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‘Davy,’ I said. ‘Dario. I just came oV the bike. It’s nothing. 
I just –’

‘I opened my door,’ the woman said. ‘She rode into it. It 
was all my fault. Should I call an ambulance?’

‘How’s my bike?’ I said.
‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Davy, bending down, his face 

creased with concern. ‘How are you doing?’
I sat up in the road. I Xexed my jaw, felt my teeth with 

my tongue. I felt my tongue with my teeth.
‘I think I’m all right,’ I said. ‘A bit shaken.’ I stood up, 

Xinched.
‘Astrid?’
‘What about my bike?’
Dario walked round to the other side of  the car door and 

stood the bike up. ‘It’s a bit bent,’ he said. He tried to push 
it but the front wheel was jammed in the fork.

‘It looks . . .’ I was trying to say that it looked the way I
felt but the sentence seemed too hard to construct. Instead 
I said I wanted to get into the house. The woman asked 
again about getting an ambulance but I shook my head and 
groaned because my neck felt sore.

‘I’ll pay for the bike,’ the woman said.
‘Yes, you will.’
‘I live just here. I’ll come and see you. Is there anything 

else I can do now?’
I tried to say something snappy, like ‘You’ve done enough 

already,’ but it was too much of an eVort and, anyway, she 
looked upset and bothered and she wasn’t defending herself  
like some people would have done. I looked round and she 
was trying to close the oVending door. It took two goes to 
get it shut. Dario picked up my bike and Davy put an arm 
carefully round me and led me towards our house. Dario 
nodded at someone.
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‘Who’s that?’ I said.
‘Nobody,’ he said. ‘How’s your head?’
I rubbed my temple cautiously. ‘Feels a bit funny.’
‘We were sitting outside on the front step,’ said Dario, 

‘having a smoke and enjoying the evening, weren’t we,
Davy?’

‘Right,’ said Davy. ‘And there was a crash and there you 
were.’

‘Bloody stupid,’ I said.
‘Can you make it? It’s just a few more yards.’
‘It’s OK,’ I said, though my legs were quaking and the 

door seemed to be receding rather than getting closer. Davy 
shouted for Miles, then Dario joined in even more loudly, 
and the sound echoed round my skull, making me Xinch. 
Davy led me through the gate and Miles appeared from 
inside at the top of  the steps. When he saw the state of  me, 
his expression was almost comic. ‘What the hell happened?’ 
he said.

‘Car door,’ said Davy.
I was quickly surrounded by my housemates. Davy tried 

to hang the bike on the hooks on the wall in the hallway. 
Because it was damaged it didn’t Wt properly. He took it 
down again and started to Wddle with it, getting oil on the 
front of  his lovely white shirt. ‘That’s going to need some 
work,’ he said, with relish.

Pippa came down the stairs and said something rude to 
Davy about how it was me that needed checking, not the 
bike. She gave me a very light hug, hardly touching me. Mick 
looked at me impassively over the banisters from the Xoor
above.

‘Bring her through,’ said Miles. ‘Get her downstairs.’
‘I’m Wne,’ I said.
They insisted and I was half  helped, half  dragged down 
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‘Let’s have a look,’ said Mick, sitting on the edge of  the 
bed.

I might have made a caustic remark if  someone else had 
said that, but with Mick you don’t really make caustic 
remarks. He’s a man of  few words. It’s as if  it takes a painful 
eVort for him to speak, and when he does the rest of  us 
generally fall silent. I wanted to ask why he was more 
qualiWed than anyone else to assess the damage, but I knew
he would simply shrug.

‘Does this hurt?’ he asked, as I Xinched. ‘Or this?’ He 
pressed a hand against my ribs, then lifted each leg, one after 
the other, feeling along my calves over thick daubs of  oil that 
no amount of  scrubbing with warm soapy water had removed. 
‘Nothing broken,’ he said, which I knew anyway.

Pippa appeared with a small bottle of  blue liquid and a 
handful of  cotton wool.

‘Will it sting?’ I asked.
‘Not a bit,’ she said, and applied a liberal dousing of  

disinfectant to my cheek.
‘Shit!’ I yelled, squirming away from her. ‘Stop at once!’
‘Be brave.’
‘Why?’
‘Because, because,’ she said mysteriously, slapping another 

sodden wad of  cotton wool on to my thigh.
‘Have a drag on this,’ said Dario, oVering me his spliV.

‘It’s good for pain and nausea.’
‘I’ll pass,’ I said.
‘Are you all right for the meal?’ said Pippa.
‘I’m starving.’
‘Owen’s bringing it on the way back from his studio.’

He arrived with an Indian takeaway in brown-paper carrier-
bags and put them on the table, then looked up and saw 
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me at the head, in a large chair, propped up with pillows. 
He frowned. ‘You get into a Wght?’

‘With a car door.’
‘Those are some bruises,’ he said.
‘I know.’
‘They’ll be worse tomorrow.’
‘You should have seen her,’ said Davy, sitting beside me. 

He looked more shocked than I was. ‘She Xew through the 
air.’

‘Like a human cannonball,’ said Dario, taking the chair on 
the other side.

‘Does it hurt?’
‘Not so much.’
‘Of course it fucking hurts,’ said Pippa. ‘Look at her.’
‘No. Don’t look at me. My nose is twice its usual size. 

How much do we owe for this lot, Owen?’
‘Eight quid each.’
There was muttering as people fumbled in pockets and 

purses, counted out coins and demanded change. Dario 
pulled a roll of  notes out of  his pocket, peeled oV a twenty 
and tossed it to Owen. ‘Keep the change,’ he said. ‘I prob-
ably owe you anyway.’

‘Did you win the lottery?’ said Owen, with an expression 
of distrust.

Dario looked shifty. ‘Someone owed me,’ he said.
Everyone sat round the kitchen table and eased oV the 

foil lids, pulled tabs on beer cans, passed round chipped 
plates and an odd assortment of  cutlery. Pippa helped 
herself to Dario’s spliV and took a deep drag.

‘Are lawyers allowed to do that?’ asked Miles.
‘Not in the oYce,’ Pippa said, and looked round the group. 

‘How often does this happen? It’s us and just us.’
‘Now we are seven,’ said Dario, clinking his fork against 
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his plate for silence, then immediately shovelled an enor-
mous amount of  rice into his mouth and chewed for several 
seconds while we all waited. ‘Like the Seven Dwarfs,’ he said 
at last.

‘There are certain things we need to discuss,’ said Miles, 
rather formally. ‘To start with, can I say –’

‘You’re Doc,’ said Dario.
‘What?’
‘If we’re like the Seven Dwarfs –’
‘Which we’re not.’
‘– you’re deWnitely Doc,’ said Dario.
‘Because I own this house? And who else is going to get 

the drains Wxed and make sure the bills are paid?’
‘The dwarfs represent the parts that make up the psyche,’ 

said Dario.
‘Is this what I Xew into a car door for?’ I said. The beer 

was making me feel mellow and the pain had receded.
‘You’re Angry,’ said Dario to Mick.
Mick ignored him.
‘Is there an Angry?’ I asked. ‘I don’t remember him.’
‘There’s Grumpy,’ said Davy.
‘Pippa’s Randy, right?’ said Dario, winking across the table 

at Davy.
This was a reference to the fact that Pippa was not in a 

proper relationship, but instead had a fair amount of  
extremely short ones.

‘Oh, boys, boys,’ I said. ‘That’s pathetic.’
‘I think we can agree that Dopey’s taken,’ said Pippa.
‘You can have Sleepy, then,’ said Dario. ‘No one can sleep 

like you.’
This wasn’t strictly fair. Pippa only sleeps at weekends, 

when she goes to bed in the small hours and gets up in the 
afternoon, looking puVy, dazed and replete. During the week 
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had a proper new girlfriend, Leah, and that felt good, like 
a fence between us. ‘Good fences make good neighbours,’
someone had said.

Around us, there had been various others, and the current 
seven was bound to change sooner or later. Mick was older 
than the rest of  us, and carried his years as if  they were a 
burden that weighed on his broad shoulders. He was stocky
and short. He stood with his legs apart as if  on the deck 
of a ship in stormy weather. His eyes were pale blue in a 
face creased by the sun and wind. He had spent years trav-
elling restlessly round the world. I didn’t know if he’d been 
searching for something, or even if  he had found it. He 
never talked about it. Now he worked, doing odd jobs, and 
had drifted to a temporary halt in Maitland Road. When he 
was at home, he spent much of his time in his small room 
at the top of  the house, though I never knew what he did 
up there and I’d rarely visited him. None of  the doors have
locks on them, but some are more Wrmly closed than others. 
Sometimes I went downstairs in the middle of  the night 
because I couldn’t sleep, and he was there, sitting quite still 
at the kitchen table with the steam from a mug of  tea curling 
round his face.

We were never quite sure how Dario had come to be 
living here. His previous girlfriend (who I suspected was the 
only real girlfriend he had ever had) had rented a room for 
a year so he had often stayed over. Then we blinked and 
she was gone and somehow he was still there, digging 
himself into the smallest room, which was on the second 
Xoor, then gradually colonizing the empty room next door. 
Although he had no job and couldn’t pay the rent, no one 
had the heart or the necessary steel to throw him out – 
perhaps because he didn’t look much like a Dario. He had 
untidy ginger hair and thick freckles; his teeth were slightly 
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crooked and when he smiled he seemed like a goofy little 
boy. In the end, Miles came to an agreement with him: that 
he should renovate the house, top to bottom, in return for 
living there. I don’t think it was such a good deal for Miles. 
As far as I could tell, Dario spent most of  his time smoking 
weed, reading astrology columns, watching daytime TV, 
playing games on other people’s computers and doodling 
on walls with stiV-bristled paintbrushes that he wasn’t scru-
pulous enough about cleaning or replacing.

Davy was the most recent member of  the household, 
being here just a couple of  months, along with Owen. He 
was a carpenter and builder. A real one, not like Dario. 
Despite the disadvantage of not being Polish, he had plenty 
of work. Enough of  it was outside so that he was lightly 
tanned. He had light-coloured hair, which fell thickly over 
his shoulders, and grey eyes. He was good-looking, but he 
didn’t seem to know he was, which I found charming. He 
had the anxious manner of  a new boy in the house, but also 
a nice smile that crinkled the corners of  his eyes, and when 
he arrived I had let myself think, Perhaps? and then decided 
probably not. Sex in the house felt like a taboo, and my 
experience with Miles was an awful warning.

And then there was Owen Sullivan, sitting across from 
me right now. With his pale skin, his straight, shoulder-length 
dark hair, and his wide-set, almost-black eyes, he had a faintly 
Oriental air, though as far as I knew all his ancestors had 
been Welsh. He was a photographer. He hawked his port-
folio round magazines and got the occasional commission. 
But what he really wanted was to do his own stuV. He had
once said he hated magazine work. I had giggled and said 
then it was lucky he got so little of  it. He hadn’t replied but 
he had given me such a sharp look that I had realized you 
couldn’t safely tease him where his work was concerned. He 
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used to watch people as if  he was sizing them up for a 
photograph, checking the light, framing them. I sometimes 
wondered if  he really saw, really listened to what they had 
to say.

‘Seven ages of man,’ said Dario, dreamily. ‘Seven seas, 
seven continents . . .’

‘That’s not right.’
‘Listen,’ said Miles. ‘I hate to break into this, but it’s very 

rare that we’re all together like this. Just the seven of  us. 
Don’t you dare start again, Dario.’

‘You’re right, it is rare,’ said Davy. ‘Why don’t we have a 
group photo to mark it?’

‘We even have an oYcial photographer.’
‘I don’t do snaps,’ said Owen, with Wnality.
‘Let’s not forget he’s an artist,’ I said sarcastically.
Davy just smiled. ‘I’ll take it,’ he said.
‘My camera’s in the drawer over there,’ said Miles, 

wearily.
Davy stood up and pulled it open. ‘It’s not here. You must 

have moved it.’
‘Someone’s nabbed it, more like, and forgotten to put it 

back.’
‘I’ve got one upstairs,’ said Davy.
‘Let’s just forget it,’ Mick was starting to say, but Davy 

was out of  the room and bounding up the stairs two at a 
time.

A silence settled over us. Outside, a car horn blared several 
times and then we heard footsteps running down the road. 
A door slammed upstairs.

‘Who else thinks this lamb tastes like dogfood?’ said
Dario.

‘What does dogfood taste like?’
‘Like this.’

980l_tx.indt   17980l_tx.indt   17 22/5/07   10:41:5622/5/07   10:41:56
Process BlackProcess Black



25

‘What?’
‘Can Miles actually, legally, throw us out? Aren’t we sitting 

tenants?’
‘I don’t know,’ she said.
‘Aren’t you a lawyer?’
‘Are you a lawyer?’ said JeV.
‘Yes, sweetie,’ said Pippa. ‘Hurry and Wnish your coVee.’

She glanced back at me. ‘That doesn’t mean I know anything. 
I’ll look it up or ask someone. But don’t get lawyers involved. 
That’s the only thing I’ve learned.’

I nodded to Pippa and said goodbye politely to JeV,
suspecting I would never see him again. I rang Campbell at 
the oYce, and he said there would be no problem in 
borrowing a bike for a few days. I’d just have to pick it up 
from the oYce in Clerkenwell. Consequently, that morning 
I must have been the only bike messenger in London who 
didn’t go to work on a bike. Instead I sat on the tube in 
tight Lycra shorts and my Xuorescent yellow top, with my 
helmet on my lap. I couldn’t have looked more ludicrous if  
I’d been dressed in jodhpurs and a scarlet coat.

I hardly ever went into the oYce. It was really nothing 
more than a cubby-hole where Campbell and his assistant, 
Becks, took orders and phoned the riders, but it was amaz-
ingly squalid, all cardboard boxes, unwashed coVee cups and 
unWled Wles.

‘Lovers’ tiV?’ said Campbell, as I walked into the oYce.
‘Car door,’ I said.
‘Are you sure you’re all right?’
I was less all right when I saw the bike he was lending 

me. Campbell saw my dubious expression. ‘It’s served me 
well, that bike,’ he said.

‘At least it’s not going to get stolen,’ I muttered. ‘So, what’s 
up Wrst?’
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whistled at women walking past and talked about cam shafts, 
or whatever it was that motorcycles were made of.

We cycle messengers saw each other as a more sensitive
breed. We were certainly a bloody sight healthier, those of  
us who survived. When I cycled up, there was a small cheer 
from the people who were already there, clutching their 
bottles of  beer. They gathered round to inspect my bruises 
and grazes and to comment that they were really nothing 
special. Then we got down to the more serious business. 
We talked about employment prospects, we gossiped and, 
above all, we slagged oV the clients. We depended on them 
but that didn’t mean we had to respect them. Most of  the 
job was company work, taking envelopes from oYce to 
oYce, but several families had accounts with us and some 
of them were so rich, or at least so much richer than we 
were, that they thought nothing of  picking up the phone to 
summon one of  us. There was an unoYcial competition 
about the most ludicrous request. I’d once gone on succes-
sive days to deliver a forgotten packed lunch from Primrose 
Hill to a girls’ prep school in the West End. One messenger 
claimed he’d cycled to Notting Hill Gate in the rain to collect 
an umbrella and deliver it to a woman standing outside 
Fortnum & Mason. The job also gave us a chance to gawp 
inside some of  these houses. One of  the messengers said 
he was going to start a game: you’d get Wve points for a 
private cinema, ten for a fountain, Wfty for an indoor swim-
ming-pool.

Just as a messenger called Danny was telling me, quite 
falsely, about a client who fancied him, I was saved by my 
phone ringing. It was Davy.

‘I’m at the Jockey,’ I said. ‘Want to meet up?’
The pub was a handy place to rendezvous in the middle 

of town and Pippa or Davy or Owen would occasionally 
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join me there and attempt to blend in with the lithe, sun-
tanned, lightly clad, generally god-like bodies of  us
messengers.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m at home. Maybe you should come 
back.’

‘Is anything wrong?’
‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Not really. Nothing to do with us. But 

dramatic.’

I cycled home slowly, enjoying the amber light and the 
cooling air against my glowing skin. As I steered into
Maitland Road, I was thinking that the one thing I mustn’t 
do was have another stupid accident in my own road when 
I almost ran into a police car at the same spot where I had 
hit the car on the previous day. An area of  pavement a few 
houses down from ours was taped oV. Several policemen 
and -women were bustling around busily. One was standing 
by the car looking bored.

‘What’s up?’ I asked.
‘Move on, please, love,’ he said.
‘It’s just that I live in the street.’
‘It’s all over.’
‘What’s all –?’
‘Just move on.’
I felt reluctant. Something had happened almost exactly 

where I lived and I wanted to know about it, but the oYcer 
stared at me and I couldn’t think of  an excuse so I just 
pushed my bike along the pavement to our house.

Dario was up a ladder in the hallway painting the rose 
round the light. I leaned Campbell’s bike against the wall. 
‘Someone’s going to fall over that,’ he said.

‘It’s just for today,’ I said. ‘What’s going on outside?’
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‘There were more police a couple of  hours ago,’ he said. 
‘There were cars and an ambulance.’

‘What happened?’
‘I don’t really know,’ he said. ‘I haven’t been out. I heard 

that someone had been robbed.’
‘Murdered,’ said a voice behind me.
I turned round. It was Mick. ‘Murdered?’ I said. ‘No! What 

happened?’
‘Someone was being robbed in the street and they got 

killed. They must have tried to resist. Fucking idiot.’
Dario grinned down at me. ‘Yesterday Astrid crashes into 

a car, today someone gets murdered. This area’s getting
dangerous.’

‘Lucky we’re getting evicted then, isn’t it?’ I said, and then 
I looked up at Dario suspiciously. ‘How long have you been 
doing the house up?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said.
‘Were you in on Miles’s plan?’
‘Me?’ he said. ‘What would I have to gain from that?’
‘I wouldn’t like to think how your twisted mind works,’ I 

said.
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‘The house with the dark green door and the tidy front 
garden,’ said Miles.

‘We went out to have a look at it,’ added Davy.
‘What time was it?’ I asked. I couldn’t get my head round 

the fact that while we had been safe and warm inside
someone was being killed just a few feet from our front 
door.

‘The police weren’t sure about that. They just wanted to 
ask us if  we’d heard anything unusual during the night.’

‘Only the usual unusual,’ I said. ‘Shouts, people running, 
things being thrown.’

‘That’s what we said.’ Davy tipped the last of  the wine 
into his glass and held it up to the light. ‘And we gave every-
one’s names in the house.’

‘What for?’
‘Routine,’ said Miles, vaguely. ‘I said we were all here last 

night. They just said we should get in touch if  we remem-
bered anything that might be helpful.’

‘Margaret Farrell,’ I pondered. ‘Do they know why? Was 
she robbed – or what happened? Was it in her house?’

‘No,’ Davy explained. ‘Apparently someone found her
body where the bins go, outside the basement front. They 
said the binmen found her.’

‘No! Just dumped with all the rubbish? That’s horrible.’
‘That’s what I heard. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?’
‘But why?’
‘I think she was mugged and they killed her by mistake,’ 

said Miles.
‘They?’
‘It’s probably the husband,’ said Pippa. ‘It always is, you 

know.’
‘Do you even know she has a husband?’ I asked.
‘We don’t really know anything,’ said Miles. ‘People keep 
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‘Around seven o’clock,’ said Dario, at the same time.
‘No, it was nearer eight,’ I said. ‘Five to, something like 

that. I remember because I thought I’d be late for our house 
meeting, which was supposed to start at eight, so I was very 
conscious of  the time and in a rush. Which was why I hit 
the car door so hard.’

‘So. At just before eight you saw Mrs Farrell?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did you speak to her?’
‘Yes, well, not really. I think I swore a bit.’
‘You did,’ said Davy, behind me. Dario sniggered.
‘And what did she say?’
‘I don’t really remember. Sorry. She kept saying sorry.’
‘She wanted to call an ambulance,’ said Davy.
‘And she oVered to pay for the bike,’ added Dario. ‘She 

won’t do that now. You can ask her husband instead.’
‘Dario!’ I hissed, but Prebble didn’t appear to notice.
‘And that was all?’ he said.
‘Yes. Sorry.’
‘You didn’t see her after that?’
We shook our heads.
‘You didn’t notice what direction she went in?’
‘It’s a bit of  a blur,’ I said. ‘I only remember her shoes 

clearly.’
‘Her shoes?’
‘I remember lying on the ground and seeing them coming 

towards me. Sensible brown lace-ups. I think I might have
been a bit concussed. I remember I had this vague impres-
sion there was someone else nearby, beside Dario and 
Davy.’

‘Nope. It was just us,’ said Dario, Wrmly.
‘So it was only the two of  you?’ asked PC Prebble. 

‘Sure?’
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‘Yes,’ said Dario.
‘Yes,’ echoed Davy.
‘Right. You two, then, did you see where she went after 

the accident?’
‘We were helping Astrid into the house,’ said Davy. ‘I 

didn’t really pay any attention. We wanted to get her inside 
so she could lie down. She was quite cut up.’

‘Show him your bruises,’ said Dario.
‘No!’
‘But you’re clear it was around eight?’ Prebble seemed 

puzzled. There was a deep ridge running between his widely 
spaced eyes and he ran his hand over his bristle. I watched 
as it Xattened, then sprang back into place.

‘Yes.’
‘Hmm,’ he said.
‘We just thought we ought to report it.’
‘Thank you.’
‘It’s probably not relevant.’
‘No,’ he mused, chewing the end of  his pencil and gazing 

down at the single line of  writing. ‘But it’s good of  you. 
You can never tell what will be helpful and what not.’

‘Have you got any idea who might . . . ?’
‘We’re gathering information. Did any of  you know Mrs 

Farrell?’
‘Not really,’ Dario said.
‘I don’t remember even seeing her before,’ said Davy. ‘But, 

then, I haven’t lived there long.’
‘Ms Bell?’
‘She was just Peggy,’ I said. ‘Part of the street, a bit out 

of place, maybe, although I think she’d lived there for ages. 
Much longer than all of  us, at any rate.’

‘In what way out of  place?’
‘She just looked, well, like someone who should be living 
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in the suburbs or something,’ I said. ‘In a neat house 
surrounded by orderly neighbours. She seemed respectable, 
as if  she belonged to an old England that’s disappeared. 
Certainly from round here anyway. She wore what Miles 
calls coVee-morning clothes.’

‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning clothes to go to a coVee morning in, casual but 

smart, you know. I don’t think there are many coVee morn-
ings round Maitland Road.’

‘So she didn’t belong?’
I was beginning to understand what it would feel like,

being a witness in a trial. The casual, vaguely gossipy remarks 
we’d made about poor Peggy were being pinned down,
scrutinized and given a weight they simply didn’t possess.

‘Maybe none of  us belongs. People come and go. Every-
thing’s changing, shifting, all the time. That’s why I like it. 
It’s like a Wlm, not a photograph. You know?’

Prebble chewed his pencil, then carefully picked fragments 
of wood from the tip of  his tongue. ‘Hmm,’ he said at last. 
‘So are you aware of  her being a victim of  racist attacks?’

‘No!’ I wished I’d stayed silent. ‘I’m not really aware of  
anything.’ I turned in desperation to Dario. ‘Are you?’

‘Why me?’ asked Dario, shiftily. ‘Why should I know?’
‘She was a neighbour,’ said Davy, ‘but we didn’t know her. 

That’s London for you, isn’t it? We just happened to see her 
on the day she died.’

‘Was murdered.’
‘Yeah. And that’s it. We’re not much help.’
Prebble didn’t look particularly surprised or disappointed. 

Just tired and a little bored. We trooped out and stood on 
the pavement in the drizzle.

‘Well, we’ve done our duty, for what it’s worth,’ said Davy. 
‘Let’s go and have coVee and talk about something else.’
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