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For Terry, my favourite husband




CHAPTER 1

The man is tall and has dark tousled hair, and when she gets back quite late from Elena’s hen do, she finds him waiting on the landing at the top of the stairs.

She yelps and steps backwards. ‘What –’ she starts, then tries again. ‘Who are you?’

He sighs. ‘Fun night?’

Carpeted steps lead up to the man and the dim landing. This is definitely the right flat, isn’t it? It must be: her key worked. She’s drunk, but she’s not drunk enough to commit breaking and entering by accident. She steps back again, and feels for the light switch, keeping her eyes on the stranger.

She finds it. In the sudden glare, everything is as it should be: the angle of the steps, the cream of the walls, even the switch under her fingers, a moment’s resistance then click. Everything except him.

‘Lauren,’ he says. ‘Come on. Come up and I’ll make you some tea.’

He knows her name. Is he – no, it’s been months since she had that guy round, and he was blond, he had a beard, this isn’t him. A burglar? How would a burglar know her name?

‘If you leave,’ she says, ‘I won’t report this.’ She will absolutely report this. She reaches behind to the door handle, and tries to turn it, which takes a lot of fiddling but she isn’t going to look away, especially not now that – oh god – he’s coming down the stairs. She backs out of her flat and into the hall, takes careful steps until she’s grappling with the front door until that pushes open too, warm summer air thick behind her. Out through the spatter of irregular raindrops – but not so far that she can’t still see him.

He’s crossing the hall, then he’s outlined in the doorway, bright light behind him.

‘Lauren,’ the man says, ‘what are you doing?’

‘I’m calling the police,’ she says, digging in her bag for her phone, hoping it has battery left. The pocket where it should be is occupied instead by a tiny cactus in a painted pot, from today’s workshop. The phone itself is further down. It lights up and she rummages, grabs it, pulls it out.

But as she does, she sees the lock screen.

And: it’s a picture of herself, standing on a beach with her arm around the man in the doorway.

Two per cent battery, flicking to one. And his face. Unmistakable. And hers.

She grabs with her other hand for the little cactus, holding it ready to throw. ‘Stay where you are.’

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Okay. I’m staying here.’ He’s taken a few steps outdoors, feet bare. She looks again: his face glowing from the phone, his face in the night in front of her. He’s wearing a grey T-shirt and soft tartan trousers. Not trousers, she realises. Pyjamas.

‘Right,’ she says, ‘come out further,’ and he does, sighing, another half-dozen barefoot steps on to the pavement, and now she has enough space to edge around him towards the front door, past the closed blinds of the downstairs flat. ‘Stay there,’ she says, facing him as she circles. He turns, watching. She steps up through the door, on to the tiles of the hall, and risks a glance to confirm: yes, the closed door to Toby and Maryam’s to one side, the open door to her own flat directly behind her, familiar stairs, the right house.

‘Lauren,’ she hears the man say. She spins and shrieks and he stops, but she told him to stay where he was, and he’s moved! She slams the front door in his face, then steps quickly into her flat and slams and locks her own door. ‘Lauren,’ he’s still saying from outside. She thumbs her phone again to ring the police after all, but it lights up – his face – and then darkens. Out of battery.

Shit.

‘Lauren,’ and sounds of the outer door rattling. ‘Come on.’

She runs up the stairs and across the landing and grapples in the kitchen for her charger. She’ll phone someone, she’ll call Toby downstairs even. But then she hears footsteps, and the man’s coming up, and somehow he’s in the flat. He’s in the flat.

She spins and strides to the kitchen door. ‘Get the fuck out,’ she says into the landing, holding the cactus firmly. She’s ready. If he comes any closer, she’ll throw.

‘Calm down,’ the man says, reaching the top of the stairs. ‘I’ll get you some water.’ He takes a step towards her, and she does it, she throws, but the cactus goes wide, past him, and it hits the wall and bounces off and rolls towards the stairs, thud, thud, thud-thud-thud, accelerating down the steps in an otherwise silent night, coming to a stop with a final thud against the door at the bottom.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ the man says, keys clutched in his hand. That’s how he got in: he stole her spare keys. Of course. Maybe he logged into her computer and changed her phone remotely, and that’s why his picture’s on her lock screen. Is that possible? ‘Fuck’s sake,’ he says. ‘Go and sit down. Please.’

He turns off the light on the stairs, and switches on the landing light instead, the big square landing with all the rooms leading off it, the big grey landing she passes through a dozen times a day.

Which is, somehow, blue.

And it has a rug. It never had a rug before. Why is there a rug?

She can’t stop to look: the man’s walking towards her. She backs across the rug, which feels thick and soft even through her shoes, towards the door to the living room. It’s right above Toby and Maryam’s bedroom. If she screams, she thinks, they’ll hear. But even in the dark, the room doesn’t seem right.

She feels for the switch.

Click.

Light falls on more strange objects. The sofa is dark brown, and surely when she left this morning it was green. The clock on the wall has Roman numerals instead of normal numbers, and it turns out Roman numerals are difficult to read, VII, XIIIII, VVI. She has to squint to stop them from blurring. Her old vase on the shelf has tulips in it, her wonky lino print of an owl is gone. The books are wrong or in the wrong place, the curtains have been replaced with shutters. Most of the pictures are wrong and one of them – one of them is very wrong. One of them is of a wedding featuring – and she steps up to it, nose almost to the glass – her. And the man.

The man who has entered the living room behind her.

The husband.

She turns around and he holds out a pint glass filled with water. After a moment she takes it and notices, for the first time, a ring on her finger.

She transfers the glass to her right hand and spreads her left in front of her, turns it over palm up, ring still there as she folds her fingers in and touches it with the tip of her thumb. Huh.

‘Come on,’ the husband says. ‘Sit down. Drink up.’

She sits. The sofa is the same shape it used to be, despite the colour. And it has the same uneven give.

The husband sits too, over in the armchair, and at first she can’t see whether he’s wearing a wedding ring as well, but he leans forward and there it is: bright on his finger. He’s watching her. She watches him in return.

She is, she thinks, very drunk, so it might be that she’s missing something obvious. But she’s been given a drink by a man she’s never met before and, if anything, the fact that she may be unexpectedly married to him should make her more rather than less wary.

‘I’ll … drink this in a moment,’ she says, carefully, clearly, enunciating each syllable (although there do seem to be more of them than usual).

‘Okay.’

If he’s meant to be here, why isn’t he in bed? ‘Why aren’t you in bed?’

He sighs. ‘I was,’ he says. ‘You didn’t exactly make a stealth entrance.’

‘I didn’t know you were here!’

‘What?’ he says. ‘Look, drink the water and take your dress off and we’ll get you ready for bed. Do you need help with the zip?’

‘No!’ she says, and grabs a cushion, pulls it in front of her. Shit. She’s never seen him before. She’s not taking her dress off in front of him.

‘Okay, okay, don’t – shh, it’s fine, drink your water.’ His tired face. Round cheeks with a flush of red. ‘Okay?’ he says.

‘Okay,’ she says, and then, after a moment: ‘I’ll sleep here. So as – so as not to disturb you. You can go.’

‘Do you want the spare room? I’ll clear the bed –’

‘No,’ she says. ‘No. This is good.’

‘Okay,’ he says again. ‘I’ll get your pyjamas. And the quilt.’

She stays upright, still careful, as he leaves and comes back in. The pyjamas are her own old set that she bought from the big Sainsbury’s, the ones with Moomins on them, but the quilt is another new thing: dark-blue and light-blue squares, alternating, arranged like patchwork but it’s just a print. She doesn’t like it.

‘I know, but look at it this way,’ he says, ‘if you chuck up on it you’ll finally have an excuse to throw it out.’

This doesn’t make sense, ‘finally’, but everything is intense and confusing and she doesn’t want to argue. The room is buzzing gently.

‘Okay,’ she says. They seem to be taking it in turns to say ‘okay’ and sighing or waiting, which perhaps is what marriage is like; this is the first time she’s tried it.

The husband turns on a lamp and then turns off the overhead light. ‘You good?’ he says. ‘Do you want some toast?’

‘I had chips.’ She still has the taste in her mouth. ‘And chicken.’ She is a vegetarian but not when she’s drunk.

‘Okay,’ he says once more. ‘Drink your water,’ he adds again, just before he closes the door. She hears him in the kitchen, then the bedroom, and then nothing.

Well.

She goes to the door and listens for a moment. Silence on the landing, and through the flat. She puts on her pyjamas, step by step like she’s in a school changing room: first the shorts over her pants, then the dress over her head, then the pyjama top on over her bra, then the bra off, unhooked and her arms wriggled out one by one until she can pull it triumphantly from an armhole, at which point she overbalances and tumbles back on to the sofa with a thump and a clatter as her dead phone falls off the cushions and on to the ground.

She freezes, waiting to see if the husband comes back. Nothing.

A creak, maybe. A truck or a bus outside, up on the main road.

At least now she’s sitting down.

Another rumble of a car outside. Maybe a train, further back, although it’s late for that. Perhaps she’s imagined it, and the husband.

If she hasn’t imagined him, there’s a strange man in her house. She pushes herself back up to stand unsteadily one more time. Quiet steps to the table in the corner, and she takes a chair and carries it – slowly, slowly – over to the door. She hasn’t ever done this before but she’s seen it in so many movies: you wedge the chair and it keeps the door shut, right? She sets it down and balances it, the back hooked up under the handle. It takes her a couple of tries, but finally it’s there, jammed in place, and she looks at it and goes to sit on the sofa and figure out what to do next, and then she’s asleep.




CHAPTER 2

She wakes to find that she’s feeling less drunk and much, much more terrible.

The room is bright, the slats of the shutters tilted to let in warm light, turning everything yellow.

She stands up. It goes mostly okay. Looks around. The chair she used to barricade herself in last night is on its side lying next to, but in no way blocking, the door, which is half-open, letting in noises from the rest of the flat: footsteps, a clatter.

The husband.

She is not feeling her best, but she picks up her dead phone and rights the fallen chair and peers out. The sound is coming from the kitchen.

She rushes across the landing into the bathroom, on tiptoe, and locks the door. She’s torn between emptying her bladder and throwing up; opts to prioritise the second, leaning over the bowl as she gives in to the rising thrust of a good drunken chuck.

Her headache dissipates right away, and her nausea subsides, leaving behind a glorious clarity that she knows will last for twenty minutes at most before her body realises it has outstanding issues to address. At the basin, she swirls water around her mouth, spits it out, then drinks again and swallows this time. She wants very much to brush her teeth, but on the corner of the sink sit two unfamiliar toothbrushes, one yellow, one green. Toothpaste on her finger, then.

It’s been a while since she last drank this much.

‘Lauren?’ the husband calls from outside the door, so close.

‘… Yes,’ she says. ‘Give me a minute.’

‘I’ll put on some breakfast.’

She stares at the door, waiting to hear him move away, then washes her face, cleaning away the last remnants of the night’s glitter and mascara. Takes her pyjama top off, wipes herself with a flannel: face, shoulders, under the breasts, under the arms. She can shower when she’s figured out what’s going on with the husband.

Her clothes from last night are in the laundry basket. He must have come into the living room while she was sleeping and picked them up. The dress is dry-clean only and the laundry basket is absolutely the wrong place for it, but underneath it she finds last night’s bra and a man’s shirt, boxers, a grey jumper she recognises as hers and a pair of leggings she doesn’t. Bra, jumper, then she swaps the pyjama pants for the leggings and looks in the mirror.

Concealer? Mascara? No. She’s not going on a date: she’s trying to find out why this man is in her house. She’s clean, or clean-ish, and that’s enough.

She unlocks the door.

The husband (cardigan, trousers) is in the kitchen, where the walls are not the yellow she remembers but rather the same blue as the landing. Her toaster (unchanged), a coffee machine (new), a tiny table with two stools squeezed in against the wall (new). Something is frying on the stove.

‘It’s alive,’ the husband says as she walks in. ‘Here,’ he adds, and hands her a coffee, turns back to the machine to make another. ‘Bacon’s nearly ready.’

‘I’m a vegetarian,’ she says without conviction.

‘There are no atheists in foxholes,’ the husband says.

There’s a charger plugged into the wall, its cord lying in a loop across the little table. She sits at the stool on the far side and connects her phone. He constructs a sandwich and puts it in front of her on the table.

If he was a murderer, he could have just murdered her last night – waiting till the morning and poisoning her with a bacon sandwich would be a roundabout way of doing it. And when she takes a bite, the sandwich is good, really good: crispy-edged, salty, buttery, the chew of fresh bread, the tang of brown sauce. She had started to avoid pork even before she went vegetarian; pigs are as clever as a human three-year-old, she heard once, the same day she went to her nephew Caleb’s third birthday party, and that was it. But throwing out a sandwich now wouldn’t save any pigs. And by the fourth or fifth slow bite, she is feeling a little bit better.

‘So,’ the husband says, sitting opposite her with a sandwich for himself. ‘Good night?’

It had been such a good night. She remembers painting the cactus pots in that little shop, then drinks while the pots dried, then a big dinner, and karaoke, and a cocktail bar, and then dancing, and more drinks, and shoving late-night chips into her face, salty and greasy, while Elena took photos of the two of them posing in the mirrored tiles of the chicken shop, its lights glowing warm in the cooling night. She remembers Elena promising not to abandon her for a married-person life of married-person things, you know I would never. She remembers climbing to the top floor of the night bus to Norwood and sitting down and seeing the moon impossibly huge in the sky. She remembers looking out at London through the spatter of summer rain on the window, traffic lights and strangers and kebabs and the wide bridge and the long journey towards streets where the city relaxes and spreads into suburbs.

And then: arriving home, and finding the husband.

‘Yeah,’ she says. How does a conversation with a husband work? ‘What about you? What did you get up to?’

‘Went for a swim,’ he says. ‘Tidied up a bit. Helped Toby fix that window so they won’t get in trouble with their landlord.’ Okay, she thinks, the husband knows Toby. He continues: ‘Finally put those boxes up in the attic. Might turn over the veg patch today.’

He sounds very industrious. She doesn’t have a vegetable patch, but perhaps he’s brought it with him. The whole flat has become a spot-the-difference puzzle: more cookbooks, the dent in the wall from when she swung the door too hard that time has disappeared, a light is still sitting askew in its socket. The cactus pot she painted yesterday is on the windowsill, and the cactus lopsided inside it. The husband must have collected it from the bottom of the steps for her. He does seem nice.

Which doesn’t stop it from being disturbing that he’s here.

He appeared while she was out. If she leaves and comes back, might everything be normal again? ‘I’m … going to go for a walk. Clear my head,’ she tries.

‘Want some company?’

‘No, I’m okay.’ Maybe she’s misunderstanding something and as soon as she gets a little air, it’ll all make sense.

She finds socks, shoes, keys. Back in the kitchen for her phone, which has charged to thirty per cent. The husband is chewing cheerfully on the last of his sandwich. She opens the fridge for a hangover Coke but there’s only a can of grapefruit-flavoured water. She takes that instead.

Down the steps and outside, and she looks back at the house, those new shutters.

The rest of the street. Houses, an empty skip halfway up towards the main road, trees and their green leaves. She walks away from the house, counting twenty steps, then looks behind her: the shutters are still there.

When she reaches the corner, she can see the bus stop from last night. As far as she can tell, it’s the same as it always was. Behind it, the petrol station, and kids talking over each other, their bikes leaning against a wall. She crosses the road, sits down on the bus stop’s tilted bench, and pulls her phone out.

The lock screen is still her and the man, standing together, the sea behind them.

She touches the screen, and it demands a passcode. Maybe this, too, will have changed; but, no, it unlocks to the code she’s used for years.

She opens her photos first, and scrolls backwards through last night. The bus ride, the chicken shop, the bar, the other bar, the pottery workshop with everyone’s plant pots lined up together, Elena’s with the diamond patterns, Noemi’s with its elegant looping dicks. Fine. Then she filters to show selfies only, skims the past year: some with just her but more with her and the husband, squinting into the sunlight. Further into the past: he’s still there, in and out of the pictures. He has a beard. It’s gone again. They’re on a hill. They’re by a tree. They’re in front of a swan; the swan is approaching them; she’s trying to feed the swan; the swan isn’t happy.

She looks up from the impossibility of it, the man’s face on her phone against the sunny day. One of the kids at the petrol station is kicking a plastic bottle along the pavement while the other keeps goal. A taxi pulls in across the road and lets someone out.

She checks her sent messages: lots of hearts to Elena, I LOVE YOU I KNOW YOU’RE GOING TO BE SO HAPPY, and a photo back from her of their chicken-shop reflections captioned It must be difficult for everyone else that we’re so beautiful. In another thread Lauren finds she has sent a HOME SOON I WILL SEE YOU HOM SOON YESS HELLO SOON to – ah, here we go – a Michael.

The husband is called Michael. She scrolls up through the messages.

Another one to him, from two days ago: Lemons, washing up liquid, thx!

Another: a picture of a pear with big googly eyes stuck on it.

One from him, a few days earlier: Almost there see you in five.

When she searches her own messages for Michael, she finds she’s mentioning him constantly to everyone: Michael’s away for work, Michael’s training for a half-marathon so he can’t come out to the pub, Michael’s bringing panzanella to the barbecue. Michael this, Michael that. Nobody has responded with What the hell, who’s Michael?

Well. If her friends know about him, maybe one of them can explain.

She finds Toby in her phone; the husband mentioned him, and he lives downstairs, he should know what’s going on. Hey, she messages, am I married.

An almost immediate reply: Last I heard, he responds. Tall kid, nice face. Lives with you. You know the one

Okay when did we get married

The response: 14 April. Is this a quiz? Do I win?

14 April. This year? A couple of months ago, if so. There weren’t any pictures of a wedding in her photoroll, but she looks in her messages instead, and eventually finds, sent to her mum: These are the first few – we’ll get the rest from the photographer in a month or two.

And then, four photos.

A group shot first, the one she saw in the living room. Her in a cream dress, long sleeves, flared skirt to mid-calf, pink heels, a bunch of pink flowers (not roses, something else). No veil. The husband, Michael, in a dark-brown suit. Her mum. Her sister and Elena and a woman she doesn’t know are bridesmaids in different shades of green. Strangers: his friends, his family.

The next photo: just her and the husband, dancing. Looking at each other. He’s smiling, she’s serious.

The next: signing papers.

And the last: her and Michael again, kissing. She touches her lips. They’re dry.

So, she had a wedding.

She’s married. She has a husband, who is back at the flat.

A message from him pops up on the screen, as if to confirm: Hey if you pass a shop could you get a light bulb? Screw-in, not bayonet.

She almost drops the phone – it’s as if he’s caught her spying on him – but she calms herself and messages back, Sure. That’s the kind of thing you say, right?

Okay, what else? First, she searches Michael in her email and finds a surname: Michael Callebaut.

She has also, apparently, become a Callebaut. Well. It’s a step up from Strickland.

She googles the husband but there are a bunch of Michael Callebauts, so she adds ‘london’, scrolls through the image results. God, does she even remember what he looks like? Yes: there he is, gazing at her, a headshot in front of stone.

It’s from an architectural firm that lists him halfway down their ‘About Us’ page. The company’s website has pictures of churches, a library, a hall in the City, a fairground. She can’t always tell whether their designs are real photographs of things they’ve built or computer mock-ups of things they’ve imagined.

An architect, though! What a perfect job for a husband. Ambitious yet concrete, artistic yet practical, glamorous yet without an industry-wide drug problem. No wonder he’s filled in the dent in the kitchen wall and planted a vegetable garden. Wait, might her job be different in this new world? She checks, and no: she’s still a business advisor at the council, persuading companies to move to Croydon and helping local residents set up new projects. Her calendar is highlighted blue instead of green, but it has most of the same meetings, maybe in a different order.

Still. Plenty of other changes to be getting on with. ‘Lauren Callebaut,’ she says out loud, trying it out. She opens the can of water and takes a sip. It’s metallic and unpleasant, somehow tasteless and sour at the same time, but she takes another. Perhaps this is her new life: she drinks grapefruit water now.

She walks back slowly, carefully, picking up a light bulb at the petrol station and dawdling, stopping a moment at the corner to her road, trying to give normality a chance to re-establish itself; but as she nears the house she can still see, in the living-room windows, shutters instead of the curtains that were there yesterday.

The front door: no. Not yet. She circles around the side instead, sidles past the bins, takes in the house from the back, looks up towards the bedroom and the kitchen where she can see that a ceramic jar she has never owned is sitting just inside the window, stuffed with utensils.

The garden has changed a little. Toby and Maryam’s side, visible across the low fence, is the same as always, enthusiastically started but erratically maintained. Her half – hers and Michael’s, she supposes – is looking a little better than it used to, with the vegetable patch at the back (it’s very minimal, some peas and a lettuce). A row of pinkish flowers along the fence. A bowl half-filled with dry pellets by the outdoor tap. She has a cat. Or Michael has a cat? They have a cat together?

What is my cat called she messages Toby.

She texts her sister, Nat, too, Quick question, what do you think about my relationship situation, and Elena, Was anything weird for you when you got home last night?

She gets a call right away from Nat, and answers, but it turns out it’s Caleb with Nat’s phone.

‘Auntie Lauren!’ he says. ‘Do you want to listen while I do some karate?’, then there’s rustling noises, and a yell, and a thud.

‘Caleb,’ she calls, ‘Caleb. Is Mummy there?’

‘No! She’s giving Magda a bath! I’ll do the kick again.’

At this point she’d take any adult. ‘What about Mamma?’

‘No! They say getting Magda in the bath is a job for two! Did you hear it?’

God, she loves him but this is not the time. ‘Caleb. I’m going to have to go. Give Mummy her phone back, okay? And tell her to call me. You can send me a video of the karate, all right?’

‘I’ll give it to her if you get Uncle Michael!’ Caleb says. ‘Uncle Michael always listens to me.’

Huh. Maybe Caleb has more to contribute to this than she thought. ‘Yes. Caleb. What can you tell me about Uncle Michael?’

‘He loves it when I show him my good kicks,’ Caleb says decisively. ‘And his favourite dinosaur is the triceratops and his favourite bird is the swan.’

‘And you’ve seen him a lot?’

‘I’m his favourite nephew!’

‘Caleb. Do you remember the wedding? When Uncle Michael and I got married?’

‘It was boring,’ he says. ‘Tell Uncle Michael to call me about some kicking,’ and he hangs up.

She looks at the phone.

‘Are you okay?’ Toby says from the other side of the fence. He’s on the steps outside his back door, holding his phone. Steady voice, big dimple, unflattering baggy T-shirt. It’s good to see not everything has changed.

‘Yeah,’ she says, ‘just – I didn’t have a husband yesterday. And now I’ve had a husband for months? Who likes to practise kicks with my nephew? I mean, as far as I can tell he’s perfectly pleasant.’

‘I like him.’ Toby has always been good at taking things in his stride. During lockdowns the two of them had hung out in their respective gardens while Maryam was at the hospital, drinking cups of tea and chatting quietly, and he had been dependable and unruffled and a comfort in the strangeness. It feels good to say, out loud, what’s happened now.

‘It’s very surprising,’ she says. ‘And apparently we’ve got a cat?’

‘Yeah?’

‘What’s it called?’

‘Gladstone,’ he says.

‘Like the prime minister?’

‘Yeah, because of the sideburns, you said.’

Lauren is sure she doesn’t know what Gladstone’s sideburns looked like. What did Gladstone do? How racist was he? Does she have a problematic cat? This is perhaps not her most pressing issue.

‘How long have I been seeing Michael?’

‘Wait, do you really not remember? Are you – did you hurt yourself? Do you want me to get Maryam?’

‘No, I’m fine,’ she says. ‘I don’t need a doctor. I’m just joking, ignore me, I’m good.’

Around the front, she hesitates again. The main door, the tiled hallway, her own front door, the stairs.

‘Hello,’ she calls out, tentative, and the husband pokes his head out to look down from the landing. ‘Welcome back,’ he says. ‘Good walk?’

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Sure.’ Up the stairs, one at a time.

‘Did you get the light bulb?’ the husband asks.

‘Oh,’ she says, and fishes in the bag, holding it out as she reaches the top. ‘Yeah, here.’

She’s going to have to tell someone what’s happened, she thinks. Maybe she’s even going to have to tell this man, this husband. But first, she needs a little sit. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘That’d be great,’ he says. ‘Just gimme a sec. The attic light was out when I was up there yesterday, let me change it while I remember.’

‘Yeah,’ she says, ‘okay.’ She heads into the kitchen while he stays on the landing and pulls the ladder down – hears him jerk it to one side at the place where it always catches, like he’s lived here for years. In the fridge, she is confronted by three different milks in a row: oat, cashew, dairy. God, and what if he drinks it black? He’s an architect, after all. She’ll just have to ask, and if he thinks it’s weird then so be it. Maybe it’ll be a way into a conversation that she still doesn’t know how to start. ‘Do you want milk?’ she calls out, stepping back on to the landing with the blue mug in her hands.

‘What?’ says an entirely different man, climbing down the ladder from the attic.




CHAPTER 3

The second man is even taller than the first, and more strongly built. He has the short cut and wavering hairline of someone who is balding young and not at peace with the fact, but he is startlingly good-looking, his cheekbones sharp, his olive skin flawless, a dark-green T-shirt fitting him closely.

‘Uh,’ she says, looking at his face and then his forearms (his forearms!). He, too, is wearing a wedding ring.

‘Is that for me?’ he says, nodding at the mug. A slight accent: Turkish, perhaps? The mug in her hands is yellow with thin black lines.

‘… Yes?’

‘Great,’ he says. His eyelashes are dark.

She doesn’t move.

‘Are you okay?’ the maybe-Turkish gratuitously handsome husband says after a moment. His immaculate eyebrows furrow in concern. She looks up at the attic, searching for Michael, then back at the landing. Its walls – usually grey, more recently blue – are white. She steps backwards and peers into the living room. The wedding picture is gone.

‘You’re not still hung-over, are you?’ the man asks.

‘No,’ she lies, and switches her focus back to him. ‘Were you just in the attic?’

‘What? Yes. You saw me.’

‘Was anyone else there?’

‘Where?’

She looks at the dark square. ‘Up there. Is Mich– was there anyone in the attic?’

‘Like a squirrel? Mice? I don’t think so. Do you want me to check?’ He stands, one hand on the ladder, teetering between irritation and concern. The mug is still warm in her hands.

‘Yes,’ she says.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘Yes. Yes, if you could check, please.’

The husband tightens his shapely lips and climbs partway back up the ladder, and then continues, up, up, all the way in, his bare feet (uncalloused, perfectly formed) disappearing before her eyes. There’s a moment of movement and brightness above her, like a flash of sunlight through train windows, and a sharp crackle.

A moment later a blue furry slipper emerges from the trapdoor. And another.

Huh.

The third husband is less attractive than the first two, with a rectangular head and sunburn across his pale nose. His red-brown hair sticks out at all angles. She is still holding the mug (it’s now pink). Her hands are hot; she shifts her grip. His slippers have purple spots and black claws and she thinks they may be Monsters, Inc. themed.

‘We really should clean it out up there.’ From his voice he is, perhaps, Welsh, she’s not sure. He dumps a bag on the ground and, without waiting for a reply, he goes back up, climbs halfway in, brings down another bag he must have left by the hatch, and heads up again, all the way this time. Another moment of light, bright and then dark, and a sound, a fuzz. And moments later – and it’s almost not a surprise, this time – another new man calls out, ‘Lauren, Lauren, look what I found,’ loud and plummy, like an agitated professor. ‘It’s the most remarkable thing. It’s extraordinary.’

This time the feet that emerge are bare again, and so are the legs, and so too is the shockingly round white bottom that follows them. She takes two quick steps backwards as the bottom’s owner finishes his descent and turns to face her, then spreads his arms. This husband is shorter than the others and extremely thin, other than those remarkable buttocks, with sharp-edged shins, visible ribs, and a narrow but very long penis which he points to with both hands. ‘It’s a penis!’ he says.

She stares. As he points she sees that he, too, is wearing a wedding ring. He is wearing nothing else.

‘Not funny? Come on, I don’t have any clothes on!’ When she doesn’t react he waits a moment, then again he says, in the same excited and informative tone: ‘Penis!’ This time he sparkles his fingers to either side of it, ta-da, and twists around to flop it from side to side.

Lauren shifts her grip on the mug, ready to throw hot tea over him if he gets any closer.

‘We can take it on Antiques Roadshow,’ the husband says, jiggling. ‘Nice specimen, beautifully crafted, excellent condition, very unusual to see one of this size.’ To be fair to him, the penis really is extraordinarily long.

Lauren is torn between wanting to look into the attic, and not wanting to get any closer to either it or the naked man. She compromises by doing nothing.

‘An exceptional piece,’ the man adds, undaunted. ‘No? Still not funny? Never mind, hold on a minute, I found something else too,’ and he climbs back up into the attic and thankfully she never finds out what the next stage of his joke was going to be. Instead: the buzz, the flicker of light, and the man who climbs down thirty seconds later is fully clothed in jeans and a T-shirt, and even an apron that, when its wearer turns, says THIS IS WHAT A FEMINIST COOKS LIKE. Pink tips to his hair, which she’s not at all sure about, but she can deal with the hairstyle once she’s dealt with the man.

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘No sign of it.’

She still has the mug in her hands. He steps towards her and she holds it out automatically. ‘Cheers,’ he says, and takes it. ‘Are we out of milk?’

‘I forgot,’ she says. She feels slow, she’s still working it out, but the flat is different again, different carpet beneath her feet when she looks down; everything is changing every time, but always behind her back; her gaze holds everything in place until she looks away, and when she turns around it’s like someone has flipped a card or pulled a lever and exposed a new world.

The apron husband takes the tea to the kitchen, and she hears him open the fridge. She looks into the living room, at the new walls and the sofa and the books.

‘Are you okay?’ the husband says, stepping back on to the landing, whose walls, now that she has glanced away and back, have settled into pale orange. ‘What’s up?’

She looks at the open attic.

‘I thought I heard something,’ she says, then adds, ‘maybe a squirrel,’ shamelessly copying from the husband with the eyelashes and the forearms. ‘Could you check?’

‘Shit, really? God, I hope it’s not rats again.’ The husband balances his now-milky tea on the radiator and heads straight up the ladder, pauses halfway. ‘What did it sound like?’ he says.

‘Chittering,’ she says firmly. ‘It’s very plausible,’ she adds, because it is.

‘I’m not sure rats chitter,’ he says, doubtful.

He climbs. The sound, the thick white noise. She stares straight ahead, eyes trained on the pale-orange wall opposite, a vintage advertisement for trains: THE MATLOCKS FOR A RESTFUL HOLIDAY, EXPRESS SERVICES & CHEAP FARES. If the change happens again, she will catch it.

Music is playing from behind her in the living room, something old, a man singing. She doesn’t let it distract her. She stays focused, even as footsteps above her head move towards the trapdoor, and at the corner of her eye patterned trousers descend, but she is still looking ahead at the wall, trying to catch the world in the act; then the man pushes the ladder up and she can’t help herself, she flicks her eyes to look at him. Black, slender, wearing glasses, the pattern on his trousers a green check. When she looks back at the poster, it has become a framed print of a fluorescent ice-cream cone. The walls are off-white.

‘Could you leave the ladder?’ she says to the new husband. Shirtsleeves rolled up, no wedding ring but perhaps he’s taken it off to do chores.

‘Okay,’ and he pulls it back down. ‘Only for a few minutes, right? It’s hot up there, don’t want the whole flat to warm up.’

‘Sure,’ she says. Her phone: the lock screen this time is a picture of her niece and nephew. A small table on the landing: no letters, but a wallet which she flicks open. She finds a name, Anthony Baptiste, on an organ donor card.

‘Anthony,’ she calls.

‘Yeah?’ he says from the living room.

She walks back over to the ladder, touches it.

‘Yeah?’ he repeats. ‘You said something?’

She’ll film, she thinks, record him going up, someone else coming down. Get some evidence.

‘Have another look in the attic,’ she says, steadily.

‘What?’ he says. ‘Why? Is a bucket of water going to fall on my head?’

‘No. Nothing’s going to happen. I just need you to have a look.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘It’s a – it’s a surprise. A gift. This will all make sense in a moment.’ She is massively overpromising on the explanatory power of the attic, but she manages a smile.

‘It’s not a big rubber spider, is it? You know I can’t do jump scares.’

Weirdly nervous is one of her types, actually. She likes men at the extremes of self-assurance, men who know what they want and are either confident they can have it or terrified they can’t; she can imagine being into this guy.

‘No,’ she says. ‘You’ll love it. No rubber spiders.’ She’s talking herself into a corner she has no way of getting out of, but the evidence so far suggests that she simply won’t have to. ‘You’ll be so happy,’ she adds, bold with promises. ‘I’ve been planning this for months.’

Anthony lets the frown lapse into a puzzled smile, and glances upwards, then hands her his mug and climbs, his head to the trapdoor. A little further.

‘What am I looking for?’ he says, halfway in. His body stretches away from her, framed by the attic; she touches the button on her phone, starts filming.

‘Keep going. I can’t wait for you to see it. This is the best thing I’ve ever done for you.’

He climbs again. Again, one foot in, and then finally, finally, his lagging foot disappears from sight. The attic brightens, and this time she can see that the light is coming from the bare hanging bulb. It flares, illuminating the wooden struts on the underside of the roof, then fades.

‘Hello?’ she calls out towards, she can only imagine, another man, another husband. She steps back, the flurry of novelty revealed as she turns, a new world flicking into place behind her back. The walls have changed again, even though she was pointing the camera at them the whole time. She feels clear-headed – maybe in this version of the world she drank less last night, or maybe things are starting to make sense. A sound from above.

‘What’s it like up there?’ she calls out, wondering who’s going to answer.




CHAPTER 4

‘It’s the fucking attic, what do you think it’s like,’ a man calls back. A pile of towels drops straight through the hole and thumps against the bottom of the ladder, then spills across the floor.

She watches the husband (the sixth? seventh?) emerge backwards, trainers, joggers, a T-shirt, one of those arm straps that holds a phone while you run.

He is tall and pale and angry about something. He starts picking up the towels and refolding them, and stacking them in the spare room, then he turns to leave but she’s followed him. He stops and juts his chin, waiting for her to let him out.

‘There should be two more towels,’ she says, yielding the doorway. She’ll send him up and replace him with a husband in a better mood.

‘They’re my fucking towels,’ he says. ‘I know how many there are.’

‘I was sure there were six.’

‘Well, you were wrong.’

Okay, then. ‘Maybe you could grab the, uh, tablecloth too?’

‘What, so now you want to use tablecloths?’

As far as she’s aware she has no opinions on tablecloths, but it sounds like they are, somehow, a sore point with this husband. It sounds like a lot of things might be sore points. It sounds like he might be mostly sore points. There is no persuading him to do anything, she can see: no asking him to check for sounds above, no just pop this box up, no promise of a nice surprise.

They are, she supposes, fighting. He goes into the bathroom, and she looks around for a name, something to orient herself; but he’s only gone for a moment, not even closing the door, then across to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water from the fridge and back to the landing. He stops.

‘What time are they getting here?’ he says.

‘Uh. I don’t know.’

‘Well, find out, then,’ he says. His feet are heavy on the stairs; the door at the bottom slams closed, then the outer door a moment later. She heads into the living room, new objects wherever she looks, and watches from the window: he walks then lengthens his stride, accelerating up the road, past the skip, away from the house, out for a run.

Her flat is empty again. But everything is wrong. In the living room her original sofa has reappeared but the junk-shop coffee table she was so proud of finding for £10 has gone, the dent in the kitchen wall is back, the television is smaller, strange cushions. The hundreds of tiny signs of a new husband. And she has not taken to this one at all.

She checks her messages. He must be Kieran.

Then her photo library, and the video she tried to take of his emergence from the attic isn’t there. And it’s worse than that, because in her photo reel she finds Elena’s pottery party, and the first bar, but not the second, and no late-night chicken shop. As far as her phone is concerned, she came home early.

She scrolls, checks, and it’s not just that there are no late-night messages from Elena: there’s nothing from her for weeks, nothing to Maryam except a note about a misdelivered parcel, nothing to Toby at all. A few to Zarah at work. Regular enough messages from Nat, but no advice, no instructions, no links to articles she ought to read; just Thinking of you, let’s chat soon or pictures of the kids.

When she catches herself in a mirror, she is surely paler than she ought to be this far into summer, paler than she was yesterday, and her hair, pulled up into a bun, is wrong. She loosens the elastic. Yes: usually her hair is cut to shoulder length, but now it falls three or four inches further, and somehow this is the thing that makes the world intolerable, that sends her dizzy even though she is not, in this version of the world, hung-over. She is aghast in her own body, she shrinks back from it, feels her fingers trembling, goosebumps, a hollow in her stomach edging up towards her chest.

She wants the long, wrong hair gone so absolutely that she thinks about taking the kitchen scissors and chopping it off. But instead she ties it back up. The husband will go, and the hair with him.

Everyone has bad days, of course. Everyone yells at their partner sometimes, or so Elena claims; Lauren herself has usually kept it to snippy asides, and her relationship with Amos, her longest, ended quietly on a day four years ago when he was supposed to move in but instead phoned her from a roller-coaster queue at Alton Towers to say that he thought perhaps they were moving too fast.

But nothing about this marriage looks good.

And if she wants to get rid of this guy, she has no time to wonder what’s going on, no time to refuse to believe it, to pinch herself, to call one of her reduced number of friends.

The situation, however new to her, is clear. She has been provided with a husband, and each time that husband goes into the attic, he is replaced with a different husband. Where the husbands come from, how many there are, even in some cases their names: mysteries she can address in due course. But the basic mechanics are undeniable, and so is the fact that the current husband is – well, perhaps safest just to say a dud.

Back on the landing, the attic hangs above her like a threat. But she has a plan.

She finds a speaker in the kitchen, a grey cylinder, and connects to it with her phone. Disable Bluetooth, re-enable Bluetooth, press a button, Forget About This Device, start the whole process again. She begins to worry, listening for the door, but the connection eventually works. It’s taken her, what, four minutes? Five? It’s fine. Plenty of time.

Okay, stage two. She steps up the ladder, one foot and then two, then another rung, then one more. She’s holding the speaker in one hand. This is safe, she tells herself, trying to tamp down her fear. The husbands have only changed when they’ve gone all the way in. But her other hand is clutching tight on to the topmost rung, then she takes a deep breath and sticks her head up into the darkness.

And: it’s her attic.

In the murk there is only furniture, and boxes, and a dark shape that she flinches from before realizing it’s a half-disassembled Christmas tree. There is no Michael, no naked man with a hemispherical bum, no Anthony, no handsome man looking puzzled. There are no frozen husbands propped against the walls, no golden door through which they exit and enter, no wisps of bright-green smoke, no ghosts sitting around a table playing poker for the chance to exit the attic. No figures hanging upside down from the rafters like bats and breathing, in-out, in-out, in unison. No bodies stacked like carpets to unroll into life.

Only the attic, and the light bulb, which is, admittedly, starting to glow just a little.

Okay. Priorities. It’s been … ten minutes since Kieran left? Twelve? How long does she have?

She reaches as far into the attic as she can without stepping any further. The light brightens above. The speaker crackles as she rests it on the floor, then pushes. Back down the ladder for an umbrella, then back up and she uses it to poke the speaker in further, out of arm’s reach, another crackle as she pushes it through the dust. Far enough that nobody could reach it without climbing in.

Then she ducks her head back out and gasps for air on the bright landing. The light above her dims.

Down the ladder, and she tries streaming through the speaker from her phone. From above: a quick burst from yesterday’s playlist, songs that Elena’s friends added during the pottery workshop.

She opens YouTube to search for the right sort of noise.

She finds it.

Back in the living room, she looks for Kieran on the road outside. She doesn’t search through her phone for wedding pictures, proof of their life together. Whatever the situation is, she’s fixing it. She doesn’t need to know.

It’s been fifteen minutes, then twenty. Twenty-five. She hates running, the visibility of it, the traffic, the people who run by faster; she doesn’t know how long a run is meant to take, but shouldn’t he be back soon? He’ll be coming from the top of the road, unless he’s circled round to the lane.

Which he has: she sees him at last, halfway between the lane and the house. It takes her a moment to recognise him. She has, after all, spent only a few minutes in his company. She was looking for a pale-faced runner but he’s walking instead, then leaning over with his hands on his knees, then standing back up, flushed bright red. She has one minute, maybe two.

She’s calm. This will work. This will work, won’t it? What if the attic refuses the exchange? What if she was only meant to have seven husbands and Kieran is the culmination? Seven is a fairy-tale number, seven feels like the sort of thing that might be true.

No. She can cross that bridge if she comes to it: for now she has no choice but to trust the attic. She starts the video playing, and there’s an ad, Is Hello Fresh worth the money? Absolutely! But then she can skip and there’s the sound of water or, as the video title calls it, Two Hours of Broken Pipes Murmuring Water Rainfall Soothing ASMR playing through the open trapdoor and, yes, when she turns the volume up as far as it goes she can hear it through the flat: drips, a gush, a rattle.

She rushes to the bedroom, heads in and closes the door. She was going to get under the bed but it’s a different bed, solid to the ground. The wardrobe, then; Kieran’s clothes are in there too, and the smell of an unfamiliar laundry detergent, all wrong, but this is no time to be fussy.

She nestles down, pulls the hanging swag of coats around her, angles herself so the doors sit flat, one leg extended in front, hoping away any cramps. Softness and dark, with a crack of light. Trickling water, muffled but still audible from the attic above. And the door at the bottom of the stairs – she feels the reverberations as it closes, and hears the husband’s footsteps coming up, and then, as he steps on to the landing, his breath, loud and fast.




CHAPTER 5

‘Could you not even close up the fucking attic,’ she hears him call. Then he goes into the kitchen; the splashing of a tap, multiplying the water sounds.

‘Lauren,’ he says. The door to the bedroom opens, but he doesn’t come in. Listen to the noise, she thinks. Listen to the attic. It’s louder now, with the bedroom door open. She hears a creak that could be from the ladder, and another; perhaps he’s climbing, though probably not far enough to change, maybe not even far enough to see in. She thinks about the Bluetooth speaker’s light, and whether it’ll give everything away.

‘Lauren,’ she hears him call again. Come on, she thinks, it’s water noises in your attic, are you not going to investigate, but then her phone lights up with a call from him, illuminating the clothes and her own hands and the inside of the wardrobe door; and up above, in the attic, the ring sounds, relayed through the speaker, loud, biddle-de-beeep, biddle-de-beeep. Fuck, fuck.

She turns the phone face-down on to her knee to hide the light but the noise continues; she flips it back and tries to silence it, fumbles.

‘What the fuck, Lauren,’ she hears the husband say, his voice coming from outside the door and then again, crackling from above, relayed through the speaker in the attic, a half-moment later, and she hangs up successfully this time and tries to restart the water sounds, but she must have done it wrong because the hen-night playlist starts again, the Veronicas loud above her.

She hits stop and stays motionless as she hears him swear again and climb up the ladder, and – yes – stop a few steps up and then start again.

And another step. Another.

And the static, that sharp crackle, louder than usual. And she hears someone climbing down.

It’s worked. It must have.

‘Hey,’ is all the voice says, but she is almost sure it’s not him. And again, from the landing: ‘Lauren? Where have you got to?’

This time it’s clear: the vowels, the rhythm of the voice. A new man. She falls out of the wardrobe, flopping an old coat on to the ground and dislodging shirts and dresses, trailing one of them behind her, through the changed-again bedroom and on to the landing where she hugs, hard, the new husband, who is maybe her height or maybe a little shorter, and he has his shirt off which reveals a tattoo of ivy curling over one shoulder and which makes him, as she squeezes, the first husband whose chest she has touched. Her hair on her shoulders, the right length again, and smooth floorboards under her feet.

‘Hello there,’ the husband says, and laughs. She leans back to look at him. His eyes crinkle at the corners; his hair is short and sits in loose curls, like a mass of flowers. He is wearing jeans and canvas shoes. He is solid, tanned, smells of dirt and sunlight. She cannot tell how old he is, though the eyes suggest older than her. The change of husband can’t have affected the weather, but the landing is glowing. Maybe it’s the floorboards, or the new yellow walls.

‘Hello,’ she says, and feels herself grinning.

‘Want a coffee?’ he asks, smiling back.

‘I would love a coffee.’ She never did drink any of the tea that she and the other husbands kept handing around.

The husband laughs again, like he’s enjoying her delight, which she tries to tamp down but she can’t because it worked, she got rid of Kieran and the attic has gifted her this joyful coffee-bringer. She stands back from his naked chest, a little embarrassed.

‘Wanna drink it in the garden? I’ll bring them out.’

‘Perfect,’ she says. The garden! She’s always meant to use the garden more.

She steps back again to take it all in. The flat, though it feels brighter than before, is a mess: papers on the kitchen counter, towels on a chair in the corner, cables, a box of empty cans waiting to go down to the recycling bin.

‘Hey,’ she says, ‘you’re not going back up, are you?’ and she nods her head towards the attic.

‘Ah no, I’m done,’ the husband says. ‘Sorry, should’ve closed it up.’

‘Good.’ She pushes the ladder away. ‘Don’t. Promise you won’t go back in.’

He looks at
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