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  LONDON, 2013




  It was there from the beginning, the day they first saw the house. Eleanor noticed the smell first. It wasn’t unpleasant, just strong: the smell of age, of yellowing, of brown-grey, of damp. It was persistent – not the kind of smell you could get rid of or, she thought, get used to.




  It was early July, a heatwave. Everything was bleached and parched; the whole city drooped. Eleanor’s face was pulp, her neck and kneecaps slick and slippery, as she stood in the hallway, trying to imagine it as hers.




  In the photographs, the house had looked grand: a Victorian terrace, steps up to the front door, huge bay windows. Close to, it was shabby. Chunks of plaster had come away from the front windowsill, and moss was starting to grow underneath, as though it was decaying from the inside. Paint was peeling off the window frames. The front door was an unsettling shade of yellow.




  The estate agent, Michael, showed them into the living room at the front of the house. The vast window, which had seemed so luxurious from the outside, now felt exposing, vertiginous: just a membrane between them and the street. There was a fireplace surrounded by dark green tiles with an electric heater jammed in its centre, and elaborate cornicing edged the ceiling. ‘Really nice period features here,’ Michael said and Eleanor could sense Richard’s excitement.




  The walls were pea green and the carpet a dense red. The colours were dull yet insistent; murky and bright. She could see the paint puckering near the skirting boards, in stiff peaks like blown flowers. By the window, it had formed a clean slit, as if someone had dragged a knife down the wall. ‘Of course, the decor’s getting a bit tired,’ Michael said. ‘It could do with some TLC.’




  The sofas were ancient and large, covered in faded pastel blankets made of thin, used felt. Double doors led through to a kitchen looking out on a bare lawn. Baby-blue cupboards with red plastic handles in the shape of crosses, which made Eleanor think of hospitals. A side table draped in lace. We’d need to strip it bare, she thought.




  They proceeded through the house. The basement, empty now, had been converted for a lodger – a bedroom, living room and a shower room under the stairs. It looked hasty and cheap, as though the shower might come away from the wall. ‘Can you imagine converting this into a kitchen/dining room?’ Michael asked. Richard could. ‘I don’t know if you guys like entertaining but imagine knocking all this through, dinner parties looking out onto the garden . . .’




  They moved back upstairs. A greying bathtub. Heavy curtains. Everything – beds, armchairs, banisters – weighed down with blankets and quilts. Eleanor imagined touching them; they would be clammy. Four bedrooms. ‘So, the vendors are a family, a couple with a little girl, no onward chain. They want to move really quickly on this one, which I’m guessing is going to be good for you guys too. You’ve got kids, right? Two girls, lovely – a bedroom each for you and your little ladies and then you’ve got a spare room, or a study . . .’




  They were on the top floor. Eleanor began to feel slightly peculiar here – it was almost airless, as if they were too far from the central nervous system of the house. There was only one room he hadn’t shown them. Michael stopped with his hand on the door and said, ‘OK, so you’re gonna need to use your imagination with this one.’ He stumbled; there seemed to be a little resistance from somewhere and then the door gave and swung open too fast.




  Inside, the walls were covered in writing – a child’s writing. The name ‘EMILY’ appeared again and again in capitals, sometimes very small, sometimes huge, covering almost all of the white. There were frantic scribbles – large clouds of line – and faces: dwindling to pointy chins with tiny dash-like mouths and enormous eyes.




  Despite the blaze of black ink on the walls, the rest of the room was curiously still. The bedspread – a cheerless shade of pink – was smooth as glass. A collection of toys, which struck Eleanor as vaguely old-fashioned, was arranged in a neat pile on the pillows. There was no other furniture, only a leather suitcase in the corner of the room.




  Richard laughed uneasily; Michael was embarrassed. ‘Yeah, so this isn’t quite . . .’ he attempted. ‘You know what some kids are like.’




  ‘This isn’t normal though,’ Eleanor said. ‘Why didn’t someone stop her?’




  ‘Well, the vendors are a bit . . .’ He stretched his mouth out into a triangle. ‘But all you need is a coat of paint and that room’s as good as new.’




  *




  They were silent in the car. Eleanor was anticipating the argument they were going to have. She felt helpless, defeated before they’d even begun. The four bedrooms, the outside space. The area, the schools. Transport links. It didn’t feel right. What does that even mean? There’s a housing crisis. Prices are rising every month, every week: they’re rising right now. I just didn’t feel comfortable there. We’re running out of time. The smell. The upstairs room! You have to look at the potential. We could make a fortune on that place. Acquisitive, greedy. Irrational.




  She felt empty. They were on the move now, however much she wished they weren’t. The house they’d moved to after they got engaged, where they’d brought their children home from hospital, was no longer theirs. The moment they’d given notice, it had lurched into the unfamiliar. Its flaws and eccentricities became unbearable when there was no point fixing or tolerating them. She had never felt less welcome than in the house they had seen that afternoon, but she was unwelcome in her own home now. And she knew their resources were slowly depleting – time, energy, childcare, love.




  It was only when they were getting ready for bed that it surfaced, vivid and sharp: an image of the kitchen sink, surrounded by perfectly clear, sterile metal. She tried to picture the bathroom and was certain it was the same: she could see unbroken plains of enamel, unpunctuated by signs of life.




  ‘Think about it, Richard, there was nothing: no washing-up liquid, no toothbrushes, no soap. It was empty.’




  Richard threw his shirt on the chair in their bedroom. ‘They were probably just tidying up before the viewing. Shoved it all in a cupboard.’




  ‘I don’t think they live there any more.’




  ‘He said they did, didn’t he? Michael, I mean.’ Richard got into bed. ‘If anything, it was too lived-in.’




  As she brushed her teeth, Eleanor thought of those blank surface and the deep, dark paint colours. The feeling of compression on the top floor; the writing on the wall. There was something not quite right, awry. She just didn’t know how to articulate it. By the time she came back in the bedroom, Richard had already turned out the light.
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  Zoe made her way through the damp streets, trying to ignore the dislocating feeling making her want to turn back. It was becoming familiar, this sense of constantly working against resistance, and easier to tolerate. She forced herself forward, reminding herself there was nowhere else she ought to be.




  It was September now, summer was over, the weather and light were on the turn. Things were starting to happen – she’d been offered a job, one that had a tinge of optimism about it. And on Monday, Martin, one of the lawyers at the property development firm where she was temping, had said he thought he’d found her a place to live.




  Martin was the only person at work who talked to Zoe. He was always slightly performative, as if being the kind of man who was nice to the receptionist was important to him, but it was better than not being talked to at all. She was explaining how hard it was to find somewhere to live in London, especially if you were on your own and didn’t make much money. He’d sympathized glibly and said things like ‘housing crisis’ and ‘millennial’ and ‘Generation Rent’, enjoying his foreign vocabulary. And then he told her about one of the other lawyers who worked there, Richard, who’d just bought a house and needed to rent out the basement, to save money for a big renovation project. It felt like one of the most positive things to have happened to her in months.




  When Martin had said ‘London Fields’, that too seemed auspicious, but now she was here it felt uncanny to be returning. Zoe deliberately took a route past the flat she used to share with Laura and tried to peer through the windows. The blinds, with the same tangle of slats at the bottom, stopped her looking into the bedrooms, but the kitchen cupboards were the same, and the drying rack that hung over the sink was still there. She could see mugs hanging from the hooks that she and Laura had screwed into the bottom of the cupboards. It was reassuring, as well as surprising, to see that it hadn’t changed. The pub opposite had a new name and the paint was darker and slicker. She saw flowers on the tables and a blackboard listing things with chorizo in them. The corner shop had become a wine bar.




  She knew the street Richard lived on – Litchfield Road. She and Laura used to joke that they would live there one day, as if their lives would grow and expand at the same pace as London, and for a while, they used its name as a synonym for luxury or desire. Walking down it again, she realized it was more idiosyncratic than she remembered, broken up by mansion blocks and council estates, untrimmed hedges and thick coats of ivy. Its grandiosities now seemed faded and absurd: plaster lions guarding the steps, pillars topped with gigantic pinecones, wrought-iron balconies with peeling paint, cornicing. The large bay windows started to glow in the weakening light.




  She found the house and climbed the steps to the front door. She’d expected it to be smarter – she associated Richard with the bland polish of the office. The door was an unfashionably bright colour. The bell had a sing-song tone that went on too long. She saw a shape enlarge in the mottled glass.




  A woman answered – Mrs Harding. Eleanor. Zoe wasn’t sure what she’d thought a lawyer’s wife ought to look like – beautiful or ostentatious perhaps – but this woman wasn’t either of those things. At first sight, she was unremarkable: her face was pale and slightly flat, and she had dark-blonde, fine, shoulder-length hair. Her clothes were casual: a blouse, dark jeans and loafers. You could easily not notice her, Zoe thought, and it was only after she followed Eleanor into the house that she saw how thoughtfully chosen everything was: the print on her blouse was subtle and unusual; her jeans were smart and well cut. She wasn’t imposing or unfriendly, but Zoe could tell she wasn’t the kind of person who made things easy.




  She led Zoe into the front room. Something was not quite right. Eleanor was gathered and tasteful, and this room, with its garish walls and sagging sofas, was the opposite. She was at odds with her own home.




  Eleanor wasn’t cold exactly, but she was distant as she poured Zoe a glass of wine. ‘And what are you up to at the moment?’ she asked distractedly, the openness of the question making Zoe freeze, not knowing how to start. Zoe tried to explain about her new job and why she needed somewhere cheap to live, while Eleanor just looked mildly puzzled, as if she didn’t properly understand. Zoe supposed that was reasonable; she didn’t make that much sense to herself at the moment. When she asked about the house, Eleanor answered fully and said nothing unusual – they’d only just moved, had two girls, Rosie and Isobel, one and three, major renovations were planned – but her tone was guarded and she shut down the small talk a little too quickly: ‘OK, shall I show you the basement now?’




  Behind her on the stairs, the hall light on the crown of her head, Zoe noticed that Eleanor’s hair was highlighted, delicate little stripes of colour reaching almost to the root. She recognized it from when she used to get her own hair done at a salon, before she left her job and had to do it at the sink. She wondered if, underneath, Eleanor’s hair was mouse-coloured, like hers.




  At the bottom of the stairs, there was a small landing and two doors, one leading to a bedroom at the back of the house. There was the base of a bed; two tartan boxes on wheels; an ornate, unsteady-looking dark wood wardrobe; and bars on the window, which looked out onto the garden. The lawn was raised, almost out of sight, and the window faced the tiered concrete banks leading up to it. There were one or two pots, filled with bare soil.




  Eleanor took her round the room, apologizing brusquely. ‘The view’s not much, I’m afraid; the garden’s fairly low down our list of priorities at the moment. The furniture’s just what we’ve got spare, but we could come to some arrangement, if you had things of your own you wanted to bring. It’s just a shower room through here, but you could use our bathroom from time to time, if you wanted. With that sort of thing, we’re going to have to work it out as we go. Richard and I have never had a lodger before so we don’t have house rules or anything like that. And of course, we want this to suit you too.’




  Next door, there was a living room, with mismatched armchairs and a sofa, looking out on a narrow, walled-in yard. Zoe felt a surge of excitement when she saw a door leading out to it – her own front door! – until Eleanor pointed out that there were no steps up to the street: ‘We’ll have to share the entrance upstairs, I’m afraid.’ The room was half the length of the house and to Zoe it seemed like a ballroom.




  Eleanor turned to her and asked directly, ‘Do you have a boyfriend?’




  It sounded like a request for information, rather than an attempt to be friendly. She said she didn’t, the words feeling raw and new in her mouth.




  ‘Because we’d have to have some kind of rule about overnight guests. Unless, I mean, if there was someone long-term . . . perhaps we could discuss it.’




  Zoe hadn’t thought about overnight guests. Eleanor seemed to be trying to politely ask if she had sex with a lot of people. She didn’t, at the moment, but she didn’t want to rule it out. She said it wouldn’t be a problem, and then worried that sounded even more peculiar – that Eleanor might think she was some kind of recluse.




  Zoe pretended to assess the room, praising the fireplace and the large windows, asking pragmatic questions about bills and council tax, while she tried to work out whether she could live there. She felt dejected and elated at the same time. It was unequivocally grim: a dark, worn-out basement below someone else’s home. The furniture was a collection of things that had descended to the ranks of the unused and unwanted: awkward inheritances, second- or third-bests. There was a strange smell, as though everything had reached an age when it would never get clean: just too much sweat and skin. But it would be hers. She had never had more than a room to herself before.




  The basement could have felt claustrophobic, but to Zoe, it seemed secluded and comforting: her own private cave. She could imagine herself at a desk, looking up at the street, peaceful, writing . . . But besides all that, she was determined to make this life she’d chosen work. And then there was the fact that, right now, she had no other options. She’d been house-sitting and sleeping on sofas, plugging the gaps in other people’s lives, while they went on trips, changed flatmates or partners. She was pleasantly surprised by all the transition around her and the opportunities it threw up, but she couldn’t rely on it. Really, there was nothing to consider.




  ‘It’s perfect. Perfect for me, I mean. I’d love to live here, if, you know, you and Richard are happy with that.’




  An expression of pure relief crossed Eleanor’s face and then disappeared. She motioned for Zoe to follow her upstairs and began talking about moving dates and bank details. Something on the landing caught Zoe’s eye. She didn’t know why; it was small, almost imperceptible. Without thinking about it, she crouched down. It was writing. Pencil on white plaster, just above the skirting board. The hand was shaky but insistent, escalating from a cramped ‘E’ to a flamboyant ‘Y’. It was discreet, but defiant as well. It said, ‘Emily’.




  Eleanor spoke quickly and surprisingly sharply: ‘That isn’t anything to do with us. A family lived here before we did – that must have been the little girl. We’ll wash it off before you arrive.’




  There was a pause. Eleanor said, ‘It isn’t anything to worry about, you know.’




  It was only later, when she’d left, that Zoe realized Eleanor hadn’t shown her the rest of the house.
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  Richard couldn’t remember when he first became aware of Zoe. He remembered putting money in the envelope for Amanda’s leaving present and feeling vaguely sorry: Amanda was patient and kind, and when clients came into the building, they often said, ‘The lady on your front desk’s lovely.’ And he noticed when her place was taken by a younger woman, who didn’t look quite right. When she agreed, in an amiable but slightly blank way, to order a bike or look after a package, he didn’t absolutely believe she would. He was mildly surprised to see her there, week after week, but truthfully, he didn’t think too much about it. Sometimes he felt guilty for not making more of an effort with the people that surrounded him; he wondered if he ought to be more like Martin, who called the men in the postroom ‘Chief’ and said, ‘Morning, you,’ to the woman in the coffee shop, but he never managed it. So when Martin came in one morning, pointed a finger at him and said, ‘Sorted out someone for your basement: Zoe,’ he had no idea who he was talking about.




  It was embarrassing to have to be introduced to Zoe, given that he walked past her every day. When he looked at her properly for the first time, he saw immediately why she didn’t fit: there was something hopeless and inauthentic about her attempts to look smart. There was a hole underneath her bottom lip, her pale blue nail varnish was chipped, and the white shirt she wore was thin and slightly too big. She also looked absurdly young. Martin had told him she was twenty-seven and it made him feel exhausted. Most days, he still believed he was in his late twenties, but looking at Zoe’s unlined skin, it became very clear he wasn’t and hadn’t been for some time. He was disarmed by how loquacious she was: she seemed genuinely interested in living in his house, which was extraordinary, but she was also bright and interesting, telling him that she’d resigned from a job in marketing without another one to go to, so she could ‘focus on more creative stuff’. She was temping on reception but she was about to leave because she’d just been offered a job in an art shop.




  It immediately felt necessary to make it clear that he was not an ordinary lawyer, and in an almost involuntary non-sequitur, he blurted out: ‘I’m part-time here, you see, because I’m also working on a Master’s in Renaissance Studies. I’m going to do a PhD next year, if I get funding. I’m going to become an academic.’ Suddenly, in front of Zoe, this plan, which in his head seemed so audacious and had sustained him for the last two years, was punctured and collapsed. I’m going to become an academic – even his career change sounded dull. But still, he came away from their encounter buoyed, and a little charged. He wondered if Zoe might bring something to the household, do more for them than simply solve a financial problem.




  *




  The day after it was decided, Richard made his way home with a rare bubble of elation rising inside him. He had been ambushed by spontaneous bouts of happiness since they’d moved: from the day they’d first seen the house, it had felt like a charm or fate. He knew not everyone could see it – they were the only people to offer in the end – but that only made it more special. It had a light only visible to him.




  After years of feeling restless and in the wrong place, things were starting to take shape. He was now a family man – a status that still felt new and unreal, but that he liked: it gave him ballast and purpose. He’d found the courage to make changes – not the wild, dramatic life changes he’d once longed for, just a series of adjustments, year by year: part-time hours, starting his MA.




  And now they had the house to hold everything together. If he ever felt anxious and questions started crowding in – what would he do if he didn’t get funding, what if he couldn’t find a job, what if it was just another dead-end after all – he would remember the house. He hoped they would never have to sell it, but they would know it was there if they needed it: a London property they’d renovated during a housing boom. A shrewd investment; one success he could be sure of. All he had to do was make it work.




  He was building a maquette in his imagination. He spent hours moulding and stretching it, extending rooms, constructing walls, creating doors, skylights, staircases. He filled it with kitchen islands, roll-top baths and king-sized beds. He wallpapered, upholstered, sanded floorboards and painted skirting boards. He spent days thinking about ‘Cat’s Paw’ versus ‘Lamp Room Grey’, whether Fired Earth tiles were a good investment, and if they should paint small rooms in strong colours. He could spend days tiling an imaginary kitchen.




  It was true they hadn’t planned to buy somewhere that needed so much work or borrow so much money, and he knew that Eleanor was still unsure, almost squeamish, about it. And she’d been worried about finding someone for the basement. Although he hadn’t said anything, it had made him anxious too, this unusable, expensive space beneath his house, decay and hopelessness emanating upwards. He couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to live there. But now he had found Zoe, and she was fascinating and creative and intelligent. Perhaps she would even help with babysitting.




  He put his key in the yellow door, thinking about paint colours – dark grey, perhaps, or navy – and door furniture. It was a Wednesday evening and he felt the lightness he always felt, knowing he was finished with the office for the week. He now faced two whole days working on his Master’s in his new study: the epicentre of the life he was building. He saw Eleanor sitting on the floor of the living room, playing with Rosie and Isobel, and felt a rush of excitement and love. He was certain they were all at the start of something. He just needed her to see it too.
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  Zoe moved in the same week, on Saturday. Her mother drove her and although she knew she ought to be grateful, it was frustrating to start a new life this way: getting a lift from your mum, aged twenty-seven. But she didn’t have a car or enough money to hire a van and anyway, she couldn’t drive, so she sat in the passenger seat, watching the rain make little broken lines on the window, becoming gradually more rigid.




  ‘It’s nice round here, isn’t it? Pretty houses,’ her mother said. ‘We used to think Hackney was the back of beyond.’ Zoe thought about replying but didn’t have the energy and then it was too late: the remark sank into the silence. She was preoccupied with how she was going to defend herself when her mother saw the basement – not even a basement flat, effectively someone’s spare room. The shock, the disappointment, entreaties to come back home. She was working herself up into a self-righteous rage thinking about the conversation they were going to have: her mother would tell her she was crazy, paying rent to live in this place when she could have her old room in Kentish Town. Zoe would tell her that she didn’t understand – this was just the way it had to be, if you wanted to live by yourself in London. Her mother would be appalled by the dingy carpet, the miserable furniture; Zoe would be scornful of her bourgeois obsession with soft furnishings.




  Richard let them in and Zoe felt horribly juvenile as he and her mother talked cheerfully about his children, stamp duty and the congestion charge. Richard must have been closer in age to her than her mum, but all his stabilizing forces – his family, his mortgage, his wealth – put him in a different league. He offered to help unload the car but her mum said there wasn’t much, and they made their first procession down to the basement carrying boxes. Zoe gingerly turned the door handle to her new living room, thinking how ludicrous it was that she’d agreed to live here when she couldn’t properly remember what it looked like. She hoped that the reality might be an improvement on the half-formed impression that had stayed with her all week, but it wasn’t: it was worse. She wanted to cry, as she took in the grime and the gloom, and braced herself for her mother’s reaction. But all she heard was, ‘Oh, this is lovely!’




  Her mother put down the box and walked round the room, patting the mantelpiece and peering out of the window.




  ‘All this space to yourself – this is going to be wonderful. And Richard seems nice. Look at this fireplace!’




  She stood in the middle of the room and put her hands on her hips.




  ‘I think this is going to be great, Zo.’




  Zoe tried to detect a false note, but she seemed completely sincere. Had she been expecting something worse? Was this really all she thought Zoe was capable of?




  ‘Why don’t we get you some furniture? I mean, this is all very nice, but you might want a few bits of your own.’




  ‘I don’t think I need anything, Mum.’




  ‘It might make it feel more, you know, yours. I would – help you.’ She paused. Zoe’s mother very rarely offered to help with money and it didn’t come naturally to either of them. It had been the three of them for so long, Zoe, her mother and her brother Peter, that they’d felt almost equal – even though her mother was in charge, the triangle was small and its points were close. Now she said, ‘I helped Peter when he moved. Not much, but . . . I’d like to do the same for you.’




  ‘But Peter was buying somewhere, getting married. This isn’t the same thing.’




  ‘No, but this is your place now. You’re getting settled too, in your way.’




  ‘But it’s not— This isn’t the end!’




  She laughed. ‘Well, I don’t think it’s “the end” for Peter either.’




  ‘Maybe you can do it later on, when I’m a bit more sorted?’




  Zoe wanted to tell her that something else was going to happen, that she wasn’t going to spend the rest of her life in a stranger’s basement on her own, that it would get better than this. But she couldn’t quite see the way. She just wanted her mother to leave. And, after some token unpacking and small talk that gradually wound down into silence, she did. Zoe sat on the ageing duvet on her bed, the boxes on wheels so light they tried to skate apart and away from her. She pressed her fingers onto her eyelids and tried to regulate her breathing. She didn’t want Richard or Eleanor to hear her cry.




  *




  On Sunday, Eleanor came down and asked Zoe if she’d like to meet their children, Rosie and Isobel. Zoe made a show of leaping up enthusiastically, even though children made her nervous. She had an automatic, craven desire to be liked by them, as though they could expose some unsavouriness in her. Eleanor had mentioned the possibility of her helping with babysitting and she wanted to ingratiate herself, but she’d only babysat once, for one of her university tutors when she’d graduated. It had been stressful and relentless: the two-year-old had done a shit in the garden and the dog started eating it.




  Rosie and Isobel looked older than she thought a three- and one-year-old ought to look, although, really, how would she know. Eleanor told her that Rosie was small for her age, but she looked uncannily grown-up, like a miniature adult. She had an elfin, slightly sad face, and she clutched Eleanor, who dredged the answers to Zoe’s questions out of her, saying, ‘You’re three, aren’t you, Rosie? Oh dear. She’s not normally like this.’ When Zoe started admiring Isobel’s smock, for something to say, Rosie came out from behind Eleanor’s leg and pushed Zoe and told her to go away. Zoe was mortified, which only increased when she saw that Eleanor was too. ‘She’s still a bit unsettled from the move,’ Eleanor said apologetically.




  Isobel was just over one, what Zoe would have thought of as a baby, but she was large, slightly hulking, already walking and babbling. She looked exactly like Richard. Zoe knew that this was normal and apparently cute, but it was disconcerting to see a man’s face on a child.




  In the last year or two, Zoe had noticed people starting to ask if she wanted children. When she said she didn’t know, they would say, ‘You’re probably too young, aren’t you?’ which might have been reassuring, but only reminded her that one day she wouldn’t be, particularly as nurses at family planning clinics had started talking about ‘leaving things too late’ or ‘wasting your fertile years’. They never even asked if she had a boyfriend, as though that was the least important aspect of the whole business. Looking at Isobel made her shiver: surely you had to be careful who you chose to do this with, if it meant staring at that person’s face for the next eighteen years.




  *




  On Monday, Eleanor was at home when Zoe got in from work. She’d told her that she worked four days a week at a publishing company and had Mondays with the children. She was sitting cross-legged on the sofa, her computer resting on a cushion on her lap, talking on her mobile phone. Rosie was lying on the floor on her back, gripping an iPad, fixated on something colourful and frenetic on the screen.




  Eleanor looked startled, as though she’d forgotten Zoe lived there, but carried on with her conversation. Zoe thought about going downstairs, but went into the kitchen instead – she was seduced by what Eleanor was saying, in a low severe voice. ‘It’s 0145 – are you writing this down? – 01458 723 66 . . . I think it’s better if you speak to him direct actually, rather than us having a three-way conversation . . . Well, they’re not comparable projects, are they, that’s the point.’ Zoe made a cup of tea and lingered over it, turning the bag in the water, thinking how satisfying it must be to be paid to make decisions and have people act on them. ‘Well, that’s just going to have to move, I’m afraid. My department’s stretched enough as it is.’




  ‘You’re home early,’ Eleanor said when she’d finished. It sounded accusatory, but Zoe didn’t think she meant it to.




  ‘Well, the shop shuts at four, and it’s actually not too far on my bike so . . .’




  ‘Of course, sorry, you said.’ She shut her laptop. ‘This isn’t how we spend the whole day. It’s just now’s Isobel’s nap, so it’s a good time for me to catch up with things at the office, keep on top of things so tomorrow isn’t too hellish. We’re only going to watch one more, aren’t we, Rosie?’




  Zoe didn’t know what to say, so she just smiled and got the milk out of the fridge.




  Eleanor darted off the sofa to pick a chocolate wrapper off the floor. ‘We don’t normally have chocolate for tea either. But today was a bit tough, so . . . it’s a treat.’




  ‘Sure,’ Zoe said. She waited for Eleanor to ask her something about her day, but she didn’t say anything and the tea was resolutely made. ‘See you later then,’ she said and retreated downstairs.




  *




  The shop didn’t open until ten, so Zoe found she could avoid the family in the mornings, although she would often be woken up before they left the house, by some high-pitched debate about shoes or porridge. She would go into the deserted kitchen, looking with curiosity at the remains of their breakfast time: puddles of milk on the high chair. An electric toothbrush on the table. A lipstick in the fruit bowl.




  On Thursday, she was surprised to find Richard at the kitchen table, but remembered that he worked part-time too: he was an ‘in-house lawyer’ at the property developer but devoted Thursdays and Fridays to his Master’s. She saw that he was looking at door handles on his laptop before he quickly shut it down and jumped up to start making coffee. She got a cereal box out of her cupboard self-consciously, trying not to get in his way.




  She had to brace herself for the tenor of the conversation: he questioned her intently about the art shop, how she’d ended up temping on reception and why she’d left her original job in marketing, although she didn’t get a chance to speak for very long before he reinterpreted what she’d said. ‘Completely right. Completely right, Zoe. If something’s not the path for you, you have to leave. If you feel like you’re turning into the kind of person you don’t want to be. And you know, it only gets harder as you get older, have more responsibilities.’ He gave her pointless advice, like not to get a mortgage – ‘it traps you, Zoe’ – which seemed as useless as telling her not to buy a pony. He started talking to her about writing, and she was slightly puzzled that a dissertation could provoke the kind of agonizing creative process that Richard described, and also that he spoke in such collegiate and reverential tones, as if Zoe were an expert. She liked to think of herself as broadly creative – she worked in an art shop after all, she was friends with a lot of artists and she often thought about trying to write something – but she felt he’d got her wrong somehow. She didn’t want to disappoint him, though, so she was generally supportive and encouraging and he seemed happy enough to talk while she listened.




  *




  On Friday night, they had friends over, a couple, and Zoe sat in her room, marooned and hungry: she was too embarrassed even to walk past the kitchen to leave the house. She tried to read a book or write, but all she could think about was food and she found herself idly taking in snatches of conversation from upstairs: ‘You’re talking five, six hundred pounds if it’s a genuine Danish design’; ‘Bibury’s properly beautiful – it has a trout farm.’ The couple left early and when Eleanor and Richard had gone to bed, she crept out to the corner shop to buy crisps and ate them in bed, feeling absurd.




  At the weekend, there were swimming lessons and birthday parties and trips to the park. The logistics were discussed endlessly, so it was easy enough to know when she had the house to herself and how long for. When she was sure it was empty, Zoe emerged from the basement to explore upstairs.




  Eleanor still hadn’t shown her the rest of the house and she was too shy to ask, even though it made her feel mildly uncomfortable living in a house she hadn’t fully seen. She used the bathroom on the half-landing and stood at the turn of the stairs, prickling with curiosity, afraid of getting caught. She didn’t even know what she wanted to see: it would just be bedrooms and bathrooms, after all. The study Richard had talked about.




  She went back downstairs and contented herself with inspecting the ground floor. It felt strange, the living room, because they still hadn’t done it up. The walls were the same dense colours. She was sure they hadn’t chosen the ancient sofas that seemed too big and formless, dominating the room, sinking into the floor. The ephemeral things clearly belonged to them, and they were solid, expensive and tasteful. And there were so many of them: butter dishes, rolling pins, knife-sharpeners. A pastry brush. Their bin was shiny and gargantuan, but it didn’t shut properly; the lid had to be weighed down with a dented can of Waitrose oxtail soup. She opened the fridge: Fairtrade coffee kept shut with a hot-pink plastic clip, brightly coloured pouches of baby food, apple juice cartons, supermarket gnocchi. A tube of medical cream. Half a lemon with a circle of ochre round the rim.




  They looked younger in their wedding photo, but not too much – Zoe guessed they had got married not long before Rosie was born. Eleanor wore a very plain white gown with cap sleeves and her hair was neat and smooth, no loops or curls. Richard wore a top hat and tails: his outfit was fussy and didn’t sit well on him. It looked as if they’d come from two different weddings. They stood on a lawn, Richard behind Eleanor, with his arms around her. The pose was a little stiff – they were smiling but it was hard to tell if they were happy.




  She set the photo down and saw that Richard had left his laptop open on the kitchen table. Up until then, she’d only looked at things they had on display, which she’d told herself wasn’t wrong. There would be no justification for looking at his computer. She gingerly touched the trackpad anyway. The screen came to life, and suddenly she was reading an email from Eleanor to Richard: ‘Carol can’t do Friday night, shall I try Mum? Let me know if you want me to pick anything up from the supermarket.’ No preamble or kisses. Why weren’t they nicer to each other? Zoe had sent emails to her ex-boyfriend that were warmer than that. She heard the key turn in the door and sprang back, her face hot. The hall filled with noise and she slipped out of the kitchen, waving tentatively, keeping her face turned away, retreating to the basement only half noticed.
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  Eleanor knew they needed Zoe. She knew they were lucky to have her. She was – relatively – discreet and tidy, had different working hours, went out a lot. She could barely have intruded less, but Eleanor wanted to ignore her completely, and she couldn’t. The first week she was there, Eleanor found herself irritated by any trace of her at all: foreign salad leaves in the sink, her bicycle in the hall. It was vaguely repulsive, finding bits of a stranger in your house. A hair that was too long, glinting and brash. A Brazil nut caught in the dishwasher, smooth and damp like a tooth.




  It made her feel self-conscious too. She hadn’t chosen the strange paint colours or the ancient furniture, but it was still her house – it ought to represent her in some way. She felt embarrassed seeing its eccentricities through Zoe’s eyes. She’d stopped noticing their broken bin lid, but now it looked slovenly or slightly demented. Most of the time she didn’t have the capacity to worry about what Zoe thought of them, but when they crossed paths, she felt exposed, as if Zoe was observing her. She reminded herself that Zoe was unlikely to be interested.




  Eleanor knew Richard was more curious about Zoe and she was grateful for it – she was happy to outsource the task of being friendly to him. Occasionally, she wondered if she ought to feel anxious about his interest – it felt almost arrogant or complacent not to and she was constantly reminded to be wary, by magazines, her friends, her mother: ‘Darling, what are you thinking? Asking a young woman to come and live with you. It’s madness.’




  ‘I don’t think I need to worry about Richard, Mum.’




  ‘No, perhaps you don’t.’ Her mother had sighed.




  But jealousy was something she didn’t really feel any more – perhaps another thing that had been obliterated in childbirth, to make room for the terror and love – and when she’d met Zoe, the night she came to look round the house, she knew straight away Richard didn’t fancy her. She was pretty and slim; she wasn’t thin exactly, but she was rangy, long torso, small breasts. She wore things Eleanor would never have contemplated at any age – loose jeans that hung below her hip bones, rolled just above the ankle. A complicated arrangement of vests, a long cardigan. Her hair was dyed red and there was masses of it, pulled back in an elastic band. Her skin was the kind that was so pale you could see its workings: veins, blood vessels, shadows. She had a stud in her lower lip and her eyeliner was wonky. She was so far out of their range of experience, it would have been like Richard saying he fancied a flamingo.




  Richard had insisted that they invite Zoe to have supper with them and they arranged it for her second week in the house. Eleanor didn’t have the energy for it, but she knew Richard was right: they ought to do it. In the end, Isobel wouldn’t settle and Eleanor spent most of the evening upstairs. After she’d got her back to sleep, Eleanor sat on the edge of their bed and found herself folding back, feet still on the floor, too tired to either get up or get on the bed properly. She could hear Richard talking – ‘Writing is like giving birth, Zoe. Editing is infanticide’ – and she closed her eyes and thought she might just pause here a bit longer. She would be surprised if Zoe were enjoying herself, but at least she couldn’t accuse them of not trying.




  *




  There were other things to worry about. The house was hungry for resources. Richard’s savings account had collapsed in just a couple of months. Even her own savings, which had always seemed quaint and decorative compared to Richard’s, had to be drawn in. Richard promised her they could be replenished – he calculated obsessively, compiling budgets and timetables and year plans. He checked property websites compulsively: ‘It’s gone up in value by thirty thousand – we’ve made thirty thousand already.’ But it couldn’t be translated into anything real. They still had to live there.




  She knew Richard had plans for the house. It was a vision Eleanor couldn’t quite access, no matter how many times he asked her what she thought. He drew floor plans and wrote lists and columns of figures at the bottom of the gas bill or on the backs of envelopes. They watched Grand Designs every night. Wallpaper samples arrived in the post.




  She couldn’t make herself care. She tried to remember if she ever had – she must have done once. She used to pride herself on her taste and had enjoyed choosing clothes – this wasn’t so different surely: it was still colour, forms, lines. But since Rosie and Isobel, she’d lost her appetite for it and now relied on old clothes, her previous self’s good choices.




  She’d enjoyed buying things for their old house and had fought with Richard over the furniture he’d inherited from his family home. His parents instinctively disapproved of anything that hadn’t been validated by history, so everything they owned was dark and solid, heavily upholstered, floral. The pieces Richard saved were hard to accommodate: chairs that were too delicate to sit on, enormous china lamps, endless side tables. She’d wanted things that were clean, minimalist and modern, things Richard’s mother called ‘awfully plain’.




  Now the only thing she cared about was ridding the place of the people who’d lived there before. She had never had any contact with them – the sale had been completed through the estate agents and the solicitors – yet she felt unbearably intimate with them. They surrounded her, intractable, from the depressions in the seat of the sofa to the dirty red carpets: little constellations of grease spots in peculiar arrangements that Eleanor couldn’t connect or read. Richard had negotiated with the lawyers that the owners would leave the house part-furnished. He said it was a good thing – they couldn’t fill a four-bedroom house with what they already owned and he didn’t want to have to buy cheap placeholders or rush decisions about colour or style (‘a sofa is a huge commitment, Eleanor’). They got rid of the beds, but he convinced her to keep everything else.




  The first day in the house, when Eleanor started to unpack, she’d seen that they’d left behind smaller belongings too. Blankets and quilts remained draped over the armchairs. She found a mousetrap, the dirty rubber tubes of a shower extension. A shower cap in the bath, stained pale brown at the edges. A dress for a doll behind the sofa, grubby pink velour with a white lace collar.




  When she went back to the upstairs room, the room with the writing, she noticed that someone had left a row of small objects on top of the suitcase in the corner. It was an idiosyncratic collection: a tiny amber tortoise the size of a thumbnail. A tea cup from a doll’s house. A corner of wallpaper from the hall. A hairnet. A scrap of pale grey fur. She touched it gingerly: it had the sinister softness of real pelt. The spaces between each one were perfectly even: they looked deliberately placed. A neat line of pebbles, also carefully spaced, in size order, sat in front of the suitcase.




  Richard told her to just throw away everything she’d found.




  ‘Can we really though?’ She looked at the quilt. It was an elderly patchwork, with the floral pattern fading to white in patches and grubby brown lines following the fissures of the seams. ‘This is handmade. And this’ – she held up the doll’s dress, gingerly – ‘what if they come back for it?’




  ‘They can’t. It’s not their house any more.’




  ‘It doesn’t feel like it.’ She touched the shower cap experimentally with her fingernail. ‘I don’t understand why they would leave all this stuff behind.’




  ‘They just didn’t want it any more. Stop overanalysing.’




  Eleanor knew she was pressing on a bruise – it already felt dangerous to expose too much of her ambivalence towards the house. Richard turned back to his laptop screen, and she turned back to the boxes.




  *




  A month later, Eleanor was walking back from the corner shop and an open doorway caught her eye. It was a house a few doors down from them, one where the basement had been properly converted into a flat. A woman, Eleanor guessed in her seventies, black fabric stretched tight across her body, stood in the doorway of the basement. Her eyes were locked on a large black cat sitting on the steps leading up to the street.




  The woman was gripping a white plastic handle screwed into the side of the doorway and breathing heavily. Eleanor moved tentatively towards the top of the steps.




  ‘Would you like me to pick the cat up for you?’




  The woman nodded. Eleanor took the steps slowly, cautiously, not wanting to scare it.




  ‘Grab her!’ the woman said. ‘Quick, before she goes out in the road!’




  Eleanor wrapped her arms around the cat and lifted it up. It hung there limply, as though its legs had suddenly stopped working. Struggling with its weight, she carried it down the steps and deposited it in the hallway. As she set it down, she had a sudden vision of the woman shutting the door behind her, trapping her inside. She turned round, relieved to see the light from the streetlamps.




  ‘Bless you, dear,’ the woman said.




  Eleanor stepped back outside and held out her hand. ‘I’m Eleanor,’ she said. ‘We’ve just moved into number 52.’




  The woman was still gripping the handle. ‘52? Finally got rid of it then, did they?’




  ‘Oh, did you know them? The previous owners?’




  The woman made a face. ‘Not really.’




  ‘Why, what was wrong with them?’




  She glanced quickly back into the house. Eleanor could hear the sound of the television; the woman clearly wanted to return to it. ‘Just not my cup of tea, dear. Not sure they were anyone’s cup of tea, if you know what I mean.’




  ‘Oh, were they—?’




  ‘Bless you, dear,’ she said again. ‘Good night.’ The door closed and Eleanor stood still for a minute, before making her way back up to the street.
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  Zoe met Adam at the art shop, although later they would disagree about it – he would say they didn’t meet until she came to his studio. But she remembered that Friday, a late September day when the weather was unusually warm. She could still see him taking off his jumper and the defined muscles at the top of his arms; she remembered the jolt in her stomach followed by immediate embarrassment.




  She’d been offered the job at the shop the week before she moved to Litchfield Road and it had felt right somehow – enjoyable, steady, faintly bohemian, but not something that would tie her down or set her on a particular path. Laura had a friend who worked there and suggested he recommend Zoe when he left. She knew she wasn’t the obvious person for the job – it had been years since her art foundation course and she hadn’t painted anything since then – but she imagined herself saying, ‘I work in an independent art shop in a warehouse in Hackney Wick’ and thought it told the truth about her, or part of it at least. It was only later she discovered that when she said it, people would ask her if she was an artist and she would say no and the conversation would falter.




  She had always liked the shop too – in the days when she and Laura did most things together and had no particular plans, Zoe would go in with her and hang around while she chose her paints. Laura told her that the shop kept going because they were specialists in a kind of resin that was difficult to get anywhere else, and that the owner, Duncan Evering, was a respected, if not famous, sculptor. There was a workshop at the back where Duncan made work to order for artists: moulds, casts and plinths.




  Zoe would look around while she waited for Laura – she liked reading the names of paint colours. Certain colours – Burnt Ochre, Rose Gold Lake – gave her a kick in the stomach. But her favourite shelves were the ones that made the shop feel like a laboratory or a coven: bottles, tubs and jars filled with liquids and granules and pastes. Rabbit-skin size, Liquin Original, thixotropic alkyd primer.




  She was grateful to Duncan for hiring her, particularly when she wasn’t an artist; she told him she was a writer, which was not entirely true, but it was more plausible and made her feel less fraudulent. He seemed delighted by the idea – he told her she could write in the shop when it was quiet – and she felt guilty. At first, she’d been keen to learn about their stock and she’d fantasized about buying some of the materials and making something herself; she wasn’t sure what. Duncan had even mentioned teaching her how to make casts, so she could help him in the workshop.




  On her first day, alone in the front of the shop, she felt as though she could breathe more easily. She scrawled in a notebook and felt her mind stretch and loosen. It was euphoric, marvellous and then, quickly, it wasn’t. The days were long and sprawling, a waste ground of time, barely punctuated. She had craved space, now she had too much. She stopped writing and roamed around the shop, restless and bored. Some days, she wanted to stick a scalpel in her arm, just to prove she existed.




  Zoe had only been working there a month when Adam came in and was still a little unsure of what she was saying as she explained the difference between resin samples to a Spanish artist. The door opened; she looked up and he smiled at her, openly, generously, gorgeously. He waited by their sculpting tools section and Zoe tried to concentrate on what she was saying and also keep looking at him.




  He had dark hair that was somewhere between long and short, and a beard. He wore the uniform of all the young men that came in to the shop: a navy cable-knit jumper, narrow, faded grey jeans and workmen’s boots. He was small, maybe only five foot eight, slight and a little hunched; he didn’t seem to want to take up space, or assert himself. He waited patiently for her to finish. Zoe became even more conscious of what she was saying, pitching her voice at him, trying to sound competent and informed.




  Finally, the other customer left and Zoe was able to turn her full attention on him. She smiled intently, willed him to need help or advice, to ask her something, anything, but he knew what he wanted and brought it over to the counter. She was alert and nervy as she served him; ordinary tasks – putting the figures in the till, finding a plastic bag – became charged and meaningful. He had a spot on his cheek. She wanted to squeeze it. She handed him his change and carrier bag, and he left, oblivious.




  *




  She didn’t think too much about it: this sort of thing had been happening a lot. It was now ten months since she’d left Rob, but the separation had destroyed her and she’d been reassembled awkwardly; she kept finding bits of herself in unexpected places. Just before the break-up, she had got so unhappy that the idea of sex didn’t disgust her exactly, but was a bit off-putting, like something rich and queasy when you’re not hungry: liver, undercooked eggs, black pudding. She’d forgotten why she ever liked it in the first place. And then as soon as they’d broken up, she’d been hit by a ferocious and peculiar sexual energy. All her senses were stirred up, vivid and overwhelming, and she could suddenly feel everything. Bizarrely creative sexual fantasies about unlikely people still came to her, fully formed, almost like dreams. That morning, she’d stopped at the lights on her bike and noticed that the cyclist in front had one leg of his jeans rolled up. She wanted to lick his ankle. Unfamiliar kinds of passion flared up all the time – she was almost getting used to it.




  *




  That evening, she went back to Litchfield Road and listened to Eleanor and Richard argue about Tupperware. It was so bland, she became perversely curious and then found herself taking sides: Eleanor was right, if you put it through the dishwasher at work, it would eventually get lost. The kind with flaps on the lids was expensive. The argument eventually wound down, unresolved, and she waited until everything was completely silent before going upstairs to make herself supper.




  She went to bed early and woke up a few hours later, with an immense pressure on her chest. She felt disorientated and confused, unlike herself – the only thing she was certain of was that something was very, very wrong. She didn’t know where she was; then she saw the wardrobe at the end of her bed rearing up and remembered. She tried to reach her phone to call an ambulance, but couldn’t move. Her body remained stuck in the foetal position. She tried to shout for help. The pressure on her chest was getting worse; she was running out of time. She strained as hard as she could, but it was as if her body was coated in steel. Eventually, something yielded and she heard herself shout.




  Almost immediately, the pain in her chest disappeared and as certain as she had been that she was dying, she suddenly knew that she wasn’t. She was still terrified, she just didn’t know what of. Her body wanted to sleep, but she forced herself up – the thought of slipping back into that frozen state was unbearable.




  She paced around the room to keep herself awake. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, the forms of the furniture and indistinct piles of things on the floor seemed malleable, animistic: the carpet felt cold and unfamiliar underneath her feet. She opened the curtains, letting the concrete banks and the flower pots take shape in front of her, and wanted to wrench the bars off the window. She went to the doorway and stood at the threshold, looking up at the stairs, feeling the pressure of the unseen, unknowable rooms above her.
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  Eleanor wasn’t sure exactly when she started to feel ill, or rather, when it distinguished itself from general feelings of unease. It was gradual, like the heat and light draining out of a room, and part of her thought it had been there all the time, from the day they moved in. Moving was inevitably exhausting and Rosie and Isobel’s sleep had been disrupted, so she expected to feel bedraggled and used up in the first few weeks. She didn’t think about it. But even as things started to settle down, the feeling that something wasn’t quite right intensified. It became articulated, insistent, unignorable.




  She noticed the nausea first, the day she cleared out the upstairs room. She’d put the job off, concentrating instead on the rest of the house. She’d bleached and scoured its folds and creases – the insides of cupboards, underneath tables, door hinges, skirting boards, grouting. She baulked at the idea of getting quite so intimate with the house, but felt better when it was done, even though she knew it was never going to be quite enough. She’d thrown the blankets, the shower extension and the mousetrap into a black bag, quickly, as though they were scalding. A few things seemed too personal to throw away, like the quilts and the doll’s dress – in the end, she put them in a pile next to the suitcase in the upstairs room, now the only room they weren’t using.
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