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			To Katie. Every friendship in this book is based on my friendship with you. You are so rainbow rhythms and I love you.

			And to all the students I’ve ever taught. Thanks for keeping me on my toes. I owe every one of you.

		
	
		
			She is the storm. She is the sea. Innate. Intangible. Variable. A circle. Buttons within buttons. Loops within loops.

		
	
		
			2016

		
	
		
			‘WE WERE TOLD that being sexually attractive to men was an achievement. That having men lust after us was some sort of honour. We were told to strive to be fit because it was tantamount to value. We were told that having lots of men’ – Ajola held up a long, manicured finger – ‘want to fuck you meant you were a successful woman. The truth is – and this is what they won’t tell you …’ she paused, ‘… men will fuck anything. They will fuck people they don’t find physically attractive. They will fuck raw chicken breasts. They will fuck sandwiches. They will fuck tomato ketchup bottles. They will tie a pot of jelly to a mop handle and fuck it like a sex doll. My point – my point, my point,’ she said, her voice getting louder above the calls of dissent, ‘is that having a man want to fuck you doesn’t make you special. Our achievements don’t lie in the validation of men. I mean, have you seen a man’s pants? Have you seen a man’s back? That’s who’s judging us?’

			‘You’re just upset that you’ve never been with a proper adult man,’ Caoimhe said. ‘You’ve just gone out with little boys. Whoever heard of a proper man putting his dick in a tomato sauce bottle?’

			Safa pulled her BMW 3 Series into the narrow layby opposite the house and killed the engine.

			‘It’s all over the internet,’ Ajola said. ‘The depravity of men.’

			‘The internet is depraved,’ Caoimhe said. ‘That’s its point. It’s an outlet. People go over all kinds of fantasies on the internet. It doesn’t exist in real life. Or – or, or,’ she said, raising her own finger as Ajola tried to talk over her, ‘it does, but it’s a fraction of a per cent.’ She nodded her head at the door. ‘Get out. I’m squashed as hell here.’

			Ajola opened the door and stepped out on to the quiet lane. Somewhere behind the hedgerow, a vixen shrieked. The leaves hissed. Above them, the moon was bright and full, illuminating Ajola’s hands. The doors to the car slammed shut and the others grouped together, looking about the dark, isolated road.

			‘Must cost an armandaleg to live out here,’ Caoimhe said.

			‘Armandaleg,’ Sophia said, pulling out her keys and leading the others across the road. ‘But it’s private. Peaceful.’

			‘That’s a Michael Morpurgo book,’ Ella said, putting a fresh piece of gum in her mouth.

			‘Look at Ella,’ Caoimhe said. She tapped her temple. ‘Intelligent. Confident. Self-possessed. She isn’t going to date a man who is putting his dick in sandwiches. Her men have that dignity,’ – she raised her eyebrows – ‘that majesty. You’ve seen that’ – she grasped two handfuls of something invisible – ‘masculinity. So don’t come at us with nonsense.’

			‘I’m not saying good men don’t exist,’ Ajola said as Sophia put her key in the front door. The metal lock glistened in the moonlight. ‘I’m saying, we let these men judge us. And they’re scumbags.’

			‘Not all men. And for every scumbag man, I can give you the name of a scumbag woman,’ Caoimhe said. Sophia pushed the door open. ‘Try me. Remember Catriana from Year Ten business studies? Scumbag. Remember that girl – oh …’ She looked at Ajola as they filed into Sophia’s house. ‘… the one from our bus, what was her name? She used to always have a go at me in PE.’

			‘I remember her.’

			‘Fiona Green,’ Ella said, offering the gum packet to Caoimhe.

			‘Yeah. Scumbag.’

			Sophia came to a dead stop on the doormat. It had ‘Welcome’ written on it in a large, loopy, green font. The other four crowded round her and looked into the small living room. It was immaculate. The laminate floorboards were freshly swept, the ornaments on the shelves were dusted and turned to the correct angles so that they sparkled from the overhead lights. The envelopes on the coffee table were in a neat pile, perpendicular to the edge of the table. Chris, Sophia’s husband of five years, was lying by the table, his face turned to the side so that his cheek was pressed against the floor and his glassy eyes stared at their feet. He had fallen awkwardly, his hands by his sides, palms up, his back arced in the air and his knees splayed. A huge pool of thick, black blood had spread around him like a dark lake, impenetrable and abject.

		
	
		
			Sophia

			AT THE START, Sophia had resolved to kill herself. It was the only way out. She had debated making it look like an accident. Just jump in front of a lorry as it came down the main road. Throw herself in front of a train. Everyone would swear she had slipped because why would she kill herself?

			As the months wore on, she decided she wouldn’t hide it. An overdose of painkillers, a carrier bag tied to her head, the hose in the garage that she had seen on television shows. Make it obvious what she had done so that no one could doubt how awful Chris was. How much she suffered. It really would be better for everyone if she was dead. No more stress, no more tension. Leave them all to sort it out between them. Fuck it. She’d be dead.

			One morning, it must have been a Saturday or a Sunday, at about ten thirty, she came up the stairs and saw Chris lying in bed, flat on his back, the duvet tucked up to his chin, face tilted serenely towards the ceiling. He had already got up, spent ninety minutes on the toilet, snapped at her for not emptying the bathroom bin, got dressed and then gone back to bed. Isla was in the front room. She could hear the chatter of the television and Isla’s excited responses. Chris had a slight smile on his face and Sophia could tell from the way his chest was rising and falling that he wasn’t really asleep. He was lying there, awake, knowing she was watching him, knowing that she knew he wasn’t asleep, daring her to say something. It was in this moment that Sophia realized she was living the life Jill Caister had always imagined for her.

			And that’s when Sophia decided the best option would be if Chris was dead, not her.

			It was such an obvious solution. Why on earth would she arrange to kill herself when she could just arrange to kill him? She was the better caregiver for Isla. Chris didn’t notice when she needed a nappy change. Chris left her without being fed for hours. Chris resented the time he had to look after her, as if being a parent was the same as babysitting. With Chris gone, Sophia could be an even more compassionate mother. She wouldn’t be constantly cowed or walking on eggshells. She would be relieved of that unknowable guilt. Of the resentment. She could do the things she loved again. Her whole life flipped with Chris dead. She would be so happy. Again. So happy again.

			She emptied the bathroom bin feeling lighter than she had in years.

			‘Wasn’t hard, was it?’ he called from the bed, eyes still shut.

			Not hard at all.

			Sophia hadn’t really found her personality until she was twelve and had escaped the oppressive clutches of Jill. With Jill, she had always been so meek and unsure of herself. Without Jill, she was fun and lively, an essential component in the quintet that was her, Caoimhe, Ajola, Safa and Ella. She flourished with them, always hoping, imagining, manifesting a situation where Jill could see her with her real friends.

			See. This is me.

			But, it turned out, that outgoing personality clashed with Chris’s on a Tuesday evening at 7 p.m. when someone had to cook the dinner and someone had to bath Isla, and that someone was always her. Over time, it was easier to become quieter and quieter, meeker and meeker, her identity eroded away by the realities of life to the point where that personality didn’t exist any more. She was introverted once more. Timid. Lacking any and all conversation. She didn’t know why Ajola, Caoimhe, Ella and Safa still included her. Perhaps it was pity.

			Since school, she had been a dedicated writer, constantly creating short stories, novellas, full novels, now sitting in dusty and unopened files on her computer. She was always sure she was going to write the great novel of their generation. She was going to be a somebody. To prove her worth, finally, to Jill. But, by the age of twenty-six, she had never had anything published, not even a short story in her university magazine. Her potential simply eluded her. One day, she presumed, Jill Caister would do it and finally win. For years, she ruminated on it, trying different methods to write better. It was only recently, about the time she started seriously considering killing herself, that she realized she just wasn’t that good. That was it. That was the answer. That was life. Couldn’t write, couldn’t publish, couldn’t marry someone who was kind. Not everyone could be accomplished. Not everyone could win the Man Booker Prize. Not everyone could be happy.

			It would be better if Chris hit her. The needling jabs were too nuanced. If he physically abused her in some way, she could just leave. It would give her an excuse as to why she had never met her potential.

			‘I was in an abusive relationship.’ 

			‘Ah, OK.’ 

			But he never hit her. He never pinched her. He never pulled her hair or roughly pushed her aside. He never laid hands on her and if she was to leave him, the pressure to get back with him would be immense.

			‘That’s just what some men do.’

			‘You have to work on this for Isla’s sake.’

			‘People these days are so quick to quit when relationships get hard.’

			‘This is what marriage is.’

			Being unkind, being antagonistic: it wasn’t enough of a reason. It would be so much better if he just hit her. That would be that. No questions asked. End of story.

			‘The thing about it is,’ she told Ajola one night during their weekly phone calls. Chris was working late and Isla was asleep. The house was silent around her. A deep, thrumming silence that settled her core and made her feel safe. ‘Chris is great. He works, he pays the bills, he cuts the grass.’ She had never told her friends the truth. She wasn’t sure why. Because Chris was great? Everyone really liked him. He was funny, sociable. He gave great advice about mortgages for free. People would think she was psychotic if she said, yes, but he expects me to always change the sheets. Yes, but he does this thing when he knows I’m calling for him but pretends he can’t hear me. Yes, but whenever I raise a concern about his behaviour, I always end up apologizing for overreacting. ‘I just feel …’ She searched for the words with Ajola. A way of illustrating her discontent without badmouthing Chris.

			‘Speak from your soul,’ Ajola said. ‘No judgements.’

			‘I feel like I am the ideal wife for Chris,’ Sophia said. ‘If he programmed a computer with all his ideal characteristics of a woman, the computer would print me out. Exactly me. I’m smart, I’m attractive, I cook the dinners, I’m a good mum, I work. He can take me out to restaurants and be proud, he can introduce me to his family and feel successful. I’m it, you know.’

			‘I know,’ Ajola said sagely. ‘You are high value.’

			‘Right. That’s it.’ Sophia put her socked feet up on the handcrafted Eichholtz coffee table, for once not having to be anxious that Chris would come in and tut at her. The socks were fleece and extra thick against her calloused feet. A gift from Chris. What was she even complaining about. ‘I just feel there’s something transactional about it.’

			Sophia had met Chris when they had been at university together and she had been blown away by how handsome, how smart, how charismatic he was. This was a man. A real man. She had been almost giddy when he returned her interest. She was ready to settle down with him right then after their first date, desperate to prove something to Jill, to win that invisible duel, blind to any of Chris’s shortcomings.

			‘Transactional?’ Ajola breathed. ‘Such a deep word.’

			‘I feel he picked me because I was the right spec. Ultra-limited-edition figurine. And he’ll provide for us as long as I remain the exact model that he picked. But if I were to change in any way – say I was ageing terribly, or say I said, you know what, you can cook dinner tonight, or you can sort out the dentist’s appointments, or actually’ – she felt her voice straining – ‘saying that I fail at everything I attempt is unkind, no matter how you try to defend it – I feel, I feel like he wouldn’t want to provide any more. He’d feel short-changed. Like, this isn’t the model I picked. Where’s my ultra-limited-edition figurine? That’s a very real threat. It’s not me, you know, that attracts him. It’s what I represent, I guess? It’s my worth insofar as it extends to himself.’ She picked a thread in one of the cushions. ‘When I’m with him, I get such a strong sense of my physical self being separate from my mental self. Like my physical self is a slab of meaty flesh that isn’t me.’

			‘Women have been commodified by men for centuries,’ Ajola said. ‘In King Henry VIII’s court, Thomas Cromwell traded in women for the King’s favour. It’s natural to feel the way you do. Your issue shouldn’t be with Chris, but with the patriarchy.’

			‘OK. Thanks.’

			Sophia knew that if she had to stay in this marriage for the next fifty years, she would kill herself. A constant erosion to the point where she ceased to be. Her options were kill herself later, or kill Chris now.

			She wasn’t bothered how he died. She just had to make sure she didn’t end up in prison. Perhaps she could try and cause a car crash whilst he was driving. Or push him down the stairs. She made notes in an old notebook that she hid between the mattress and the bed frame, knowing he’d never find it there because he never changed the sheets.

			As the plan slowly took form, she found a greater sense of purpose, of identity. Her bubbling self began to make more appearances during her meet-ups with the others. She was happier. And when she smiled at Chris, it was with utter contempt. When she put his dirty crockery in the dishwasher, she did it with malicious relish. When he complained about dinner and she apologized, she did it with the calm voice that was completely devoid of abject loathing. When he snapped at her about hoovering the stairs, she bit her tongue and bowed her head, indulging in faraway fantasies about tightening the carrier bag around his neck and yanking it until the plastic was sucked into his gaping mouth.

		
	
		
			Caoimhe

			FOR AS LONG as Caoimhe could remember, she had been not like the other girls. She was always quicker, more dynamic, more confident of her own independence. She obviously excelled at sports, representing their secondary school in rounders, netball and cross-country running. The girls she met in these tournaments were always so ugly in their competitiveness that she knew she wasn’t like them either. Caoimhe was poised, modest, a being possessed of an ineffable tenacity that meant she didn’t have to huff and grunt and elbow her way through. She just naturally flowed. Of course, the other girls hated her for it. They resorted to making fun of her hair, her legs, her baggy sports clothes. They didn’t get it. The boys did, though. The boys understood what a weighted talent she had. At the county rounders final, she had caught a low-flying shot one-handed, completely outstretched, diving through the air like a peregrine falcon. The girls on the supporters’ line had barely reacted. The boys had erupted into roars of amazement and triumph. Caoimhe had stood there, ball still clasped in the one hand, grinning, and feeling as if there was no truer version of herself than the one listening to those cheers at that moment. She belonged with the boys. She was a step up from woman.

			Her mum hated her for it. Whenever Caoimhe won a race or a match, her mum always rolled her eyes as though Caoimhe was being snarky. Whenever Caoimhe came away from an event disheartened, her mother would harrumph and clasp her hands together as if she was disappointed in her.

			‘You just need to try harder,’ she once said in the car on the way home. ‘If the other girls can do it, you can.’

			Caoimhe refused to respond to that.

			‘Will you do your hair like the other girls?’ she asked, glancing at her. ‘Or a touch of mascara? Eyeliner? Some girls wear make-up whilst they compete. I’ve seen them.’

			‘Not me,’ Caoimhe growled.

			‘When I heard I was having a little girl, I was excited, thinking about dresses’ – her mum twirled her hand, singing the words – ‘and hair, and pretty bows, and instead you came out’ – she looked across at her again – ‘… not like that at all.’

			With other girls, Caoimhe found it hard to relate and struggled to form friendships with her teammates. She was quicker, sharper, funnier. It was boring always talking to people who couldn’t keep up. Sophia, Safa, Ajola and Ella were the exceptions. Caoimhe didn’t mind spending time with them. They weren’t the same, but they understood Caoimhe. They got her. She was Anakin Skywalker on Planet Earth. After university, she moved to a small town in Surrey and worked freelance as a graphic designer. Here, she dropped all her team sports and focused instead on long-distance running, where all the training and races were mixed.

			She found a great sense of validation at the local running club. She was the only woman in the top group and she felt immensely powerful running alongside tall, toned, intelligent men who were full of nothing but praise for her. Sometimes, running by the canal, or up on the heath, their figures backlit by the cerulean evening sky, she felt that they should be photographed and put on the front of a magazine or National Geographic. The Fellowship of the Run. Running for Glory. Or something like that.

			One evening, a great chubby man, Dean, joined and totally ruined the aesthetic. He was about her age but his hair was wilting and uncombed, his eyes dark and sunken in his head. He ran with Dre Beats on and a purple shell suit from Primark, the sleeves rolled up to reveal an obnoxious tattoo of Aristotle pontificating on his forearm. On the first 800 metres, he sprinted off as if he was in the 100-metre Olympic finals and ended up walking at the back by the end of the session, great, dark sweat patches bleeding through the thick, polyester weave.

			‘What’s the club record over five K?’ he asked at the end of that first session. Caoimhe had scoffed and rolled her eyes.

			‘Fifteen thirty-six,’ someone replied. ‘Rohan Rust.’

			Caoimhe’s heart did a double-beat in her chest. Rohan Rust. She had seen him, in glimpses, around town, in the newspaper, on race reports, running. An absolute Renaissance. An ode to beauty and style. Lithe. Magnificent.

			‘Does Rohan Rust come to training?’ she asked, hopeful, before Dean could respond.

			‘No. All our good runners go to the Harriers.’ The coach turned to look directly at Caoimhe. His eyes twinkled. ‘Don’t you go joining them, Caoimhe.’

			Caoimhe melted. She giggled and looked down, crossing her arms over her stomach. She tried to think of something witty to say in return. Something that would validate the attention. She was with the men. Not Dean. The Men. The real men. She had to prove her place here. Demonstrate that she was equal to any one of them. She was stronger than some of them: she knew that. Head to head, fist to fist, she knew she could take a couple of the skinny ones down. What better way to illustrate her value than dominating a man in a physical fight.

			‘Oh,’ she had said, ‘I never know what I’m going to do next.’

		
	
		
			Ella

			ELLA HAD BAD breath. She had had bad breath for as long as she could remember, for as long as she knew that people had breath and it could be bad. She brushed twice a day, two minutes each time, inside her teeth, outer side of her teeth, front, back, chewing surfaces. She had a special scraper designed to clean her tongue. She flossed a minimum of twice a day, sometimes more if she was at home and feeling self-conscious. She experimented with flossing before brushing, flossing after brushing, reading forums online to see which was best and finding nothing conclusive on the matter; for each article that said one way, there was another to contradict it. She used mouthwash, making sure she bought a different brand every so often so as not to create a homeostatic environment in her mouth which would allow bacteria to breed. Once, when Ajola was away on a school residential, she booked a week off work and experimented with not brushing, flossing or mouth-washing at all, to see if it was something in the chemicals that gave her bad breath. It wasn’t. She had regular check-ups with the dentist, who always sounded impressed when he examined her teeth but she was too shy to ask him about the bad-breath situation. She changed her diet for six months, cutting out meat, dairy and fish to see if that was a factor. It wasn’t. She infused her diet with fresh fruit, vegetables, probiotic yoghurt, sugarless gum; she bought a tiny irrigation machine that was designed to clean out the cavities around her tonsils of any undesirable food matter. Nothing made a difference. She had bad breath. The only route left available to her was to go and see a therapist who might be able to diagnose her with some sort of personality disorder that was causing her to imagine that she had bad breath. She was reluctant to commit to this idea, though; she wasn’t sure she could withstand the embarrassment of being told by a healthcare professional that she was perfectly sane, she just had terrible, terminal, hopelessly bad breath.

			She was sure the bad breath was the cause for every missed opportunity, overlooked promotion and failed relationship. Why else did the women in the Internal Policy Office not invite her out to Friday tea when she got her first major job after graduation? Why did Georgia Railings get the Paris position instead of her, even though her performance was far superior? Why had Tanvik not yet texted her back after they went for drinks? It was the breath. Surely, it was the breath.

			‘Don’t. Not Ella.’ 

			‘With the breath?’ 

			‘With the breath.’

			She would just have to hope that remote working really took off and she could complete all her work hours without coming into contact with anyone.

			As things stood, that wasn’t possible yet. And so, she made the commute from her and Ajola’s flat to Charing Cross every morning, chewing her gum. She picked up fresh fruit between the station and the office, chewing her gum. She waved hello to everyone on her floor, making sure that she put in a new piece of gum just as she went through the door so she could begin to chew it as her breath wafted out into the self-contained atmosphere of the office.

			Her first appointment that day was with someone looking for advice regarding a claim for negligence. The details her trainee had collated were brief and she read through them with a furrowed brow.

			‘Can I send him through?’ her trainee asked a few minutes before the scheduled appointment time.

			Ella put her fruit in her drawer and put another piece of gum in her mouth. She had practised the art of chewing and talking without making it apparent that she was using gum. She nodded.

			The man who came in appeared to be very tall when standing in the doorway and Ella drew herself up in her chair out of instinct. As he approached her desk, however, she noticed his rounded shoulders, uncut hair and considerable girth and judged that his apparent above-average height was probably some sort of optical illusion.

			‘Good morning,’ she said, shaking his hand. ‘My name is Ella Ramsey.’

			He extended a pale hand which had a few sparse hairs scattered across the knuckles. The sleeves of his suit jacket were an inch or so too short, revealing his wrist bones.

			‘I’m Eric Martins,’ he said and pushed himself into the chair opposite Ella’s desk. He had shaved recently and angry red spots were blossoming on the flesh of his neck and chin. ‘Are you a lawyer?’ he asked.

			‘I’m a solicitor,’ Ella said, sitting down. ‘Lawyer is a bit of a catch-all term. I can offer you advice and help you, should a claim be appropriate. Am I right in saying you want to look at suing for negligence?’

			‘Yes, that’s right. But I want to actually do it. I’m not looking for advice.’ He sounded irritated. He clasped his hands over his worn leather belt and fixed her with an unrelenting stare. ‘I’m here to start the claim. I want my money.’

			‘That’s understandable,’ Ella said. She tucked in her chair to show that she meant business. ‘So, are you looking to make a claim against a company or hospital? I apologize for asking again but I’m afraid we don’t have many notes.’

			‘Against my parents,’ Eric said shortly. ‘I did explain this.’

			‘Right.’ Ella glanced down at the notes her trainee had made. ‘Take me through it again so that I understand.’

			‘I’m suing my parents for negligence,’ Eric said. ‘They owe me living expenses.’

			‘For what time period?’ Ella asked, making notes in her ledger.

			‘Well.’ Eric looked up at the ceiling. There was a faux chandelier there that Ella never used. ‘They allowed it until I was eighteen. I’m twenty-seven now, so nine years, plus all the years until I die.’

			Ella nodded and rubbed her forehead with the end of the pen.

			‘OK, living expenses. And what’s the basis for your claim?’

			Eric held out his hands as though this was obvious.

			‘I didn’t ask to be born,’ he said. ‘They took that decision away from me. And now I’m expected to, what? Get a fifty-hour-a-week job? Become a wage-slave? Go through the tireless motion of commute, work, commute, sleep until I die? Take any money I earn to pay rent to live on this planet? What right do they have to subject me to this lifelong servitude?’

			Ella underlined something on her ledger. She moved the gum imperceptibly around her mouth, then scratched the inner corner of her eye. Her brother would laugh her out of the building if she presented him with this. But she couldn’t say that to this man’s face in case he threw something at her. She made a non-committal noise.

			‘You might have a case,’ she said. ‘Let me talk to a senior solicitor.’

		
	
		
			Safa

			SAFA MARRIED HAARIS when she was nineteen years old and he was twenty. They had played in the same street as children, gone to the same sixth form and applied for the same university. They had life experiences in common, a shared culture, their families were in and out of each other’s flats all the time. This man was educated, successful, kind and she knew him.

			They negotiated and decided that Safa could graduate and get her master’s degree before they had children. Haaris himself dropped out of university and started working in the grocery store that her father owned. Safa had always imagined being married to an extremely successful, wealthy man who drove a BMW and wore silver Rolex watches. They would live in a giant mansion in Hampstead that her husband would be able to afford with a pay packet laden with numbers. He would work long hours but come home and shower her and their children with love and gifts. She would repay his hard work and dedication to their family with a spotless home, well-behaved children and delicious meals. She had never imagined that she would be the main breadwinner, that the BMW would be in her name and the mortgage for her dream house calculated on her sole income. She worked long hours and came home to shower her husband and children with love and gifts. It was sometimes difficult to keep the home spotless, the children well behaved and the meals delicious whilst also working a sixty-hour week. Their groceries came delivered to the door and the most annoying thing was that Haaris would leave them out on the side for her to put away when she came in.

			‘Why can’t you just put them away?’ she said, seeing the cans and cereal boxes stacked on the table for the fourth week in a row.

			‘Why would I bother putting them away when you’re just going to take them all out to cook dinner?’ he called back from the lounge. He had recently bought a PlayStation 5 and his endless gaming on it proved a welcome distraction from his encroaching on her own free time.

			‘Because it goes off,’ she called back, rummaging through the bags.

			‘Not in less than a day.’

			‘Milk will.’ She tutted. ‘You’ve just left the milk here.’

			‘Listen, you don’t understand.’ She heard an explosion from the game. ‘I work more intense hours than you. I’m on my feet from eight until two. I don’t get any respite. You don’t even get into work until nine thirty.’

			‘Yeah, because I have to do the nursery run!’

			‘That’s easy. Listen – you’re not listening. Yeah, two seconds, just talking to the wifey.’ He leant back so his head appeared through the doorway into the kitchen. ‘I work six hours of intense labour every day. Every day,’ he repeated. ‘I don’t get Sundays off. I don’t get Saturdays off. You swan into the office at nine thirty, you sit at your desk, you go for coffee, you chat to Pam from accounting. I’m face to face with customers.’ He made a chopping motion with his hand on his palm. ‘Six hours straight. You don’t understand. When I come in, I need to put my feet up. I need to relax. Putting the groceries away isn’t my responsibility. It’s yours, yeah? You get me?’

			She glared at him.

			‘You get me,’ he said and retracted his head. ‘Yeah, I’m back, bruv,’ he said into his mic. ‘Just getting my munch sorted.’

			Once, she had left all the non-perishables out on the kitchen table, to see if he would ever put them away. He didn’t. He just left the coffee tub and bottles of squash there for days. She also tested him to see if he would ever fill up the dishwasher. He didn’t. He just left all his crockery on top. It took just as much effort to open the door and drop the dish in as it did to drop it on the counter. She ran the dishwasher with all her crockery and left his stuff there, waiting for him to notice or say something. He didn’t. He just kept piling it up.

			‘Put your dishes away!’ she shouted at him when he stacked the fifth plate on top of the others.

			‘All right.’ He scowled at her. ‘Calm down. You can just say it nicely, you know.’

			She knew that Sophia had similar problems with her husband but she resolutely went round tidying up after him. Clothes not in the laundry basket: Sophia picked them up. Things not put away in the kitchen: Sophia cleared them away. Crockery in the sink instead of the dishwasher: Sophia put them in. Safa had considered doing this but she thought the silent acceptance of these menial tasks was humiliating and would wear her away until she was nothing more than a grey husk. She much preferred to test Haaris, to observe him like a scientist, refusing to get involved in the delicate ecosystem, following the prime directive, before suddenly shouting at him when she could no longer stand his absolute lack of awareness. Who was going to put those dirty dishes in the dishwasher? Who? Who? Why should it be down to her? How would this man live without her to snip and snap at him and keep him in line? In every school history lesson she, Sophia, Caoimhe, Ajola and Ella had ever sat in they had been saturated with tales of the titans of innovation and victory: Winston Churchill, Isambard Kingdom Brunel, Charles Darwin and a host of Henries and Edwards and Williams. It’s no wonder these men achieved greatness when they never had to consider making their own lunch or washing their own bed sheets. They didn’t have to spare a thought for such daily trivialities; their minds were free to wander at leisure. To achieve such standards of greatness that could only be mythologized. And there, in the shadows, her story untaught to children but present if you searched hard enough, was some grey, washed-out woman, haggard from childbirth, pinching her cheeks to make them rosy, sucking in her internal organs to appear attractive, staring in astonishment as the husband she tended to and catered for and moulded her whole life around found her dull or hysterical.

			Safa tried to get her own back in small ways. Often, she would stay up late to finish her work, sitting in the darkness of the kitchen with her laptop screen illuminating her face in a blue-white transcendent glow. She would listen to Haaris making his loud way from the living room, up the stairs, to the bathroom, where he would proceed to spend about forty-five minutes. In the early days of their marriage, she couldn’t understand how someone could spend forty-five minutes in the toilet, two to three times a day. He was in there so long, he made it a habit to take in his phone and headphones as well. She had offered to make him an appointment with the GP to see if he had IBS but he angrily refused.

			‘We have to do something about it,’ she said. ‘I sometimes can’t leave the house on time because you’re in the bathroom. I can’t go down to the shops without the kids because you’re in the bathroom.’

			Haaris was always blissfully unbothered by the predicament. For a good long while, especially when the children were under the age of three, Safa had presumed he was spending so long in the toilet to avoid household duties. He could not be expected to attend to a crying child if he was in the toilet. He could not be expected to warm a bottle if he was in the toilet. But as the children got older and the immediacy of parental roles diminished, he still continued to spend long periods of time in the toilet. Then, one day, out of nowhere, a spark of divine intuition, a message whispered through a thousand channels of collective unconscious, told her what he was doing in there for forty-five minutes at a time, always with his phone, always with his headphones. Part of her was relieved because it meant that when he came out, he wouldn’t pester her to touch him. It was already hard enough to be intimate with a man who was gaining weight from inactivity, had greasy hair and needed to be reminded to shower and change his underpants. Suddenly, she didn’t begrudge him the time in the toilet. It put distance between them. She sat downstairs with her children when he started a session and pretended that she was a single mum and this was her idyllic life without a husband. She played loud games with them that he wouldn’t normally tolerate if he wasn’t sitting on the toilet with his pants around his ankles and his headphones in his ears. And at night, sitting downstairs at her laptop, when she heard the toilet flush and the lock click open, she would always rush upstairs to initiate sex, knowing he wouldn’t be able to get it up. Her enthusiasm and his impotence at once freed her from any accusation of failure in her wifely duties, and the joy she felt from her calculated, savage vindictiveness and his desperate hopelessness gave her such a glorious sense of liberation and power. It was a cruelty and she loved to do it.

			‘That’s what a psychopath does,’ Caoimhe once told her over breakfast in her flat in Surrey.

			‘So a man is allowed to take his pleasure when and how he sees fit, but I’m not?’ Safa reached across for the orange juice and caught Caoimhe’s disapproving eye. ‘It’s fucking hilarious,’ she said.

		
	
		
			Ajola

			THE SKY HAD been threatening since lunchtime. Heavy rolls of grey-purple cloud covered the sky, a perpetual yawning, a gaping maw, turning the air dark. Just as the school gates opened and the parents came flocking in, the torrent was released. It came suddenly, with no pre-empting drizzle or gentle shower. The heavens opened. Ajola stood in the doorway to her classroom and contemplated. The heavens opened.

			The rain droplets were thick and heavy. They cracked on to the dry pavement and spattered against the tree leaves. They hammered against the window and clattered on the tin roof of the PE shed. There was no wind present and the rain fell straight down, water at terminal velocity, with no buffer between the moment it slipped from the cracks in the cloud and its ultimate end on the baked tarmac of the playground. Children shrieked as they left their classroom doors. Parents bounded through the puddles with coats pulled over their heads. Scooter wheels flashed through the sudden rush of water gushing down the pavement, sending waves before them. Some parents waited under the canopy of trees, their children poking their heads out, upturned, to gaze at the falling rain. Others walked, resolute, in the downpour, soaked shirts clinging to flabby stomachs and naked arms, strands of hair plastered to make-up-smeared faces, their children dancing along excitedly behind them. A few parents tried to duck inside the classroom to escape the relentless deluge but the teachers had to object, ushering them back into the storm.

			Ajola stood in the doorway to her classroom and contemplated. She was secure here. All her children had been dismissed. She could stand and watch, unhindered. The rain fell centimetres from her nose. She was on the very boundary between storm and calm. She could choose, at any moment, to commit herself to one or the other. She watched the parents panic as they were left stranded under the tree without an umbrella. She listened to the excited screams and exclamations of others trying to brave the rain. You can’t outrun raindrops. You can’t dodge the falling water.

			Meg came out of the neighbouring classroom door, flinching as the rain hammered down on her. Her mother danced to her side and together the two of them dashed through the burgeoning puddles. Meg looked at her mum as they flew by, smiling in wonder at the storm, the rain, her mother’s astonished face. Her mother laughed and grabbed her hand and then the two of them were away, flitting through the rain and the crowds towards the road. Ajola watched them go, her being not worth a glance when the rain was thundering down like this, when the drains were bubbling over, when the threat of the black clouds, the storm, the torrent triggered adrenaline into a flood, sharpened your ears and your eyes, electrified your muscles, compelled by hundreds of thousands of years of evolution to seek the safe, warm security of your dry home.

			Ajola turned and shut the door. She walked to her desk and sat down on the wheelie chair. When she had been a girl, probably less than ten, her great-grandma had taught her a spell for composure.

			‘A sprig of lavender, fresh, running water and the ancient words.’

			These were some inflections of a tongue Ajola still didn’t understand. As a girl, she had thought it was Albanian but now, a more proficient speaker as an adult, she still didn’t recognize it. Ancient words, seeping from a time before modern language had begun to take form.

			Ajola didn’t have any lavender but she had a lavender-scented candle that a student had given her the summer before. She held it to her nose, closed her eyes and inhaled. The scent was cheap and tacky. Not real lavender at all. Perhaps it was designed to smell better when lit, but she knew better than to light a candle during a spell.

			‘Flame is the symbol of destruction and purge,’ her great-grandma had told her. ‘Not necessary for spells. Spells draw from a deep, flowing river. A channel of peace and life, of overflowing spirit. There’s no fire down there. Fire is a tool of man. This magik is woman.’

			Ajola ran the water at the sink by her desk and shut her eyes, candle by her nose, whispering the ancient words to herself. She wasn’t surprised that the spell didn’t work. This was a flat rendition of something, barely a reflection.

			She opened her eyes. Outside, the rainstorm had ceased as suddenly as it had begun. Weak, yellow sunlight was blinking through the branches of the trees. The last few parents and children who had huddled together for safety were walking past, laughing and talking loudly, glad to be heading home together. She turned off the tap.

			She had never felt so lonely as she did at that moment. There was an anguish in her soul, loss, regret, guilt, a heavy, damp material wrapped around her heart. She knew it would pass. Time heals all things. Grief. Anger. Loneliness. Leaving nothing but scars that draw the skin tight at odd moments, ghosts, a reminder. She was thankful for Sophia and Safa, Caoimhe and Ella. Without them, she really would be desolate.

			She had started reading Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel. She had never been bothered by it before because she generally avoided things that came highly recommended. Now that several years had passed since its publication and it had fallen largely out of the public consciousness, she felt compelled to read it. Much to her surprise, in her stricken state, in her abject loneliness, she found herself becoming infatuated with the character of Thomas Cromwell, an infatuation that kindled suddenly, literally from one page to the next, and then leapt into full flame when she found a picture of his Holbein portrait from 1532, a picture that was now saved to her camera roll, where she could glance at it whenever her resolve began to tremble, whenever she needed reminding of the joy life could bring. What could it be about this figure, this entity that existed no further than the synapses between her neurons, that was so far removed from her life as to be quite intangible? The calculated gaze? The thick bowl cut? The sallow jowls just starting to round with age. In reality, she knew she must be transposing all her desires into this empty template served up by history, but it didn’t stop her lying in bed at night, dreaming of him.

			She stood up and began the task of switching off her computer, the projector monitor, the speakers and the class iPad. There were hundreds of photos on this from the class, colourful snapshots of gleaming eyes and wide smiles leaping off the screen. Moments captured in time, unthinking, on the presupposition that these times would be infinite. She couldn’t bring herself to delete them.

			Perhaps it was Cromwell’s intelligence that she was so enamoured with, she thought as she walked down the deserted corridor towards the main door. His cunning, his anticipation, his ability to artfully remove the men who stood in his way. She wondered if Meg would grow up to fantasize about fictional characters, or even historical ones. Would she transpose all her heart’s desires on to blank templates as she, Ajola, was doing, or would she reach the age of twenty-seven with enough self-esteem, purpose and security to find happiness by more tangible means? She hoped it would be the latter, but in her dark heart, in the well of cynicism that she knew was actually a periscope to reality, she doubted it. Meg was already set on her course and unless someone could conjure the power to move heaven and earth to help her, she would reach twenty-seven as unsure and lost as Ajola herself. Abject loneliness. Misplaced grief. An empty heart, sucking in whatever strange characters passed by like air into a vacuum. Ajola put a hand over her eyes. She was meeting up with Safa, Sophia, Caoimhe and Ella for lunch the next day. She would feel less gloomy when she was with them. For the last fifteen years, she always had.

			She got into her car and started the engine. It was surprisingly hot inside, despite the dark afternoon clouds and the recent downpour. She pulled on to the main road and checked her rear-view mirror. Ultimately, she had to believe there was some help for Meg. She just didn’t know where it was. Can’t help, can’t be helped. An absolute waif. A waste. She turned on the Audible recording of Wolf Hall and drove home listening to Thomas Cromwell trying to secure Henry VIII’s marriage to Anne Boleyn.

		
	
		
			Witchcraft

			THE FIVE WOMEN stood together in the doorway and stared at the dead body. Not a breath was taken among them. Their eyes, transfixed, could have been from the same, unblinking creature.

			‘Call an ambulance,’ Caoimhe finally said. She stepped free of the group, towards the body. ‘I think …’ She glanced back at Sophia. ‘I think he’s gone, though.’

			‘Call the police,’ Ella said. Her jaw was clenched, the edge of the gum protruding from between her teeth. ‘Someone check the back door.’

			Caoimhe stepped lightly over the body and into the kitchen. They heard the rattle of the door.

			‘Locked,’ she said, coming back in. She looked around the living room. ‘Whoever did this must have come and gone from the front.’

			‘Or still be in the house,’ Safa suggested, glancing up at the stairs.

			‘Shut your noise,’ Caoimhe replied fiercely. ‘Sophia.’ She put her trembling hands on her shoulders. ‘Are you OK?’

			Sophia blinked. She was so pale, her blue-green veins were visible in her jaw.

			‘Yes. I’m fine.’ Her voice was little more than a rasp. She cleared her throat. ‘Fine. What’s happened?’

			Caoimhe knelt down beside the body. Her hands were still shaking. She clenched them into fists, once, twice, trying to get a hold of herself.

			‘Don’t come too close,’ she said, holding out an arm. ‘He’s got – it’s a big – on the back of his head.’

			‘Where’s Isla?’ Safa asked.

			‘At my parents’.’ Sophia hadn’t moved. The door was still open behind her, her key hanging from the lock. A tumbler turn from one life. ‘Chris isn’t home tonight,’ she said. ‘He’s at his brother’s.’

			‘I’m going to call the police,’ Ella said, getting her phone out. ‘Sophia, they’re going to search the place. Top to bottom, so grab anything important now.’

			‘There’s a notepad under the bed that details all the ways I want to kill Chris,’ Sophia whispered.

			The vixen cried out again. The night was warm. The moon, bright. There seemed to be no substantial boundary between the inside and outside. The women looked at one another, reading each other’s faces.

			‘Definitely go grab that first.’ Caoimhe sat up on her heels. ‘Stick it in my bag.’

			Sophia still didn’t move. Time seemed to be running very slowly. How long had she been standing here? Why was nothing changing?

			‘Chris isn’t home tonight,’ she said, blankly. ‘His brother lives in Farnham.’

			‘There’s his phone.’ Safa nodded to the mantelpiece where Chris’s phone was indeed propped up against a vintage twin-bell alarm clock. ‘Maybe check that.’

			‘We really shouldn’t touch anything,’ Ella said sharply as Caoimhe got up. ‘This is a crime scene.’

			‘It’s worth just double-checking,’ Caoimhe said, picking it up. ‘Maybe Sophia is in danger. Pin code?’

			Sophia recited it, and Caoimhe unlocked the phone and walked over to the doorway, flicking through the home screen, her eyes searching the apps for anything that might help them.

			‘Messages?’

			‘He always uses WhatsApp.’

			‘OK, let’s check WhatsApp.’ Caoimhe sucked air through her teeth. ‘Last message was from you, about four hours ago.’

			Sophia’s expression finally changed. She frowned and looked up at Caoimhe.

			‘I never messaged him four hours ago.’

			Caoimhe took a deep breath and held the phone closer to her.

			‘It says: Can’t wait to see you. Give me ten.’ She lowered the phone and looked across at Sophia.

			‘I was with you guys four hours ago.’ A thin, pink blush was spreading along the base of Sophia’s pale neck. ‘I met Safa at exactly six thirty.’

			Safa looked at her.

			Caoimhe scrolled rapidly through the phone.

			‘Are you sure you didn’t text him by mistake?’

			‘That’s not me. There’s no message chain there.’ Sophia leant over to glance at the phone. Her chest cavity felt hollow. ‘Look.’

			‘It’s your name and profile picture,’ Safa pointed out.

			‘It’s not me. Click on info. See, not my number.’ Sophia got her own phone out and handed it to Caoimhe, who unlocked it. ‘It’s not me. Those messages aren’t on my phone.’

			Sophia tried vainly to inject some vehemence into her voice. Her whole body felt as if it was in low-power mode.

			‘This is weird,’ Ella said. She was chewing more frantically than ever now, making up for the last few minutes. ‘It feels like a set-up.’ Her phone was still in her hand. ‘I’m calling the police.’

			‘No!’ Caoimhe barked. ‘Hold on. Let’s just get our heads on straight.’ She was holding both phones limply by her side, breathing sharply, eyes darting. ‘Sophia, go and get that notepad first of all.’

			‘The police are going to question everyone.’ Ella took a deep breath. ‘They’re going to go through all of this with a fine-tooth comb. What we did, when and why.’

			‘Get the bloody book,’ Caoimhe snapped at Sophia, who hadn’t moved.

			‘I’ll get it,’ Ajola said and darted for the stairs. ‘Where is it, Sophia?’

			‘Under our mattress.’ Sophia took a step back and sank on to the doormat. ‘There’s loads – I have – There’s lots of journals and notepads there.’ She looked up. ‘It’s the green one.’

			‘Oh shit,’ Caoimhe said. She still had Chris’s phone in her hand. ‘I’m looking at his emails, Sophia. He sent an email to some work guy at three o’clock today saying he was having a special evening at home with you.’

			‘That’s not true.’ Sophia looked green now as Safa crouched down next to her and stared into her eyes like an optometrist. ‘I was always going out with you tonight. He’s at his brother’s. Ask his brother. Who’s the work guy?’

			‘It just says Jake@EhringhausenMortgages,’ Caoimhe read.

			Sophia looked perplexed.

			‘He’s never mentioned a Jake. He doesn’t know a Jake. Why would he be emailing some guy named Jake about me?’

			Safa stood up, pulled the keys from the door and shut it, closing them all in. Ajola came down the stairs, the tattered notebook in her hands.

			‘Something is going on here,’ Caoimhe said. She was searching through Sophia’s phone now, the glare illuminating her face. ‘Someone has planned this.’

			‘He sorted a lot of money out for some dodgy people in the past.’ Sophia looked up at them. ‘I mean, he never actually said, but, you know, I knew.’

			‘Ella’ – Caoimhe didn’t look up – ‘don’t call the police until we get our stories sorted.’

			‘There’s nothing to sort,’ Sophia said. She watched Ajola put the notebook in Caoimhe’s bag. ‘I’ve been with you guys since six thirty.’ She looked at Safa, who nodded slowly. ‘He can’t … It won’t—’

			‘They’re going to want to know all your movements,’ Ella said. She realized she was sweating, the skin under her top suddenly hot and clammy. ‘What time did you leave here?’

			Sophia frowned. ‘Six. Around six. I dropped Isla off at five at Mum’s for tea. And came back here to get ready.’

			‘And Chris definitely wasn’t here?’ Ella plucked her shirt material away from her neck. ‘No one was hanging about?’

			‘No, no. He’s in Farnham tonight.’

			‘I’m going to be straight with all of you.’ Ella moved her gum around her mouth. ‘I’ve studied cases like this before, at work. These texts and emails don’t look good. And there’s ninety minutes between you leaving your mum’s and meeting us that no one can account for.’

			‘You can’t be serious?’ Safa said. It felt like a story one of them might have told when they were fourteen and sleeping on the trampoline. It wasn’t real.

			‘It’s not me,’ Ella replied. ‘Like, we need to burn that notepad as well. If they find that, this is done.’

			‘That isn’t the main concern,’ Caoimhe said. ‘The main concern is, Sophia didn’t send the text. Chris probably didn’t email this random Jake guy. Somebody else did.’

			Safa bit the end of her knuckle, hoping the pain would anchor her into reality. No one moved.

			‘Somebody else did,’ Ajola echoed. ‘Somebody else is trying to make it look like Sophia was here tonight. Those money launderers?’

			‘We are each other’s alibis,’ Safa said, taking her knuckle from her mouth. ‘We’re safe, together.’

			‘That only works if we can prove we had nothing to do with it.’ Ajola looked around at all of them. ‘We might find ourselves being investigated. How long has it been since we opened the door? Who can vouch for the time we pulled up?’ Each of her sentences was like a puncture in Ella’s chest. ‘The car that was behind us back there? What’s it going to look like – we get in and wait nearly ten minutes, staring at a dead body, before doing anything?’

			‘You told me not to call!’ Ella cried and her gum fell from her mouth.

			‘If we had called, who knows what might have been triggered, what other traps these people might have put in place to frame Sophia,’ Ajola said. Her words sent a shiver through all of them. ‘It’s only luck we know about those two messages because we checked his phone.’ Ajola drew a shuddering breath. ‘We have to take control of this, now.’

			‘You’re mad.’ Ella flicked her gum into the bin and put a new piece into her mouth. ‘You want us to, what …’ She held out her arms and turned around, appealing to an invisible audience. ‘Cover this up?’ Her voice rose in pitch. ‘That’s the one thing that will make us look most guilty.’

			‘We already look guilty,’ Ajola cried. ‘Look at us! Look at that!’ She pointed to Chris’s body. Like a black hole, it drew everything inwards, light, focus, air, an object with gravity so intense none of them had the strength to escape it.

			‘Chris is already dead.’ Ajola lowered her voice. She exhaled loudly through her nostrils. Her heart was thumping in her chest, trying to leap free. ‘Sorry, Sophia. I can’t begin to understand how you must feel. But there are two options here. Number one, we call the police’ – Ella made a sound, which Ajola chose to ignore – ‘and we trigger whatever the people really responsible for this want us to trigger – what we, ourselves’ – she touched her chest, trying to slow her voice down – ‘have already started, simply by being here tonight. Number two, we save Sophia and cover this up, and no one need think anything.’ She held out her hands. ‘What would Thomas Cromwell do?’

			‘Ajola!’ Ella cried. She snatched Sophia’s phone from Caoimhe and began swiping through it. ‘For God’s sake. This is real! Thomas Cromwell should have no bearing on what we do next!’

			Sophia pinched her chin. ‘How could we even go about covering this up?’ she whispered.

			‘I’m not covering up a murder,’ Ella said, still searching frantically through Sophia’s phone. ‘Sorry. I won’t be able to sleep ever again. I’d prefer to call the police, get investigated, face the UK justice system and hope that it serves me well.’

			‘Yeah, tell me about that.’ Caoimhe nervously adjusted her watch strap. ‘How fair the UK justice system is.’

			Ella said nothing. Her body was cold now, the sweat freezing against her skin. She put Sophia’s phone down on the arm of the sofa and then put another piece of gum in her mouth.

			‘What if I could guarantee that no one would ever find out?’ Ajola said in a hushed voice. ‘About Chris, his body, his murder. That it would have been as if he had simply vanished off the face of the earth?’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Safa said.

			‘We do a spell,’ Ajola whispered. ‘A powerful one. My great-grandma taught me how to conceal. It won’t let us down.’

			‘This isn’t the time for your witchy Wicca Hogwarts shit!’ Caoimhe clapped her hands together. ‘This is real, Ajola. There’s a dead body right here. We’re going to have to talk to the police. This is real!’

			Suddenly, blue and red lights illuminated the room, turning the pool of Chris’s blood a deep purple, like the clouds of an approaching storm. They all turned to look out of the window. Under the brilliance of the moon, they could clearly see a police patrol car pulling up outside the house, between the hedge and the road. It stopped. The two front doors opened and two police officers stepped out. One set a hat on her head; the other hitched up his trousers. They surveyed the road and then turned towards Sophia’s house.

			‘I’m going to faint,’ Ella said as Ajola sat down heavily in the middle of the floor and shut her eyes. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’

			The doorbell rang. Caoimhe looked at Sophia and then reached across to the door handle.

			‘Let’s just go for honesty,’ she said. She looked at Ella. ‘And hope the UK justice system serves us well.’

			Caoimhe opened the door. The faces of two police officers loomed large and radiant under the bright, night sky.

			‘Hello
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