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Opening Extract

It was a very small flat.  It was the smallest area of space you had ever been required to live in and you shared it with the city.  Thousands of people completely unknown to you, moving in the same patterns, day after day, breathing the same limited supply of old air, with barely seven quiet paces between the far end of the bathroom, through the kitchen, the bedroom and into the tiny triangular loo that was secreted into the far wall.  Three thin doors could be shut between you and your frustrations as you sat in the cold and stared at the wall.  A chilly basement studio that got the light for a happy ten minutes in the morning, as you lay soft on the hard futon and watched the small gold crescent appear and disappear high up on the wood-chip.  Then perpetual shadow, even in summer.  Like an almost-grown child playing pretend house games, making camps on the futon with your blankets; putting it away in the morning, pulling it out again at night.  Eating, sleeping; pushing into the bed for warmth in the dark, trying to understand the way things had become.  Trying to comprehend the changes to your life as the city surged around you.  

For those first few months a spring was tightened, a coil wound.  The clock ran faster and time simply evaporated from your life.  You grasped at coping, at calm, but time and money confounded and conspired against you.  You took tiny slivers of peace and cherished them, fought for them, grasped at them as they slipped out of your hand, body, psyche.  What had started off exciting and vital became exhausting, defeating and overpowering.  A late bus, a missed connection, a suspect package.  The mad rush routine to get to bed before midnight, before it was too late, before the next day would leave you exhausted and strung out by the noise and the pace and so much life.  So many lives.  Laying on the futon, wide-eyed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sounds above, beside, around you.  The small sounds, the murmurs and the shrieks that were either laughter or something far less happy.  You couldn't tell.  You strained to distinguish between anger, fear and joy; the similar sounds of the noises at the edges of emotions.

 
That flat was your refuge.  Your wendy-house in a world of grown-ups.  Your own tiny space allocation in a city of adults.  Once outside the door you were vulnerable again.  You had no choice in the games you played.  You had to keep your guard up, make your stand against sinking, being dragged down, dragged under by the grind.  The grind of the people, the grind of the race that was each day, you had to remember not to make the mistake of looking like an outsider, of looking like you didn't belong, that you hadn't somewhere to be, something to do, a purpose that was driving you on.  A purpose that gave you an excuse to ignore the beggars and the dirt, to pretend that you couldn't see the other people and that standing so close to somebody on the tube, their arse pushed into your hip, with neither of you uttering a sound, was totally normal.  To pretend that you knew these people, that you understood them, that you were like them and had lived with them all your life.  That you were one of them.  Not an interloper.  That you were real, that you were as authentic as they were, that you understood their languages and accents, their music and their curses, their food and beliefs, their histories and experience.  That you had lived in their homes, laughed at their jokes, kissed their grandpas and held their babies and sung with them in churches and temples to which you did not belong.  And you had all held hands.  And there were no walls to understanding or empathy.  You were all together.  City people.  Londoners.  Crazy mad creatures all living on top of each other in tiny spaces with not enough green to go around but strung together by tiny threads of London.  Of a shared understanding.

But that was not the case.  You were not that person.  You did not have that understanding that you craved and you were terribly afraid of being found out and of being found wanting.  And there were hundreds like you.  Thousands.  All playing the same game.  Giving directions to tourists on the tube like you all knew where you where going.  Like this was your city.  Hoping that it wouldn't swallow you up and spit you out, hollow and transparent, your insides sucked dry by so much life, by so many hours in a day, by the knot of tension and suspicion that lived permanently in your stomach.
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