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Prologue

Saturday, 17th September 2022 0500 Hours

Suzie resisted the temptation to slam the front door shut as she left the house. She knew she shouldn’t – it might wake the neighbours. But there was part of her which wanted to make the point: I’m up, I’m alive – getting on with things, doing my best.

Nevertheless, the temptation was resisted. She pulled the door to quietly and unlocked the car, wincing at the beep of the alarm before sitting a minute in the dark, rubbing her hands together to warm them a little before she set off. It was barely five o’clock, and she had the shortish drive to Colchester to catch her train if she was going to get a fast one to London before dawn.

She had had the television on – sound down low – while she had been packing her bag half an hour ago. The queue didn’t seem to be too long. Yet. But the news reporter was saying it was only going to get busier, and the people who were there already looked freezing. Standing in the dark, bundled up in scarves and hats over padded jackets and winter hiking boots, shuffling forward slowly through the night. Was she really going to do this? Did it mean enough to her? To any of them? Suzie patted her coat pockets, double checking that her gloves were in there, and glanced across to her bag on the passenger seat.

She had snacks, drinks, a plastic mac, a phone charger, and her small make-up bag, containing a lipstick, some powder, her travel hairbrush and a small tube of hand cream she had once received in her stocking from her sister-in-law. She knew it had been a freebie with one of those deals where if you make ‘two or more purchases, one to include skincare’, but she liked the brand anyway. At least it hadn’t been one of her jars of Laphroaig marmalade, like the year before. Suzie shuddered at the memory of 2020 – the year of hobbies. She could barely look at flour in the supermarket these days without the image of traces of congealed dough stuck to every surface in the kitchen crossing her mind.

The engine of her small Fiat came to life as soon as she turned the key. She took a deep breath. Leaving the house like this, double checking bags long before dawn, reminded her of departing for the airport. Since it had opened, almost every holiday had begun with a dawn trip to Stanstead. The night before, Colin would be up double checking that the luggage would fit in the boot – but never leaving it there overnight in case the car was stolen. Good god, imagine the risk! As if someone would come to this cul-de-sac, and steal this car, Suzie had always thought. The idea was laughable.

There was a part of her which knew she should have been grateful to Colin for the double, triple, and quadruple checking before each departure, his dedication to the mantra ‘tickets money passport’, and his love of the pale Elastoplast-coloured money belt stuffed with emergency cash hidden under his shirt. After all, they’d never missed a flight. But crikey it was stressful. She would take until day three of the holiday to unwind from the endless reminders: decant your liquids into minis, bring a reusable water bottle, pack spare underwear in a small plastic ziplock bag in case of lost luggage.

She’d give anything to have him here today though, driving her crackers.

As the car pulled out of the drive she slightly hoped there was something she had forgotten. Nothing major like her wallet. Just a little thing, a conversation starter so that she might get to know the people she’d be queueing near. Tissues? She couldn’t remember if she had packed any – would it work better if they’d been forgotten, or if she had plenty to offer round? What if everyone around her was with friends, family, partners? She should have brought a spare sandwich to share, she realised. Even if it was just a cheese and pickle. It would have been something. A way to connect, in case she was left standing alone. Wasn’t that why she was going, after all?

No, she reminded herself. This was about paying a respectful tribute to a life of duty. It was saying a formal goodbye to a face which had been there – every day, everywhere, for far longer than either of her parents had managed. On banknotes. On crockery. On stamps. She had even been born on Coronation Day, 2nd June 1953. A fact her mother liked to remind her of when she’d been a little girl, and one she’d been grateful for this summer when the shops had suddenly filled with celebratory shortbread fizz just in time for her big day.’

She felt undeniably positive once she had set off for London, driving along in the dark, all alone, the radio on her usual station. Free, even. Was it inappropriate to be feeling a little giddy at the prospect of the expedition? Maybe it was, but she didn’t have to tell anyone. Yes, no one need know about this little rush of excitement, this sense of levity. She remembered breaking her arm, decades ago, and how curious she’d felt when the plaster cast was finally removed. Part fearful, suddenly aware of how exposed her fragile arm now was, but part free, mesmerised by the new lightness the limb felt without the weight of the plaster. She’d moved faster, freer, but with a fresh awareness of her own frailty. Today was similar – for the first time in ages she was going to be a part of something; she was going to be experiencing something. But what?


0500 Hours

It had only been a couple of weeks, but Abbie was already depressingly familiar with the small hours’ slam of the flat’s front door. The water in the glass on her bedside table was still rippling from the noise when she opened her eyes to see what time it was, wincing as the blue light of her phone lit up in her face. Nearly five. She put the phone face down on the table. Next to it in the half-light were a couple of make-up-soaked pads of cotton wool, and behind them was a dog-eared paperback on which sat a teetering stack of jewellery and a couple of swatches of brightly coloured fabric, the edges slightly fraying.

She had barely had three hours’ sleep, but the line of emerging daylight around her thin curtains and the ongoing clack-clack-clack of her flatmates’ heels on the cheap laminate hallway made sure she knew she wouldn’t be drifting off again any time soon.

Next was the plastic click of the bathroom light’s pull cord and the extractor fan starting to whirr. She put her head under the covers, trying to block it all out. Curled up into a ball, hugging her knees, she felt like a thirteen-year-old again, trying to avoid listening to her parents’ arguments floating up from downstairs, her eyes clamped shut just in case it helped. She tried to breathe deeply, pretending she was back there, woken by the sounds of her mother getting herself ready for an early start at work. She felt the same dread, knowing that sleep was over, that the day had started without her. Just as it had been then, she knew her efforts were pointless. What had been vague mumbling a few minutes ago was now audible sentences in the hallway outside of her room. Morning was going to happen to her, and she could merely choose whether to participate or not.

‘OMG babe, that’s a great idea,’ Annabelle’s long public-school vowels were slinking under the not insignificant crack under Abbie’s door.

‘D’you reckon?’ Maisie sounded less convinced, whatever it was they were discussing.

‘Yeah, I mean, there’ll be like, no one there right now …’

‘I think I saw—’

‘And we could be, y’know, totally part of it all? On the news and stuff? Like, I wanna tell my parents I did it?’

‘We could even get on the news!’

‘Oh babe, you’re so right. Let’s show our respects et cetera …’

Even as she tried to block out the noise, Abbie found herself grating at Annabelle’s languid – yet numerous – ‘baaabe ’s.

‘We could make a cute TikTok … ?’

‘Maisie Sullivan! You can’t use the Queen for content!’

‘Well it’s not like the news channels don’t.’

‘Good point, Mais. Shall we get Abbie?’

Annabelle was still asking the question as Abbie heard the creak of her bedroom door handle turn. A second later, the silhouette of her flatmate appeared at the open door through the crack between the duvet and the bed. Abbie stayed as still as possible, desperate to seem sound asleep.

Annabelle paid scant attention to Abbie’s lack of response. Why would she? Of course Abbie would want to come. Annabelle had clearly long ago discovered that this confident outlook made life look blissfully simple. It had only been a couple of weeks, but Abbie already felt herself slipping into the role of something eerily close to a supporting player, merely there to burnish Annabelle’s position as leading lady of the house. It wasn’t even Annabelle’s flat, but as a result of either instinct, liquidity or sheer numbers on the socials, she knew she was its queen.

‘Abs darling – we’ve had an amazing idea. We’re going to go and join the queue .’

Abbie lay still, saying nothing. A quarter of her flatmate’s face was visible through the chink of lifted duvet. A feline smile, one that knew Abbie was there, awake, awaiting instructions.

‘Abs, you’ve got to come with us. It’s like, a part of history. We’re history.’ Annabelle had leaned forward and was shaking her now. A hand on her shoulder, jiggling her through the duvet. The scent of cranberry juice cocktails and expensive eau de toilette used as deodorant.

Reluctantly, Abbie poked her head over the top of her covers.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Get up Absicles, we’re going to join the queue. You know, the Queen queue. Put some warm stuff on, and get, like, some snacks and shit.’

Annabelle’s breath smelled sticky with booze and only one row of her false eyelashes was still sitting in place. The other had slipped, clinging to her existing lashes, creating a delicate piece of lacework. She was wearing a short black skirt, a pair of wide-diamond fishnet tights and a white shirt tied at her waist with what looked like a splash of red wine on it. It wasn’t a classic mourning outfit, but it was pure Annabelle.

This plan was clearly doomed. Abbie had yet to witness either of her flatmates queue for anything, let alone commit a day to doing so without the promise of free gig tickets, luxury skincare or an exclusive seated area at the end of it. But she was curious, having spent much of the last couple of days wondering if she could go down to the river and queue alone. She had been watching the news headlines at all hours, trying to assess if it would be safe for her to simply turn up and give it ago. The previous day she’d even put together a provisional bag of provisions to take with her, only to lose her nerve at the last minute when the weather turned. Now, she had the chance to do it with company. But this company?

She ran her hands through her hair and reached for the glass of water on her bedside table.

‘Are you guys for real?’ she asked, not quite daring to look up. There was, after all, an outside chance that this was little more than a wind-up. Something they were going to do for an ironic selfie before heading home for a bacon sarnie.

‘Of course we are babes,’ came Maisie’s voice from her own bedroom across the corridor. ‘Don’t wanna miss the national trauma dump!’

Abbie sighed as she sat up.

‘Seriously? But they were saying on the socials that it takes like, a day .’

Annabelle whipped back the duvet cover and flicked on the main light.

‘C’mon, let’s do it,’ she said, before turning on her heel and heading out towards her own room. ‘No time like the present.’

There was a distant clank as something fell out of a kitchen cupboard, followed by the muffled sound of Maisie swearing.

Abbie sat squinting at the light, before easing her legs round to get out of bed. She was queasy at the thought of spending twenty hours in the cold watching her flatmates slowly sober up. But it had been less than a month since she’d vowed to herself that she would try and do more, be part of more, live more this academic year. This was just the sort of thing her parents would never have indulged in – her mum would never have had time, what with work, the gym, and her busy social calendar. Her dad would have said it was for fools and retreated upstairs. She imagined he was up there now, muttering at the TV in the grey dawn, exasperated by it all.

She wasn’t in Worthing now though. She was here, in London, living the life she’d always dreamt of. Wasn’t she? It had taken her years to persuade her parents that a fashion degree would not be a waste of money. That she would find useful employment from it. That a life pursuing something creative wasn’t an indulgence or a passing fad. She had got her way in the end, by promising to work part-time throughout and making sure she didn’t get into too much debt – a word which represented their greatest enemy.

However, the reality of her first year had fallen somewhat short of her dreams. Ensnared by the end of various remaining lockdown restrictions, much of the course had taken place remotely, her fellow students little more than faces on her laptop screen. The melting pot of inspiration and diversity she had daydreamed about had been smothered by the blizzard of new protocols, which had turned university from a non-stop party into something closer to an online speed awareness course.

Sure, she was still receiving the bare bones of the education she had so ably persuaded her parents she needed in order to make a career as a creative, but as the first year had progressed Abbie had realised that that was barely half of what she had been craving from university life. Her hopes had been for more than mere pattern-cutting and fabric-dying; as she had laid on her bed, staring at the ceiling of her family home in West Worthing and dreaming of escape, a degree in fashion had represented a door being opened to a world beyond small-town life by the sea. She wanted so much more than getting married to someone sensible, living with his parents while they saved for a deposit, and buying somewhere decent to start a family. She had dreams , even if her parents reared back from the word whenever it was mentioned, hearing only danger .

But her vision of a degree in fashion had looked less like these endless online seminars, and more like kaleidoscopic fantasies of nights out spent discussing iconic designers with like-minded makers. Or nights in with a bunch of fabric nerds who shared her eye for detail, watching old movies for inspiration and analysing every shot. Instead, meeting new people had been a logistical nightmare as much as an emotional one, leaving a young woman from the south coast feeling as provincial as it was possible to. She had quickly discovered that what passed for edgy on a day trip to Brighton’s North Laine really didn’t cut the mustard in the city’s capital, and there were more than a few of her fellow students who were startlingly unselfconscious about letting her know.

There hadn’t been anything overtly cruel, more a casual aura of indifference. After so long spent imagining this new life, these new friends, the follow requests that went unreplied to, stung almost as much as her mother’s suggestion, two summers earlier, that she might find life in the big city harder than she was expecting to. The only thing worse that seeing her phone sit, zero messages incoming despite her having suggested trips to museums or galleries to her peers, was the thought that her mum might be proved right. That she might not make it through the course at all.

Annabelle and Maisie, already confident born-and-bred Londoners, were largely oblivious to all this. They paid minimal attention to the course itself, seeming more interested in ‘street fashion’ and endless discussions about how the algorithms of various social media worked – and thereby how to maximise their digital impact. Having grown up sixty miles away, where such luxuries as visiting Columbia Road flower market on the spur of the moment were impossible, Abbie never seemed quite able to keep up. For years, the city had existed as a hypothetical, seen only through the colourful glow of her phone. If she could just get there, she’d told herself, a life of neon creativity would unfold before her. One where her dad’s never-discussed depression and her mum’s highly strung ambition were not the primary forces dictating her day-to-day existence. She would talk about ideas! She would dress influencers! She would create a legacy!

Instead, she had so far spent untold hours cross-legged on her bed, still dreaming of being somewhere else. Now, in an attempt to get even closer to the action, she had taken the third room in this breezy, poorly lit Lewisham student flat when someone else from their course had dropped out. She was lucky to be in with Annabelle and Maisie, she’d told herself as she’d headed out to meet them at the end of August. She’d make the money work, and her new flatmates would introduce her to all sorts of fresh and exciting people.

The three of them had sat in a nearby cafe, Annabelle slowly sipping an oat turmeric latte, and discussed the flat. Abbie cringed inwardly as she told the waitress she actually preferred dairy milk, and hoped Annabelle, looking at her phone, hadn’t noticed. The flat itself was owned by a friend of Maisie’s older half-sister. It was going to be redeveloped soon, so for this year they could have it for a bargain, as long as they didn’t ask for too many repairs. But it was cheap. And so close to Blackheath and Greenwich, two of the prettiest parts of London. All in all, it seemed too good to be true – a decent flat in a cool area with two girls from her course.

The reality was proving somewhat more chaotic.

It had already been a month and Abbie was still finding London life overwhelming. Desperate to fit in, but beleaguered by a sense that she didn’t, she seemed to have spent much of the first two weeks scuttling home to her room to catch up on Coronation Street , doom-scroll what everyone else was doing and message her old Worthing mates about how great it was now that she properly lived here. Updates from her little brother about the gang at the skate park – somewhere she had spent last summer longing to leave behind her – now made her teary with nostalgia, scrabbling around for excuses to head back to the coast for the weekend. Was she giving up on London already, or was it giving up on her?

This life wasn’t what she’d planned for herself, but she could change all that today, couldn’t she? This was a chance to be someone that people at home talked about as ‘probably there now that she lives in London’. She imagined herself at seventy, beginning sentences to her grandchildren with ‘Back when I lived in London …’ or ‘Of course I queued, it was only down the road from me …’ She still wanted to become that person, didn’t she? Couldn’t she?

Her bed was so warm though, and her eyes so dry. But then, as she caught a glimpse of the photos from home she had stuck around the mirror by her desk, she thought of her mother. How she’d assume Abbie would never have the tenacity to stick with something like the queue. How she’d teased her – gently, but not quite gently enough – about how she’d be hanging out with snowflakes and arty-farty types who’d never get anything done. How she’d assume Abbie wouldn’t even know about a national event like this, she was so busy with her head always in the clouds.

So she ran her fingers through her hair and reached for a pair of dungarees from the heap of half-worn clothes on the chair at the end of her bed.

Of course she was going to go.
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