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Three Seconds  ·  Libran Seven

 




CHAPTER ONE

Ruzafa, Valencia — January 2022

Two months before everything begins.

 

The orange trees were doing what they always did which was just stand there being orange trees and Emma found this comforting in a way she couldn't explain to anyone so she never tried.

She was at the kitchen window. Tea going cold in her hand. The street below was empty except for the Garcias' cat who sat on the wall opposite every single morning like it had a job to do there. Maybe it did. Emma didn't know what cats thought about. She didn't know what she thought about half the time either.

Noah's lunchbox was open on the counter.

She cut the sandwich into triangles. Not because she was a good mother, well she was a good mother, but that wasn't why. She cut it into triangles because Noah had decided at age three that squares were wrong and he had never changed his mind about this and she respected that about him. She respected anyone who knew what they wanted and didn't apologise for it.

She added the crackers. The two squares of chocolate the school didn't allow. She put them in anyway. Some rules she kept and some she didn't and she had her own system for deciding which was which and it worked for her.

Lily's box was already packed. Emma had put a note inside. Drawing of a cat in a hat. Every day a different drawing. She'd been doing this since September and she'd run out of ideas by October and now she was drawing variations on the same five animals but Lily never said anything so presumably they still worked.

From the bedroom Marco was making the sounds of a man failing to find something. She knew these sounds the way she knew the sounds of rain, by frequency and intensity. This was a moderate failure. A tie, probably. She waited.

"Emma."

"Blue chair. Corner."

Silence.

Then: "Found it."

She smiled at the Garcia cat. The cat didn't care.

Marco came into the kitchen forty seconds later with the tie half done which was exactly how he always appeared in the morning, like a man perpetually in transit between one version of himself and another. Dark hair. The good jaw she'd thought about the first time she saw him in Bristol and still thought about sometimes when she wasn't paying attention. He looked better now than when she'd met him and she'd never told him this. It would make him impossible to live with.

"Coffee," she said. Cup already in her hand pointing at him.

"You're extraordinary."

"I know."

He kissed the side of her head. Cedarwood soap she'd bought at the market. She leaned into it for a moment. Just a moment. She was always just a moment with things. She had noticed this about herself.

"Noah's shoe," she said.

"What about it."

"He's going to say he can't find it. It's under the bed. Left one."

Marco looked at her with the look he had sometimes. Like she was a weather system he found interesting but couldn't predict. She found this look both flattering and slightly irritating and had never told him either of those things.

He went to find the shoe.
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Emma stood at the window with her cold tea and looked at the orange trees and thought about nothing in particular which was one of her favourite things to do and one of the things she was genuinely good at.

 

She had not planned to stay in Valencia.

She'd said this so many times it had stopped being true in the way things do when you repeat them. She'd come for six months. Change of scene. There had been a year at nineteen she didn't talk about and the years after that which she described to herself as waiting, though waiting for what she hadn't known. She'd come for the sun and the feeling of being somewhere nobody knew her name.

She'd met Marco at a language exchange evening in Bristol. She'd only gone because her flatmate bailed. She'd stayed because of a man who couldn't stop moving his hands when he talked about his city.

That was it really. That was the whole story.

Six months became a year. A year became a life. The life had good bones.

She loved Marco. She'd checked this many times the way you check a bruise — pressing on it to see if it still hurts — and the answer was always yes, I love this man, he is irritating and warm and he leaves his coffee cup too close to the edge of the counter and I love him.

She loved her children in the way that didn't have a word. That one lived in her chest, not her head.

She loved this apartment. The high ceilings. The tiled floors. The balcony where Marco grew tomatoes that mostly failed. The way the afternoon light came through the living room like it was trying to be kind.

She was happy.
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She pressed on that too sometimes. And yes. Still yes.

The brown leather handbag on the hook by the door had a small glass vial in it. Between the loyalty card and the shopping list. It had been there six years. She didn't think about it. It was just there the way her keys were just there. You don't think about your keys until you need them.

She had needed them once. A long time ago. Before Valencia. Before Marco. Before any of this.

She had not needed them since.

 

Noah arrived at seven forty-three.

One shoe. Wrong-order dressing. Hair that had its own opinions. He stood in the kitchen doorway like a small disaster that had recently occurred.

"Mama. I can't find my shoe."

"Under your bed. The left one."

He looked at her. Five years old and already suspicious of the fact that she knew things.

"How."

"Because I know everything."

He thought about this with the serious face he used for thinking. Then he went back down the hall.

Marco appeared.

"I told him that."

"So did I."

"He went to check anyway."

"He needed to verify." She was cutting an apple into slices. "He's five. Independent verification is reasonable."

Marco looked at her.

"What," she said.
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"Nothing." He picked up his coffee. "I'm glad you're here. That's all."

Simple thing. She turned back to the apple so he wouldn't see what happened to her face when he said things like that.

 

Lily came to breakfast already fully assembled. Hair. Bag. Everything in order. She sat at the table and opened her book.

"Lily."

"I know." She closed it. Placed it beside her plate. "No reading at the table."

She looked up.

"Can we have orange juice."

"Fridge."

"I know where it is. I was asking permission."

"Yes."

"Thank you."

She got up. Got the juice. Poured two glasses. Put one at Noah's place without being asked.

Emma watched her daughter and felt the chest thing. Lily at seven was already more competent than Emma had been at twenty-five. She had Marco's eyes and Emma's colouring and some third quality that belonged to neither of them. A seriousness. Like she was always three sentences ahead of the conversation, waiting for everyone else to catch up.

Emma looked at her daughter and thought — whatever happens, you'll be fine. You'll be completely fine.

She thought this with love.

She thought it with something else too. Something smaller. She didn't look at that part
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