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The heavy fist hammers on my front door, rat-tatting like a machine gun. Through a crack in the bedroom curtain I can see my caller, a bulky man in a long coat. The streetlight illuminates his white shirt, but his face is a shadow under his brimmed hat. He bangs the door again, then kicks the bottom panel. ‘Open the door, darlin’. Chrissake.’ His hoarse voice detonates through my letterbox and reverberates through the house. My frozen ears muffle his words, making them meaningless, like the barking of a dog.

On the other side of the street a low-slung Cadillac purrs to a stop and another man climbs out. His face is not unfamiliar. He bawls something at my caller, who treats my door to a final kick, rattles the letterbox, and gives up the ghost. Then he strolls as far as the Cadillac and gets into an argument with the driver. Their arms wave in the air, making long shadows on the wall of the house opposite. A light goes on in an upstairs room. The driver grabs the lapels of my caller’s coat and shakes him hard, as you would a naughty child. In a second the row subsides and they jump into the car. The driver guns the engine and, after slowing by that funny house on the corner, he revs it up again and makes off at high speed.

A double-decker stops at the bus stop just outside my house. For a moment my bedroom is flooded with light from the upper deck and passengers peer in, as they often do. I stand still, counting my lucky stars. If the bus had come seconds earlier my caller would have seen me standing here, watching.

And that, I suppose, would have been that.


The Prize
2003
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It all started the day Mimi Trevor threw me out of her house. More precisely out of the flat I rented in her house. Well, you couldn’t really call it a flat, more a linen cupboard on the fourth floor of her elegant Georgian. My bed was a mattress on top of packing cases, my wardrobe was the case and sports bag I’d brought down to London with me. Mrs Trevor, despite being a fitness freak, had never climbed the fourth staircase, so this rabbit hutch had swelled in her mind to an elegant pied-à-terre that any girl would be proud of.

My presence in her house had started out as a grace-and-favour thing. Mimi Trevor was an old university friend of Malcolm, my ex-boss in Newcastle. He fixed up for me to stay with her when I first came down to London for my course. ‘She lives in Islington, Sophia. Handy for City University. You can walk it. Save those pennies of yours.’ Malcolm, head of section in the Social Services, could do brisk, warm, efficient very well. It was skin-deep, though, in my experience.

On the first day I met her, when she blushed at the mention of Malcolm’s name and pressed me with questions about him, I knew that Mimi Trevor must have had a thing about Malcolm way back when. But after that first darling-Malcolmfest, Mimi Trevor began to make it clear she was bored with my presence. Being a vegetarian, she was bored with the smell of my bacon in her house, being a vegan she was bored with the sight of my eggs in her grand basement kitchen. And being an exercise obsessive, she was bored with the mere sight of my lounging, relaxed figure. So I ended up beached up in my rabbit hutch most evenings, coffee in hand, laptop on knee.

But even hiding away there did not preserve me. On that crucial morning, smelling of sweat from her early morning run, she accosted me in the hall.

‘A word, Sophia,’ she said, dabbing her overslender neck with a towel. ‘This really is too much.’

‘What is, Mrs Trevor?’ I said meekly.

‘You had someone in your flat.’

‘It’s a room, Mrs Trevor. And yes, I had someone in there. But I am twenty-five. I do have a right to have friends in my room.’

‘That music of yours made my ears hurt even on the ground floor. And even down there I could smell the beer.’

‘My friend Laura brought it in. Prefers it to wine.’

‘A girl! Beer!’ she said, folding her lips.

I tried a joke. ‘You can take the girl out of Newcastle but you can’t take Newcastle out of the girl.’

She didn’t smile. All right, it was a corny joke, but there wasn’t a glimmer from her. She walked round me and made for the cloakroom under the stairs. Then she turned round. ‘It’s not working, Sophia, is it? We just don’t gel, do we?’

‘What are you saying, Mrs Trevor? You want me to leave?’

She smiled her thin smile. ‘Well, not perhaps today. But I’m afraid you’ll have to look round for something else, dear. I do so hate to let Malcolm down. I hope he will understand.’

I shrugged and watched her narrow back as she went into the cloakroom and shut the door very firmly behind her.

I stared at the door. Was I worried about what Malcolm felt? I felt absolutely nothing for Malcolm. Well, not any more, anyway.

I was contemplating just how much I disliked Malcolm when Mimi Trevor’s head popped round the cloakroom door again. ‘Perhaps by the end of the month, Sophia?’

Later that morning my friend Laura flicked her perfect curtain of black hair and scrunched her pretty smiley baby face. ‘The cow! The old cow!’ she muttered as we kicked our heels, waiting for our first lecture of the day. ‘Who’d’ she think she is?’

I looked fondly at my new friend, warmed by her taking up the cudgels on my behalf. ‘She thinks she’s the owner of the house, that’s who.’

‘Why, what difference does that make? You still have rights, you know, love,’ she growled. ‘Tenant’s rights.’

It was Laura’s voice that initially drew me to her on the first day of the course. I was feeling a bit on my own, older than most of the graduates here, not sure I had done the right thing in coming down here. The young eager voices around me were as foreign to me as the chatter of parakeets. Then Laura’s voice penetrated the chatter, low and musical, rippling too fast, like the Tyne at high tide. A beautiful black-haired port in a storm.

I went across to her. ‘You’ve gotta be from Newcastle,’ I said.

‘Snap!’ she said, and leaped at me, giving me an unasked-for hug. I hugged her back. People think us lot from the North are dour and distant but strip one layer off and we’re as tactile and emotional as any Greek or Italian. Look at our football fans.

‘Snap out of it, Sophia!’ she was saying now. ‘What’re you gunna do about it? Take her to a tribunal? Cause a ruckus?’

‘Nah. No written agreement. No tenant’s rights. Like she says, I’ll look for somewhere. I should be able to do better than a bed on boxes.’ I nodded at the door where our tutor was strolling in, black notebook in one hand and a folder with our writing briefs for the day in the other. ‘Here we go,’ I said, taking out my pen.

I have to say, after that uncertain start I began to love my course. An early lesson was that to succeed in journalism you had to learn to cross the line sometimes between forthrightness and rudeness. As this didn’t come naturally to me the course was like a forcing ground for rudeness. When I mentioned this theory over beer last night to Laura, she laughed out loud and said how everyone here thought us Northerners had thin skins as well as log-size chips on our shoulders. She reminded me that journalism, in legend and often in reality, sees itself as a hard-boiled profession. She sat cross-legged on my bed, bottle of beer in her hand and chanted, ‘“If it bleeds, it leads”. “Don’t let the truth get in the way of a good story”. “Door-stepping is legitimate newsgathering”. Look at it this way, Sophia. If it helps to get a good story it’s gotta be worth it.’

I could see she really believed it. No wonder they thought she would go far, students and staff alike.

After the lecture we sat in the pub and considered our instructions. Laura’s was a map reference in Tottenham. Mine said, ‘Take a ride on the 73 bus to Seven Sisters and find a story: a colour feature about life on the edges of the city.’ Not so bad. I was familiar now with the number 73. Catch it in one direction from Mrs Mimi Trevor’s and you’re heading for the British Museum, Bloomsbury and the West End. I’d travelled that way many times at weekends to escape my capsule of a room in Islington. But I had never travelled on it in the other direction. That would be a new experience.

Laura charged off to get started and I bought another half of beer, opened my laptop, and got on to the Net for a quick search. The 73 route was certainly not short of stories: opening of yet another gourmet restaurant; the Prime Minister lived near here; Joe Orton lived there; beggar cut up in street; East European sex slaves imprisoned in brothel; children arrested in firework scam; drug gang shoot-out in Stoke Newington – they were all news around there, once.

Our brief was to get back to college with our stories by four o’clock. They had to be good enough to please our hard-to-please tutors, a funny bunch of folks: the hard-edged ones had soft centres; the gentle ones had steely cores; they were a mixture of the professional, the streetwise and the deluded.

Writing for these exotic people was all very different from writing my own copy and being my own judge and jury, which had been my magazine experience in Newcastle. Once on the course it took me a while to live down my tutors’ initial, discreet amusement at my hubris in setting up a community magazine from scratch on the New Dawn Estate in Newcastle. In fact it was my New Dawn experience that had won me a place on the course but somehow the price of this was to be forced to recognise how naff it all was: what basic mistakes I had made; how pretentious it was to think I could run a magazine from a standing start, even if it had won prizes.

I clicked my laptop shut and tucked it in my backpack. I would run to the bus stop, work up a bit of a sweat. It was not just Mimi Trevor who could keep fit. Then I would get on the bus and get my story.


Colour Feature
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I squeezed on to the number 73 at Angel but didn’t get a seat until we got to Newington Green. By then the heavily laden and closed-faced worker bees had peeled off and gone about their business. I spotted this single seat at the front just behind the driver. A woman, sitting there knitting, pulled in her elbows to make space for me. I glanced at her shadowy reflection in the glass partition behind the driver. She looked like a praying mantis.

The window reflected other passengers: a stately woman in a tightly wrapped African headdress, an old man with an Arsenal baseball cap pushed to the back of his grizzled head, and a neat boy student of some kind, clutching his computer bag, his black-rimmed glasses signalling blankly into the glass.

I acquired this habit of looking obliquely at people when I first came to London. Here, direct looks cause embarrassment; seem like an invasion, a challenge. It’s seen as disrespectful and can generate violence, even death. It’s on the news every night: a shooting here, a stabbing there, a mugging in another place. Dark and violent but everyday stuff here.

Up in Newcastle we tell ourselves we live in a safe place. Warm. Authentic. Still, even there you can feel threatened. But there the feeling of threat is more diluted, less everyday. The press of people is less. It’s still dangerous, though, if you are in the wrong place, or with the wrong family, as I know to my cost.

Here in London, this low-level feeling of threat can diminish you. But at its best it’s a buzz, a challenge. It keeps you on your toes. Every look is an exchange to be dealt with. The default reaction is avoidance. And so many of these subtle avoidances generate a unique weariness, a dark exhaustion. When I first came here I used to fall into bed with exhaustion at ridiculously early hours. Of course, in those early days I was still recovering from my own dark insanity in Newcastle, so nothing was what you would call normal. So you couldn’t blame London.

But I had escaped that insanity and in my newly sane frame of mind I’d embarked on a world where I would write for a living. And now to find my stories I’d had to learn to break that avoidance barrier time and time again. As Laura was always saying, if it gets a story it has to be worth it.

The bus swayed and I flinched as something – a knitting needle – poked me in the side.

The bus jolted again and my gaze dropped from the bus window to the hands of the woman beside me as she clicked away at her knitting. The fingers were long and slim, well manicured. The rings were discreet. The wool passing through her hands was pink twisted with blue. Every now and then she slipped a hand into her cloth bag, pushed a silver sequin along her wool to incorporate into the next stitch, and knitted on.

The bus turned a corner and the woman thrust her knitting into the cotton bag and stood up. She squeezed past me and made her way down the bus as it ground to a stop. When I moved into her place I noticed this other bag on the floor: one of those big checked ones that people use for all sorts of things these days.

I grabbed it and followed her. The bag was bulky, but lighter than it looked. By the time I got to the platform the bus was setting off again. The conductor grabbed my arm. ‘Hey, lady!’ I wrenched myself free and jumped, ending up measuring my length on the pavement with the checked bag beside me.

A young girl with corn rows and high boots kneeled down to help me up. She grinned. ‘Yo’ OK, girl? Come flyin’ like that?’

I winced at the pain in my ankle. ‘Fine, thank you.’

‘You been to that launderette, girl?’ she said, handing me the checked bag. Her fingernails were long, each one etched with a different glittering flower. ‘This just like my launderette bag, I tell you.’

I shook my head. ‘No.’ I looked beyond her. The knitting woman was halfway across the street. ‘Thanks. I’ve gotta go.’ I managed a smile half as big as hers and limped away as fast as I could after the knitting woman.

But I had to wait. The woman had crossed just before the ever-streaming traffic was released again from the constraints of the traffic lights. It was a wide street, lined by tall houses with small front gardens that mostly harboured garbage bins and stranded domestic appliances. Some gardens had been concreted to make car pull-offs. But this was no ordinary street. It had a buzz about it, a sense of defiance. One or two of the gardens were bravely planted with dusty greenery, studded now with daffodils and crocuses. Pollarded lime trees stood guard before the low walls, filtering the air and blunting the impact of the streaming traffic. There were red, yellow and sky-blue doors as well as the peeling, faded, neglected ones. The curtained windows were mysterious, making you wonder who lived there, what their particular story might be.

I waited for a space in the streaming traffic and then followed the knitting woman, who turned into one of the houses, pulled out a key on a string round her neck, opened the door and vanished inside. I got to her gate and leaned on it to get my breath and give my throbbing ankle a rest. I looked up, conscious of being watched from a first-floor window. I blinked and looked again, and there was no one. Just a reflection of the pollarded lime tree standing by the gate.

By the door there were three doorbells with a speaker grille.

1 Selkirk

2 Marsh

3 Copeland

I pressed number 1. The intercom burbled. ‘I’ve found this bag on the bus,’ I said into thin air. ‘Someone left it on the floor. I have it here.’

The ground-floor curtain twitched. I held up the checked bag. ‘Come in.’ A voice emerged from the crackling intercom and the door clicked open. Someone was very trusting. Mimi Trevor wouldn’t have let a stranger in like that.

I found myself in a square hall floored with black and white Minton tiles relieved by a red diamond border. The stairs to my left had been boarded in and sealed by a Yale-locked door. Two mountain bikes hung on custom-made hooks on the staircase wall. There was a scattering of letters on the glass hall table. The door on my right opened, letting out a gust of heat and the smell of lilies. The knitting woman filled the doorway. She had one of those faces – middle aged, slightly horsy and innocent – that you see in Sunday supplements in front of the houses they are trying to flog in pieces that pretend they are not advertisements.

She seemed out of place here.

I held up the checked bag like an entrance ticket.

The woman smiled and opened the door wider. ‘You picked it up on the bus?’ The voice matched the face – crisp, well modulated. She took the bag from me. ‘Come in, won’t you?’

She led straight into a large room that must have once been a gracious drawing room. It had two leather couches, several low tables and a flickering faux gas fire book-ended by two big glass jars of while lilies. By the door stood an umbrella stand (full), and a shoe rack (overflowing). On the far wall there were two great bookshelves (also overflowing); an oversize Pre-Raphaelite print hung above the fireplace. Every horizontal surface in the room was littered with books and papers – stacks of paper-cuttings and off-prints. The effect could have been charming but it felt unkempt, overloaded, like a wizard’s lair.

The woman followed my gaze. ‘It’s not me. My husband, Roger’s, an academic,’ she said drily. ‘I don’t doubt his study at the university’s exactly like this. He lives a seamless life. Come through.’ She led me through an archway into a back room. It was an enormous dogleg space. At the far end the kitchen walls were lined with battered unfitted cupboards and there was a Swedish stove fronted by a semicircular flowered sofa. It was calmer in that part of the dog-leg. Not a book in sight. Not even a cookery book.

‘Here we are,’ the woman beamed. ‘My territory. Sit down and I’ll get you something.’ Without waiting for a reply she put the checked bag on the large table under the window and busied herself with a very large coffee pot.

‘I’m Doreen,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Doreen Selkirk.’

‘My name is Sophia Morgan,’ I said. I sat down on a wooden chair beside the large table. ‘We pronounce that So-f-eye-ah where I come from. Down here in London they say So-f-ee-ah, so I always have to tell them.’

‘And Morgan? Is that a Welsh name?’

‘Probably. But I come from Newcastle, in the North.’

‘I can tell. Our name is Scottish,’ she said mildly. ‘Three generations down, I’m afraid. More Home Counties than anything else now, I suppose.’ She poured the coffee into two heavy, hand-thrown mugs and brought them over. ‘You drink coffee?’ she said, sitting down at the table. ‘I didn’t ask. Roger says I rush at things. Like a bull at a gate.’ She nodded at a fuzzy photo on the wall, of a man in combat fatigues. ‘He thinks I’m unsafe. He sees robbers everywhere, old Roger. Robbers are his thing. Robbers are his bêtes noires.’

‘Coffee’s fine.’ I sipped it. ‘And I’m not a robber.’

‘I could see that. I remember you from the bus. You sat beside me. Thank you so much for saving my bag.’

I nodded. ‘A pity for you to lose it.’

‘Right! My living’s in there.’ She leaned over and upturned the bag, tipping three glittering woollen waistcoats onto the table. ‘Gilets. Worth more than a hundred pounds to me. I sold the other three but these didn’t make it. Poor darlings.’

She didn’t seem like someone who had to do sweated labour for a living. More your Ladies’ Circle kind of things – bridge and all that. My gran used to call them Kept Women. I stroked the purple mohair, flicked a silver sequin. ‘You sell them?’

‘Indeed I do. To this West End company called Big and Bold.’ She paused. ‘I sell them to them for forty pounds, they sell them on at a hundred and fifty.’

This didn’t sound like the Ladies’ Circle. They would never talk about money like this.

She went on, ‘Of course, Roger says they’re exploiting me and I should sell them on eBay for a hundred. But Websites! Selling!’ she shuddered. The shudder was very Ladies’ Circle.

‘How did you get to sell them in the first place?’

She smiled and her face lit up. ‘Well, I was in the café at the British Library, killing time because I really suffered with cabin fever when we first came here from the country. Have you been to the British Library?’

I shook my head. ‘I’ve only been here a couple of months. Very tied up with things.’

‘Yes. Well, there I was in the café, wearing one of my gilets, and this girl (slender as a wand, I may say), asked me where I’d bought it. I said I made them myself. Anyway, turns out she’s the Bold bit of Big and Bold. She gave me a card. We made a deal. Now she buys half of what I make and the rest I knit on commission for people who’ve already bought.’

‘So it’s a living?’ I said, my journalistic talons emerging.

‘Living?’ She laughed. ‘I don’t think of it as that, my dear. I like doing it and it brings in something. That’s helpful, the way things are for me just now.’

I wondered what these things were for her.

She was in her stride. ‘I have always knitted. My mother insisted when I was little. Idle hands and all that. She embroidered beautifully herself. My grandmother knitted. That and golf. They were both great golfers. Little else to do in Berkshire if one didn’t ride.’ She pushed a silver-grey gilet towards me. ‘You may have that one, Sophia Morgan. Have it for your kindness.’

I must have blushed.

She blushed too. ‘Perhaps I’m being tactless. Not the very height of young fashion?’

‘No . . . no . . . honestly, Doreen.’ I was digging a hole for myself.

‘I know!’ She leaned over, opened a long drawer in the dresser. I could smell her perfume, flowery and lemony at the same time. She hooked out a pair of grey gloves tied with pink bobbles. ‘How about these? Have these. They’ll keep you warm on those long bus journeys.’

The gloves were neat. I tried them on and made the right noises. Then I put them in my bag and, having drunk my coffee, I became what the course required of me: direct to the point of rudeness. I asked her how she came to live here, how she liked this part of London.

She shot me a startled glance, then sat back in her chair. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘Roger is my second husband. We moved in here a year ago. All we could afford, if I were to be honest. Second marriages are poverty machines. Divorces are money pits. And then Roger lost his tenure at the university. So we are playing poor town mice these days. He does have a room at the university and this commission to write some scholarly tome about the eighteenth-century growth of the city. His interest is crime, particularly the highwaymen who roamed the Hackney Marshes and robbed rich people as they made their way out of London travelling north on the Kingsland Road. There’s still a Kingsland Road. The old Roman road, you know.’ Doreen sighed. ‘But now the old boy’s got this bee in his bonnet about those gangsters who ran in London in the 1960s. Making some kind of academic comparison with the highwaymen.’ She yawned. ‘Nonsense, of course. Robin Hood my eye! These people are the spawn of the devil, if you ask me. Psychopaths. But you cannot tell Roger. Oh, no!’

‘And you like it here, Doreen? Better than Berkshire?’

She stared at me for a moment. ‘Absolutely. I’m here with Roger and that’s my choice. And the thing I thought would be awful, I find myself liking. I like the kind of subdued anarchy that is under the surface here, you know what I mean? The rich and “the rest” living cheek by jowl, their worlds barely touching, yet each sharply conscious of the other? In this very street you can go right across the social scene, from lords to ladies of the night. In Berkshire one lives very separately. The nearest one gets to “the rest” is when they deliver milk or serve in Tesco’s. Stifling. So much more lively here, don’t you think?’

She stood up and a sequin floated out of the folds of her clothing. My cue to leave. She gave me her card, in case I knew anyone who wanted a custom-knit gilet. For someone who didn’t care for selling she was not doing a bad job.

I pulled on the grey gloves and adjusted the pink pompoms. ‘Thank you for these, Doreen,’ I said, standing up.

‘Thank you for saving my bag.’ Her smile was kind. ‘Come and see me again. Listen to me! Mae West. Come up and see me sometime!’

I was through the door before I realised that although I knew a good deal about her, she had not asked me a single thing about myself. She had not broken my line of avoidance. But I liked Doreen Selkirk. She had this comforting, engaging, self-absorption that’s easy to be around and makes no demands except a listening ear.

And, anyway. I didn’t want my line broken. I certainly didn’t want to answer questions about myself to strangers.

Did you see that young woman with red hair falling off the bus and that black girl helping her up? There are lots of them round here now, black people. You never used to see a black face in the old days. But they’re always immaculate. You never see a scruffy one. Not like the people who sit by the banks, begging. Always white, they are, man or woman. And scruffy. Not like the people in the shops in the street, those Indians and Turks. Immaculate, they are. Polite. And glamorous, often. Film-star looks, especially the men. The man in the newspaper shop always wore jeans and T-shirt, very modern, until the planes went into those towers in New York. Then he grew his beard and started to wear white linen. Even more glamorous, if you ask me. But still so polite.

And did you see the girl following that woman into the Copelands’ house? That house is flats now. Teeming with people. Old Mrs Copeland would be mortified. They keep bicycles inside. I’ve seen them wheel them in.

I wonder why the girl followed her. They were on the bus but not together. The girl followed her. I saw it clearly. She fell down, the black girl picked her up, and she followed the woman into the house. Dangerous, if you ask me.
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