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CHAPTER 1


I’m sure his tie was knotted by his wife. Some poor woman who has no option but to pander to a man that resembles a gammon, both in colour and consistency. He could do it himself, as an adult with opposable thumbs and functioning digits. And he manages to clip his nails very neatly, so I imagine a tie is within his skill set. But as with all men like him, his mother will have done everything for him, and he grew to expect these acts of female service, and now his wife has adopted the role.


I imagine her standing in front of him every morning, turning the perfect Windsor knot, popping the collar down, smoothing his shirt and giving a dead little peck to his flabby pink cheek. I wonder if she is repulsed by him or has reached that level of submission where everything feels a bit numb.


I’m not sure exactly where he lives, but he’s mentioned Kent before, calls home ‘the barn’ and drops in the price where he can.


‘Hard to believe an old barn costs two million quid these days.’


He’s very comfortable in this vast conference room on the third floor of Foster, Cambridge and Partners, as he splutters over recovery rates and billing targets, all compiled by me, in colours chosen by me, from numbers sourced by me, all collated in spreadsheets checked and cross-referenced by me. But when he talks, he says ‘we’:


‘We’ve really picked up the pace on this over Q2.’


And when the news is very good, he says ‘I’:


‘I’m so proud to have the billings up.’


The partners sit before him and watch quietly. They are exclusively men, which is rare, even within the niche world of shipping law. There was a female partner, who they secretly called Diversity Jane – ‘DJ’ for short, which jarred even more in the confines of this grey office – so she wouldn’t be confused with Jane the tea lady. But she left for a company with less of a pay gap.


The partners like looking at him.


They feel relaxed, because he sounds like them and is telling them how much money they’ve made. They sometimes loosen a tie or lean back, spread their legs, genitalia straining against Savile Row cloth. When he says a particularly impressive number, which I have provided for him, they nod happily and sometimes raise an appreciative brow.


I stare at him. I’ll give it to him, it’s hard not to. He has no real neck. Just a crisp collar, peeking over a charcoal-grey suit, with that slightly pig-eyed look of someone with high cholesterol. I imagine he has a small member. While I never like reducing someone to the sum of their private parts, it must be, for him to have such a loud voice. The louder a man is – the more he talks over a woman – the smaller the penis. Like the man who drives the fastest, flashiest car often boasts the smallest, most shrivelled pecker. It’s a universal fact. Not one I’ve tested myself in this case, having been married to Iain throughout my legal career, but yes, I’m certain it’s insignificant.


And the conference table is large. The partners are at one end, leaning back in chairs, some cross-legged, some with notepads. They have reached a level of seniority that means they do not need to carry iPads with those magic pens impatiently tapping screens. Instead, a younger man at the back of the room taps away, taking notes. He is the incubator version of them: less belly, less pink blush to the nose and cheeks, but the same side parting to his hair, the same fondness for a signet ring.


I sit below and to the side of the big screen, looking up at my figures and charts like I’ve got a seat too close to the front of the cinema, while my boss stands at the head of the table, legs widened in a power pose, as if to command the room with his crotch. He waves an open-palmed hand at the screen.


‘Next slide, please.’


He looks just over me – not at me – with those bulging eyes. Like I am not worthy of direct eye contact. I click and imagine when the last time he had sex was. With his wife? An escort from one of those cards Sellotaped to phone boxes? I never know why these thoughts land, because I’m not remotely attracted to any of the bovine grunts emanating from this room. But sometimes I look at their porcine faces and swollen fingers and wonder when the last time was. Or what poor soul it was with.


Was it the sort of annual event that required a full scrotal scrub-down by his wife before she ventured near? Or was he quite a goer? My stomach turns at the thought and I wonder how I’m contained in this glass-walled office showing my boss how to present by numbers.


He could probably operate a clicker, even if he can’t tie a knot, but he prefers to have his hands free while taking credit for my work.


My bottom teeth grind gently below my lips. He has made me invisible from the moment I walked through the Foster, Cambridge and Partners doors. I’m not pretty or young enough for him to flirt with, and I know more than him about best practice in accounts receivable collection policies, so fast emerged as a threat.


He once said to me: ‘Every task has its place, Alexandra, and that place is off my desk.’


I wonder how many women in meeting rooms right now are quietly being written out or written off in boardrooms that smell of HB pencils.


How many are spending an unhealthy amount of time thinking of their boss’s meagre package? It’s a cathartic thought. I’d love to type it on the Influenza chat board, an underground platform for the capitalist-wearied to gather anonymously. An intelligent underworld that dissects anything from the patriarchal concerns over the coil to shady influencers and power-guzzling egotists.


I’d open up with:


Have you considered the size of wanger to dickishness of behaviour of your boss? Or am I being unreasonable?


He goes on in his endless patter, randomly putting stresses on certain words and stretching out others.


‘Recent surge in BILLINGS … how we CHOOOOOSE to PROceeeeed …


Next slide PLEASE.’


He does this because he finds the idea of explaining himself degrading. He adds these little barks and flourishes so that the world knows he can do as he pleases. In conversation with me, he often begins a sentence by saying ‘NOW’ or ‘SO’ very loudly, to ensure I focus my attention on him, a Very Important Man who is about to say a Very Important Thing like, ‘Will you be going past Pret?’


If he doesn’t like what I say, he makes a little snorting sound. The partners understand, because they speak in exactly the same way. They are men that people should listen to, and when those people listen, they should do as they are told.


‘Alex–AAAN–dra …’


He is staring at me, and so are all the partners.


‘Next SLIIIIIDE?’


I click, and he grunts some more.


I don’t think I am being unreasonable when I want more for his wife than this.


In the end I click at his instruction twenty-seven times, to save his poor trotters from overexerting themselves. I know this number because I made the presentation, though only his name is on it.


‘That’s great,’ one partner tells him at the end. ‘Excellent work, Jonty.’


‘You’re very welcome,’ I say, though he obviously wasn’t talking to me.


It comes out sharply. I want them to know that the work is mine, because really all of his work is mine – all the reports, all the digging around in the figures and triple-checking them, all the new ideas, the accounts receivable procedures that have brought billings above the standard industry target of 9%. All the worrying and obsessing over what can be done better, thinking of ways we can improve and how I can impress and show my talent. All while he edges ever upward through cosy chats in the bars and slapping his name on presentations I have created. It never goes unnoticed by the women in the office how all FCP social events are on a Friday at 5pm when most of the un-nannied head home and pick up children or loose administrative ends before the weekend. This tends to be where promotions are determined through a fog of whisky-breath and cheap aftershave.


But my words sound shrill, my tone high-pitched and sharp. Blood rushes to my face, my shoulders slump and I try and make myself as small as possible and kick myself for making a sound.


The partners look at me like I’m some long-divorced mother-in-law that they have to put up with every other Christmas, and find a bit much. All of their little eyes squint with lordly sorrow. Jonty does his near-smile, though his eyes are all contempt.


‘We’ll catch up later, Alexandra.’


No partner speaks. Conversation is paused to allow me to leave so the big boys can tickle each other’s egos and fluff each other up.


‘That’ll do,’ he continues firmly. Like I’m a dog or serving wench to be dismissed.


I walk out, close the door and hear a muffled laugh from Jonty, followed by a big round holler from all the partners. It’s one of those laughs that groups of men do when they’re en masse. Like suited and booted, ageing stags on the 6.10am EasyJet flight to Amsterdam.


I know for a fact Trey, Jonty’s right-hand man, doesn’t have a law degree. It’s all covered up, mind, because Trey is American so ‘different system’ apparently. Sweep sweep, hush hush, ask no questions tell no lies. But I know because I am always interested in who I can learn from at work. How I can be better, do better.


I got a first in my LLB at Warwick and, yet, golfing prowess seems to swing promotions here.


A deep, rolling sound that shakes the air and claims it as its own.


Animals.


I stand in the corridor and my skin feels warm. I can hear the throbs of their conversation going back and forth, but can’t make out the words.


So I walk to the loo, to find my little place to hide. When I go down these corridors, I keep my shoulders back and my head up, try to stride. It doesn’t matter where I’m going or what has happened. Whether I’ve been humiliated in a boardroom for sounding like an old shrew, or am going to find a working scanner, or buy myself some crisps, I try to walk with purpose. It’s an old building, an early Georgian terrace of big beige stone just on the outskirts of the City of London and a few minutes’ walk to the Thames. It’s decorated like a gentleman’s club, which of course it is, but just for a moment, if you puff yourself up, it can feel quite West Wing as you stride down the carpeted corridor.


The toilets are less glamorous, all peach fittings and scented bleach, but this is the one place they can’t get at me, and for a minute I can exhale. They installed a tampon-vending machine recently, and it quietly taunts me: no more bleeding for you, dear. Its installation was the second item on a recent edition of the monthly all-company HR update, called Full Steam Ahead, but might be better titled Bull Stream Ahead, such is the wash of effluent within it. Top item was one of the partners finishing second in an iron man race in Germany.


The tampon-vending machine arrived after the anonymous ‘HR suggestions box’ got three requests in a year, which felt like the kind of momentum they couldn’t resist. Jonty and one of his work pals thought it was very funny, and had a loud and sarcastic chat about ‘how modern we’ve become’ and that, ‘of course the girls couldn’t be expected to just bring their own’.


‘It could provide some vital HR data,’ Jonty concluded, ‘because if the girls here are anything like the wife, there will be a direct correlation between usage of that machine and the best times of the month to try working from home.’


I look in the mirror. I often avoid them, just stare down at the tap and turn on my heel. But today I look, need to adjust myself after the meeting, see if any hair is awry, make a practical assessment of my face. Instagram blathers on about self-worth, but that’s easy to say when you have a face that doesn’t resemble Play-Doh. And when you’re not forty-nine, teetering on the edge of half a century. My jowls hang, my forehead is creviced. I don’t care about looks, but I didn’t used to look like this.


I move my hair around, pull it tighter, but it’s so dry and frazzled it’s like trying to sculpt wire wool. I pull my skin back, lift my eyes, let go and watch it all sag.


I have spent eight years in the firm just trying not to be defeated, and sometimes it feels like each tiny humiliation along the way has left a microscopic crevice somewhere on my face, the whole process of being and living and working etched across my skin.


Because all I’ve ever wanted here is a little acknowledgement. Just to feel admired for a moment, and well thought of. For people to see that I have done a task well, and better than they probably would themselves, and for them to see that and appreciate it. I got the job on pure merit. Joeli, the other finance hire, a rosacea-cheeked girl from the valleys who seems to own one pencil skirt, has always looked up to me in that regard. She asks when she’s stuck or needs a second opinion on a time sheet or a tricky bit of legislation. She always brings in a packet of garibaldis and shares them with me. We could be described as work friends I suppose. I like Joeli.


It’s just not that hard for Jonty to say, ‘Well done, Alex,’ and to tell others what I’ve done to prop him up. To prepare him for big meetings where he’d otherwise be floundering because senior lawyers don’t know how to count.


I go into a cubicle, sit, pull out my phone as though I have a frenzy of digital people seeking my time. But no one is, of course. It’s just me in search of entertainment after staring at my grey face.


I sit here sometimes, on the closed seat, staring at my phone, just to let the low moments pass. I work twice as efficiently as anyone else in the team, so have no guilt about taking a little time for myself.


I have a few favourites. Margaret Atwood and Joyce Carol Oates on Substack are my prestige international dramas, like time with your sharpest friends. Instagram is my guilty pleasure, like an evening spent shouting at Married at First Sight.


I only really follow women other than one hot young, floppy-haired chef who provocatively whips up tiramisu among other traditional Italian treats. His frangipani tartlets were mesmerising coming to fruition.


Up pops one who I’ve been following for a while. A psychotherapist called Gen Rylan. I think her name is Genevieve but she chooses to actively confuse it with ‘Gen’. Like the woke coolness of ‘Gen Z’ with the banality of ‘Jen’. She smiles a lot but has hard eyes, which feels about right. Like she wants to help and has seen enough bad things to know how. She does a bit less of the pouty camera stuff, but is still a little too juvenile to be taken seriously. She looks to camera to suggest coping mechanisms for panic disorders, which I suppose might be helpful for some people. But then she points to these star-burst rainbow-hued captions that pop up: ‘Close your eyes!’ or ‘Focus on breathing!’ with this fairly gormless taped-on grin. I only fleetingly scan the app.


Then I flick to Influenza, a guiltier pleasure still. The chat board where like-minded women gather to dissect the famous with scalpel-like precision. Everyone is anonymous, but it’s obvious we’re all girls together. We really get into the detail. I call myself Lady_Pi, a little nod to my numerate mind. New threads steadily pop up. Lots are junk, but some really zing. No one skewers a subject like a group of angry women.


One complains that a social media platform has told her that her account has been ‘Permanently suspended’. I tap a comment.


@Lady_Pi
I’m most annoyed they called it ‘permanently suspended’, like saying you’re banned ‘temporarily forever’.


My phone lights up and I feel a light flutter in my veins as people pepper my words with hearts and laughing emojis. Yesterday I authored a thread about the injustice of menopause in the workforce. The hot flushes, the misinformation and ultimately – in many cases – the residual redundancy. It struck a chord and my rating on the site went from amber to green. Which basically means I’m a trusted voice there. It might be in the depths of the internet but these are my people. An underworld of reason.


I wash my hands, dry them, adjust my dress. I’m presentable, as long as no one looks too hard, and I think today can still be OK. I like my job, and I like telling people what I do. I like walking these halls.


In this place I get their little sneers, of course, the hints of condescension that always happen when privately educated boys speak to state-educated women. But I can take that. I can take that and wear it, and let it sit in little crevices on my skin, because I get to be Alex Day, Deputy Finance Manager for one of the largest shipping law practices in London. I get to sound intimidating and powerful and important to people who don’t know much about what I do. And without this, I’m just a wife to an increasingly silent husband and a mother to an angry daughter.


I breathe deep, let my shoulders relax and step back into the corridor as Jonty walks past, head tilted to the side, brow knotted.


‘There you are,’ he tells me.


‘Correct.’


We lock eyes. Not sure there’s much for me to say after a statement as bland as that.


‘I’ve been looking for you.’


‘And you’ve found me.’


‘Could I have a word?’


He doesn’t wait for a reply, but begins to walk away, expecting me to follow like his little collie.


I keep pace behind, my low heels and his brogues making a heavy clump on soft carpet. Much as I despise the man, I like the place. The fittings, the crackle of money and contracts for £80 million shipping deals. I like being able to walk to the Thames and tell people that I’m in law. Even if I’m technically on the administrative side, I work for a law firm.


He reaches the boardroom, turns sharply around and holds out his arm to his side like a flag. His face is blank. I go in first.


Sitting at the table is Shanti, our HR Manager.


And in front of her is a white envelope.


‘Please sit down, Alexandra,’ says the man-gammon.


I do, and Shanti smiles. Is this a raise? It’s been a couple of years.


‘Thank you for your help in the meeting earlier …’ he says.


‘There was quite a lot of help before the meeting too.’


I say this for Shanti’s understanding.


‘Yes,’ he says, a little tetchily. ‘I had hoped to speak to you before the meeting, but Shanti was unavailable.’


‘It was my “Me Morning”,’ she smiles.


Me Mornings were Shanti’s ‘flex initiative’. Once per week, every employee is allowed to start at 09.30 instead of 09.00. No one bothers except Shanti because we’re all too busy. I smile back at her, and there is a moment of silence.


Jonty looks at her and she slides the envelope before me.


I look at it, then back at them.


‘If that’s a birthday card, it’s very late. So it must be my raise?’


They look at each other. Jonty’s face crinkles up in the way it does when he wants to convey disappointment.


‘Following your verbal warning of 7th February this year …’ says Shanti.


‘I thought we’d straightened that out.’


‘… And our formal written warnings of 21st and 28th February …’


‘Wait!’


I stand up.


‘This is an ambush!’


‘Alexandra,’ says Shanti, ‘we feel we have been very clear about certain issues …’


‘You can’t do this!’


‘We have followed procedure exactly,’ she says, an apologetic little smile across her face. ‘We are a law firm, after all.’


And by her side sits that piggy little man, leaning back, tie knotted by his wife, belly straining his shirt, hands folded across his gut and legs stretched out.


‘You get three months’ money,’ he says, ‘but you go right now.’











CHAPTER 2


The bus driver looks at me like I’m wearing a Chewbacca costume. I look at him over a cardboard box of things that equate to years of my working life, and struggle to prop it against his plastic screen while digging out my bank card. But it takes too long, and I’m not well balanced. His eyes are flat and tired, the lids halfway down, and he looks down his nose at me like I’m some simple child stuck up a tree.


‘Just put the box down.’


‘I … I can’t,’ I say, feeling tears prick at the corner of my eyes.


I don’t want to put the box down. Things might fall out. People might see my personal items. Realise that I’ve been fired. There is only one reason why a woman in a business suit carries around a cardboard box of possessions in the middle of the afternoon, and everyone on this bus knows it. I am no longer a woman who can say, ‘I work at a law firm.’ Instead, I am a woman who carries a cardboard box full of stationery.


I prop the box between my waist and his little cabin, and I try to get my purse from my bag, but he just rolls his eyes and lurches the bus forward. It makes me take a sidestep and the box falls, and I say loudly, ‘please.’ He taps the brake, and we all lurch the other way and now everyone on the bus is looking at me, as I delay their journeys while I try and find my purse.


I hear someone say ‘godssakes,’ and behind us a car bangs its horn. My body now feels disconnected from my mind, like two opposing magnets.


‘Pay your fare or get off or I’ll call the police.’


I look to the other passengers but they’re annoyed with me too. They just want to get home or do their shopping and I am the one stopping them. The driver takes his hands off the wheel and crosses them over his chest and stares at me. I can hear one of the standing passengers say, ‘Oh come on.’


Everyone is watching me.


I can feel their eyes on me and it makes my skin hot. Like someone has thrown a match at a pile of sticks and oil inside my chest and it’s all whooshed up, a wall of flame and heat from my insides pushing up under my skin and coming out in salty liquid. Little spots of sweat on my top lip, under my arms, down my back.


I get my card from my purse and tap it to pay and my head feels light, like someone has cut off the air. The driver watches me and his eyes go dull again, a cloud over them, as he turns back to his wing mirror.


I get down on one knee, but I move too fast and it’s like there’s a gust of warm air through the front of my head making my eyes flicker. Like turning up the AC too high in a car and blasting a hot wind all through you.


I know people are still looking, even if I don’t look back. I can feel their eyes on me: the sweaty woman on the floor of a London bus. I hold myself, on both knees now, both hands down on the ridged floor that all those dirty feet have tramped over. I wonder how often they clean this floor, which has thousands of shoes over it every day, all covered with grit and litter and grains of the city and bits of old excrement. And that is where I am, my body burning out from within, scrabbling around with my little cardboard box, now split along one corner.


Peeking out is my photo of Emmy when she was tiny, a week before my mat leave finished, on the day I took her into the office ‘to see where Mummy works,’ even though she couldn’t see much of anything at all. It might be the last day anyone there noticed me, though it was thirteen years ago. The admin mums came to say hello, and a few of the younger girls looked on with a mix of horror and yearning. Most of them have moved on or been snapped up by bigger, sharkier legal fish. A few of the partners smiled and nodded, all men, all hoping I’d be gone before colic or breast milk landed on some important photocopying. Jonty stopped to say, ‘What a charming little barnacle.’


I push the photo in as far as I can, but I’m scared I’ll tear the box more and people will see my pathetic little possessions. My stress ball, my notepad filled with a year of sneered-at thoughts and ignored ideas, all in a half-open removals box alongside half-stamped coffee loyalty cards and stolen stationery.


The bus lurches. and I feel bile in my throat, but there’s nothing there. Like I’m empty, like my insides have evaporated and all that’s left is this hot mist firing in my blood, bouncing off the insides of my skin, making me sweat. And all because of that man.


He has made me nothing but a middle-aged woman with a cardboard box on the floor of a bus in the middle of the afternoon. He has made me pathetic and everyone on here sees it.


This is such shame.


Such terrible, terrible shame.


My shoulders feel like they’re curving in all around me.


I stay there on my knees and hold the box together as best I can, but we reach the next stop and the double doors open, more people trying to get on and seeing this woman on the floor. They do not know what to do about me. I am an obstacle. I am a cruddy stock photograph of a mental breakdown. But with the bus stopped, I stand and scoop up my box. I have to, because they’re all staring.


‘You all right love?’


It’s a young man, waiting to pass me. He looks a little sullen, early twenties maybe, all leisurewear and detachment, and I’m not sure what to say because it’s so long since anyone asked.


So, I give him a weak smile, stand up and try to give him a look that suggests ‘I am more than fine’, and he shrugs and smiles to himself, says, ‘All right then,’ and walks up the stairs.


The heat in me eases a little, but now my skin is wet and cold, the sweat crusting, and I feel dirty. The other passengers have gone back to their phones now, or gazing out the window, some just giving a little side-eye to see what entertainment I might provide next. I breathe out and my blood has cooled but my skin feels cold and clammy.


Just breathe. People have stopped looking.


It is a terrible thing to be looked at, watched in silence. To have people peering over you and not speaking. When it happens in nature it’s never good. If other animals watch you it’s because you’re being eaten, or about to be, and they’re just glad it’s not them.


I pull out my phone, so I don’t have to look back at them, and automatically tap into my work email.


Access denied.


Already?


I try the company portal, log in. Access denied. Our team online chat Denied.


I feel a rising wave of panic wash through me. That’s it. I’m gone, deleted, cut out like an old bunion.


By that man. A boardroom of men without Diversity Jane to counter their bluster. All those years and out, just like that.


He cannot get away with this.


He will not get away with this.


I go to my Hotmail. Is that unprofessional? Does it look pathetic? Is there anything as desperate and old and irrelevant as sending a work message via Hotmail?


But I know I must act now. My response must be contemporaneous. I tap in Jonty’s email, CC Shanti in HR.


Subject: Notice of Litigation


I hereby give notice of my refusal to accept my summary dismissal of this afternoon, which constituted both Unfair Dismissal and Constructive Dismissal and the culmination of a prolonged period of Workplace Bullying and Gender-Based Discrimination.


I hereby give notice of my intention to litigate.


Alexandra Day
Deputy Finance Manager


Send. There’s one across your bow, Jonty. It’s not just lawyers that can get legal. Though I wonder if it would have been stronger if I’d have included the company logo, so they know that I definitely do still work there.


Still. My point has been made.


And an email pops up from Emmy’s school. It’s the last thing I need right now.











CHAPTER 3


After what seems like an eternity, I finally step off the bus, resisting throwing the bus driver a withering glance, although I doubt he would have noticed. Clumps of reddish, brownish leaves gather at the curb with petrol mulch and a rogue Twix wrapper that’s soon to be swept up by the diligent road sweepers. Unlike the forums dedicated to their incompetence, I’ve always been impressed by the council’s road administration in this part of town.


South Merton is a beige neighbourhood. Somewhere people either go to crawl up the property ladder and move on or, perhaps, retire and die. It’s real estate purgatory with enough Victorian stock to lure in the lemmings. Trapped lemmings looking wistfully towards Wimbledon while clutching a ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ tea towel. I remember when Iain and I first moved here with the joyful, naive hopefulness that this house was somehow going to be the happily ever after written about in fairytales. When, really, it’s imprisoned us a little more in our unhappiness day-by-day, brick-by-brick. I read somewhere that there’s a slow erosion that happens to bricks in polluted areas, until one day the whole building starts crumbling.


A few hundred metres from the bus stop, I turn right onto our street. Emmy will be home by now, making herself some toast and squash, pretending to be an adult despite being just thirteen years old. Iain will be upstairs in his ‘office’, pretending to work. I prop my box against the door frame, slip my key in the lock. I notice that the metal ‘2’ in our ‘32’ hanging on the door has come loose. She won’t be expecting me, which might be the best time to get her. I push the door open, step in and nudge it closed with my backside, clinging to the box so nothing falls out.


‘Emmy?’


Silence. Ours is a traditional London terrace with the loft converted and the kitchen extended out the back, but never made open-plan, because I think we always knew we’d want separate spaces. I walk through and find her in the kitchen, AirPods in, face in her phone while it charges.


‘Oh, hi Mum.’


She gives me a smile, in an effort at innocence, but she seems uncertain. Like she’s trying to gauge what the school has told me in their email. Her smile is so soft and free, so clean. Pretty, in a way, but youth is always pretty. She leans against the counter, all long limbs. She shot up a couple of years ago, my chubby little pup suddenly stretched out like a praying mantis, her knees and elbows all points. But now little semicircles of flesh are popping out, filling the mantis frame, and men in the street are beginning to look and she’s beginning to notice. Eyes fall on her easily, while I am invisible. Nothing makes a woman feel older than walking down the street with her teenage daughter.


‘Is Dad home?’


‘In his office.’


‘His cave.’


‘Yeah.’


She smiles, rolls her eyes for me, our little shared joke. Iain put a desk in the box room in the loft some years ago and hasn’t been out much since. There is still a bed in there, but it is no more a guest room. But that didn’t really matter, because we don’t have guests. So he sits and taps, does his little reports and Zoom calls and hides away, ‘finishing a few things off’. Finishing himself off mostly, I suspect, given how long it’s been since we had sex.


Iain is an accountant in a big printing firm that boasts two national papers as clients. He’s under NDA so can never say which ones. I obviously know the two – one tabloid, one highbrow – but I think it gives a little pep to his role holding this not-so guarded secret close to his patchily-haired chest. He is an astonishing accountant. He reads Excel as quickly as I do books and I do marvel seeing him rake through complex documents at a rate of knots.


‘I’ve seen your school report.’


‘Oh.’


Her face changes, the smile drops.


‘Is that why you’re home so early?’


She looks at my broken little cardboard box, but I won’t be distracted.


‘I want to know why you’re failing at maths.’


‘I’m not.’


‘You’re on a grade 2. That’s an E or worse at GCSE.’


‘I’m not doing GCSEs for two years.’


‘It’s what you’re on course for.’


Her voice pitches up, all pleading.


‘But everything else is good. Art is good, English is good.’


‘Yes Emmy, but you can’t earn a living with an art GCSE.’


She looks down. Eyes flicking to her phone, her shoes.


‘History was good,’ she mumbles.


‘And your maths is terrible!’


It comes out too loudly, too harshly, and her face turns red and her eyes fill, like they always do. She juts her face forward, all defiant.


‘It’s not my fault, I just hate maths. The numbers get jumbled.’


‘Then we need to get you a tutor or some kind of assessment, see how we can fix it.’


‘Nothing needs fixing!’


She marches past, slams the kitchen door behind her and the noise hangs like an accusation: a thing for neighbours to wonder about. Sounds like the troubled teen from number 32 is playing up again.


I pour myself some water, let the air clear, but what I really want is for Iain to come down and be in some way useful. There’s no way he won’t have heard our words just now. He will have heard how unreasonable she was being. He could come and support, talk to her, but he won’t. He is an absence where a man once was. A filled shirt padding from kitchen to office, hiding from me in any corner he can, which shouldn’t be so easy in a terraced house, but still he manages.


I open the door and stand in the hallway. She’ll be in her room, sulking. Iain will be up at the top, head bowed to laptop, making every task take longer than it should in the hope I might just go away. I stare up the staircase, each of us on our own floor in silence, waiting for my daughter to come down and apologise to me, or my husband to come down and be a functioning human.


But neither of these things will happen.


They will sit in their own spaces, doors closed, setting their barriers against me.


So I walk back into the kitchen, pour myself a glass of corner shop Pinot and sit at the counter. I pull my phone from my pocket, slide my thumb across, skim through some other worlds.


In a little square on Instagram, a middle-aged woman is doing some kind of rave dance with her six-year-old girl, blissfully unaware of the years ahead and how much harder they become. How much less they need you.


Though I’m not sure Emmy ever did. She always wanted Daddy more. When she was sad, when she was sick in the night, when she was misbehaving. Always a cuddle from him, no matter what she had done.


On the street Facebook page, someone thinks we should get rid of the cycle lane to leave more space for parking.


The Twitterati (or rather the X-tras as I now call them) are enraged by the cost-of-living crisis, but don’t know what to do about it. I’m in my element. I’ve posted some political snark, which has had a few favourites and even a couple of shares.


@AlexandraThe Great1980a
Now that they’re spending £1 million on new HoC carpet, could we recycle MPs shoes for the poor?


Meanwhile my post on Influenza is flying, more likes, more hearts and even a couple of private messages. One says, ‘just love how you write’ and I smile for the first time today.


I slip the phone away and head slowly upstairs, stopping halfway. I sometimes feel like a ghost in my own home, drifting about, filling the in-between spaces like a heavy gas. I can hear a little whisper of her music, tinny through her headphones. I go up, tap firmly on her door. Nothing. I tap once more. Still nothing, so I open the door and find her on her single bed, phone in hand. She sits up sharply and pulls off her headphones.


‘I could’ve been naked!’


I try not to roll my eyes but sometimes she can be ridiculous.


‘Well, you’re not.’


‘That’s not the point.’


She pulls a pillow over her fully clothed body and stares aggressively into her phone screen. It’s the kind of stare only teenage girls can do: an absolute determination to ignore what is right in front of you. Like when she was little and thought closing her eyes made her invisible.


I sigh, then decide placation is the best step forward here. ‘You’re right, but I did knock, darling, you just didn’t hear me because your headphones were in.’


She frowns into her phone screen.


‘Emmy, please don’t speak to me like that, and there is no door-slamming in this house.’


‘It’s my house too.’


I continue, remembering Gen’s comment online. You are the adult. ‘And if you want to stay living here, you need to improve your behaviour.’


She is silent.


It’s an empty threat, of course. She’s barely a teenager. But I have made a point, and she has no answer, so I close the door, taking full satisfaction by doing it slowly and firmly.


I walk up the stairs to the loft room to find Iain, headphones on too, peering over his screen. He nods when he sees me come in but says nothing, fingers tapping over the keys.


This is his space. A spare room with small en suite, which has slowly become a den for him. This is where he works and games, his life confined to about eight square metres.


‘Did you hear that?’


He removes his headphones.


‘Hi.’


He speaks so blankly, like I’m some intern at his office who doesn’t know where to find the kettle.


‘I said, “Did you hear Emmy and me fighting just now”?’


He shrugs, points to his recently covered ears. Once again choosing not to engage despite the email from the school landing in his inbox too.


‘She was shouting at me again.’


He nods, gives me the pained expression he uses when he knows he should at least pretend to be concerned.


‘It’s a difficult age.’


‘I’m yet to see one that isn’t.’


He smiles his blank smile, then nods at his screen.


‘She’s just a teenager.’


He is itching to turn away, grasp his keyboard for safety, anything to avoid further conversation. Sometimes, in these moments, I just like to stare at him, fix my eyes on him, see how he responds to silence and a glare. It is a delight to watch him squirm, desperately casting around for something to say.


‘You’re home early,’ he mutters. ‘Everything OK at work?’


My throat pulses and I close the door. That is a conversation for another day.











CHAPTER 4


My skin is on fire. I lie perfectly still in bed, duvet thrown off me, and feel my blood boil up. Sweat forms all over me, a sheen on my flesh, like I’ve just run a marathon. I twist and turn, tangle the bedsheet beneath me, feel the scratch of the bare mattress, pricks of tiny hot pins stabbing at my elbows and heels. I force myself to lie still, flat on my back, hands by my side, legs apart, so no part of my skin touches another. I’m a frying starfish.


I turn my head to Iain, who sleeps the peaceful sleep of a man who doesn’t care. He lies on his front, his back turned to me as it has been for years, speckled with thick black hairs, like pubes that have migrated north. His bald spot stares at me like an evil eye. His body just quietly heaves up and down, back turned to me always like he’s trying to keep something from me. I used to worry that he might be looking for an affair, but his is the body of a man who has surrendered.


The alarm says 02.37 and my white nightie is clinging to parts of me. At the armpits, under my breasts, my arse crack. I rise up in rage, stand loudly, flap the bedsheet and kick the duvet and still he soundly sleeps. What does he bring, really? No sex, no wit, just a slightly better tax rate.


In the heady early days of our relationship, we smugly talked about ‘The Gumtree Test’, a concept I’d invented, a benchmark of happiness among couples. Those that failed would simply be existing in the same space; they could have found each other on a newspaper ad or an accommodation board. They’d be moving entities in four walls only exchanging information about dishwasher stacking or times table learning. They weren’t us. Fucking and loving and laughing, entangled in cheap sheets and endless optimism.


Iain did this thing where he’d pin me down and just absorb my face, every freckle and line, drinking me in like he’d gone on a Saharan trek days before with limited hydration.


Now we lie next to each other, worlds apart, a coldness settling into the sheets between us. Some nights I think about bridging the distance and snuggling into his shoulder that’s turned away from me. But I don’t think I could take the rejection right now and I don’t even know if I want to be that close to him. Sweat settles on my skin as I lie there, staring at the ceiling, wanting to cry about everything and nothing at all.


I slide out of bed and walk around the room to feel the cool air move across my skin but this room is too hot, this loft like an oven.


I take my phone and move downstairs, feeling sure the air cools as I descend. I get to the kitchen, open the glazed back door, feel a blast of late winter night air and the joy of a gentle shiver. Then I close it, turn and see my reflection in the double oven doors. When we had the kitchen fitted, it felt vital to have two ovens stacked there, but now the tinted glass just shocks me whenever I walk past and might have forgotten how I look.


I am wet and wild, but not in the good way. More damp and deranged, like a suburban Miss Havisham. Except I got the husband and not the money, which is a terrible cruelty. Miss Havisham doesn’t know how good she had it.


I pour a glass of water from the tap, wide awake now, the day already ruined by the night’s lack of sleep. I reach for the medicine bag in the cupboard, and my little stash of pills. Lunox, Nytol, some natural sleep remedies. I take one of each, because that’s what I need now. A little damper for the thoughts in my head, like putting a blanket over the cage of a squawking parrot. I will be drowsy tomorrow, but I will crack on like I always do. But crack on with what, daytime television? Laundry and defrosting the freezer? I’ve been working for twenty years, and now suddenly it doesn’t matter if I even get up in the morning. No rushing over toast and coffee, no primping by the hallway mirror before leaving. I could spend the day drinking gin in my pyjamas and it wouldn’t matter. I dreaded going to work this morning and now I’m dreading not going tomorrow. Dreading the lack of white noise and the missing hum of the coffee machine. Without a job, I don’t have a title. Without a payslip, I don’t have a role in the world. Other than mother. My biggest position in the world directly links to my ovaries, which are equally redundant.


I flick open Influenza again, more pixelated hearts flooding through my phone screen. Strangers liking my words even if anonymously. It almost means more that they are faceless avatars because it’s easy to hate something when no one can see you. There’s no consequence, so getting liked here is high praise indeed.


It’s addictive, though. There’s a sense that I’m only as good as my last post, the pressure is on. I want to share something new. What will get people talking? Everyone here loves complaining, and thinking about what – and who – is infuriating, and enraging.


I have a thought, and start a new thread:


Anyone else done with #gifted #ad on Instagram?


But no one replies, perhaps because it’s the middle of the night and even the prolific posters are asleep. The thread prior to mine has been viewed 24,262 times in under a day and asks, ‘Has that woman off Real Housewives done something new to her face?’


I go to Instagram to numb my head for a while. It’s a place to drift through, one post bleeding into the next, each just enough to pause the thumb. The crusty slap of bread on board as someone makes a sandwich, the twirl of a fashion-forward housewife in her new dress, another with an obsession for removing limescale. Little lives performed in portrait.


A video of a pristine woman holding her equally pristine friend’s hand pops up. The sentiment is ‘hold on to the good ones’. And a pang of sadness hits as I think about the last time I saw Jac, my best friend who I met at Warwick University. She was with me through Tort law, where we learnt of a slug found in a fizzy pop bottle, founding The Neighbour Principle. She was even with me in WC1’s, the local sticky-floored student club when I met Iain and he awkwardly asked if I’d like a shot of something ghoulishly curdled. Jac purposefully disappeared into the heaving mass, leaving us alone in a packed room. Jac and I lost touch not long after the course finished – she went to America for work, and I don’t think she really uses social media. I miss her, badly. Back then, we seemed to have an instant, easy intimacy that I haven’t been able to find with anyone else. She was the only friend I ever had who seemed to know me straight away. But she didn’t try to keep in contact, and I didn’t want to be the one chasing her. So our friendship faded, and nothing has restored it since. I crave that missing feeling of connection. Being online is the only thing that comes close.


I keep scrolling.


A doe-eyed woman stares earnestly at me from my screen in a video. Gen Rylan, aka @Gen_Up. Her eyes are a beautiful grey-blue and look right into me, like I’m the only one she’s talking to.
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