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Part 1

Ada was twelve when her mother killed the dog. She was relieved when it died. It made her realize that life wasn’t for everyone.

It was a golden retriever with soft curly hair. Her mother bought it after Ada’s father moved out, to replace him. She named it Faustus. It quickly became clear there was something wrong with him. He sat beneath the radiator in the kitchen and barked all night, from when Ada’s mother turned out the lights to when she came back downstairs in the morning. Whenever anybody tried to touch him, he shook as if he was terrified. But he was always trying to be touched, and he suffered from incessant digestive issues. If he was left alone, he ate everything he had access to—edible or otherwise—and then hid in shame beneath Ada’s bed.

Ada’s mother decided that he was jealous. She turned the space under the stairs into a miniature version of their living room, with a green velvet sofa meant for children and a small Persian rug. On the wall she stuck printouts of the same art reproductions that hung over the fireplace. It was fenced in by a baby gate. For one night Faustus was happy and didn’t bark.

“All he needed,” Ada’s mother said, “was to feel included.”

Two days later a builder came to repair a crack in the ceiling. Faustus ate a tube of ceiling glue left in his tool kit and ran out the open front door into the bright, sunny street. He was found three days later by a friend of Ada’s mother, running along the concrete path above the pebbled beach. He had apparently not stopped running the entire time. The pads of his feet were worn down to bloody open sores. Ada’s mother told her he had been sent away to live with a couple she had met in line at the pharmacy.

When Ada heard the news, she knew that the dog was dead, and she knew that her mother had killed it out of pity, because both of them knew that he shouldn’t have to suffer by living in torment. A few years later she passed a woman with a golden retriever on a leash who strained towards her as if in recognition, but even though the dogs looked exactly alike, she knew they weren’t the same.

ADA HAD A secret that she had never told anyone. There were things she knew that she should have had no way of knowing. Sometimes a voice spoke to her and told her things that she knew to be true by the way they fit in with what was happening around her. It told her that her mother had killed the dog. It didn’t tell her how it had happened, just that it had. It made sense because Ada knew her mother couldn’t bear it that the dog was always suffering.

“He’s soaked up all the misery in the house,” her mother said, “like a sponge. But he doesn’t know how to get rid of it.”

Ada thought she was wrong. Faustus had been unhappy before he had reached them. There was something wrong with him: he was defective, as if he’d been manufactured incorrectly. One time Ada had tried to trim the curly hair that was always in his eyes. At the last second he had jerked away from her, and the scissors had left a long gash down the side of his face. He hadn’t made a sound but had looked at her sideways so that she could see the white parts around his eyes, and afterwards he left the room whenever she came in. Ada was sure that he had done it on purpose.

Her mother was a lawyer, and her father was an IT technician. They had met at university in Leeds and moved to the countryside outside of Norwich when Ada was born. The house they lived in bordered the marshes, and in the summer they went swimming in the tidal inlets. Ada’s mother swam every day, all year round. When the tides were inconvenient, she swam in water so shallow that the front of her body became covered in mud and silt. Sometimes her father took photographs of the rusty tin-roofed barn in the field next door. Several of these photographs hung on the wall in the kitchen, above the stove. He always photographed the barn at the same angle, but the distance from which he took the pictures varied.

When Ada was eleven, the voice told her that her parents were getting a divorce. She was sitting at the kitchen counter waiting for her mother to come home. At first she thought the voice had come out of the radio, but then she realized it was inside her head, as if somebody had put it there. It surprised her that she hadn’t thought about her parents’ marriage before. When she came home from school, the house was always empty. Her father spent all his time in the basement, and her mother came home after it was dark. Ada didn’t know where her mother went, only that when she came back, she was cold and silent. The tips of her fingers would turn white, and then red as they warmed up. The only thing Ada could think of to explain it was that she had been standing alone on the beach, watching the ocean. That day on the way home from school Ada had seen her black coat flapping around her in the wind as she stared out at the rough gray water.

Ada didn’t know what to do on her own in the house, apart from wait for somebody to come back. It always seemed too dark, even when she turned on all the lights, partly because the walls of the living room were painted a deep maroon. It was like everybody in the world had disappeared and she was the only one left. If her father took too long she would start to believe that she was disappearing as well. She was sitting very still in the kitchen, aware of her mother through the wall, facing away from her and across the blank sea. It was like she was a vacuum, an object in the shape of a person. She couldn’t move. Then she heard the voice, and it was like a door swung open inside her head. Through it she could see a black tunnel, like a mine shaft, stretching down inside her. That night, she dreamt she saw her mother walk forwards into the water until she disappeared under the waves. Ada got up very early, before anyone else was awake, and found her mother’s coat, stiff and wet, hanging over the edge of the bath.

The next day Ada fell down the stairs and broke her wrist on the stone paving of the hallway. There was nobody at home, and she waited on the cold floor, thinking about her mother. She wondered how loud she would have to scream for her mother to hear her, but she knew there was no noise she could make that would be loud enough, so she stayed silent. She didn’t think to call her father, who would be on the way home. When he arrived, he found her lying in the same position she had fallen in. He asked her why she hadn’t gotten up to call for help.

“I wanted someone to find me,” she said.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “I don’t understand.” He drove her to the hospital without saying anything else.

From the top of the stairs it had looked like a red carpet extended all the way to the opposite side of the wall, sealing over the gap where the staircase had been, but when she stepped forwards there was nothing to support her. She spent the night in the hospital. Both of her parents stayed in the room. It was the last time that they were all together. When they got home, Ada’s father sat both of them down in the living room and told them that he was moving out. He left the same day. Ada remembered noticing that her wrist didn’t hurt at all. Two days later her mother bought the dog, driving to Wales to pick it up from a breeder who told them that both of its parents were unusually sensitive and intelligent.

There was no reason for the voice not to be real. Ada imagined a satellite transmitting information directly into her head. Somebody must be responsible. As well as the voice, she had a lump in the back of her mouth, where her soft palate met the opening of her throat. She assumed it was some kind of implant. Her parents had never noticed it. Since whoever sent her the information knew so much about her, more than she knew about herself, she assumed that they were always watching her, wherever she went. They could see inside her head. Nothing was private. It was comforting to think that she was never alone. Although she waited for it, thinking something else would surely have to come, nothing more happened until she met Atticus.

THE FIRST TIME Ada saw Atticus, she only had to catch sight of the back of his head to know that a mistake had been made, and he was who she was really supposed to be.

She went down to the pool early in the morning most days. In the daytime it was full of children. Their parents stood around the water, talking to each other over the noise. They made Ada feel embarrassed, as if she were doing something wrong. She was excluded because she was alone. She imagined that if she got into the water one of the parents would come over and say, “Can’t you see that the children are having fun?”

Now only Atticus was there. She noticed him when she came in because she had never seen him before, and she wondered if he was also new in the building. He was turned away from her, sitting upright on a lounger, so she only saw the back of his head. It was covered in gray curls, soft and matted like lamb’s wool.

Her swimsuit was beneath her clothes, and she got quietly undressed in the corner. Although she walked past him on her way to the water, she didn’t turn around. The white tiles of the floor were cracked. On her head was a pair of goggles. As she got into the water, she could feel that he was watching her. Climbing down the ladder, she imagined herself from his perspective, her flat, pale back descending into her blue swimsuit like a cliff into the sea, the soft ends of her wet hair wrapped around her shoulders. She swam a full length before coming up for air. When she turned around, she saw straight into his pebble eyes.

Looking into his face was just like looking in the mirror. It wasn’t that they looked the same. She thought that he looked like an old greyhound. He had a long nose and sunken cheeks, and he was covered everywhere in freckles and moles. It was, rather, that when she looked at him she felt sure that she knew exactly who he was, and who he was was the same as who she was, as if they were two identical objects from the same manufacturer. Both of them were separate from other people. He left the pool while she was putting on her clothes over her wet swimsuit. He had his towel wrapped around his waist. His chest was broad and smooth. He hadn’t gotten in the water. Ada thought he must have swum before she’d arrived, but she couldn’t help wondering if he’d been waiting for her, to establish a connection.

SHE DIDN’T SEE him again for two weeks. Her cousin Francesca came to use the pool. Francesca was tall and thin with long blonde hair that fell limply around her face. She worked in marketing. When she had first moved to London, Ada had helped her paint the walls of her bedroom a deep red. After they were done it looked like the room was covered in blood, but Francesca said that was what she wanted. It made her pale skin look even paler. She laughed when Ada pointed it out.

“It’s artistic,” she said. “I’m an artistic person, and I need an artistic bedroom.”

Atticus was beside the pool. Ada had known he would be. Francesca laid out her towel on the tiles instead of using one of the loungers. She chose a position directly in front of Atticus, facing him across the water. It occurred to Ada that he wouldn’t be able to look at them if they used the loungers, as they were only on his side of the pool.

“That man’s looking at us,” Francesca said.

“Do you want to move?”

“No,” she said. “It’s fine.” Atticus had the same colorful towel wrapped around his waist. He was reading a book. “People who do that are always posing,” Francesca said.

“He’ll hear you,” Ada said. The smallest noises traveled the length of the pool.

“No, he won’t,” Francesca said. “Anyway, he should know that we know.”

Both of them got undressed. Francesca was wearing a bikini the same color as her skin. On her head was a black turban that held her hair away from her broad forehead. There was a thin silver bracelet around her ankle.

Ada looked at Atticus. He was still reading. The night before, she had dreamed about him, but she couldn’t remember what had happened, only that he was there. Francesca stretched herself out on her towel. Ada knew that Francesca wanted Atticus to look at her. It didn’t matter who it was, but she couldn’t bear to not be looked at. After a while she said that she wouldn’t swim, because she didn’t have enough time to shower and change before going to work.

“I’m going to be fired,” she said. “But it’s okay. I was too junior for the position anyway.” She shifted on her towel so that she was lying on her front with her head on her pale arms. “It’s relaxing just imagining getting in the water.”

“Why are they going to fire you?”

“My boss is jealous because I’m more beautiful than her. Last time her fiancé came into the office she wasn’t there, and he asked if he could take me out for lunch.” Ada wondered if Francesca thought Atticus was watching her. She looked over at him to check that he wasn’t. He was still reading his book. She knew that Francesca was making it up, and that she would never tell Ada the real reason she was being fired. Her noticing Atticus had sparked a small fire of competition. Abruptly Francesca sat up. “Your mother called me,” she said. “She asked me if you were all right.”

“I’m fine,” Ada said.

“I know,” Francesca said. “That’s what I told her.”

“Did you have lunch with him?”

“Who?”

“The fiancé.”

“Of course I didn’t. She should wear less lipstick. It’s always on her teeth.”

After a while Francesca gathered up her things and left. The heels of her shoes clicked loudly against the floor. Ada got in the pool, but she only swam two lengths before getting out again. When she was back on her towel, Atticus put his book down.

“You know the loungers are free,” he said. He had an American accent. He had to speak loudly for her to hear him across the room. “You don’t have to lie on the floor.”

“I know,” she said.

“Do you do it because it’s good for your back?” He sat up. “My back always hurts. I worry I’ll develop a crooked spine.”

“You should lie on the floor,” Ada said. “With a tennis ball under where the pain is.”

“Will that help?” He swung his legs over the side of the lounger so that he was facing her. Ada felt that she had his complete attention. Her hair dripped chlorine-scented water down her back.

“It’s what my father does.”

“I spend all day at the computer,” he said. “I’m a writer.” He looked across the pool, then back at her. “You remind me of somebody.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you live here?”

“I’m staying in a friend’s apartment. You might know him. Neil. He’s lending me his apartment while I research a book.”

“I don’t think I’ve met him.”

“Neil doesn’t swim.” Atticus sat with his hands clasped between his legs. On his thumb he wore a silver ring.

“I’m a writer too,” Ada said.

“How lucky that we found each other.” He played with the ring, twisting it around his finger. His face was serious. “Do you get lonely?” he asked.

Ada thought about it.

“No,” she said.

“Of course not,” Atticus said. “You have yourself.” Behind him there was a sign that asked people not to dive because the pool wasn’t deep enough. Ada imagined hitting her head against the bottom and splitting it open. She wondered how long it would take for the pool to turn red with blood.

“Everybody has themselves,” she said.

“I don’t know about that,” Atticus said. He paused, looking at her. “Can I have your email address?”

“Yes,” Ada said. Atticus got up from his lounger. He wasn’t tall, but he stood up very straight. He walked around the pool to hand her his phone. She typed out her email address and handed it back.

“I’ll send you a message,” he said. “So you’ll have mine as well. My name is Atticus. My father was Greek.”

When she got upstairs, Ada looked at the email. It was a photograph of the corner of the pool, where the blue water met the white lip. He must have taken it before she came in, because she hadn’t seen him do it. The caption read “the light is beautiful here.” The window was open and she felt the breeze on her face. Her skin felt thin as tissue paper. Outside, the blue sky was filled with small white clouds.

THE NEXT MORNING the light that came through the window was still gray and weak when she opened the blinds. She wanted to see Atticus, and she knew that he would be there, waiting for her.

Ada had moved into the building because of the pool. It was unusual for London. Her apartment was a studio. On one side was a bed, and on the other was a kitchen, separated by a plastic countertop. Only the bathroom had a door. When she thought about the shifting blue water lying seven floors below, she felt calm. She loved going down the stairs, descending lower and lower in a tight spiral until she broke the glassy surface and the water closed over her head.

Atticus was there, as she’d known he would be.

“Ada,” he said. She felt light when he spoke, like the cells that held her together were coming apart. She realized how rare it was that she heard anybody say her name. “I was hoping you’d come down.” Again, he was sitting on a lounger. Ada realized that she’d never seen him swim.

“Why?”

“Because I missed you.” He said it lightly, as if it would make her laugh, but afterwards he looked at her to see what she was thinking. She smiled. Instead of a towel he wore crumpled black trousers that looked like pajamas and a white shirt. “Are you sure we haven’t met before?”

“I don’t think so,” Ada said. “I haven’t met very many people.” He looked down at the cracked tiles. Ada thought he seemed embarrassed. She wanted to tell him that she knew what he meant, that she was sure they were connected, but she found that she couldn’t speak. There was something in the way, as if talking about it would make the truth vanish. The night before, she’d had a dream where she’d tried to put on her swimming costume, but it wouldn’t fit. When she looked down at her body, she’d realized it was Atticus’s body rather than her own.

“I have to go,” he said. “I have to meet a friend. I’ve been here since five, just in case you came down early.” He looked at her. “I have a lot of friends,” he said. He stood up. As he passed her in the doorway, he took her hand and squeezed it. When he touched her, Ada thought she was going to disappear. Then he dropped her hand and vanished into the stairwell.

In the night he’d sent her another picture. It showed the sun rising over the flat brick rooftops outside his window. The building was on the top of a hill, and you could see all the way down the shuttered main street to the park, where the ground began to curve upwards again. In the early morning only the park and Ada’s building caught the sunlight, leaving everything else in shadow.

Ada sat beside the pool but didn’t get in the water. She tried to memorize every second she had spent with Atticus. Nobody had ever paid her as much attention. She remembered him looking at her while she swam. She was not used to being looked at. It was as if curtains had been drawn back to reveal a secret audience she hadn’t realized she’d been performing for. The knowledge gave every action a new and secret meaning. Even a single observer meant that she was acting out her life instead of living it.

When she got back upstairs, she looked him up. His email address told her his surname. She didn’t read the reviews and articles. There were a lot of pictures. One showed Atticus standing in front of a wooden house, the roof of which had partially fallen in. Behind him was a desert landscape littered with rocks. In the distance the narrow line of a mountain range was barely visible. Ada thought that he looked around her age. His curly hair hung down to his shoulders and he was wearing a white vest that made him look frail. Around his narrow shoulders hung a blanket patterned with colorful geometric shapes. He was looking off to the side, as if somebody had called his name. Another photo showed him leaning against the bonnet of a truck. He seemed more in proportion, less puffy around the face. There was a caption that read “the author as a young man.” It was dated seventeen years before Ada was born.

Ada felt sure that she had seen these images before. The blanket he wore around his shoulders reminded her of a blanket her mother had owned, that she always draped across the back of the sofa. Her mother said that it was special, but Ada didn’t know where she’d gotten it from. It was thick and heavy, more like a carpet than a blanket, and the pattern reminded Ada of the desert.

In her wardrobe was a box of pictures. They were taken by her father, and most of them showed Ada and her mother on the marshes behind their house. He said that he hated taking pictures inside because real life happened on the outside. Ada emptied the box onto her bed. There was one picture, she knew, of her in the living room, which her mother had taken. The blanket would be on the back of the sofa behind her. When she found it, she held it up against the picture of Atticus on her computer. It was exactly the same. The coincidence made her feel warm and excited.

She called her mother.

“Do you still have that blanket?” she asked.

“Which one?”

“It was always on the back of the sofa.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” her mother said.

“I’m looking at a picture of it,” Ada said. “It was colorful with that geometric pattern.”

“I don’t remember it,” her mother said. “Maybe your father took it with him when he left. Why are you asking?”

“I want it,” Ada said.

“That doesn’t mean I have it,” her mother said.

THE NEXT TIME Ada saw him wasn’t at the pool. She was on her way to a shift at the restaurant, and there he was, sitting in a café. He was wearing a leather jacket. They saw each other at the same time. Ada turned to cross the street towards him and stepped into the path of a car. She heard the blast of the horn and realized it had nearly hit her. The pigeons pecking around her on the street flew up into the air in a gray volley. As she stepped backwards and waited for the car to pass, the driver shook his head disapprovingly. Ada wanted to reach in through the window and hit him. She was shaking and put her hands in her pockets to hide it.

Atticus was standing up beside a small, round table. There was nobody else on the street.

“Oh, my god,” he said. They stood facing each other. He looked scared. His gray hair was disheveled. Deep bags hung beneath his red eyes. “I don’t know what I would have done.”

“It wasn’t that close,” Ada said.

She sat down at his table. A moment later, he sat down as well. On the table was an empty espresso cup. Spilled coffee made a brown ring around the base.

“I don’t know how to explain this,” he said, “but I feel like I’ve known you for a long time.”

“I know,” Ada said. For a while they sat in silence. Atticus seemed nervous. With one finger he traced the raised lip of the table. He looked at her, and then looked away again.

“I want to be around you all the time,” he said.

Ada looked at him. His gray hair was pushed back behind his ears. There was a strange, pulsing pressure in her head, as if she were sitting at a high altitude. She looked at Atticus’s hand and noticed that the ends of his fingernails were perfectly rounded. “I’ve been dreaming about you. I dreamt we were in a beautiful house with marble pillars and a terrace stretching out over the sea.”

“I had a dream about you,” Ada said. “I dreamt I had your body.” He closed his eyes. A group of women in colorful outfits approached the café, and neither of them spoke until the street had emptied again, the women tucked away inside.

“Tell me something about yourself,” Atticus said.

“There isn’t anything to tell.” She wanted to reach out and put her hand over his, to feel the warmth and roughness of his tanned skin, but she didn’t.

“When you stepped in front of that car,” he said, “I was sure that if you died, I would die too.”

Ada stood up. Her hands were still in her pockets.

“I have to go to work.”

“Come to my apartment tonight,” he said. His voice was urgent, but he was looking down at the pavement, as if he was afraid of what her face would show. “Please. It’s number twenty-four.”

Ada didn’t reply. She stood beside the table for a moment, feeling like she was watching herself from the outside, trying to understand why she was leaving. Her coat was stained on the elbows with some sort of white chalk. She didn’t know where it had come from. Atticus wanted her to go to his apartment. Nobody she had talked to had ever called it an apartment before. She wanted to say something but nothing came out. It felt as if a page of essential vocabulary had been ripped out of her. Atticus looked up.

“Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know.” Everything was muted, the space around her filled with cotton wool. She felt foolish, a soldier without orders. She left a minute later, feeling Atticus’s eyes trained on her as she walked away.

At the restaurant she came back to herself. The air she drew in over her tongue had a different taste. It was the first time in her life, she felt, that she could be sure of her own existence. Somebody wanted her. Remembering Atticus’s sculpted fingernails, how he’d looked at the pavement after he’d invited her to his apartment, she was happy in a way that she was sure she’d never felt before. It was almost unbearable, almost painful, as if she would crumple under the pressure. She thought about kissing him, feeling his stubble against her cheek, his warm hand on the back of her neck, and found that it made her feel excited and afraid.

Her parents were the only people who had ever said they loved her. She wasn’t ever sure if she believed them when they said it. When she was eight, she had overheard her mother on the phone to a friend, saying that she never understood why people thought their children were more important than anybody else.

“I love my child in the same way that I love yours,” her mother said. It was late at night and Ada was crouched on the stone floor outside the kitchen. “Anything else is narcissistic.”

Outside the long front window of the restaurant dining room, it began to grow dark. The restaurant was empty. Ada put a plastic candle on each table. The streetlamps came on. She remembered the number of Atticus’s apartment: 24.

WHEN HER SHIFT was over, Ada walked home instead of catching the bus. It was windy and her thin hair blew across her face. She stopped in a doorway to tie it up. Her coat was too small, so whenever she lifted her arms above her head it pinched on the shoulders and dragged the sleeves almost back to the elbow. Atticus was waiting for her. She felt a surge of dread. She had only slept with one person, an erratically energetic man she met in a bar at university. Although she hadn’t enjoyed it, she had enjoyed the feeling afterwards, both of their bodies covered by the same thin, gray blanket he used as a duvet. Ada had wished he would stay still, but he kept jumping up to show her things, objects from around his room. She left his house in the middle of the night, not wanting to sleep beside him, and didn’t see him again.

Maybe with Atticus it would be different. Her building came into view at the end of the road. It was tall and covered in shiny plastic cladding. She found her window, on
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