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			1

			LOIS tells herself to be patient, but she wants to scream. What on earth is keeping him? The warden promised he would call today but it’s already 11 and there’s still nothing. Nothing is right in this heat. She has opened everything she can – the sliding door to the balcony, all the windows, even the front door – hoping for any hint of a cross breeze. 

			She goes onto the small balcony, phone in hand, willing it to ring. The air is sullen with heat. Even up here, at the top of the tallest tower block in the East End, where her neighbours usually complain about the wind, the air does not move. There’s not a cloud in the stubborn blue sky. The sun bakes the concrete walls and the pavements below. Windows yawn open, desperate for air. People thirst after shadows, ripening and bruising as they go.

			George presses against her. He’s old now, like she is, and neither of them copes well with the heat. She feels his nose. It’s burning up. She turns on the outside tap and waits for the thin dribble of water to fill his bowl. 

			The view stretches away for miles from here. She can trace the river winding her way through London as far as the silver helmets of the Thames Barrier, growing wider towards the sea. Lois thinks of the river as female. She curves. She bends. She is a story of many strands. Countless currents flow inside her, but she is immutable. She is unconcerned by the humans who cling to her sides. They have bridged, dredged, re-routed and corseted her into channels between concrete banks, but she never changes. Unless the moon speaks to her. Then, she responds through her tides, eternally, gratefully renewed. 

			Today, Lois sees the river as a glittering necklace thrown carelessly down onto a dressing table, looping and curving into S-bends as it lands. The thought pleases her. She looks out over the sprawling city spreading away from her like an oily rag to the thin spike of Crystal Palace in the distance, and checks her phone again. Still nothing. 

			She can’t do anything until she hears from the warden. It’s nearly a month since the government restored the right to assembly. Why is he being so slow to respond? She needs to know if she can resume her sessions. Out there, among the millions of flat-packed lives, her people are waiting to hear if they can gather again. 

			Three months ago, when the demonstrations started, Lois had joined them. Like everyone, she had wanted to protest against the food and fuel prices. People were at breaking point. Lois had felt the anger and frustration beginning to surface, and at times, things had boiled over into violence. The police came down hard, which only made things worse. There were scuffles, buildings damaged, shops broken into. When a migrant teenager was accused of attacking a schoolgirl, all hell broke loose. It took the authorities by surprise. Sudden violence on the streets beyond anyone’s control, stoked by political agitators, outrage upon outrage. Tensions between different communities broke out. But the government’s reaction had been out of all proportion. They revoked the right to assembly. Any gathering of more than twenty people was banned. They said it was for the people’s safety, to restore order.

			It had worked, of course, but in Lois’s view, it had been wrong. Anger turned inward becomes hard and more dangerous. For Lois, the whole period of unrest, and the government’s heavy-handed tactics had meant that after thirty years of holding The Gathering at St Cuthbert’s Church in Shadwell, her weekly sessions had stopped. 

			She checks her phone again. It’s very wrong of the warden. He promised he would come to a decision. Everything is back to normal now, and they are allowed to gather again. Perhaps he is frightened. People have lived so long in the dark they have become afraid of the light, she thinks. Lois had expected the city to roar back to life with unstoppable joy, but it hasn’t happened. Even the warden, with all the moral strength of his God behind him, is nervous.

			She pushes the dog bowl with her foot towards George.

			Drink, she says. 

			He ignores her and lies down in the scrap of shade behind the herb pots, panting. 

			She has no power over the warden, the weather, the government, not even her dog. 

			The sun beats down, parching her plants yellow, sucking the colour from the leaves. Mint, thyme, woundwort and pansy have shrivelled to husks, and the rosemary has been taken over by weeds. Sarah Flint had bought the pots and planted them out, years ago, when Lois had first got the place. She had made an Eden of the narrow balcony. Sarah Flint, with her green fingers. 

			Lois fills the watering can from the outside tap, pleased the water seems to be coming back on, and sprinkles some over the dry soil. She should at least try to keep them alive. 

			She and Sarah met in their early twenties when Lois had just enrolled on a nurse’s training at St Bart’s. She’d only done it to please her parents. Nursing was a sensible choice, they’d said. It would give her a life of service their Christian values approved of. Within a few months, she and Sarah had given up and gone travelling together. Full of idealism and spiritual hunger, they went to America, to the desert in New Mexico. They joined a barefoot crowd of European truth-seekers eager to study Indigenous traditions. They were excited by what they called shamanism. They wanted to learn from it – how to honour lived experience, how to uncover something more elemental and repair the splits they felt within themselves. Everything that was wrong with the world, they believed, could be explained by one single fact: humans had lost touch with their bodies. 

			Lois still believes it. She believes the world would heal if everyone could come back to their bodies and dance, really dance, not ballet or ballroom, not TV spectacle, with polished routines under stage lights, but her kind of dance. Primal. Rhythmic. Elemental. Dance as the oldest form of knowing. Movement that binds spirit and soul, releasing emotions through muscles and breath. Lois regards dance as life itself, nothing less. To her, people are disconnected without it. They are marshalled, gymmed, tethered to screens, constrained in concrete, lost in conflicts, disembodied extensions of computers. They are talking heads without heart, cut off from a deeper language, adrift from themselves, and from rhythm.

			She dials the warden’s number and leaves another upbeat message. 

			Hello Warden, it’s Lois. Hope all is well at the church. Just wondering if you’ve come to a decision. Do let me know!

			A man of God? Men of blooming God should keep their bloody word. She must remain patient, always be charming to him, and never show her frustration, she tells herself. The warden is gatekeeper to St Cuthbert’s. If he ever saw what they did in his church, he would consider them hedonists. Heretics. The warden requires careful handling. She must always reassure him – keep him calm and facing the other way. 

			She closes her eyes and plants her feet beside Sarah’s pots, square beneath her hips. Consciously, she invites her weight to spread evenly over her feet, and senses down through her bones, down through all the floors of the tower block, deep into the earth below it. She invites not only her own pain into her, but the pain of the city. 

			She feels it, breathes it. 

			Pain.

			The heat is suffocating. It’s no cooler on the balcony. If anything, it’s worse than inside. She wipes the sweat from her forehead. When she’d lived in the desert, she had danced on scalding sand and thought nothing of 40 degrees. Now even a London summer feels almost impossible. Has she changed, or has the sun grown hotter? There’s little comfort either way.

			She feels the ache in her hip. She’s still vital and physically strong but inevitably her joints are drying up in her. They carry the wear of years of dancing. Her reckless pursuit of experience: feet pounding, sweat pouring, her joints bearing the brunt of her hammering the earth in wild expression, going to the very edge of herself and beyond, fire-dancing, earth-dancing, ecstatic-dancing. So many of the people she danced with have gone now, or given up. They all had used their bodies to burst through the skin of life – but to touch what, exactly? At the time, it had felt eternal. It still does now. A current beneath everything. Waiting to be touched. Source. Interconnectedness of souls. 

			She checks her phone for the hundredth time. Still nothing. And George still hasn’t touched his water. He just sits there, looking at her, panting his head off. 

			Drink, for God’s sake, George. Drink some bloody water! 

			She dips her hand in his bowl, splashes water on his nose. He’s burning up. She can hear a radio on a neighbour’s balcony, the worst heatwave in living memory—

			She knows it. They all bloody well know it.

			In a fit of pure exasperation, she rips off her blouse, takes the hose and turns it on herself, dousing her bare chest, her neck, her face. She shoots it up in the air, making water come spattering down on her like rain, spattering, splattering rain, down her back, on her hair, the floor, the dog, the balustrade, the streets below. Even the air seems grateful for it, and she can’t help bursting into laughter, at herself, at being here, alive, now, already scolding herself for wasting water but not giving a damn… 

			She hears her phone ringing.

			Damn it, George. Where is it? 

			She fumbles for it in her pocket. It’s slippery in her wet hand, the touchscreen all wet. She pushes a finger against the green tick— 

			Warden? Is that you? How are you? 

			Lois, are you all right? 

			I’m very well thank you, Warden. Have you come to a decision?

			A cough on the line. 

			We do apologise for the delay in making our decision.

			That’s all right, of course, Warden. No hurry.

			St Cuthbert’s is open. You can resume your classes.

			She exhales long and loud. All is forgiven. Open. Her space open to her again. Her church. Relief floods through her and washes it all away in an instant – her body’s aches, her city’s troubles, and even her own past, threatening to open pathways in her soul that she’d rather keep firmly shut. 

			Thank you, Warden. Thank you. Do thank the committee on my behalf, and huge thanks to you especially for looking after us so well, thanks Mr Maloney, thank you from me, and from all of my attendees—

			GHYLL has nipped out for a quick vape between clients. He sits on the low wall at the back of The Medway Centre in the burning sun. Nicotine floods his mouth and lungs, and dopamine makes a quiet haze of his world. He can see a small segment of the Thames between the buildings. If he had time, he’d walk down to the water, get a sense of its trajectory as it flows past Rotherhithe and Deptford, the industrial yards at Woolwich, then widening past Gravesend into the estuary and the long pull of the North Sea. He could do with the sense of space it would bring, but he ought to go back inside. He’s got at least another fifteen people to see.

			Dr Cairns, his therapist and clinical supervisor, has told Ghyll that he possesses a natural inclination for the wider perspective that allows him to see patterns in any given situation. She says it will be an advantage when he qualifies as a professional therapist, but it may be a hindrance when it comes to living his own life.

			Ghyll doesn’t agree with her. He just likes a view. A sense of openness. Escape.

			He peers through the window into The Medway reception area. Men and women are sitting in rows, slumped in the heat, waiting to be seen. Camilla Cortez, one of his regulars, is fanning herself ineffectually with a paper tissue. He has already seen her once this morning, and it depresses him to see she’s here again. Or perhaps she never left. She probably can’t face going home.

			Ghyll seems to be the only person working today. There’s still no sign of Richard, his boss. Before he started his placement at The Medway, Richard had warned Ghyll that the whole place was a shitshow. He’s right. What’s a Listening Service with no one in it to do the listening?

			He goes inside, back into Interview Room 3, a space so small and hot, it’s suffocating. There’s no air-con. The air is as thick as wool and the windows don’t open. He has sweat patches on his button-down shirt. His girlfriend, Oona, had stayed over last night and mocked him about it this morning as she’d sat naked on the chair, eating granola.

			You look a right twat in that shirt, she’d said. It makes you look like an MP. 

			The old Ghyll would have retaliated, weaponised his injury, pointed out to Oona that her mockery was a sign of her own feelings of inadequacy. The old Ghyll might even have used the new Ghyll’s therapy-speak, and asked Oona why she needed to be naked at every opportunity. Was it deep-rooted narcissism? The new Ghyll had just laughed and let it go. New Ghyll is an improvement. He’s not there yet, he’s still a work in progress, but at least he knows it. Oona is right. He does look a twat. He has chosen a shirt and jacket to wear on the hottest day of the year to create a look of normality and anonymity, even dullness. It puts people at their ease. It is part of his job as a psychotherapist, albeit one who is still not fully qualified, to help people feel more comfortable. If that means looking a twat, so be it. 

			The dopamine from the vape is already fading, and his perspective with it. Since early morning he has sat with twelve clients, twenty minutes each, holding their stories as carefully as he can. He wishes he could give them longer. It never feels like enough. He’s trained to listen for the deeper currents – the unconscious patterns that keep people in fear, avoidance, anger. But the people he sees at The Medway are worn thin by immediate pressures. Survival leaves little room for excavation. He thinks of Camilla Cortez coming every day, her face crumpled like crepe paper under her heavy make-up, constantly lost in a maze of rules and regulations about her housing, her subsidies, her debts. She hasn’t time to consider her unconscious patterns. None of them do. Earlier that morning she had put her hand on his knee, and asked him with pinpoint despair, Why have my payments stopped, please? Talk me through it again, Mr Ghyll. I don’t understand what I have to do.

			His clients at The Listening Service carry as many patterns of fear, avoidance and anger as any trainee psychotherapist could hope for, and Ghyll longs to sit with, and unpack with tender curiosity, their deepest unconscious material, but the only thing they want to talk about is how to get through the week. 

			He heads into the small kitchenette for his third glass of water of the morning, and waits for the water to run cold at the sink. Everything is hot, even cold water is hot. 

			The microwave pings by his ear and his boss, Richard, bursts in and starts rootling through a drawer. 

			No bloody forks, he mutters. 

			He is tall with a narrow build and limbs like long shadows. He reminds Ghyll of the people in the Lowry paintings he had briefly studied in a past life. He watches Richard take the carton from the microwave and shovel hot couscous into his mouth with a plastic spoon. 

			Three suicide calls already and it’s not even lunch time, he says, not looking up.

			Richard is twenty-eight, a few years younger than Ghyll, and already wholly cynical about his profession. He is underpaid and overworked and believes that levels of distress in the community are now at fucking horror-show level. His preferred phrase is fucking shitshow. He openly scorns trainees like Ghyll who come to The Medway to get in the hours they need for their courses. He calls them total exploitative bastards who have no compunction about using the state sector when it suits them only to abandon it as soon as they’re ready to set up private practices. Ghyll has tried to explain to Richard that he very much wants to stay in the state sector, if it hasn’t broken down altogether by the time he qualifies. He’s tried to make it clear to him that he is interested in difficult, complex cases. He hopes to find work in a secure unit, or a prison, not just coin it in from rich neurotics in Hampstead. But he’s given up saying anything to Richard about his future plans.

			Richard crushes the carton in his hands and Ghyll moves to the side to let him past so he can put it in the bin. He feels the dance of it as their bodies negotiate the tiny space together. 

			Ghyll thinks of the dance practice he does at St Cuthbert’s. After everything that happened in the city and the crackdown, he wonders if it’ll start up again. Before he met Lois, the idea of using his body as expression never crossed his mind. He’d always been decent at sports, fast on his feet, a good runner, but dancing was something other people did, or he only did when he was drunk at a wedding or chemically overconfident in nightclubs. Lois’s world of dance is different. The word ‘dance’ doesn’t come close to describing it. People say Lois is an urban shaman, but Ghyll doesn’t believe in such things. He can’t say for sure what she is, or what she does. Oona had taken him along when they first started dating, promising him The Gathering would blow his fucking mind. Oona had stopped going soon after, when she got a modelling contract, but Ghyll had carried on. It felt good to do something a bit different. He can’t claim to have had any kind of life-changing experience there either, but he likes going. He enjoys the music, and the social side of it. He’s met some interesting people – a few women too. Mostly, it gives him a way to step outside his work and his training and feel in touch with his body. 

			Hang on to your hat, says Richard, pausing at the door. 

			What for? says Ghyll.

			A fucking tsunami of self-harm, he says. 

			The bitterness in Richard’s voice makes Ghyll hesitate before answering. There is a myriad of possible responses. Dr Cairns once pointed out to Ghyll that he was challenged by the infinity of the moment. She’d suggested his issue was rooted in pre-verbal maternal abandonment. Ghyll tends to take Dr Cairns’s comments to heart, even when he doesn’t fully understand what she’s talking about. 

			He looks through the small window above the sink. A flock of pigeons swoop onto a kids climbing frame, shimmering in the heat. 

			Yeah, people are struggling, Ghyll ventures, after a pause. 

			Fuckers, says Richard and leaves the room. 

			Ghyll waits by the swing bin for the Richard shockwaves to subside. He observes his feelings as carefully as he can, according to his training. He detects disappointment. Don’t deny. Allow. Let yourself feel the disappointment. 

			Perhaps, he concludes, he and Richard, to use Oona’s fond phrase, are just a couple of twats incapable of having a normal conversation. 

			The pigeons on the climbing frame lift into the air then settle into a different configuration. An infinity of pigeons. An infinity of heat. 

			MARI is wiping down tables on the pavement outside Hassan’s Cafe on the north bank of the Thames near Wandsworth Bridge at the end of her shift. The sun has moved, exposing the tables to its full glare, and the few people who had been sitting at them earlier have drifted away. It’s too hot to sit outside. There isn’t even a breeze off the water. She clears a couple of glasses and goes back inside, relieved by the coolness. Hassan’s is a shelter not just from the heat, but from everything that is out there. It’s a place that absorbs the hours, and gives everyone a place to wait.

			The customers sit in their seats waiting for the next cup of tea, the next egg on toast, the next chat, the next like on their phones. They wait because they have nothing else to do but wait. 

			Mari puts the glasses in the washer and goes to the counter. She is waiting for her shift to end. She’s got about another half hour to go. Her waiting is also existential, a profound kind of prevarication. She feels like she’s waiting for something to change in her life, while knowing nothing ever will. She takes jobs where she can, keeps her ambition low, making ends meet, for the girls, keeping the wolf from the door. For her girls. She’s been telling herself everything is for the girls for years. That what she has is enough. That it’s all okay. She calls it practicality. 

			She moves through the tables, spraying and wiping them down, hoping to communicate that the cafe will be closing soon. Most of the customers are sitting alone, scrolling on phones, their shoulders hunched. A big ginger-haired man types on a laptop which looks too small for him. An old man sits in the corner. He is poised so still she could sketch him without him noticing, paint him even. If she wanted, she could, but she doesn’t. She doesn’t miss painting, and if she did, she’d start again, no problem, she tells herself. It’s just not the right time. It never is. She doesn’t complain about the way she gave it up. Aged twenty-two, in her final years at art school, she had tasted success and was about to launch herself into the world when she’d become pregnant. It’s good, she’d said. Art is a side show compared to real life. She maintains she’d been happy to put it behind her, for lots of reasons, and now it just feels impossible to take herself seriously, or admit the erasure of her own talent. 

			She goes over to the old man in the corner. He’s been sitting in that same spot for hours, with the same glass of water. He’s keeping out of the heat, staying close to the air-con unit. Hassan brought in this morning, to keep us all from going insane, he’d said, although he’s been complaining all day how expensive it is to run. 

			The old guy looks up at her. She knows him – Benny, or Brian, something like that. He used to live in West Putney, but he has been homeless since the before the unrest. The government promised to rehouse his block when it was condemned, but nothing was done. She gets the water jug and fills his glass. He doesn’t ask, but she brings him a slice of bread too, and watches while he breaks off a piece and chews slowly. 

			A shout from outside cuts through the stillness, followed by a blare of horns. Mari sees the old man’s hand tighten around the edge of the table, his knuckles like white stones inside sunburnt skin. She looks though the cafe window. A delivery van is wedged diagonally across the road blocking a car trying to come the other way. The car driver is leaning out of his window. The van driver is shouting at him. The two men get out of their vehicles. It’s going to kick off. Suddenly, they’re both yelling and shoving each other like enraged dogs about to tear into each other. The aggression is remarkable. An eruption. Fuck you, fucking out of my fucking way, fucking talk to me, I’ll fuck you up… Expletives reach her ears, and Mari would like to paint it: their bulky bodies slamming and ramming, their snarling mouths and bared teeth. She loves how out of control they are. She sees the intimacy of their heads butting into each other, their almost-embrace. If they don’t fight, they’ll fuck, she thinks. 

			There is no part of Mari that would ever be violent, but she has no fear of it. The city is still so brittle and tense. When she sees emotion flare up like this, it’s a thrill and a relief. During the protests she had felt detached from the politics of it all. Politics and blame were just words and abstractions. But the violence on the streets seemed to come from natural forces, it was volcanic, driven by heat, by pressure, by physical energy. Elemental forces which just happen to exist and are always there waiting, like untapped potential, to burst out. Now, right now, she feels she could paint again. But the men move on, drive away, and the feeling doesn’t last.

			Hassan comes out of the kitchen. 

			What’s all that? he says.

			Nothing much, she says, turning away.

			This bloody heat. It makes everyone crazy, he says. His hair is damp with sweat, and tucked under a faded cap. 

			Yes, she says. Yes. Yes is her least favourite word, but she uses it all the time. It is a word that imprisons her, makes her please others and do stuff she doesn’t really want to do, but she needs it to protect her. It is her insulation. If she keeps saying yes to things she doesn’t really want, it will shield her from the pain of wanting things she might otherwise have time to really want. Yes. Yes. Yes.

			Hassan brings in chairs, folds and stacks them inside the door.

			Can you start the clear-up, Mari? he says.

			Yes. Yes, she says. A heartfelt yes. The clear-up. It’s what she’s been waiting for. She puts on her headphones and gets out the mop and bucket as music floods through her. How could she ever live without music? It is so breathtaking, every time. It makes her soul sing. It makes everything wonderful: the old man, the long shift, the customers doomscrolling, the maddening heat, the whole dreary day – all lifted up by tune and rhythm. She pours detergent into the bucket, letting the strong smell of bleach waft through the air, hoping to give them all the signal: it’s time to leave!

			Hassan is drying glasses behind the counter. He’s talking to her. She taps her headphones to stop the track.

			Thursday, Mari? Want another shift? 

			She quickly calculates. Dog walking ’til 10.30, fetch the girls at 4. Perhaps Finley can get them, though she hates to rely on him—

			Yes, she says. I’ll need to leave at four to get the girls.

			Enjoy them while you can, Mari, says Hassan. 

			His small brown eyes are full of kindness. He always says stuff like this, and it always makes her pause. She clicks the volume on again.

			Closing time! she says.

			Only two customers left. The big ginger guy on a laptop, legs splayed, leans back. The old guy in the corner, Brian or Benny, or perhaps Bernard stares at his hands. 

			Sorry, she says, but you need to leave now. 

			She gives Laptop Man a smile, leaning on her mop. Maybe he’ll tip her. She thinks about flirting with him. The music in her ears encourages her. She sees the set of his jaw, and delicate freckles on his face, his thick hair in an almost straight line at the top of his forehead. She likes how his features make a face of contradictions. Perhaps she should ask him to sit for her one day. Perhaps they’d end up in bed together. That might be nice.

			She pours in more detergent and mops vigorously, slopping the water across the floor. Laptop Man leaves without seeing her. The old man doesn’t move. He folds a cluster of take-away sugars into his pocket. His poverty stings her. She taps her headphones for an increase in volume and quickly wipes down all the tables but his.

			There’s a £5 note inside the tip jar. She leaves it on the old man’s table and heads out. 

			Bye Hassan, see you Thursday!

			She crosses south over Wandsworth Bridge and walks along the Embankment. She needs to pick up Maeve and Tee from East Putney Pool by Roland Park. Light reflects off the water, sparkling the edges of her vision. On the opposite bank, canoes are stacked in metal frames like unused toys. It used to be busy down here, with holiday boats and visitors feeding the swans. She’d bring the girls for ice cream. It’s always quiet now. Tourists keep away. The Thames itself seems blinded by the sun. 

			BRIDGE sits on her bed, alone in her bedsit, at the edge of South East London, out past Woolwich in Zone 5. She would move west in a heartbeat to Zone 3, even Zone 2, right in the centre, if she could ever afford it. Outside her window the Thames ebbs and flows past the cement works at Woolwich. Rusting cranes stand blistering in the heat. The steel hoods that house the machinery of The Thames Barrier shine in the sun like armoured guards, spanning the width of the river and keeping watch over the tides. It is low now and the water flows calmly. All ten of the Barrier’s floodgates are open. 

			She stares at herself in the frameless mirror above her bed. Her mouth is turning upwards but it’s not a smile. She has the face of a sprite, she thinks, a nasty sprite. The curve of her mouth is unpleasant and pinched. She’s always hated her face. Her hair is her one good attribute. It is long and luscious and brown, and flows over her shoulders to her waist. The sheer abundance of it is a secret source of strength to her. Brushing it gives her more than just pleasure. It helps her feel composed. She’s already brushed it three times this morning. 

			She opens the bedside drawer and lays out the pink SSRIs and the CBD gummies, all the dulling little pills the doctors give her, which calm her and make her thirsty and deaden her thoughts, making them lifeless like sawdust. 

			Her phone pings. 

			We’re back. The Gathering. St Cuthbert’s is open. 

			Bridge holds her phone in her hands, trying to take it in. The Gathering is back on. Everything inside her shifts. This is momentous of course, but it’s more than that. Much more. The message is directly from Lois. An actual DM. Not part of a group chat. She feels almost light-headed with joy. Another message comes. 

			How would you feel about being my assistant? Call me. Lois x

			Assistant? Bridge is astonished. A rush of devotion surges through her. Lois has chosen her. She has not asked for this, or dreamt of it. For Lois to think of her, for Lois to want her above all others…

			She stands and starts pacing the room. Should she call her? Call Lois? Directly? Her heart is pounding. Why has she been chosen? She knows why, because she more than anyone else, understands the importance of Lois’s work, the seriousness of it. Lois must have seen this in her. Now she is rewarding her. Bridge’s mind fills with images of herself as assistant, at Lois’s side, full of purpose and vitality. Tears of gratitude prick her eyes. She is being invited into a very special circle of love and meaning. It’s impossible, but she must try to stay calm. She presses the number. 

			Hello.

			Bridge hears Lois’s voice. 

			Lois?

			Yes. Bridge. Hi. Did you get my message?

			Oh my God! Oh my God oh my God… Lois, Lois… yes I did… yes and you want me to be… Lois… I… you want me to be your assistant? 

			If you have time. Judith left the city so it would be kind, but only if—

			Kind? Of me? Lois, this is kind of you!

			Only if you feel you can manage it. I don’t want to burden you.

			I can manage. And I will, Bridge declares too loudly, amazed at her own confidence. She has spent most of her twenty-five years feeling safe behind a curtain of hair. It’s what she has had to do to hide the truth she knows about herself, about being so worthless and venomous. She knows she has always been a repulsive girl who deserves to be hated in the way she has been, by all the people in her past who have hated her, quite rightly, and done bad things to her. Only Lois and her dance has let the light in. She is her saviour. 

			I won’t let you down, Lois. This is an honour, she says, I have totally got it down, all the tech stuff, how to get The Gathering out there, build the lists – Mailchimp, emails, databases, posts and group shares. I can really help. I could have done IT at college, could have done a lot of things, but didn’t, and none of that matters now…

			She wants to say I love you! I love you so so much.

			Lois, I can increase your networks, she says in her best assistant voice. A good option could be opt-ins. I can co-ordinate meet-ups. 

			Well, it is good of you Bridge. I hope you’ll also get something from it.

			Lois, oh my God! This is the best day of my life… I…

			Bridge, Lois says. Breathe deeply for a moment. 

			Of course, yes, I’m breathing, Lois.

			You need to go and get the key from the warden at St Cuthbert’s. 

			The churchwarden? I can do that, says Bridge quickly. 

			We dance tonight. The warden has said we can go early to set up. It’s been a while since we were there, so I need you to check everything is okay at the church. And the main thing is to let everyone know. I’ll send you the lists soon. Get the message out as soon as you can. 

			Yes, I know what to do. Leave it to me, send me the lists, and I’ll make sure everyone knows. And then I’ll go to St. Cuthbert’s and organise the crew, and Lois, also… 

			She pauses.

			I want to make an offering. I mean, if it’s okay. You know, if it’s appropriate now that I’m your assistant…

			Of course.

			Amazing. Thank you, Lois! I want to do something special for our first dance back.

			Sounds nice.

			Thank you! And don’t worry. I know everything. You can count on me. I know how to do everything. See you later at The Gathering. Bye, Lois, bye bye.

			Bridge spends the next hour composing texts and writing posts. She is Lois’s Pagan Angel of Glory, brimming with news of her return. The Gathering is on. She delivers the good news unto Lois’s flock, to shepherds and kings alike, to the teachers and bankers, lawyers and widows, seekers, the sick and those who would cure them, to everyone who will dance. 

			The Gathering is on. 

			Ghyll is seeing his last client for the day at The Listening Service. He leans his head into the reception. 

			Mr Ardelean? he says.

			A large man stands and follows him into the sweat box that is Interview Room 3, then slumps into the plastic chair. Mr Ardelean has a long, stubbled face with sagging grey bags under his eyes. He looks exhausted but his right leg is pumping up and down under the table with the energy of a man half his age.

			How are you today Mr Ardelean? asks Ghyll, sitting opposite him.

			Benefits.

			Ghyll lets his breath fully inflate his ribs. Exhales.

			Benefits are not really my field, he says, in his best therapy voice. I’m a trainee psychotherapist. Do you know what that means, Mr Ardelean?

			Mr Ardelean nods in a way that makes Ghyll feel he does not remotely care what it means.

			I’m part of The Listening Service here, Ghyll says. It’s a chance for people to talk about any personal problems they might be having and discuss how they’re feeling about them.

			Mr Ardelean stares at him blankly, his leg still pumping under the table. Ghyll’s phone starts buzzing and beeping in his pocket. He’s forgotten to turn it off. He pulls it out. Oona has sent him a picture of her naked bum.

			Sorry, he shoves it back in his pocket. A client…

			Mr Ardelean is looking down at his own vibrating leg as though it doesn’t belong to him.

			How are you feeling, Mr Ardelean? says Ghyll. In yourself, I mean?

			The leg stops for a moment.

			My wife, he says. She is sick. They send no money so we have no food. What can I do?

			He leans forward, eyes pleading.

			Please. I must work, he says, but there is no work. What can I do? What can I do?

			He looks into Ghyll’s eyes as if straining to find an answer he knows isn’t there. Ghyll shifts in his seat. He feels helpless too. There’s nothing he can do to change the man’s circumstances, and both he and the man know it. He feels a strong urge to close his eyes, not to withdraw but to know how to hold this moment. What he wants, absurdly, is to reach across and lift the burden clean away. Let me carry this for you, he would say.

			But he knows that isn’t how it works. He keeps his eyes open. He lets the man’s grief exist between them without trying to fix it. Include, he tells himself, remembering his training. Include. Be simple. Allow…

			In the silence that follows, Ghyll imagines Mr Ardelean’s wife. Mrs Ardelean. A sick woman, somewhere out there. A woman in despair. In his mind, he invites her into the room, somehow, to be with them, to be part of this moment.

			Your wife, he says, eventually.

			The big face opposite him is heavy with worry. Or is it aggression? This is the critical moment, thinks Ghyll. Don’t fuck it up.

			I hear you say, what can you do, Ghyll adds, gently. We don’t know.

			Mr Ardelean rubs his eyes and glares at him.

			Stay calm. Maintain contact.

			Too bloody right, we don’t know, exclaims Mr Ardelean. We don’t know. We don’t bloody know things. We don’t know fucking nothing!

			Ghyll hears only the plural ‘we’. And the release of emotion.

			Not yet, says Ghyll, we don’t know yet.

			A slight smile softens Mr Ardelean’s face, and Ghyll feels a small burst of triumph. Maybe he can do some good after all. Sometimes it feels like that’s all he wants. All he longs for. To get out of his own way, to quiet the part of him that monitors how it’s going all the time, and be simply helpful in a way that matters. He knows it’s about staying alongside, about not leaving. He will tell Dr Cairns about what has happened: how he did not hide from his client; that he was unable to effect change. He relinquished the omnipotent position, acknowledging his own limits, and focussed instead on empathy, and it seems to have worked.

			Mr Ardelean, he says, leaning forward across the table, I’m curious, how it is for you now, to speak about your wife…? 

			After he’s ended the session with Mr Ardelean, Ghyll walks down to look at the river, hoping for some perspective on himself, his day, his week, his year. He leans over the rail, looking east over the water, his eyes resting into the view of water widening and curving out of sight beyond Rotherhithe. He likes the sense of continuation. Expansion. A future that exists even if he can’t see it yet. Something ahead. Possibility. Room to grow. 

			Then the thought comes, intrusively, of his mother standing at the edge of rushing water. He’s a child again. His mother is too close to the edge, and he is unable to reach her. He can see the water is rising and the waves will sweep her in. He calls out to warn her, but she is unconcerned with his distress. He screams, ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ When she turns, her face is empty. She barely sees him. He can’t remember how old he is, or where they are, or whether it really happened or is just a dream.

			He moves back from the railing and switches on his phone. There are twenty messages, all from Oona. A blizzard of photographs open, one after another. One of her legs. Several of her breasts. A close-up of her belly. Her folded arms. Her eyebrows, her nose, her buttocks, her vagina, her anus. 

			Two women pass behind him. He lowers his phone to hide the pictures. One of the women, yellow-haired, is walking fast and talking tearfully into her phone, I’m fucking sick of it, he said he couldn’t help it but he fucking could, fucking shit…!

			The other woman, in a hijab, walks with her and keeps glancing back at a boy in a Spiderman suit. The boy is darting in and out a row of bollards near the embankment. 

			Mo, come! she calls sharply.

			The boy stops near Ghyll and stares at him. Ghyll gives the boy a small shrug. The boy gives him nothing and runs off after the women along the Thames Path.

			Ghyll’s phone buzzes with more messages from Oona. He is starting to find her naked photos depressing. At first they’d been arousing. Dr Cairns has suggested that his being continually confronted by Oona’s sexuality is triggering a latent fear response in him, but Ghyll thinks he just finds them angrily morbid. They seem to be about death, not life. He wonders why he hasn’t asked Oona to stop sending them and tries to think of a way to do so. They have been together for six months in a casual, on-off way. Oona insists they have an open relationship. She says she wants to be adventurous with other people, but the way she keeps needing his attention, over and over as if testing that he is still there, makes Ghyll doubt that being adventurous is really what Oona wants or needs at all. The new Ghyll doesn’t want to hurt Oona, but perhaps it is time for them to have that conversation about where this is going, or not going. He’s had it before. With Frankie, Ginny, Flo, Bethany, Bella, Joy, Elizabeth… Over the years, there have been so many versions of the same ending. He believes he learns something every time – to be more honest. Kinder. He will tell Oona it’s not her, it’s him. This evening, maybe. 

			His phone buzzes again. Another text. He’s about to delete it when he sees it’s not from Oona, but someone called Bridge. Bridge? The name doesn’t register. A girl half-flickers in his mind from The Gathering, the dance session he attends – a pale girl, with watchful eyes peering out from behind a mane of long hair. Bridge. She must be Lois’s new assistant. He remembers Bridge telling him about the dance altars she makes – her offerings she calls them – and how they honour gods only she can see. Lois’s dance practice, with its inclusivity, its rawness, is full of the odd and the vulnerable. People like Bridge, he thinks, and it surprises him that she’s the new assistant. 

			He opens the message.

			The Gathering is on. St Cuthbert’s. 6 p.m. Tonight.

			Mari is standing under the poolside clock waiting for Maeve and Tee to emerge from the changing rooms. The thick chlorine, the hot steam, the splashes and echoing shouts press into her. She stands there in the middle of the chaos feeling blank and guilty. She has run as fast as she could to get here, but she is late. She has missed their races. She feels a sudden aching desire to dive into the water and drift away in a long, unbroken backstroke.

			Mum! It’s mad! Tee, aged nine, is stuffing a wet towel into her bag and rushing towards her. We had to use the staff room. 

			Really? That’s cool…

			Mari pulls her into a tight hug. She’s grateful her youngest daughter still likes hugs.

			We had to take it in turns to use one shower. There’s police tape everywhere. 

			Police? 

			Some fuckwits, says Maeve, flat-toned, sauntering over. That’s what Faldo says.

			Maeve is eleven going on eighteen, all side-eye and precocious political opinions. Crew cut. Black oversized shirt.

			Fuckwits? says Mari. What happened?

			People broke in during the night, she shrugs.

			Why? asks Mari.

			They pass the lifeguards winding the lane dividers onto big red spools. People breaking into a swimming pool seems desperate. Mari wonders what they’d been after. Somewhere to sleep? Presumably, a late-night swim. Since the unrest in the city, strange acts like this are normal. 

			They leave the pool and enter Roland Park. Workmen are fixing something onto a lamp-post. Maeve gives them one of her scowls – a look she has inherited from Mari.

			Face-recognition cameras, says Maeve. They’re putting them all over the city.

			Only to keep us safe, says Mari, vaguely. But yeah, I know. 

			For God’s sake, Mum. It’s really fucking bad. It’s state surveillance.

			I know… I know, but it’s just a kind of CCTV, don’t worry.

			They walk along the edge of the football fields. The grass is scorched yellow by the sun. Trees are wilting, their leaves pale and dry. Tee tugs Mari’s arm.

			You missed my race, Mum. I got so tired I had to stop. 

			The guilt threads through her again. She wishes she’d been on time, wishes she knew how to talk with Maeve, wishes she could rub out the fear that seems to define her children’s imaginations. Her phone goes toc. It’s the alert for the app she uses exclusively with Finley. She shields the screen from the girls out of habit. He’s promised to take them to one of his gigs, but he keeps letting them down, and she doesn’t want to see them hurt. 

			In London nxt wk 4 meetings. Are you still painting? Want 2 get together? Lovren xxxx

			It’s not from Fin, it’s from Lovren. Lovren? Her breath catches, her fingers hovering above the screen. 

			Is it dad? says Maeve, snatching the phone. 

			Maeve, give it back…

			Who’s Lovren? 

			No one, says Mari.

			The shock of seeing his name is intense. Lovren. Lovren Andersson. 

			Who is he? says Maeve, waving the phone in the air. 

			Just someone I used to know, Mari says, as off-handedly as possible. 

			Lovren is from another life. A time when everything felt different, when the world was a resource for her to play with, when everything seemed to be burgeoning with strange, weird, humorous details and she just had to make something out of it. All the time. Make. Paint. Whatever came to her. Uninhibited. Without pause for permission. The world was in a constant state of becoming something else through her own hands. Her ideas just arced straight from her body onto canvas. 

			Lovren. The life of Lovren. Lovren was from a time before doubt hollowed her out. She remembers his voice like a mantra. Paint first, Mari, think later, and she feels the sting of shame. 

			Her daughter looks at the phone, sensing the change in her. 

			Four kisses? Mum, did you have a thing with him?

			No! Certainly not. 

			They had, of course, in the early days, but it’s not that which makes her feel the ache, it’s the way her life has turned out… 

			Hey girls, she says brightly. I have been looking up local litters.

			She takes their hands and lifts them in the air. 

			You didn’t?! Mum! Can we? Really? A kitten would be like so amazing…

			The girls start giggling and hold their hands round an imaginary kitten, and coo at it. The mystery of Lovren is forgotten, Mari imagines it too, the soft warm weight in her hands. Its soft purr. Yes, she says to herself. Yes to a kitten. Yes, her least favourite word, yes to something real and tangible and good, yes to something now, something they can all hold. 

			As the girls squabble about whether it should be a boy or girl and what name to give it, Mari takes her phone back and as she does so, it buzzes again in her hand.

			CARINA: !! Hey!! Is this still you? WTF? 

			Before Mari can respond, more messages buzz in, one after another.

			CARINA: Is this the one and only Miss Mari? 

			CARINA: If it’s still you Mari, I got something for ya…

			CARINA: You KNOW you want it…

			CARINA: U there…?

			Unmistakably her old friend. She remembers her insistent, playful exchanges. 

			CARINA: The Gathering is on! 

			Is that still a thing, thinks Mari. The Gathering? Mari hasn’t thought about Carina, let alone dancing at St Cuthbert’s for years. She and Carina had once been part of a hedonistic London crowd that had graduated from druggy clubs to conscious raves. Carina had always been chasing the same highs and altered states, but said she wanted it without the toxins. She had found a teacher in a church and said they had to go. Mari can’t remember the
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