EXCERPT ONE   

This wasn’t quite what Rachel Marcus had in mind five days earlier when she’d been forced to pack up her life and run away from Johannesburg in search of a fresh start in New York City. She had been hoping for an apartment that was more inner-city chic than inner-city shithole.
‘It’s small, isn’t it?’ said Rachel, eyeing Doreen as she turned on the kitchen tap. The tap burped and murky water splashed out in epileptic fits. Rachel stared at it in horror. She had never seen lumpy water before.
‘Actually, I’d say it’s rather spacious for your price range,’ the letting agent replied, her face inscrutable. 
Doreen had a remarkable talent for real estate: she could turn any negative into a selling point. She had already shown Rachel nineteen apartments and had managed to find something nice to say about every one of them. A feat Rachel wouldn’t have managed, even with the help
of a thesaurus. 
Rachel pictured the letting agent standing in front of the mirror that morning. Doreen must have imagined her lips to be about half a centimetre bigger than they actually were and had applied her lipstick accordingly. In the two hours they had been together the fat, glossy colour had bled off into the deep smoker’s crevices in the corners of her mouth – Doreen was what Rachel’s friend Shaun called a two-pack-a day divorcee. Her hair was bright red and teased so high she left low-hanging light bulbs swaying in her wake. Conventional wisdom would tell a woman with this colour hair that bright pink lipstick may not be the best idea. But clearly conventional wisdom was not something Doreen paid a great deal of attention to.
 Rachel’s feet hurt. With each passing viewing both her heart and her standards had dropped significantly. ‘What’s that smell?’ she asked. 
‘Disinfectant?’ Doreen said mechanically.
‘No, not that smell.’
‘Cat pee?’
‘No, the other one, underneath those smells.’
The letting agent raised her nose in the air and sniffed.
‘It’s like something’s burning,’ said Rachel.
‘Oh, that . . .’ The agent nodded. ‘One of the neighbours must be cooking something.’
‘It’s got a chemical edge to it, hasn’t it?’ said Rachel.
‘Yes, I think you’re right,’ said the agent, wiping her nose with a tissue.
‘Doreen.’
‘Yes, dear?’
‘I don’t think I can live somewhere where my next door neighbours are cooking crack at three o’ clock on a Monday afternoon. Do you have anything else you can show me?’
Doreen looked at her watch, clearly irritated. She shuffled through the pages on her clipboard. ‘I’ve got two more,’ she finally said. ‘The one is three blocks from here, but it’s a bit of a fixer-upper.’
‘All right,’ shrugged Rachel, looking around and wondering how much more of a fixer-upper you could get. ‘It can’t be worse than this, right?’
Rachel wasn’t sure but she thought she saw Doreen raise a painted on eyebrow as she led the way out of the door.
