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Prologue


2017


On one side of Bedford Road, an empty lot borders the pillar of the disused railway bridge which Overground trains no longer traverse. It is an undisturbed patch of wild in the London landscape, where the weeds and lone sapling that grow out of the concrete collect the kind of human detritus that suggests middle-of-the-night violence and tawdry under-the-train-tracks activity: a single football shoe; an overturned traffic cone; a soggy notebook; a child’s sock; one half of a broken scissor; an empty bottle of supermarket gin. An invisible space that most people do not see when they walk by, consumed with their phones and getting to work on time. Although once in a while, if they drop their keys or need to tie a shoelace and they stop on the pavement bordering the lot, they look up and wonder what kind of personal calamity could have caused one sleeve of a red leather jacket to end up here, wrapped around a crushed plastic bottle of bleach.


When the building next to the lot is gutted in the fire, no one is hurt, except for the lady who dies. The new owner of the empty lot and the burnt-out building learns of her death as he twists the gold band on the ring finger of his left hand in a way that is the opposite of nervous. He understands that death is often the collateral damage of business. But despite the ease with violence that he wears under his Savile Row tailoring, he is not without compassion. He offers the dead woman’s sister, with whom she had lived for many years, a studio flat on the third floor of the new building that he erects next to the railway bridge. Through his agent he offers a very reduced rent, astonishingly low for the area and the quality of the new flats, and the old woman accepts it, despite having to climb an additional flight of stairs to reach her new home, where she will now live alone.


The building is hurriedly built and shabbily constructed, but inside the flats are clean, functional and modern, fitted with cheap but nice-looking stainless steel appliances, bathrooms with glass shower doors that do not quite meet each other when closed, and shiny, plastic, granite-effect countertops. Three floors, three flats per floor. Two flats, A and B, on one side of a central corridor. They each have windows overlooking the old railway tracks along one wall. Each A is a two-bed flat, with a window in the kitchen that looks out on a small patch of struggling grass at the back of the building. Next door to each A is B, a studio flat, with a window facing Bedford Road. Across the corridor from the two-beds and studios there are larger flats, the Cs. The Cs have three bedrooms. The master bedroom in each has an en suite bathroom, and there is a large family bathroom across from the modern, open-plan kitchen/dining/living room. The absence of walls is meant to convey a sense of space, but, somehow, does not.


Lives are lived in buildings like this one, but no one notices. The tenants go to work. They come home. They do not ask questions about their neighbours. They do not want to get involved. They do not inquire about the jobs, the children, the tragedies or the triumphs of the people in the flat next door. They see each other only in passing in the corridor. They do not look at one another. It is not polite to meet each other’s eyes.


And so, the tenants do not realise that the owner of the building lives with his family on the second floor, in flats 2A and 2B. He knocked down the walls between the flats to make a large apartment. The tenants do not notice that different people come in and out of flat 2C and that there is no regular occupant there. The people in this building do not visit the second floor because they do not live there, so they do not see anything unusual, and even if they did, they would pretend not to. When something breaks, they call the property manager and he deals with it. That is all the tenants know about the building – the mobile number of the property manager – and that is enough.


The lift is the first thing to malfunction in the new building. When it does work, it is the sort of lift that takes so long to arrive at its destined floor that the tenants opt to take the stairs instead. And so, the wide concrete and metal staircase with open railings, connecting the floors to each other at the end of every corridor, becomes a hub of tenant activity, where the echoes of their footsteps and voices reverberate loudly against the walls. Although everyone can hear everything that happens on the staircase, they pretend not to. The tenants use the lift when it works. They use the stairs when it does not. They use the stairs so much they become used to them and forget there is a lift.


The walls are painted magnolia, new and unstained by the decades of damp and hardship and dirt and acrid air of the Big Smoke that were baked into the old walls of the building that stood here before. The new walls are thin, and corners were cut on the insulation. The tenants do not enjoy the privacy that many layers of paint and wallpaper, solid wood and brick and mortar, asbestos batting to deter the draughts and steel wool stuffed in the cracks to deter the mice, had provided the people who had lived in the old building, before it turned to ash. But the fact of people living here is only incidental. It is not the new building’s main purpose. Rent collection is not the owner’s main intention.


As the new building goes up, clean and gleaming, a strong but inaudible wave of fear and discontent ripples through the other buildings and their inhabitants on Bedford Road. The fear is of change. And the discontent is with the dirty windows and fading canopies and general shabbiness that the shopkeepers and flat dwellers had not noticed in their shops and flats until the new building – with its steel and glass and yellow brick and rounded box hedges in planters – makes them feel resentful and embarrassed and poor all at once. But the residents agree, implicitly, that they are happy to be rid of the empty lot, at least, which used to make them feel all the same feelings that the new building does.


An old man stands in front of the empty Bedford Road playground across the street from the new building. It is home to a giant dome climbing frame and other ageing equipment painted the municipal green of hospital corridors and police stations. The old man surveys the street looking for the empty lot. He liked to have a poke around in it sometimes. He once found a five-pound note there that was torn in the middle which he traded in at the bank for a new one.


But the lot is gone.


He leans on his walking stick and notes the disappearance of Diamond’s Wash and Dry, the old laundrette, and its replacement with First Premier Dry Cleaner and Laundry on the ground floor of the new building. He looks at the three storeys of flats that rise above it. He is positive he has taken a wrong turn and that this cannot be Bedford Road, except that Baxter’s, the Black men’s barber shop next door to Diamond’s, is still there, the top right corner of its sign slightly melted from the fire. All the other buildings are still there, with their sagging, crooked two storeys of flats above their shops.


Adjacent to Baxter’s is the newsagent, shelves heaving from floor to ceiling, the one run by those Indians or Muslims or whatever they were that he didn’t like. Then there is the Poland Association, a building that no one seems to ever enter or leave but which always features colourful flyers advertising Polish events in the window. Next to this is Justin’s Noodle Place, an aged café that serves instant coffee and full English breakfast any time of day, in addition to any kind of noodle you could want, although the old man doesn’t mess about with foreign food and only orders the Nescafé. Finally, on the corner, there is Dirty Betty’s, a restaurant furnished with old wooden desk chairs and church pews that charges six pound fifty for toasted sourdough because it is baked in Brixton. He went in there once for a cup of tea when Justin’s was closed. It was served to him on chipped crockery printed with the gold emblem of an old hotel. ‘The Excelsior’, the faded gold script on the saucer proclaimed. The old man left without drinking the tea or paying for it. ‘Excelsior, my arse,’ he’d said. The cheek of it.


He knows he’s been ill, and then there was the stretch of bad weather, and then Lavinia, his downstairs neighbour, was taken to a home, and there were new tenants who moved into her place whom he had to watch carefully until he was sure they could be trusted. So he hasn’t been to Bedford Road for quite some time, but has it been that long? He looks at the new building while he decides whether to go to Justin’s to have a coffee and think about how things never stay the same, or to go to the Sainsbury’s car park to have a look-see at the overflowing Oxfam donation bins.


He notices a woman in a dressing gown in a first-floor window of the new building, looking out at the street. When she sees him she lowers her blind abruptly. Then a red-faced, stout woman with wet, curly hair hurries out of the heavy glass and steel door, an open, drooping bag hanging off one shoulder, pulling her blouse and jacket askew, as she barks into a mobile phone, two sullen children reluctantly following her. He wonders at the state of women today and remembers his Doris. And his mother. They were proper women, not like this lot.


He decides he’ll go to the café after all; maybe that foreign lady, Justin’s wife, can tell him about what happened here and when the building went up. He crosses the road to go to the café and have a quick look in the window of the new laundry and dry cleaner that’s replaced Diamond’s. A young woman sweeps the floor inside and is startled by the old man’s face as he presses it up against the window, peering at her, as he does most mornings. He knocks his cane against the window like he always does. She looks down and goes back to her sweeping. She is thinking about the red-faced woman and her children who had passed by the window a moment before. They live on the floor below the young woman and the family she works for and her red-faced voice is familiar. She thinks about how her voice yelling into the phone had penetrated the shop window. The young woman wishes she had such a voice. She thinks that if she could speak with such a voice, her life would be different.


The woman in flat 1B on the first floor of the new building, still in her dressing gown, peers around the side of her blind to see if the old man has finally crossed the road before she raises it again. He is there almost every morning, in front of the playground leaning on his cane. If he’s gone then it must be half past eight. She opens her window and leans out and confirms that the red-faced woman, her neighbour, from flat 1C across the hall, has just gone into Justin’s. The woman pulls her dressing gown tighter about her waist. She clips one side of her hair back with a child’s barrette, white metal with a red plastic heart. She begins her day. As she prepares breakfast, she hears a clanging in the hall. She puts her ear to her door but does not open it. The clanging stops. She exhales.


She sits down to eat a plain Warburton’s thin bagel, thin so that it can fit in a toaster and provide fewer calories while still giving the consumer a bagel-like experience. She sips her tea. She exhales. She hears the rolling, tartan shopping trolley belonging to the old woman from the third-floor studio flat, 3B, bump down the stairs twelve times as she reaches the first floor, and then twelve more times down to the lobby. She listens for evenness in all twenty-four bumps to make sure that the old lady hasn’t fallen or lost her cart down the stairs. She can hear everything in this building.


At the café, Mali, Justin’s wife, gives the red-faced woman her large takeaway coffee, three sugars, extra milk, and two bacon baps for her children. Then she brings the old man his hot drink and tells him again, as she does a few times a week, that the building has been up for about a year, and yes, it was very fast, and yes, nothing ever does stay the same. The old Black lady in her lavender church hat with her rolling tartan shopping trolley comes in and asks whether she can leave some literature about the Good News and Jehovah’s Kingdom on the ledge by the door. Mali does not have the heart to say no. Since Justin died she hasn’t had the heart for many things. When the old man is ready to leave, she helps him count out his change. She only charges him thirty pence. It is the sort of thing Justin would have done.


The old man leaves Justin’s and makes his way back down Bedford Road. The young woman in the laundrette has finished sweeping and is now pressing shirts in the back of the shop. The woman in the dressing gown moves a small table to the window and begins to write on her laptop. The old man walks to the corner of the new building, near the tenants’ steel and glass entrance, and looks for the empty lot that used to be there.


Justin’s is empty, rush hour now over. Mali clears the tables, collects the newspapers, puts the Jehovah’s Witness brochures in the bin. She thinks about how the rhythm of your life is other people. People you live with side by side, whose lavender hats and coffee preferences and walking sticks become the intimate details of your life, mundane markers of every hour. She thinks about how your life is just a part of someone else’s habit, and yours of theirs. Just a step in someone else’s routine. A series of little shuffles, they move around you and you around them. They exhale and you inhale their air. They inhale the air you exhale. It can’t be helped. All the air’s already been breathed.










Part One


January 2020










Chapter 1


Friday


Penny


Flat 1B


‘Jamie, I left the baby on the train. You had better go and find her. She must be nearly at Camden by now.’ That’s what I said to Jamie the day I came home without the baby.


‘Oh, I see, I’d better go find her then,’ he said, with mock disbelief and a half-smile as he walked past me into the foyer, thinking I had left her there in the buggy, her little chubby hands over her eyes, hiding from him. She was still small enough to believe that if she covered her own eyes that no one else could see her. It was a game we played. They played. I was never any good at the games.


‘Penny?’ His voice changed when he saw that she wasn’t hiding. When he saw that she wasn’t there at all. ‘Penny? Where’s the buggy? Where’s Olivia?’


‘She’s on the Tube, Jamie. I left her on the train.’


That was the start of all this, and the end of us.


Carla


Flat 1A


‘. . . and the end of us.’


I look at the wall. Jesus Christ, what a wackadoo. Talking to her imaginary friends again. I wrap my hands around my hot coffee cup, feel the burn on my palms.


Deep breath in and, ‘Daniel, Mary Rose? You gotta get up!’ I shout over my shoulder, but it’s useless. In a minute I’ll leave this table and my coffee, and go to their rooms, and knock on the doors, and ruffle the covers, and plead, and request, and cajole, and then that won’t work, so I’ll shout and yell, and then we’ll all be in bad moods, and then we’ll all be late. Like every morning, of every day. And now here goes her kettle. That’s the third time since six this morning. Whistle, whistle, whistle.


I sip the coffee. It scalds my tongue. Who needs a kettle that whistles? Her apartment is, like, eight feet by eight feet, and she needs to be alerted that the water is boiling by whistle? What, because it’s the Industrial Revolution and the fucking whistle was just invented? I swear to God, as soon as I can get us out of this building, as soon as I work this shit out with Tom, I am getting us the fuck out of here.


Deep breath in. ‘Daniel, Mary Rose! You gotta go to school. GET UP!’ I shout, my eyes still half closed, my palms burning and then—


‘Mary Rose!’ I jump, coffee spills, she flies across the room, whirlwind of hair and oversized T-shirt. She gets up on the table and pounds on the wall, boom-boom-boom.


The whistling stops.


She looks at me, breathless, fists resting on the wallpaper.


‘Couldn’t you hear that? Why don’t you ever do anything? You never do anything for us,’ she says, her accent clipping her words, sharpening them to hurt me. She rages back to her room and slams the door. She doesn’t realise she sounds like me, just with a British accent. She doesn’t hear how our voices are the same. Or maybe she does. And she hates that too.


Woman


Flat 2A–2B


The pounding of a fist three times. I jump. Then stay very still. Blood rushing in my ears. A moment to be sure that it was not in this flat. That it was not Sir or Master. I hold my breath and listen. It was the people below. The woman below and her daughter who shout and pound their fists.


With shaking hands, I press the buttons on the phone, too afraid to remember the numbers in the right order. The first time I’m wrong, there is only a tone, then a recording in a language I do not know. I look over my shoulder. I am still alone. I do not have time for mistakes. I try again. It rings, my heart in my mouth, and then, her voice.


I say, ‘Mother, is it you?’


‘Where are you? Are you all right?’ Mother asks with tears in her words. We have not heard each other’s voices for many months. A year. More.


‘Mother, listen, and do not speak. I do not have much time. I am in London. I am a housekeeper in a rich man’s flat, he owns the building. They look after me. I am safe. I have not sent money yet because I have not been paid, but soon I will be. They said they will pay me all my money at once, at the end of my service, and soon I will send you everything. Do not worry. Tell Beauty I love her, I have not forgotten her, will you tell her that? Tell her every day.’


I cannot control the trembling in my voice. I clear my throat so the lies will come out more easily. Mother says nothing. I hear her quiet sobs, see her nodding, dishrag clenched in her fist, held up to her face, sitting on the stool in the kitchen. I see her rocking on the stool to keep herself from crying aloud, so that Beauty, my girl, will not hear her.


‘Mother, I have not called because I am busy with work, but very soon, they will pay me, and I will have my own mobile phone and we will talk every day. And I will come home to see you. Very soon. God protect you, Mother.’


I hear her breath jar and shudder in her chest. Then the silence when I end the call before she can answer.


I slide the phone back into the pocket of Master’s jeans, the ones he left on the pile of washing. This is a dangerous thing he has done. That I have done.


Penny


Flat 1B


Boom-boom-boom.


I jump at the sound, look away from my laptop. Oh dear, they must be having quite an argument next door if there’s already wall pounding. Carla, poor thing, alone with two adolescents. Well, Daniel’s only just turned twelve, but children are much older than they used to be. I know it’s not easy but I do wish they didn’t carry on so, they’ll wake Susannah. I check on her in her Moses basket. Still asleep, thankfully. I don’t know how, between that whistling kettle that’s been going all morning in someone’s flat and now this. But Susannah’s always been easy.


Olivia was a terrible sleeper when she was small, not like Susannah who loves her sleep. I’m lucky that she sleeps, because it would be all the more challenging being on my own if she was a bad sleeper.


It was the sleep that was our undoing. Olivia still woke twice in the night at fifteen months and she was up most mornings at five. I often logged back in after we put her to bed at night and worked until eleven. Jamie always tried to get me to bed earlier but there were emails to catch up on, so many emails, and the diary to schedule, and laundry, always laundry. I slept very little.


The exhaustion unravelled me gradually, slowly, an incremental daily torture of dry eyes, forgotten words, caffeine jitters, blurred thoughts. They never showed that on the news or the online clips of the CCTV footage of the Tube platform where you can see me get off the train at Balham without Olivia. People rushing and crowding in, jostling me to get to the doors of the carriage. And then me standing on the platform with my back to the train as it pulls away with my daughter. But you can’t see how tired I was. They never explained on the news that she never slept. That she woke twice in the night and was up by five and that I often worked until eleven.


‘You’re so useless!’ comes through the wall; a door slams. Mary Rose and Carla at it again.


Ah, and now Susannah is awake. And so, the day begins.


Carla


Flat 1A


‘You’re so useless!’ Mary Rose screams at Daniel. He left the seat up again. He did it on purpose because it pisses her off. He did it because he heard her yelling at me. He doesn’t know I know he does these things for me. These kids are gonna kill me, either with their love or their hate. I don’t know which will do it first.


I fold the sofa bed up from last night. We’ve only got two bedrooms, so it’s where I sleep since I gave Daniel my room. It’s important for the kids to have their own rooms. For them to feel like we can afford that.


I open the cabinet. I bypass the oat cakes and the natural peanut butter and I shove two Oreos in my mouth instead. I eat them hiding behind the open cabinet door, facing the shelves so the kids don’t see. I think about putting that peanut butter on the next one and then my phone buzzes.


Oh fuck.


‘Hello . . . I know. I’m sorry . . . I didn’t know . . . well, can you just . . . but then I have to . . . Tom . . . I’m sorry . . . the kids are here, I can’t say that . . . don’t make me say that in front of them . . . no, I didn’t call the lawyer about the visa; I promise, please . . .’ Click and he’s gone.


I turn back to the cabinet, stare at the shelves, try to breathe, and then her voice, ‘What are you doing?’ Mary Rose says, furious, reaching her arm over my shoulder to get the cornflakes. I can hear her eyes rolling.


‘Gimme a break, all right? I had a long shift at the front desk last night. Asshole tourists,’ I say, turning around. I watch her pour cereal into a bowl. She’s wearing bright red lipstick. She has his face. His nose, his lips. She’s rolled up her uniform skirt to make it inappropriately short. I should say something but it’s not worth the argument.


‘Was that Dad?’ she asks, raising her eyes from her bowl. She has great eyebrows. The kind I never had.


‘Yeah,’ I say, sipping my coffee, cold now, sitting down across from her. Some Oreo crumbs fall from the lapel of my robe to the table. I see her see them.


‘When are you going to stand up for yourself, Mum?’


When she says things like this, her accent makes it so much worse. She can sound like a real bitch when she wants to.


‘Eat your breakfast, Mary Rose,’ I say, regretting that we gave her that name while I finish my coffee. I wanted Roxane. Roxy for short. Roxy would have had a sense of humour. Roxy would have been my girlfriend. We’d get our nails done together and she’d be my confidante. But he made me give her his Irish Catholic mother’s name. He made me do so many things.


‘Well, it’s your life. I’m never going to ask permission from a man for anything,’ she says, flipping her hair and sprinkling sugar and her fourteen-year-old wisdom on her cornflakes.


I look at my daughter. She wants to hurt me. She doesn’t know how well she’s doing it. I close my eyes, put my cold cup to my lips, and pray that she’s right. I pray she grows up and her life is nothing like mine.


I get up from the table, pull my robe around me, and say, ‘Don’t be so angry all the time. It’ll give you wrinkles, Mary Rosie.’


She hates when I call her that. She hates when she’s laid the bait and I don’t fight with her. I walk past her and brush my hand along her shoulder on my way to make another coffee. I’m still her mother, no matter what she says to me.


While my back is turned, she gets up and leaves for school without a word, slamming the door behind her in goodbye.


‘Daniel, you’d better go,’ I call, standing at the kitchen counter, staring at the cabinet door. When he emerges I put a five-pound note in his pocket and run my hand through his hair.


‘Get breakfast at Justin’s so you won’t be late.’


‘Okay, Mum, love you,’ he says.


And when the door shuts behind him, I reach into the cabinet and eat every Oreo in the pack, until all of them are gone.


Woman


Flat 2A–2B


Another slam, muffled, from below. I know it is the people below but still it makes me jump. I check the hallway between the bedrooms. I have only seconds to think.


If I bring the jeans to Madame and show her I found Master’s phone, she will accuse me of stealing it and beat me. If I bring the jeans with the phone to Master, he will taunt me, he will make me do things to keep him from telling Madame that I stole his phone, even though he will know that I did no such thing. Even though he will know that he left it in his pocket because he is a careless boy. If I put the jeans back in Master’s bedroom, leave them on the floor, as though he just dropped them there, I will be punished for not tidying properly. If I keep the phone and they find it on me later, they will kill me. If I break it into a million pieces and throw it in the rubbish, Master will think he lost it, but he will accuse me of stealing it so that his parents do not beat him, and they will turn the house upside down looking for where they think I have hidden it, and then they will kill me. But first they will make me clean up the mess and put the flat right before my execution.


The only answer is to put it under My Lady’s mattress. My Lady often pilfers things – pens, chocolate bars, Madame’s earrings – and hides them under her pillow or in her pink handbag with the sparkly horse or under the sofa or behind the coffee tin in the kitchen. She is punished for these transgressions if she is found out, and for hiding her brother’s mobile, the penalty will be severe. I have saved her many times from Madame, her mother. Many times I have found her stolen things in places where they should not be, have put the watches and keys and television control in my apron pockets when I have found them in the oven or in a shoe and replaced them so that My Lady would feel her mother’s hand across her face one less time in the day. But today is not such a day.


I put the washing in the machine, fold a pile of clothes, put the phone in the pocket of Master’s jeans, and carry them on top of the pile to My Lady’s room.










Chapter 2


 


Mable, Carla


Flat 1A


‘Hi Mable, you here to tell me Jesus loves me?’ Carla asks flatly as she answers the door, groggy, having just woken up at five in the afternoon, recovering from her night shift at the hotel. Carla is wearing her navy, satin shorty robe with the white lapels, the one she always seems to be wearing whenever Mable knocks every third Friday of the month. On this occasion, Carla does not realise that the left bottom hem of the robe has tucked itself into her underpants, exposing her pink and fleshy left thigh, which is perhaps not her best physical attribute.


Mable, accustomed to her neighbour’s semi-nudity, adjusts her lavender ministry hat, checking with her fingertips that the frayed bits of the polyester flowers are facing the back where they won’t be noticed.


‘Good afternoon, Carla, dear. I have some Good News to share with you . . .’ she says, with her slight Jamaican lilt, smiling, averting her gaze from the crisis unfolding at Carla’s waist.


Carla bought the robe in La Perla on Sloane Street in the heady, early days of her relationship with Tom, in preparation for the weekend she thought he would propose. She chose the shop because her mother had always bought La Perla, the finest there was, and because when she felt the silk, it had transported her to her future with Tom. To the honeymoon she’d hoped they’d have, on a cruise ship, where she’d stand on the private balcony, holding a Martini glass, watching the sunset over the sea, her hair cascading down her silk-satin back, Tom, stopping still in his tracks at the sight of her, hand resting on the doorknob, overcome, in lustful awe of her womanly shape under the lustrous fabric. She saw him sweeping her hair over her shoulder without a word, gently kissing her lovely neck, loving her completely.


Of course, she’d never had the sort of hair that cascaded, and there never was a cruise ship. And Tom left her. But at least Carla still had the robe.


Now, with its tattered cuffs and lopsided hem, the shiny navy struggling in its efforts to contain Carla’s ample assets, it looks more like the shabby cloak of a woman defeated than the elegant lingerie of a lady of leisure. Carla knows the robe is ageing, like she is, but she wears it for the La Perla label on the inside, still intact, a reminder of a time when she had nice things. When she was worth dressing in silk. When she was worth something, anything, at all.


Carla’s phone rings. Mable sees the change in her face, suddenly alert. Afraid. ‘My phone,’ she says, and Carla lets go of the door to find her mobile, hoping Mable will get the hint, but the old woman catches the door with her foot, holding it open. Despite her age, her reflexes are quick, especially when she senses that she, and Jehovah, may soon be needed. She inclines her head to get a better view of Carla’s flat through the door and she sees – and immediately wishes that she did not see – that the hem of Carla’s robe is actually tucked into a pair of men’s large, white, cotton briefs.


Mable tries not to look at the sad cotton drooping between Carla’s thighs from under the robe and thinks, ‘Whose underpants is she wearing?’ and covers her mouth to muffle her gasp. But she quickly self-corrects and remembers that this was why one of the top tips for urban ministry was to minister in pairs so that there would be a witness to refute any suggestion of impropriety in case someone came to the door inappropriately dressed. But Mable has always preferred to minister alone, even though the elders discouraged it, and today she is glad to have insisted on it. It is a blessing, a small mercy, that no one else is with her to witness the droopy gusset of Carla’s life.


‘Everything all right, darlin’?’ Mable asks when Carla returns to the door.


‘I’m fine, everything’s fine, I gotta go, Mable,’ Carla says, her American accent flattening and widening all of her words. Carla tries to close her door, but Mable puts her hand on it, stops it with surprising strength, and says, ‘You sure, now?’ noticing the drip, drip, drip of a dried coffee stain on Carla’s right lapel.


It’s been there for months and months. Evidence that Carla has not washed the robe since the morning that she brought her too full cup too close to her chest as Tom explained his plan for leaving her and her hands shook, spilling the hot coffee. Her body had numbed itself to insulate her from the reality of her life with him and the disastrous consequences of her decisions, and so she didn’t feel the searing heat of the hot coffee on her skin when it dripped on to her robe and soaked through the satin. There is still a tiny red scar on her chest that only she knows is there.


Mable happened to call on Carla that day, in the early afternoon, before the children were home from school and several hours after Tom’s exit. Enough time for Carla to have become properly inebriated. In the absence of anyone else who would listen, drunk and alone, Carla told Mable the story of her tumultuous marriage. Of infidelities, deceits, misunderstandings, the temptations that led her husband astray, and the ecstasies of forgiveness.


Mable stood in the doorway, listening, never allowing her face to betray the fact that she and Jehovah both could have done without the descriptions of the ecstasies. She did not show Carla that she understood that she was using romance and passion to disguise and justify Tom’s cruelties. Mable knew that the wounds he’d left her with were the kind that weep and never heal.


When Carla was finished, Mable took her hands in hers and prayed: ‘Almighty Jehovah, please take Carla into the warmth of Your perpetual grace, guide her on the road to righteousness, soothe her with the healing light of Your love so that she can feel Your strength and bring it into her so that she may be strong for her children, in Jesus’ name.’ Carla held Mable’s gaze for a moment then, before she closed the door.


But it is many months later now and Carla still has not laundered her robe. She is sighing and rolling her eyes and dismissing Mable as just an old woman, a doddering annoyance to be tolerated politely, though she knows that Mable is one of the only people who has ever truly seen her.


‘Thanks for stopping by, Mable. I’ll see you around,’ Carla says. But as she gently tries to push her door closed, Mable falters, loses her balance, and knocks over her rolling shopping trolley. Her magazines spill out all over the corridor floor.


‘Oh no, I’m sorry, dear, don’ you mind me, I’ll just be getting on my way,’ Mable says, acting as though her old lady confidence has been dented by this bout of unsteadiness, as she slowly starts bending down to gather her literature. It is a charade, of course, a little test Mable uses to check on the state of Carla’s heart.


With a whispered ‘Jesus Christ’ under her breath, Carla stoops down to gather the magazines for the old woman and then says, ‘I mean, honestly, should you really still be dragging that grandma cart around with all those magazines? I’m sure Jesus doesn’t want ladies your age breaking a hip over him, you know what I mean?’


Carla helps, reluctantly, but she does help. Mable is thus satisfied that her spirit is still intact, prickly and tired, but not hardened. And if the spirit is still there, then there is reason for her to return.


‘Carla, thank you for your concern. But I’m confident that my Almighty Father is with me, protecting me and guiding me as I spread the Good News,’ Mable answers her.


On her hands and knees, Carla gathers up the scattered Watchtowers, too tired to notice that her bosom is alarmingly close to breaking free of her robe. Mable, hearing other tenants approaching on the staircase and concerned about Carla’s imminent nudity, silently prays, Jehovah, please help Carla in her time of need, and spare us all the embarrassment of her impending indiscretion in this hallway, in Jesus’ name. Amen.


And at just that moment, Carla rises from the floor, tightens the belt of her robe, and pulls the straying hem out of her men’s briefs. Thank you, Mable silently says to Jehovah, as she takes a deep breath and lifts her eyes back to Carla.


‘Thank you for that, dear, now, can I interest you in some reading material?’ Mable says, holding out a magazine.


Carla looks at Mable, and wants to say, ‘Are you kidding me, old lady?’ but she finds the will to say instead, ‘Sure,’ and accepts the pamphlet.


‘You know—’ Carla is about to continue, to tell Mable she can just push the magazines under her door in future, when she catches her reflection in the mirror at the end of the hallway. It’s a full-length mirror left behind by previous tenants that has stayed propped against the wall since they moved away. It is the sort of lost property that accumulates in the communal spaces of buildings, the kind of forgotten object no one will ever claim.


At this angle, under the glow of the fluorescent lights, Carla sees that her décolletage is very red, her thighs covered in dimples. She looks down to dismiss her reflection, only to see the yellowing, jagged toenails of her bare feet, remnants of old polish worn to tiny circles at the centre of each toe. She feels worn and threadbare, like her robe. Like the shredded edges of the ancient, artificial flowers Mable tries to hide on her hat.


Mable waits for Carla to finish her thought, but she sees something pass over her neighbour’s face, and instead she says, ‘Well, I’m happy to go away knowing you have held in your hands words of peace and inspiration and an invitation to be saved.’


‘Okay,’ Carla says, ‘whatever, thanks,’ and closes her door.


Mable, reassured that Carla is not in need of more intervention today, continues her pilgrimage down the corridor to Penny’s flat. But as she turns away, she hears, ‘Friggin’ wackadoo’ from behind Carla’s door.


Many doors remain closed to Mable as she spreads the Good News through her territory, and she wishes – deeply, secretly – that Carla’s was one of them. But every time she knocks, Carla answers. And every time she tolerates Mable, just barely, through their conversation, and ends each interaction with an insult like this one, which Carla does not realise can be heard in the hallway if she says it close enough to her door. But still, she answers her door and Mable knows this means that there is something missing in Carla’s life that her presence provides. And so, every third Friday, she knocks on the door of 1A, waiting for the day when Carla might answer fully clothed, ask her in for a cup of tea and listen attentively to the Good News.


But when she hears ‘friggin’ wackadoo’, Mable also knows that Carla will probably not be one of the Anointed joining her in the Kingdom of Heaven when the end finally comes.


And Mable is all right with that.


Mable, Penny


Flat 1B


Mable arrives at the door of 1B, sighing deeply. She looks forward to the quiet encounter she knows awaits her here after the challenge of 1A. Penny Danford is the tenant’s name. Mable discovered this when Penny’s post was accidentally placed in her letter box downstairs, as they both have Bs in their flat numbers.


Mable sees her rarely and knows little about her neighbour, other than she’s very polite. And that it’s her habit to take her laundry to the laundrette on the ground floor of the building on a Tuesday morning. Mable knows this because she gives herself Tuesday mornings off and treats herself to tea and toast at Justin’s. She sits by the window of the café, looks out over the goings-on of the street and observes humanity’s godlessness in all its shapes and forms. On her way back to the building, she often encounters Penny going to the laundrette.


Penny is a tall, overweight, ghostly pale white woman. Mable thinks she looks unwell and fragile despite her heft, but she assumes it’s the unceasing chill and damp and sunless sky of the London winter that make all the white English look this way – peaked, sickly, their whiteness almost fluorescent under Great Britain’s perpetually grey clouds. And Mable doesn’t understand why Penny goes to the laundrette rather than using the washing machine in her flat. But she appreciates that Penny is quiet, and keeps to herself, a quality in short supply these days among the general population.


‘Hello? Mable here, just coming to share the Good News . . .’


After waiting a few beats Mable carefully does a sideways bend, to check the shadows dancing under the door jamb. She knows Penny is there. She knows that Penny knows that Mable checks the slivers of light under the doors when she knocks to see if the inhabitants are in, but still choosing to ignore her. Mable appreciates that Penny, once she learned Mable’s trick, began silently bringing a chair over to the door to stand on when Mable knocked. Penny stands on the chair so Mable can’t watch for movement, and in this way Penny thinks she makes it seem that she isn’t answering because she truly is not at home, and not because she is avoiding Mable, thus sparing the old woman’s feelings. In a world where most people disregard Mable openly, she appreciates Penny’s effort at covert avoidance.


Penny is now indeed standing on a chair on the other side of the door, looking through the peephole at the distorted lavender form of Mable and her hat, politely pretending not to be there so that Mable won’t wake Susannah.


But Mable knows every trick in the book. It is no accident that the Service Overseer of the congregation often cites her work as an Auxiliary Pioneer to encourage other brothers and sisters in their field ministry. Even the Circuit Overseer lauded her consistent sixty hours of ministry per month during his last visit. Sixty-two hours last month, to be exact. Her monthly field service reports are exemplary, and Mable knows they would have been the envy of many Publishers in the congregation, if envy were permissible.


‘Penny, darlin’, just Mable here, come to give you the Good News.’


No answer. Mable adjusts her hat. Three years they have played this game through the door, but she doesn’t have the patience for pretence today. She waits several beats.


‘Penny, shall I just leave a magazine here for you? It’s a good one this time . . .’


No answer. Mable stands her ground, hand on the handle of the rolling cart, and she stares straight into the peephole, daring Penny to keep ignoring her.


Penny is no good at playing chicken, and she cannot take the pressure of Mable’s gaze through the fisheye lens for long, even though she knows it is a one-way system and Mable can’t actually see her. Finally, a whisper so quiet that Mable must put her ear to the door to hear it.


‘Hello, Mable, I didn’t realise it was you,’ Penny lies from behind the door.


‘Yes, darlin’, it’s me, just come to bring you some Good News,’ Mable replies, going along with Penny’s prevarication.


‘Well, it’s just not a good time right now, but thank you ever so much for your visit. I would love one of your very interesting magazines, if it’s no trouble?’ Penny whispers, nervously checking that Susannah is still napping. Last night was horrible, Susannah’s reflux causing them both great distress and broken sleep.


‘No trouble at all. Would you like to have a little chat about this month’s issue? There’s a very interesting article about how to manage our stress in times of great consternation and anxiety such as we are now living in . . .’


‘Oh,’ Penny continues, ‘that is ever so kind, but I’m afraid I’m indisposed at the moment. Susannah is asleep and I don’t want to disturb her; I’m sure you understand. If you would just slide it through, I shall read it and next time perhaps you can give me your thoughts . . .’


‘All right, darlin’, that would be nice,’ Mable says. She slides the magazine under the door and prepares to roll her cart away. It’s not much, this conversation with Penny, but it’s something. Penny at least has an open heart, and perhaps a word or two of the Message might reach her. But then again, Mable knows it might not.


Mable, Woman


Flat 2A–2B


Mable rests at the top of the stairs and finds her breath. Someone brushes past her, a blur of headphones and fruity shampoo, yoga mat and youth. It’s one of the three white girls that live across the hall from her in 3C, all of them interchangeable with their purple highlights and tattoos and eco coffee cups. Like most city dwellers, they do not notice their neighbours, especially not neighbours like Mable.


Perhaps Carla is right. Her bunions are throbbing against her shoes and her compression stockings are cutting into the creases behind her knees. Her left hip aches. The rolling cart is heavier than it used to be. She could change her ministry. She could sit outside the Tube station with a literature stand, allow passers-by to take what they need, and pray with those who request it, instead of repeating this exhausting journey of doors left unanswered or opened and then slammed shut before she can say, ‘Good afternoon.’


Slowly dragging her cart behind her, Mable knocks at 2B. ‘Hello? This is Mable, visiting with my neighbours to share the Good News, the wonder of everlasting life.’


It is the businessman’s flat, and Mable does not expect an answer because she knows that he and his family usually aren’t home. She suspects that others live there besides just the businessman and his wife and teenage son. She thinks she has heard young children, but she can’t be sure. Mable has knocked on enough doors in her time to know when there is life behind one and when there isn’t. She feels people on the other side of closed doors holding their breath waiting for her to walk away. She feels their eye-rolls, the rumble of their aggravated mumblings about her. People think locked doors are impenetrable, but no lock can keep a soul from reaching out to her even when its bodily vessel objects. And no man-made door can keep Jehovah from going where He’s needed.


Despite the silence at 2B, Mable feels the heat of life behind the door. She knocks and waits for an answer. A dying fluorescent bulb in the ceiling, grey on one end but still flickering on the other, casts a dim light in the hall.


Mable sighs, but as she turns to leave she sees the slightest darkening of light just under the door. Someone’s there, perhaps looking at her through the fisheye of the peephole. Mable, seasoned in her ministry, steps back and centres herself in the view of the door. Always stand back from apartment doors so that occupants can have a full view of you through the peephole and therefore not feel threatened by your presence.


‘Hello? It’s Mable here, your neighbour. I wonder if I might have just a moment of your time . . . to share the Good News?’


The light doesn’t shift under the door. Someone is there who has not yet rejected her. Who can hear her. Who may need her. Who may need the promise of Paradise. She puts her hand to the door, closes her eyes, and bows her head. She senses the brush of eyelashes against the peephole, the tension of held breath, the thudding of a heartbeat.


She prays, in a whisper: ‘Almighty Jehovah, protect this occupant of 2B, wrap Your arms around this child and hold them close to You. For You taught us to give the hungry sustenance, to give the thirsty drink, to receive strangers hospitably, to clothe the naked, to look after the sick and to visit those in prison, for when we do this, in Jesus’ name, for the least of our brothers, we do it unto You. And those who have been blessed by the Father will reach the Kingdom of Heaven.’


With a heavy heart she slides a magazine under the door and hopes that it will reach the soul she knows is watching her through the fisheye lens.


Mable stands back from the door a moment, just in case, then gathers herself for her journey upstairs to her flat. ‘Give me strength,’ she asks Jehovah, straightening her hat, unconsciously checking its flowers and the frayed edges. She shuffles towards the stairs, but then a large, heavy-set, black-haired, olive-skinned man dressed in black – who she hasn’t seen in the building before – comes out of flat 2C. He locks the door behind him. He walks down the corridor towards her.


Mable is overcome with fear, feeling vulnerable and in the presence of danger. Unable to run or to protect herself, she does the only thing she can, and prays. The man moves past her to the stairs, and she is flooded with relief until he stops and turns. She leans back against the wall for support, heart thumping, and wordlessly she watches as he lifts her shopping cart and gestures to the stairs. In his hands it is as small and light as a child’s toy.


Realising that he is offering to help her, Mable exhales. ‘Thank you, that’s very kind,’ she whispers, grasping the bannister to steady her trembling hands. As usual, there is nothing to fear. Her prayer was answered.










Chapter 3


 


Penny


Flat 1B


 


What a relief. Mable has shuffled away now, and she didn’t wake Susannah, thank goodness. We had an awful night last night with her reflux which is why she’s still asleep even though it’s almost teatime now. I wait at the door and listen to Mable clunking along with her cart on her way upstairs. I do worry about her on those stairs, but daren’t leave Susannah alone in the flat. I wait to make sure she’s got to the top. Twelve clunks, twelve steps. Take care, Mable.


I make myself a cup of tea, put Olivia’s barrette in my hair, and sit down to check emails while I have a moment’s peace. A message from @1mum2boys on the mumyougotthis.co.uk forum pops up. I read it quickly:


 


@solomama367, I’m writing to say THANK YOU. There are no words! Your advice over this past week was a lifesaver!!! I was really at my wits’ end with DS but after your post, I just pulled myself together, held fast to that routine, did his meals at exact times with a top-up banana before bed, and let him cry it out (not to a point of actual distress, before you all get at me) and we actually SLEPT THROUGH THE NIGHT for the first time in months! I feel amazing! OMG I am so ecstatic that I bought a bottle of champers for tonight for me and hubby. Not even prosecco – real champagne! Thank you so much for your help – you can’t imagine how much it means to this tired mama. xxx


 


What a lovely message! Oh, I’m so glad. But I must be quick in my response. I have to get supper sorted. Carla and I are joining forces tonight. I do hope she’s all right after her difficult morning with the children, all that banging and arguing. Like every other mum I know, she just needs some support. That’s why this twice-weekly supper that we do together is so important. Her children are older – Mary Rose, fourteen, and Daniel, only just twelve – but still, we’re both single mums, so it helps to share the burden, to weather the witching hour together. And Susannah distracts her children, makes them smile. Anyhow, I think it’s pasta tonight so I’d better find some bits to contribute.


I check the basket. Susannah’s still asleep. We are completely off routine and it’s far too late for a nap, but I’ll just put her to bed at a later time tonight and hopefully we’ll get back on track tomorrow. I’m a big advocate of routine but I also recognise, better than anyone, that sometimes it all falls to pieces, even with the best of intentions. The key is to get up the next day, clean slate, and try again.


I gather bread rolls, grated parmesan – Carla never has little extras like that – and, of course the wine. I reckon I have five minutes before Susannah is up, enough time to respond quickly to that lovely message. I type:


 


@1mum2boys, you are sooooo very welcome. I am thrilled for you and humbled by the opportunity to help another mum. We must stick together! It’s like I always say, the only remedy for when life has got on top of you is to get back on top of life and do it like a boss! Because you ARE the boss, Mama! Enjoy your bubbly with the hubbly! Lol xx


 


I know a lot about routine. Routine is essential. Especially when you have a baby, especially for first-time mums. Routine and connection. Even virtual connection is so important for new mothers. And I feel, very strongly, that when you’re an experienced mother it’s important to pass on your knowledge whenever you can and to connect with mums who are struggling.


Now with Olivia, we’d tried everything under the sun to get her to sleep. And then I realised that we were too haphazard in our days, not regimented enough in how we did things, and it had confused her little internal clock. So, I worked very, very hard on the routine. But Olivia was not a compliant child, and I gave in instead of standing my ground. And that’s where I went wrong.


If I had just stuck to it, found the inner strength to withstand the tantrums and the crying, things would have improved, and she would have been a happier baby. We would have been a happier family. Unfortunately, things didn’t work out that way. However, it’s an important takeaway, not just for child-rearing but for life – the key to success is perseverance.


I can’t let the knowledge gained from all of that hard work go to waste, so I contribute to chats on all the sites – Mumsnet, Netmums, NappyValley – but I like the camaraderie on this one best. I’ve even become a little sought after. Every time I post on someone’s thread it inevitably leads to a bit of a Q and A session. Because all that mums need, especially new mums, is connection. Reassurance, connection, and routine. That’s what I do for new mums and look – it works!


It keeps me busy too. It occupies that space that work used to take up. Well, you know, it’s the same story for a lot of women. Stay home for a bit, for the good of the children, and you don’t regret it, but you do get restless. Sometimes.


Susannah is stirring. Now, just because our afternoon routine went haywire today doesn’t mean that we won’t follow through on the bedtime routine. In fact, it’s essential that we do. So, we’re going to have supper with Carla and the children, and then sort ourselves out properly for the evening. But I am pleased that I could help @1mum2boys, whoever and wherever she may be.
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