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			Introduction

			[image: ]

			—	Can we take a step back for a moment and look at what we’re actually doing?

			—	Of course. *Falls off cliff*

			—	That’s funny. You’re funny.

			—	[This message has been deleted.]
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			The boys were asleep, the youngest in the nursery because she was trying to wean him again, and the oldest lying next to her in the double bed. When she heard the stairs creaking Emily made sure Matty was breathing regularly and tiptoed out of the room. Steven often complained that they never managed to finish a sentence or talk about anything other than the children. She felt she should probably make an effort to rectify that. She adjusted her hair in the reflection of a family portrait in the hallway, undid a button on the shirt she wore for pyjamas.

			Steven looked surprised when she entered the living room, then shifted from the middle of the sofa they were halfway through paying for.

			He was holding his phone and the News at Ten was on quietly in the background.

			‘You’re up,’ said Emily. ‘You okay?’

			‘Yeah,’ said Steven. ‘Thought I’d try to get to know another room.’

			‘Lay down some precious memories. Drink?’

			‘Nah.’

			Their new home was small, but the kitchen was by far the largest room – something Emily wasn’t used to after the galleys of rented Victorian terraces. It was fitted with piercing halogen lights, angled, she supposed, to flatter your utensils as if they were museum exhibits. She unscrewed a half-empty bottle of red wine and filled a glass to the brim so that she had to crouch over the work surface and inhale the first sip before picking it up.

			‘It’s hard to really make a new build feel like it’s yours, isn’t it?’ she said, letting her voice echo in the hallway before she re-entered the room. ‘It’s like trying to personalise a … car or something.’

			‘We can paint if you want.’

			‘What colour?’ said Emily. ‘Black?’

			‘If you like.’

			‘I don’t know what you’d have to do – you could buy antiques and art and framed prints and they’d just look out of place. You don’t feel that, do you? I’m not saying I’m not happy.’

			Steven raised his eyebrows.

			‘Well, I should hope not,’ said Emily, in a low voice. He smiled at her. ‘I am happy,’ she said. ‘I like that this is actually ours, too, even if it feels like a mock-up in a department store … I’m proud of us.’

			‘Well, that’s something,’ said Steven.

			‘Happy wife, happy life,’ said Emily.

			‘You can stop doing the voice now.’

			‘I wasn’t doing the voice. God, I don’t really want to go back to three days a week,’ she said, stretching her wine glass above her head then bringing it back to her lips. ‘I mean I’m probably squeezing three working days a week into two days anyway because that’s how it works, but if I had to be there for an extra day and I was getting paid for an extra day they’d probably make me do four days’ worth of work and the money would only go on childcare, so I’d be losing a day with the children – they’d be losing a day with me – for what, exactly? I’m sorry, this is boring.’

			‘No, I’m just tired, sorry.’ Steven stopped pinching the bridge of his nose.

			‘Everyone’s tired,’ said Emily. ‘If you’re talking to someone, they’re probably tired. What’s wrong?’

			‘Do you feel like you need to go up to three days a week?’ said Steven.

			Emily took another small sip from her wine glass, followed by a gulp.

			‘It’s really hard to grab a buzz from red wine sometimes,’ she said. ‘I need to rethink my whole approach, get some gin.’

			‘Mm,’ said Steven.

			‘But then you need tonic water and ice and lemons and the whole thing is just … a whole thing. Real commitment.’

			Steven, she could see, was playing an online pool game on his phone. She watched as the cue ball followed the black into the bottom left corner pocket.

			‘Shit,’ he said.

			She looked at the television. Local news. Someone had been stabbed, but not in their immediate vicinity.

			‘Oh my god, that’s the biggest spider I’ve ever seen,’ she said.

			The spider had emerged from under the pine television table, its legs offensively thick, knees arching above its head. It paused in the middle of the room as if taking in the new information.

			‘It’s like a classic childhood spider,’ said Emily. ‘We’re barely in here at night – it’s probably his domain now.’

			Steven looked up and then went back to his phone.

			‘Just leave it,’ he said. ‘It’ll scuttle away.’

			‘No, we need to establish a boundary,’ said Emily. ‘Set a precedent.’

			She stood and picked up an abandoned mug from the bookcase but it still had dregs of tea in it from the morning.

			‘Agh,’ she said, and put it back.

			‘Where are you going?’

			In the kitchen she selected a mug embossed with a stylised Dutch cityscape, returned to the living room and looked around, irritably. The books were too thick and the postcards were too narrow. In the drawer she found a fifth birthday card for Matty from last year. Treading as softly as she could, Emily circled the spider, approached it from behind and gently but swiftly brought the mug down on top of it. One of its legs protruded from the rim like a rogue hair, but disappeared when she slid the card underneath. She carefully picked up the trap.

			‘Could you open the—’ said Emily. ‘Never mind.’

			She held the card, spider and mug to her stomach with one hand and opened the high window with the other, then lifted the card and mug above her head, slowly, as if performing a religious ritual. Once her arms were outside she shook them both hard. It was too dark to assess the situation, so, still holding it at full extension, she turned the mug to face her, screamed and dropped it out of the window so that it smashed on the tarmac.

			‘Emily, what the hell?’

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry. It didn’t come out of the mug and I panicked. I’ll deal with it in the morning.’

			‘Since when do you scream like that?’ said Steven. ‘You’ll wake up the boys.’

			‘Fuck’s sake,’ said Emily, looking out of the window. ‘I loved that mug.’

			‘Do you want me to?’

			‘Actually, would you?’ said Emily. ‘They could cut themselves.’

			Steven sighed and left the room. He came back holding a dustpan and brush, wearing a coat over his pyjamas and flipflops over his socks.

			‘Strong look,’ said Emily.

			She put on her coat as she listened to Steven scraping up the pieces of mug from the path. Then she walked through the front door and stepped around him.

			‘I’m going to take a walk.’

			‘You’re what?’

			‘Just around the block.’

			‘We don’t live on a block.’

			She walked to the edge of the estate, where a shoulder-height fence with no gate gave onto a tantalising copse of silver birches. In the half-moon light it looked like a linocut of a forest. She called her mother.

			‘I’m sorry, Mum. Are you awake?’

			Always well-calibrated, her mother quickly interrupted the pleasantries and asked her what was wrong. Had she ever, Emily asked, staring above the pines, felt lonely?

			‘Of course.’

			‘But in your marriage?’ Emily said.

			‘Irritable, maybe,’ her mother said. ‘Sometimes for months.’

			‘He barely talks to me,’ said Emily. ‘And when he does it’s like he’s desperate for it to be over.’

			Was there anything, her mother asked, that she wasn’t telling her?

			There wasn’t, Emily said. She told her everything, she knew that.

			‘And you’re feeling okay?’

			‘I’m feeling confused and sad.’

			‘In a way that …’

			‘Topically. I’m rationally and legitimately confused and sad.’

			‘Yes, yes, I understand, darling.’

			Her mother went silent long enough that Emily wondered if she’d lost signal and took the phone away from her ear.

			Then her mother said, ‘Sweetheart, sometimes you need to count your blessings. I don’t say that lightly. I’m not dismissing the way you feel. You have a husband who loves you, who loves the children, who doesn’t drink, or not much, anyway, and who doesn’t gamble. Sometimes you’re going to feel bored and lonely because that’s what being alive is like. There are going to be whole epochs of your life which are like that and you have to learn how to weather them.’

			‘Okay,’ Emily said.

			‘There, you see?’ her mother said. ‘That’s the spirit: okay.’

			She lay in bed next to Matty staring at the white ceiling and the blue-white effulgence cast across it by the LED streetlights. She wanted an uneven old ceiling, preferably with wooden beams so she could play constellations with the knots. Then she could have used the knots to count her blessings. She wanted warm, impractical light. Oil lamps. It was fussy to want things like that, but it seemed to her that the whole estate, not just the individual, identical houses, had been designed by an artificial intelligence as an adequate storage solution for humans, with no intuition as to what it really meant to be alive.

			So weather it, she thought. Weather it good. She gently pulled the duvet away from Matty to cover her feet. She could hear a distant siren, which she always found comforting behind triple-glazing – like a thunderstorm. Someone else’s problem. She watched the five-year-old’s pretzeled form, tangled up in the duvet, his Pokémon T-shirt rucked up around his waist. She put one hand on his back.
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			In the house across the road Elliott stood at the window of his living room inhaling watermelon-flavoured vapour from an electronic cigarette. He had been pacing from the kitchen to the living room and back again for half an hour, but must have resolved something unconsciously because now he had stopped. Tomasz, his son, did that too, and, if you tried to interrupt him or asked him if he was okay, he would say crossly that he was thinking. Elliott watched as the lights went out in number 24, and he was going to go to the kitchen to check the time on the oven when he felt a presence behind him. Alathea, when she needed to, could move through the house like a ghost.

			‘Inside?’ she said.

			‘I cracked the window.’

			‘I know – it’s freezing.’

			‘It’s just water vapour.’

			‘And nicotine.’

			‘Which gets absorbed by my lungs.’

			‘And by your children.’

			‘Mostly my lungs.’

			‘I know,’ said Alathea, ‘that it’s not a comfortable thought, that your actions could harm others. But will you go outside? When you want to do that?’

			‘Okay,’ said Elliott. ‘Sorry.’

			She was standing in the doorway. She must have been up writing client notes as she was still dressed for work. Her feet were bare.

			‘You look great.’

			She laughed.

			‘I was being sincere.’

			‘I feel gross,’ said Alathea. ‘But thank you.’

			She was holding a passport and a pair of scissors.

			‘What’s this?’ said Elliott.

			‘I was going to cut up your passport in front of you,’ said Alathea, ‘but the vaping distracted me.’

			‘Why were you going to do that?’

			‘Threaten to, I mean,’ said Alathea. ‘Because I’m extremely suspicious of you.’

			‘Oh dear,’ said Elliott. ‘Because of Polly?’

			‘The more I think about it,’ said Alathea, ‘the more extremely suspicious I get. I mean it’s not that you didn’t tell me – I don’t expect you to tell me everything you’re doing, I expect you to say work ran late. But really, if you were just grabbing a drink or a bite to eat after work, which is fine by the way, wouldn’t you have gone somewhere closer to campus?’

			‘What, like Chicken Dot Com?’ said Elliott.

			‘That’s true,’ said Alathea. ‘Polly is a classy girl.’

			Elliott laughed through his nose.

			‘Wouldn’t you have gone somewhere more convenient than the Ethiopian restaurant in the middle of the industrial district on the other side of the city?’

			‘I really like that place,’ said Elliott. ‘It’s one of a kind.’

			‘Oh yeah, no, it’s great,’ said Alathea. ‘And I suppose the fact that you tell everyone they have to try it probably increased the chance of a mutual friend being there on a Friday night.’

			‘That’s true.’

			‘Who noticed that you clocked him but didn’t go over to say hi.’

			‘Because,’ said Elliott, ‘of how it might look. Polly had an article accepted so we were celebrating. I honestly just couldn’t be bothered to explain anything. The thing with me—’

			‘What’s the thing with you?’

			‘—is that if I was genuinely trying to hide something I’d probably have come straight home and told you I’d seen Robert and that I was out with Polly. I’m very calculating.’

			‘But maybe you assumed Robert wouldn’t say anything.’

			‘What did Robert say? Fucking Robert.’

			‘Do you ever think about taking me out for dinner?’

			‘All the time,’ said Elliott. ‘But we can’t.’

			‘No,’ said Alathea, ‘because I’m imprisoned by the children you impregnated me with.’

			‘Hahaha.’

			‘Hahaha. Like a fairy-tale princess.’

			‘We both are.’

			‘It’s funny how easy it is to do so much damage, isn’t it?’ said Alathea, turning the passport over in her hand. ‘I think that’s what I’ve learned. Most of what’s required of you in life is not doing things.’

			‘Not so funny,’ said Elliott. ‘You could take one step off a pavement on a busy road and that would be the end of everything.’

			‘Do you think about that often?’

			‘One little step. You’d have eulogies about how you weren’t always an easy person, but god they miss you so much. Seriously, what have I done?’

			‘When’s the conference again?’

			‘Not until next month.’

			Alathea opened the passport and cut a tiny slit into the cover.

			‘Please,’ said Elliott.

			‘No begging,’ said Alathea. ‘Come on.’

			Elliott looked around the living room and picked up a small glass foot from the mantelpiece. There was no fireplace or even a gas heater, but they had had the mantelpiece installed because it didn’t really feel like a living room without it. It was a cast of their eldest son Tomasz’s foot from when he was four weeks old. Elliott weighed it in his hand. It felt too hard and solid to break unless he dashed it against the pavement. He glanced out of the window.

			‘Oh, you’re good,’ said Alathea.

			‘We could just talk about this. If you want to tell me what’s wrong.’

			‘You have two tickets,’ said Alathea. ‘Polly?’

			‘No. Maurice is broke,’ said Elliott. ‘I got his flights and he’s paying me back at the end of the month. On payday.’

			‘Silly Maurice.’

			‘Silly. Maurice.’

			‘So useless with money.’

			‘He’s the wayward younger brother I never had.’

			Elliott approached her and placed the foot in her hand. She dropped the scissors and tossed his passport onto the sofa. He attempted to take her in his arms, but she stiffened.

			‘Hey,’ he said.

			‘Okay,’ said Alathea. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘You don’t have anything to apologise for.’

			‘No, I suppose I don’t.’

			‘I took Polly out for dinner, I didn’t tell you about it and I’m sorry,’ said Elliott.

			Alathea kissed him. ‘Just you wait,’ she said.

			He made up his bed on the IKEA futon in the corner of Tomasz’s room. He kicked some Lego bricks under the bunkbed then arranged the bears, the monkey and the soft Mario which had fallen over and kissed Tomasz on the forehead. He lay down on the cement-firm mattress and put his hands behind his head.

			The ritual had started on their honeymoon in Brittany nine years ago. Alathea’s parents owned a holiday cottage in Quimper. A beach hut, really, Alathea had told him, but he wasn’t surprised to find it palatial. In a way it was a good sign that she still wanted to keep it going. It was a sort of breakthrough, boded pretty well.

			They argued a lot on their honeymoon. When Elliott fussed about arrangements changing – they had tried to meet up with another couple, also on honeymoon, I mean who does that? – or insisted on getting to stations long before departure, and Alathea would tell him that, Oh my god, he reminded her of her father. Elliott took great offence at this. When he looked back on his life before children, he couldn’t believe he’d ever felt stressed or rancorous about anything, but whenever he thought back to anything specific, lo, he’d been pissy and irritable anyway.

			On the third day they were arguing on the Max Jacob Bridge and Alathea reached into Elliott’s inside pocket, took out his wallet and threw it into the river. Elliott calmly looped Alathea’s J. W. Anderson Pierce handbag off her shoulder and threw it in after the wallet. It bobbed a little then started to take on water and sank with a gurgle. Whether they both confused their excitement for arousal he wasn’t sure, but the way Alathea had kissed him on Max Jacob Bridge really stayed with him. She dug her nails into his upper arms. When she let go, Elliott took off his shirt and jeans, climbed into the river and swam out. He retrieved the handbag but couldn’t find the wallet. He was getting cold and, anyway, retrieving the bag and not the wallet represented something of a victory; Alathea took off her coat for him to use as a towel, shivered in her white blouse. Since then, the mutually-assured-destruction approach to affection had proven something of a thrill, sustaining, even. They had developed certain rules. No rough stuff aside from the destruction of property and collateral hurt feelings; no breaking the fourth wall.

			Elliott took out his phone and, despite there being nothing, as far as he was concerned, to hide, he changed the password on his email account.
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			When Emily answered the door a small man with sandy hair and a strong jawline was leaning against her doorframe.

			‘Emily, right?’ he said. ‘Sorry to bother you. You settling in okay?’

			‘Oh, hey,’ said Emily. ‘Yes – thank you.’

			He was wearing climbing shorts and a faded Metallica T-shirt.

			‘I’m David and I’m the … Ugh. I’m the “chair” of the allotment. We’re not recruiting or anything, we just wanted to let you know we’re here, but really you can just ignore us and get on with your lives – everyone’s busy.’

			‘It sounds lovely,’ said Emily.

			‘I want to make it very clear that we don’t expect you to get involved at all, but.’ He crouched to pick up an open basket of vegetables and small, russety apples. ‘We still like to offer a little welcome package. And if you or your partner ever wanted to …’

			‘Ooh,’ said Emily. ‘Pretty. Thank you.’

			‘They’re not allotments in the traditional sense, it’s just one tract of reclaimed scrubland. Volunteers are always welcome. But if you’d rather just … buy stuff from the farm shop, that’s also fine, nobody judges.’

			‘It sounds great,’ said Emily. ‘Do you want a tea or coffee?’

			‘No, god no,’ said David. ‘I don’t want to impose.’

			‘You wouldn’t be.’

			‘No, I’m going to go,’ said David. ‘I’m a big fan of privacy and leaving people alone. You should never get to know your neighbours too well. There’s various info in here.’ He gave her a small brochure bound in recycled cardboard. ‘Other than that, very nice to meet you, Emily. Send my best to your family.’

			He extended a hand, but Emily was holding the gift basket and the leaflet, so he withdrew it, smiled and gave her an awkward half-salute before ambling away. Emily put the basket on the kitchen counter, tossed a courgette in the air and caught it, then flipped through the brochure. Emergency phone numbers, details of the recycling and refuse-collection system, statistics about solar panels, where to pick up the fobs for the car pool and how to book one of the communal electric cars for the day. The local primary school was rated ‘Good’ and volunteers developed and maintained a ‘nature walk’ of less than forty minutes’ duration (even at child pace) to allow safe and straightforward access.

			‘Steven?’

			Steven was on a stepladder in the living room installing high shelves to store Emily’s books. She took a deep breath and felt momentarily euphoric that they were allowed to make the house look however they wanted it to, knock through walls, hang paintings. It was something she’d long ago dismissed as a bourgeois fantasy but, it turned out, desperately wanted. He had already installed her icons in the eastern corner of the room with a small corner cabinet to keep candles and incense and she felt moved, momentarily, by him having chosen to do this first. As if to say, I know your faith is the most important thing to you; and even if it’s not, I know that you’d like it to be and I want to acknowledge that. Not that she’d been to church in years, in spite of asking him to convert for her before they could get married. It was still sweet and considerate. She’d been caught by that before; some unambiguous sign of love and devotion which nonetheless didn’t seem to come with any verbal or physical affection even if she fished for it. But you judge people on what they do, not what they say. Her mother liked to remind her how important that was.

			‘Steven. It looks great.’

			He turned and smiled at her with three screws in his mouth.

			‘I married someone who can put up shelves,’ said Emily. ‘It was touch and go for a few years.’

			Steven turned back to the wall and screwed in another bracket.

			‘My first boyfriend couldn’t even light a match.’

			‘Mmhm.’

			‘But I married a big old unreconstructed man who can put up shelves.’ She stood at the side of the ladder and rubbed his thick calf muscles and he didn’t react. ‘Even if he doesn’t seem to like me very much.’

			‘Of course I like you,’ he murmured through the screws.

			‘Not enough to drop the drill on my foot and kiss me,’ said Emily.

			‘I can kiss you once I’ve put the shelf up.’

			‘No,’ said Emily. ‘Girl can’t have everything.’
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			It made no difference how early he got up or whether he’d made the lunchboxes in advance: the weekday mornings were a bleary-eyed cyclone constricting around the house. He’d get distracted by something – an article on his phone, a pattern in the clouds – and suddenly they needed to be out of the door and everyone was still in their pyjamas or eating their third bowl of cereal and he’d lose his temper.

			‘We have ten minutes. Can we please concentrate on getting dressed? I shouldn’t be having to help you. Tomasz, why did you tear that up?’

			‘I hate it.’

			The sofa was surrounded by scraps of what had been an A4 felt-tip drawing of a farm with a deer-like creature staring outwards at the viewer in abject confusion.

			‘I loved it. I was going to put it up in my office.’

			Tomasz looked sad.

			‘I can repair it with Sellotape,’ said Elliott. ‘It’s beautiful, Tomasz, you shouldn’t destroy your work.’

			‘He doesn’t like excessive praise,’ said Alathea.

			‘Well that’s the only kind of praise I know how to give,’ said Elliott. ‘Tomasz, trousers, now.’ He stooped and held up the little black chinos for his son to step into. ‘I said now, third time. Ally, can you get Dimitry in the buggy?’

			Dimitry had ground a paste of biscuit and saliva into the corner of the living-room carpet and been confined to a small ball pit where he wept bitterly.

			‘I have to get going.’ She rattled the electric car fob on its chain.

			‘So do I.’

			‘Imagine I’ve died or left you or something,’ said Alathea.

			‘Hahaha. Yeah, okay. No, wait, don’t go now, it’s that horrible woman.’

			‘Oh no,’ said Alathea.

			They watched an old woman walk slowly past their house with her little dog scuttling behind her.

			‘Give it five minutes,’ said Elliott. ‘I don’t want you to run into her at all.’

			Alathea growled.

			‘So,’ he said, ‘you can get Dimitry in the buggy.’

			‘Looks that way.’ She walked into the hall and he heard her saying. ‘Okay, beautiful boy, you’re going for an adventure, stop crying. I know. Keep still.’ Then sounds of a struggle.

			‘Shoes,’ said Elliott. ‘Shoes, shoes, shoes, shoes.’

			‘He kicked me in the face,’ Alathea called.

			‘Dimitry, do not kick your mother in the face,’ Elliott called back. ‘It’s all clear, Ally, if you want to escape.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Alathea, slipping her shoes on. ‘Is it going to rain, do you think? I can’t find the waterproof for the—’

			‘Ally, last night—’

			‘Oh, I’m completely over that,’ said Alathea. ‘Say hi to Polly from me.’

			‘I have no idea if she’s even in today.’

			‘Well, if you see her.’

			‘I wanted – Tomasz, for the love of god, put your socks back on.’ He looked at Alathea and she tilted her head to one side. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he said.

			‘You have neither the time nor the inclination to have an affair,’ said Alathea. ‘I know. You’re desperate for female company and compensating for my lack of warmth.’

			‘That’s …’

			‘I mean do what you have to do, Elliott. Just follow the rules and include me. Goodbye, gorgeous, be good.’ She ruffled Tomasz’s hair and he grabbed the hem of her jacket. Dimitry thrashed around in the buggy and said he wanted Mummy.

			‘I’ll see you later, darling,’ she said.
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			When Emily woke up ten minutes before the alarm she thought Who am I where am I what day is it? The white curtain inflated and deflated against the open window and the details of her life and circumstances shimmered vaguely, like a retreating dream. If there was time for a shower – and usually there wasn’t – this helped a little: I appear to be some kind of amphibian. If you’re lonely, she had read somewhere, you have longer showers to make up for the lack of warmth in your life outside of the shower. Everything was a metaphor.

			She could hear the television on downstairs, a child laughing and a man’s voice saying, ‘Don’t spill it.’ Who were these people?

			She had a private joke with herself on dissociative mornings like this: she would splash water on her face, look up into the bathroom mirror and say, ‘Oh boy,’ like Dr Sam Beckett in Quantum Leap. Ziggy says you’re a thirty-five-year-old mother of two and there’s an 86 per cent chance things are going to go horribly wrong. So what do I have to do, Al? Meh. We’ll have to wait and see how it plays out.

			Was the concept of Quantum Leap – she couldn’t quite remember – that if Dr Sam Beckett didn’t manage to correct his host’s egregious mistake in the last minutes of the final act of each episode then he’d be stuck as them forever? Was that the horrible punishment she used to pray, as an eleven-year-old, that he’d avoid every week?

			She checked her phone. Thursday. Not one of her working days. This might have made her feel at ease. She tried to think of the last time she’d felt at ease and she thought: childhood. Leaning against the radiator with a bowl of cereal watching Quantum Leap. But now any downtime felt like going on a holiday you didn’t deserve, a sense of work unaccomplished like an itch in the very centre of the brain.

			The kettle was still hot, and ticking quietly as the metal contracted, but it was empty, and she resented Steven not having made her a cup of tea. A little thing. Irrelevant. She filled it up again.

			Matty was sitting too close to the television eating a bowl of Coco Pops and watching Paw Patrol, a show he had grown out of but still enjoyed in the mornings. Even a small child could feel nostalgic. Steven was looking at his phone and, when he didn’t look up and say good morning or ask her how she’d slept, she elected not to ask him either.

			She was in the playground with Arthur, encouraging him to brave the slide and catching him at the bottom when he shot down it like a ball bearing in his all-in-one suit. Before he left for work Steven had said Love you, absently. He hadn’t touched her, but it was something. Even if I love you had become a kind of hush between them, a sanding down, the soft rasping hush of sanding down. Something compulsive—

			‘Arthur, wait, don’t stand up on the slide.’

			Something compulsive said in place of anything else, we must, we mustn’t, please, but then what else, in the end, was there to say?

			Somebody was watching her. A figure by the playground’s blue railings.

			‘Good boy – that was so brave.’

			‘Fast,’ said Arthur.

			‘Was that fast? That was so fast.’

			Emily looked over her shoulder. She saw an older woman with a small black Scottie dog. She was wearing a long waxed coat. She beckoned, holding up a hand and curling her fingers three, four times as if gathering the air between them. Emily’s instinct was to ignore her, but that felt rude when they’d clearly seen each other, and when something had already undeniably passed between them. That was being alive – constantly sending out packages of information like the background operations of a computer; you didn’t know what they were or how they’d be received. And even if the woman was mad, or lonely, or madly lonely Emily didn’t suppose it would cost her much to indulge her for a few minutes.

			‘Come on, Arthur.’

			As she got closer to the red railings the woman smiled thinly and said, ‘I believe you lost your mobile telephone by the tennis courts.’

			‘My what?’ said Emily, checking her pockets.

			‘Mummy?’ said Arthur, tugging her skirt.

			‘Climb up,’ said Emily. ‘You can do it.’

			‘Here.’ The woman handed her phone over the fence and Emily felt momentarily self-conscious about its purple glittery cover.

			‘Oh my god, thank you so much.’

			‘No, don’t thank me,’ the woman said. ‘Magda.’

			‘Emily. Ugh. It’s really kind of you – you’ve saved my life.’

			‘You sound so amazed,’ said Magda. ‘Do you mean to say you wouldn’t retrieve someone’s purse or phone if you saw them drop it?’

			Magda’s dog sat as still as a garden ornament. Emily looked at it until she saw an eyelid flicker.

			‘No, of course I would,’ she said.

			‘Perhaps some people wouldn’t,’ said Magda. ‘They’re quite fascinating. Whether it’s indifference or active antipathy. Some people might see you leave your handbag on the train seat beside you and think, Ha!’

			‘It would have ruined my whole week to lose it,’ said Emily, ‘so thank you.’

			‘Cancer,’ said Magda. ‘Is that right?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Your sign.’

			‘Oh,’ said Emily. ‘It’s not something I really think about. Yes, as it happens.’

			‘Well, no, me neither,’ said Magda. ‘I can usually tell within a minute of meeting someone, but it’s all optional, really.’

			‘That’s so funny,’ said Emily. ‘How can you tell? How could you tell I was …’

			‘Can’t do it.’ Arthur was trying to climb onto a spring-mounted unicorn.

			‘I’m coming, Arthur. Can you do his?’

			‘I wouldn’t dare,’ said Magda. ‘You’re new here?’

			‘A few weeks,’ said Emily. ‘No, a month or more now. We’re still unpacking, haha.’

			‘I’ve always found,’ said Magda, ‘that I could never completely unpack, wherever I went. But then I travelled a lot.’

			‘Oh yeah, tell me about it,’ said Emily, taking two steps back towards Arthur and hoping Magda would take the cue to say goodbye.

			‘I’ve lived here for years now, of course.’

			‘Thank you so much for finding my phone before a … teenage drug dealer.’ Emily helped Arthur onto the unicorn and he began to rock with some pace and an alarming arc. ‘Arthur, slow down.’

			‘Oh there aren’t any,’ said Magda. ‘Not for around a decade, I suppose.’

			‘Ha, yeah,’ said Emily. ‘Not until the babies grow up.’

			‘There was something,’ said Magda, ‘that I wanted to tell you when I saw you, but it’s faded like a dream.’

			‘Well,’ said Emily, smiling politely, ‘I’m here quite a lot.’

			‘Perhaps it will come back to me.’

			‘So you can let me know.’

			‘Yes, unless it’s too late by then,’ said Magda. ‘You laugh a lot.’

			‘I’m a very happy person.’

			‘You may go now,’ said Magda. ‘You needn’t be polite.’

			‘Well thank you again,’ said Emily. ‘Honestly. And it was nice to meet you.’

			‘Honestly?’ said Magda. ‘Goodbye, Emily.’

			Emily wondered if she gave off some pheromone that attracted weird people and made them feel entitled to say anything they wanted to her. But, on the other hand she had dropped her phone. And maybe her date of birth was listed on it somehow. And she nevertheless felt much more certain of who she was than she had in the morning.

			‘What a nice lady finding Mummy’s phone,’ she said to Arthur. She picked him up and held his cheek to her face until he tried to squirm free.

			‘Who is she?’

			Emily turned and watched Magda walking swiftly across the park, the little dog trotting to keep pace with her heel. She tried to think of something to say, but children were always asking you who people were and it never felt like any answer you could give would really satisfy them.

			Before she started peeling potatoes for the shepherd’s pie, Emily opened the pictures file on her phone to send a photograph of Arthur in the park to her mother. She flicked back through the day’s photos, stopped and returned to the beginning. The most recent item, after a photograph of a used train ticket, was in fact a film of 0:32 minutes’ duration. She hit Play. In the footage Emily was pushing Arthur on the swing in the park, her expression vacant, staring, not at her son but into the middle distance. She was disturbed by how unhappy she looked – in her memory they had laughed and played together and bonded, but in the film she looked by turns bored, distracted and thoroughly pissed off. It made her feel a little sick, and it unsettled her that Magda would have filmed her as she approached. She called Steven and heard his feet on the stairs.

			‘You okay? Did you cut yourself?’

			‘I saw a woman in the park,’ said Emily. ‘She’s called Magda. She gave me my phone, but …’

			‘You what?’ said Steven.

			‘She told me my star sign. It’s a bit weird.’

			Steven looked concerned. ‘Do you need to have a lie down?’ His voice implied another lie down, as if she’d only just got up, as if he’d kept a running tally of past lie downs.

			‘No.’

			‘You saw the …’ He looked really irritated. ‘A woman told you your star sign and gave you your phone.’

			‘Yes. Look, let’s start again; I was in the park with Arthur – she filmed me.’

			‘Did you get enough sleep last night?’ said Steven.

			‘No,’ said Emily, regretting she’d mentioned it at all. ‘But I’m okay. Thanks.’

			‘You’re not … hearing stuff?’

			‘Agh. No. I’m not hearing stuff. I’m literally just trying to tell you something that happened.’

			‘I’m not trying to piss you off,’ said Steven. ‘What we agreed, and what we agreed we didn’t need to put in writing because that just felt insulting—’

			‘Because what are you going to do, wave a contract in my face that says I’m crazy?’

			‘Exactly. We agreed that you’d always tell me if you started feeling … weird again. So I appreciate you telling me.’

			‘Well that’s great. You can stop holding your head in your hands.’

			‘Unrelated headache,’ said Steven. ‘Everything I read said that there has to be clear communication between us.’

			‘I hate those books,’ said Emily. ‘I’m not a case study.’

			‘Not just books,’ said Steven.

			‘What then, fucking Reddit?’ said Emily.

			‘You’ll keep telling me?’

			‘You’ll be the first to know. I mean if it’s coming, it’s coming,’ said Emily. ‘Hiding behind a sofa doesn’t stop the storm.’

			‘I know.’

			‘But it’s not. I feel fine.’

			‘Good.’
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			‘Who was that man?’

			‘Some people,’ said Elliott, ‘aren’t as lucky as us, and they don’t have anywhere to live.’

			‘They don’t have anywhere to live?’ said Tomasz. ‘Do you know him?’

			‘No,’ said Elliott.

			‘Why was he bleeding?’

			‘Well, you heard him,’ said Elliott. ‘He said that he fell.’

			‘And why did he have spots all over him?’

			‘Sores. He’s probably ill,’ said Elliott. ‘If you don’t have anywhere to live, it’s easy to get ill.’

			‘He said, Sorry to bother you when you’re with your kid,’ said Tomasz. ‘That’s me.’

			‘Maybe he was worried he’d upset you.’

			‘Why did you give him money?’

			‘Because he didn’t have any. He said he needed to get a train.’

			‘Where to?’

			‘Somewhere else.’

			As they walked Elliott waited for some expression of empathy from his son, but instead Tomasz looked faintly amused.

			‘It’s sad,’ Elliott persisted. ‘And I gave him some money to make myself feel better, not because I’m good.’

			‘You are good,’ said Tomasz.

			‘It’s nice that you think that,’ said Elliott. ‘And in the end I suppose that’s what matters. But really, Tomasz, I think you’re just being kind. How was school?’

			‘I don’t remember.’

			‘Hahaha.’

			‘I don’t.’

			‘It was today. Nothing bad happened? What’s that on your uniform?’

			‘Paint. Can we go to the park?’

			Elliott sat on a recycled wooden bench and closed his eyes – the baby had been up most of the night. He stirred whenever he sensed Tomasz at his side, to open a bag of Mini Cheddars or commiserate over the box of raisins he’d spilled. Otherwise he maintained just enough focus – as if checking a rear-view mirror – to make sure his son didn’t injure himself. It was best not to hover anyway – you ended up holding them and lifting them over everything as if they were a ceremonial object; they’d barely have a chance to learn to walk.

			Today, though, he found that his gaze was drawn repeatedly back to a woman by the swings, who he recognised as their new neighbour from the estate. He’d seen her a week ago outside her front door, stamping on a cardboard box to flatten it, and he’d almost gone to say hello, to be neighbourly, but then he asked himself why and thought, because you’re attracted to her, and that’s a disingenuous reason to be neighbourly, and by that point she had given up trying to get the box any flatter and gone back inside.

			That afternoon she was pushing her toddler on the second swing and making faces at him whenever he approached so that he screamed with laughter. She was wearing a light-blue V-neck jumper and black jeans. A neutral outfit that allowed him to imagine her in a range of different clothes – red-carpet premiere, cocktail bar, royal navy. A fantasy which arrived unbidden but still made him feel embarrassed for himself.

			Judging that he had maybe looked at her for too long, Elliott glanced back at Tomasz, who was trying to go down the slide at the same time as two of his friends, then at the trees at the far end of the park, and then back at Emily.

			This wasn’t really a problem, was it? You’re going to see people you think are pretty all the time. He wasn’t a creep, and unexpectedly finding someone very attractive was human, right? What are you going to do? Freud believed the inhibition of scopophilia could lead to actual disturbances of vision. A jet of multicoloured stars from the top of the climbing frame.

			‘Daddy?’

			‘What?’

			‘Can you open this?’

			‘Where did you get it?’

			‘It was Hailey’s birthday.’

			He peeled the lollipop. ‘Strawberry,’ he said, pointlessly.

			He looked back at the woman. Another quieter part of Elliott cautioned that this was one of the thousand subtle chasms every day contained. What you do is exercise some self-control. How many jumpers had she tried on before finding one that looked so effortlessly good on her? Probably this was the first one and it just happened to be perfect. What you do is check some emails on your phone. He looked away from Emily and then looked back again. This went on for a few minutes before Emily suddenly made eye contact with him and frowned – briefly enough that he could write it off as an accident or something he might have imagined; but didn’t he do that with any information he didn’t want to take in? Something had passed between them and he felt ashamed of himself and didn’t look in her direction again until Tomasz tugged his sleeve and asked if they could go home now?

			The next day, after school, he sat on the same bench, opened Tomasz’s ziplock bag of rice cakes and looked up to see the same woman pushing a buggy towards the playground gate. She was wearing a long, fitted overcoat. A tall, well-built, bald man walked closely beside her. Elliott started, as if caught, handed Tomasz the rice cakes, took out his phone and opened the weather app.

			He had been worrying all night about staring at her, and whether it had been obvious he had been staring at her; that she had noticed and construed it as unwanted attention. That was a disingenuous thought – it was unwanted attention, and whether she construed it that way or not was irrelevant. Had she noticed him looking at her at all – and how could she not have noticed? – Elliott felt sure now that it had probably made her feel uncomfortable. It’s not nice being stared at, particularly being stared at the way a caged leopard might stare at a bleeding chunk of steak on the other side of the bars.

			Of course, this wasn’t something one broached in conversation, so his actions had forced her to ask her large husband to accompany her on the school pickup – Let me make one thing very clear – and Elliott was, it turned out, deep down, regressive and unreconstructed enough to get the message. Good men tried to pull exactly the same shit as bad men; they just felt more guilty about it. Which was even worse because you had to deal with their shitty behaviour and the fact that they felt bad about it. Maybe they should all freeze their sperm and commit mass suicide.

			‘It’s Elliott, isn’t it?’

			‘Sorry?’ said Elliott. ‘Yes, Elliott.’

			‘I think we live opposite you,’ she said. ‘Emily. We just moved in.’

			She unclipped her son from the buggy and her husband pursued him across the playground.

			‘Oh!’ said Elliott. ‘I thought I recognised you yesterday.’

			‘Yesterday?’

			‘I was trying to place you,’ he added.

			From this point on he would look back on staring at Emily the day before without shame; he would believe himself that he had only been trying to work out how he knew her; he was exonerated and it was all thanks to her.
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			It was a cold morning and Emily was sitting outside her house wearing a coat over her nightdress and shivering with a cup of coffee which billowed with steam like a stage-prop cauldron. She’d been getting up early every day since the move, between 5 and 6 a.m. It wasn’t that she was uncomfortable – with the money they’d saved on moving somewhere cheaper they’d bought nice beds and expensive mattresses which were delivered in rolls like cinnamon buns and which, when you cut the cord, unfurled and expanded, hissing. She liked being outside. She felt, for the first time, a sense of belonging and of ownership and it was nice, for an hour or so at least, to enjoy that by herself. The houses had small paved yards instead of gardens, but there was a common lawn, of sorts, between the roads. Some saplings. The committee was planning to develop it and had emailed an artist’s impression.

			Arthur was still asleep in her bed and it was fifteen minutes before she needed to wake Steven and Matty for work and school. She was watching the sunrise and heard the distant ring of a bell striking seven. She looked across the road at number 37, Elliott and Alathea’s house, looking for signs of life.

			She had marked Elliott and Alathea out immediately as people she wanted to know: they seemed intelligent and funny and attractive. Although in fact, all she could say for certain was that they were attractive, and maybe that was enough; the rest could be inferred, hoped for, projected if necessary. They had two boys, of similar ages to her own, and it was strange to live opposite this mirror image of her own family. The estate’s online directory told her that Elliott was a senior lecturer in Fine Art and Alathea was a psychoanalyst. In the playground Emily had recognised Elliott from his photo in the directory. Unlike the smiley, badly lit snaps of the other residents, Elliott’s photo looked like a professional headshot, in profile, gazing soulfully – or, she fancied, a self-conscious parody of soulfully – into the middle-distance, the cover of an alt-country solo album. Alathea’s photo was less polished – pointedly so? – but she still looked intimidatingly glamorous, half-scowling, half-smirking in a summer dress and sunglasses, a baby on her lap. Emily had only hesitated to introduce herself to Elliott yesterday in the playground because of past disappointments. The best parents she met before they moved had children her boys wouldn’t bond with, so there was never a pretext to see them. It wouldn’t necessarily be that they didn’t get on, rather that they didn’t exist for one another. They might play side by side in the same room but wouldn’t even acknowledge one another’s existence and if, on a later occasion, she asked Matty if he wanted to see Alastair or James or Cheyenne, he’d look at her like, Who?

			The
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