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Now

Nina is deep in the sofa when the doorbell rings. Hitting pause on her laptop, she stills. It makes her feel like an intruder. An entire day spent in his flat while he’s at work. Is he expecting someone?

When he left this morning, he hadn’t let her get out of bed. Insisted she stayed there, brought tea and her phone. There was breakfast waiting when she finally got up. How long has it been since she slept a whole night without shadowed dreams? Since the first thing she felt on waking wasn’t sharp panic? “Too independent for your own good,” mum always said. Now she has help. Support. Someone on her side.

The bell goes again. If they see the glow of the laptop through the window, they might not go away. She clicks it shut, paused on the opening credits of Queer Eye. It has kept her buoyed up all day. She hasn’t even got dressed yet. There were a pair of scrappy pyjama bottoms lying on the floor next to his bed and she’s still got her hoodie. She was going to head back to her place, get a change of clothes, tidy up, think about what might come next. It felt like too much after everything that happened at the weekend. Better to rest. It’s not like she had anywhere to go on a Monday morning.

It rings again. This time a hand rattles the letter box. Maybe it’s his sister? He said something about her when they were lying in bed chatting last night. Some career type. She’d hardly be banging the door down at 3:30pm if she were like that.

Nina sits up, letting the blanket fall away. There’s a cluster of crumbs where she’s been slumped and snacking. Some of the old anxiety creeps in. Her skin prickles from the cold, away from the safety of the blanket. This time yesterday she was still in the police station. All those questions. What if she let something slip? She was so tired. Maybe they’ve found out what she’s been doing all this time. But how would they know she was here? 

She pulls her feet up underneath her. Unless he was in on it too. They were friends, after all. This could all be a ploy, something to get her to relax, confess.

Her name this time, shouted through the letterbox. She sags with relief. Teachers are slackers, everyone knows that. He must have come home early and forgotten his keys. Shaking her head to dislodge the paranoia, she walks down the hall. A ruffle of her hair is all she has time for – he’s seen her in worse states.

‘Did you get out early?’ She sweeps the door wide. Too late, she realises the wrong face is waiting on the other side. 

The sight of him is physical. Nina steps back, the last bit of Hobnob bouncing up her throat. 

‘He’s not here.’ She shields herself with the door.

‘I know.’ That face. So much of her energy absorbed by this man. ‘I want to talk to you.’

‘Go away.’ She tries to sound forceful.

‘The things you’ve said about me. It has to stop.’ He steps closer. She remembers ginger beer, rum, his mouth.

‘Leave me alone.’ She pushes the door. It hits against something soft – his foot, wedging it open.

‘You still think I did it, don’t you?’ His face is so close. She looks around the unfamiliar hallway. There must be keys, something she can use as a weapon.

‘If you don’t leave, I’ll call the police.’ She makes the words loud. Maybe a neighbour will hear. 

‘Because that worked so well before, didn’t it?’ So self-satisfied.

‘He’ll be home soon,’ she says. Horrible to admit she needs help.

‘Oh yes, I can just see him putting me in my place.’ He shakes his head.

‘You’re a bully.’ If she can’t shut him out she can tell him what she thinks. No violence this time.

‘People think I’m a monster.’ He almost looks convincing. If you don’t know what he’s done. 

‘It’s what you deserve.’ 

His head tips, gaze travelling down her body.

‘I just don’t see the appeal. Smart woman like you.’ What a prick.

‘He’s kind.’ That’s what she needs. Someone to help her out of this mess. 

‘Perhaps you deserve each other.’ He moves his foot. Now’s her chance. ‘If you can stomach being with someone like that.’ Something like disgust in his voice. 

‘What do you mean?’ Her hand is on the door, ready to shut it in his face. 

‘Appearances. Not what they seem, all that crap.’ He shrugs. 

‘We’re not all shallow like you.’ She leans forward, her voice a whisper. ‘You will pay for what you did to me.’ She hisses the last word out between a chink of the closing door. He’s too fast. The door lurches out of her hand, bangs against the wall.

‘Now listen here-’ He steps forward, grabbing her wrist. 

She needs to fight back. Kick him, run away, anything. But it comes back. That awful paralysis. Like that night, five weeks ago, when she cowered in the dark, waiting for it to be over. 

‘Leave me alone.’ It comes out as a pathetic whisper. 

‘I’ve had enough of this.’ He barges in, slamming the door behind him. Pushes her up against the wall. ‘We’re going to sort this out.’

Trapped between his hands, she’s taken back to the rumpled bed of a stranger, her throat closing in panic. 
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After

He sits on the bed, worrying his hands. The recent exertion has left him breathless, a heavy ache between his legs. That flush when you know your cheeks are pink. His pulse is a train-click. 

On the back of the door is a calendar; a dog wearing a Santa hat, the front legs dressed up so it looks like a short fat Father Christmas with a massive canine face. He tucks his shirt back in, pulls the cuffs down. The stretched darkness of winter has always grated on him. That blank, white-skied space before spring arrives. It’s been January for over three weeks. Depressing to be reminded of Christmas. Unless this date will become important. A first, even if it’s not the way he’s used to starting. 

The hum of the party downstairs reasserts itself. Anyone could have walked in. He didn’t check for a lock, put a chair behind the door. He looks around the room – like the spare one at Nan’s house, none of the furniture matching. Some fake pine shelves and a white desk with a partitioned mirror on it. A strange place for something like this. 

A glimpse of her, behind him in the angled glass. It’s always awkward, afterwards. But usually there’s at least some conversation. It looks like she’s gone straight to sleep. Understandable, it was pretty full-on. 

Imagine if someone had walked in. He could have at least tied his belt around the shelves and the handle. He pats down the tuft of hair at the back of his head, trying to dislodge the problem of locking the door. What is he supposed to do now? Nothing was said, it just happened. Maybe there were people that did things like this all the time. 

It will look suspicious, how long he’s been missing. Someone might have seen him loping up here, intentions so sound. He’d just come up to check she was ok, that was all. There was shouting after she’d gone upstairs with Will. He’d gone to Mojos, to find a “less mental one,” he’d said. She never came back down. He checks his watch. Only 2:15. How can such a small number of minutes have passed? The back of his neck prickles, there’s sweat on the short hairs. 

He scrubs a hand over the skin, trying to remember how it escalated. One moment there was silence and darkness, his hands unsure. The way she was lying, so open and available to him. Then this heat and pressure, a need he didn’t know he had in him. Had she felt it too? Somewhere in it all he got muddled. She’d made a noise, over and over. That was a good sign, it had to be. He’s never been left trembling like this before. Not even with Bea. Could he ask for her number? He can’t imagine how you’d assemble that sentence once you’d already shared so much. 

The others will be settled in, those who’ve decided, or been forced through lack of success, to stay. Slouching around sodden ashtrays, concocting drinks with sour dregs. It’s not the place for him, usually. Scuttling out before the drinking dares start, or his friends abandon him. Whichever comes first. Certainly not the one left with the girl. That was always Will. 

He makes himself turn around, acknowledge the prone shape behind him. A heap of clothes and hair slumped under a stray coat. It seemed important that she wasn’t cold. Her handbag sits on the floor. Of course, he could ask Will her name, if he had her number. But that would seem weird. She’d been kissing Will earlier in the kitchen, and now this. Maybe she’s pretending to be asleep. It might be embarrassing, that she let those things happen with a stranger. Hopefully, that won’t get in the way of seeing her again. He rummages in the bag and finds a driving licence tucked in a side pocket. He takes a photo. Just so he can find her again, maybe talk to her when it’s less immediate. 

He still feels slick in his pants. The sensation wets his mouth – stale beer, something metallic in his throat. It could be the taste of her. 

A movement underneath the green fabric; twitching fingers. His hands had been pressed down on them, just a few minutes ago. It made him think of Bea – how angry he’d been when Will told him that she’d cheated on him. All those heartfelt tears a few weeks ago and she’d been carrying on behind his back. With his best mate. How unoriginal. The wind flutters at the curtains – a white shape at the window. So quiet. He’d made noises too, he was sure of it. People might have heard.  

He has to leave, be normal, resume his hollow conversation with the sofa accountants. Somehow his legs don’t move, and he sits there far longer than he should, staring at the door handle, trying to think of the best way he could have locked it. 
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It’s important to make it across the office without talking to anyone. On the cusp of the swishing doors, she maps out a route. Too far into sales and Harris will berate her with his weekend, but too far the other way and Tom will find a sarcastic way of flirting. A weaving motion through the middle is the only option. Risky, as Dev would sulk for the rest of the day without a greeting, but it’s still pretty early, odds are he hasn’t made it in yet. 

Head down, she begins her assault on the carpet. Too quick for the HR lot, wallowing around the kitchen like it’s a watering hole. Mondays never start quickly for them. 

There’s a clear gap between the partitions at this end of Sales. But then, the looming size of Brian. The gap behind his chair is small, but he seems safely amused by something on his phone, either that or he’s checking up his nostrils. 

Speed is the only way. Nina turns her body at the approach, slips through the gap and is away, taking a sharp left towards the comfort of the other engineers, a missed comment falling to the floor behind her. 

Last bit. Dev’s space is thankfully empty, a few other milling bodies – they’ve been avoiding her more in the last couple of weeks. Her presence makes them think of deadlines now. That should dissuade conversation. The haven of her glass door is just a few steps away. 

There’s a smudge on the gilt of her name plaque, but she can’t bring herself to raise a hand to wipe it smooth. Nina slips through the door, wearied by the smallest part of her day. 

Secreted behind her desk, she is safe. Unreachable. Coming here should have made it better, a distraction from the dreams that left her blunt and smudged. She feels like an echo. 

She writes the phrase on a post-it, a three-word sentence, then tucks it away in the bottom tray, the place for things that don’t need attention. The desk is unchanged – her gold cat perched on the far corner, waving through the glass wall. The movement through it is detached, like events on a screen. 

There must be something different. Being here usually brings relief. Nothing of that lightness this morning. She checks the filing cabinet. Everything is alphabetical, colour-coded, her emergency stash of cola bottles in the bottom drawer. In her rush to get out of the door, she forgot to bring anything for lunch. Another social hurdle – the sandwich van. The smell of coffee and disinfectant wipes from the previous inhabitant is gradually succumbing to her Juicy Fruit chewing gum and Tippex. She touches each item, turning the stapler to the left, unable to find the thing that is out of place. 

“Should have gone straight to the police,” that’s what Holly would say. Not something she could face yesterday; a grey Sunday morning, skin prickling with alcohol residue and something else that crawled in her stomach. It’s pointless to go there until she’s sure what happened. Can present a clear and detailed account. Otherwise, why would they take her seriously? 

Her reflection is an unwanted ghost behind the screen display. She peels off another slip of paper, adds a detail:

The window was open, two half-empty drinks on the shelves.

It is buried with the other. Now to work.

She usually leaves the door open. It gives the illusion that she wants to listen to others, doesn’t think she’s better. Of course, it also means putting up with the endless clicking of retractable pencils from Tom’s desk and the “actioning” that Sai blurts into his phone, despite her polite reminder that, as a verb, it should only be used in the passive voice. 

She pulls up her schematics, looks over the test results. Her creation. That’s the best bit – the mini version in the test area that she puts under a range of pressures, temperatures. This project is deliciously hers, a unique prototype vessel heading out to the arctic. This is different to their commercial stuff. She’s doing something worthwhile. The congratulations card from Dad is still on the desk. She’s a part of something big. Something more than how alone she felt yesterday. 

She scribbles a few numbers, a sketch of the boat the way she imagines it – not the functional thing it will be. Her version is a funnelled steam ship, a small figure leaning out over the edge. 

Another note, another detail:

My shoes were stacked in a corner, one toe slipped inside the other.

The pile grows. It’s impossible to concentrate.

‘You ready?’ Dev is clearly in meeting mode – a shirt, even if it is creased, his trusty pad in one hand.

‘Of course.’ They were supposed to be in the conference room at 9, how could she have forgotten? She grabs the project folder, a notebook, a blue and red pen. 

‘Let’s do it.’ He leaves, all efficiency in his shoulders. That’s usually her. It’s odd to feel flustered. On the way out, she snatches the post-it pad, just in case.

‘Right, gang, time to get to it.’ Clive isn’t wearing a tie today. His collar is open – he must have read somewhere that it made him look more approachable. He nods and smiles at each of them as they go in, like the dog in the Churchill adverts. 

‘First, I want updates.’ He perches on the side of the table rather than sitting down. ‘Let me know how it’s going, before we move onto the Challenge of the Week.’ You can hear the capitalisation in his intonation, the movement of his eyebrows.

Dev turns to a new page, starts to scribble. Last week was a goldfish bowl, Clive the Carp bigger and grumpier than the other fish. It could be taken as enthusiasm, if you didn’t look too closely. 

It’s always Sales and Marketing first. Their ability to stretch out two points over twenty minutes means there’s plenty of time before it’s her turn. 

Her fingers feel restless. She usually plans the tasks for the day, sorts out what to have for dinner, her whole week organised behind a facade of interest. Today she can’t sit still. She can feel the pull of it; Saturday night, the party, yesterday morning. It can’t be allowed to intrude here. 

Hole in my tights, the ladder went all the way down to the left knee.

She hides the post-it, lets her pen wander on a clean page. Nina wastes her concentration on assigning a geometric shape to each person. Dev is a tetrahedron – his warmth reflecting out at all angles. Clive is a parallelogram – unaware he is bent at an angle. Nina is a trapezium – the lines unequal, meeting in points. She makes the corners thicker, sharp arrows. The drone to her left stops. That was quick. 

‘So now it’s on to the technical stuff – try to stay awake everyone.’ The same joke, every time. 

The words drop out of her mouth, even and measured. She’s always been able to absorb and recite specifications – exams more of an exercise in repetition than a chore. Her need to be the most informed person in the room is an asset today. Systematic, that’s how her PhD supervisor described her in the report. There’s just one thing she needs to justify.

‘The most sensitive part is the coupling. No point in putting all these fiddly measuring devices on board if they’re going to wobble around.’ She doesn’t look over at Tom from Finance. He’s bound to start making noise. ‘Our testing has shown that we need a slightly different mechanism.’ Keep it evidence-based, make it easy to understand. ‘For example, when we measured wind speed in the test area, the rattling from the cheaper attachments meant that it could have been anything from 10-12 knots. Obviously, if we’re going to help our investors save those polar bears, we’re going to need to provide something a little more accurate.’ Clive obliges her with a laugh. ‘This will be more expensive, but I’m happy to cover that part in my presentation.’ Agree to take the fallout in advance, nothing they can say then.

‘We’ve never had a problem before. Didn’t our last vessel have the standard ones?’ Trust Tom to have actually paid attention. 

‘As I just said, this project is different, so it needs something more delicate.’ She tries to keep the irritation out of her voice.

‘We’re already way over budget. Dev, what do you think? Is this somewhere we could make savings?’ Clive always asks Dev, he can’t just take her word for it. She grinds the pen into the dents made by her lines. 

‘Don’t ask me. Nina knows what she’s talking about.’ Dev smiles at her. 

‘Fine.’ Tom taps away on the tablet in front of him. So now she has male support, he’ll actually listen. 

Her fingers worry at the paper on the notepad, rolling shreds into little balls. There’s a twinge at the base of her spine. Maybe it’s the seat – if she’s hunched over it will hurt her back. She fiddles with the plastic tab underneath, enjoying the bounce as she gets the height right, the gulp of vertigo before it falls. 

Her stomach, yesterday morning. That room. She’d woken up there around four. A slippery green coat thrown over her. All that rum, her head was throbbing with it. Then the pieces of the night, clicking together. How she’d become aware of unwanted hands, through the fog of alcohol. She flips through, finds a pink slip. 

Round bruise at the top of my left arm.

The murmuring around her has stopped. Faces are turned to her, expectant.

‘Would February the 25th work for you?’ Clive’s expression is taut.

‘That isn’t what we agreed.’ Her voice sounds too loud. That cuts all the testing back by two weeks.

‘Yes, that’s why we’re discussing it now.’ She doesn’t need to give him an excuse to berate her.

‘The engine isn’t nearly as complex as Nina’s instruments, and I’m not sure we can float the presentation that soon.’ Dev grins. ‘We need to keep fishing for errors, it would be terrible if this company didn’t take the bait.’ He draws three ticks on his pad. Fishing references, that’s what they were supposed to squeeze in today. 

‘I would have thought the person with a First from Cambridge could make it work.’ Clive’s false smile doesn’t reach his eyes.

‘It’s a matter of stringent tests and adjustments. That takes time.’ She will not be pulled into his goading. Engineering wasn’t mentioned at her comprehensive on Careers Day. She knew people must build and design things, but didn’t know the word for it. The man with the clipboard simpered when she’d mentioned Cambridge. She tried to convince herself that it wasn’t because she was a girl with a northern accent who couldn’t afford the best trainers. Her recommendation came back with “Office Work.” She’d taped it to her wall as motivation during revision. 

‘I’d hate to go back to them with a negative at this point.’ Clive leaves it dangling, looking round for someone who won’t disappoint him. 

‘It’s all in the report. They can read it if they like.’ Nina flicks through the pages she’s assembled so far. These lines are hers. The numbers, the calculations. Something that was there on Friday is still here today. 

‘Seems like you’ve thought of everything.’ Clive looks back at his desk. She’s won, for now. 

‘Don’t worry,’ she says, turning to Dev, ‘we can tackle it together.’ She allows herself a smile. Dev ticks his pad next to her. Nothing has changed. She can leave what happened behind her and move on. 
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Bodies are cluttered around the van, the wash of faint sunshine drawing out more people than usual. After buying a sandwich, she hides at the edge, looking out over the grey car park. 

‘You not hungry?’ She turns, bracing herself.

‘Miles away.’ It’s just Dev.

‘How’s your end going?’ he says.

‘Perky. You?’ 

‘There’s no man alive that better understands the noisy things underneath boats.’ He smiles around his falafel.

‘Yeah, but without all the wobbly bits I’m sticking on top, it’s useless.’ She picks the lettuce out, biting the ends.

‘Strong words as ever, Franklin. At least I’m able to climb aboard the thing we’re designing.’

‘These feet weren’t made for floating.’ She remembers herself a little. 

‘What about the Carp this morning?’ He squeezes out the sides of his cheeks with his hands. ‘We can’t spend money making things work. What are you thinking, Nina?’

‘You were such a suck-up,’ she says. ‘Smiling and making ‘oh-yes-very-interesting’ noises. I saw what you were drawing.’

‘My best yet.’ It was Clive the Carp at the end of a fishing line, a hook caught in one cheek. ‘Good weekend?’

‘Yes. Great. Brilliant.’ Far too enthusiastic. She takes a big bite, nods at him, willing him to take over, start telling her about welding or archery or whatever weird thing him and Amy got up to over the weekend, while she was piecing herself back together.

‘What did you do?’ He’s expectant, no chance of getting out of it. 

‘Holly organised a thing, a belated celebration for the promotion, being in charge of the project.’ Holly went all out. Balloons around the table, a Nina-at-work quiz, cocktails. Then that group of lads that invited them to the party. Trust Holly to be distracted by male attention. The tall guy with sandy hair who made her drinks in the kitchen. Took her upstairs. She digs her nails into her palm.

‘Sore head yesterday?’ Such a simple question.

‘Right.’ It comes out as a gasp. She’d yelled at him when he’d made his intentions clear, told him to bugger off. That should have been the end of it. 

Dev is looking at her strangely. Something has shifted. She feels stuck outside herself.

‘You ok?’ It must show, then. She must be tainted by it. 

‘Think I’m old enough to handle my drink. Not all of us think pissing in plant pots at the Christmas do is funny.’ She didn’t mean to snap. Anything to take his concern away from her. 

‘Alright, grandma.’ He shrugs. This is who she is now, someone who can’t respond to innocuous questions.  

‘You?’ It must be possible to avoid talking about yourself. 

‘We made sushi.’ He laughs. ‘Well, attempted it. Not sure tinned tuna and risotto rice counts but it tasted ok.’

‘I think Sakura is looking for a new chef.’ That was the first time they’d spent time together outside the confines of the office. Dev and Amy had just moved in together, Nina had invited Holly but she’d been embroiled in the start of another fated romance. They’d drunk too much sake and made equations out of the sushi. 

‘You’re representing us at this gallery thing?’ he says. ‘I don’t see why you need to go along to some modern art exhibition to suck up to our investors. Where does Clive get these ideas?’

‘I think it’s some kind of penance.’ Two tickets, of course, on her desk this morning. At least Holly will make it more interesting. With any luck she’ll pretend to be Australian for the whole night, like she did at the last funding event. 

‘We’ll be in Morocco.’ He grins. 

‘That is completely unfair,’ she says. Their delayed honeymoon, after spending way more than expected on the wedding. 

‘Amy’s so excited.’ He gets an extra eye crinkle in his smile whenever he says her name. ‘You sure you’re ok?’ Her face must look wrong. 

‘Oh absolutely. You get to have sweaty sex and cocktails while I have to stare at an installation put together by some nutter.’ Her chest contracts, it feels harder to smile. She keeps chatting between bites, pulling out conversation threads to breaking point. Laughing, nodding, like you’re supposed to. 

‘My dream team!’ Clive wades awkwardly through the collected staff. His arms are spread wide, so he has to turn and slide, clenching his shoulders to get through them. As he gets closer, it’s clear his outburst came a little early. He advances, puppet-like, the sustained smile straining at the edges. Finally he arrives, segments himself between them, a damp hand on her shoulder. ‘This is the biggest project we’ve ever had, gang.’ He nods, keeps nodding. A response is expected.

‘Right behind you, chief,’ says Dev.

‘Absolutely.’ She tries not to spray him with mayonnaise.

‘They’re still pushing for a presentation on the 25th.’ Totally unfair of him to bring it up now. 

‘I don’t think we’ll be ready.’ Dev doesn’t fit under his arm. 

‘Nina won’t be fased by a little thing like that, will you?’ Flat out, getting it in the right condition to present to the investors is going to be tough. But if not, she’ll be the one that couldn’t handle it. She can’t face that image of herself. 

‘Absolutely not.’ Extra hours, working weekends, it can be done. Anything but admit she can’t do it. 

‘Keep it up, gang.’ Clive pats Dev several times on the back, then hurries off as if he’s forgotten something. 

‘Chief? Jesus, I couldn’t keep a straight face,’ she says. 

For the rest of lunch, the image of his hand lingering on Dev’s shoulder refuses to fade, like sun spots. 

*
[image: ]


The office feels hotter than usual. She runs a finger around the collar of her shirt, pulls the bunched-up material out of her armpits. Just one more, so she can focus:

A clump of my hair on the bed, next to the pillow.

This is ridiculous, she won’t get anything done. She takes the pile of post-its through to the cupboard in the back. There’s a whiteboard in there, the stuff she’ll need to present in a few weeks. Nina puts the first one at the top, then lines the others up underneath. More than fifteen, little snippets of her confession. 

The white curtains were open – someone could’ve seen.

My handbag was open, not sure if I left it like that.

Testing, that might help. The weight of things in her hands, controlled by her. She could go down to the test area, run a few simulations. But that would mean the risk of someone talking to her, asking how her weekend was.

For Christmas, when she was seven, she got her first set of Technic Lego. She lined up the nubs of grey plastic, the levers, wheels, and wires. That comforting snap when you put the pieces together. They all watched as the truck made its way around the plastic Christmas tree that had one branch sellotaped back on where the cat broke it. That was back when Kelly was obsessed with those creepy animals with clothes on. Her little sister enthused over a tiny set of shelves, a miniature porcelain toilet.

The flush on Sunday morning. The first time she saw the angry splash of her blood on the tissue as it broke apart in the water. Nina looks over her notes. The board is barely visible, papered with her confessions. She traces her fingers over them, adjusting, trying to assemble them into time order.

Woke up without my pants on.

Her hands move faster, it’s important that everything is here. It should be documented. Nina shuffles the neon slips, placing them right next to each other, erasing all the white gaps. At the top, like a heading, is the first one she wrote this morning:

You were raped.
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His attention slips halfway down the register: Franklin, Lisa, the girl with the snotty nose and butterflies on her shoes. The drone of ‘Good Morning’ stops. A couple of faces turn to him. They’re spaced out, their red jumpers speckling the carpet. Knees are jutted out at angles, bouncing with start-of-day enthusiasm. 

Lisa blinks at him, scrubbing a sleeve under her nose. Nina Franklin. Lisa has brown hair. They could be related. Was she someone’s mum? Her house was only fifteen minutes away from his in the car. 

He’d spent most of yesterday Googling her name, trying to find out more about her. There were over thirty on LinkedIn, most without pictures. Twitter wasn’t much help either. Another late night, the red eyes couldn’t be hidden today. He gave up when he realised it was one in the morning and he was scrolling through pictures of the fifteenth Facebook match, trying to see if he could recognise her.

The bell will go soon. He rushes through the rest of the list, cutting them off before they can greet him with their thin voices. At least with the Greek project underway it’s okay to get the clay out first thing on a Monday morning. Aprons and splattering water will make a mess, but far easier than their usual plod through the numeracy syllabus. He won’t have to sit under their gaze. It doesn’t feel right with scrolling images of this girl in his head.  

He drags out the tables, leaves the children huddled around their misshapen attempts from last time. The template they’d used was a standard amphora, curved neck and matching teapot handles. Some are lumpy and squat, some stretched out and thin. The bulges are disturbing. Everything looks obscene.

Sophie wails. He hurries over. Lester is poking her with the wooden stick they have for shaping the clay. 

‘Lester. That’s not how we communicate.’ Eric sits him in the quiet corner and tends to Sophie’s despair with a sticker. There’s something animal that they tried to educate out of them. It clearly hasn’t worked on him. 

‘Sir?’ A waving hand.

‘Yes, Jason?’ 

‘My dad says there’s a way you can kill someone using only a pen.’

‘Let’s remember to keep our words suitable for the classroom.’ 

There are sniggers. It was better when Jason kept showing him pictures of the rabbits they bred in the garden. Heads are bowed, he decides to ignore the splattering of water on plastic from the Acorns table. It will wipe clean. 

Even once he went to bed, his eyes were aching from all the screen staring. It had taken ages to get to sleep. He could see her legs, bent at right angles like a doll. The hidden strength his fingers held. He’d never understood when people said it was animalistic. For him, he’d always wanted it to be special, a communication of something. Especially with Bea. He’d get annoyed with her when she told him it was ‘fun’ afterwards. Something so intense had to mean something. He had to think of a way to see her again. 

Leaning over a particularly wilted vase, voices arrive in the hall. They rise to a babble, moving towards his door. He sneaks his head out to see what’s going on. 

A bunch of people grouped around the door to the kitchen area, most of the staff from the Keystage 2 group. He glances back at 3B. It’s non-toxic, they’ll be fine. Walking over, bodies part. He stands in the doorway next to the dark-haired teacher that doesn’t speak to anyone. 

In the kitchen, Kirsty sits in the corner, one hand clasped over her eye. 

‘So there was a bit of an accident?’ Foggert is here, it must be serious. She’s fussing round Kirsty, sitting her down.

‘I was leaning over to pick up the flashcards. He came right at me.’ Kirsty’s voice is muffled. 

‘Maybe he was running and didn’t see you.’ 

‘He said, “fuck you” and swung his fist in my face.’ There’s muttering behind him. Foggert goes to the sink and douses a paper towel, leaving slaps of water on the floor as she returns. Kirsty looks at it. ‘What are you going to do?’ It drips front of her. 

‘Well.’ Foggert looks round, stopping at him. He should have waited at the back, overheard this news somewhere else. Now he’s going to be involved. ‘Eric can watch your lot, can’t you Eric? You’ve got a TA in with 3B.’ Too late. He nods, there’s nothing else he can do. ‘Then you take the whole afternoon off.’ Foggert smiles as if bestowing a gift. 

‘What are you doing with Perry?’ Kirsty grabs the tissue and wedges it against her eye. It’s already ballooning out, the skin taut. 

‘Well, he’s having a Time Out with Dean at the moment.’ Foggert is using her assembly voice.

‘This is grounds for expulsion.’ Kirsty spits the word out.

‘Well, it’s tricky. First there need to be statements, then there are the governors–’ 

‘The little shit punched me in the face,’ Kirsty says.

‘He’s only six. He probably doesn’t understand. You know there are issues at home, it’s been a very difficult time for him.’ 

Such a simple excuse. Tracing things back to a mistake, a lack of something that wasn’t provided. Eric weighs this against himself. Is his weekend debauchery a sign that something is wrong with him? 

‘You’re the Head Teacher. I expect support.’ Kirsty always told him not to be intimidated by management. It’s something he’s tried to emulate.  

‘We’ll have a chat about this when you’re less emotional. I can even get supply in, give you the rest of the week to recover.’ She pats the chair behind Kirsty’s shoulder and hurries out. ‘I’ll pop in and let the TA know,’ she says to Eric, nodding. 

He’s been assigned a sliver of responsibility. He looks longingly at the Clover door, the simplicity of watching over them while they mutilate clay. 

Kirsty is stranded, her visible eye reddening. It feels uneven – she’s the one that looked after him when he came here four years ago. Eric casts around for something he can do. People wander back to rooms. Surely he can think of something kind to say. 

Gilly rushes in and rubs Kirsty’s shoulder. Eric spots the kettle and goes to the sink. Some comfort he can provide. 

‘Hot drink?’ The kettle is under the tap before she can answer. 

‘Problems at home, my arse.’ Kirsty sounds better.

‘Is he Child Protection?’ Gilly asks.

‘No idea. He must be totally screwed up.’ 

‘Tea or coffee?’ he says.

‘Tea, thanks.’ 

He feels the women watching him as he swirls the teabag. The milk balloons up like a bruise. When he takes the cup over he stares at the sloshing liquid. She takes it, steam muddling into her face. 

‘Why would he do that to me?’ She looks straight at him. The blank confusion in her face is like a rash.

‘Can you get her stuff?’ Gilly pushes past him. ‘And maybe you can have a chat with him. A kid like that, a male face would help.’ So now he’s being called on to be a role model. 

‘I’ve got that meeting for progression straight after school.’ He missed the last one, still trying to mop up the mess with Bea. 

‘Would you? That would be great.’ It’s like she didn’t hear him. 

‘OK.’ He can do this for her, there’ll always be next year. 

‘If you could go and sit with them. They’ve probably gone feral by now.’ She clamps the tissue back in place.

He hurries down the corridor, the walls punctuated with bursts of colour. His limbs feel gangly, like when he was a teenager and his body felt like an oversized costume. The Buttercup door trembles, something rebounding from within. He swings it open. Their faces turn in unison, a communal breath before he is bombarded with questions. He constructs his stern face. 

‘Sir, what are we doing?’ A boy squints up at him. 

‘Well, right now, we all need to be quiet.’ He pushes the air down in his lungs, prepares the voice. ‘Ok, let’s see fingers!’ He stretches his hands up and wiggles, staring meaningfully at the scattered faces that have failed to notice his signal. They mirror him, digits waving. As he drops his hands, theirs fall too, as if attached by strings. Pinned in place by solemn eyes, he can’t speak. Their unwavering attention is uncomfortable.  

‘Sir?’ A quiet hand touches his arm. The girl has plaited hair. ‘We usually have literacy now, but we could work on our jungle drawings until lunchtime.’ Her eyes are absurdly adult. He nods. She gives an accepted signal. The classroom whirs into organised motion. Bodies scurry, each adept at their allotted task. In a matter of seconds, the sound of furious scribbling spreads out. Kirsty is good. He circulates, trying to find something to say about each picture. The girl with the sombre eyes has a bright patchwork of leaves covering most of the paper, intricate veins drawn in contrasting colours. Behind a large blue leaf with orange lines are the eyes of a lurking tiger. 

Her house is wedged at the end of a terraced street. He imagined it would be a poky flat, a shared house at the rougher end of the estate. That dress she was wearing – lace on it, barely reached past her bum. Dark hair down her back, bright red lipstick. He thought she must work in a shop, be like those mothers that came to the school gates with too much makeup on and disappointment clutched in their cigarette fingers. 

This place looks expensive. Tall bay windows, doors set inside a porch with a tiled archway. Hedges and Audis line the road. She could be married, be someone who went out at the weekend looking for something to liven things up. 

Light floods out under the blinds of the downstairs window. He steps back, as if scalded. Of course she’s home. It’s a Monday evening. She seemed too fun for somewhere like this. 

The girl in the kitchen held herself a certain way, a stillness that spoke of comfort in her own skin. He’d never felt like that. To think she’d seen something exciting in him too. That he could be spontaneous and sexy. Maybe she wanted to see him again, enjoyed that sort of thing. Then again, maybe she did it every weekend. He’d be just another conquest.

If she opened the blinds now she would see him, laid bare. He takes one step closer, willing her. Maybe she’s having dreams too – tangled darkness drawing him back to that illicit place. Is she thinking about him? 

Darkness. He’s so close he can hear the snap of the switch. Glancing around, he steps onto the path up to her door. He fishes in his pocket, pulls out the small package. The last present he gave to Bea – a tangle of green stones on a silver bracelet. It’s been sat on his window ledge like a memento for too long. He can’t just go and talk to her, it would be too awkward. This can be a gesture, something to show how he feels. An encounter in a darkened room, a secret gift. It all feels like some clandestine romance. When he figures out how to talk to her, he can tell her who it’s from. 

This is ridiculous. They’re both adults. There’s nothing shameful about wanting to see her again. He reaches up and smacks the knocker twice. His breath catches at his own boldness. If he could be so free with her then, he can do it again. 

Footsteps in the hall. He looks down at the package in his hand, up at the blink of light behind the door and runs back into the street. He crouches down behind the first parked car, breathing hard. 

The click of the door. He waits for a voice, a question to reach him. Headlights appear at the end of the road. With the hum of the car, he can’t hear if she’s gone back inside. The lights move closer. He can’t stay in the road, the car will hit him, or have to swerve into the line parked down either side. When the lights are almost on him he jumps up, squeezes himself against the front of the nearest car. The door swings closed, a glimpse of a shadow shutting it.
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Nina lolls over the metal fence, speckles of spray catching her cheek. The pebble-spread beach lies below, sucked by the waves. Despite the chill, a few insulated bodies sweep over the humps with metal detectors, searching for treasures. The wind scours her face with salt, the smell of seaweed sieving her hair. It’s a vigorous sort of cleansing. She pulls the sturdy fabric of her leather jacket close, zips it up past her chin so she’s cocooned inside. 

She couldn’t go into work this morning. Once the map of her violation had been spread out on the board she couldn’t face sitting back at the desk, tapping at the keys inanely. After gathering them into an envelope, she’d gone to see Clive, faked an illness. Texted that she wasn’t feeling any better today. Her first sickie since starting there seven years ago. 

Action is needed. Surely that will help her sleep properly, stop the distracted doodling when she’s supposed to be working. Only something had called her here. The wash of grey sea was usually a backdrop to her journey home, nothing more. Today she wanted to feel its breath on her, be allowed to feel small. 

Stretching away to her right, the line of metal protects bodies from the sea. She walks towards the pier – a bright smudge hovering over the waves, the breaking surf beneath like a skirt of lace. 

Mum and Dad brought them here all the time in summer, a special treat for bright weekends and birthdays. The man in the cubicle – you had to tiptoe to give him the money – would present you with plastic tokens, shinier than coins, the indentations bumpy under your fingers when you rubbed them in your pocket. The roller coaster was her favourite. She’d miss out on the teacups, the rocket ride that shot you high in the air, to save up the six tokens needed to climb aboard the carriages in the shape of pirate ships. Kelly never had enough left by then. They called in Nina’s Nemesis, her personal thrill. After the rides they went to the seafood stall to get cockles, the chewy blobs drowned in vinegar. Their acidity curdled in her stomach with the sensation of falling. 

There are no chattering families here today. Past the windsock straining at its leash in the gusts, the coffee place they’d shelter in for a hot drink when it was too cold. The rides are round the other side, past the arcade, the endless clank of the 2p machines.

It’s almost the same. There’s a carousel with a fire engine, the wind catching the rope and clanging the bell. She sits on a bench, looks out over the abandoned fairground.  The placement of her handbag on her knees makes her feel like Aunty Jean – the pose she’d take on long journeys, refusing to take her coat off on the coach. The roller coaster hasn’t changed much; the painting of the ship is updated, the pirate a younger man without a beard. She can see how the structure fits together, bolted in sections, almost dangling over the edge. It looks so precarious. She can’t imagine her tiny frame lurching around that reckless metal. 

The first part goes round and round, getting higher each time. The view would cut between the clamorous rides and the empty sea. The quivering in her feels like that. Nina holds her breath, picturing the carriage slowing even more. The clanks and creaks at the top, the last moment of inertia. She always felt juddery for hours after getting off. The first drop was enormous, levitating her feet so she felt like an astronaut. 

Her favourite bit was near the end, when you roll up and down like a ship on the waves, six times. At the beginning of each rise she started with her hands waving, but at the first jolt they rushed back to the bar, unable to resist the pull of safety. 

This time will be different. On the bench, Nina braces her legs and raises her hands in the air. She imagines each drop, her muscles clench instinctively, trying to pull her hands back down. She counts down – six, five, four, three, two, one. 

As an entangled couple walk past, Nina’s cheeks ache with smiling. Perhaps action will be possible. She pats the riot of her hair, buoyed up back past the beach, deserted now, as if the wind has blown everyone out to sea, lost in the anonymous sky. 

At home, Nina types the word into Google. So small. The second hit has it in quotation marks, uses the word ‘alleged.’ She looks at drugs, symptoms, causes, as if it’s a virus to be prevented. Phone numbers, crisis centres, the police.

Cases may not be pursued because of insufficient evidence.  

She pulls out the post-its, clears the fruit bowl from the dining table and lays the squares of paper out, one by one. 

The clump of hair next to the bed.

Dress still rucked up around your waist.

The smell of condom rubber between your legs.

Your face pressed into the pillow.

One of his hands on your neck.

Crescents on your thighs from his nails.

Red marks on your bum.

It looks like a stranger’s confession. 

This list is helpful – a series of facts, as if they haven’t happened to her. They shouldn’t be in the order she remembers; it needs to be chronological. She swaps a couple around. He must have pulled her hair out after he smothered her face in the pillow. 

Nina goes into the kitchen, mixes the vodka with bananas and spinach in the blender, so it’s more like lunch. It masks the taste. The green colour almost makes it healthy. 

Nina finds a marker pen in the messy drawer, writes a ‘P’ on all the elements she can prove. Over all of the scattered pieces, two dark scrawls are all she can come up with – the coat, and his number. The missed call he gave her, while they were flirting in the kitchen. He made the drinks; rum and ginger beer in neon green plastic cups. He must have made them strong, for her to pass out like that. Stupid, to let him control what she put into her body. Had there been something else in there? 

Frustration gnaws at her; she should have carried the stuff he touched in a bag – now it will be covered in her fingerprints. Especially the coat, she wore it on the way home. It was big enough to reach past her dress, hide her skin, worth it despite the slithery way it pressed against her back. She could have taken the glass he held, picked up the clump of hair. 

In some cases proving lack of consent can be difficult.  

Her lack of retaliation was disgusting. Why was it suffocating, why could she only crouch in the dark, screw her eyes shut and wait for it to be over? Because calling out would have incriminated her in some way, revealed something shameful. 

Before she went to University, Mum told her the story, about the man that grabbed her wrists in an underpass when she’d been walking home at night. How she shouted, thinking someone would come and help her. His face creased with threats, he reached inside his pocket. Something to silence her. With one hand
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