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Chapter 1

Salma had always sworn that she would never end up in a place like this. ‘It’s a bit like purgatory,’ she had joked when they first came to see the house in a harried half-hour before work one morning. The estate agent, a hawkish woman with a watchful gaze, had herded them from room to room and Salma had murmured politely, even commenting on this or that ‘lovely feature’ as she and Bilal locked eyes, amusement passing between them.

They had agreed to view it only because there was a gap between their other bookings and the agent had pushed this property. It was in a neat cul-de-sac on the eastern reaches of the Central line. It was built seven years ago, said the agent, and still had the bright, bland feel of a new development. There was a dizzying amount of brickwork and even its name, the mononymous ‘Blenheim’, felt like an artless attempt at class, like petrol stop perfume or ‘Guccci’ shades. Upstairs, out of the agent’s earshot, they had giggled about the perfect lawn.

‘Do you think Neighbourhood Watch will knock down your door if it grows above two inches?’ said Bilal.

Salma fought a smile. ‘We’re being snobby,’ she said but with laughter in her voice.

The agent walked in and the two of them sprang apart like children caught red-handed. She nodded at the window, her silver-brown bob swaying with the motion. ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’

‘Lovely,’ Salma agreed.

That was six months ago and after close to forty viewings, they had both grown weary. Nothing else matched Blenheim for price, condition, space and safety and so they talked each other into it. Four double bedrooms, said Bilal. And it’s still on the Central line, said Salma. The neat streets and quiet neighbours. If they could set aside their vanity, they could be happy at Blenheim and so they had put in an offer – and here they were, their first week in their new home.

They hadn’t yet met their neighbours but, yesterday, a square of white card appeared on their doormat inviting them to a May Bank Holiday Barbecue. No need to RSVP. Just turn up! it said in jaunty letters. Salma had read it uneasily. She wasn’t an introvert by any means but did find parties tiring. She far preferred to meet new people on a one-to-one basis. Still, they were new here and had to make an effort. Salma had prepared some potato salad and told her son, Zain, that he had no choice but to join them. They approached 13 Blenheim like a trio of soldiers heading into battle. Outside, Salma paused and assessed her husband and son. As she straightened Bilal’s crooked collar, he caught her hand and kissed it.

‘Here goes,’ she said. She rang the bell but no one answered. Music bled from the garden and Salma counted to twenty before she rang again. Zain ventured to the side of the house and pointed at the open side gate. They walked through in single file and hovered at the edge of the gathering. There were about thirty people of varying ages, laughing and milling around. Two men were tending the barbecue, both of them wearing white polo shirts paired with khaki shorts. At first, Salma thought that they were hired staff but realised they were guests. Cheers went up around them as they dished up the first tranche of meat, filling the air with a pleasantly smoky smell.

A woman spotted them and her eyes lit up. ‘You must be the new arrivals!’ she called. She detached herself from the group and pulled Salma into a matronly hug. ‘I’m Linda Turner, the hostess.’

‘Oh hello! I’m Salma. Thank you so much for inviting us.’

‘Bilal,’ her husband introduced himself. He saw the crease of Linda’s brow and promptly added, ‘Call me Bil.’

She brightened. ‘Bill! How wonderful to meet our new neighbours.’ She turned to Zain. ‘And this must be your son. My, what a handsome boy!’

Zain smiled politely. ‘How do you do?’

She whooped with delight. ‘And such manners too!’ She saw the glass bowl in his hands. ‘You didn’t have to bring anything! But thank you.’ She took the bowl and ushered them into the party. ‘What can I get you to drink? We have wine, beer, cider.’ She paused. ‘Or we have fresh lemonade and fruit juice.’

Bil smiled. ‘A lemonade would be lovely – thank you.’

‘Make that three,’ said Salma.

She beamed. ‘Wonderful!’ She smoothly introduced them to their next-door neighbour. ‘This is Tom Hutton. He can give you the lowdown on everyone here.’

Tom greeted them warmly. He was in his mid-forties, muscular beneath a navy polo shirt, and with thick dark hair splayed beneath an orange cap. As he spoke, a young bull terrier bounded up to him. ‘Her name is Lola,’ he said, bending down to pet her. He looked up at Salma. ‘She was a showgirl,’ he deadpanned.

Salma broke into laughter. Tom nodded in approval as if she had passed a test. Lola snuffed at Salma’s feet.

‘You don’t mind, do you?’ said Tom.

‘No, not at all. We have a dog too, a lab called Molly.’

‘Oh, that’s great. This is such a dog-friendly neighbourhood. You’re going to love it.’

Linda cut in to hand out drinks. Bil volunteered to help with the barbecue and she happily whisked him away. Zain took his drink to a corner of the garden and busied himself on his phone.

‘So what do you do?’ asked Tom.

‘I’m a teacher,’ said Salma. ‘Geography at a secondary school,’ she added, pre-empting his follow-up question. ‘What about you?’

‘I work in advertising. At Sartre & Sartre.’

‘Oh wow. That must be glamorous.’

‘It can be,’ he said with a grin, enjoying the compliment. ‘And what about Bil?’

Salma felt herself tense. ‘He’s a restaurateur,’ she said, despite the fact that his restaurant, Jakoni’s, had shut down earlier that year.

‘Restaurateur?’ Tom puckered his lips in a show of approval. ‘You must be doing all right then, no?’

Salma looked bemused. ‘I mean, we’re doing okay.’

‘Sorry if that’s rude. I was just wondering how come you got this place then?’ He nodded in the direction of their house.

Salma relaxed, relieved to find that he too was sceptical of Blenheim. She smiled playfully. ‘It’s not so bad, is it? Where else would I find such a pristine collection of lawns?’

Tom frowned. ‘It’s just that I would’ve thought you were above the threshold.’

‘Threshold?’ Salma was confused.

‘For social housing,’ he said.

It dawned on Salma what Tom had really meant: not you’re wealthy so why would you choose to live here but you’re wealthy so why did you get social housing? She shifted awkwardly. ‘We actually bought it privately.’

‘Oh!’ Tom looked mortified. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to assume. In fact, I wasn’t assuming. I was certain that the house next to us was part of the social housing.’ He cringed visibly. ‘I must have been mistaken.’

Salma waved in a show of nonchalance. ‘Ah, if only! It might have saved us a pretty penny.’ Her voice laboured with the effort to put him at ease. She groped for another topic.

‘So what school do you teach at?’ asked Tom.

‘Ilford Academy in Seven Kings.’

‘I see. Do you enjoy it?’

Salma could feel the conversation slipping away, but was keen to keep the momentum going. If they parted now, it would surely make things more awkward the next time they met. ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘It’s especially nice in August.’ She laughed at her joke but it came out forced and hollow. She didn’t understand why she was being this way. She was normally poised and confident, perfectly versed in small talk. She reached for a question but was interrupted by a woman who slid up next to Tom. Salma stared for a second. She was tall and willowy with white-blonde hair, delicate cheekbones and a tiny gap between her front teeth that seemed to only add to her charm. She held out an elegant hand.

‘Willa,’ she said. ‘Like the writer.’

Salma shook it and pretended to know which writer she meant.

‘Although pictures are more my trade,’ said Willa.

‘Oh. Are you a model?’

Willa made a snap of laughter. ‘You’re sweet but no. I paint sometimes. Mainly, I run our home.’

‘Oh, sorry. You look like you could be,’ said Salma. ‘You must get that all the time.’

Willa rolled her eyes. ‘Thank you, but it’s fucking embarrassing. I’m like an Aryan wet dream.’

Salma nearly spat out her lemonade. She couldn’t tell if Willa was simply outspoken or if she actually rather enjoyed Salma’s display of shock. She looked across at Tom, who didn’t react, only slid an arm around Willa’s waist. Salma cleared her throat. ‘How did you both meet?’ she asked, steering them into safer territory.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ said Tom. ‘How did a brute like me end up with a girl like her?’

‘Tom used to be a firefighter,’ Willa cut in. ‘Believe it or not, he ran into a burning building and saved me. I was twenty-one. He was twenty-seven and that was that.’

Salma looked from one to the other. ‘That can’t be true!’

Willa gazed at Tom adoringly. ‘One hundred per cent.’

‘Oh my god. That’s incredible.’

Willa burst out laughing. ‘I’m just fucking with you!’

Salma grew still. Then, she smiled and pretended to be in on the joke.

‘Of course that’s not what happened,’ said Willa, ‘but the real story is almost as cute.’

Salma waited but Willa was speaking to Tom now.

‘Do you remember how you chased me for months? Sending me flowers and chocolates. God, wasn’t there even that H. Samuel bracelet?’

Tom looked at Salma sheepishly. ‘Willa’s family are rich,’ he explained. ‘So here I am sending her Milk Tray and a five quid bunch of flowers while she’s used to’ – he looked over at her – ‘what’s that poncey brand you like?’

‘Charbonnel et Walker,’ she said smoothly, then turned back to Salma. ‘He wasn’t a firefighter but…’ She winked. ‘He did let me ride his pole.’

Salma chuckled politely. She, like most people, did a subconscious thing when she met someone new. She assessed whether they were part of her ‘tribe’. Tom and Willa with their strange, abrasive humour were far too different to her. Normally, Salma wouldn’t mind and simply get on with her day, but this was a new neighbourhood and she had to make an effort. ‘You mentioned that you run the home,’ she said to Willa. ‘Do you have kids?’

‘Yes. A son, Jamie. He’s sixteen.’ She must have caught Salma’s surprise because she added, ‘I had him young; at twenty-two.’

Salma calculated that Willa was thirty-eight, five years younger than her. ‘That works out well for me,’ she said. ‘My son, Zain, is eighteen and I’m sure he’d love to meet Jamie.’

‘That would be lovely,’ said Willa. ‘Jamie needs to make a few friends.’

They talked for a while longer and Salma scanned the crowd for Bil. She saw that he was cornered by Linda and excused herself to join them.

‘What is that delicious nutty flavour in the potato salad?’ Linda was asking.

‘Fried pine nuts,’ said Salma.

‘Ah, well, thank you for indulging us. For reference, I can handle my spice so if you ever want to bring something with a bit more zing, you’d be more than welcome to.’

Salma smiled. ‘Of course. I’ll bear that in mind.’

Linda clapped her hands, twice like an excited child. ‘I look forward to it.’ She glanced over Salma’s shoulder. ‘Well, I should mingle. Please help yourself to the food and drink. There’s so much to get through.’ She beamed and then left in a cloud of activity.

Bil looked at Salma. ‘How long do you reckon before we can leave?’

‘Stop it,’ she chided. ‘We have to make an effort.’ She fixed on a fresh smile and led him back to the fray.
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Salma felt herself uncoil, the tension leaving her muscles as soon as they left the barbecue. Blenheim looked uncanny without any streetlamps. The council insisted that lights would spoil the character of the local area, leaving it eerily dark. Bil caught her hand in his and they headed home in silence, needing total privacy before they could fully relax. Zain walked on ahead and left their front door open for them. Salma crossed the blue-black lawn, which was still a consistent one-inch tall. Their neighbour Tom had mowed it while the house was being sold. Salma kicked a few pebbles back onto the path and retrieved a palm-sized banner from the ground that Zain had stuck in a plant pot. She dug it back in place and followed Bil inside. She closed the door and sagged against it.

Bil laughed. ‘You okay?’

‘Do you think I should take Linda some naga next time?’ she asked archly.

‘Well, she did say she can handle her spice.’

Salma covered her face and groaned.

‘It’s okay,’ said Bil more seriously. ‘It was just a lot in one go.’

She nodded vigorously but didn’t uncover her face.

Bil pulled at her wrist playfully. ‘Come on, it wasn’t that bad.’

She looked at him. ‘Bil, did you hear what they call people who haven’t lived here from the beginning? “Offcomers.” Not newcomers. Offcomers. It sounds like a bloody horror movie.’

A smile tugged at his lips. ‘They were being tongue in cheek.’

‘And that guy – Tom.’ She gestured next door. ‘God, it was so awkward.’ She explained how Tom had assumed that they were in social housing.

Bil winced with sympathy. ‘Stuff like that’s going to happen,’ he said. ‘But they’ll get to know us soon enough.’

‘Oh!’ Salma cut in. ‘And you should have heard his wife!’ She shared some of Willa’s choice remarks.

Bil laughed. ‘She was probably just trying to impress you. People can be like that at parties.’

Salma raised a brow but didn’t disagree. She was more cynical than Bil and though they shared a sense of humour – dry and sarcastic – his natural temperament was optimistic and she didn’t want to spoil their evening. Salma had tried hard to stay upbeat ever since Jakoni’s shut down in January following a horrendous year for the industry. It was her job to keep Bil’s spirits high, just as he always did with hers.

‘You’re right,’ she said as she fit herself against his chest. ‘They’ll get to know us soon.’

He rubbed the small of her back. ‘You okay?’

She nodded.

‘You don’t think we’ve made a mistake?’

There was the tiniest pause before she answered, ‘No, I don’t. I think we can be happy here.’

‘I think so too,’ said Bil.

She tipped back her head and kissed him. ‘Right. I’m going to take a shower.’ She detached herself and headed upstairs. She paused briefly on the landing to listen to the click of Zain’s keyboard in the attic.

In the bathroom, she peeled off her clothes, which smelled of smoky meat, and tossed them in the laundry bin. In the shower, she realised that she could hear voices on the other side: the deep murmur of Tom’s voice and the lighter pitch of Willa’s. She pressed her ear to the wall, but couldn’t make out any words. She listened to see if their conversation had the tightness of an argument or the lightness of a joke. Were they discussing her family, just as she had discussed theirs?

Tom’s words returned to her and she flushed with embarrassment. I would’ve thought you were above the threshold. Despite what she had just told Bil, she did worry that they had made a mistake. If they had known that they would lose the restaurant, they would almost certainly have stayed in Seven Kings, on their estate off the high street. By the time the restaurant closed, however, they had already started the process of buying their house in Blenheim and convinced themselves to take the leap. Five months later, they still hadn’t sold the restaurant premises and things were getting tight. The thought brought a familiar unease and Salma had to remind herself that they barely had a choice. Not after what happened with Zain. This was the safest place that they could afford and they would make the most of it. It was true that she missed her old neighbourhood – the big, messy families and rows of crowded houses – but Zain had room to breathe here: a large bedroom, his own bathroom, a balcony and a garden too. There would be a period of adjustment of course, but they were sure to fit in before long. They had to. They had nowhere else to go.
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Zain blew out a lungful of smoke, fanning it as he did so. If his mum found out that he smoked, well, then there’d be hell to pay. Her father had died from lung cancer and she was a full-on fundamentalist when it came to smoking. It was annoying, but Zain knew it could be a lot worse. Some of his friends were basically double agents: respectful, obedient, seedha saadha with their parents, then practically feral behind the scenes. At least his mum knew what was what and allowed him certain liberties if he didn’t take the piss.

He took another draw, felt it burn in his chest and exhaled slowly. His thoughts went to the barbecue and the repetition of that dreaded question: what do you do?

I’m a student, he had told them, hating himself for the lie. In truth, he’d been kicked out of college last year, which meant he couldn’t sit his A-Levels, couldn’t go to uni, couldn’t get a decent job and was living with his parents like a deadbeat, spending his Friday nights on Twitch, live-streaming his coding. That’s one thing he could do, but most tech jobs asked for degrees. The startups that claimed to overlook formal education relied on other cues – accents and expensive accessories – that Zain lacked too. Trying too hard felt worse than not trying at all and so he gave up looking.

He leaned over the balcony wall and took another drag of his cigarette. A knock on his door made him startle and he hurriedly stubbed it out.

‘Hey, kid.’ His dad poked his head in the bedroom. ‘I wanted to—’ He trailed off as he caught a residual whiff of smoke. He gave Zain a stern look. ‘If your mum finds out, she’ll kill you first and kill me second.’

‘She won’t find out.’

‘Kid, she finds out everything.’ He stepped inside but hovered by the threshold. ‘How are you getting on?’

Zain leaned against the balcony. ‘Okay.’ There was a time when he would laugh at his dad’s late-night pep talks, filled with ironic vim. There’s nothing that can’t be solved with a list, he’d say, taking a sheet of paper from the printer to note down practical steps. Now, these talks felt medicinal: delivered at regular intervals, designed to prevent or cure.

‘What did you make of our new neighbours?’

‘They’re all right if a bit “Borg Collective”,’ said Zain.

His dad fixed him with a blank stare. ‘Resistance is futile,’ he said in a robotic monotone.

Zain smiled, briefly lifted, remembering their old camaraderie. He reached for another quip but his dad was serious again.

‘I know it’s been a weird time but your mum and I are feeling good about this move.’

Zain raised a brow in doubt.

Usually, his dad would break ranks and admit this wasn’t true. Instead, he fixed Zain with a sincere look. ‘Trust me,’ he said.

Zain nodded but looked away.

‘You’ll find your way, kid.’ He gripped the doorknob: a sure-fire sign he was almost done.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Zain lied.

‘Okay.’ He nodded firmly as if the matter was settled. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Yep,’ said Zain. He waited until he was gone, then reached for another cigarette. He was about to light it when he heard a cough next door. A boy leaned out from the next balcony, past the thick column of brick separating their two houses.

‘Shit. Sorry, mate,’ said Zain, clicking off the lighter.

‘Oh, I wasn’t dropping a hint,’ said the boy. He was close to Zain’s age, white, and looked like he belonged in a boy band: thick brown hair styled stiff with gel, a touch of K-pop in his delicate chin.

‘Nah, it’s all right,’ said Zain. ‘I’m done anyway.’

‘It’s nice having the top room, huh?’ said the boy.

Zain noticed a quirk in his speech: the s dropped from ‘it’s’. It nice having the top room, huh? ‘Yeah, it is,’ he replied.

The boy stretched across the column – so far that Zain worried he might fall. ‘I’m Jamie.’

‘Zain.’ He shook Jamie’s hand and was surprised by his firm grip. There was nothing he hated more than a limp handshake.

‘So—’ Jamie lifted his chin at the garden. ‘What brought you to paradise?’

‘The search for a better life,’ said Zain, matching Jamie’s tone.

‘Ha! Prepare to be disappointed.’

Zain smiled. ‘How long have you lived here?’

‘Um, we moved here when I was nine, so seven years now.’

‘What’s it like?’

‘It’s all right.’

Zain noticed that he dropped his s again – it all right – and wondered if he had a speech impediment. He felt a drop of affection and wondered if this is what it felt like to have a younger sibling. Relatives often joked that Zain was an old soul. They didn’t understand that as an only child you ate most of your meals with adults. You listened to adult conversation, adult concerns, and it was natural to inherit them. He remembered using the word ‘inquisition’ soon after starting secondary school and being teased no end. After that, he deliberately dumbed down his vocabulary. Sometimes, he stammered not because he couldn’t find a word but because he was trying to swap it for a shorter one. That was the thing about Selborne Estate. It gave you a sense of community, but it also held you back. Zain had seen this play out with his friend Amin. He had secured a good job straight after school: IT support for a medical research centre in the city. Every day, his old school friends would see him leave in the frayed brown suit he’d inherited, a satchel slung over his shoulder, and tease him for being a boroh saab. A big man. He’s too important for us now, they’d say. Rah, look how he’s ignoring us.

One day, Amin turned up in a grey hoodie and jeans.

‘Ey yo, what’s going on, man?’ asked Zain.

‘You won’t believe it, mate. They fired me.’

‘Wait, what?’

‘They said I stole from the petty cash.’

Zain narrowed his gaze on him. ‘And did you?’

‘Nah, course I didn’t.’

‘Then they can’t do that!’ Zain got so riled up but mid-rant he registered Amin’s nonchalance. He was hit with a cold suspicion that Amin had done it on purpose; had got himself fired because he was tired of being othered, not by his colleagues at his fancy office but by his friends right here at home. Selborne Estate was a safety net but one with a ceiling you couldn’t escape.

It’s partly why when Zain’s parents suggested the move, beneath his initial resistance, he felt a seed of relief. He hadn’t known then that they’d end up in this wasteland of a street.

‘Seriously though, I can’t wait to leave,’ Jamie cut in.

‘Where would you go? Uni?’

Jamie shrugged. ‘Start my own company maybe.’

Zain laughed but then caught his look of hurt. ‘Sorry, I just— It’s not that easy, is it?’

Jamie ducked a little, embarrassed. ‘No, you’re right. It’s stupid.’

‘Nah, man,’ Zain backtracked guiltily. ‘It’s not stupid. It’s better than working for someone else.’

‘I’ve applied for some funding from Google’s startup fund.’

This piqued Zain’s interest. ‘Oh, yeah? So you have an idea?’

‘Kind of.’ Jamie hesitated. ‘Well, yeah.’

Zain raised his brows to show the younger boy that he was impressed. ‘What is it?’

Jamie withdrew, suddenly shy. ‘Well… Hang on.’ He retreated into his room and returned a few seconds later. He handed Zain a stack of designs with mock-ups of an iPhone screen. ‘It’s an app,’ he said. ‘To help deaf people communicate with hearing people.’

Zain looked through the designs. ‘How does it work?’

Jamie explained the app’s purpose – a real-time sign-to-speech translator – and talked him through the designs.

‘How come you’re interested in this?’ Zain asked.

Jamie set down the stack on the wall. ‘Well, I don’t know if you can tell, but I’m partially deaf. I was born three months premature but they didn’t realise there was anything different until I was about four. By then, certain sounds had escaped me. I’ve seen a speech therapist but even now, I sometimes miss letters. It’s kind of like talking in a different accent, you know? You always have to be concentrating so eventually I decided, so what? What’s normal anyway?’

‘Good on you, man,’ said Zain.

Jamie flushed. ‘Thanks. I just need to find someone who can build the damn thing now.’

Zain fixed his gaze on him. ‘You know I code, right?’

Jamie did a double take. ‘Really? Would you be interested?’

Zain considered this. ‘I mean, maybe.’ He studied the designs again and quizzed Jamie in more depth. ‘Okay,’ he said finally. ‘Why the hell not?’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yeah, seriously.’

Jamie beamed. ‘Fuck, man. That would be fantastic.’ He reached out his hand again.

Zain shook it and something warm pitched inside him: a sense of purpose and comradeship.

There was a call from inside Jamie’s house. ‘Shit, that’s Mum. I better go. Here, take my number.’

Zain keyed it into his phone and listened to Jamie scurrying inside. He looked out over the inky grass and felt a new thrill of hope. Maybe he would be all right here. Maybe, retrospectively, he hadn’t lied to his dad at all.
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Salma turned sideways in the sunlit mirror. She groaned, noting the paunch around her midriff.

‘No one tells you that, after forty, you basically can’t eat bread,’ she said.

Bil leaned in and nuzzled her neck. ‘You don’t look a day over twenty-five.’

‘Get orf,’ she said, mimicking the boys from the Eighties Accrington Stanley milk advert.

‘Oh my god, are you trying to do a Scouse accent?’

She frowned. ‘Were they Scouse? I thought they were Geordie.’

‘God, you Londoners.’ He threw up his hands in surrender. ‘You’re all hopeless.’

She laughed, warmed by the playful push and pull of their marriage.

Bil threw on a T-shirt. ‘Will you have time for breakfast?’ he asked.

‘Sorry. Not today.’ She felt a thread of guilt as she kissed him goodbye. When his restaurant shut down, Bil went straight back into work, taking a job beneath his skill level at a curry house in Newbury Park. He was on gruelling split shifts, but still woke up every morning to make her breakfast. It was through sheer luck that she had married into kindness. It had never appeared on her wish list for a husband. Hardworking, yes. Ambitious, confident and successful – but kindness felt somehow twee; old fashioned like grandfather clocks and shoe polish. It didn’t quite say ‘sexy’. The first time she saw Bil, he was fully in work mode: charming but in the studied, patient manner of someone with pressing things to do. A diner at the next table had insisted on meeting the chef and Salma had been surprised by his age: late twenties at the oldest. As the diner droned on, intent on impressing his date, Bil caught Salma’s eye with just enough of an eyebrow raise to signal his amusement. Salma had laughed out loud and watched Bil struggle to keep a straight face. For months afterwards, she had repeatedly visited that same restaurant until Bil finally got the hint and asked her out. She had a picture of what he would be – a young, brash culinary prodigy – but the man she got to know was fun, playful and, most of all, kind. Nearly two decades on, he was still cooking her breakfast in the mornings. The thought made her smile even as she grabbed an apple from the kitchen and hurried out the door.

Outside, she noticed that Zain’s banner was on the ground again. She picked it up and traced the flimsy fabric. Black Lives Matter, it said, printed black on pink. She had demurred when Zain first displayed it.

‘I think we should meet the neighbours first before we put up something like that,’ she’d said.

Zain had looked at her scornfully. ‘Because that will inform whether Black lives matter?’ he’d asked.

She’d sighed. ‘Just put it somewhere not too in-your-face.’ Now, she stuck it back in the plant pot. As she headed to the bus stop, she heard a beep to her left. Her neighbour, Tom, was in his car and she raised a hand to wave. He rolled down his window and beckoned her closer.

‘Morning, Salma.’

‘Hi, Tom. How are you?’

‘Good good.’ He took off his sunglasses. ‘Listen, can I ask you a favour?’

‘Of course.’

He grimaced as if this pained him. ‘Can you guys try to park in front of your house?’

Salma looked at her car, which overshot her house by a foot. ‘Oh, sorry! I didn’t realise there was designated parking.’

‘No, no. There isn’t. It’s just we have two cars so if you overshoot, we can’t get both of ours in.’

‘Oh, right.’ Salma frowned. ‘Well, sometimes people park outside ours, so we roll forward a bit so our car will fit.’

‘Ah. Maybe you could find out who’s doing it and have a word?’

‘Um, I mean, sometimes it’s different cars.’

‘Okay, well…’ He tapped the steering wheel as if trying to find a solution. ‘If you can’t figure out who it is, then that’s fine obviously, but it is a bit of a pain for us to park around the corner.’

‘Of course,’ said Salma evenly. ‘I’m sure it is. We’ll try our best.’

‘Thank you,’ he said apologetically.

Salma readied to go, but Tom stopped her.

‘Sorry. While I’m being annoying, I should say that the fence between our gardens has a loose board. We fixed it last time, and then again when the house was empty, so maybe you guys could have a look at it?’

Salma smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘Great.’ He beamed. ‘Thank you for understanding. Have a good morning.’

‘You too,’ she said, her cheeks burning hot. Surely, it wasn’t reasonable to claim a section of the road just because it passed your home? She wished she hadn’t agreed so easily. Or that she’d at least made a pointed joke to show him this wasn’t okay. She found herself preoccupied all the way to work. Next time, she would speak her mind.

She approached her school, a flat, grey building in a godless corner of Ilford. She passed through the security gates and headed up to her classroom. There, she felt at ease. Unlike some teachers she knew, Salma loved her job. She enjoyed the constant hum and activity, and thrived on being busy. It didn’t even bother her when people made snarky comments about all that time off. Very few people could do what she did effectively and that fact made her proud. She settled into the room, a small rectangular space dripping with maps and trinkets. Salma took comfort in crowded places. Perhaps that’s why she struggled with Blenheim: all clean lines and large, wide spaces. She stowed her bag and prepared for her tutor group, but a knock on the door interrupted her.

‘Miss, can you help me?’ It was Haroon, a shy, rake-thin boy in her class. He hovered at the threshold.

‘Yes.’

He came in and sat by her desk. ‘Miss, I’ve been trying to fill this in, but I can’t work it out.’ He held out an A4 form.

She glanced over the first page and saw that it was a housing benefit application. ‘Can it wait until clinic tomorrow?’ she asked.

‘If I don’t send it today, there’ll be a gap in our payments.’

Salma nodded. ‘Right, okay, well, the class is coming in, but can you drop by here at break? We can go through it then.’

‘Can we finish it in twenty minutes though?’ he fretted.

‘Should do. If not, I’ll call them and ask for an extension.’

This relaxed him a little. ‘Thanks, miss.’ He headed to his desk at the back of the classroom.

The ‘clinic’ Salma referred to was her labour of love. She had pitched it as ‘a Citizens Advice Bureau for pupils’, but met resistance from the head.

‘It plays into stereotypes,’ George had said, ‘that B-A-M-E people can’t help themselves.’

‘But what if they can’t?’ she’d asked, frustrated.

‘Then it’s not our place to help them.’

Salma couldn’t bite her tongue. ‘This is where your leftie sensibilities actually interfere, George,’ she’d told her.

After a protracted battle, George had acquiesced. ‘Fine. But if the press get wind of this, they’ll make a meal of it.’

‘It’s volunteer-run!’

‘On school premises.’

‘Are you in or out?’

‘Fine,’ she’d relented. ‘I’m in.’

And of course there was a need for it because despite what George had said, there were plenty of pupils who needed help. Children like Haroon, with parents who couldn’t speak English, had to navigate labyrinthine systems like HMRC, the NHS and DWP. Last week, a pupil came by the clinic and asked her to explain a bowel cancer home test kit so that he could translate it for his mother. Salma watched the young boy redden as she explained it step by step. Eventually, she asked if he would prefer one of the Urdu-speaking female teachers to call his mum and explain. The boy had agreed with great relief.

Haroon took his seat and the rest of the pupils filtered in. They were a lively group, but after four years in Salma’s form class, easy to control. She had enjoyed watching them mature: Patrick who had started off a nightmare but was now a fine young man; Ritesh who was far too serious but bloomed into a comedian. Some kids, like Haroon, stayed the same and others went the opposite way. Tara, a studious, gawky kid, had discovered boys and make-up, and let her grades plummet.

Salma hoped that she had got the balance right. When she first became a teacher, to her, ‘making a difference’ meant creating doctors and lawyers, fulfilling parents’ dreams and funnelling pupils to top-tier unis. She slowly accepted that this wasn’t possible – not with the budget and restrictions they had. Then, she realised that ‘making a difference’ didn’t have to be so grand. It could be as simple as helping Haroon with paperwork so that he could rest easy today, or telling Faisal that he needn’t explain to his mum an embarrassing medical test. It was taking the web of a million worries that made up adolescence and unpicking a little corner of it.

The bell rang to signal the start of teaching hours. ‘All right, settle down please,’ she called. She opened SIMS to take the register and start a new school day.
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Willa beeped the car horn once, then again, this time more prolonged to make sure that Jamie heard. He came hurtling out the door and hurried into the car.

‘I haven’t got all day, mate,’ she said.

‘Oh, really? Women’s bake sale pressing, is it?’

She tapped his arm in a light rebuke. ‘Hey, remember what I told you?’ she asked.

‘I won’t tell Dad,’ he promised.

‘Good.’ She gestured towards their new neighbours’ house. ‘You should have come yesterday. You could have met their son, Zain.’

‘What were they like?’

Willa scrunched her nose. ‘Hard to say. They kind of seemed to be putting on an act.’

‘Yeah, but everyone does that at first.’

‘I don’t,’ said Willa.

Jamie made a face.

‘Do I?’

‘No, but you go the opposite way.’

‘How so?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Mum.’ He reached for his phone, but she stopped him.

‘How so?’ she pressed.

‘I don’t know. I can’t explain it.’ He freed his hand and took out his phone.

Willa felt embarrassed by the implication. If her sixteen-year-old son thought she acted fake, did others think the same? She resisted the urge to grill him further. God forbid she become that sort of mother.

She manoeuvred out of the cul-de-sac and drove three miles to South Woodford. She parked outside what looked like a large house. She led Jamie inside and through to the waiting room, all hushed tones and plush upholstery.

Jamie’s audiologist, Tania, greeted them and led them to an oblong room. At the end stood an audiometric booth – a small enclosure almost like a photo booth – which was used to test his hearing. Willa had noticed lately that more and more sounds were evading him. His condition wasn’t degenerative, but she worried that the amount of time he spent indoors was making him less fluent.

Tania took him through his standard raft of tests, usually done once a year. This session was additional. Jamie sat inside the booth and Tania ran through the usual spiel: if you feel anxious, then just say and we’ll let you out. Jamie was asked to press a button every time he heard a sound. In another test, he was asked to repeat what he heard in his ear. Willa hated this test. It was always the one that made him lose heart.

Tania always told him, ‘Even if it’s a fraction of a word, try to say it. Even if it’s an approximation, say it. Just say whatever you think you heard.’ And Jamie would always start by trying – oof, lek, sen – but then dwindle into silence, embarrassed by how hard he found it. Willa tried to catch his gaze, but he studiously ignored her.

Eventually, Tania released him from the booth. ‘Are you keeping up with your verbal exercises?’

He gave her a guilty look. ‘When I can.’

‘Jamie.’ She angled her head in disapproval. ‘It’s really important that you keep up with this. I promise you’ll see an improvement.’

Willa stepped forward hesitantly. ‘Tania, could we try the Opn hearing aids again? I know we said we’d leave them, but I want to give them another try.’

Jamie frowned. ‘Why?’ he asked her.

‘Because they help you.’

‘But I don’t need them.’ Last time, he had said the same, but she’d seen the way his eyes had lit up when he put them in. He was only saying no because he knew they couldn’t afford them.

‘Just try them, Jamie.’

Tania rolled over to her desk and took out a pair of the premium aids. She helped Jamie try them and encouraged him to take a walk around the building. As he stepped out, Willa’s voice dropped low.

‘We’ll take them, Tania, but can I change our billing address?’

‘Of course.’

Willa read out the new details and hurried to explain why the name and address were different to hers. ‘They’re my dad’s details,’ she said. ‘Do you need to speak to him?’

Tania waved away the question. ‘I’m sure you’re not out there stealing credit card details,’ she said with a laugh.

Jamie reappeared in the doorway.

‘They’re yours,’ said Willa.

He looked from her to Tania. ‘How?’

‘Grandad,’ she answered. ‘But don’t tell your dad, okay?’

Jamie exhaled, clearly ill at ease. For a second, it seemed he would refuse but then he nodded hesitantly. ‘Okay,’ he agreed. They settled up with Tania and returned to Willa’s car. Jamie braced himself against the dashboard.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Willa.

He nodded. ‘It’s… weird. I can hear you breathing.’

Willa grew still, quieted by emotion. She turned her gaze to the road so that Jamie wouldn’t notice. She felt angry with herself for heeding Tom for so many years. He was a proud man and refused to take money from Willa’s family, so Jamie had suffered substandard care. After seeing his reaction to the Opn aids, she’d secretly asked her father for help.

‘I’m proud of you,’ she said.

He shifted awkwardly. ‘Whatevs.’

‘No, hey, I am.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, looking sheepish. She and Jamie had always been more like friends and these bouts of earnestness often embarrassed him.

She reached out and ruffled his hair. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ She put the car in gear and headed to his school. She waved him off at the gates before returning home.

There, she flopped on the sofa, a seaweed-coloured Chesterfield gifted by her mother. It wasn’t leisure that Willa had a problem with – working did not appeal to her – but that this wasn’t leisure at all. She had imagined floating from room to room in a central London townhouse, working on her art perhaps – but then she’d met Tom.

At first, she was charmed by his insistence that he pay their way. She was thrilled by his old-fashioned gallantry but, equally, she assumed he would change his mind after they were married. They would need a nice house, good furniture, a quality education for Jamie, but Tom refused to take her family’s money. He clashed with Willa’s father and did not want to owe him a thing. Initially, Willa didn’t care. When you’d never worried about money, you assumed you never would. In fact, her new low status felt desirable: a contrarian ‘fuck you’. Money issues, she would say with a tinkle of a laugh as if it were a rare piece of furniture, but then she realised that most people lived on forty thousand pounds a year and really, that was nothing at all. When her friends realised that her money issues weren’t of the crumbling estate, old money variety, some began to distance themselves as if poverty might be catching. Tom remained adamant that he wouldn’t take her father’s money and Willa had relented, but damn him for letting it affect their son.

She sat cross-legged on the sofa and rubbed her belly with a palm. It would be different this time, she decided. This time, her child would get everything that Jamie had lacked; everything that she, at twenty-two, hadn’t been equipped to give.

For years, she and Tom had tried for a second child. Eventually, they accepted that it wasn’t on the cards, so when she realised she might be pregnant, she wanted to be certain before telling Tom. This time, things would be different. Willa would be the mother she had failed to be at twenty-two.
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Salma loved this time of day when the students had left the building and the heat of recent bodies cooled, the hum in the air now quiet. When Zain was younger, she would rush from her school to his, pedalling furiously on the relentless circuit that made up working parenthood. Now, she basked in this time: the lull between her professional and personal lives.

If pushed, she might even admit that this was her favourite room in the world. Her antique compass and the Mercator map on the far wall were more powerful than art to her. She taught geography, but her subject was irrevocably twined with history: the straight lines of Africa, Britain’s place in the centre, the international date line, Greenwich Mean Time. Was there any other image that spoke of so much?

When Salma was eleven, she made a list of four places she wanted to visit: Easter Island off the west coast of South America, Tristan da Cunha off the west coast of Africa, Baffin Island in Canada and continental Antarctica. These, to her, were the four corners of the earth and it saddened her now to realise that she hadn’t got anywhere near them. Maybe next year if their finances were in better shape and Zain had sorted himself out, she and Bil could make some plans. If. A tiny word that puts entire lives on hold.

She sighed, wistful, and packed up for the day. On her way home, she popped into her local Tesco, adding up what she needed to make it to the weekend. In the end, she bought more than she intended and on leaving the supermarket, felt her left knee grind – an old cycling injury. Annoyed, she ordered an Uber. She hated to waste the money, but knew that she shouldn’t strain it. The car arrived within minutes and she bundled inside with her shopping. It was a short drive along Horns Road and they soon turned onto Blenheim. The driver parked across from her house and Salma got out and thanked him. As she dragged the first bag towards her, a tin of beans spilled out and rolled beyond her reach.

‘Sorry!’ she called to the driver. ‘Can you give me a minute?’

‘Of course, love.’ He cut the engine. ‘Take your time.’

Salma bent down to retrieve the tin. Across the street, a flicker of movement caught her eye. Tom Hutton was in his front garden, throwing a yellow tennis ball from one hand to another. Casually, he approached the fence that divided his garden from hers. He paused there and glanced up and down the street, his gaze skimming right past the Uber. He whistled nonchalantly, then raised the ball and threw it into her garden. It knocked the banner from her plant pot and went skittering across the lawn. The whole thing was so quick that Salma nearly missed it. She blinked, not quite able to decode what she’d seen. Tom glanced up and down the street again. He tugged the hem of his blazer, then turned and disappeared into his house.

‘You all right, love?’ called the driver. ‘Need some help?’

‘No,’ said Salma quickly. She snatched up the tin and stuffed it in her bag. ‘No, thank you.’ She retrieved her second bag, stalling until Tom’s door was closed. Finally, she stepped back and the car moved off. There, alone in the open street, she felt uncomfortably exposed.

Almost immediately, she started to doubt what she’d seen. She had been crouched in an awkward position and flustered by the delay. Could she have misread his actions? But no. There had been something very deliberate in the way he had glanced around and carefully taken aim. A singe of fear arrived with a question. Where the hell have we moved?
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