

‘No. You said it was a good idea. I didn’t agree. And now we’ve 
got . . .’

‘Michael.’
‘Yes. Him. Where did you find him?’
‘He answered advertisement.’
‘What advertisement?’
‘The one I put online. I have seen three people, and he is defi-

nitely the best.’
‘Three . . . You’ve interviewed three people?’
‘Yes. Two were very weird, but this one, I think he is suitable.’
‘No, Polina. He’s not suitable. He is very unsuitable. Get him 

out of here.’
It had been a futile argument, because Polina always got her 

way. The man who had introduced himself as Michael Danvers 
was duly installed as their lodger.

At first it seemed to work, and Kenneth became more accepting. 
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He and Michael would talk late into the night over a drink, or 
they would play a game or two of chess. 

But then it all turned sour. Over time, Michael assumed part 
ownership of everything in the home, including Polina herself. 
Kenneth felt himself pushed further and further into the back-
ground, to become a servant, a lackey, an object of ridicule.

And he had sat back and allowed it. Because he was a coward, 
and always had been.

‘When are you going in the jungle?’ Michael now asked.
Kenneth glared at him. ‘What? What are you talking about?’
‘You know. Celebrity Get Me the Fuck Out of Here, or whatever 

it’s called.’
Kenneth shook his head in despair. ‘I’m not a celebrity. I just 

got on the telly for a few seconds.’
‘That’s more than most of us get.’ He turned to Polina. ‘Don’t 

you think we should have a red carpet leading up to the front door 
now? Invite the paparazzi along?’

Polina giggled and then snorted loudly. She had a tendency to 
make that disgusting noise when she laughed too hard. Kenneth 
was oddly grateful that her outbursts of amusement were reserved 
for when she was in the presence of others.

‘I like being married to a famous man,’ she answered. ‘It gets me 
very excited.’

‘Oh yes?’ Michael said. ‘Did you hear that, Kenneth? Could be 
your lucky night.’

More giggling and snorting. Kenneth turned away from them 
and began to fill the kettle. No point in waiting for either of those 
two to offer him a cup of tea. He noticed that the sink was still full 
of dirty dishes. What the hell did they do all day?

No, he thought. Scratch that. I don’t want to know.
‘I’ll have a brew if you’re making one,’ Michael said. ‘So go on, 

then. Tell us what happened.’
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Kenneth switched the kettle on and took two mugs down from 
the shelf. ‘It’s exactly what I said. No more than that.’

Michael wasn’t about to let it slip away so easily. ‘Don’t play it 
down. You may have just saved that girl’s life.’

Kenneth detected the sarcasm, and his anger flared like a match. 
He wanted to tell the pair of them to leave him alone, to stop 
probing. He hadn’t saved anyone’s life.

‘Only if they find them. And only if I was right.’
‘What do you mean? You’re not sure? You said—’
‘I said I thought it was her. It looked like her to me.’
Polina and Michael exchanged doubtful glances.
‘So was it her or wasn’t it?’
‘I think so. It was some distance away.’
‘And these blokes . . . Two of them, right?’
‘I think so. I definitely saw the driver, but it looked like there 

was another guy in the back seat, next to the girl.’
He tossed teabags into the cups, then spooned in the sugar. He 

put an extra helping in his own, just for the hell of it.
‘And the one you saw, he was an Arab?’
‘He looked Middle Eastern to me. Not necessarily an Arab.’
‘You think they were terrorists? ISIS? Why would terrorists—?’
‘No, I don’t think they were terrorists. I didn’t say anything 

about them being—’
He stopped when he saw the twitch of amusement on Michael’s 

lips. The bastard was taking the piss again.
Kenneth turned away, focused on the kettle. Willed the crappy 

thing to boil so he could just have a damn cup of tea.
He wondered again whether he’d done the right thing. Had he 

gone over the top? Middle Eastern types in a black sedan? Really? 
Had that level of detail been completely necessary?

‘Well, I still think he is hero,’ Polina said.
Kenneth drew a deep breath, then looked at her over his 



22

shoulder. ‘Thank you. I told them what I saw, that’s all. Anyone 
else would do the same.’

‘Yes. And you know what else you should do?’
‘What?’
‘You should phone up the terrorists and you should tell them 

that you have special set of skills, and that unless they release the 
girl, you will find them and you will kill them.’

The kettle was bubbling hard, shaking on its base. Kenneth 
concentrated on the noise and tried to allow it to drown out 
the uproarious laughter behind him. He couldn’t look at them, 
couldn’t share the proof that they had managed to cut him.

Why do I let them do this to me? he wondered. Why do I 
always let them win?

The kettle clicked off. He poured steaming water into the mugs. 
A drop splashed onto his thumb, and he let the pain sit there.

A hand reached from behind him and placed a milk bottle next 
to the mugs. As the hand withdrew, he wanted to clasp it and kiss 
it and whisper to her that he would do better if she would let him.

Instead, he finished making the tea. He passed a mug to Michael, 
resisting the urge to throw it in his face.

‘We decided something,’ Polina said. ‘When we saw you on TV, 
we thought we should do something special to celebrate.’

He pictured them, next to each other in the bed probably, star-
ing in disbelief at his wide face on their screen and then belittling 
his performance, just as they always did.

‘Oh, yes? What do you suggest?’
‘We thought a meal. A nice meal. Something different.’
He sniffed the air and found nothing, listened for the hum of 

the fan oven and found nothing.
‘Out, you mean? A restaurant?’
Polina shifted her weight to her other foot. ‘We thought maybe 

takeaway. Chinese. You like Chinese.’
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Michael pulled something from his pocket and thrust it 
towards Kenneth. ‘There you go, mate. We’ve written everything 
down there that we want. Get yourself something nice.’

Kenneth looked down at the list on the scrap of paper. Beneath 
that was a single ten-pound note. It was nowhere near enough.

‘We’d go ourselves,’ Michael added, ‘only we’ve both been drink-
ing, see. Which reminds me, we’re getting a bit low on booze, so 
if you could just pop into the off-licence as well. Maybe get some 
bubbly, seeing as how we’re celebrating.’

Kenneth nodded, then put down his mug and moved towards 
the door.

‘No rush,’ Michael said. ‘You can finish your tea first.’
‘That’s okay. I’ll go now, before I get too relaxed.’
The tittering began as soon as he reached the hallway. They 

hadn’t even waited for him to leave the house.
In the van, he turned the ignition key and the engine coughed 

into life. He didn’t drive away immediately but sat still behind 
the wheel, thinking about the way his life had gone and what he 
should have done to steer it along a different path.

There was anger there, yes, but it was overpowered by the bitter 
regret of not channelling that anger in productive ways. Everything 
he did seemed destructive now, to him and to others, and yet he 
seemed unable to prevent it. He wanted to be more assertive, more 
self-assured, but those qualities felt beyond reach. How would he 
ever climb out of the ditch into which he had willingly rolled?

The questions and the self-recrimination built up in his mind 
until it seemed his skull would explode with the tornado of activity.

‘All right, stop it now,’ he told himself. ‘Take deep breaths. 
Count to ten. Relax.’

He closed his eyes, leaned back into the headrest. ‘That’s it. Be 
calm.’

And then: ‘Simon says relax.’


