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Chapter 31: What You Don’t Know

At seven forty-three on Monday morning, Sandra Reed discovered that Elsie had known about the non-uniform day for eleven days.

Sandra discovered this because Elsie came into the kitchen wearing a green jumper Sandra had last seen at Christmas, one red sock, one yellow sock and a cardboard badge that said SUPPORT THE LIBRARY in purple felt-tip pen.

Sandra looked up from the mug she had not yet drunk from.

“Why are you dressed like a very small protest?”

Elsie stopped.

“It’s non-uniform day.”

“Today?”

“Yes.”

“For what?”

“The library.”

Sandra glanced at the calendar on the fridge.

There was a dentist appointment, a late shift, a note about Callum needing printer ink, two school meal balances, a reminder to answer an email from Diane Mercer and a magnetic clip holding a leaflet about recycling batteries.

There was no non-uniform day.

“When did they tell you?”

“Last week.”

“Last week when?”

“Last week.”

“That is not a date.”

Elsie shrugged.

Sandra put down the mug.

“Did they send an email?”

“Probably.”

“Did they put it on the app?”

“Probably.”

“Did they give you a letter?”

Elsie thought.

“Maybe.”

Sandra closed her eyes.

There were mornings in A&E when three ambulances arrived at once and somebody had already used the last functioning label printer.

Those mornings had systems.

This did not.

“Where is the letter?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where do school letters go?”

“Normally in my bag.”

“That is where letters begin their journey. I’m asking where they end it.”

Elsie brightened.

“Oh. Sometimes the kitchen.”

Sandra stared at her.

“Sometimes?”

“Or my room.”

“Elsie.”

“What?”

“You knew about this for eleven days.”

Elsie frowned.

“How do you know it was eleven?”

“Because you just said last week and you have the face you make when you know exactly how long something has been true but don’t think I’ll enjoy the answer.”

Elsie considered that.

“That’s quite a useful face.”

“It is not useful to me.”

Callum came in, carrying his phone and one shoe.

“Has anyone seen my other—”

He stopped.

“What happened to Elsie?”

“Non-uniform day,” said Sandra.

Callum nodded immediately.

“Oh, yeah.”

Sandra turned.

“You knew?”

“It was on the school page.”

“Why were you looking at Elsie’s school page?”

“I wasn’t. It came up because Mum follows them.”

Sandra looked at her own phone on the table.

“Then why didn’t I see it?”

“You probably did.”

“That is not an answer I’m prepared to accept before coffee.”

Callum opened a cupboard.

“There was a post with a pile of books and a caption.”

Sandra picked up her phone.

There were twenty-eight notifications.

Three were work.

Two were banking.

One was a parcel.

Four were school.

The rest were things she had apparently permitted technology to believe she needed.

She opened the school app.

There it was.

Non-Uniform Day — Support the Library Renewal Fund.

Posted eleven days ago.

She looked at Elsie.

“You did know.”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t think to mention it?”

“I did mention it.”

“When?”

“Thursday.”

Sandra searched Thursday.

Thursday had included a patient collapse at sixteen twenty, getting home at nearly ten and discovering Callum had eaten the pasta she had intended to take for lunch.

“No, you didn’t.”

“I did. You said, ‘That sounds fine.’”

Sandra stared.

Callum found a cereal bowl.

“She does say that when she has no idea what we’ve said.”

“I do not.”

“You do.”

“I say it when something sounds fine.”

Elsie nodded.

“Exactly.”

Sandra looked from one child to the other.

“Did either of you consider that ‘That sounds fine’ spoken while I am taking my shoes off after twelve hours at the hospital may not represent a legally durable decision?”

Callum poured cereal.

“No.”

Elsie said, “What does legally durable mean?”

“It means from now on, if I am still wearing my coat, nothing I say counts.”

“That seems useful,” said Elsie.

“For all of us,” said Callum.

Sandra pointed at him.

“Find your shoe.”

*

At the same time, three floors above, Kit Okafor was explaining to Bea why she could not come into his classroom.

Bea had not known she intended to come into his classroom.

She had believed she intended to walk him to school.

This was how the discussion had become difficult.

“You always stop at the gate,” Kit said.

“I know.”

“So stop at the gate.”

“I was going to.”

“You said you wanted to ask Mr Lacey about the reading book.”

“I can ask him at the gate.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Kit pulled his backpack higher onto one shoulder.

“Because then he’ll know.”

“Know what?”

“That you want to ask.”

Bea looked at Adrian.

Adrian was buttering toast with the calm of a man who had not been assigned a role in the disagreement and intended to preserve that position.

“Adrian.”

“I am listening.”

“You’re also hiding behind bread.”

“It’s sourdough. It’s structurally persuasive.”

Bea ignored him.

“Kit, Mr Lacey already knows I may speak to him. I’m your mother.”

“That’s not the same.”

“Same as what?”

Kit looked frustrated now, not cheeky.

“The book.”

“What about the book?”

“He said I could change it.”

“Yes.”

“But only if I still don’t like it today.”

“Right.”

“And I don’t want you to tell him I don’t like it.”

Bea paused.

“Why?”

“Because I’m supposed to tell him.”

That answer changed the room.

Bea took her hand off the back of the chair.

“Oh.”

Kit nodded.

“He asked me yesterday.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said I’d try two more chapters.”

“And did you?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“I still don’t like it.”

“Then you tell him.”

“That’s what I said.”

Adrian took a bite of toast.

Bea looked at him.

He gave the smallest possible nod, one that meant I have no intention of being recruited but you are currently doing well.

Bea turned back to Kit.

“Fine. I stop at the gate.”

“Thank you.”

“And you tell Mr Lacey.”

“Yes.”

“And if you need me—”

“I know where you live.”

Adrian coughed into his toast.

Bea pointed at Kit.

“That was nearly rude.”

“It was efficient.”

“That is my word.”

“I live with you.”

Bea opened the front door.

“This is what theft looks like.”

*

Naveed Ansari had believed thirteen was an age at which a parent could reasonably expect useful information.

He had based this belief on nothing.

Layla came into the hallway with her blazer open and her hair tied back.

“Can you sign this?”

She held out a form.

Naveed took it.

“What is it?”

“Trip.”

“What trip?”

“Trip trip.”

“There are no categories in which that is enough.”

“It’s school.”

“I guessed that from the logo.”

She shifted her bag.

Naveed read.

Year Eight Design and Technology Visit — Norchester School of Engineering and Applied Design.

“Thursday?”

“Yes.”

“This Thursday?”

“Yes.”

“In three days?”

“Yes.”

“Permission deadline today?”

“Yes.”

He looked up.

“When did you get this?”

Layla’s face changed by approximately one millimetre.

Naveed had worked with electrical faults that were less obvious.

“Friday.”

“Three days ago?”

“Yes.”

“Why am I getting it now?”

“I forgot.”

“You forgot a trip to a design school?”

“I didn’t forget the trip. I forgot the form.”

“That is the exact part I need.”

“You only need to sign it.”

“I need to know whether I’m agreeing to them taking you across the city, what time you leave, what time you come back, what you need, whether I’m collecting you—”

“Dad.”

“What?”

“You are reading the form out loud.”

“I am processing it.”

“You process everything like it’s a fuse board.”

“Fuse boards are very cooperative.”

“They literally explode.”

“Only when people ignore information.”

Layla crossed her arms.

Naveed read the remaining page.

Lunch.

Travel.

Emergency contact.

Medical information.

Photograph permission.

He looked at the bottom.

“You put Farah as first emergency contact.”

“Yes.”

There was nothing unusual in that. Farah was often easier to reach during school hours.

Still, the detail caught him.

Not because it was wrong.

Because he had not known she had done it.

“You filled most of this in.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Friday.”

“Why didn’t you ask me then?”

“Mum said you were at the bakery job.”

“I was.”

“And then you had the quote.”

“I did.”

“And Saturday you had Declan.”

“He was helping with the stock list.”

“And yesterday you were doing the Harland figures.”

Naveed stopped.

Layla did not say it accusingly.

That made it worse.

“So you waited.”

“I forgot,” she said again.

But now he understood that forgetting had arrived after several decisions not to interrupt him.

He signed.

Then he handed the form back.

“Next time, interrupt.”

Layla put it in her bag.

“You say not to interrupt when you’re doing numbers.”

“I mean don’t interrupt to ask me where your charger is while I’m doing numbers.”

“I know where my charger is.”

“Exactly. We’ve all grown.”

She gave him a look.

“Can I go?”

“Yes.”

She opened the door.

“Layla.”

She turned.

“Is the trip because of the showcase?”

“Sort of.”

“What does sort of mean?”

“It means Ms Khan said I should look at the programme because she thinks I’d like it.”

Naveed stared at her.

“Ms Khan said that?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Last week.”

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“I am telling you now.”

“You are leaving.”

“It still counts.”

She went out.

Naveed stood in the hallway with the pen in his hand.

There had been a time when knowing Layla meant knowing almost everything that had happened to her because nearly everything important had happened in front of him.

Now she had teachers who recommended things.

Friends who knew before he did.

Forms she partly completed herself.

Opinions she carried home already formed.

He was not excluded.

That was the strange part.

He had simply stopped being the room in which everything happened.

*

At nine fifteen, Judith Keane received a voice note from Rachel that began with the words, “Before you say anything, this is not a crisis.”

Judith listened to the rest.

Edie had forgotten her costume piece for a history presentation.

Rachel was already at work.

Tom was at a site visit.

The costume was on the back of a chair in their dining room.

The presentation was at one thirty.

Judith was close enough to collect it.

But, Rachel said, Edie had specifically asked them not to rescue her because the teacher had said pupils needed to be responsible for their own materials.

Rachel’s question was whether Judith thought leaving the costume at home was too harsh.

Judith listened twice.

Then she phoned Rachel.

Rachel answered with, “I knew you’d call.”

“You asked.”

“I sent a voice note.”

“That is asking with extra steps.”

“Fine.”

“What is the costume?”

“A waistcoat.”

“Essential?”

“No.”

“Would the presentation still function?”

“Yes.”

“Would Edie be embarrassed?”

“Probably.”

“Would she survive?”

“Mother.”

“I’m calibrating.”

Rachel sighed.

“She texted me from school and said, ‘Please don’t bring it. I need to stop doing this.’”

Judith went quiet.

“That is annoyingly mature.”

“Yes.”

“Are we sure she means it?”

“She used three full stops and no emoji.”

“Serious.”

“Very.”

Judith sat at her kitchen table.

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. I think I want you to tell me I’m not neglecting her.”

“You’re not neglecting her.”

“That was fast.”

“You didn’t ask me to solve it. You asked me whether you were neglecting her. You are not.”

Rachel was silent for a moment.

Judith added, “I do think she may discover that self-reliance is less attractive at one twenty-five.”

“Yes.”

“But that is also information.”

Rachel laughed.

“So we leave the waistcoat.”

“We leave the waistcoat.”

“Are you going to go and look at it?”

“No.”

“Mother.”

“I said no.”

“Good.”

Judith waited until the call ended.

Then she stood, walked to the window and looked toward Alder Street as though the waistcoat might be visible from there.

It was not.

This was probably for the best.

*

By three thirty, Sandra was outside Elsie’s school because Elsie had not come out.

This was not unusual enough to be an emergency.

It was unusual enough to become irritating after six minutes.

Parents collected in loose groups around the gate. Some knew one another well enough to continue conversations that had evidently begun years earlier. Others stood alone with phones. A man in a suit was holding a scooter and looking personally betrayed by it.

Sandra checked the school app.

No message.

At three thirty-eight, children began appearing in a second wave.

Elsie was not among them.

At three forty-one, Poppy’s mother, whom Sandra knew was named Claire only because she had once spent forty minutes at a birthday party discussing whether eleven-year-olds needed phones, came over.

“Waiting for Elsie?”

“Yes.”

“Choir.”

Sandra looked at her.

“Choir?”

Claire nodded.

“Monday.”

Sandra said nothing.

Claire’s expression altered.

“You knew?”

Sandra looked toward the school building.

“I know now.”

“Oh.”

“How long has Elsie been in choir?”

Claire made the face of a person asked to estimate the age of a geological formation.

“Since half-term?”

Sandra stared.

“Since half-term.”

“I think.”

“That was five weeks ago.”

“Maybe four.”

Sandra opened the app.

There were no choir reminders.

“Is it on the app?”

Claire laughed.

“No. Mr Benson hates the app.”

“What does he use?”

“The paper slip.”

Sandra looked at her.

Claire realised.

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

“Maybe Elsie gave it to Callum?”

“Why would she give it to Callum?”

“I don’t know. Mine gave hers to the dog.”

“That at least has a clear chain of custody.”

Claire laughed.

Sandra did not.

Then she did, because it was funny, which was inconvenient.

“Does choir end at four?”

“Four fifteen.”

Sandra looked at the time.

She had arranged her day around three twenty.

At four fifteen, Elsie came out carrying a folder and looking entirely unsurprised to find Sandra.

“You’re early.”

Sandra stared at her.

“I am forty-five minutes late for the version of my life I believed existed.”

Elsie looked at Claire and Poppy.

“Did Mum not know?”

Poppy said, “Apparently not.”

Elsie turned back.

“I told you.”

Sandra inhaled.

“When?”

“Three weeks ago.”

“When exactly?”

“You were making dinner.”

“That is not a date.”

“You said, ‘Choir sounds nice.’”

Sandra closed her eyes.

Claire made a sympathetic sound and then moved away very quickly.

Sandra waited until they were walking.

“What do I say when I’m cooking?”

Elsie thought.

“Depends what you’re cooking.”

“No. When you tell me important information while I’m cooking, what do I say?”

“Usually, ‘That’s fine.’”

Sandra stopped.

“Coat and cooking.”

“What?”

“New rule. Coat and cooking do not count.”

Elsie smiled.

“Should we write it down?”

“Yes.”

“On the fridge?”

“Yes.”

“Will you read it?”

Sandra looked at her daughter.

“That was unnecessary.”

“It was a genuine question.”

They walked a little farther.

“Do you like choir?”

“Yes.”

“What do you sing?”

“Songs.”

“Excellent. We’re communicating beautifully.”

Elsie grinned.

Sandra tried again.

“Why did you join?”

“Poppy joined.”

“Right.”

“And then she quit.”

Sandra looked over.

“So Poppy is not in choir.”

“No.”

“Then why are you still there?”

“Because I like it.”

That landed differently.

Sandra had assumed the activity belonged to Elsie’s friendship world.

It did not.

Or not anymore.

“Who do you sit with?”

“Amelia and Noor.”

Sandra knew neither name.

“What year are they in?”

“Noor’s Year Six. Amelia’s in my class.”

“I have never heard of Amelia.”

Elsie looked genuinely surprised.

“Yes, you have.”

“When?”

“Loads.”

Sandra waited.

Elsie thought.

“Oh.”

“What?”

“You call her Emily.”

Sandra stopped walking again.

“I do not.”

“You do.”

“Why have you not corrected me?”

“I did twice.”

Sandra pressed both hands over her face.

Elsie said, “Coat?”

“No.”

“Cooking?”

“No.”

“What were you doing?”

“I don’t know.”

“That sounds fine.”

Sandra lowered her hands.

Elsie ran three steps ahead, delighted with herself.

*

At the Reed flat that evening, Callum was editing video on the dining table when Sandra came in from putting a note on the fridge.

COAT + COOKING = ASK AGAIN LATER.

Callum read it.

“What is this?”

“Governance.”

“It looks like a hostage instruction.”

“It is how this household will communicate from now on.”

Elsie was doing maths homework.

“Can we add sleeping?”

Sandra looked at her.

“Do you often give me information while I’m sleeping?”

“You answer questions.”

“I do not.”

“You do.”

Callum nodded.

“She does.”

Sandra pointed at both of them.

“If I am unconscious, nothing I say counts.”

Callum looked at the fridge.

“You’ll need a bigger sign.”

Sandra sat opposite him.

“What are you editing?”

“A short thing.”

“What short thing?”

“The placement application.”

Sandra frowned.

“I thought we did that.”

“The application, yes. They emailed me.”

“When?”

“This afternoon.”

“And?”

“They want a ninety-second video before they finalise the shortlist.”

Sandra leaned forward.

“Okay.”

Callum looked at her.

“What?”

“You said okay.”

“I am sitting down.”

“Yes.”

“I am not cooking.”

“No.”

“I am not asleep.”

“No.”

“Then okay means okay.”

He smiled.

“They gave prompts.”

“What prompts?”

“Why you’re interested. Something you’ve made. Something you want to learn.”

Sandra nodded.

“What are you going to say?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Want help?”

He hesitated.

That hesitation mattered.

Sandra had spent years believing good parenting meant being available with answers.

Recently she had begun to suspect availability and answers were separate services.

“Do you want me to watch it when you have a version?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to suggest things?”

“Maybe after.”

“Fine.”

He went back to the laptop.

Sandra watched for a moment.

On the screen was footage from somewhere outdoors. A bus pulling away. A woman closing a shop shutter. Two boys kicking a football against a wall. A man unlocking a bicycle.

“What’s that?”

“Just stuff I filmed.”

“For the application?”

“Maybe.”

“It’s good.”

Callum looked embarrassed.

“You’ve seen four seconds.”

“I am capable of early confidence.”

“You work in emergency medicine.”

“Exactly. We form impressions quickly.”

“Then revise them.”

“Also exactly.”

He smiled and returned to the edit.

Sandra stood.

Behind her, Elsie said, “Mum?”

Sandra turned.

“Yes?”

“Thursday is library evening.”

Sandra did not move.

“Which Thursday?”

“This one.”

“What is library evening?”

“We stay after school and do activities and parents can come.”

“What time?”

“Six.”

“Do I need to sign anything?”

“No.”

“Do I need to bring money?”

“Maybe.”

“Why maybe?”

“There are cakes.”

Sandra took out her phone.

Elsie watched.

Sandra put it in the calendar.

Then she looked up.

“Anything else?”

Elsie thought seriously.

“Not today.”

Sandra nodded.

“Excellent.”

Callum said, without looking away from the screen, “Growth.”

*

The next morning, Layla’s form was not in her school bag.

Naveed learned this at eight fourteen.

He did not shout.

This required effort.

“Where is it?”

“I put it in.”

“When?”

“Last night.”

“Where?”

“In the front pocket.”

“Then why is it not in the front pocket?”

“I don’t know.”

“Things have locations.”

“Not always.”

“Everything has a location.”

“Air.”

“Layla.”

She dropped the bag on the floor and emptied the front pocket.

Pens.

A ruler.

Lip balm.

A cable.

A folded worksheet.

No form.

Naveed looked at the kitchen table.

Nothing.

“Did you leave it at Mum’s?”

“No.”

“You filled it there.”

“Yes, Friday. I brought it here.”

“Did you put it in another folder?”

“No.”

He began checking surfaces.

Layla stood still.

“Dad.”

“What?”

“I can ask school for another one.”

He stopped.

There it was.

The obvious solution.

He disliked it because it arrived before the investigation was complete.

“They may need it today.”

“I can get one before registration.”

“And my signature?”

“They can email you.”

He looked at her.

“You know that?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Because Aisha lost hers yesterday.”

Of course.

Aisha had already lost hers.

The system had already experienced this failure.

Layla’s social world had tested the process before Naveed had even learned there was a process.

He straightened.

“Fine.”

Layla put the contents back in the pocket.

“Fine?”

“Yes.”

“So we’re going?”

“We’re going.”

At the door she paused.

“Also, I think the form might be in your folder.”

“What folder?”

“The Harland folder.”

Naveed stared.

“Why?”

“You signed it while the folder was open.”

He walked to the table.

The Harland acquisition papers were clipped inside a blue file.

Between a note about learner data transfer and a question for the solicitor was Layla’s school trip permission form.

She tried not to smile.

He held it up.

“This is not funny.”

“It is a bit.”

“It is not.”

“You put my future in the business folder.”

Naveed looked at the paper.

Then at her.

“That sentence is unacceptable before eight thirty.”

She took the form.

“Bye.”

*

At Bracken House, the noticeboard gained a new sheet of paper that afternoon.

HOUSEHOLD INFORMATION POLICY

If a person is:

1. wearing a coat,

2. cooking,

3. asleep,

then important information should be repeated later.

Nobody knew who had put it there.

Sandra suspected Callum.

Callum blamed Elsie.

Elsie said it was public service.

Judith read it on her way in.

Underneath, someone had written:

4. ON THE PHONE.

Below that, in different handwriting:

5. CARRYING SHOPPING.

Below that:

6. IN THE LIFT BECAUSE THE LIFT IS NOT A MEETING ROOM.

Sylvia had added:

7. DURING THE FINAL TEN MINUTES OF A TELEVISION PROGRAMME.

Reuben had written:

8. WHILE REVERSING.

Tamsin added:

9. IF THE INFORMATION CONTAINS THE WORD “QUICK.”

By six, it had become less a policy than evidence.

Judith stood reading it when Kit came in with Adrian.

Kit looked at the list.

“What’s that?”

“A list of circumstances in which adults cannot receive information.”

Kit read all nine items.

“That’s most of the time.”

Adrian laughed.

Judith gave him a look.

Kit pointed at number three.

“Why would you tell somebody something when they’re asleep?”

“Apparently,” Judith said, “some members of this building answer questions in their sleep.”

Kit considered this.

“Do the answers count?”

“No.”

“Then why ask?”

Judith looked at Adrian.

Adrian held up both hands.

“Not mine.”

Kit moved on.

At the bottom of the page was a blank space.

He took the pen attached to the board.

Judith said, “What are you doing?”

“Adding one.”

“What?”

Kit wrote carefully.

10. WHEN THEY HAVE ALREADY DECIDED WHAT YOU MEAN.

He put the pen back.

Judith read the sentence.

Adrian stopped smiling.

Kit went upstairs.

Judith remained in front of the board.

“That,” she said, “is annoyingly good.”

Adrian nodded.

“Yes.”

“Did you teach him that?”

“No.”

“Where did he get it?”

Adrian looked toward the stairs.

“From living with people, I imagine.”

*

Thursday’s library evening began with Sandra arriving at five fifty-eight and discovering that parents were expected to know where to go.

There was no reception desk.

No obvious sign.

No adult saying, “This way.”

Children moved through the building with complete confidence.

Parents followed them.

It was immediately clear to Sandra that the school possessed two separate architectures.

The first was the one adults saw during scheduled appointments: reception, hall, classroom, office.

The second belonged to children.

Shortcuts.

Doors that were “usually open.”

Stairs that “everyone uses except Year Seven after lunch.”

A water fountain that “doesn’t work unless you push the side.”

A corridor whose social meaning changed depending on the day.

Elsie moved through it without hesitation.

Sandra followed.

“Slow down.”

“I am walking.”

“You are walking with local knowledge.”

Elsie took her to the library.

The room had been rearranged for activities. Tables held second-hand books, quizzes, bookmarks and cakes.

Mr Benson, a thin man with glasses hanging from a cord, was directing three children and not directing six others.

“Elsie,” he said. “Choir sheets are by the piano.”

Sandra looked at Elsie.

“Choir sheets?”

“For next week.”

“What happens next week?”

Elsie froze.

Sandra held up a hand.

“No. Sorry. Wrong tone. Continue living.”

Elsie laughed and disappeared toward the piano.

Sandra stood alone.

Claire found her near the cakes.

“You came.”

“I was informed under valid conditions.”

Claire looked confused.

“It’s a new system.”

They bought tea.

Across the room, Sandra saw Elsie with Amelia—apparently not Emily—and Noor.

They were not doing anything dramatic.

They were arguing about whether a poster should have blue or black letters.

Elsie was quieter with them than she was at home.

She listened more.

Noor seemed to decide quickly.

Amelia changed her mind every twenty seconds.

Elsie made both laugh.

Sandra realised she had built an Elsie in her own head from the version who left shoes in corridors, complained about vegetables and treated bedtime as an opening offer.

That was a real Elsie.

It was not the only one.

“Strange, isn’t it?” Claire said.

“What?”

“Seeing who they are here.”

Sandra looked over.

“Yes.”

Claire nodded toward Poppy at another table.

“She’s much braver at school.”

“I thought Poppy was brave everywhere.”

“Not at home.”

Sandra watched Poppy ask an adult volunteer if she could move an entire display because the lighting was bad.

“Apparently.”

Claire smiled.

“You think you know them because you know what cereal they eat.”

Sandra laughed.

“Sometimes I
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