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For Leah, for her father, David, and for our daughter, Mara.





‘Britain, without volcanoes or Alps or forests, is in general a gentle and domesticated land that seems to be wholly under our control. Yet it is not really controlled. Lie awake at night even in our composed Britain and think how the land about you is changing every hour, as surely as your own body, and as irresistibly.’

JACQUETTA HAWKES, A Land






If you were one of very few people in the country who managed not to see the video, this is what you missed.

It starts in a pocket.

With the volume on, the rustling sounds almost like static, air catching in the microphone. And then light appears, a bloom then bust of brightness, as the room swings into view.

We lose the room, catch it, lose it – the camera swerves faster than an eye can – but there’s a desk, and chairs, a wall of windows. People. People shouting.

A voice says ‘no cameras’; another voice says ‘fuck you’.

For a second, it goes dark again, the camera momentarily against the carrier’s body.

And then it gets fast. The edges of the image rush. The man who’s holding the phone starts to run. We hear the rub of his legs moving, his breath taking off. It sounds like a train picking up speed.

It’s a balcony he’s heading to. The door to the balcony is open. It was the start of the heatwave and stupidly, even though the air-con was on, the doors to the outside were as open as they could be. The man gets to the balustrade with the phone still in his hand – it clinks clean against the metal.

It might have all gone differently if the chair hadn’t been right there. That made it easy. The man’s foot hits the seat. The hand holding the phone hits the metal again. As he lifts up one leg then goes for the next, as he clambers over the balustrade, the camera turns to face the sun directly and it’s blinding. For a tiny moment, everything goes purely, shining white.

It’s unclear if the phone stays in the man’s hand, or strays just behind him, but the camera follows as he falls. Moving through the air, the sound the phone captures is almost like an automatic rifle, tt-tt-tt-tt-tt-tt-tt-tt-tt. The fall is longer than you want it to be. The phone lands a second after the man. There’s a thud then crack, it goes black, and then light pours back in and readjusts the image.

Somehow the phone doesn’t break. Instead, it points up, directly at the building, the nine storeys that took less than three seconds, and the balcony, which, by then, was where we were.

In the video, you can’t see our faces, just the shapes of shoulders, heads, then the sound of screaming, quieter than you’d expect.

If you watched it, I was the one at the start who you heard saying ‘no cameras’.

I was the most senior person in the room that day, and after everyone on the balcony stopped looking down over the edge and looked around instead, I was the one they all looked at.

It wasn’t the first thing to go wrong. There had also been the phone call that morning, and after I’d hung up, how I thought I might lift up off my chair and stay there forever. And beyond that, there was the whole burning world.

No, it had already got bad before then. It’s just that it was about to get worse.





PART I
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There was an edge in the air, sharp enough to cut. It was the heat, but not just the heat. The whole of London was like a tinderbox. It was a bank holiday, and on the street, drinks had replaced phones in people’s hands.

It was so hot you could smell the pavements, and the breeze was like being pummelled by a car exhaust. Bodies had flung themselves to beaches as if by centrifugal force, and all the headlines while we waited for news about the election attempted to blend the two things: Meltdown Britain, and a diptych of a man in speedos and a picture of parliament saying Well Hung.

Too much was happening. On Wednesday, the man had jumped; yesterday, Thursday, was the election; and today, Friday, we still didn’t have a government.

Due to the bank holiday, our offices were closed, but I went in for a directors’ meeting that had been called after lunch. Afterwards, I texted my friend Flo to say that I thought I might be having a panic attack in a cage.


A cage??? she replied.

A café

Oh

Are you ok?

I was kind of into the cage, she said later. At least there’s ventilation.



It was too early for a heatwave. We’d gone from a freezing March to a fever-dream April, as if the sun had observed the turning of the page of the calendar. And I’d forgotten about the dinner at Sean’s until the reminder email. May as well drink while we wait for the locusts, he’d said. I checked the address again. It was in Notting Hill. I hadn’t been to West London for years.

Notting actual hill, I’d responded to the email weeks ago, in a recession? This was somewhat tongue in cheek since Sean did things of a highly dubious nature for a big bank. ‘Believe me, babe,’ he’d responded in a voice note, ‘the prices have plummeted,’ and he did the sound of a missile falling by whistling through his front teeth.

When I got there, the houses were lovely, ice-cream-coloured. Ex-models in leggings pushed prams or carried flowers, the only people in London not sweating. In contrast, I could feel all the seams of my clothes. The pundits on the news kept saying it was a dark day, but it was a very bright day for a dark day – the clocks had just gone forward, and polished car windows winked back at the still-high sun.

Sean called the dinners a series, The Friday Night Series, TFNS – which he pronounced tifnis, as if it were a venerated institution – but really it was mostly a collection of people with nothing more in common other than wanting to obliterate the week that had passed. The way braincells were smacked made me think of someone doing a break-off in snooker and really splitting all the balls. And I wouldn’t have gone – I’d promised myself I wouldn’t go back; I’d felt more and more out of place each time – had it not been for everything building.

As I got close to Sean’s place, I noticed a man standing outside the front door. I watched him for a minute or so as I walked up the road. He appeared to be rifling through plant pots. Sean had – or claimed to have, because he did seem quite excited about it – a stalker for a while, and I wondered if this was him, though it wasn’t really a question you could ask.

‘He killed Rosemary,’ the man said, when I got to the garden path.

This wasn’t good. ‘Sorry?’

‘Rosemary.’

‘Who’s Rosemary?’

‘Rosemary the plant. I didn’t know that was possible.’ He reached over to pick up a piece. It was crisp brown, crushed. ‘Looks like it was roasted with lamb. Though I guess the weather will do that.’

When he stood up, he was very tall. He made an instant shadow. I felt my neck tip. He had longish hair, held up in a rough bun. When he pressed the doorbell, I took another glance and noticed a tiny tattoo to the left of one eye.

I looked at the door number to check I was in the right place, but then the door swung open. It was close to eight and Sean was drunk already, his eyes glazed as a cake. Sean looked at the man, he looked at me. And then he winced. A wince I’d seen so many times in the past few days. ‘I thought you wouldn’t come!’ he said to me. ‘Because of—’ he pulled his bottom lip taut.

‘Sean, I didn’t push him…’ I said.

‘Yeesh,’ Sean said back, ‘stone cold.’ Then, as rapidly as it had come, the thought left him and he turned and looked with a kind of goldenness at the tall man. ‘It’s the prodigy!’ he said. So, presumably not a stalker. ‘I should alert the paparazzi about both of you. Do you guys know each other?’ he asked, once, then twice, his tongue furred with exclamation marks.

‘Old friends,’ the tall man said. And that was when he looked at me directly for the first time. I looked back at him and for a second, it bounced between us.

We climbed the stairs up to the second-floor flat. At the entrance, there was yellow police tape along the metal carpet trim. My stomach bit into itself thinking of the same tape on the balcony at work two days ago. ‘Urgent times call for urgent measures,’ Sean said. ‘Only joking, Zay bought it instead of a house gift, isn’t it ugly? He says this is the line where the politics stops. So none of that,’ he fell into a sing-song voice, ‘it was all rigged.’ The tall man’s eyes flicked at me again.

I realised when we walked inside what must have happened. Recession had contributed to the move, but not in the way Sean had suggested: this was one of Sean’s parents’ properties. ‘Times are tough,’ he said. ‘The tenants here couldn’t afford it anymore and G’ – G was Goran, Sean’s boyfriend – ‘and I realised we were just spunking thousands every month in Haggerston, so needs must. Also, Robbie’s sister hasn’t had a job since graduating so I got her in to do cocktails. Big mistake,’ he said under his breath, ‘huge.’ There were about a million cracked-open eggs on the counter, the yolks in sloppy, sci-fi-looking piles.

We were handed two sours in oversized martini glasses. ‘And just to check,’ the tall man said, ‘these are vegan?’ He looked at the eggs.

The cocktail provider looked back at him, her mouth slightly open. The thing was, he was very good-looking. It was hard not to notice. Something about the frame of bone and brown around blue eyes. Not murderer blue, but light enough. The neatness of his nose. The spade of his jaw.

‘It’s Pisco,’ she said, the ‘o’ left wide.

‘Well anyway,’ he said. ‘High in protein.’ He took a sip. ‘It’s good. Thank you! Thank you so much. Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude,’ he said, when she had gone. He turned back to me. ‘That was rude, wasn’t it? She’s so young. It’s just I haven’t spoken to anyone all day. Longer than a day. My mouth has kind of forgotten how to move.’ He took another sip, and I watched the acid of the lemon, or something not fully liquid, hit the back of his throat.

‘What came first,’ I asked him, ‘the cocktail or the egg?’

He peered into his glass. ‘There’s actually a whole yolk in this one.’

‘Well don’t show off. Look—’ I showed him what I was doing, turning to the side so he could see it in profile. ‘Just sip around the edges. You can kind of turn your teeth into a sieve. For the albumen.’

He nodded then tried it. ‘Very cold,’ he said. ‘My first albumen. All ten tracks.’ And then we stood silent for a while.

I noticed Sean pointing at me, and the person he was talking to saying ‘oh fuck,’ before Sean shushed him. It was quite clear I shouldn’t have come. I looked away from Sean and his friend, but couldn’t really look at the man I was with either, and so I looked around him.

The TV was on, the news playing on mute. One person was watching it, but someone else put their jacket partly over the screen, not to censor it even, but just as if it were a hook. The tall man and I stood near the fireplace, underneath a family portrait which was huge and very confusing, the light falling in all the wrong ways.

‘An original Rembrandt,’ I said, pointing.

He nodded. ‘I think it’s one of his best.’

‘How do you know Sean?’

‘I don’t really—’

‘Me neither.’

‘No, but I really don’t. He’s a friend of a friend. I’m in town for work and they said I should come by – it was before, all, you know.’ He pointed at the TV and worry kicked around inside me again. ‘What?’ he said. ‘Why are you looking at me like that? I am doing the tooth sieve thing. I’m trying, but it’s not always easy.’ He started to use a nail to pick his teeth.

‘We’re talking – what am I supposed to do? Shut my eyes?’

‘Some of it’s frozen.’

I did shut my eyes then. ‘Let me know if you walk away,’ I said.

I opened my eyes again and asked him if he’d ever tried red wine before. He said no, but he might have tried the white kind once: was it very different? I didn’t mean to, but I found myself smiling. I could feel the muscles in my face shift into an arrangement they hadn’t been used to the past few days. I tamped it down. ‘Where is home normally?’ I asked him. ‘Are you “in town” from like, Greenwich, or something? Because you sound very much like you’re English.’

‘I am English. But I’ve been living in New York.’

‘The Big Apple.’

‘The biggest. It’s weird to be here. There were so many journalists on my plane. You could literally hear the tapping.’

I pretended to type. ‘T-h-e o-n-c-e g-l-o-r-i-o-u s B-r-i-t-i-s-h E-m-p-i-r-e…’ I stopped myself. ‘Don’t they have enough to deal with back home?’

‘Course,’ he said. ‘But new crises always have that little bit of lustre. They can get going on domino effects and the doomsday clock, or whatever. I don’t know.’ He looked around the room. ‘It’s different when it’s your own country. At the airport, my passport felt so strange in my hand. Like it had a charge to it,’ he said. ‘Is that weird? Or is it normal? To feel protective? I don’t know,’ he said again. He had another tattoo on his arm, of the word ‘sincerity’. I wanted to ask him if it was ironic. ‘Have you ever not lived here for a while?’ he said. I nodded. ‘Isn’t it weird when you come back? I’m saying weird a lot,’ he smiled. ‘But that brief moment where you can see it all. Before it settles into normal again.’

‘It’s not all, or always, like this,’ I said.

There were other people there, lots of them, but somewhere over the course of the cocktail, we had walked backwards into our own island. Sean, our host, was a gay man who worked in finance. Most of the people in the room seemed to share one or both of these qualities. City boys in tailored shirts with Friday night red cheeks.

‘I don’t know what I expected but not this,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how we keep…’ his voice faded.

‘Outdoing ourselves?’

‘Exactly. And then today – in London anyway, I just would have expected some kind of sombreness. A wake.’

‘A wake would be good,’ I said. ‘Or a sleep. Some kind of hibernation situation.’ I looked at him. ‘And all today, people were just…’

‘Lying in the sun,’ he said.

Something about him didn’t make sense in the room. I kept on wondering why he was here. Whenever they edged close, the other men at the party seemed shy with him too. His height – he had at least a head on everyone else present – allowed him to scan the room and he looked all around it. Serious was maybe the word. Or substantial. I imagined saying that to Flo, and her saying ‘Code for fat.’ But it wasn’t that.

I couldn’t work out what he was looking at. When I followed his eyes they didn’t seem to have landed on anything interesting. Maybe he was just bored.

On the jacket-covered TV, the headlines scrolled, too small to see. ‘What do you think’s going to happen?’ he said. ‘Also, at the door, when Sean looked at you, and his face melted—’

‘A master of subtlety.’

‘What was that about?’ he said. I looked at him again. His eyes were kind when he said that, a tiny bit of crinkly crepe paper at their corners. Up close, they weren’t blue actually, but grey, or changing, shot through with green. These threads of it, the way a palm leaf splits and spreads. And he changed too, that’s the only way to say it. I kept on thinking of those posters with ridges that morph when you move around them. Double images: tethered, yet easy. Shyness, arrogance.

‘It’s not a great story. I’ve had a bad week. A kind of all-time worst week—’ I didn’t want to talk about that. ‘What about you? Why are you a prodigy?’

But then Sean clapped his hands above his head to call us to the table. We meandered in its direction, a slow strategic dance which I imagined was so we could find seats side by side. But then I felt a touch on the back of my head. It was Sean, who swerved me to the top of the table.

‘Fuck, babe, tell me everything—’ he said. He started to mime a jump, then stopped. ‘It was in the news loads. Even election week. What happened?’ he kept on saying. ‘But really?’

Each time I attempted to reply, Sean looked from left to right, like a detectorist scanning for gold on the beach. I did not have the gold that he wanted. And rather than listen to what I was saying, he simply prepared the sentence he wanted to say next: very precise and horrifying details he must have read online. The word ‘scrape’, and how they’d found a piece of flesh or bone sixteen metres away from where the man landed.

‘No Marion?’ he said. Marion was a girl I’d been seeing until very recently. I told him it was over. ‘Huh,’ Sean said, and then he nodded in the direction of the waitress who had been shepherded in to sit on the other side of me, in a chair that didn’t fit round the table. ‘The egg slayer,’ he whispered. ‘Bit young but cute, no? Maybe you could cheer yourself up?’

I found myself blinking as if there were acid or smoke in the air. She couldn’t have been much older than twenty. I reached for my drink. Sean had ordered food from a caterer and there was overwhelming parmesan in everything, in a way that swerved close to vomit. ‘Brief insider trading moment though,’ he said, leaning back from his plate. ‘Any idea how this will affect the IPO?’

‘The jump or the election?’ I said.

‘Both. Either.’

‘We have a year,’ I said. Sean managed enormous portfolios. ‘We’ll make it work.’

‘And the election shitshow. Any intel?’

‘Sean, you know I’m not actually in government.’

‘Yet!’ he said. ‘I mean good, you’d have lost your seat! But surely you have fingers in pies? Spies everywhere? No?’

I looked down at his lap, and noticed he was texting, his thumb moving like a saw.

I didn’t drink to forget. I drank in a way that felt like someone pulling on the cord of a boat engine: make it start, make it interesting. Before things had ended, Marion had been strict about work emails at the table, so by force of habit, I’d left my phone by the door and couldn’t check what was happening.

Sean’s boyfriend Goran was on the other side of me. His eyebrows fanned towards each other like cards. When he noticed how frequently I was serving myself, he told me it would get better after the second bottle. ‘Why do you think people in my country drink so much?’ he said. Goran was Hungarian. ‘A government like what’s probably coming, forty percent of men are alcoholic. Enjoy,’ he said, and he refilled my glass.

I asked him what the tall man I’d arrived with was called, and he said Ed.

It was a nice name, Ed. Kind of solid, like a stump of wood. I found myself looking at him across the table. When pudding was served, three different foil tins pulled floppy-bottomed from the oven, Ed had a bowl of each, and then seconds of one. He hot-crossed each portion into four big bites almost mathematically, then ate them one by one. He had this tidy way of sucking his spoon.

Talking to him had been the one thing that felt nice. Felt like jumping from lily pad to lily pad, a little danger on the leap, a tuck of joy on the landing. Even after everything, we’d stayed above water. This is what I was thinking as he put his napkin on the table, pushed his chair back, then stood up and dusted off his lap to let various crumbs disembark.

I must have been more drunk than I realised because as he got up to go to the bathroom, I looked at his body to see where it went. Nothing about his body pushed at the waist of his jeans. His skin seemed to hold inwards rather than out. Not thin though. Everything about him was broad, I remember thinking. Shoulders broad, neck broad. Even his ears were broad. Lobes that looked like they’d been squashed a little wider, clay between a thumb and a finger. Broad beans. He came by where I was sitting on the way. He asked me if I was having an alright time.

‘An alright time,’ I repeated. ‘Your standards are—’

‘Stratospheric.’

Maybe that was it. Time. Something about him did look like he was from another time, and not a recent time, sometime long ago, with swords maybe, or horses. Why would I tell him that? But I did tell him that, and he nodded, not meeting my eye really. ‘A time where they didn’t have hygiene or septic systems,’ he said as he started walking away. ‘Good.’

I watched him leave, and felt it happen inside me, autopilot, some kind of analogue recalibration: that things would be paused until he came back.

I went to get my phone. The screen was green with walls of missed calls, messages, tangles of news alerts, a whole papyrus scroll from my boss Daniel, who must have texted at that exact moment too, because his latest suddenly filled my screen. It was a screenshot from an article. The main picture was an aerial shot of the man’s body. This looks like it’s taken from OUR balcony, does it not???? Find out who took it

I swallowed. Or tried to. It seemed to get stuck halfway. Panic wasn’t a feeling I was used to. But it came like it had come that morning, heat brushing up and down my body.

It was the way flashbacks rushed in, a terrible flickbook. The cool that had come over me in the seconds after the jump. How I’d gone straight from the balcony to block the boardroom doors and let people out as I needed them. Monitor news, monitor social. Get security, block off the road, keep people away, cover him up, do what you have to. And the ambulance of course. First. I think I did do that first. My voice steady throughout as I told people what to do, like I was ordering coffee.

‘Are you going?’ I heard Goran saying. I wrenched my mind back into the room. I looked up at Ed and noticed it too: the jacket over his shoulder, and his bag in his arms, like he was carrying a small body.

‘Thought I might, yeah,’ Ed said. Then he looked at me, and said more quietly, ‘I’m finding it hard to be festive anyway.’

Earlier, when we’d been talking, I’d thought his eyes looked like they were used to smiling, those crepe paper edges, but he was not smiling now. ‘They’ve called it,’ he said. ‘Well it’s not called but, the full results are out. And it’s – well, obviously, it’s not good.’ Ed looked around the room again, then back at me. ‘Weird to say, but thank you for reminding me that some of it’s okay.’

‘What’s it?’

‘England?’ He attempted to smile at least. ‘No biggy,’ he said.

‘You’re going to go right away?’ I asked. It was something about the angle, me sitting, him standing – he looked like he was cut out from another place, a figure moving against a green screen.

I waited for an ‘Okay one more then’, or ‘Okay, one for the road’, or ‘Okay, because it’s all gone wrong’, but none of those came.

A little crescent of drunk people had migrated to the sofa seemingly to shout at each other. Guillotine hands chopped emphatically.

Then Ed, by the door, turned back round. ‘Hey,’ he said to me, ‘do you want to come?’

‘Come? Where?’

‘I don’t know, just leave here.’

He didn’t seem to care if anyone heard.

I looked at the window in the hallway tight with coats left over from the last of March. It still had the illusion of being bright outside, cuts of pink cloud that seemed to make their own light. I wondered if it would still be hot out there.

‘We could walk,’ I said.

Full moons, heatwaves. Mad dogs, Englishmen. A feeling that the end was all around us. The least you can do is things you normally wouldn’t.
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I followed Ed down the stairs. ‘What’s the plan then?’ I said. ‘Storm parliament?’ I tried to make it sound light, but everything felt heavy.

‘I don’t know why but I keep wanting to say sorry,’ he said.

‘Did you not vote?’

‘I voted. I’m still sorry.’

Something passed between us at the bottom of the stairs. He didn’t want to be the one to tell me out loud, or I didn’t want him to be the one, as if it would somehow make it his fault. The door, too – it seemed to take on a new meaning. As if, while it stayed shut, and we stayed in the dark of the hallway, it might not have happened yet.

‘Could we pause it a little longer?’ I said. ‘I mean, can I? Just for a few minutes.’

‘Okay. If you’re sure.’ He turned the handle and pushed the door open.

‘Brave new world,’ I said.

‘Weak old world,’ he said back.

As we left Sean’s building, the sound of the party upstairs poured out of wide-open sash windows. We walked without talking at first, like our silence could make up for their noise.

It was warm enough to be daytime. The jacket in his hand stayed in his hand. His shoulders seemed even bigger in the dark. My head almost had to move to look from one shoulder to the other. I don’t remember everything we talked about.

‘I’ve read about this,’ I said eventually. ‘You can’t lead me down a dark alley.’

‘Stupid rules. Hey, I’m sorry you had a bad week and then all this came along to crown it.’

He asked me what happened, but I couldn’t afford anymore flashbacks rushing in. We’d slowed to a stop. I knew time was running out. I felt hot, but we’d been walking. And so I looked at my phone, the unchecked notifications.

As 22 new parties gain seats, the British two-party system, a force for balance for the past 200 years, dismantled.

I opened the article, started scanning it. ‘Unprecedented outcome,’ I said, my voice flat. ‘Why can’t anyone ever precedent anything?’

‘I know.’

‘And what does it even mean?’ Normally I could scan documents at an ungodly speed, but I almost couldn’t read. I thought of one of those kids’ toys. The words had turned into shapes, and I couldn’t find the right holes for them to slip through.

‘They’ll all be scrambling to get the numbers for a coalition,’ Ed said. He pulled up a graphic a friend had sent. ‘I mean look at it, it’s so split. Labour’s asking for a recount – ’cos look at that.’ He zoomed in closer.

I flicked to my market app to look at futures and overnight movements. Not a free fall exactly, but a huge tumble.

‘That’s got to be less than fifteen percent,’ he went on. ‘And there’s a whole bunch of nutters in there. Like we all collectively decided to jump off a cliff.’

I had another flashback to the man jumping, and the ground underneath me really did seem to move, a hand tugging on a tablecloth. The thud, a flinch.

‘Are you okay?’ he said, like he could see the ground move too.

My mouth was so dry I couldn’t even imagine water. I tried to read another article; Ed was looking at his phone too. ‘I feel like if we were in a film, we’d be standing in front of a TV shop watching it play out on multiple screens,’ he said.

‘If we were born in the sixties—’ I tried to say, but my voice was barely working.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘If only. I mean how bad was the Cuban Missile Crisis really?’

We’d paused mid-crossing on a big road. In the traffic island, in the middle, the edges raised like braille, it struck both of us, I think. He looked at me. I looked at him. I looked at his feet. For a second I thought of ballet positions. First, second. Had he stepped closer to me? Should I step back?

It was also that I hadn’t said it yet, that I wasn’t interested. Not like that. Normally I always said it quickly. My choice to take cards off the table, shape the way the rest of the conversation went. I hadn’t done that. I stood still. He did too.

‘I have a place I’m staying if you want to, I don’t know, watch a disaster film,’ he said.

I looked at my wrist even though I wasn’t wearing a watch.

‘Lars von Trier,’ he continued. ‘Put some Wagner on and stare into the incoming meteor—’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure.’

I could see the tussle in him, back and forth. He hadn’t been looking at me when he said it, the sentences just building in the air, and then, as quickly as they came, he undid them. ‘Or just a drink,’ he said. ‘Except I only have water back at the flat, and also – I don’t know.’ He looked at me and it was like he was trying to work out a maths problem. ‘Anyway.’

I remember being aware of my lips, where they were on my face, being aware of his. Wanting to look away. Wanting to run away. Doing neither.

He finished his maths. ‘I don’t think I should,’ he settled on.

I started to understand then. It landed in little drops, the kind that make you look up, the beginning of rain. A girlfriend, of course, or a wife. A guitar string inside me twanged.

‘Where are you staying?’ I said. ‘I won’t come, don’t worry. You can save the Tristan and Isolde for another time.’

‘East,’ he said, and he arranged his body, east. Mostly, it felt, because he wanted to turn away from me.

‘You can do that?’

‘By the stars,’ he said. ‘By the stars, and my phone.’ He smiled, and it was a nice smile. A little bit of un-straightness to his bottom teeth. He said he’d drop me off in a car. Then clarified: not a car he’d be driving.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘There aren’t going to be riots in the street. Or… I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘There should be.’



When the car arrived, it smelled of pine and chilled air. As it took us away from Notting Hill, or Bayswater, which is roughly where we’d walked to by then, we saw no riots.

We passed a man living in a play tent for kids. There was a swastika on a nearby wall, but it was old, and maybe backwards. We looked for signs that other people had noticed, that it mattered. But the world doesn’t stop. It’s all always happening all together, all at once.

In the car, the radio played Darondo ‘Didn’t I’, before it changed to the news, before – even quicker – it changed to techno. I kept thinking: how does it all exist at once?

Something sat between us in the middle seat of the car, a new awkwardness maybe. Ed smoothed out his palms like they were pieces of paper. I looked again at the tiny tattoo by his eye. It was of a ‘J’. I remember thinking, there are still questions I can ask him. We can stay talking.

I asked him to talk to me about something else that wasn’t the election, and he told me he loved being driven by his dad as a kid. The way if you sit side by side with someone you can talk about anything. ‘I don’t even think we talked about much,’ he said, ‘but we had the best chance of it, if you know what I mean? You’re allowed to be silent, and just look.’



Mostly we were silent and just looked.

We slid by swoops of Georgian terraces and the Union Jack colours of chicken shops. When we slowed at a set of traffic lights, I thought a woman on a bench was hyperventilating but she was just eating a pastry out of a brown paper bag with her eyes closed.

I had grown up in London but I felt such a distance to it now. Everything was repeated and repeated and repeated. Highlighted hair and cheeks, and jewellery shifting from gold to silver back to gold again, the crowds outside pubs, and the sound of it, the same on every corner, like stock footage. Men in going-out shirts and Boohoo ads, and the way that everyone kept saying ‘so you’re back now’, like I would never leave again.

Ed looked out of the window like his eyes were eating. He spun a ring on his finger with his thumb. It wasn’t on his ring finger, but maybe he’d moved it. These were only notes of thoughts. Quiet ones, keys half-pressed on the piano.

And then I noticed something on his cheek and thought it must be raining. The way rain can come in the heat. But I looked up, his eyes were wet too.

‘Sorry,’ he said, wiping them away quickly with his sleeve. ‘I think it’s – it’s all the times I’ve been here before. How fast it’s all gone. Or goes,’ he corrected. ‘Or jet lag—’

‘Or societal breakdown—’

‘Or that. But you know, that’s old news.’ He reached for a bottle of water in the door pocket. ‘My dad was a crier. These big sobs. Like a human bagpipe.’ He tried to laugh.

Ed’s hand was on the seat between us. He stretched out his fingers. I knew that feeling, what was happening inside his hands. The desire to let it out, the desire to escape. I put my hand not on top of his but near to it. He moved his hand closer to mine, and then I did the same. We didn’t hold our whole hands. Just a few fingers.

‘It’s so stupid,’ Ed said, looking out the window again. ‘You know that clocks don’t stop. Rationally, you know that, we all do, but—’

‘You want people to stop too…’ I said. I thought about work: what it would look like now. Everything I’d have to do. ‘But they can’t.’

South of where we were, people did lie down in front of parliament. Broke through barriers because the roads around it were closed. Maybe. Though that might have been the next night, or the one after. A lot of things happened.

‘But I guess London is London,’ I said. ‘Just like New York is New York. You turn a corner and it all disappears.’

At some point, the crossroads near my house came into view. The car speaker told us we were approaching our destination.

‘I’m not here for long,’ Ed said. ‘After all that. If you want to. I’d like to see you again.’
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In bed, the room did soft circles, back-and-forth half-pipes.

My brain did circles too, a paintbrush moving against a wall. The thought of Marion rushed in. Marion who’d been there ’til a week ago. She’d played the piano so perfectly, so delicately, that a neighbour had once waited outside our door until she was finished, then knocked to find out what the music was. I took a deep breath as if making space in my lungs would make me feel something about losing her. But as I held it, other things flooded in instead. I imagined rain coming in through the open window of the boardroom and hitting the long table. The sound of the man’s body landing, how it landed in the base of my belly too. The call before it all happened that morning. Everything.

My circles traced around for something good to settle on, in the same way that my hand traced around the bed looking for my phone. I fell asleep before I got to either.
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The next day, Saturday, I was late for lunch at Flo’s house. But she was later. As in, still not awake when I got there.

Her face when she got to the door. Pillow welts that looked like whip marks. ‘Why did we say so early though?’ she said. She was wearing one of her muumuus.

‘Flo, it’s one p.m.—’

‘Anyway, it’s good you’re here, I was just having the most terrible dream about you.’

I looked at her standing in the doorway. Flo had something Rossetti-ish about her. Her hair wasn’t red, but there was a mass of it, a tumble, and her mouth had such a strong shape that when she wore lipstick she looked, from a distance, like she must have gone over the lines.

‘What dream?’

‘Oh, just anxiety dreams because you’ve been through so much? I don’t know, my brain’s just transformed it.’

We walked into her living room. The low bamboo table in the centre was strewn with bottles that suggested the end of the cupboard: Amarula, Tia Maria, Plantation Rum.

‘People over?’ I said.

‘People,’ she said, ‘person.’

She was sleeping with her PhD supervisor. He had the air of being almost middle-attractive in his university website photos but only because they were very old. ‘He’s not as good-looking as that in real life,’ she’d told me, and I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. He had a wife, of course, and he had three teenage children, of course, and obviously – obviously – he came to Flo’s house so he could be a teenager himself.

She called him The Professor. TP for short. I told her people used that for toilet paper but it hadn’t put her off.

‘It’s all very self-aware, you know?’ she’d say. ‘We joke about it.’ (‘Ah,’ she’d also said once, ‘good old self-awareness. A smart casual jacket we put on the shoulders of shit.’)

‘There are nice men out there now,’ I said. Ed from the night before flicked into my mind. ‘Normal and nice and not even…’ what was the word? ‘horrible.’ I wondered whether I’d have shown her a picture if I’d had one. I wondered if they’d be good together.

‘I heard!’ she said. ‘Three of them apparently. Have to go at them with a bow and arrow.’ She held her phone up like a mirror, then typed in her passcode instead. ‘Doesn’t recognise me. The shame of it. The shame of everything. Can you believe it? Also, sorry about Marion,’ she reached over and gave my hand a light, tender scratch. ‘I know she was truly the textbook definition of a rebound, but she really did have amazing legs.’

‘Amazing legs,’ I agreed. The type of legs people would say are ‘up to here’, then touch their shoulder.

‘And crucially, she wasn’t Bonnie.’ She did a dad thumbs up: good job. ‘For which I will always be grateful—’

Bonnie. The call from Bonnie. But I couldn’t talk about Bonnie right now.

Flo knocked some books and a bra onto the floor to make space for us on the sofa. There was something comforting about it, the way she did it with her foot. I wondered occasionally if I had something in common with TP, in that I liked to come to her house for the time-travel back to a world arrested in the chaos of our twenties, particularly when my own life was so different now.

‘It’ll be okay,’ I said. I flicked a tiny piece of old bread off the seat before I sat down. ‘The Marion stuff.’

I told Flo it was hard to make myself feel anything. After the jump, someone from work had sent the team a supposedly inspirational affirmation saying there might be a gap between experience and feeling. It made me think of the gap in double glazing, everything insulated and harder to reach.

Flo gave me a hug then and the smell of her took me in a million different directions. ‘Did he stay over?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not all of it.’ We sat as we always sat, opposite ends of the sofa, but legs entangled in the middle. ‘But this is where it all played out.’

‘Where what played out?’ I arched my back to lift myself off the cushions.

‘Last night! Viewing party, booing party. Then it got “real” ’ she did the speech marks, ‘and he said he should “be with his family.” ’ The speech marks got more extreme. ‘His wife and his kids were texting. Is it wrong to say I felt something each time a new thing happened? When they were like, never in British history have we seen results like this. Like, there’s a thrill in it building even if it’s awful? He was holding my hand really tight like I was experiencing history with him.’ She half laughed.

‘And he’d know,’ I said.

‘What? Oh, ’cos he’s elderly. Anyway, I hate it all. That voting slip was like the ravings of a madman. Did you understand it? It was like, two fucking pages. And even I didn’t really get the whole first then second then third thing. It’s fucked. I’m swearing a lot which is a further sign of my being stupid.’

‘It’s all fucked,’ I said. ‘I think a man even tried to invite me back to his last night.’

‘What? Are you okay? Honestly, yesterday was disgusting.’ She blew out. ‘At least it takes the heat off your stuff. I mean, does it even?’

She hadn’t seen me since the man had jumped. She did the obligatory wince, and I felt the familiar washing machine start to spin behind my belly button. Slow, splashy. That thump where it hit the bottom. ‘It’s not “my stuff” ’ I said. ‘Things like that, there are always complex issues happening in the background.’ That was a sentence I’d tried to tell myself anyway. ‘It’s not like it was my fault.’

‘No but you were there.’

‘I was there.’

I looked away from her. She was sitting on my shirt. I tried to pull it out from under her without her realising. Her vape hung out of her mouth as she looked at her phone. ‘Why the fuck isn’t there any actual news? Why is it just random people we know making statements like they’re the diplomatic service of a nation state? We don’t even fully know what’s happening yet…’

She was always able to look at six screens at once, even on her phone. ‘In tucked-away rooms, policies are no doubt being horse-traded,’ she read from an article. ‘Who knows what reciprocal concessions and nothing-to-lose bargaining is happening behind closed doors. Whoopee yet again.’ She exhaled upwards in a way that made me think of a train. ‘Can you explain it to me? Like I’m an idiot.’

‘Like you’re an idiot?’ I said.

‘But you won’t have to work with them?’

‘Flo, obviously—’ I said. I stopped. I felt the panic start to begin its laps inside me again.

I said we should be outside. But she said it was too hot and that the sun would age us. She looked around the room, and I could tell she was looking for signs from last night, like there would be a clue that would answer a question. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I love him,’ she said. ‘TP. I fucking hope I don’t. But sometimes I feel this… trick in my chest like I do. Do you know what I mean?’

I nodded.

‘Sometimes I feel a desire to say it, but what I think I really mean is I’m happy,’ Flo said. ‘Sometimes I think that’s what love is. I love you, by which I mean these crisps are delicious and the weather is nice and I’ve had a sip of beer and I’m happy, you know?’

‘What if you’re crying and begging someone not to leave you?’ My brain flicked back to Marion a week ago. A pinch came, or perhaps I made it.

‘Well. That’s like saying I’m not happy.’

‘Okay.’

‘Or I’m scared. It just means you affect me.’

‘I thought you said it was crisps and weather,’ I said. ‘This is your PhD thesis, right?’

I was trying to be normal, but the panic kept coming in surges. Suddenly it was sharp behind the bridge of my nose, the desire to cry. ‘Do you think there’s any chance it might be okay?’ I said.

‘It was all a dream,’ she said. ‘I used to read Word Up magazine.’

‘Seriously though. What are we going to do?’

‘We?’ she said. ‘You’re the one in trouble.’

‘But in general—’ I looked at her.

‘Same thing we do every day, Pinky,’ she said. ‘Shout into the internet.’
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When I got home, I said hello to the air even though I didn’t need to.

Marion hadn’t been there very long. We’d only been going out since October, but because she’d had a tricky roommate situation, she’d moved in quicker than either of us thought was a good idea. And in that moment, when things had started to get bad at work, there was something homely about her. She’d shopped for a whole week in advance, lit candles. She’d made me get a Christmas tree. I’d found it almost unbearably hot to watch her cook or clean. I’d tell her it turned me on, and she’d move her underwear to the side so I could see everything, then tell me I needed therapy.

Speaking of therapy, early the next morning, a text came through on my personal number: Hey Ellen! (That was not my name) I’m here whenever you want to talk :)

As a response to the jump, at our directors’ meeting on Friday, our Head of People had announced a collaboration with a digital therapy start-up. Everyone who was in the office that day was eligible for three hours’ credit, and those who were in ‘the room where it happened’ would have twice that.

The Ellen message followed a call from an unknown number, which obviously no one would pick up. Then a second message came through offering fifteen percent off a de-stress massage, subtitled tantalising.

Other flashes from Friday’s meeting stuttered into my mind. My waves of nausea in the lift on the way up, imagining the same journey downwards much faster. The way Daniel still looked entirely unaffected: drinking coffee from a transparent plastic water bottle meant for exercise that steamed up like a shower. ‘All great leaps forward have costs,’ he’d said. ‘But in the scheme of things, we must see that those costs are pixel small.’ Right after it had happened, it might have been exactly what I’d hoped he would say, but it was the way he pressed his finger and thumb to make the pixel now, so hard both fingertips lost blood. He tilted the conversation to the election.

‘Whoever, whatever it turns out to be,’ he’d said, ‘we make it fucking work. Your policy team…’ It was me he looked at. ‘Your little Westminster goal hangers. All that shit. We just make it work. We all know what year it is.’ As ever, the room was compelled to nod. ‘IPO year. Runway to IPO. This is it. This is fucking it.’ Bolded, italicised, underlined. ‘The British public can vote in a bunch of flying dwarves for all I care. Eyes on the prize,’ he said, and looked at me again.

How was that only two days ago? Back in my kitchen, there was still dirt on the shelf from where Marion had taken away kitchen plants.

A message broke the reverie. Not one message. Many. A series of messages from my father.

Not a good day today. Many reasons but mum. Love, dad.

She would still love to see you though she is saying. Love, dad.

When you come if could bring oranges for her and also flowers, that would make her happy love dad.

It was Sunday. I’d forgotten I was supposed to go and see them. My mum was ill. It was one of the reasons I had come home from Lisbon, where I’d been living, though home was not really where I had gone. Was not really where I wanted to be.

Of course! I wrote back. I sent a flotilla of hearts.

When I look back at messages to my parents from that time, they’re hard to bear. It was the contrast to who I was everywhere else in my life. My stoniness at work – all through the beginning of my career, I’d challenge myself to see how few words I could use in an email; now, if direct reports sent long emails full of brackets and caveats, I’d simply reply ‘try again’ – and then myself-self, or at least my old self, with Flo. With my parents, however, I had this new garish expansiveness, shiny as sweets, anything to keep spirits high. I’m sure spirits were not what they wanted from me, but they were all I brought.

Often, when they spoke about my mum’s illness, I could not hear anything. I would ask them to repeat what they had said, even if it was simple. When a question came up later – and you, Elle, which route do you think sounds better? – they would have to start everything again. I couldn’t remember the name of medicines. I couldn’t look at her sometimes, even when she seemed fine.

Also I have to talk to you about something. Sensitive. Sorry Love dad

The last bit of the origami of dread folded into place.

I got dressed. Questions about my life, too. There would be questions about my life. And I knew what would happen. It would all play out in the opening seconds when I got there.

They could often detect things that weren’t there. Colds that never came. Worries that didn’t exist until they said them into being.

I would go. I wouldn’t. I played both scenarios until it was long past the time I should have left.

Dad, I wrote, I’m so sorry. I got to the train station. I was sitting in my house. My boss called. Big emergency. You know what the week was like – a nightmare.

Ok… we’re watching the news…

Sunday sitting, love dad.

And at the same time, Flo texted too. Are you watching this?

The way news unfolded now, it made me think of market traders with walls of screens. I had my phone, I was being sent things. The flashing red dots of live news, breaking and breaking and breaking.

A coalition – roaming, ranging, but mostly hard to the right – had managed to get the numbers. They’d called themselves the Alliance for Britain. It was there in black and white, oddly solid to see it printed so fast, on a cheap-looking podium. I tried to scan faces to see if I recognised anyone, but I didn’t. Not a single face.

A section was playing called ‘Meet the Kingmakers’, and with very little preparation time, it attempted to introduce some of the new MPs.

All these single issue fuckfaces, Flo texted.

The voting form had looked more like a list of ideas. End Austerity, Save Pettiford NHS Trust!, Student Loans Should Be Illegal. Things like that. But those weren’t the ideas on the screen now.

Already, there was footage emerging of far-right salutes, because, well, of course.

LOVE how they don’t even deny it anymore, Flo wrote.

Remember when they used to be like, it’s a deep fake!

Don’t mind me, I was only dancing!

O the glory days…

The Alliance had rallied around a woman called Michaela Liddle, a fringe player until very recently.

She’s quite fit?? Flo texted, a constant livestream.

Is she??

She was Northern. Made a joke, frequently it turned out, that her accent got stronger with every mile further north she drove up the M1. She was 41 but she looked younger. I googled her; scanned through a barely-there, bubbling-up-in-real-time Wikipedia page.

‘Recently, we’ve had a lot of showboats up here,’ she said in her acceptance speech. It was Leeds, her accent. She played with the lethargy of it, these slow forward rolls. ‘Grandstanders. Boasters. Blaggers. Not to forget the dullards,’ she smiled briefly, then cut it like an engine. ‘But now it’s time for hard work.’

My thumb did its automatic flick to check the FTSE. The market seemed to be holding its breath.

In the questions – she only took three – someone asked her about small boats.

‘Small boats,’ she said. ‘Retro. It’s big boats I worry about. People have been calling it an invasion. Scary.’ She paused. ‘Have they never seen one? This – right now – this is the calm before the storm. And what do you do before a storm?’ She looked up at the camera and let the viewer answer the sentence.

On a stage, the Alliance stood together and all raised their hands up. They roared.

I can smell their breath through the TV, Flo texted.

I opened a bottle of wine I’d intended to keep. What was the point of keeping anything? And then an unknown number flicked its green ribbon onto my screen.

Hi, it’s Ed, it said.

From the end of the world

A piece of string in my stomach pulled tight.

I feel I’ve lost the power to say anything interesting.

Not that I ever had it

A stupid question, but how are you doing?

I thought of us on the traffic island, cars rushing on either side. The speed around us, the quiet where we were. The way my brain had told me, like it was getting the numbers wrong and making a miscalculation, you will remember this.

But what could I say to him? There was so much to say that it shrunk to nothing.
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In the car to work, the driver took corners sharply. Pinball angles. He had a talk radio show on and some guy who’d called in was so brimming over with pride, the host said, ‘Don’t explode, mate – I can almost hear your skin getting tighter.’

The driver and I sat in silence. I scanned the news. They’d changed the formatting of the page. It was almost all black. I refreshed my emails. A new millefeuille rattled in, layer after layer of absolute shit.

Crisis comms

PR on JD incident URGENT

New gov – war room today

Protestors outside RIGHT now

WHERE THE FUCK IS ELLE

The driver turned the steering wheel so hard it was like he was playing a game where you got more points the quicker you did it. We got into streets I knew. I sat forward so I couldn’t feel my heartbeat against the seat. Then, in the vase-shaped gap between the two front seats, I saw the office building.

Tall, metal, it slapped back the sun. The protest was worse than the pictures I’d been sent so far, either unaffected by the weekend’s news or bigger because of it. There were three tents, one more like a small gazebo. Someone was pouring coffee or tea into polystyrene cups. There were signs everywhere. Blood, hands.

Then, ‘I just remembered… ‘ I found myself saying. A sensation that defined my younger years: being suddenly afraid on the street. How I would look at my watch as if I were late to justify running. ‘Can I change the address?’

‘I got jobs—’ the driver said. He tapped on the screen of his phone with his fingernail.

‘Just somewhere close.’

He pulled nearer to the office as he did the U-turn. In red paint, poured rather that painted, they’d put the shape of a body on the street.



I got the driver to take me to Oxford Street. I don’t know why, maybe it reminded me of weekends as a teenager. When I got out of the car, even in the early morning, the sun was a punch. The smell of chips, new trainers, stalled buses, plywood windows. I was in front of a shop called Tennerland, and I could almost feel the static coming off the clothes inside. For the first time since childhood, I thought of spontaneous combustion.

It was 9.15 a.m. now. People would be arriving at the office. I’d tried to push it down, aside, away, at bay all weekend, but it rushed in now and wouldn’t stop coming. It was how I’d barely paused, like I always barely paused. And all the other things you don’t see in the video. How, after I’d broken the news to Daniel, after I’d spoken to the police, I couldn’t breathe properly when I got back to my desk. Up-down, up-down, like I’d run up stairs, but I was just sitting still. A kid on my team had come to my office door. She’d teetered on the threshold.

‘What’s happening on social?’ I’d asked her, as she took a step in.

‘There are pictures—’ she’d said. ‘There’s a video.’ And then she leaned forward and vomited. The sudden smell of acid, heat. I’d tried to clean it up with junk mail leaflets and it slid off the paper.

But it was after she left that it really happened. It was when I watched the video she’d told me about and saw what everyone else had seen. That was when something had finally broken.

And then, right there on Oxford Street, I was no longer in my body. I was a camera moving in circles around me.

I sent a message to work, but it took longer than it should have because my hands were shaking.

In shortly. Dealing with something urgent – five attempts on that word as I couldn’t get my thumb to hit the T.

I kept on seeing the red body on the street. It flickered: paint, then the man himself, then paint, then the man.

The panic might come in waves. That was another message the text therapist had sent. Remember waves pass, remember to breathe in between them.

Ed came into my mind. I don’t know why that happened. I opened his message. I could feel my heart beat in the tips of my fingers now.


Hi, I wrote.

It didn’t make sense to do it.

Sorry for not replying before

It would be great to meet

He wrote back right away.

Oh hi! For a moment I thought you’d given

me the flirt divert number…

What about now? I wrote.

Don’t you have a job you hate?

I do, I said.

Are you free?
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