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			Dedication

			For Martha and Avery,

			obviously and infinitely

		

		
			Epigraphs

			we that are young

			shall never see so much, nor live so long

			King Lear

			Softness, compliance, forgiveness, grace

			Angels in America, Tony Kushner

		

		
			Before

			This will all be swiftly forgotten.

			The sound of something opened up – a lock wrenched back, a transom rattled. A house, unlatched, is less a house and more a set of rooms through which one might be hunted.

			To note: the wide dark room; the books shelved alphabetically; the photo of two children in a frame. The night is gentle, unremarkable. The house is glass and multiple with shadows, reflections rendered solid in the dark. Outside: the rain – the fifteenth day of it, and little sign of easing. The storm drains flooded out, the nearby green and football pitch and petrol station forecourt underwater. In the hallway, a barometer has been taken off the wall and leans, unmoored, against an incidental table, its former hanging spot a grey ghost-print, its value first contested, then dismissed.

			What happens here? A silence, followed by the breaking of a silence. Intruders congregate, remove wet shoes, walk socked and single file from the entrance to the living room beyond. Someone is hearing this. Someone who ought to be in bed.

			Soft voices – a woman, and another woman. Hard to tell, from upstairs, from another room, exactly who is speaking. Hard to tell what is happening or why. Dark corridors can seem longer than they should do, dark doorways too sinister to pass. A nightlight, greenish in an upstairs corridor. A doll divested of her skirt and left to contemplate existence halfway down the steps. Someone is sitting barefoot on the deep-pile carpet of the upstairs landing – someone small enough to miss. Downstairs: a voice, and then another voice, a hitching sound. The congregation gasps, breathes in and out, repeats the motion – rhythmic, heavy, measured – in and out.

			What then? And who creeps downstairs to see it? In the central room, in the centre of the congregation, one woman grips the corners of another’s mouth, claws inward, pulls as though to rip her face from side to side. She presses closer, dragging up and outward, grapples, muscles up, eyes smashed tight against the other’s teeth. For a second they are connected at all points, inextricable, one figure emerging from the mouth of the other as if grown from the throat, from the gullet, pushing up and out. And then, a wrench of skin, bright rending give. The gift, someone says, and the giving, says another. What then? A grunt, a shudder. One woman pushing backwards, the other stumbling, choking, covering her bleeding mouth. The group exhales as a body. They raise their hands to cover their own mouths.

			The house rattles, shifts, subsides.

			If there is somebody watching, they will run back to bed and hide beneath the covers before the scene can resolve itself. The memory of what was seen, or heard, will fade the way memories do when they are only halfway certain. Hard enough, in time, to sort it from the drift of dreaming, from the sense of only being half-awake. Easier, instead, to remember only make-believe. After all, a blanket over the head can amplify a person’s breathing, can make them think they hear things that aren’t there. A mouth spilling blood can be unpleasant to wake up to, but the baffle of the darkness can be kind – can allow a person to imagine that they’re still, in fact, asleep.

		

		
			Part One

		

		
			1.

			Isla

			On the afternoon of her father’s death, Isla takes a session with a man who was exorcised of evil spirits at the age of seventeen. He is a new patient, referred from the counselling programme at the hospital – white teeth and a voice whittled down from a scream. When he clasps his hands around one knee, the veins bunch up between his knuckles, pale blue against the jut of the bone. Isla tries not to notice this, inspects her own hands instead and the bitten-off edge of a cuticle. Bad habits; both the tendency to chew the skin around her nails and to notice a tic or a physical trait of a patient and allow it to grow, blowing up until it becomes their entirety, the characteristic against which all else seems to pale. She lives in horror of slip-ups, practises saying their names aloud to counter her mental Rolodex: patients listed in order as Bug Eyes, as Taps His Foot When He’s Horny, as Big Hands, as Talks Like a Robot, as Tits. She’s good at her job, but the impulse to open her mouth and say something dreadful recurs and recurs. Not unlike the irrational desire to dash a contemplative silence to pieces or to climb to some high place and jump, so it seems a compulsion born less of intent than of the simple fact of its own possibility. The fact that she could do it is more than enough. She reels it in, always. Reels herself in tight. Any minute now, she thinks, any second, I could crash this whole day into the wall.

			He tells her his parents were the ones who pushed for the ritual – the patient, hands unclasped, now sipping water. Isla pauses, looking up from her notepad, asks him to say that again. She’s heard of this once or twice before, archaic practices resurfacing the way trends will, exorcisms like bootcut jeans, like mixing pattern with print. Two years ago: not her patient but a woman on television, face pixelated, discussing her experiences as a child of the Cult of Our Lady. And before that: a patient recalling how her parents would often wake her at odd hours and lead her out to their Japanese garden, let the blood from her arm and pray for deliverance. Not a rampant fad, but certainly a recurring one, things being as they are these days. A memory, briefly summoned and then swiftly, professionally set aside: Isla’s own mother, white to the lips and muttering. Isla’s own mother, her face very close: this will only hurt for a second.

			Her sister Irene once said that, at pinch points, people always turn to the divine, or if not to the divine then at least to the well trodden. It’s a backup, she said, like a tested recipe. People love a ritual when things get hairy, to feel they’re doing something that thousands of people have done before them. And so, the patient, telling a story that Isla suspects he has told before: the blood on the bed linen, his mother inviting the priest, the sensation of something first beckoned, then wrenched from his guts. He believes both that the ritual worked and that it didn’t, expresses appropriate levels of scepticism towards the concept of exorcism yet can’t seem to set aside the idea that his parents did what they did for the best.

			‘I think they wanted to feel better,’ he says. ‘I think they got it into their heads that something was wrong that could only be solved this way. They wanted to feel like they were taking action, given how little they could do anywhere else. It’s weird, because I don’t remember them being that religious, at first.’

			Towards the end of the session, Isla asks if he believes in the devil. ‘I don’t,’ he replies – clasps his hands so the knuckles pulse as if filling and retracting – ‘I don’t, but I feel him anyway.’

			‘Thank you, Ted,’ she says, thinks Ugly Knuckles, reels it in again, thinks that she ought to get someone in to look at the dark spot on the wall. The air conditioner purrs. Someone in a consulting room across the hall appears to be weeping. D’you ever have the thought, says a voice along the corridor, that it might be getting worse every day but you’re just so used to it that you aren’t noticing? Like maybe it’s really terrible and I’m just so cut off from it that I’ve lost all sense of size? Half the time I can’t get back to mine because the transport’s fucked or flooded or whatever. Last night I got home at ten to midnight and I’m just like … ‘Well, that’s not bad.’ Fucking council. Isla operates from a suite of offices shared with two other therapists, and the noises around her are never quite muffled enough. The building is crisp, masculine, yet somehow fleshly – its walls vibrating the way a creature might breathe in its sleep. On occasion, she will sit across from a patient and listen to the noise of other patients and other therapists in adjoining rooms, imagining them all held safe within the mouth of something vast and slumbering, unlikely to turn to one side, unlikely to swallow.

			She sees the patient out, asks him to remember that their meeting will be half an hour later next week. Did you know, she hears a voice saying in reception, that magnolia evolved before bees? They’re one of the earliest flowering plants – as a species they’re something like ninety-five million years old. She heads back to her desk and removes her phone from the drawer, notes an unfamiliar number has called and left a message. She considers this for a moment, makes a mental list of probabilities: Morven might have a new number (but I don’t want to talk to Morven), Irene might have a new number (but why would Irene call), it might be the insurance company, it might be the bank. She presses a button on her phone and waits, grinding one heel into the carpet. From her vantage point near the window, she can see down into the plaza below. The water is high today, lapping up against the edges of the elevated walkways, the sunken string of high-rise buildings sharp in unaccustomed light. It is mid-afternoon, threatening rain, agapanthus dying in a pot beneath the heating vent, and Isla hasn’t eaten lunch. When the call connects, the voice on the line is kindly, professional. They would like to know her surname, her date of birth; they would like to tell her that her father is dead.

			Irene

			On the train, a girl at the other end of the carriage vomits into her handbag and passes it to her boyfriend. The boyfriend holds the bag away from himself, makes long and meaningful eye contact with the floor. It’s too early for this, Irene thinks, then messages Jude about it. Either it’s too early or I’m getting old. Jude responds that two things can be true and asks what Irene wants for dinner.

			Three seats down across the aisle, a man is talking loudly into his phone while the woman beside him makes periodic tutting noises. Irene tips her head, tries to avoid the gaze of the woman sitting directly opposite. She hates making eye contact in public places, the idea of an inadvertent brush with someone best kept in peripheral blur. Some time ago, she accidentally winked at a woman while messing around with her contact lenses and the horror of that moment stayed with her well into the end of the day. Embarrassment, the potential for it, like something caught on the sole of the foot and hard to slough off again, a physical object she carries around at all times.

			The light in the uppermost edges of the train windows is starting to turn, evening bleeding as if from a leak-sprung ceiling; incremental, then thickening, swelling as it falls. The afternoon is wide, peach-ripe – rain incoming as always and the windows greased with mist, the city grown porous and slack around itself. The gaps between rain are so few and far between that they barely count as gaps so much as temporary glitches. It will start again, she knows, before her journey is over, before she has the chance to disembark and enjoy the respite. The irritation of that, of having missed it, will simply be something to shoulder, like everything else. Irene often feels she can detect a certain amphibious quality in the people with whom she shares transportation, shares offices, shares the ingrown cramp of city space. Some days, she will squint her eyes and imagine a waterlogged sheen to the skin of the woman who hands over change at the newspaper kiosk, the man who touches her knee on the tram. People at work complain of bloated joints, persistent headaches, though only as one complains about anything that has always been the case. I don’t know, Jude will say in the sanguine tone they tend to apply to things unrelated to the Now, that I’d even know how to go back to things being drier. I don’t know if it would suit me at all.

			But the whole point is that you were suited to it once, Irene replies on the days when she’s feeling disagreeable. When we were kids, when we were teenagers, even. The whole point is you were different once too.

			I know that, Jude says, but what’s the point in dwelling. Once you start, you’ll never get to the end of it.

			Jude tends to operate like this, focusing solely on what’s going on right in front of them, as if everything else is irrelevant and incapable of causing them harm. That was Then, this is Now, like a screen set up to block peripheral vision. Irene has tried it, has sat and reflected that the house was Then but this is Now. That her PhD and all she planned to do with it was Then but Jude is Now, that work is Now, that the sofa and carpet and special soft furnishings she’s bought for the flat are all Now. The train is Now, she supposes, and the moment the girl at the end of the carriage recommences throwing up is Now, although then it is Now again and Now again and again until the girl is white and dry-heaving and the boyfriend sets down the still-reeking handbag, gets up and moves towards the door. They are two stops away from the end of the line. This train route used to be longer, but old ends to old lines have long since been abandoned, stations drowned and duly cut off, trains diverted, raised above the water where possible or else supplanted by boats and water taxis, journeys thrown off course. Irene thinks about calling her sister and then dismisses it, thinks less seriously about calling her other sister but then leans her head back against the window and sighs.

			She was trying to get to the end of a thought about souls, about the strange internal silence of something one might assume to be essential and yet which serves no tangible purpose. This happens fairly often. Thoughts crop up, unwanted, despite the fact that her PhD is a relic, discarded long ago in a panic that feels foreign to her now. She works, these days, for an office which administrates payroll for remote staff and agile workspaces, and the memory of her studies operates rather like an atrophying muscle, unconditioned but still prone to spasm when pressed a certain way. She’ll think that if one assumes that the soul is distinct from the physical form, then the soul cannot communicate, for it has no recourse to speech or any other form of expression with which to sign out its meaning. She will think that if this is the case then one might extrapolate that the soul has no need of language, which poses questions about how it enacts control or influence over the human body and what the divide between silence and language means in terms of spirituality. She will think I should write this down, but then find that the notion recedes the more closely she looks at it, until it reveals itself as little more than a muddy act of pointillism. It’s depressing, all this thought that has nowhere to put itself, all this context and research with no place left to go. Give it a rest, she will think to herself. You have a job and it isn’t actually this.

			The train rattles over a series of point blades. The sky is closing in. Later on, the summer constellations will sharpen into being, though too far back behind cloud to be seen. Her phone vibrates in her pocket. She slides it out and checks the number, feels surprise quickly curdling into annoyance as she realises her older sister Isla is calling. What, she thinks, irritably, do you want. Whatever it is, can’t it wait.

			Agnes

			She’s in charge of the music on Wednesdays, which is what makes the Wednesday late shift bearable. She picks music to smooth the afternoon along: inoffensive country or pop songs that obsess over long drives, over loving, over women who move a certain way. Jason describes the work as senseless killing labour, which is overdramatic and typical of the way he refers to almost everything. In Jason’s parlance, Mondays are a fascist rite of passage, commuting a soulless death parade. Possessed of a sort of beady-eyed anti-charisma and no sense of volume control, he makes an art of rendering every interaction nine times as difficult as it needs to be. Not to say that Agnes doesn’t also find the work tedious, but it hardly helps to go on about it.

			The way it works, most days, is that he takes the orders and she makes the coffee. On Tuesdays and Thursday mornings, they have Svetlana, who fills in for Agnes and siphons sugar off into a takeaway container, an ongoing act of blatant theft that Jason is always just about to deal with. On Fridays and alternate Saturdays, they have Liam, who fulfils his duties immaculately and with a rather bone-chilling intensity, walking the cafe at closing time with a broom that he often appears on the precipice of turning on the customers. Agnes doesn’t mind the job, works her shifts and goes to the swimming pool, eats her lunches in the back room sitting on an upturned crate. It’s work, in that it requires just enough concentration to keep her mind from wandering without demanding very much. She has perfected the art of pouring shapes into the top of a latte but doesn’t often bother to do this. She enjoys writing the wrong names on the sides of people’s takeaway cups.

			The tips of her fingers still smell like chlorine from the pool, a smell that never seems to leach away in its entirety. She likes to swim before the late shift, though the pastime has turned out to be an expensive one. There used to be places to swim that didn’t cost eight pounds fifty, but the municipal pool closed years ago and the swimming club never reopened after a billboard came down in an electrical storm and took out most of its cafe. The leisure centre situated on the thirteenth floor of the apartment block near work costs too much for what it is, but Agnes pays the entrance fee three times a week in order to swim in comparative silence and not have to think, for an hour, about dinner or her taxes or the number of times she’s rescheduled her cervical smear. She is not always lucky enough to be the only person at the pool, although the nature of her work allows her to pick odd times. There are any number of ways to be annoying in a public pool, even during designated lane swim, and Agnes is fairly sure that the list she’s compiled is more or less exhaustive. Men who join the medium lane, swim two incredibly dramatic lengths and then stop at the shallow end to breathe loudly for twenty minutes. Women in swimming caps who spend what seems like hours adjusting their goggles poolside only to overtake you with a school-teamy front crawl the second they start. People who swim too slowly. People who swim the wrong way. Anyone who chooses to do the butterfly, which is a stroke for cunts. Agnes can never tell which of them she hates the most and tries to avoid them all indiscriminately.

			Swimming can be exceptionally calming, but only if conditions are right. Agnes swims only breaststroke, the way the majority of women without swimming caps tend to, and when she swims she thinks about things too insubstantial to stand to attention on dry land. Her mind moves with the pointless rolling momentum of B-roll, flicking blandly from songs she used to listen to, to actors who died, to dinner, to the fact that Dylan Thomas, when young, looked like literally every ugly boyfriend of every straight friend she’s ever had. Thinking when swimming is not thinking, but something more like elevator music. It comes as secondary to the fact of her body, to the bald imperative of motion, and it makes her feel easier, more physical, and less liable to come upon a thought that will cause her to scream and to never stop screaming. It is in this frame of mind that she has occasionally fucked someone in the swimming pool changing room – her brain, still buoyed along on this trivial pathway, allowing her to catch the eye of a woman in a tan-coloured bathing suit, a woman with a nose ring, a woman with a buzz cut and legs of no appreciable shape. Earlier this afternoon, she pushed two fingers up inside a stranger, discovering in that moment an ugly tattoo just south of her pelvic bone, and moved her hand in a rough, hectic rhythm until the moment of release. It is very easy, she has found, to present herself as simply a body, to take her towel off in a changing stall and think of nothing and to feel much better for the break.

			‘Do you think,’ Jason is saying now, ‘that it’s maybe a cultural thing? Like, Svetlana steals the sugar because she somehow values sugar? Cappuccino to take away for Stephanie. You know what I mean? Like maybe it’s something her family do.’

			Agnes sets about pulling a shot of espresso, rolls her eyes as Jason leans back against the counter to look at her. Her fingers, she has realised, smell both of chlorine and a little like the woman she fingered at the swimming pool, which is likely some kind of health and safety violation, though she isn’t particularly minded to do anything about this.

			‘I don’t know what you mean by cultural,’ she says, tamping down the coffee and locking the filter into the machine. ‘Svetlana grew up in basically the same place I did – she’s always going on about how we would have competed at county indoor athletics if she hadn’t broken her leg in Year 10 and I’d ever done any athletics.’

			Agnes pulls the shot, sets it aside and starts steaming milk.

			‘Well, I don’t know,’ Jason says. ‘Maybe it’s a learned behaviour. Whatever the case, it’s got to stop.’ He holds up a hand to a new customer, who is now leaning across the counter trying to get at the biscotti jar. ‘Sir, if you could just stick to your side of the counter, I’ll deal with that for you.’

			Agnes pours the milk over the espresso in the takeaway cup and scribbles Jeremy on the side, slides it down to the pick-up window where the customer is waiting. ‘Takeaway cappuccino.’

			The girl is tallish – dark hair – and Agnes immediately wants to fuck her. It happens like this sometimes; impulse driven sharply upwards and into her gut. She looks at the stranger now inspecting the name Jeremy on the side of her coffee cup and thinks yes, that and then can’t remember the name she was supposed to have written.

			‘Sorry,’ Agnes says, ‘I have this thing where I just – I don’t write names correctly.’

			The stranger looks at her, white collar point sticking up on one side. She has a backpack, foldaway umbrella, good tits from the little her outfit chooses to advertise. I’d like, Agnes thinks to herself, to do all of that. I’d start at the collar and figure it out.

			‘Oh right,’ the girl says.

			Agnes nods, shrugs one shoulder. ‘Always been a problem.’

			‘So you just’ – the girl raises her eyebrows and Agnes notes the new way her face arranges itself, the gentle upward kink to one side of her mouth, preparatory to a smile – ‘you just pick any name?’

			‘Usually, yeah.’

			‘Is it sort of a spite thing or a dyslexia thing?’

			‘Depends on the day,’ Agnes says, and the girl snorts.

			‘Cortado to have in, for Lionel.’ Agnes looks at Jason, who is now handing three bagged biscotti to the man at the other end of the counter.

			‘I’d better get on with that.’

			‘And what are you going to write on his cup?’

			The girl is grinning at her now and Agnes aims for nonchalance.

			‘See where the spirit takes me, I guess.’

			‘Well, if you need a name,’ the girl says, reaching for a napkin from the box beside the stirrers, ‘mine’s Stephanie.’

			The day has been a throwaway thing – hot too late into the afternoon, tables sticky with spilled coffee, with packet sugar opened and emptied and mashed with the back of a spoon. Agnes mops while Jason deals with the shutters. She is tired in a way that seldom leaves her; a tight, acidic exhaustion. She can catch her reflection in the polished chrome of the Gaggia and find herself surprised to recall the arrangement of her face, that her eyes and mouth and all her features come together quite in the way they appear. It is raining again, of course; downpour after a very brief respite. The front window is opaque with water and the certainty of that feels deadening – the wet walk and the inner-city ferry, the trudge up nineteen flights of stairs. She takes out her phone and holds down the button to wake it up, pulls from her pocket the napkin with the number scribbled sideways up one corner: Stephanie, call me (by my name). Agnes doesn’t like to have her phone on, treats it with the general apprehension due to anything prone to bite. Phones are how people reach you, and nothing very good can come from that. She plugs in Stephanie’s number to save it, ignoring as she does so the rush of messages and missed calls that burst across the screen: landlord, bad date, FREE delivery on six-pack of our award-winning doughnuts, use code FREE003. She is about to turn it off again when a series of more recent messages flash up, each attributed to the number saved as I (1). She schools her face, holds her hands very still – though this is pointless as no one is looking at her – thinks be quiet nonsensically to herself.

			Hello Agnes, I have tried to call a number of times now, I need to talk to you.

			Agnes, please can you turn your phone on.

			Agnes, I’m not sure if the grey tick means you’re not reading this or you simply haven’t seen it but either way, please can you give me a call.

			Another message follows, this one sent from a different number, labelled I (2).

			Agnes you stupid bitch answer the phone.

			She looks at this for a second, swipes a tea towel across the surface of the serving counter, and wonders which of her older sisters she ought to call back. Soon enough, she will leave work and make her way across the elevated walkway to the point where the stairs lead down towards the jetty, and pause for a moment at the highest point of the slope. You can see a long way from here – rainclouds interspersed at irregular points by narrow bursts of early-evening sun in far-away parts of the city. People getting raptured, she thinks whenever she sees this, always somewhere other than here.

			City

			Remember this: the world as it once was. The way things appear in the instant before they go under: first assured, then shipwrecked. The ease with which facts presumed permanent can change. There was dry land, once, and also the concept of drowning as emergency, a thing to be thrashed against. Now, there is simply inevitability, the narrowing gaps between floodplains, islands of viable space on which people build doggedly, insistently, upwards, away from the mess of below. There is a horror movie adage that people are always running up stairs when they should be jumping out of windows, but what is a person supposed to do when all obvious exits are underwater? Places stack up, clench inward, people forced into ever closer proximity, one on top of the other on top of the other on top of the other. People can afford real security or else they simply cannot. Those who can’t live wherever and however they can, bunched together in tower blocks ill-equipped for modern circumstances, renting well over the odds, losing power, existing.

			It has been so many years – a decade of this, another decade before that of almost this. People take supplements, for vitamin D, for energy, complain the damp has reached their bones. It rains constantly and the fact of the rain, of the rain’s whole great impending somethingness, runs parallel to the day-to-day of work and sleep and lottery tickets, of yoga challenges, of buying fruit and paying taxes, of mopping floors and taking drugs on weekends and reading books and wondering what to do on dates. It’s exhausting, as it always was, to live with such a breadth of things to take up one’s attention – exhausting, the way there can be too much world, even in its final stages. Exhausting, to be so busy and so bored with no time left for either.

			Isla

			Their father built houses, which is to say he designed them and let someone else construct them. He was responsible for great portions of the city as it stands today, the upward heave of a population trying to scramble out of water. Stephen Carmichael: the man, the myth. He believed in building up, in building away – his structures allowed their inhabitants to ignore their surroundings, turn inward and forget, though for a price very few could afford. He was difficult – increasingly so at the height of his renown and then equally, if differently, after. He listened only ever with the affect of one attempting to maintain his train of thought over unpleasantly loud music, repeated the ends of people’s sentences with an irritable upward inflection when asked if he’d been paying attention – you said that you’re unsure if that’s the direction you want your career to go, I heard you.

			When Isla first told him she was going to marry Morven, he looked at her with the considering expression he employed before being flatly dismissive. It was an attitude that came across as both intentional and thoughtless – the squint, as though he couldn’t understand what it was you were doing in front of him, much less what you were trying to say. The tilt of the head. Well, I can’t see why you’d want to go about doing that, but I suppose it’s your life and we all have to bow to it. This we was not uncommon, an assumption of plurality, as though he spoke not just for himself but for others, though everyone he might have spoken for had been jettisoned long ago. That Isla got married despite this was an act that she held, at the time, as proof of having moved past him and claimed ground for herself. That she is now in the process of getting divorced from Morven is something she never communicated to him, but that’s a separate issue.

			She thinks about this, thinks and then sharply stops thinking. Rolls her ankles, tries to focus on a single point on the wall. Her mind feels scattered and sorely needs to be less so. I’m not sure— she wants to say, but can’t think of an end to that sentence. Her breathing might be a little off, or potentially her vision. Her phone sits blank in her hand. We’ve been trying to get in touch with you for hours, the voice on the line had said, but we’ve been having issues with the hospital switchboard – lines down due to flooding, poor reception on several floors. I’m so sorry for the delay, and for your loss, of course. She had snagged on this phrase – your loss. She had pictured holding her loss in one hand and then the other, pictured opening up a window and lobbing out her loss to see how quickly it fell. You’re dissociating, she had thought to herself, don’t do that. Don’t panic, for God’s sake. She had shaken her head, picked up her phone again and called one sister, then the other. That was a while ago.

			She is still in her office, though the day should have ended, though the downpour has long since settled in for the night. She had been meaning to set the afternoon aside for paperwork, glances sideways at her in-tray and its jumbled stack of notes. Exceptional circumstances, she thinks, trying to imagine explaining to Jenny from reception. I meant to file my paperwork but then my father died, which threw me off my schedule. The sentence sounds wrong, oddly comic. My father died, like the tag to a joke. Her breathing feels funny, or maybe it’s her heart rate. Don’t panic. On the phone to Irene, she had tried to come straight to the point but found herself prevaricating. Asked Irene how she was, what she thought of the weather. D’you remember, she said, Dad’s high-rise project – the one with all those glazed walkways and glass dividers? This was early, I think, when he was still with Williams Hardy. It was a mirror house. I mean, the façade was mirrored so it sort of melted into the sky around it, like if you looked too quickly it almost seemed to not be there – what was that project called? Irene said nothing, static rustle on the line. I don’t remember, Isla continued, it was something like Invisible House. Invisible Space. Invisible something. I should just look it up but that feels ridiculous.

			Irene cleared her throat. It was called Unseen. Why are you calling me?

			The project in question had been a series of high-rise apartments huddled tight within a building whose bright glazed exterior reflected back an often louring sky. The contractors eventually had to smoke the glass to prevent unwitting birds from flying smack into the panelling and killing themselves, though this design flaw had gone unnoted in the architectural press.

			I remember it being a sort of failure, Isla went on to say, ignoring her sister’s question. I remember we weren’t allowed to bring it up, though I don’t know if I’ve made that up. I need to call Agnes. I’m sorry. I’m not getting to the point.

			In her office, now, Isla leans back in her chair and tries to breathe normally. She rotates an image in her mind: a bird, a smooth trajectory, then the crack, the broken neck. Your loss. She tries to breathe, to breathe to breathe. It would, she thinks, be useful if she could plan. Make a list of things to be done, actions to be taken. I’m not sure— she tries to say again, then lifts herself from her office chair and hurries to the bin to be sick.

			Irene

			There’s a protest going on along the upper bank of what used to be a public thoroughfare and is now a poorly demarcated stretch of open water. Irene can see the majority of this from her bathroom window, although the point of the protest is unclear to her, the placards indistinct from this distance.

			She has been drinking a beer in the bath and periodically standing up to peer out of the window. She has been doing this for upwards of an hour – since she returned, in fact – topping up the hot water, standing up and sitting down again. Her phone lies on the lid of the toilet and she is, for the moment, happier to ignore it. We should go to the hospital tonight, Isla had said when she called, shouldn’t we? Maybe we shouldn’t. Would tomorrow be better? I’m not sure. I should get hold of Agnes first. That’s going to be a nightmare. Irene had listened and nodded and tried to imagine saying something useful. I’m already on my way home, she had said instead, and then felt weird about it. Dull shock followed up by nothing, by a sense that there should be more to the news than was coming across. I mean, it’s going to be hard to get anywhere tonight, isn’t it? I don’t even know how we’d get there. She hadn’t said he won’t be any less dead by tomorrow, though the thought had occurred to her.

			She stands up again, peers out at the protesters. One of the figures on the upper bank has set fire to what looks like an effigy and is holding it over the water, suspended from a longish pole. Protests are not unusual – there was one on the viaduct only yesterday about border control and another last weekend about spiralling energy prices. Twenty or thirty people zip-tied themselves to lamp posts and railings and were eventually taken away by law enforcement. Irene tries to keep up with politics wherever possible, attends talks on police intervention, participates in mutual aid, though increasingly she can’t help but feel that her will to be seen taking part is not matched by her actual desire to do so. She used to rage, to get involved with direct action and instigate chaos, but her anger has waned over time, the way laughter eventually becomes forced, and what is left feels unpleasant but nonetheless easier. Isla used to say that Irene’s anger felt relentless, a term she employed in a voice that seemed to avoid saying something ruder: you never come to the end of it, she would say, it just goes on and on, like a valve you’re choosing not to close. Irene had never known what to say to this, not only because it seemed so obviously an insult but because, with the passing of each year, it became less and less true. I am angry, she has thought before, I just don’t know that I’m angry twenty-four hours a day. Isla once told her, conversationally, that she often saw people in her practice who felt that if they stopped looking out into the world, stopped responding with what they perceived to be the proper degree of outrage, they’d die. Irene replied that she was most likely thinking of sharks.

			There are, Irene has always felt, few frustrations to match that of being read a certain way by family members. To be misunderstood is one thing, but the curious hostility of a sibling’s approach lies less in what they miss than in the strange backdated nature of the things they choose to know. A person can be thirty, thirty-five, and yet still largely described by her sisters in terms of things which happened to be true at the age of seventeen. Irene, then, at the age of seventeen: first blonde then a crispier, bleach-fried blonde, self-consciously furious in every direction and seldom polite enough to let anyone reach the end of a sentence before starting one herself. An Irene who, to this day, lingers like a supplementary presence, superimposed over the top of the current version, making her harder to see. Well, Isla will say, affecting the older-sister voice that implies an age gap of decades rather than barely a year, you’ve always been political, you get upset, you never let anyone speak. Will turn to her wife, Morven, and say Irene’s spiky, she’s always been spiky. You have to watch what you say, as though Irene is not in fact in the room. (Morven, an anthropologist turned office worker, will nod along as though this makes perfect sense, as though it’s not a ridiculous thing to do to someone, nailing them down forever to one particular scrap of floor.) The sensation, then, not so much of being misunderstood as of being understood too well at one time and then never again. Too hard to explain to her sister that she does know how to listen, that she’s too old or too spent to be angry all the time.

			There is a nastiness to you, Jude has said – not unkindly, holding Irene’s cheek in one hand – you’re not always very nice, but I don’t think you do it on purpose. And I don’t think that makes you angry, per se. Irene’s turn-ons include being bitten until her neck bleeds, being told her flaws by someone who understands them, and being fucked hard and brutal until she’s able to go to sleep. Jude has often asked her why she cares so much what her sisters think of her, or why she hates them thinking things that only used to be true. She doesn’t say, though she thinks it, that it’s because too much of her is already confined to a state of past tense – to the PhD and her plans for it and the many small things that only used to be – though she imagines Jude may know this already.

			Irene drains her beer and thinks about ordering pizza. Jude is making dinner in the kitchen and the impulse to undercut this feels rooted in the teenage spite that Jude calls her goblin side, miming Irene stomping a foot through the floor. Good thing I love you. Jude is too good for Irene (this is not subjective), too patient with the pettiness, the little obsessions, the things she can’t let go. On coming home this evening, Irene had explained the news and the phone call with Isla as lightly as possible. We’re trying to get hold of Agnes now, or I mean, mainly Isla is. But I sent a text message. It’s the usual Agnes thing – she’d drop off the face of the earth and you’d never know about it. She didn’t add that, until this point, it had barely occurred to her to think about Agnes in six months. Agnes is only their half-sister and the distance between them is keenly apparent even outside crises. Jude, who had sat down on the arm of the sofa to listen to all of this, pulled a neutral face that appeared only a fraction constructed. I know you’ll feel weird about all this, they said, but don’t get pissed at me if I tell you I’m sorry. Irene shook her head, felt confused and then vaguely irritated. I won’t get pissed, she said. It is what it is, isn’t it? It’s a weird feeling, I don’t know. I can’t tell if I’m waiting for it to hit me or whether this is just it. It’s not like when Mum died. Jude nodded, squeezed her hand, and Irene wished they wouldn’t. I think that makes sense, given the way you left things with your dad. Jude, too tall and too attractive, with their easy manner and unfailing ability to produce a spare pen or chewing gum. Jude has always made Irene want to be better, or at least to appear to be so, to be calmer and more generous, easier and less enraged. Not the furious Irene that Isla clings to or the weary Irene that is but another version, a third version: best-case-scenario Irene.

			‘D’you think you’ll be wanting a salad dressing?’ Jude in the bathroom doorway, wiping their hands on a tea towel. Irene blinks, tips her head back against the lip of the bath.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘A dressing,’ Jude repeats, ‘for the salad. I could throw some oil and balsamic at it, I’m not feeling fancy.’

			‘Whatever you like,’ Irene says, scrubs a hand over her face and then shakes herself. ‘No, sorry, I’m paying attention. Dressing would be nice – I can do something with a lemon when I’m out of the bath.’

			Jude nods, cocks their head to the side. ‘How are you doing in there? Want me to come and install a coffee bar? Couple of pillows? Really make that place a home?’

			Irene snorts, registers a moment of desperate relief at being treated as she would on any normal night. A small
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