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To Samuel

Our story will always be my favourite house-sharing anecdote




[image: Penguin walking logo]

1. Ellen

Ellen was a bit rusty on what their tenancy agreement said about flooding the entire ground floor of their house. But she suspected that Elias, the balding, barrel-chested sociopath who owned their property in Lewisham, would have prepared for the eventuality. This would most likely involve damages being pillaged from their security deposit. The prospect of explaining the flooding to him was about as appealing as walking into moving traffic.

There was never any arguing with Elias. True, Ellen had never known a sympathetic London landlord, but Elias was a tyrant. He lacked any empathy or humanity, and overreacted at the slightest provocation. His emails were always abrasive and usually written predominantly in caps lock. Last month, when Ellen’s housemate Alexa emailed to ask whether there was a mop in the house, he responded by calling her a ‘FREELOADING C**T’. Then there was the Friday evening before a bank holiday weekend, when the dodgy flush had broken on their only loo. When they asked for Elias’s help with a handyman he baulked at paying the higher call-out fee and suggested they ‘flush it with a bucket until Tuesday’.

He also had a habit of letting himself in without warning, which was, Ellen was fairly sure, a violation of the terms of their lease. They’d hear the grind of his keys in the door and, quick as a flash, assemble in her room (which was technically the living room) for a crisis meeting to determine the party line on when they’d last hoovered the stairs. Elias always found something to complain about, be it the state of the lawn or a lingering smell in the kitchen. (He didn’t ‘like’ Chinese food. On his last visit his eyes were narrowed and searching, as if expecting to find a chow mein sequestered away in a cupboard.) He once called – called! – to warn them that if they didn’t polish the kitchen surfaces once a month he’d have ‘their bollocks in a vice’. In person, he often eyeballed the docile Jack when he made threats (especially ones about bollocks), fingering his keys. There were two key rings on the chain – a blue bottle opener bearing the name of a casino, and a small plastic busty pin-up girl in a Baywatch-red swimsuit.

Ellen had lived at 49 Rokeby Close for three years now, which, she occasionally noted sadly, meant she’d known Elias longer than her longest relationship had lasted.

The three of them did not know what Elias had done to afford this roomy, if rather shabby, house on a nice road in New Cross, south-east London, not to mention his three other properties in the surrounding area. He had something of the used-car salesman about him – it was the brown slip-on shoes and the shiny grey suits, Alexa had once said authoritatively. Google conjured nothing. Sometimes, Elias would bring his lacquered wife, Cynthia, with him on impromptu house inspections and she would stand, wordlessly, drumming her blue shellacked nails along the kitchen counter. Or sit at the MDF table with the wobbly leg, seemingly not listening as he complained that the grass hadn’t been mown this spring (the grass was a real fixation; Ellen would never have pegged him for a gardener). On one visit, Cynthia put her iPhone on the table. When the screen lit up Ellen noticed that the background was a picture of a man in Speedos emerging from the sea, Bond-style. The man was not Elias. Cynthia never said a word to any of them, but she had once forwarded them all an email from a community group calling for a boycott of a local primary school which had been teaching its pupils about LGBTQ+ relationships. Ellen had shared the email on Instagram (#tfw your landlord is a homophobe??). Alexa had sent a curt response requesting that Cynthia refrain from sending them ‘emails of this nature’ in future, Jack and Ellen sitting beside her and nodding wordlessly while she composed the message. Cynthia had replied a few days later, cc’ing them all, stating that while they lived ‘under her roof’, she would send them whatever emails she wished.

Ellen had woken at 8 a.m. on that April Saturday with the heart-thudding start of a white-wine hangover. For a brief but terrifying moment, her pulse still racing, she barely recognized her own bedroom, until she realized that this was because she had settled – whenever that was – the wrong way around in her bed. Her feet were resting on her pillow and she was, she swiftly ascertained, still wearing her work clothes: a Breton T-shirt under a denim dungaree dress, tights and her left ankle boot. The right one stood smartly in the middle of her bedroom floor, as if waiting to be recommissioned.

Ellen swivelled round so that her head was on the pillow, noting grimly that when she did so her brain felt like it was bouncing off the inside of her skull. Panting slightly, she manoeuvred the left boot off with her right foot, to expose a big toe that waggled from the end of her holey tights. She exhaled deeply as she heard the boot land on the floor, and lay still again.

As she stared at the ceiling, eyes gummy with slept-in mascara, she became aware of a roll-call of further physical complaints. Her mouth was sour, and heartburn roared in her throat. Her muscles were sore, and she had a real bruiser of a headache: a dull, thudding twinge burrowing deep into her skull. Sitting up very slowly and supporting herself gingerly on her elbows, she took a swig from the glass of water next to her bed, which turned out to be a tepid yet potent vodka tonic. Gagging, she spat the liquid back into the glass and wiped her mouth with her hand. She rubbed one eye with a balled fist, and struggled to drag a few of the relevant details from her dehydrated brain. She could remember getting the bus home from work drinks and – ah yes – getting off a stop early to go to the corner shop for a 35cl bottle of vodka. Beside the bed, her laptop lay on the floor, its shell half closed, as if cowering in fear. She edged the lid open with her exposed big toe and jabbed at the trackpad. The screen lit up. It was paused on a YouTube tap-dancing tutorial.

She lay back on the mattress. Her duvet was slumped against the wall alongside her bed, the old clothes that doubled as pyjamas tangled inside. Sighing, she yanked at the pink tracksuit bottoms, her worn grey T-shirt and a pair of odd socks coming with them. Wincing as a bolt of pain coursed through her left temple, she wriggled out of yesterday’s work clothes, tossed them off the end of the bed after the boot, and put the pyjamas on. They could definitely do with a wash. As could her hair: its long, dark brown lengths hung in greasy sections.

She started again: her things! She must have had things. Phone? It wasn’t on the bedside table, and Ellen was about to panic until she realized it was, in fact, on the floor beside the bed, lying face down but – yes! – completely intact. She jabbed at the side button and the screen lit up: a string of WhatsApps from Kayleigh; an email from a fast-fashion e-tailer whose website she’d sworn never to visit again, advertising a limited-time ‘up to 75 per cent off’ sale; three responses to her Instagram Story (oh God). She opened the phone’s front-facing camera and squinted into it. Mascara crumbled along her eyelids and there was a pustule of a spot erupting on her chin. She pocketed the phone and took another deep sigh.

Water was the answer. Well, it had been about nine hours ago, but better late than never. Using both hands to launch herself from her mattress, she stood up and plotted her route across the disarray of her bedroom. She took a wobbly step, and then – gaining in confidence – another, until she made it to the bedroom door. Ellen opened it and peered into the hallway, testing the house for signs of Alexa or Jack. All was still. Her keys were lying on the first step of the staircase. She padded down the hall, the ache of Friday night in her bones, and walked into the open-plan kitchen and dining room, then stopped suddenly when it dawned on her that her socks were being lapped by a tide of water.

Its source was easily locatable: water was cascading from the cupboard under the sink, making the cheap plastic doors flap wildly. She stood there for a minute, mesmerized by the ebb and flow of the shallow lagoon, before her brain clicked into gear.

‘Fuck,’ Ellen breathed. The panic started to rise like the tide of heartburn. It hadn’t been like this when she’d got home. It couldn’t have been. Unless she’d missed it? Or … could she have somehow done this? How could she? She’d only made a vodka tonic. Ellen moved tentatively to the sink, as though the whole thing might blow at any second, her socks now squelching at every step. The tap wasn’t open: the water was definitely coming from underneath the sink. She crouched in front of the flapping cupboard doors, then recoiled when one almost banged her on the nose.

She stood up again.

‘Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck,’ she moaned. Her voice was higher and more desperate now.

There must be a mains tap somewhere, which would turn off the water at its source, a big switch that would pause the cascade. She crouched closer again in search of one, but all she could discern was the usual tangle of pipes, and a sodden scouring pad at the bottom of the cupboard. She flinched and leaped back as the sink made a low, juddering moan.

A light-bulb moment: the attic. This was where they had unearthed the fuse box, eventually, during a sudden and disorientating blackout. Maybe the switch she needed was there too. Startled by her own quick wit and decisiveness, Ellen turned on her soggy heels, made for the stairs and started running up them, two steps at a time, using the banister to yank herself up.

She paused on the first-floor landing. Jack and Alexa’s bedrooms were on the left. The only bathroom was dead ahead of her. Then there was another staircase that twisted back upon itself and ended in the loft. Ellen ran up the uncarpeted staircase into the attic, taking huge gulps of breath. She yanked the door open and took in the scene. Before she could stop herself, she screamed. About a metre or so from the doorway lay a huge, very dead mouse, lying on its back with its paws pointing straight up. She steadied herself and breathed deeply, placing her hand on her chest to slow her hurtling heartbeat, trying to banish the blackness that was seeping into the corner of her eyes.

It was warm in there, and smelled faintly of wood chips and school music cupboards. As her pulse slowed, she peered cautiously into the attic’s chaos. She’d only been up here once, and it still had all the ambience of a pound shop on the Old Kent Road: packed to the eaves with plastic crates of DVDs, warped cardboard boxes full of cables, half-full litre bottles of white spirit, and broken dining-room chairs. In one corner, there was an open suitcase of BB guns and next to it a teetering pile of The Guinness Book of Records, most of them from the 1990s. She couldn’t see anything that might be the mains water switch.

Heart still galloping, Ellen heard a bedroom door open on the landing below, followed by tentative footsteps on the staircase. From the gait, she guessed – correctly, as it turned out – that it was Jack, and rolled her eyes in spite of herself. Jack was not the man you’d pick first in a crisis. Her housemate was about six foot tall and very lanky, with a baby-face and dark hair that was slightly too long. He had the permanent air of an overladen man boarding a train just before it leaves the station and trying to untangle himself from his luggage, carrier bags swinging from every limb. He worked in customer service for a vegetable delivery box start-up, Green Genie, which meant he had access to a bounty of wonky carrots and misshapen strawberries. Occasionally, he would make them extravagant smoothies that always ended up tasting overwhelmingly of grit.

The footsteps had stopped.

‘Hello?’ Jack called hesitantly, from below. ‘Ellen?’

‘I’m up here!’

He didn’t move.

She pressed her lips together and resisted the urge to snap. ‘Jack, can you come here a second?’ she said, civilly. An afterthought. ‘Please?’

She heard his footsteps on the stairs again, slow and deliberate. He appeared at last, wearing a pair of blue tracksuit bottoms and a Green Genie T-shirt. The logo was a dancing carrot. He paused on the penultimate stair, watching her warily.

‘Sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to wake you. But –’

‘You screamed,’ he interrupted. When he saw the mouse his eyes widened.

‘Yes, sorry, the mouse gave me a fright.’ She pointed stupidly at its corpse.

Jack leaned back slightly.

‘Sorry – look, ignore the mouse, that’s not the real problem. I’m here because of the water – downstairs, the sink – there’s water all over the kitchen.’ Jack still looked half asleep, and she resisted gripping him by the shoulders. ‘Jack. Do you know how we turn the water off?’ With a sudden lurch, last night’s (cheap) white wine started roaring in her ears. ‘It’s flooding. Downstairs!’

That did the trick.

‘Shit.’ He swallowed and frowned. ‘Um.’

‘I thought maybe the water box might be up here. With the fuse box …?’ She paused, hoping that Jack would reveal himself – against type – to be the practical sort. ‘Do you have any idea?’

Jack looked stricken. ‘No, I don’t know how we turn anything off,’ he gulped. After a beat, he added, ‘Sorry.’

She clenched her left fist hard, and turned back to the chaos of the attic.

‘OK, in that case can you just help me look, please? Any box that might … control the water.’

‘Mm-hmm.’ Jack was slowly revving into action.

The two of them stepped over the threshold, past the mouse, with Jack’s eyes lingering a second on its rigid body.

‘Right. I’ll take this side, you take that one.’ Ellen shoved Jack gently towards a tangle of golf clubs. He crouched down to get a better look at them. ‘Jack!’

‘Sorry, yes! Flooding.’ He climbed over the golf clubs and started hunting more purposefully.

The box would be set into a wall, she thought wildly, casting around her own patch. In the corner was a lawn chair, on which rested a half-deflated pool float in the shape of a slice of pizza, and a decommissioned Slush Puppie machine. A sheaf of broken picture frames leaned against the wall. And there was the fuse box, above the frames. Hopefully, the two would be near each other? She stepped over the thicket of junk, clutching the wall for balance, while scanning its surface for another box that might control the water. In spite of the fairly wide skylight set into the ceiling, the chaos created a gloomy pall. She couldn’t see anything except the fuse box. Frustration rising like bile, Ellen leaned backwards and called out to Jack.

‘Have you found anything yet?’ she asked sharply.

Jack was still standing near the golf clubs. ‘He’s got a SEGA up here,’ he said, with some envy, pointing at a grey plastic shell in another corner of the attic.

‘Jack!’

Catching her tone, his face dropped, and then – was that a light-bulb moment of his own she was witnessing? – he spoke solemnly. ‘We should go and get Alexa.’

Besides being Ellen’s best friend of almost a decade, Alexa – bright and considerate, with shoulder-length blonde hair that fell just so – was also the de facto leader of the house. She had three younger siblings, four dogs and three cats, not to mention nearly twenty years’ experience handling two parents who could not be in the same room together. Consequently, she was good in a crisis.

‘Yes, we should.’ Alexa would know what to do. She would also, effortlessly, take charge, relieving Ellen of the burden of doing so. ‘I’m going to go get her.’ Ellen negotiated her way through the obstacle course of boxes again. ‘I’ll be two seconds. While I’m down there, can you have a look for the water box, please? It must be here somewhere,’ she added, uncertainly.

As Ellen hurtled down the stairs, she recalled an occasion when she had watched with fascination as Jack, slowly and methodically, devoured an entire 300ml tub of crème fraîche after dinner. When she asked him why he’d eaten it, he looked nonplussed and said he’d thought it was a yoghurt. Still, perhaps he’d unearth the right box by mistake, Ellen thought, like that theory about a witless monkey with a typewriter eventually writing the complete works of Shakespeare.

Feeling the tingle of adrenaline in her limbs, Ellen rapped loudly and insistently on Alexa’s door. Alexa, like most people who didn’t come home and make themselves a vodka tonic nightcap, probably wouldn’t mind being woken up. Ellen didn’t think she’d gone out last night – and 8.16 a.m. was fairly late for Alexa. This different approach to things like lie-ins (see also: tidying up) was probably why Alexa was a civil servant and Ellen worked in communications for a CBD tampon company.

There was no answer on her first go. Ellen rapped again, even more insistently. She leaned her head forward, listening for sounds of movement. On the third try, she heard the murmur of voices. Plural?! Last night’s white wine quickened her pulse again. She noticed that she was now holding her breath.

‘Lex?’ she said, cautiously.

Another murmur, and a gruff laugh. Ellen heard the bed creak and footsteps padding across the floor. Alexa opened the door and leaned on the door frame, one slim thigh snaked around the other. Ellen reeled slightly at the sight of this grungy Alexa, in checked pyjama shorts and an unfamiliar baggy black T-shirt. In the doorway, she seemed tiny and Ellen, who was about four inches taller, felt like a hulking giantess. Kohl still ringed Alexa’s big blue eyes, and she had a black, chalky stripe down her right cheek. Still, her hair was perfect.

‘Hey,’ Alexa smiled. She looked sleepy and a little sheepish. ‘What’s up? I heard someone scream.’

In spite of the urgency of what was going on in the kitchen, Ellen smirked and cocked one eyebrow meaningfully. She couldn’t see much, but she could hear the duvet rustling, and the slight murmur of the mattress as someone rolled over. Alexa flashed a glance back into the room and mouthed, ‘I’ll tell you later.’ She looked pleased. Ellen was about to say something, but Alexa pre-empted her. ‘What’s happened?’ she asked again.

Ellen rearranged her face, conscious that, by the grave injustices of sod’s law, Elias was probably on his way over for an unauthorized house inspection. She exhaled heavily.

‘Sorry, I screamed because I saw a dead mouse – but that’s not the major problem –’ Ellen placed her fingers on her aching temples. ‘The major problem is that the sink in the kitchen has gone mental, and there’s water everywhere – and I don’t know how to switch it off –’ She stared at Alexa, helplessly.

Alexa’s eyes widened. ‘Wait, what?’

‘I don’t know what’s happened – it wasn’t like that when I got in last night – whenever the fuck that was.’ A shamefaced grimace. ‘Anyway, I was looking for the thing to turn off the water at the mains, and I thought it might be near the fuse box?’

‘The stopcock,’ Alexa said, authoritatively.

Ellen blinked at this unfamiliar word.

‘It’s usually under the sink,’ Alexa added, with confidence.

‘Oh, OK.’ She felt slightly reassured. ‘Are you sure? I don’t know. I thought it might be in the attic.’ There was an undignified whine in her voice.

‘I doubt it,’ Alexa said, briskly. Ellen frowned at this slight but before she could say anything, Alexa had shifted into action mode. ‘OK, I’m coming – let me just grab a jumper …’ Alexa disappeared, and Ellen resisted the urge to peer into her room. Seconds later, she reappeared, pulling her arms through a worn grey zip-up hoodie. ‘OK,’ she said, calmly. ‘Why don’t I go look at the kitchen, and you go get Jack from the attic so we can start mopping all the water up?’

Ellen sighed with relief. She had known Alexa would take over. ‘Thanks,’ she said, rubbing her eye with the base of her palm. ‘I’m so hungover,’ she added, quietly.

Alexa gave her a complicit look.

Ellen managed another smirk. ‘Right, I’ll go back upstairs. Jack’s rootling around up there and probably shouldn’t be left unattended.’

‘OK. I’ll see you in a minute.’

Her panic quelled, Ellen trotted back up the stairs to the attic, while Alexa descended to the kitchen. Jack was in the middle of the room, leaning over the rubble of an upended Perspex box that contained DVDs and the SEGA. He appeared to be enthralled. Ellen joined him, observing that the collection included the complete boxset of Sex and the City. Elias was evidently a man of diverse interests.

‘Hi, Jack –’ Ellen started.

He looked up sharply. ‘Sorry,’ he interrupted, slightly startled, putting the DVD down. ‘I just stopped for a second.’ He added, quickly, ‘But I promise I was looking.’

Ellen gave him a hard stare.

He winced.

Despite being fairly hopeless, Jack didn’t annoy Alexa as much as he annoyed Ellen. This also annoyed Ellen. While she was sometimes a little short with him, Alexa treated him with the benevolent patience of an experienced primary school teacher. Inevitably, he responded better to this treatment than to her own strangled infuriation. She took a deep breath and tried to summon her reserves of composure. Jack was staring beseechingly at her. She folded her arms and announced, ‘Luckily for us, Alexa is fixing it.’

‘Oh!’ he said brightly, clearly not following. ‘Great!’ He stood up, abandoning the DVDs, and giving his now-dusty tracksuit bottoms a brush with his palms. He stared expectantly at her.

‘She’s downstairs,’ Ellen supplied. ‘Switching the water off.’

Jack nodded enthusiastically.

‘So we should go help her.’

‘Right.’

‘Now?’ Ellen jerked her thumb towards the door.

But Jack was already walking slowly towards the skylight set in the ceiling, and opened it. He stuck his head out and then turned back to her. ‘It’s a really nice day.’

‘Right.’ Ellen rolled her eyes. While Jack stuck his head out of the window, like a dog in a car, she crouched down, enjoying the periodic reprieve from having to hold herself entirely upright.

‘Sorry.’ He pulled his head back in. ‘I’m coming.’ His face brightened. ‘Hi, Alexa.’

Ellen turned round. Alexa had appeared in the doorway. She was now wearing slippers, and a downcast expression. Ellen stood up.

‘Hey,’ Alexa said, quickly. ‘So I tried to turn the water off under the sink, but I couldn’t twist it. It’s really stiff.’ She stepped into the room and wrinkled her nose. ‘God, look at all this rubbish.’ She frowned at a defeated lawnmower, ancient yellowing grass still stuck to its shell. ‘Anyway’ – she recovered her focus – ‘Jack, I was wondering if you could come and help me? I think it might need some muscle.’

Ellen resisted the urge to snort.

‘What?’ Jack was clearly thinking the same thing as Ellen.

‘Could you come and help me turn the stopcock, under the sink?’ she repeated, with barely a flicker of impatience. ‘It’s stuck.’

Ellen was going to add something to emphasize the urgency of the situation when she noticed a lanky man, presumably belonging to Alexa, shuffling through the doorway to join them. He was blinking as though unused to sunlight, and wore a pair of jeans slung low enough to confirm that he wasn’t wearing any boxers underneath them. Big bare feet poked out of the bottom of the jeans. He was shirtless – in fact, it seemed quite likely that he owned the T-shirt slung over Alexa’s top half – and his chest was lightly hairy. He had the sort of abs that suggested gentle – but not myopic – discipline. Indeed, he was – Ellen observed – extraordinarily good looking: big brown eyes, a shadow of stubble, brown, close-cropped dark hair. He squinted, a lithe forearm thrown across his eyes to shield them from the sun.

Noticing that Ellen was distracted, Alexa turned round. ‘Oh, hey –’

Without warning, a gust from the open skylight slammed the door shut.

Ellen jumped, Jack yelped and the stranger turned.

‘Hi,’ he said, turning back to offer a friendly half-wave. ‘I’m Ben.’ His voice was slightly higher than Ellen had expected.

Jack and Ellen looked at Alexa. There were pink spots high on her cheekbones, though she looked quite pleased.

‘Hey,’ Alexa said, stepping towards him. ‘Um, I’ll be back down in a second, I just need Jack’s help with something, so …’ She trailed off.

Ben appraised her, smiling. ‘Yeah, no worries – I just came to see if you have an iPhone charger?’

‘Yes, there’s one plugged in on my side of the bed,’ Alexa said briskly. She was clearly trying to get rid of him.

Ben grinned uncertainly, a little bemused by his reception. ‘OK, cool. I’ll see you in a second, then.’ He turned towards the door.

In the fullness of time, they’d presumably all agree that what happened next wasn’t strictly Ben’s fault. Ultimately, the door handle could have fallen off in anyone’s hand. The door was an unknown quantity: its handle was rarely used. Perhaps, like a faulty escalator or an overburdened heart valve, the door handle was a ticking time bomb, an accident waiting to happen. Indeed, if you were pointing fingers, it was sort of Jack’s fault – he’d opened the skylight, which made the door slam shut with such force. (And, to be fair, it was Alexa who had brought home the ham-fisted Adonis in the first place.)

But it didn’t really matter whose fault it was, because fall off it did, leaving the door firmly closed, with them all locked inside.

And anyway, Elias would make it everyone’s fault when the whole ground floor was underwater and he had to break down a door in order to break all of their necks.
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2. Ellen

Ben stared at the handle.

‘Oh my God,’ Alexa uttered slowly. Her voice was high. ‘Have you just locked us in?’

Ben lifted the handle, tentatively. ‘I think,’ he started, quietly, ‘it’s possible …’ He trailed off, abashed, massaging his chin with one hand, the other still clutching the futile handle.

Manoeuvring past Ben, Alexa was at the door now. Slower – always a little slower – Ellen followed her, noticing that Ben smelled of salt and sweat and, very slightly, of something peachy.

She and Ben joined Alexa in a crouch in front of the door. She was examining the abyss where the handle ought to have been. It had left a thick metal pin exposed, which Ben twisted roughly. There was a promising clicking noise and he pressed it again, but this time, the pin gave way and disappeared. They heard the handle on the other side drop to the floor. Ben gave them another guilty look.

The handle’s mechanism now truly buggered, Alexa tried reaching through the gap and tugging at the door with her small fingers. When this failed to achieve anything, she shot Ellen a look of concentrated panic.

Ellen’s response to this was to stand up – thighs complaining – and to throw her weight at the door. Since it opened inwards, this also had no impact.

Running out of options, Alexa now put her face to the dusty floor in order to peer through the crack underneath the door.

For want of anything better to do, Ellen threw her weight against it again for good measure. She went in a little too hard, and stood back, rubbing her shoulder. She felt heavy with dread.

‘This doesn’t look good,’ Jack whispered.

Ellen glared at him and slumped to the floor.

Alexa joined her, leaning back against the door, her arms crossed over her chest. She was chewing her lip.

Ben was slightly hunched, weighed down by the realization of what he had done – or perhaps he was just aware of the proximity of his head to the ceiling. His hands hung uselessly at his sides.

‘Wait, so are we really locked in?’ Jack asked, uncertainly, as if hoping he might get a different answer.

Ellen felt the white-wine heartburn rise in her throat again. ‘Yes,’ she said, from the floor. ‘We’re locked in, and the kitchen is filling with water – and …’ It felt like her tongue had swollen to a size that her mouth could no longer support. ‘Fuck,’ she said, with feeling.

‘I’m really sorry,’ Ben tried, quietly. ‘It just came off in my hand.’ He added, hopefully, ‘I suppose it must have been busted anyway.’

There was an incredibly awkward silence, during which time Ellen realized that – to add insult to injury – she urgently needed the loo. She scanned the room for items that could be repurposed at humiliating cost, while hoping they wouldn’t be in here long enough for it to come to that. The attic ran the length of their house, but was so full it seemed smaller, its eaved ceilings adding to the sense that the walls were closing in around them. Stringy spiderwebs decked the whole room. There was a clearing of ratty, staticky carpet, and a short path from this clearing to the door. There was another short path towards the skylight. The dead mouse remained, lying in state.

‘OK, so who’s got a phone?’ demanded Alexa.

‘I do,’ Jack said, brightly, producing one and prodding it. ‘Oh …’ He jabbed at it again. ‘No signal. I never have any signal upstairs.’ He looked stricken.

Ben raised his empty hands. ‘Mine’s downstairs,’ he added sheepishly.

Ellen instinctively patted the side of her upper thigh: phone! She took it out. ‘I do, but it’s almost dead,’ she said, looking at the sad little red battery icon in the corner. ‘Three per cent.’

She wished she’d had the presence of mind to plug it in before she passed out. With a twinge of shame, she vaguely remembered spending much of the bus journey home – while she leaned in the area reserved for pushchairs – stalking a girl she went to primary school with on Instagram. Ellen found that she often did this when she was drunk. Joanna Jessop was a doctor and had got married in a frothy ceremony in a converted barn in the Cotswolds last year. But a month later she discovered her new husband was having an affair, and then he’d left her for the other woman. Ellen knew all this because Joanna Jessop had recalled the whole devastating incident in a series of black-and-white pictures of flat whites and rooftop scenes tagged #survivor #reflection #affair #divorce #cryless #smilemore #keepyourheartopen. She liked to return to the sequence often to gather more details. She occasionally stalked the disgraced ex-husband but he was, understandably, less forthcoming on social media. He was very short. It surprised Ellen that he’d convinced not just one but two women to take a chance on him.

‘Shit!’ Alexa said, enunciating the ‘t’. ‘Mine’s downstairs too. Ellen, we need to think fast about how to use yours before your battery dies.’

‘Well, I guess we should call your landlord?’ Ben said, innocently.

The three tenants shared a glance. It was agreed, wordlessly, that Alexa would field this.

‘It’s just … he’ll go ballistic,’ she stated, weakly. ‘He’ll probably try to evict us on the spot –’

‘He’s fucking deranged,’ Ellen interrupted, forcefully. ‘If he finds out the kitchen is filling with water, he’ll probably drown one of us in there. Add to that the fact we’ve broken the handle off his precious door, and we’re as dead as that mouse …’

Ben stared at her.

‘Dealing with Elias is a conversation I don’t want to have,’ Alexa finished, sounding tired.

There was a tense pause.

‘OK,’ Ben said, finally. ‘Landlord is a psycho. Noted.’ He was clearly making a strenuous effort to be upbeat. ‘Take it you haven’t left a spare set of keys with a neighbour, or something?’

‘We don’t really know any of the neighbours,’ Ellen said, sulkily.

‘I know Mrs Chan,’ Jack said, brightly.

‘My dad has our only spares,’ Alexa remembered, ignoring Jack. ‘He’s out near Wimbledon. Although’ – she looked at Ellen – ‘do you have his new number saved? I only know the office one.’ A pause. ‘He got a new phone recently,’ she added, slightly defensively.

Ellen swiped through her contacts. ‘Don’t even have his old one,’ she said, flatly.

Alexa placed her fingers on her left temple. Her jaw was clenched. ‘OK, could we call your mum and dad? They’re not that far from here, are they?’

‘What – to ask them to drive an hour up to London on a rescue mission to break our door down? They don’t have any keys.’

Not to mention, they wouldn’t do it. Partly, this was because her parents had done the big shop every Saturday morning for twenty-plus years, and would right now be in the car park of a Tesco Megastore, doing their tenth circuit at 6mph waiting for a nana to relinquish her parking space. Nothing would be permitted to interrupt this ritual. Ellen’s mother had even been there on the morning her own mother died. Ellen had accompanied her that day and watched as her hands shook – just a little – when she tried to slot the pound coin into the trolley.

Besides the big shop, there was also the fact that her parents thought that moving to the vivid wilds of south-east London was a radical phase – and the sooner Ellen retreated to the muted security of the suburbs, where they lived, the better. Her father’s more morbid jokes included emailing her links to articles from newspapers with headlines like LOCAL SAMARITAN MUGGED AT KNIFEPOINT BY TEENAGE GANG LORD or FOUR DEAD IN GRISLY PARK MURDER. Somehow, the fact that she’d managed to get stuck in the attic of the three-bed house she lived in would end up being the fault of London. She really didn’t want to give them the ammunition.

‘Plus,’ Ellen observed, glumly, ‘they’re miles away.’

Her brother, Tom, would have done it – begrudgingly – except he now lived in Barcelona. She felt, at a stroke, isolated and terrified.

‘Well, we have to phone someone,’ Alexa said, testily, glancing at Ben. ‘Before Ellen’s battery runs out. And we can’t just sit here, stuck in an attic –’

‘While the ground floor fills with water.’ Ellen felt responsible for the flood, as she’d had the misfortune to discover it. Not to mention her bedroom was on the same floor as the kitchen. She wondered how long it would take the water to reach her room. She wished she hadn’t left her laptop on the floor.

‘So, come on, who else can we call?’ Alexa asked urgently. She sat hunched, holding on to her knees with her left arm, while she chewed the skin on the knuckles of her right hand.

‘What about Soph?’ Ellen said, suddenly, her voice higher than she’d expected it to be. ‘She’s not that far away. Plus she’d probably quite enjoy breaking a window –’

‘She’s in Dorset this weekend, for Renée’s mum’s sixtieth,’ Alexa interrupted, grimly.

Ellen made a face. At university she’d never have imagined Sophie becoming the sort of person who attended her girlfriend’s mother’s sixtieth birthday. She had once dropped a lit cigarette into the bin in her room in halls and started a small fire that woke the entire building at 3 a.m. in the depths of exam term.

‘We could try … the police?’ Jack asked, seeking confirmation. None was forthcoming. ‘Or would it be the fire brigade?’ Ellen noticed his hairy toes poking out of the cuffs of his navy tracksuit bottoms. As if he’d read her mind, he curled them self-consciously.

‘It might be a little bit mad to call 999 over this,’ Ben pointed out, gently. ‘I mean, they probably have more pressing things to do.’

‘This is true,’ Ellen agreed, begrudgingly. ‘But firemen do things like get cats out of trees.’

‘I don’t think they actually do get cats out of trees,’ Alexa observed.

‘They got my cousin’s head out of the railings when she got it stuck,’ Jack said, quietly.

‘I don’t think we should call the emergency services over this,’ Alexa said, finally. ‘Not yet, anyway. It feels a little hysterical.’ Ellen could see a vein pulsing in her forehead.

‘I agree,’ said Ben. He crouched down slightly to reach clumsily for Alexa’s shoulder. She almost smiled, but the result was rather pained.

Ellen could see Jack concentrating on them both, his mouth slightly open. ‘Locksmith!’ she said, suddenly. ‘Let’s call a locksmith.’

‘Yes,’ Alexa said, urgently. ‘Great idea. Google one now.’

Ellen opened her phone again. It had adjusted automatically to preserve what little energy it had left, and the screen was gloomy. As Ellen adjusted the brightness, it went black. Her stomach plummeted. ‘Fuck.’

‘What?’ Alexa said, sharply.

Ellen held it up, her face grim. ‘Dead.’

Alexa threw her head back, hands over her ears, and stared at a spot in the eaves. After a few calming breaths, she exhaled loudly and then echoed Ellen. ‘Dead. Brilliant.’

‘That is not good,’ Ben said, stupidly. He lowered himself to the floor.

Noting the mood, Jack padded softly across the room, his face solemn, and joined them all on the floor. They sat in a circle, just to the right of the mouse’s corpse. Ellen hoped if they were up here much longer they’d at least move it. She could hear Alexa’s breathing, fast and rhythmic.

Eventually, Alexa spoke. ‘OK, so Jack’s is the only phone, and it has no signal.’

‘Or WiFi,’ Jack said. ‘The signal doesn’t seem to stretch up here, either.’

Alexa pursed her lips. ‘Right …’ She paused. ‘No signal or WiFi. So we can’t contact anyone.’

Ellen felt a sugary nausea in the back of her throat. She was suddenly very conscious of the existence of her brain inside her skull. She had read somewhere that headaches from hangovers were the result of dehydration shrinking your brain. She put her hands on either side of her head to try and stop it shrinking any further. ‘What the fuck are we going to do?’ she asked bitterly.

Alexa made no response.

Ben raised an index finger. ‘We should try shouting out of the window,’ he suggested. He sounded pleased with this idea. ‘One of your neighbours might hear? Or someone walking past might look up?’ He found Alexa’s eyes, eager only for her approval.

‘Yeah,’ she replied, evenly. ‘We could try that.’

In a shot, Ben clambered to his feet, lanky limbs working in symphony. He virtually leaped the few metres towards the skylight and stuck his head out of the window.

‘HELP!’ he yelled at the top of his lungs.

Ellen and Alexa both winced at the volume; Jack observed him with detached interest.

‘HELLO? CAN ANYBODY HEAR ME?’ He paused to draw a bellyful of air. ‘WE’RE STUCK! IN THIS ATTIC!’ Another gulping breath. ‘HEEEEEE EEEEEEELP!’

Their patch of south-east London remained utterly unmoved. In the distance, Ellen could hear the hubbub of New Cross Road, the occasional honk of a horn or rev of an engine, but nothing human. London suddenly felt more immense and impersonal than ever. She reached for Alexa’s hand and squeezed it. Her palm was cool. Alexa squeezed back and gave her a grateful glance.

‘CAN ANYBODY HEAR ME?’ Ben yelled again. ‘SOMEONE?’

He revved up for yet another attempt, but Alexa stopped him. ‘Ben?’

He turned.

‘I don’t think anyone can hear you right now.’

‘Except us,’ Ellen muttered. His hollering was making her head hurt even more.

‘Right.’ Ben looked downcast. ‘Your street does seem pretty empty.’ He lay down on the floor under the skylight, his belly in the shaft of sunshine. He reminded Ellen of a slightly feral cat. ‘What time is it?’ he asked from the floor.

‘Eight thirty-seven,’ Jack said, dutifully.

‘Pretty early for a Saturday, I guess.’ Ben sat up and started shuffling towards them on his bottom, holding his jeans with one hand while keeping his balance with the other arm. When he reached the circle, he shuffled into place next to Alexa. She tucked her hair behind her ears and shot him a shy sideways glance. ‘Maybe we should try again in half an hour or so?’ he suggested.

‘Yeah,’ Alexa said, quietly. ‘Maybe we give it thirty minutes and then we try again.’

Ellen contemplated this. She suspected that if she were walking down a street on which a shirtless man was hollering from an attic skylight, she would put her head down and speed up. Not to mention the fact that she had never met a single one of her neighbours. Unless you counted the house diagonally opposite, full of mangy Goldsmiths students whom she had met only once, on the Tuesday evening they’d thrown a colossal, foundation-shaking house party and she’d begged them to turn down the bass. They’d laughed and, she suspected, turned the volume up.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Ellen echoed, finally, without much enthusiasm. ‘I mean, what else are we going to do?’ She could feel the breeze from the open skylight. ‘I really need the loo,’ she moaned, realizing suddenly how true it was.

‘God, I feel like hell,’ Ben replied. ‘I did not need that Negroni nightcap.’

‘No,’ Alexa said, ruefully. ‘I’m definitely feeling it now.’ She gave Ben a conspiratorial half-grin.

Ellen looked at her friend with a little surprise. She wondered, for the first time, how Alexa and Ben had ended up together. She was about to make a rather impertinent enquiry, but Jack spoke instead.

‘It’s weird how the door handle just fell out,’ he observed, with the air of someone pointing out that it had started to drizzle but looked like it might stop soon. He had shuffled towards the door and was poking his fingers through the hole where the handle used to be.

‘Yep,’ Alexa agreed. ‘That was certainly unexpected.’

‘Do you ever use this place?’ Ben asked.

‘No, I think I’ve only been up here once, when the electrics fused,’ Alexa replied, quietly.

‘I mean it’s packed to the rafters with our landlord’s old shit,’ Ellen said, bluntly. ‘So no, we don’t tend to curl up here and watch a film together.’

Hurt flashed across Ben’s face but he rearranged his expression quickly. ‘Right.’ He laughed mirthlessly. ‘Fair point.’

Ellen felt spiteful. ‘I’m Ellen, by the way,’ she added, as a peace offering. She stretched out a hand, but then – thinking better of it – turned it into a wonky wave.

‘Ben.’

Wait – the penny plummeted very suddenly, hurtling through the whorls of her wine-fogged brain – was this Hinge Ben? She smiled neutrally in a way that she hoped disguised that his name meant anything to her.

Alexa had started speaking to Hinge Ben about six weeks ago. After they matched, he had opened their chat by telling her that he used to work at the pizza restaurant where the second picture on her profile was taken – and he didn’t want to disappoint her, but all the dough was microwaved from frozen. Alexa had run with it. In the course of their quite extensive messaging, he had proved himself to have an uncommonly good grasp of grammar, not to mention the fact that he had not once used the crying laughing emoji, a quality that made him as rare as a unicorn on the capital’s dispiriting millennial dating-app scene.

He was talking again. ‘So how do you guys all know each other?’

‘Well, we went to university together,’ Ellen replied, pointing at Alexa. ‘In York. And now we live together. In this attic.’

Gratifyingly, Ben laughed.

Ellen smiled back.

‘I wish there was some food up here,’ Jack said mournfully, by way of an interruption. ‘Hi, by the way,’ he said, shyly. ‘I’m Jack.’

Ben nodded back warmly. ‘Ben.’

Jack offered a half-wave.

‘Were you at uni with them too, then?’

‘No –’ Jack started to explain.

‘We got Jack on SpareRoom,’ Ellen interrupted, immediately regretting how it had sounded.

Jack had joined the house last September, when their friend Sophie had moved out to live with her girlfriend. He had been, by far, the best of an eccentric bunch of applicants. Their least-favourite had been a thirty-five-year-old actuary who – when asked if he had any questions – had responded, ‘What is the policy on group sex?’

‘There isn’t one,’ Alexa had said, firmly.

He’d tried to add them both on Facebook later that evening.

They were both fond of Jack, although sometimes, on evenings when Ellen was alone and heard the front door slam, followed by his hopeful ‘Halloo’, her heart would sink that she couldn’t have a little more time to herself. She’d pause before calling out a subdued ‘Hi, Jack’ in return. Still, he seemed unfazed by the silences that sometimes fell in the evenings, happy to fill them with humming, or a muttered commentary on the meal he was pulling together. (‘Soup? Soup. Bread. And the butter.’)

‘Yes, they picked me from all the others on the app,’ Jack said, quickly. ‘I was living with my sister Maisie before, in her house in Earlsfield – after I moved down from Manchester. That’s where I’m from.’

‘Gotcha,’ Ben replied.

Ellen noticed that he was absent-mindedly massaging his left pectoral. She saw that Alexa had noticed this too.

A brief, slightly awkward pause had fallen, in which everyone looked elsewhere, and then smiled when they accidentally caught one another’s eyes. When Ellen caught Alexa’s, she tried to communicate something about Ben’s left pectoral, though she wasn’t certain what, and instead ended up sort of winking at her. Alexa frowned slightly. In the sunshine that came from the skylight, Ellen observed a covering of very fine hair on her legs. Alexa definitely hadn’t been expecting to see Ben last night.

‘This place is messier than my room,’ Jack offered, conversationally. ‘It’s weird, because I don’t even have that much stuff.’ He looked puzzled. ‘It just gets everywhere.’

‘So, is that the plan, then?’ Ellen asked, ignoring him. ‘Wait for half an hour and try shouting again?’

‘For now, yes.’ Alexa shrugged. ‘Let’s give it until 9 a.m. You wouldn’t ring someone’s doorbell before 9 a.m. on a Saturday.’

‘I would if it were an emergency,’ Ellen said, quickly.

‘Well, yelling didn’t work a minute ago, did it?’ Ben pointed out.

‘Let’s try in half an hour,’ Alexa said, diplomatically.

Ellen shrugged.

There was another silence, slightly less friendly in tone.

After a few minutes, Jack stood up. He stepped purposefully towards the wall of cardboard and started excavating a box. The rest of them watched him dumbly. After some rummaging he turned round, triumphant, holding a large cardboard box that he had managed to free.

‘Shall we play a game to pass the time?’ he asked, hopefully. He dropped the box in the middle of the clearing, sending a mushroom cloud of dust into the sky. After it settled, Ben, Alexa and Ellen leaned forward to look inside. It was packed with dusty board games. Monopoly, Cluedo, Settlers of Catan, Guess Who?, Snakes & Ladders, Risk. Ellen could not imagine Elias settling down with Cynthia to play a game of Guess Who? and shook her head. She wished her mind would stop drifting towards their tyrannical landlord.

‘Look, he’s got Risk!’ said Jack, with delight.

Even in normal circumstances, Ellen would have been unable to muster much enthusiasm at the idea of playing Risk. Annoyingly, Ben did not agree.

‘Great shout,’ he said, approvingly. He pulled the game out of the box and rubbed the dust off its surface with his forearm. Ellen noticed that when Ben smiled, it carved a comma-shaped dimple into his right cheek.

She knew, however, with some confidence, that Alexa found board games tedious. On cue, she wrinkled her nose, and Ben hesitated. He put the game on the floor in front of them.

Jack looked at it beseechingly. ‘Please?’ he said, after a minute.

Alexa’s expression softened slightly.

Ellen was having none of it. ‘I’d rather sit in silence than play a game,’ she said, flatly. She searched Alexa’s face for support. Ben was watching Alexa too, and smiling what Ellen assumed he’d describe as his ‘winning’ smile. Alexa glanced between them, her expression dark and inscrutable. Finally, she shrugged in defeat. ‘Alexa, really?’ Ellen whined. ‘Risk?’

Alexa shrugged again.

Jack had already unfolded the board and was examining each piece individually.

Ellen contemplated sulking, but could see she was beaten. ‘Fucking fine, then. But I’m playing for half an hour, max.’

Jack offered her the box. ‘You can pick your colour first!’

She glared at him.
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3. Alexa

The date had come out of nowhere, really.

On Friday evening, Alexa had made her excuses to opt out of one of work’s semi-regular trips to Gordon’s Wine Bar. She liked many of her nerdy, earnest and bright colleagues but, aside from academic excellence, work was all they had in common. Plus, there was always an air of self-satisfaction to these Friday nights. Discussing Whitehall proceedings with the superiority of insiders (they were junior civil servants, for God’s sake) in a warm, packed basement bar, making noises about the sweaty cheese board they’d inevitably order, honks of laughter over only moderately funny in-jokes, calculating monies owed for rounds on the back of a receipt. One colleague, Stewart – a young fogey who wore mauve corduroy trousers and whose laugh was especially honking – would always email his bank details over minutes after they all parted and went their separate ways. It all made her feel a bit exhausted. She always found herself hoping that their group wouldn’t be overheard by someone, and spent much of the time looking over other people’s shoulders, brain only half trained on the conversation.

And so, fumbling with her jacket and handbag – leaving her wheezy work computer as it attempted to install some updates – Alexa had made a hollow promise to be there next time. Walking at a trot to Westminster Tube station, she caught the Jubilee line to London Bridge before getting the overground home to New Cross. When she timed every connection perfectly it took about half an hour to get home. This happened a couple of times a week, and it pleased Alexa more than it should have done. By the same token, when the opposite happened and it took over an hour, it made her more furious than she suspected was normal.

Tonight, the journey was neither remarkably quick nor slow, and she felt unmoved, besides a sense of relief, to be close to home as she stepped off the train at New Cross Gate and tapped her card to get through the barriers. She turned left at the station to walk the roughly ten minutes it took to get to 49 Rokeby Close, her handbag – a present from her father when she had got her job – nestled snugly under one arm, a tote bag containing her gym kit bouncing off her hip with every step. She did the route on autopilot, correctly predicting the changes of the traffic lights a beat before everyone else at the crossing. They’d found the house three years ago, after a long summer of ambiguous Gumtree listings and pints in pubs following swift viewings with harried estate agents who all seemed to be called Kenneth. In the end, while they’d all agreed that, yes, it did matter that the third bedroom (Ellen’s) was technically the living room and that, yes, the whole place had smelled a little like fried eggs, 49 Rokeby Close was the best they’d seen.

Their house was positioned a few streets away from a busy main road, on a parallel, far quieter row of Victorian terraced houses. It was a smart street, dotted with big oak trees, and only the occasional dismembered bicycle tangled around a lamp post, rusting and useless. Most of the doors were inscrutable: they were painted blue or dark green, though there was the occasional pink or yellow one singing in the mix. A few houses had proper paths, paved with chequerboard tiling, or tiny, well-tended front gardens with huge earthenware pots sitting either side of thick stone doorsteps. But the best clues to the inhabitants inside were collected by careful peeping: all of the houses on the road had front windows that sat almost at street level, and it was possible to peer inside and determine which were owned by someone comparatively rich, and which were occupied by a group like Alexa, Ellen and Jack.

The rich ones had big, modish clocks with white faces and black hands, and large gilt mirrors on the walls that reflected matching sofas and elegant, etiolated house plants. The rest of the houses, on the other hand, had posters tacked up without a frame, IKEA shelving units and an assortment of furniture acquired for free online (though only if you’d gone and collected it). Many of these intended living rooms had been repurposed as bedrooms, like Ellen’s. New Cross was a hotchpotch of people living in close proximity, near to both Goldsmiths and Camberwell School of Art, which meant a mixture of students and professors often living on the same street. There were also the families priced out of more expensive homes in Herne Hill or Dulwich – and people in their twenties, who hadn’t yet realized they’d been priced out of the property market altogether, and dreamed pointlessly of one day buying one of these homes.

Alexa put her key in their blue door and was, she realized, slightly relieved to find it still double locked. She was home alone. The door swung open with a judder. She flicked the light switch and picked the post off the doormat – a shuffle through the pile confirming it was all addressed to previous tenants, despite the fact they’d been there for three years now – then slung her handbag over the knob on the end of the banister. Ellen’s bedroom was to the left of the front door, and beyond the staircase that led up to the first floor was their kitchen, a big room with a large, wobbly table that was the house’s only communal space.

Padding into the kitchen now, she opened the door to her food cupboard and – after surveying the sad contents – swiftly closed it again. She added the former tenants’ letters to a large, deep bowl that sat at the end of the long kitchen table and contained, among other treasures, a transparent purple lighter, a blister pack of ibuprofen (empty), a takeaway menu for
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