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PROLOGUE
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Summer is over in the Northern Hemisphere.

In Serbia, children are walking to school in clear autumn sunshine. They pass the vegetable market where farmers are setting up the day’s produce, golden eggs still warm, purple grapes swelling with sweetness. They pass bakeries, seductive with the smell of burek and freshly baked bread; they pass the church, where morning prayers still hang in the air. Stray dogs follow the children, hoping for a bite of their food and a rub behind the ears.

London has woken to wind and rain. Jelena stands at her bedroom window, thinking about the school run: children bumping umbrellas on the packed pavement, mothers laden with babies and small dogs, PE kits and hastily finished art projects – a small army on the move. 

It’s just a rainy day, she tells herself, not yet knowing what this day is about to bring.

She dresses for the weather, puts her carefully folded night dress onto its colour coded shelf in the wardrobe, and goes to wake up her children for school.
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Six days earlier
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Chapter 1
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Day One. London.

The city is swollen with water, bracing itself against the storm. All evening, the house in Hampstead has been whipped by wind and rain. From the window of her first-floor office, Jelena can see the dark shapes of the trees in her garden: the paperbark maple which turns scarlet every autumn, the redwood that William planted in this shallow North London soil, grown to only a fraction of its potential. 

Through the door jammed open with a stack of old books, she can just see William in his own office across the landing. He’s hunched over the desk, his back turned towards her. She doesn’t mind – she can snack on chocolate or scoop peanut butter out of the jar with her finger, things she likes to do in private. And don’t all couples spend their evenings doing their own thing? It doesn’t seem like a big deal to Jelena. Not yet. 

The house is silent. Where are the usual sounds of her home, the hairdryer in Ana-Maria’s bedroom, the siren of Oli’s helicopter from Hamleys’? But there’s only the wailing of an ambulance somewhere in the distance.

She decides it’s not too late for one final cup of tea. Jelena loves small English habits, although the timings of things – meals, bedtime – are still foreign to her, even after more than two decades in England. She takes off her glasses and closes the laptop in case William comes in looking for Tipp-Ex. Like most men, he can never find anything, including his own stationery. Hers is neatly arranged in the cupboard because an orderly cupboard is an orderly mind. 

As she descends the stairs, the injury in her left hip slowing her down - no longer an agony, more of a niggle refusing to lift – she thinks she can hear a knock on the door. Did someone really just knock, at this hour? Recently there have been reports of robberies in North London. She shrugs; criminals don’t knock, do they? Hopefully it’s not one of those conmen who pretend to be army veterans and try to sell you overpriced mops. Maybe it’s a charity worker. She ought to give them something for their effort, in this weather. 

As she approaches the door, she passes the kitchen and her glance falls on the dining table where someone has left one of the chairs out, at an angle. She’ll straighten it after she’s answered the late caller. Just for a moment, she examines the room with a keen eye. Everything else seems in its correct place, neat and symmetrical and pristine. Jelena takes care of the house herself. She’s the only woman on this street who scrubs her own toilet. 

At the door, she picks up Whisper who’s again been camping in front of it. The woman from the rescue centre said to keep him in for an extra week on the account of age, explaining about his joint pain and failing eyesight. ‘We do have younger ones,’ she said, perhaps worried Jelena would walk out empty handed. 

Whisper pushes his nose into her palm and she plants a kiss on his head. Then she unlocks the door and opens it just enough to see outside. ‘Can I help you?’ she asks, maybe not in her friendliest voice but it’s cold and late and whoever it is, don’t they know Hampstead residents don’t like to be disturbed after dark?

The man standing in her doorway doesn’t reply at once. His face is obscured by a hood, but his physique is imposing, his silhouette etched against the streetlights. Jelena stares at the broad spread of his shoulders, trying to remember something but unable to catch the thought.

Then the man speaks. He doesn’t say much, just addresses her, by her real name. He says: ‘Jelena.’

It’s her turn to be silent. How do you respond to a name no one calls you anymore?

The man pulls his hood back so his face is revealed and, although she’s not seen that face for almost seventeen years, she now knows who it is. Mladen – older, yes, with greying stubble, but otherwise unchanged. It seems impossible that he should be standing here, in her garden. 

‘Jelena,’ he says again.

Behind him, the street curves away towards the Heath, like a snake disappearing under a stone.
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‘You won’t invite me to come in?’ Mladen says in Serbian. 

‘Come in?’ she repeats pointlessly, as if there is anything else he could be talking about. To come in. Into her home.

It feels odd to be speaking in her old language, probably the first time it’s ever been spoken on this road. You can overhear it sometimes in Shepherd’s Bush or the distant boroughs of East London, where Serbian stores smell of smoked ham and restaurants serve veal soup and pretend cheese-pie (because you just can’t get cheese sour enough to pass for Serbian). But everyone speaks English here.

She manages to focus back on the figure standing in front of her. ‘You mean, now?’ 

He just keeps looking at her, his face still, undisturbed by the rain sliding into a trickle around his square chin. The garden is caught in a side wind and one of the flowerpots tumbles off its stand with a crash. ‘Unless I’m not welcome,’ he says. 

‘Of course you are,’ she says and glances back over her shoulder. ‘The only thing is...’ She’s hoping for a sudden noise, something to make her family’s presence obvious, off-putting. 

‘U cemu je stvar, Jelena?’ What’s the thing?

She scrambles for an answer. ‘My children are in bed,’ she says. ‘And my husband is working. I mean – working in his office. If I’d known you were coming –’

‘I don’t have your number.’

‘I could give it to you now?’ She’s never been a good liar, although she did manage that one time when it counted, in the car park at Sofia airport. ‘I’m free tomorrow. I could buy you lunch.’

‘Now is better,’ Mladen says and makes a small step towards her. She doesn’t mean to move but somehow she yields, and in the next instant he’s inside. 

Afterwards, she’ll agonise over this; would he have left them alone if she’d stood her ground? 

In the hall, she hesitates again but it’s too late; he pushes past her and drops his bag with a thud. His desert boots leave muddy prints on her polished walnut floor.

‘This weather is shit.’

She is looking for the appropriate platitude in Serbian but can’t find it, so she says nothing. She never really speaks that language any more except with her mother on the phone; the melody of it seems discordant and jarring.

‘For a second I thought you didn’t recognise me,’ he says casually, peeling off his soaked windbreaker.

‘Mladen.’ His name is an object in her mouth: a cold pebble. ‘You were standing in the shadow. I could hardly see your face under that hood.’ She hangs his jacket on the banister. ‘Let’s go in the kitchen. You must be frozen.’ 

The kitchen in this Georgian villa is the heart of the home. The Aga against the main wall is always lit; she likes to make slow-cooked casseroles, rhubarb pies, to steam the peas and the asparagus from the garden. Jelena prides herself on the Englishness of it all, the glass-fronted cupboards displaying Wedgewood teacups and dinner plates, the air-conditioned larder stocked with bottles of home-made mulled wine and elderflower cordial, labelled and ordered by their use-by date. 

Mladen looks around with a soft whistle. ‘Nice.’  

Jelena coughs to clear her throat but is uncertain of her voice so she smiles and nods, like he’s said something she’s never considered before. 

He sits down, long legs stretching out until his boot kicks the chair on the other side. He doesn’t seem to notice. 

She then does something simple, inconsequential, like filling the kettle with fresh water. Her hands are shaking ever so slightly. ‘Well. How long has it been...?’

‘I don’t like to count the years, Jelena. They’re moving too fast.’ 

Not fast enough. How did he find her? 

‘So...on what business are you back in England?’ she asks. ‘You’re the last person I expected to see at the door.’ 

‘Well, here I am.’ He looks at her hands resting on the worktop. ‘You never used to bite your nails.’

She stuffs her hands in her pockets. ‘I’m glad to see you’re still able to get a visa.’ 

She is struggling to moderate her voice; every sound her vocal cords are producing feels fake, like a fawning welcome in an upmarket hotel. Good evening, Sir, how nice to see you here tonight. Eyes tell, though, so she keeps her gaze lowered, noticing flecks of dirt on the marble kitchen top. She tells herself she’ll wipe it later, as though such things still matter. 

‘It’s nice to see you,’ he says.

‘It’s – it’s nice to see you, too.’

Mladen stretches in the chair. ‘Yeah. I’ve come for some work, thought I’d drop in. From heavens straight into the ribs, as they say at home.’

Her father told her once that every surreal and absurd saying of their language originates in a specific legend, most of them now forgotten. What’s left are just the sayings themselves. Some are light-hearted: you can’t carry two watermelons under one armpit. Some are puzzling: it cost him as much as scrambled eggs cost St Peter. Some reveal the soul of the people: safeguard the country from your enemy and the wife from your friend.
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For a few minutes, they are alone. Mladen's talking about Serbia as if she's never been there. A kitchen window is ajar, letting in the night air which tastes like something from a long time ago. Again, she strains to grasp the memory: where was that? Belgrade, London? 

Then there's the sound of the wheelchair lift and William arrives, his chair buzzing softly as he moves through the door and into the kitchen. She watches him: long limbed and still very slim, slightly hunched in his seat, rimless John Lennon glasses and greying hair tucked behind the ears. When she first met him, she thought he looked like a painter. She could just imagine his large, pale forehead frowning over some angle of light he struggled to reproduce on canvass. But William isn't a painter, or a musician, or any of those artistic professions she romanticised about. He's an economist and things that make him frown are inflation charts and GDP reports.

Smiling, looking slightly confused, William says he's come for a fresh cup of camomile tea, but Jelena knows he was disturbed by this late visitor and wished to see for himself what was going on. She checks her watch – it's almost nine! – a time when only Serbs would still think of visiting others. 

'Mladen, this is my husband, William. Darling, this is a friend of mine from Serbia.' She tries to inject some excitement into her voice.

'Hello, hello.' Mladen gushes in English with that feigned cordiality he used to pour on unsuspecting punters.

'Nice to meet you.' William shakes Mladen's outstretched hand. He winces ever so slightly at Mladen's grip. 'I'm pleased you speak English, because – well, unfortunately – I don’t really speak Serbian.'

'You never learnt? Jelena didn't teach you even a few words?' Mladen's voice is full of friendly curiosity, but she knows he'll remember this. 

'Apparently, it's too difficult to learn,' William says, nodding at her as if it's not obvious where this condemnation of Serbian came from. To redeem her, he adds: 'It would have been true in my case – I'm not one for languages, really.'

Mladen's tone is chatty, amused. 'But, Jelena, you're not English. Wouldn't it be nice to speak Serbian sometimes?'

'This is exactly what I've been saying,' William says as if they've been having a daily debate about this instead of it having been mentioned once, years ago.

'I'm perfectly fine with English,' she says. 'Happy to let them speak whatever language they fancy in Serbia.' Her smile is light and, she hopes, convincing.

'That reminds me – your mother called,' William says.

'I'll ring her back in a second.' She feels a pang of worry. Loneliness, distance – it's not how she'd ever imagined her mother's life in old age. She remembers the kettle. 'Coffee, Mladen?'

‘Yes, thank you. The way we make it at home.' 

At home. She hasn't heard that expression in years. She offers another polite smile. 'Sorry, we don't have any Serbian coffee. Is this okay for you?' She points to the coffee maker.

'At this hour! Are you trying to keep him awake till Thursday?' William's cut off point for caffeine is nine am. She used to admire the fact he could go all day without chemicals until she learnt he went to bed at nine pm. William continues: 'Serbian coffee is the same as Turkish coffee, isn't it?'

'Five hundred years,' Mladen says. 'That's how long Ottoman Turks occupied Serbia. It's no problem they gave us the coffee. Much bigger problem, all the half–Turkish babies.' 

William looks quite stunned for a moment, but then recovers. 'Yes – yes, of course, I see.' 

Mladen's sharp, inquisitive eyes analyse something on Jelena's face. 'So, Jelena, tell me about you. Do you work?'

Later, she'll wish she'd left this question unanswered. Or that she'd lied, said she was working in a local shop, or at the Post Office. It probably didn't matter anyway. He must have known already, before he came to her.

'I run a small business from home,' she says.

For a moment Mladen looks genuinely delighted. 'That's great! I always knew you'd do well. I'm sure you are earning good money.'

If William thinks anything of that proclamation, he keeps it to himself. But then he notices the Sage Barista Pro. 'Speaking of money, this is new?' he asks Jelena.

She busies herself with the cups and the milk. 'The old one broke. You of all people love a good coffee in the morning, Wills.'

'Women – always make it sound like it's for your benefit, don't they? I'll find out the damage when I see it on her statement.’ His voice is mock-reproachful, like a parent trying to hide a telling-off inside a joke. Jelena glances up to see him tapping the side of his nose conspiratorially at Mladen. 

The damage? Since when does her husband talk like this? 

‘Is your wife a big spender?' William asks.

'I never married.’

Something in Mladen’s tone makes Jelena want to look up at him but instead she turns the noisy espresso maker on.

Mladen downs his coffee like a tequila shot. ‘I needed that.' He speaks in a baritone with a recognisably Eastern European accent. She feels a discomfort on hearing it. Does she also sound like that? She wants to believe those elocution lessons she took for a year were worth it. 

As William and Mladen settle into a conversation, everything in her vibrates with impatience. Surely, any minute now her less-than-sociable husband will excuse himself, go back to his study. As soon as he does, she'll ask Mladen the question: 

Why are you here?

But William's excited to have a new audience. She tries to focus on what he's saying. How long has he been talking about work? 

'Then colleagues and I created another financial model – this time based on no growth, just stable economic levels, and all the outputs seem to suggest that it's doable. You know, sustainable. All the way to twenty-fifty and beyond. I mean, it's a last-minute measure but it's got potential.' He is animated, speaking louder than his usual mumble, another cup of herbal tea in his hand gone cold.

Mladen rubs his stubble. 'Economists think they know everything. But they ruined Serbia,' he says. 'No offence.'

She glances at her husband but he's already doing his William thing: avoiding confrontation.  'None taken,' he says, waving both hands to show just how unconcerned he is. 'You can't offend me unless you start arguing for corporate tax reform.'

'Well, it wasn't this economist,' she says, placing a hand on William's shoulder.

Mladen stares at William, as if considering whether he really might be behind Serbia's downfall. 'You go to Serbia sometime?'

'We used to, in the summer, when everyone's off,' William says after a barely perceptible pause. 'Beautiful place - it's come a long way. But we haven't for a few years.'

'Zasto?' Why, Mladen demands.

Jelena wants Mladen to stop interrogating her husband. She tries to remember how often William's been to Serbia, as if a certain number of visits might satisfy Mladen. 'William's very busy,' she says. 'He teaches at the university. Does a lot of research, goes to conferences all over Europe. In fact, he's giving a paper in Dublin later this week. Aren't you, darling?' 

'Been working on the damn thing all day. Death by Powerpoint.'

'You should go to Serbia more,' Mladen says. 'Deal with your guilt.'

'Guilt?' 

'For the Nato bombing. Of course, you feel guilty and so you cannot go, but you have to...' Mladen looks at Jelena as if she might finish the sentence for him, '...confront it.' He looks pleased he's found the right word. 

'I'd rather we didn't talk about the bombing,' she says. 'It was a long time ago. Let's not reopen all that.'

He doesn't seem like he's about to drop the subject, although in the next instant his tactic changes: 'But it was hard for you, Jelena, no? Living in England while England was bombing your country?'

'England was also my country.' 

'You're right, Jelena. I was just joking with your husband, anyway.' Mladen laughs. How good humoured he sounds! He's always been a man who laughs little, stays silent when others are howling. This laughter is enough for her to know something bad is coming. She turns to her husband, who is following this exchange with a regretful look in his eyes. She won't get a chance to ask him about this moment – about what he is thinking, what the regret is – until much later. By then it'll already be too late. 

Maybe she should throw Mladen out? Is that what any normal person would do if he came into their home, started questioning their family...The idea that William or anyone else should feel guilty towards Serbs – preposterous!

But she doesn't ask him to leave. She tells herself to be polite, polite and patient. Isn't that the English way?
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A short while later she goes to check on Oli. She’s heard him moving about, or maybe she pretended to, she won’t be able to remember the next day. On her way upstairs, passing the tall mirror on the first-floor landing, she sees her own reflection. 

Injuring her back (doctor said it was a herniated disk in L5), she developed a muscle spasm which lifts her left hip and pulls her body out of balance. Even after multiple visits to the doctor, it’s not getting better. 

She stares at the small deformity, the sideways curve of her spine. It doesn’t look like her. Who is this woman? 

On the day it had happened, she measured this new difference in the shape of her pelvis, repulsed by the extra inches which now separated her left hip from the line of her pubic bone. 

‘Third time in four months,’ the doctor said, when she’d finished the examination. ‘Are you under stress?’

Jelena thought about the children, about William, about her ageing mother and her failing business. 

‘When they break down, our bodies are trying to tell us something. You should listen.’ 

‘I’m all ears,’ Jelena said and stood up off the examination bed. Really, she’s not one for fuss. Just give her some painkillers and let her be on her way. One of the first things she’d learnt in England was the importance of a stiff upper lip. 

‘I’m serious,’ the doctor said. ‘You need to do something about it. I’m not saying it’s time for surgery, but something: yoga, chiropractor. Your body’s not old, don’t let it collapse.’

Standing in front of the mirror on the night Mladen arrives, Jelena sees herself as she must appear to him: a slim dark-haired woman, dressed in expensive beige clothes designed to exude middle class respectability. How conspicuous she’s feeling, in the clothes you’d wear to be invisible! 

It’s not just the twisted outline of her body that seems foreign. It’s all of her. 
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Chapter 2
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1992. Serbia.

On route to Jelena’s high school, on a street framed by stout chestnut trees and flanked by crumbling Serbian houses, someone opened a new ice cream parlour called Heart. Jelena and her friends dropped in every day for a scoop of Stracciatella or a Banana Split. In Podnozje, her small, industrial hometown, ice cream came out of a supermarket freezer or a local creamery owned by some Turks whose family recipe yielded a substance too sugary and thick for Jelena’s taste. But Heart sold Italian gelato, silky and ready to melt on your tongue. The interior was white and red, heart patterns on everything – tablecloths, wallpaper; its cheerfulness stood in sharp contrast with state-owned restaurants, empty and tiled in yellow like a public toilet.

It was one Thursday in late May – although the end of the school year, the sun was pale overhead, the day blustery and not yet hinting at summer – when Jelena saw that a crowd had gathered outside the place. As she approached, she saw a man holding a teenage boy against the side wall. When she got closer, she realised it was also a boy, just much bigger which made him look like a grown man. He was dressed only in jeans and a tight black t-shirt, despite the weather. Even from across the street, she could see a large M tattooed on the back of his thick neck. 

‘It’s just ice cream, man, what’s it to you?’ the boy moaned. He was barely visible behind the bully’s tall, muscular body and Jelena strained to hear him.

The bully was pointing at the boy with a lit cigarette, saying something unintelligible. 

Jelena asked the girl next to her what was happening. The girl explained that the boy had been caught trying to rob Heart’s storeroom at the back of the building, perhaps thinking that tubs of powdered milk or caramel flavouring could be sold on the black market.

The next thing the boy said was heard clearly, as he shouted it with a kind of desperation: ‘Let go of me, you cretin.’

When the bully hit him, the crowd erupted into chanting, and this is how she learned his name: Mladen. The fight lasted less than a minute and it was different to any she’d seen before. When a fight breaks out, anger and frustration usually increase exponentially; people go red in face, their eyes get that unfocused, frantic look, the mouth froths or little droplets of spit spray in the air. But once he’d delivered the blow, Mladen’s rage seemed to deflate. The boy slid out of his hands and Mladen crouched down next to him, again saying something that couldn’t be heard. 

Help him, Jelena wanted to shout. The boy just lay there, sprawled out on the pavement, and even from where she was standing, she could see his nose was bleeding.

In the end, Mladen did lift the boy up on his feet; then, without even glancing at the crowd, he lit another cigarette and walked away. 

A few people ran across the street to the boy. ‘I’m fine,’ he snapped. ‘Leave me alone, I’m fine.’ 

Later that day, she saw the boy again, having ice cream with friends inside Heart; he seemed unbothered by the fact that this was the same place he’d tried to rob earlier. While she was waiting in the queue, she overheard their conversation.

‘Both my parents have been let go from Zastava,’ he said, ‘told they can forget their pension. What are we meant to live on now? This fucking place will be the end of us. But that idiot was trying to lecture me, apparently I’m some kind of traitor. What the fuck does he know? Came from Bosnia five minutes ago and now wants to tell me how I should feel about my own country.’

Jelena listened silently.

‘It’s a fucking joke,’ the boy continued to complain. ‘My old man was installing wind screen wipers on Yugo Florida, but no one’s going to buy our shitty little cars now we’re the bad guys. Americans hate us. The whole world fucking hates us.’

In one year’s time, hyperinflation will hit Serbia. They will first notice it on small things: it’ll become too expensive to go to the cinema or, invited to a friend’s birthday, Jelena will struggle to buy even a trinket or a decorative candle. Soon all birthday celebrations will stop. Her parents’ Yugo is going to rust in the car park, last litres in the tank saved for an emergency. Her father will receive monthly wages in a plastic bag and, by the time he’s walked to the farmers’ market, the money will be worthless. Her extended family will pool cash together to buy five eggs. They will survive on last year’s potatoes and sacks of dried beans.

But on that windy day in May, Jelena didn’t know what was coming. She felt sympathy for the boy, but her mind kept going back to the other one: the bully. 

The following week, Jelena passed Mladen at the entrance of their once grand grammar school; it was a building of ceiling-to-floor windows and draughty corridors, where one classroom still displayed black and white portraits of the pupils executed by the German troops in October 1941. 

Although it was by then half a century later, Jelena’s town was once again receiving refugees; they were staying with relatives or housed inside cold sport halls, sleeping on camp beds, their possessions often just clothes and passports. Someone told her that Mladen, a Bosnian Serb, had arrived as a refugee with his mother. The war with Bosnia had only just erupted. The war with Croatia had been blazing for over a year. At times, Jelena was confused about who was fighting whom and why. Nothing was solid, firm. Decades later, scholars would say that official narratives didn’t acknowledge the idiosyncratic collaborations of the warring parties, who switched alliances frequently to trade with each other and jointly fight against whoever was the common enemy in a particular territory. They would also say the war was fought by those who had the least to lose: criminals, thugs, men released for that purpose from prison. 

When Mladen saw Jelena at the school, he gave her a long look. Since mid-puberty her breasts had been showing underneath clothes and, although dressed in a baggy jumper and jeans, she wore her own body with embarrassment. His stare, which she noticed out of the corner of her eye, made her blush.

Over the next few months, she noticed in herself a growing impatience with boys who tried to talk to her, their clumsy efforts to make friends or ask her out leaving her bristling with annoyance. Compared to Mladen they seemed young like children, speaking in voices which hadn’t completely broken yet and not knowing anything about life. Time and time again she remembered him on that street corner, the way his short hair stopped right above the tattooed letter on his neck, the way his shoulders rippled under his t-shirt in a way she’d never noticed on anyone before. Thinking about him arouse in her a feeling she’d never experienced. She thought about his arms and what it would feel like if those arms closed around her, how warm, how safe she’d be. And something else, exciting and prickling in her stomach, that she couldn’t name. 

They saw each other almost every day in passing, and eventually one afternoon he smiled at her. She wanted to smile back, say something, but the sight of him left her too nervous. But he didn’t give up. He started nodding hello every time they passed each other in a corridor, and she would nod too and look down at her shoes. You’re ridiculous, she’d tell herself and make a resolution that soon - maybe even next time - she’d stop and talk to him, but that time never came.

When the following year hyperinflation hit like a tsunami, the ice cream parlour closed down and, walking past it, Jelena saw just its faded heart-patterned shutters, bolted closed forever. It was rumoured that in its basement hundreds of boxes of ice cream supplies had gone off. Whenever she walked by, it seemed that she could smell the rancid cream and rotting milk powder.
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Chapter 3
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Day One. London.

When she returns downstairs, Mladen and William have moved to the kitchen table and are each cradling a glass of something that looks like whiskey. Mladen’s smoking and she’s amazed that he convinced her husband to let him light up inside the house. It doesn’t look like he’s leaving any time soon.

‘Wills, shall we order some food?’ she asks.  ‘I’m sure Mladen’s hungry.’ 

They’ve eaten, but feeding guests is a Serbian must and food will give them something to do. She goes to one of the side cabinets and pulls out her file with take-away leaflets, ordered alphabetically first by cuisine, then by restaurant name.

‘Of course,’ William says, looking at Mladen, ‘we’d love it if you joined us for a take-away. I mean, Helen’s a brilliant cook but –’ 

‘Helen?’ Mladen says.

Jelena’s cheeks ignite. ‘Well, it’s easier,’ she says. ‘People kept mispronouncing my name.’

‘It’s the ‘J’, William says. ‘A very unfortunate letter. If her name was spelled with a ‘Y’ then people would know how to pronounce it. Ye-le-nah. Yelenah.’

‘Mladen knows my name.’ She laughs to hide her embarrassment. She sits back down and passes some leaflets to both of them.

‘Eventually she changed it by deed poll. She’s officially been Helen for a few years now,’ says William. He looks strangely proud. Does he consider that to be her greatest accomplishment?

‘Helen,’ says Mladen. ‘The face that launched a thousand ships.’ 

She doesn’t know whether he’s waiting for a reply but for a few seconds he says nothing more. 

‘But really, let’s order. What is your fancy, Mladen?’ William’s voice jolts her out of paralysis. ‘Italian? Indian? Not Turkish, obviously.’ He laughs but no one joins him. ‘So, I’ve been meaning to ask – what brings you to England?’

‘Business.’ 

‘You’re a businessman,’ Jelena says. 

‘I’m a football coach for kids.’

‘The beautiful game!’ This, from William, who has never watched a football match in his life. 

‘You’re a fan?’  

‘Oh, gosh, no – I’m afraid I’ve always been a nerd. You know – reading, writing very dull books, that sort of thing.’ 

Why does her husband have to be so self-deprecating? He only talks this way with people he’s close to; surely he’s not trying to make friends with Mladen? ‘They’re hardly dull, darling. They retail for sixty pounds, for god’s sake,’ she says.

‘Exactly,’ William says. ‘Nothing worth reading in that price bracket, I’m sure.’

Then something brings the children downstairs: perhaps the smell of cigarettes, or the sound of the doorbell when the food arrives. Oli appears first, claiming to be hungry despite the six chicken nuggets and garlic bread he devoured at dinner time. Waiting for the verdict, he lingers in the doorway, his frame tiny against the unlit hallway. 

‘What happened to sleeping?’ She wags a finger at him in reproach. She’s ready to march him straight back up the stairs but William tells him to come inside. The boy shuffles in, hesitant and shy in front of the unknown guest. 

‘How about a ham sandwich?’ says William. 

Oli looks up at Mladen, forgetting all about his apparent hunger. ‘You’re someone new,’ he says with a slight frown, as if trying to remember if he’s ever seen this man before. Jelena’s surprised to hear him speak. 

Mladen laughs. ‘What’s your name, young man? I’m Mladen. Do you think you can remember that?’ 

Oli nods and comes closer to inspect him better. ‘I can. I know the names of all English kings who lived between 1603 and 1714.’ Then he thinks about something for a moment. ‘Mladen, are you going to die? Charles the First didn’t expect to die, but they chopped his head off.’

A shadow crosses Mladen’s face. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. But my head is quite safe on my shoulders. Here, feel this.’ He takes Oli’s hand, makes it into a fist and pretends to knock on the side of his own head. He smiles at the boy, the broad smile of a man who loves children.

Something sharp tugs in her chest like a pinched nerve. She looks away from Mladen and starts to fumble with the scalding food containers, trying to decipher the writing on their greasy lids. Then Ana-Maria struts downstairs, looking every inch a teenage pop star about to get some beauty sleep. 

Great, now both of her children are here: her whole heart exposed. 

Ana walks in and sits down at the breakfast bar. ‘Hey, puppy.’ She smiles at Oli, who beams back at her. Then she looks at the grown-ups without a word.

Jelena’s mouth is dry and she doesn’t want to do the introductions, but there’s no way around it. ‘Mladen, this is my daughter. Forgive the rudeness, you know what teenagers are like. Ana, this is a friend of mine.’ 

‘I thought auntie Natasha’s your only friend.’ Ana-Maria’s dressed in a lilac nighty which doesn’t quite reach her knees, Purrrrfect kitten embroidered in a fancy script font across the chest. 

‘Kids,’ William says. ‘They make their parents wish the Earth would swallow them. The children, I mean. Swallow the children.’

‘Middle-aged people,’ Ana-Maria says, but doesn’t finish the thought. She often trails off when she deems the other party not worthy of the effort to continue, unless she’s talking to Oli.

Jelena studies Mladen’s expression, without knowing what she is looking for. He looks comfortable, in good spirits, as if he’s spent many a night sitting in her kitchen and chatting to her family.

‘Mladen, can I show you something?’ asks Oli. When Mladen nods, Oli goes to the sideboard and produces a pink folder. He passes a drawing to Mladen.

‘You’ve drawn a duck,’ Mladen says. ‘Very good. It looks very real.’

‘It’s not a duck,’ Oli says.

‘Oh? What is it then?’

‘It’s a rabbit. See?’ He turns the drawing slightly and with his finger outlines the rabbit’s head and ears.

Mladen bursts out into laughter. ‘Bravo! That is very good. I really thought it was a duck. But now I see it’s a rabbit.’

‘It’s either, ‘ Oli says.

‘Well done, puppy, you’re amazing,’ Ana-Maria says and smiles at her brother. This catches Mladen’s attention. Jelena watches with unease as his gaze shifts from Oli to Ana-Maria. ‘Jelena, your beautiful daughter looks a lot like you.’

She takes a sip of wine, plans her reply. ‘Thank you. But she has the best bits of both parents.’

‘Genetics can be a gift or a curse,’ William says, buttering Oli’s sandwich, humming the theme from The Countdown. When he cuts the sandwich in half, the pink flesh of the ham protrudes between the two slices of bread; for a moment, Jelena thinks of the animal it had come from, the abattoir and the screams. 

‘Speaking of gifts,’ Mladen says. ‘I’ve just remembered that I have something for you.’ He disappears into the hallway and comes back with three parcels. ‘I didn’t know if you had a family, so these are mostly guesses,’ he says in Serbian and she translates.

William unwraps a bottle of sljivovica. On the box given to Jelena, Chocolat de Ville Blanche is printed across the top and adorned with an embossed coat of arms with a castle, a river and a medieval sailboat – the symbols of Belgrade. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I love chocolates.’ 

Next, it’s the children’s turn. Ana-Maria is holding the present and Oli is standing next to her, eyes fixed on the prize, shifting from foot to foot. ‘It’s a bit heavy,’ the girl says with an expectant smile. With a coquettishness Jelena has never witnessed before, Ana delicately pulls on each end of the ribbon, holding Mladen’s gaze.  Without meaning to, Jelena also stares at his chiselled profile. His jaw flexes as he shifts a gum inside his mouth. Has her daughter ever seen a man this handsome, in real life? 

‘Wow!’ The children’s voices pull Jelena out of her thoughts.

A PlayStation sits triumphantly on Ana-Maria’s lap, and she’s smiling from ear to ear. 

‘I didn’t know if you had children, but everyone loves a good game,’ Mladen says to Jelena. 

‘It’s too much,’ she says. ‘Thank you, but that’s too expensive to give to children you didn’t even know exist.’ Her voice sounds too intense, throaty, and she wishes she’d chosen different words to explain his offence.

‘Mummy,’ Oli pleads, shifting from one foot to the other with more urgency. ‘Please.’

‘It’s really nothing,’ Mladen says. ‘One of my friends runs an electronic shop in Belgrade, and he owed me a big favour. So I got this at a discount.’

William blinks. ‘It must be great to be a man owed big favours.’ 

She looks at him with silent reproach – isn’t he meant to back her up? They can’t possibly accept it. But William just shrugs. ‘What, my love? I think it’s a great gift.’

Everyone in the room seems to hold their breath, waiting for her verdict. She capitulates. ‘Mladen, you’re very generous. Guys, say your most polite thank-yous, and just so you know I’ll be putting time limits on that first thing tomorrow. It’s time for bed now.’

Ana looks at her with a poker face. ‘I’m not tired.’

‘You have school in the morning.’

‘But we have a guest. Shouldn’t we get to know him?’

Jelena rubs her left temple, wishing for some aspirin but afraid to leave the room with Mladen in charge. What’s gone into her children tonight? First Oli, and now Ana? How perverse is the Universe when her daughter, who hasn’t liked a single person (including family members, or perhaps especially them) since that first surge of hormones when she was about twelve, and who has remained hostile and detached for the last four years – when this same girl now wants to get to know Mladen?  

‘Maybe some other time,’ she says. She’s not going to argue about this in front of him. They’ll eat the chicken jalfrezi and share peshwari naans and then they’ll part, mumbling regrets about the lateness of the hour and promising ‘not to leave it so long next time’ although they’ll all know, at some deep level, that ‘next time’ will never arrive.

Wiliam’s face lights up with sudden inspiration. ‘Mladen, do you have a hotel booked? If not, you really must stay with us. Unless you’re staying somewhere much nicer, of course.’

Cold panic rises in her. ‘Wills, I’m sure Mladen has other plans.’ 

‘No, no, I insist.’ He addresses Mladen again. ‘It’s not every day we get to be hosts to a friend of Helen’s from a long time ago.’

‘Yes, but –’

‘My love, really – you used to tell me so much about Serbian hospitality. It’ll be no inconvenience,’ he says as if Mladen’s protesting, which he’s not. ‘We’ve converted our basement. It’s very cosy. Helen’s artistic hand is behind it, obviously. I can barely match two socks. But you’ll have a splendid night’s sleep and – and feel free to stay until you’ve finished your business in London.’ William stops to take a big breath. ‘Really, you must.’

The idea is ludicrous. Not even Mladen would be so audacious as to say yes. As soon as he goes, she’ll have a long shower, she’ll go to bed, she’ll never think about this night again.

Mladen coughs as if to prepare his throat for a polite but firm rejection. ‘Sounds good,’ he says. ‘God willing, I won’t outstay my welcome.’

#
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When the children have left, they finally eat the food; it’s cold and Jelena mostly pushes it around on her plate. The rice looks like maggots, and she scrapes her meal off into the bin. Afterwards, William excuses himself to go back to his study, and Mladen stays in the kitchen to help clear the dishes. There’s a dried drip line on the bin where William squeezed his tea bag and a yellow water stain near the extractor hood, looking vaguely like a map of some foreign country. Her home looks different late at night, she thinks. 

Something occurs to her. ‘You brought a bag. You assumed you’d be staying.’

‘I didn’t want to assume, but I’m glad you invited me.’ 

‘My husband invited you.’ She moves around him towards the dishwasher. He’s still looking at her intently and for the first time seems to notice her hip, that she’s standing in an awkward position; he looks at her face, quizzically. 

‘It’s nothing,’ she says.

‘You should let me have a look. I work in sport, I know about backs.’

‘No, thanks.’ She loads a couple of items into the dishwasher. ‘For the morning, I can give you a disposable razor and William’s shaving foam,’ she says over her shoulder. Her voice is pragmatic. She just needs to deal with the practicalities and this will pass, things will return to normal: the following week, she’ll have a PTA fundraiser, meet Oli’s new support worker and try that Yogalates class at the gym. She’ll go back to just living her life. Dealing with it. The business, the children. William. 

‘I’ve no spare pyjamas, I’m afraid,’ she adds. ‘William’s will be too small on you.’ 

‘It’s nice of you to offer,’ says Mladen, passing her one last plate, ‘but there’s no need. I sleep naked.’
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Chapter 4
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1993. Serbia. 

Jelena was in the last year of high school when her father started campaigning to convince her to leave Serbia. It wasn’t a thing that just any Serbian father would do. The country was full of parents who held on too tight, for too long, parents who just couldn’t let go. Serbian people sometimes said that being colonised by the Ottoman Turks was what had ruined them. But Jelena’s father knew that wasn’t true. If anything had ruined Serbs, it was their love of living in the parental home until late twenties or even thirties not just because it was cheaper, but because mother’s pogaca tasted the best and father’s sljivovica couldn’t be rivalled by any store-bought brandy (although it was also more crammed, in this country of small socialist flats, with three generations of a family sometimes squeezed into just two rooms). But Jelena’s father – a polite man with blue eyes and a tendency to stutter, not out of any physical impediment but due to spells of absent mindedness – Jelena’s father was a forward-thinking man. Western friendly. He was a socialist, but a socialist who wasn’t scared of the West. Socialism is a private conviction, not a public performance, he used to say, and although he held membership of the party until he died, he hadn’t in fact attended a meeting since his adolescent days. Neither had he accepted a bribe nor employed anyone based on party profile, and all of this singled him out as a man too measured and principled for his environment, where the opposite traits were usually encouraged. Jelena’s mother always wondered how he managed to exert any authority over the security guards who worked under him in the car factory, all old-school communists. Director of security, she used to say, with a look of incredulity. Unperturbed by this lack of confidence, Jelena’s father never tried to hide the moderate person he really was: someone who wore a carefully groomed moustache, was well read in Marxism and had never been in a fight. 

Jelena rushed home from school one day, trying to outrun an early autumn storm. When she arrived at their building, thunder was striking somewhere northeast towards the Roma suburb where the houses were made of thin wood and the streets were prone to flooding. She ran up the stairs to their flat to find her mother cooking with lights on at three in the afternoon. A smell of something vaguely familiar wafted from a pot.

‘There must be meat in here somewhere,’ Jelena said, lifting the lid and stirring some kind of red sauce, hoping it would turn out to be a stew.

Her mother shrugged. ‘Chicken legs. Only thing I could find.’

A flash of lightning drew Jelena to the window and, for a few minutes, she stood there watching the storm draw in. The aquamarine sky was full of electric charge and the wind stirred up dust and litter into a snake on the pavement.

Her father didn’t wait for the rain to pass; soon after Jelena’s arrival, the door opened again and his familiar tall frame appeared, his back turned towards her while he shook out his umbrella in the corridor. She made some joke about the state of his drenched trousers.

‘The apocalyptic rain won’t affect our plans for the afternoon,’ he said. ‘I’ll just change out of these work clothes and then we’re going out.’

Jelena’s mother looked in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on the apron: ‘Going out at lunchtime? I’ve been cooking all morning.’ When he didn’t reply, she asked: ‘And where are you going, that may be more important than this lunch I’ve been slaving over?’

Jelena’s father smiled, perhaps at this image of his wife who wasn’t widely known for her slaving tendencies. ‘The shooting range.’

Jelena had been to the shooting range once before, in the first year of high school, when a subject called Defence and Protection necessitated every fourteen-year-old learned how to use an air-rifle, presumably for the next big war where air-rifles would be the weapon of choice. She and her friends stood around on the burgundy flower-patterned carpet, pockmarked with cigarette burns, and waited their turn. Three pupils stood at the front, where a plastic console served as a barrier to the shooting area and a system of rope pulleys, attached to it, moved the paper targets back and forth. When Jelena’s turn came, she worried she’d shoot one of her classmates as there was nothing to screen them off from each other. She didn’t manage to hit the target even once and went home with a big bruise where the gun had been retracting into her shoulder. 

‘I don’t really want to go shooting, dad. I’m rubbish at it,’ she said.

‘We’re not going for the shooting.’

‘What for, then?’

‘We’re going for the experience. The noise. The adrenalin. You’ll see.’

Jelena and her mother exchanged glances. Sometimes, Jelena’s father would stay at work a little longer than his work hours required. While they never asked him about it and he never volunteered the information, they both suspected he was, on those occasions, enjoying a sljivovica or two in the smoky men’s bar by the exit of the factory complex. They couldn’t exactly say that he came home drunk. There was nothing excessive or uncontrolled about the way he walked or spoke on those afternoons. But a certain cheerfulness would enter his demeanour, that was otherwise absent. 

But on this day, he seemed his usual self: calm and pleasant, if a little disappointed with life.

They left shortly, leaving Jelena’s mother sitting despondently on the sofa that had been reupholstered twice since Jelena’s childhood. 

‘If you take too long, I’ll eat without you!’ she threatened, helping herself to a cookie from a bowl on the coffee table. The small flat was crowded with furniture and smells of her cooking. Jelena thought, as she was putting her jacket on, that her mother might be glad to have some space to herself for a change.

At the shooting range, Jelena and her father left their jackets in the cloakroom and entered a vast sport-like hall. This was a different shooting range to the one where Jelena had experienced her first combat-related failure. It was more modern, with a parquet floor and flooded with artificial light. Along three of the four walls, there were shooting stations, separated by Perspex screens. Almost all of them were occupied by enthusiastic shooters of all ages and both sexes. The rounds were going off like fireworks and the noise was deafening.

‘Why are we here?’ shouted Jelena, over the top of the hullaballoo.

Her father lifted a finger and shouted: ‘Wait. Listen!’

‘What am I supposed to listen to?’ 

‘What?’

‘What am I supposed to listen to?’

To account for the noise, her father pointed to his watch, then raised both hands, fingers spread wide. Jelena understood he was showing the number ten. 

‘Ten minutes,’ he shouted. ‘We’re staying for ten minutes.’

And so they did, standing for ten long minutes on the edges of the room while shooters emptied their rounds relentlessly into the targets. She didn’t know what her father was trying to do, but stranger things had happened in
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