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			For Saskia, who already understands more about human nature than I ever will

		
	
		
			1

			Lila

			There is a framed photograph on Lila’s bedside table that she hasn’t yet had the energy, or perhaps the inclination, to get rid of. Four faces squished together in front of an enormous aquarium in some foreign holiday attraction – she forgets where now – a shoal of enormous iridescent stripy fish gazing blankly from behind them. Violet, pushing up her nose with one finger and pulling down the lower lids of her eyes so that she looks like a grotesque waxwork; Celie, in a Breton shirt, also pulling a face, although given she must have been thirteen by then, a little more self-consciously; Lila smiling vainly, as if hoping that this will be a lovely family shot despite all the evidence; and Dan, his smile not quite reaching his eyes, his expression enigmatic, his hand resting on Violet’s T-shirted shoulder.

			This last family photograph is the first thing she sees in the morning, and the last she sees at night, and although she knows she should keep it where it won’t colour her day, for some reason she hasn’t quite fathomed she can’t put it in the drawer. Sometimes, in her sleepless hours, she watches the strips of moonlight slide across her bedroom ceiling, glances at that photograph and thinks wistfully about the family she could have had, all the pictures of holidays that will never exist – rainy weekends in Cornwall, exotic beaches with them all dressed in white – a joyful graduation in front of some red-brick university, perhaps Celie’s wedding, proud parents at her side; all ghostly, ephemeral images of a life that have simply evaporated in front of her.

			And sometimes she thinks about getting a big glob of Blu Tack and squidging it right over Dan’s face.

			Lila is attempting to clear a particularly stubborn blockage in the first-floor lavatory when Anoushka calls. When she and Dan had bought this house two and a half years ago – a large, ‘quirky’ (estate-agent speak for ‘nobody else would buy it’) doer-upper in a leafy part of north London – she had been enchanted by the decades-old bathroom suites in mint green and raspberry, thinking them and the floral wallpaper charming and quaint. She and Dan had walked around each room, building images between them of what the house would look like when it was done. Although, when she thought back properly, it was she who had walked around building images and Dan had said, ‘Mm, mm,’ in a noncommittal way and sneaked glances at his phone.

			The day after they had picked up the keys the same charming and quaint plumbing had decided to reveal its true self in a malevolent series of blockages and overspills. In the pink bathroom, the one the girls used, a plunger and a twisted coat hanger now sit beside the cistern, ready for Lila (because it is always Lila’s job, apparently) to attack whatever had decided to wedge itself stolidly in the depths of the bowl this time.

			‘Lila! Darling! How are you?’

			Anoushka’s voice muffles and Lila can just hear, No, Gracie, I don’t want carnations in it. They’re such vulgar flowers. No, no absolutely no gerberas. She hates them.

			Lila leans over and uses her nose to touch the hands-free button on her phone. She gags silently as a slosh of water rides over the top of her rubber glove. ‘Great! Marvellous!’ she says. ‘How are you?’

			‘Fighting the good fight for my wonderful authors, as ever. There’s another royalty cheque on the way. It would have been with you last week but Gracie is pregnant and literally can’t stop vomiting. Honestly, I’ve had to throw away three office wastepaper baskets. They were an actual health hazard.’

			Downstairs, Truant, the dog, is barking urgently. He barks at everything – squirrels in the garden, pigeons, bin men, casual visitors, air.

			‘Oh, how lovely,’ says Lila, closing her eyes as she pushes the coat hanger further in. ‘The pregnancy, I mean. Not the vomiting.’

			‘Not really, darling. Terrible pain in the arse. Why these girls keep having babies is beyond me. I have a positive revolving door of assistants. I’m starting to wonder if there’s something in the air-conditioning. Now, how are those lovely girls of yours?’

			‘Great. They’re great,’ says Lila.

			They’re not great. Celie had burst into tears at the breakfast table after apparently seeing something on Instagram, and when Lila asked what had happened, Celie had told her she wouldn’t bloody understand and stalked off to school. Violet had fixed her with a look of cold fury when Lila had said yes, she did have to go to Daddy’s on Thursday – it was his night – then slid silently from the stool and not spoken to her for the entire school run.

			‘Good. Good,’ says Anoushka, in the distracted tone of someone who wouldn’t have heard if you’d said they’d both been beheaded that morning. ‘Now, about this manuscript.’

			Lila pulls the coat hanger from the toilet bowl. The water level is still somewhere just under the seat. She peels the rubber gloves from her hands and leans back against the cabinet. She hears Truant still barking and wonders if she’ll have to take the neighbours another bottle of wine. She has given away seven in the last three months, trying to stop them actively hating her.

			‘When are you going to have something to send me? You seemed very certain last month.’

			Lila blows out her cheeks. ‘I – I’m working on it.’

			There is a short silence.

			‘Now, darling, I don’t want to sound stern,’ Anoushka says, sounding stern, ‘you did astonishingly well with The Rebuild. And you had that lovely little uplift in sales on the back of Dan’s terrible deeds. I suppose we should be grateful to him for that at least. But we do not want to lose visibility, do we? We do not want to be so late delivering that I might as well be launching a debut.’

			‘I – It’ll be with you very soon.’

			‘How soon?’

			Lila gazes around the bathroom. ‘Six weeks?’

			‘Let’s say three. Doesn’t have to be perfect, darling. I just need an idea as to what you’re doing. Is it still a guide to a Happy Single Life?’

			‘Uh … yes.’

			‘Lots of tips on how to live well independently? Funny stories about dates? Some nice hot single-sex anecdotes?’

			‘Oh, yes. All of that.’

			‘Can’t wait. I’m already agog. I’ll live vicariously through your adventures! Oh, for goodness’ sake, Gracie, not the new wastepaper basket. I’ve got to go. I await your email! Much love to all!’

			Lila ends the call and stares at the toilet bowl, willing the water to go down. As she sits, she hears Bill climbing the stairs. He pauses at the landing, and she can hear him steady himself as he makes to mount the next step. He and Mum lived in a 1950s bungalow ten minutes’ walk away – sparsely furnished, full of light and clean lines – and he finds the many floors and clutter of this rickety house a daily challenge.

			‘Darling girl?’

			‘Yes?’ Lila rearranges her face into something bright and cheery.

			‘I hate to be the bearer of bad news but the neighbours have been round complaining about the dog again. And something disgusting appears to be seeping through the kitchen ceiling.’

			The emergency plumber had sucked his teeth, pulled up four floorboards, and apparently discovered the leak in the soil pipe. He had drained the cistern, informed her that she would need a whole new system – ‘Mind you, I can’t imagine you want to hang on to that bathroom suite too much longer. I’ve got grandparents younger than that is’ – drunk two cups of sweet tea and charged her three hundred and eighty pounds. She had started calling it the Mercedes tax. Any tradesman would see the overpriced vintage sports car lurking on the drive and immediately add twenty-five per cent to whatever invoice they had prepared.

			‘So that’s what was causing the blockage?’ Lila had said, tapping out the pin number of her credit card and trying not to calculate the damage that would do to this month’s budget.

			‘Nah. Must be something else,’ he had said. ‘You can’t use it, though, obviously. And all the bathroom plumbing will have to be reinstalled. You might want to replace some of those floorboards while you’re at it. I can push my thumb through them.’

			Bill had put a calloused hand on her shoulder as she closed the door behind the man. ‘It’ll all work out,’ he said, and squeezed lightly. This was what, for Bill, passed as deep emotional support. ‘I can help, you know.’

			‘You don’t have to,’ she said, turning to him brightly. ‘I’m fine. All good.’ He had sighed gently, then turned and headed stiffly to his room.

			Bill had lived with them for nine months now, having moved in shortly after her mother’s death. Being Bill, it wasn’t that he had been found sobbing hysterically or starving or letting the house go to ruin. He had just retreated quietly into himself, becoming a smaller and smaller version of the upright former furniture-maker she had known for three decades until he seemed like a shadow presence. ‘I just miss her,’ he would say, when she turned up for tea, bustling round, trying to inject some energy into the too-still rooms.

			‘I know, Bill,’ she would say. ‘I miss her too.’

			The fact was, Lila hadn’t been coping well either. She had been in shock when Dan had announced he was leaving. When she finally found out about Marja, she realized Dan simply leaving had been a whisper of a blow, a thing that had barely touched her, compared to this. She had barely slept for the first six months, her mind a toxic whirlwind of finally drawing threads together, of recriminations, dread and cold fury, a million unspoken arguments in her head – arguments that Dan always managed somehow to evade: ‘Not in front of the children, Lila, eh?’

			And then, just months later, even this had been dwarfed by the sudden death of Francesca. So when she suggested Bill move in for a bit they were both at pains to assure each other that this was really to help Lila with the girls, to provide a bit of practical help while she adjusted to single parenting. Bill kept the bungalow, heading off most days to work in his neat shed at the end of the garden, where he mended neighbours’ chairs and sanded replacement stair spindles to stop Lila’s children falling through the gaps in the banisters at Lila’s house. Neither of them discussed when he was going to move home. It wasn’t as though having him there got in the way of Lila’s life (what life?), and Bill’s gentle presence gave what remained of their little family a much-needed sense of stability and continuity. An anchor for their vainly bobbing little rowing-boat, which felt, most days, slightly leaky and unstable and as if they had abruptly and without warning found themselves adrift on the high seas.

			Lila walks to the school. It is the first week back after the long holidays and Bill had offered to go, but she needs to up her step count (she is haunted daily by Marja’s endless legs, her still-defined waist). Besides, she has to leave the house to pick up Violet, which means she can stave off the guilt that comes with not having done any writing again.

			They both know the reason Bill offers: Lila hates the afternoon school run. Mornings are fine: everyone is in a hurry, she can drop and run. But this is too painful: her acute toe-curling visibility as she gathers with the other mothers at the school gates. There had been a whole month of head tilt after it first happened – You’re kidding me. God, how awful, I’m so sorry – or perhaps, behind her back, You couldn’t really blame him, though, could you? And, of course, there had been the awful cosmic joke of the timing of it all: just two weeks after The Rebuild had been published, alongside a slew of her promotional interviews talking about how best to repair a marriage that had grown stale amid the demands of work and children.

			Two days after he had left, she had walked grimly up to the playground and three of the other mothers, heads bowed together, had been reading a copy of the Elle article, helpfully titled How I Made My Marriage Watertight. Philippa Graham – that over-Botoxed witch – had hurriedly shoved it behind her when she saw Lila and blinked hard with pantomime innocence, and her two acolytes, whose names Lila could never remember, had actually corpsed with suppressed giggles. I hope your husbands are right this minute contracting an antibiotic-resistant venereal disease from underage rent boys, she had thought, and pasted on a smile ready for Violet to traipse out, schoolbag dragging behind her.

			For weeks she had felt the murmur of appalled fascination follow her around the playground, the faint turning of heads and gossip exchanged from the corners of mouths. She had held up her head, skin prickling, jaw aching with the rigid faint smile she had plastered, like a kind of permafrost, across her face. Her mother had taken over play-date duty, explaining to the girls and their friends’ mothers when she drove her little Citroën to pick them up that Lila was busy working and she would see them next time. But her mother wasn’t here any more.

			Feeling the familiar clench of her stomach, Lila pulls her collar around her ears and positions herself at the far edge of the scattered groups of mothers, nannies and the odd lone father, studying her phone intently, and pretends to be engrossed in a Really Important Email. It is her standard procedure, these days. That or bringing Truant, who barks hysterically if anyone comes within twenty yards.

			Tomorrow, she thinks. Tomorrow there will be no interruptions. I will sit down at my desk at 9.15 a.m. when I get back from dropping Violet, and I will not move until I have written two thousand words. She decides not to think about the fact that she has made this exact promise to herself at least three times a week for the past six months.

			‘I knew it!’

			There is a shriek of delight from a group of the mothers near the rainbow-painted bench by the swings. She sees Marja among them, leaning forward, Philippa squeezing her arm and beaming. Marja is wearing a long camel cashmere-type coat and trainers, her blonde hair pulled loosely and artfully into a huge tortoiseshell clip. ‘Well, you weren’t drinking at Nina’s, were you? I have a Spidey-sense for these things!’ Philippa laughs. She is just placing her hand on Marja’s stomach when she glances over, sees Lila and turns away theatrically. She mouths, ‘Oh, God. Sorry.’

			Marja turns, following Philippa’s gaze. She flushes.

			Lila understands in her bones what has happened before her brain has a chance to register. She stares, unseeing, at the screen of her phone, her heart racing. No. No. It can’t be. Not after everything Dan had said. He couldn’t do this to us. But any doubt has been removed by the colour flooding Marja’s cheeks.

			Lila feels sick. She feels dizzy. She cannot think what to do. She has an overwhelming urge to slump against the tree a few feet away but she doesn’t want the other mothers to see her do that. She can feel the hot pressure of their gaze so presses her phone to her ear and hurriedly pretends to have a conversation. ‘Yes! Yes, it is! How lovely to hear from you! That’s great. How are you?’ She talks on, not knowing what is coming out of her mouth, turning so that she can no longer see anyone, her brain humming.

			She jumps as Violet tugs at her hand.

			‘Darling!’ She drops the phone from her ear, registers Mrs Tugendhat standing beside her daughter. ‘Everything okay?’ she says brightly, her voice too high, too loud.

			‘Why are you talking when there’s nobody on your phone?’ says Violet, frowning at the screen.

			‘They rang off,’ she says quickly. She thinks she may actually explode. A pressure is building inside her that feels too much for a body to contain.

			Mrs Tugendhat is wearing an emphatically hairy cardigan with batwing sleeves and a yellow cardboard hand-made badge on the lapel that says ‘Happy Birthday’ in green Sharpie. ‘I was just talking to Violet about the end-of-year production. Did she tell you she’s the narrator?’

			‘Great! Great!’ Lila says, her face stretched into a tight smile.

			‘We don’t like to do a nativity – we’re multi-faith, these days. And I know it’s a long way off … well, I suppose not that far off – four months – but you know how long these things take to pull together.’

			‘I do!’ says Lila.

			‘You’re being weird,’ says Violet.

			‘And you are our resident Parent in Entertainment, since Frances left Emmerdale. Not that she had a regular part anyway. So Violet thought you might do it.’

			‘Do it?’

			‘Sort out wardrobe for the lead characters.’

			‘Wardrobe,’ Lila repeats blankly.

			‘It’s an adaptation of Peter Pan.’

			Marja is walking away from the other mothers. She pulls the camel coat across her middle, and casts a quick, awkward glance in Lila’s direction, Hugo, her young son, pulling at her hand as she passes the gates.

			‘Of course!’ says Lila. A loud humming has started up somewhere at the back of her head. She can barely hear anything beyond it. She thinks tears may have sprung to her eyes because everything seems oddly glassy.

			‘You will? That’s marvellous. Violet wasn’t sure you would.’

			‘She doesn’t like coming to school,’ says Violet.

			Lila tears her attention away and back to her daughter. ‘What? Don’t be silly, Violet! I love coming here! Best part of my day!’

			‘You paid Celie four pounds to do pick-up last week.’

			‘No. No. I gave Celie four pounds. She needed four pounds. The school pick-up was unrelated.’

			‘That’s not true. You said you’d rather chew off your own feet and Celie said she’d go if you gave her enough for one of those marshmallow coffees from Costa and you said, “Fine, okay,” and –’

			Mrs Tugendhat’s smile has become a little wobbly.

			‘That’s enough, Violet. Totally, Mrs Tugendhat. The thing. What you said. Of course I’ll do it!’ Something is happening to her right hand. She keeps flapping it in the air for emphasis. It feels entirely unrelated to the rest of her body.

			Mrs Tugendhat beams. ‘Well, we’ll probably get started after the October half-term but that will give you time to get the costumes into shape, yes?’

			‘Yes!’ Lila says. ‘Yes! We must go. Bit of a hurry. But we – we’ll talk. We’ll definitely talk. Happy … birthday!’ She points at Mrs Tugendhat’s chest, then turns and starts walking down the road.

			‘Why are we going this way?’ says Violet, jogging to keep up. ‘We always go down Frobisher Street.’

			Marja has headed down Frobisher Street. Lila thinks she may keel over and die if she has to look at that glossy tousled blonde head again. ‘Just … fancy a change,’ she says.

			‘You’re being really weird,’ says Violet. She stops and pulls from her rucksack the packet of root-vegetable crisps that Bill must have put into her bag instead of Monster Munch. He’s trying to improve their diet. Violet slows to eat them, so Lila is forced to slow too. ‘Mum?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Did you know Felix has worms in his bottom? He put his finger up there at break to get one out and show us. You could actually see it wriggling around in his fingernail.’

			Lila stands still and digests this. Normally such information would have made her scream. Right now it feels like the least terrible thing she has heard today. She looks down at her daughter. ‘Did you touch it?’

			‘Ugh. No,’ says Violet, popping another crisp into her mouth. ‘I told him I was going to stay exactly ten miles away from him for ever. And the other boys. They’re all disgusting.’

			Lila pulls her palm down over her face slowly and lets out a long, shaky breath. ‘Never change, Violet,’ she says, when she can speak again. ‘You’ve already acquired so much more wisdom than I ever did.’
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			In the days since Dan leaving, and her mother dying, Lila has developed a series of strategies to get through each day. When she wakes, mostly between five and six a.m., she slugs down an anti-depressant citalopram with a glass of water, dresses before she has time to think, and walks Truant for an hour, striding up to the Heath where the early-morning dog-walkers cross muddy paths with the lone coffee-drinkers and grim-faced runners in earphones. She walks while listening to audiobooks or chatty, anodyne podcasts, anything to ensure she’s not alone with her thoughts.

			She returns and wakes the girls, bribing and cajoling them out of bed and onto the school run, trying not to take personally the harrumphing and cries of anguish about missing socks and phones. Since Bill moved in with them he has made breakfast, insisting that the girls eat porridge with berries and a variety of seeds instead of Lila’s Pop Tarts and three-day-old bagels with jam. Bill is rigorous about diet and talks endlessly of fish oils and the scouring properties of lentils, ignoring the rolling of the girls’ eyes, and their longing looks towards the box of Coco Pops. In the evenings he rustles up nutritional meals involving unfamiliar vegetables, and tries not to show his hurt when the girls grumble that actually they’d rather have a ham and cheese toastie.

			When Lila returns from dropping the girls, she sits in what is laughingly called her study, a room near the top of the house still lined with the battered cardboard boxes of books they never unpacked, and attacks the most urgent admin of the day. This – and its accompanying financial calculations – exhausts her so she often has a little nap on the sofa-bed, or occasionally lies on the rug listening to a soothing meditation podcast, trying to ignore Truant’s barking downstairs. She tries to eat regularly so that her blood sugar does not drop, and her mood with it. When she wakes up, she shakes off her grogginess with a mug of tea, and then goes to the shop for whatever they don’t have. By then it’s usually time to collect Violet, at which point she becomes Mum again, with no time for invasive thoughts, engaged instead in endless domestic warfare against mess, laundry, homework, the respective travails of her girls’ days, until bedtime. Then she takes two antihistamine tablets (the doctor will no longer prescribe her preferred sleeping pills: apparently they are now considered a ‘dirty drug’), or sometimes, if in a pronounced insomniac phase, smokes half a joint out of the window. Finally, when she feels mildly confident that sleep is approaching tentatively, like a skittish horse, she switches on a sleepcast – in which soft-voiced actors read boring stories in monotones – and prays not to wake again within a couple of hours.

			She does not want to think about her ex-husband and his effortlessly gorgeous new partner. She does not want to think about his and Marja’s spotless home up the road, with its sparse selection of stylish objects and Noguchi coffee-table. She does not want to think about her absent mother, who had somehow made all of this mess so much more manageable.

			Some days, Lila feels as if she’s battling everything: the furious, slippery contents of her brain, her wavering, unreliable hormones, her weight, her ex-husband, her house’s attempts to fall down around her ears, the world in general.

			As the girls get up from the supper table that evening, leaving Bill gazing reproachfully at the unfinished bowls of venison and pearl barley stew (‘It’s a very good meal – high in protein and low in fat’), Lila realizes with an internal thud that a whole new battleground has just opened up: Dan’s new baby. This child will be the half-sibling of her daughters, a constant presence in all their lives. It will have an equal right to whatever their father has – money, time, love. This child, more than anything else, makes it all real – Dan is never coming back, no matter how unlikely she had known that was. This child is going to be a new thing for Lila to deal with – possibly daily – for the next eighteen years. And the thought makes her want to ram her knuckles into her eye sockets.

			He calls at eight fifteen. No doubt after Hugo, Marja’s well-behaved six-year-old, has been in bed, bathed, compliant, in clean pyjamas and with carefully brushed teeth, for at least an hour. Violet, meanwhile, is hanging by her legs from the banisters, singing the words to a rap song that has contained, at the last count, eleven different references to genitalia.

			‘Lila.’

			She feels the reflexive clench of her stomach at his voice. Takes a breath before she speaks. ‘I wondered when you’d call.’

			‘Marja’s really upset.’ He sighs. ‘Look, neither of us wanted you to find out like this.’

			‘Marja’s upset, is she? Oh.’ The words are out before she can help herself. ‘How distressing for her.’

			There is a short silence before he speaks. ‘Look, it’s eighteen weeks. We thought it was best to get through the summer holidays and then …’

			‘But it’s fine for the school mums to know.’

			‘She didn’t tell them. That bloody woman – what’s her name? – she guessed. And Marja couldn’t lie so –’

			‘No. God forbid there should be any lies involved around here. So when are you planning to tell the girls?’

			Dan hesitates. She pictures him running his palm over the top of his head, his habitual gesture when faced with something he finds difficult. ‘Uh … well. We thought – I thought – it might be better coming from you.’

			‘Ohhh, no.’ Lila stands up from the table and walks to the sink. ‘Oh, no, Dan. This one’s yours. You want to tell the girls they’re being replaced, that one’s on you.’

			‘What do you mean “being replaced”?’

			‘Well, you’ve already moved out to play Daddy to someone else’s kid. How else are they meant to see it?’

			‘You know it’s not like that.’

			‘Do I? You were their dad. Now you take someone else’s kid to school in the mornings. Have dinner with him every night.’

			‘I’m still their bloody dad. I’d have dinner with them every night if I could.’

			‘Not if it involved living with us, though, right?’

			‘Lila, why are you doing this?’

			‘Me? I’m doing nothing. You’re the one who ran off. You’re the one who started sleeping with one of our actual neighbours. You’re the one now raising someone else’s kid while your own children see you two days a week.’ She hates herself for the sound of her voice, the words that are pouring out of her, but she cannot stop herself. ‘And you’re the one who decided to impregnate a woman twelve years younger than you with another bloody baby. A baby which, if I remember rightly, you insisted to me you would never have, no matter how much I wanted it, because you could barely cope with the two we’ve got!’

			It is at this point that something makes her look over her shoulder. Celie is standing by the fridge. She has an orange-juice carton in one hand and she is staring at her mother.

			‘Celie?’

			Celie is ashen. She puts down the carton and bolts from the room.

			‘What?’ Dan is saying. ‘What’s happening?’

			‘Celie!’ she shouts. And then, turning to the phone: ‘I’ll call you back.’

			The door to Celie’s room is bolted and loud music is playing. Lila tries the door, twice, then bangs on it, but gets only a muffled Go away in return. She stands for a moment, unsure what to do, then eventually slides down the door and sits, her back to the wood, listening to the relentless thump of the beat.

			As she sits, a slew of messages begins to come through from Dan. She does not have the constitution to read them just now but catches sight of:

			you insist on making things more difficult than they

			like I said neither of us want to cause the girls any

			and they will learn to love the new b

			She switches her phone to Do Not Disturb, and sits, trying to regulate her breathing.

			Finally, the music lowers in volume. ‘I’m going to sit here until you talk to me, sweetie,’ she says, loud enough for Celie to hear. Her voice echoes into the silence. ‘I’m not going anywhere. And you know I can be really annoying like that.’

			Another long silence.

			‘I have a Thermos, a sleeping bag and some mint cake. I could be here till Thursday if necessary.’

			Finally she hears footsteps crossing the floor. She hears Celie unlock the door and walk away again. Lila climbs heavily to her feet and opens it tentatively. Her teenage daughter is lying on her bed, her long black hair fanned dramatically around her head, her socked feet up the wall.

			‘I hate him.’

			‘You don’t hate him. He’s your dad,’ she says, thinking: I do, though.

			‘He’s so pathetic. You know she posted her test result on Instagram?’

			‘What?’

			Celie holds up her phone. And there it is, a photograph of the white plastic wand with a little blue line, OMG in looping text underneath it.

			‘So much for not telling anyone.’ Lila hands back the phone, sits down on the bed, puts her hand on Celie’s leg. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I’m so sorry you’re having to deal with all this.’ She swallows. ‘And I’m sorry I … I don’t always handle it very well.’

			Celie wipes a tear furiously from under her eye, wiping again when she sees the smudge of mascara on her finger. ‘Not your fault.’

			‘Well, it certainly isn’t yours.’

			Celie gives her a sideways look. ‘When did you know?’

			Lila shakes her head. ‘I heard one of the mums talking to Marja about it at school today. That was why Dad called. I’m sorry you had to overhear it like that.’

			Celie shakes her head. ‘I already knew.’

			‘What do you mean, you knew?’

			‘She has Pregnacare vitamins in their bathroom. She’s had them for months. Why would you have those if you weren’t having a baby?’

			Lila feels another painful clench. So this was planned. She closes her eyes for a moment, grits her teeth, releases her jaw, then says: ‘Well, maybe you’ll love it once it gets here. Maybe it will be a wonderful addition and you’ll find that having an extended family is a really lovely thing. It’s going to be fine, Celie. In fact I’ll bet you love having another little brother or sister. Someone else to adore you. Just like we all do.’

			There is a short silence.

			‘Oh, God, Mum, you’re such a rubbish actor.’

			Lila looks at her. ‘Really?’

			‘You have no poker face at all.’

			They sit together for a moment. Lila sighs. ‘Well, all right, it may feel a bit odd for a bit. For all of us. But I know your dad really does love you. And these things tend to work out in the end.’

			Celie wriggles towards her, reaches out and squeezes her hand. She slides it away again, but it’s enough. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’ she says, after a minute.

			‘I’m absolutely fine,’ says Lila, firmly. ‘I have you two, don’t I? The only family I’ve ever wanted.’

			‘And Bill.’

			‘And Bill. What would we do without Bill?’

			‘Even if he does make us eat really gross food. Mum, can you have a word with him about all the lentils? They made me do a really loud fart in morning geography and I swear everyone knew it was me.’

			‘I’ll talk to him.’ Lila slips into her bedroom and takes a second citalopram before she heads back downstairs. The doctor was adamant that she should stick to the recommended dose. But the doctor’s ex-husband wasn’t busy impregnating half of north London. Lila grabs a second Citalopram.

			‘All okay?’ Bill is washing up, classical music from Radio 3 seeping gently into the quiet of the kitchen. Even if she tells him she’ll do it later, he’ll start fidgeting while she watches television, then quietly absent himself from the living room, appearing half an hour later with a damp tea-towel and an expression of quiet relief. Bill likes order. And over the past few months she has come to understand that Bill needs to feel useful, even if she worries that a seventy-eight-year-old should rest more than he does. He turns to her, the tea-towel over his shoulder.

			‘Fine,’ she says. And then she adds blithely, ‘Dan is having a baby. With the Bendy Young Mistress.’

			Bill stands for a moment, digesting this. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he says, in his clipped, stately-home voice.

			There is a short silence.

			And then he says: ‘I don’t really know what to say. Your mother would have known.’ He walks up to her and she thinks he’ll give her a hug. But he hesitates, then puts a hand on her upper arm and squeezes it. ‘He’s a fool, Lila,’ he says gently.

			‘I know.’ Lila swallows.

			‘And he’ll be sorry when he’s struggling with all those sleepless nights and nappies,’ Bill adds. ‘Teething. Toddler tantrums. All that dreadful mess and chaos.’

			I loved that chaos, she thinks sadly. I loved being in the middle of it all, my grubby babies, my house of plastic toys and unemptied laundry baskets. I wanted five. A little tribe. And a house in the country filled with dogs and muddy boots and baskets of kindling we’d collected in the woods. ‘Yeah,’ she says.

			When she raises her head, Bill is watching her. He looks down at his highly polished shoes. Bill’s shoes are always polished. She is not sure she has ever seen him without a neatly ironed shirt and shiny shoes. ‘Actually, she would probably have called him a wanker,’ he says suddenly.

			Lila’s eyes widen. She thinks for a moment, then says: ‘She probably would.’

			‘A stupid fucking wanker. Probably.’

			Bill never swears, and these words coming out of his mouth sound so unlikely that they stare at each other and let out a short, shocked laugh. Another follows, like a hiccup. Lila’s laugh becomes a half-sob. She has both hands over her face. ‘It never stops, Bill,’ she says, crying. ‘Bloody hell. It just never stops.’

			Bill squeezes her shoulder. ‘It will. That’s it now. That’s the three things.’

			She sniffs. ‘Since when did you become superstitious?’

			‘Since I didn’t salute a solitary magpie and your mother got hit by a bus the next day.’

			‘Seriously?’

			‘Well, I have to blame something.’ He waits until she’s stopped crying. ‘You’ll be okay, dear girl,’ he says softly.

			‘We’ll be okay,’ she repeats, and pushes her hair from her eyes. She sniffs, wipes away her tears. ‘Do I look okay?’

			‘You look fine.’

			She studies his expression and screws up her face. ‘Jesus, Bill, you have a worse poker face than I do.’
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			Here are the things I have learnt in my fifteen years of marriage: it’s okay if you don’t feel filled with adoration every day. We are all going to get grumpy over the discarded socks, the missed MOT, the fact that you haven’t had sex for six weeks. As the great Esther Perel says, love is a process. It is a verb. All marriages have peaks and troughs, and over those years you gain a greater perspective and realize that it is just part of the ebb and flow of your own, special, unique romantic life. Marriage can contain multitudes of emotions in one single day. You can wake up to the man snoring beside you and think you want to put a pillow over his head, and by eleven o’clock that same morning, you’re wishing the cleaner would leave early so that you could grab him and lose a delicious hour in bed together. You can feel fondness, irritation, lust, gratitude all in the same half-hour. The trick is to understand this process, this ebb and flow, and not be panicked by your own emotions. Because as long as you’re both in this together, a team, you know deep in your bones that this is just part of the glorious business of being human. Dan is my team, and we’re in this together, and there isn’t a day that I’m not grateful for that certainty.

			Sometimes Lila remembers this extract, serialized helpfully in a national newspaper a whole fourteen days before Dan left her, and wants to curl up in a tiny hard ball, like a woodlouse trapped in a washbasin.

			She had been so certain when she wrote it. She remembers sitting in the house, constructing that final sentence, feeling overwhelmed with love for her husband, her life. (She had often felt overwhelmed when writing about fictional Dan: he was so much less complicated than actual Dan.) Dan used to shake his head fondly when she talked about her father, had banned her from using her well-worn mantra: Everyone leaves in the end.

			The first time she had said it to him, panicky in the face of his alarmingly consistent advances, unwilling to commit in the early months of their relationship, he had reached for her hand, folded it in both of his, and said: ‘You need to rewrite that story. Just because your dad behaved like an arsehole, it doesn’t mean all men will.’ It had felt like a revelation, and then it had felt like a touchstone.

			She thinks now that they were probably mostly happy for the first ten years, give or take the childcare juggling, the tiredness competitions when the babies were small. She definitely remembers a family holiday while she was writing her book when she had sat on the beach watching her daughters in the water playing with her mother (Francesca was very enthusiastic about the sea) and thought, hugging her sandy knees, how incredibly lucky she was. It had felt like being nestled in the very heart of something good and strong and solid: her mother splashing, Bill calling encouragement from under his sun hat, her beautiful laughing girls, her husband. Financial security, a new house, the sun and the twinkling waves. It had felt like she had everything to look forward to.

			And then – plot twist! – Dan had gone. And less than a year later, her mother too.

			She has been mulling this for twenty minutes, her noise-blocking earphones on, staring out of the window, when she notices a man standing at the end of the front garden, gazing up. She watches him, frowning for a while, waiting for him to leave. But he doesn’t. Just takes two paces to the right, puts his hand on the trunk of the tree and stands there, apparently thinking. He is wearing a puffy jacket, a pair of slightly grubby jeans and a beanie hat. She cannot see his face. She feels a vague stab of anxiety: two weeks ago her neighbour’s car had been stolen from the front drive. She wills him to take a phone call, to move on, to do any one of a number of things that will tell her he is not a thief, not someone planning something sinister. But still he stands, looking up speculatively. She sits at her desk for a moment longer, then pulls the earphones from her head and races downstairs, four, five flights, clips a lead on Truant so that she is not alone, and opens the front door. The man looks round at her.

			‘This is a private driveway,’ she says, loud enough for him to hear.

			He doesn’t say anything, just regards her steadily as Truant sets up an urgent, deafening stream of barking. She remembers suddenly that she is still in her dressing-gown and pyjamas at eleven o’clock in the morning. She had told herself that she was not allowed to get dressed until she had written a thousand words in an attempt to force herself to stay at her desk. Suddenly this feels like a categorical error.

			‘What?’ he yells.

			‘This is a private driveway! Go away!’

			He frowns a little. ‘I’m just looking at your tree.’

			It is a ridiculous excuse.

			‘Well, don’t.’

			‘Don’t look at your tree?’

			‘No.’ Truant is pulling at the lead, growling and snapping. She loves him for this show of aggression.

			The man seems untroubled. He raises his eyebrows. ‘Can I look at your tree if I stand on the pavement?’

			He takes two steps back, clearly slightly amused. It makes her feel furious and powerless at the same time, this man’s casual confidence, his apparent knowledge that she has no control over the situation.

			‘Just don’t look at my tree! Don’t look at my house! Go away!’

			‘That’s friendly.’

			‘I don’t owe you friendly. Just because I’m a woman I don’t have to be friendly. You’re standing in my front garden and I haven’t invited you to do that. So, no, I don’t have to be friendly.’

			A shrill note has crept into her voice, and Truant’s barking is deafening. From the corner of her eye she can see next door’s curtains twitching in the bay window. No doubt this will be notched up on their list of neighbourly misdemeanours. She lifts a hand by way of apology and the curtain closes.

			‘Nice car,’ he says, glancing at the Mercedes.

			She had bought the sports car because it had felt like something her mother would do – impulsive and optimistic. She bought it from a specialist dealer because the first dealership she called failed to return her calls. And she bought the highest-specification, most expensive model her mother’s inheritance allowed her – a 1985 Mercedes Benz 380SL – because the sharp-suited salesman in the dealership she’d ended up at clearly didn’t believe she could afford it. (‘Yup,’ said Eleanor, her oldest friend, drily. ‘You really showed him.’)

			‘It’s got a tracker,’ she yells.

			‘What?’ He cannot hear her over the noise.

			‘It’s got a tracker fitted! And an alarm system!’

			He frowns. ‘You think I’m going to steal your car?’

			‘No. I don’t think you’re going to steal my car. Because then the police would track it and you would end up in jail. I’m just letting you know that that’s not an option. And, by the way, there is no money in the house. Just in case you’re wondering.’

			He frowns at his trainers for a minute, then looks up at her. ‘So you’ve come out here just to tell me I can’t look at your tree and I can’t steal your Mercedes or I’m going to jail and you have no money.’

			It sounds ridiculous the way he says it and this makes her even crosser. ‘That’s about it. Maybe if you didn’t just walk into people’s front gardens, they wouldn’t feel obliged to say anything at all.’

			‘Actually I came into your front garden because I had an appointment with Bill.’

			‘What?’

			‘I had an appointment with Bill. About doing the garden. But nobody answered the door so I’m guessing he’s not in.’

			She deflates. ‘Oh,’ she says, and just then Truant, clearly maddened by this unending transgression, starts twisting against the lead, unsure whether he wants to fly at this man or flee. She wrestles with him, trying to calm him, but her tone has clearly sent him into a spiral of anxiety and he will not be settled.

			‘Bill’s at his place.’ She has to shout this twice, as the first words are swallowed by the noise. ‘His place. Down the road. Look, I’m sorry. Come in and I’ll call him. He’s obviously forgotten.’

			But the man takes two steps back so that he is on the pavement. ‘You’re all right. I’ll call him myself.’ And he heads off along the street, pulling his phone from his pocket as he leaves.

			‘I’m not surprised he ran away. You’re quite … stabby since Dan left.’

			‘Stabby?’

			‘Like most of the time you walk around looking like you could quite easily assassinate someone.’

			Lila eyes the fork she has been waving around as she told Eleanor the story of the Garden Interloper Who Wasn’t and lowers it carefully. ‘I do not. Not like an actual knife stabby person.’

			Eleanor is between jobs, which means she is wearing carefully applied makeup. When she is on a job – she does hair and makeup for television – she says she cannot be arsed to do her own face too. Lila looks at her and wonders if Eleanor is ageing a lot better than she is. She’s … radiant.

			‘Well …’

			‘You’re saying I look like a crazy person.’

			‘Nope.’ Eleanor stabs a piece of sushi and forks it into her mouth with a single chopstick. ‘I’m saying, as your oldest friend, that you can be a little … quick to rise these days.’ Seeing Lila’s crestfallen face, she says, ‘I mean, totally understandable given what you’ve been through and everything. But I’d save that for Dan. You just might want to be careful about the vibes you give out to randoms.’

			‘Vibes?’

			‘Well, just maybe cut this a little.’ She narrows her eyes suddenly and stares at Lila, her face stony.

			Lila pushes her plate away from her. ‘Is that meant to be me?’

			‘Well, not actual you. You do a jutting thing with your chin too. I don’t think I can do that.’

			‘Wow. Thanks.’

			‘I say it with love, Lils. And there’s a whole raft of people you should totally give that vibe to. Dan at the top of the list. But humble gardener just staring at a tree while he waits for your elderly stepfather? Maybe not so much. Try this.’ She slowly and exaggeratedly pulls her face into a smile.

			‘Funny.’

			‘I’m not being funny. Try it.’

			‘I know how to smile, El.’

			‘Maybe. But you don’t do it very much any more. I just don’t want you to end up, you know, one of those tight-lipped divorcees. It’s very hard to get lipstick to go on nicely once you get grooves.’ She purses her lips and points to the tiny lines that result. ‘How’s Bill doing, anyway?’

			Lila sighs, and takes a drink of water. ‘Hard to say. He could have his leg hanging off and still insist he was fine.’ She has a vision of him plodding silently around the house, plugged into his earphones so that he can listen to Radio 3. He seems to need a constant supply of classical music, his barrier against the rest of the world. ‘He’s okay. I think. He makes the girls eat a lot of pulses.’

			‘Which they love.’

			‘You can imagine. I don’t know. He and Mum had this kind of regimented thing going on. Schedules and healthy food and tidiness and … order. So it can be a little tricky living with him. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he’s there. I think it’s good for us to have the … continuity. But I wish he could unbend a little.’ She sees Eleanor glance at her watch. ‘Are you going somewhere? You look really nice by the way.’

			‘Do I?’ says Eleanor, with the insouciance of someone who knows it to be true. She has a huge shock of wavy mid-brown hair with a white streak at the front that manages to be both natural and ridiculously cool. She is wearing a bright scarlet silk shirt and half a dozen silver bangles. ‘I’m seeing Jamie and Nicoletta this evening.’

			‘Who?’

			‘The couple I was telling you about. We’re going to a hotel in Notting Hill. I’m quite excited.’

			‘Oh. The throuple.’ Lila pulls a face.

			‘We prefer ménage à trois. “Throuple” is a very Daily Mail way of putting it.’

			In the three years that Eleanor has been single she has been on some kind of sexual odyssey, happily taking herself off weekly for what she calls her ‘adventures’. It’s a lot of fun, she tells Lila. No hang-ups about relationships or whether your body is perfect or whether you have a future together, all that stuff. It’s just having a laugh and some lovely sex. She wishes she’d done it years ago instead of hanging on with Eddie.

			Every time Lila sees her now it is as if her friend is morphing into someone unrecognizable. ‘Isn’t it weird? I mean, do you have to work it all out beforehand? Who’s going to put what where? Or take turns?’ Lila feels icky at the thought. She can barely imagine showing someone her naked shin, these days, let alone bouncing happily into bed with a pair of strangers.

			‘Not really. I like them, they like me. We just … hang out, have some wine, some laughs, have a nice time.’

			‘You make it sound like Book Club. But with genitalia.’

			‘Not far off.’ Eleanor pops a piece of ginger into her mouth. ‘But less homework. You should try it.’

			‘I would rather die,’ Lila responds. ‘Also, I can’t really imagine being with anyone but Dan. I was happy with him.’

			‘You used to tell me you didn’t have sex for six months at a time.’

			‘I hate your memory. Anyway. That was just at the end.’

			Eleanor raises her eyebrows and obviously decides to let this pass. ‘I think you need some joy in your life, Lils. You need to have a laugh, get laid, get the softness back around those shoulders. You’re still pretty. You’ve got it going on.’

			‘I am not going to a sex party with you, Eleanor.’

			‘Go on the apps, then. Just meet someone. An experiment.’

			Lila shakes her head. ‘I don’t think so. I will try to look less stabby, though. Oh, for crying out loud, how many times have we asked that waiter for the bill? Do I have to get up there and rip it out of his bloody hand myself?’

			Bill has steamed fish for supper. The fuggy smell hits her as soon as she opens the front door, and she stands in the hallway and closes her eyes, reminding herself that he is doing a kind thing, cooking for them. That their house will smell like Billingsgate Fish Market for another forty-eight hours is just an unfortunate by-product.

			Just don’t let it be with lentils, she thinks, stooping to say hello to Truant who is greeting her as if she is the only safe person in the universe.

			‘Hello, darling. I’ve done fish and lentils for supper,’ he calls out, turning to her in her mother’s apron. ‘I added some ginger and garlic. I know the girls say they don’t like it but it’s very good for their immune systems.’

			‘Okay!’ she says, wondering if there is any way she can order a takeaway without Bill knowing.

			‘How was your day, Lila?’ He is mixing a dressing for a green salad, and Radio 3 is humming away in the background. His shoes are glowing like conkers and he’s wearing a collar and tie, even though he has been retired for thirteen years.

			‘Oh. Fine. I met Eleanor for lunch, then had to go and see the accountant.’ She doesn’t want to talk about the meeting with the accountant. Her mind had started up a low static hum as he had run through the columns of projected income and scheduled tax payments. ‘How was yours? Jesus – what is that?’ She does a double-take at the picture resting against the worktop. It’s a semi-abstract painting of a naked woman. A woman who has the same grey ringlets and tortoiseshell glasses as her mother. ‘Please tell me that’s not …’

			‘… your mother. I miss having her around. I thought it would be nice to have her in the living room.’

			‘But, Bill, she’s naked.’

			‘Oh, that never bothered her. You know she was very relaxed about her body.’

			‘I can tell you now that the girls are not going to be relaxed about having their naked grandmother above the television.’

			Bill stops and lifts his glasses from his nose briefly, as if this has only just occurred to him. ‘I don’t know why you have to focus on the naked aspect. Really it’s more about the character within.’

			‘Bill, I can pretty much see everything within. Look, I know you miss Mum. Why don’t you have it in your room? That way it can be the first thing you see when you wake up in the morning and the last thing you see at night?’

			He gazes at the image. ‘I just thought it would be nice if she was part of the family. Looking over us.’

			‘Maybe with pants on. A pants-on member of the family.’

			He sighs, and his gaze slides sideways. ‘If you like.’

			She feels suddenly guilty and puts her arms around him, as if in apology. He stiffens slightly, as though any physical contact is something of an assault. She thinks perhaps her mother was the only person Bill ever felt completely relaxed with.

			‘Maybe a nice photo. We could definitely do with some more pictures of Mum around the place,’ she says.

			‘It’s like she never existed,’ he says quietly. ‘Sometimes I look around and I wonder if she ever existed at all.’

			She looks up at him then, at the grief etched on his face, the loss, and it feels like her own pales into insignificance. She has lost her mother, yes, but he has lost his soulmate.

			‘I have a box of pictures of her at the other house,’ he says, taking a breath. ‘Photographs and things. If you really don’t want it there.’

			She notes – with a stab of something she can’t quite identify – that he no longer calls his house ‘home’. ‘Tell you what,’ she says. ‘Just leave it there for now. Given the amount of time the girls spend staring at their devices, they probably won’t even notice.’
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			The call comes at ten fifteen, exactly eleven minutes after she typed the first paragraph she has managed in months, and nine minutes after she allowed herself the thought that maybe she can do this writing thing again after all. She picks up her phone, still staring absently at the screen, so that she doesn’t see who the call is from.

			‘Is that Mrs Brewer?’

			‘It’s Kennedy. And – and it’s Ms now.’ Mzzz. She hates the word. How much nicer to be Mademoiselle or Lady Kennedy, something elegant and fancy. It’s not like she doesn’t feel abbreviated enough already.

			‘Uh … oh, yes. Sorry, we did amend our records. It’s the school office. We just wondered if Celie had an appointment this morning we hadn’t heard about.’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Celie. She was missing from first register. We wondered if maybe she had a dental appointment.’

			Her mind blanks briefly. Has she forgotten an appointment? She checks the calendar in her phone. Nothing. ‘I’m sorry – what do you mean, missing?’

			‘She’s not at school.’

			‘But I dropped her off this morning. Well, not dropped her off, but I watched her get on the bus.’

			There is a brief silence. The kind of well-worn silence that tells you as a parent that the person at the other end of the line knows you haven’t a clue.

			‘Well, according to her classmates, she hasn’t arrived. She’s had so many dental appointments lately we wondered if she was having further treatment that we hadn’t been told about.’

			‘Dental appointments?’

			Another silence.

			‘She’s brought in notes excusing her from afternoon lessons … uh … three times this month.’

			‘She – she hasn’t had any dental treatment. I’ll call her. I’ll call. I’ll – get back to you.’ There is a panicky feeling in Lila’s chest. Her brain is suddenly flooded with headlines Missing Girl Found Dead in Canal. Parents Say We Had No Idea. 

			She calls Dan, her fingers jabbing at the buttons. ‘Lila, I’m in a meet–’

			‘Do you know where Celie is?’

			‘What?’

			‘She’s not at school. They just called.’

			‘But she was with you.’

			‘I know, Dan. I just wondered if she’d said anything to you. Whether you had any kind of arrangement I didn’t know about.’

			‘No, Lila. I tell you everything.’

			Not everything, she wants to say, but now is not the time.

			‘Okay. I’ll try her phone.’

			She calls Celie, and Celie does not pick up. After the fourth time she sends her a text:

			Celie, where are you? Please tell me you’re okay.

			It is four long minutes before Celie responds. Four minutes in which Lila’s leg jiggles anxiously under the desk, four minutes in which every possible scenario has travelled through her body, sending her heart and nerve endings into overdrive:

			Just needed some me-time. I’m fine.

			There is a nanosecond of relief as Lila blinks at the message. But then panic is abruptly replaced by blind fury. Me-time? Me-time? Since when did a teenager need me-time? She takes a breath before she types again: You should be at school. They called wanting to know where you are.

			Can’t you tell them I’m at the dentist or something?

			Where are you? You need to come home. Now.

			She watches the three little dots pulse on the screen, and disappear. She stares at her phone. NOW, Celie. She sees the dots pulse again and then there is nothing.

			In Lila’s whole childhood she had threatened to disappear only once. She had been eight or nine, and there had been some sort of altercation – she can’t remember now what it was about. Her mother had never been the type to worry about messy rooms (‘It’s all creation! Even mess!’) and she hadn’t been rigorous with rules, so Lila’s memory is a blank. But she does remember packing a child’s rucksack and announcing rather grandly to her mother that she was leaving. Her mother had been gardening at the time, her knees on a little padded cushion thing that her own mother had embroidered. She had turned, one gloved hand above her brow, squinting into the sun. ‘You’re leaving? As in for good?’

			Lila, furious, had nodded.

			Francesca had looked down at the soil, thinking. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘You’ll need some food, then.’ She peeled off her gloves and stood, then shepherded Lila through to the kitchen, where she started to rifle through cupboards. ‘You’ll need some biscuits, I think … Maybe some fruit?’

			Lila had held open her rucksack while her mother bustled around the kitchen.

			‘I think maybe a plate too. Because it’s hard to eat if you don’t have a plate. What about a couple of paper ones from that picnic we had? Then they won’t be as heavy.’

			Lila remembered the vague sense of disorientation she had felt as this progressed, the way her fury had dissipated, her mother’s practical enthusiasm, as if Lila had just suggested an entirely understandable adventure.

			‘I know!’ Francesca announced, just as she was zipping up the rucksack, and Lila was starting to feel very unsure about what to do next. ‘Monster Munch! They weigh nothing, and you always love those. You don’t want that rucksack to get too heavy.’

			Pickled onion Monster Munch were Lila’s favourite food. She nodded, as Francesca searched the cupboards, opening and closing the doors. ‘Oh, bum. We don’t seem to have any. Shall we go and get some from the corner shop?’

			Lila can never remember what happened to the rest of her running-away plan. She does remember her mother walking to the shop with her, the heat bouncing off the pavement, then allowing her to choose several packets of Monster Munch, and announcing that actually she was going to have a packet too. They walked back slowly, eating the puffy crisps, talking about the fat tabby cat with one eye at number eighty-one, Francesca’s favourite episode of Doctor Who, and whether they should paint the front door red. Lila realizes now that not only had her mother diverted her, but she had done it in a way that gave Lila an easy way to back out. How did my mother always know exactly the right thing to do? she wonders. And then: Can you still buy pickled onion Monster Munch?

			She sees Celie before Celie sees her. She is in the pedestrian triangle of the shopping area, where empty takeaway cartons catch on the breeze and a few desultory plastic tables and chairs try to mimic some kind of café culture. Celie is sitting on the wall of a raised flowerbed and her head is dipped as she stares at her phone. There is not much Lila finds to thank Dan for any more, but his text message reminding her that they had Find My Phone on Lila’s mobile elicited a heartfelt Thank God.

			‘Celie?’ She sits beside her and touches her arm.

			The girl jumps and flushes slightly at her arrival. There is a moment of vague confusion, then Lila sees Celie recall the Find My Phone and Lila wonders how long it will be before her daughter deletes it. ‘What’s going on?’ She is out of anger now. Just desperately worried.

			‘I don’t want to talk.’

			Lila gazes at her daughter, at her long black hair, so unlike Lila’s own. She wishes she smiled as much as she used to – those huge beams of light that once shone from her face. These days, Celie is a near-silent thing, holed up in her room or endlessly locked into her phone, somewhere unreachable by her now unreliable, inadequate parents. ‘Okay.’

			She sits a yard away from Celie on the wall, and tries to think how best to handle this. What would her mother have done? Several hours go by in her head until she fumbles for the only question she can think of. ‘Are you okay?’

			Celie’s voice emerges from somewhere near her chest, swallowed by the curtains of hair. ‘I’m fine.’

			‘Do you want to tell me why you’ve been bunking off?’

			Celie doesn’t speak. After a pause, she shrugs. Examines something on her finger and gazes into the distance.

			‘You know the school called me about it.’

			She sees Celie sigh slightly, perhaps at the knowledge that the school will be monitoring her closely from now. She lowers her voice. ‘It’s not a good time to be bunking off, my love. Not with exams coming.’

			She pretty much hears Celie’s eyes rolling. They sit quietly. Celie has been biting her nails again – Lila sees that the cuticles are sore and ragged. Celie glances up at her, opens her mouth slightly. And then her phone rings.

			‘Lila, do you know where the silver polish is?’

			‘What?’

			Bill’s voice is muffled for a moment, and then he says, ‘Silver polish. I brought your mother’s silver tea set so that we can have a proper tea. But it’s become rather tarnished and I can’t find any polish under your sink. Or in the back room.’

			‘I don’t think we have any. And I’m kind of in the midd–’

			‘No silver polish? But how do you polish your silver?’

			‘I don’t think we have any silver. Bill, I really have to go.’

			Bill lets out a sigh of disappointment. ‘I suppose I could get some from that shop on the high street. Will they do it?’

			Celie has turned away.

			‘I – I don’t know, Bill. I’ll have a look on the way back.’ She ends the call and then, tentatively, puts her hand on Celie’s arm. ‘Is this about me and Dad?’

			‘Jesus, Mum. Not everything is about you and Dad.’

			There is something odd about her voice, as if it’s just a fraction thicker, slower than it should be. She wonders briefly if Celie is struggling to hold back tears. And then she catches it, the faintest whiff, sweet and acrid. ‘Celie? Have you been smoking weed?’

			Celie shoots her a furious sideways look, but it tells her everything she needs to know. ‘What in the – Celie, you can’t smoke weed! You’re sixteen years old!’ She feels, rather than hears, Celie’s muttered curse.

			‘What – where did you get it? Is someone selling it at school?’

			‘Why? Do you want some?’

			‘What?’

			‘God, Mum, you’re such a hypocrite. I know you smoke weed at night. You’re acting like I’m some kind of freak but you do it.’

			‘No, I don’t.’

			‘Oh, my God. Don’t lie. I can smell it through my bedroom window.’

			‘I – I – That’s different. I just do it when I can’t sleep.’

			‘And I do it when I can’t relax. What difference?’

			‘You’re sixteen! And I’m forty-two!’

			Her phone rings again. Bill. ‘Bill, I can’t take this right now –’

			‘I know, darling. I’ll keep it short. I just wondered if you’re going past the hardware store, whether you could also get me some Bar Keepers Friend?’

			‘What?’

			‘It’s a very useful polish. I couldn’t help but notice a few places in the kitchen that are a little … grimy. I know you’re very busy, so if you get me a pot of that I can get going and really –’

			‘Okay. Okay, Bill. I’ll get it.’

			She puts the phone down, then on impulse reaches abruptly for Celie’s bag.

			Celie snatches it back. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Where is it?’

			‘Let go!’

			‘The weed! Where is it?’

			Lila tugs at Celie’s bag, but she pulls it back, and for a brief, almost comical minute, they are seated on the wall, playing tug-of-war with the canvas satchel.

			‘Oh, my God! Stop!’

			Celie manages to drag the bag back to her, and jumps off the wall, her face puce with anger.

			‘You can’t smoke weed, Celie!’

			‘God, you’re so embarrassing! Why can’t you just leave me alone?’

			‘Because I’m your mother!’

			She is still standing on the pavement yelling her daughter’s name as Celie shoves her bag under her arm and half runs, half walks away, back towards the bus stop.

			‘It’s my job!’ Lila calls, and her voice is caught on the wind along with the empty takeaway cartons, and disappears.

			It is at this point that Bill rings again. ‘You know, I was thinking I might bring some of my coasters from the other house. I noticed where the girls are leaving their drinks on the wooden tables there are some rather ugly ring marks. Could you get some furniture polish when you’re in the shop – the beeswax, not the awful chemical kind? I’ll make a start when you get back from the shop.’

		
	
		
			5

			Lila is not sure now how it started – probably her inability to combine the various remote controls and television options since Dan, or Tech Desk, as the girls used to call him, left – but for some months now Lila has been watching a Spanish soap opera, or telenovela. Most nights, if she can scrape an hour between shepherding the girls to bed and before she is too tired to see, she curls up on the sofa and watches a subtitled episode of La Familia Esperanza, an endlessly twisting narrative involving insanely glamorous Spanish-speaking women locked in intense warfare with each other and with the men they love. Everyone is dressed in vibrant colours, the weather is always warm, and the cast throw insults and pieces of furniture at each other with the joyful abandon of toddlers in a ball pit. Lila’s favourite is Estella Esperanza, a tiny fierce wife the same age as Lila, who looks a little like Salma Hayek. She had been a downtrodden mouse in the first six episodes, but then discovered her husband, Rodrigo, had been cheating on her with his teenage secretary. After numerous episodes of wailing grief, the consolation of her sisters, and prayers in the local church, she has morphed into a vengeful angel, who tracks her husband and his paramour and thinks up endlessly inventive ways in which to hijack their new life together.

			This week, having discovered that Rodrigo and Isabella are to go on a romantic trip to a
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