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“The children are always ours, every single one of them, all over the globe; and I am beginning to suspect that whoever is incapable of recognizing this may be incapable of morality.”

—JAMES BALDWIN









Part One A Pair of Shoes








1.

Around a lacquered oak dining table made from looted church pews, below a bulkhead lamp that had once belonged to a Polish fishing trawler, the four members of the Candlewick family were picking distractedly at clay plates of salad. The dish was a delicately improvised medley of charred root vegetables and crumbled feta, doused in manuka honey dressing and crawling with ant-black sesame seeds.

One side of the six-hundred-year-old room had been punched out and replaced with a triple-glazed wall of tinted glass, revealing a pale moon hung in the dimming pink sky. It was late April and the magnolia in the centre of the lawn waved its clenched buds like winning tickets. Beyond the back fence, lights flickered on in the leaded windows of neighbouring cottages.

At fifteen, Emil Candlewick was the youngest of the family and eating in sporadic bursts while listening to an AirPod lodged in his left ear. The clove of white plastic was relaying a conversation between two Canadian professors about Max Tegmark’s theory that the universe might be a mathematical structure—something Emil had come to believe was possible but not probable, and so painful to consider that it gave him migraines he once described on a physics forum as feeling “like absolute ass.”

Emil’s bloated, badger-bearded father, Arthur, was transfixed by the presence of a housefly that had settled on a framed photograph of his family, taken on a beach in the Maldives. In the photograph, the four Candlewicks are ankle-deep in rags of surf, spaced so far apart that they look like a band being shot for a magazine.

Below the table, Yara Candlewick’s thumb traced the heartbeats of a stock portfolio on the screen of her phone. The copper bracelet on her right wrist meant to subdue arthritis clinked intermittently against the rim of her plate as she ate with the other hand. A shaft of dusk light tethered her face to the vaulted glass ceiling.

Rounding out the ensemble, Yara’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Evangeline, was engrossed in a slim, red paperback, propped open behind her food. She read with the urgency of an actress searching for her own name in a bad review. Still chewing, she lifted her eyes from the page and aimed them at her father.

“Did you know that every year in the developing world, thousands of children lose their sight because they don’t have access to Vitamin A?”

“Very interesting, dubbin,” said Arthur, watching as the fly abandoned its post on the picture frame and crept across the richly veined marble-top of the console table.

“It’s not interesting,” said Evangeline. “It’s a tragedy.”

Arthur reluctantly switched his gaze from the fly to his daughter. “Something can be both tragic and interesting, I’d imagine. Look at the Titanic, or Macbeth.”

“Or MK Ultra,” said Emil, a narrow frond of lettuce flopped out of the corner of his mouth like a cigarette.

His father pointed a bone-handled knife at his son approvingly. “Exactly. The US government injecting prisoners with hallucinogenic drugs. What’s more interesting than that?”

“Literally everything,” said Evangeline.

“Sorry we’re not talking about dead babies,” said Emil.

“Emil,” said Yara, digital mountain ranges reflected in the mirror-coated lenses of her Prada sunglasses. “I’m warning you.”

Evangeline lifted the book again, trying to refocus the discussion. “I really think you should read this,” she told her father. “He explains this idea called ‘effective altruism.’ It means using mathematical models to work out how a donation can do the most good. One hundred pounds, for example, could either train one fiftieth of a guide dog in Britain, or save the sight of one thousand children through vitamin supplementation in sub-Saharan Africa.”

Arthur sighed. “That’s not quite how the world works, dubbin.”

“It’s how charity works,” pointed out Evangeline.

Yara re-entered the conversation without moving her eyes from the screen. “If we sent money to everyone who needed it, what would we have?”

Emil imagined himself saying “each other” and almost choked with laughter on a mouthful of salad. Evangeline frowned so deeply that three parallel waves appeared in her forehead.

The eating resumed for a full minute. One of the voices in Emil’s left ear wondered whether the fact that an unyielding David Hilbert had failed where Einstein succeeded was proof that pure mathematics would never be sufficient to explain physical reality. Evangeline read that easily reparable fistulas caused by lack of access to medical interventions during childbirth left women ostracised from their communities. Having lost track of the fly, Arthur began twisting in his seat to see whether it had taken up residence elsewhere in the minimally furnished, light-flooded kitchen-diner. Yara considered reallocating a portion of her Disney shares to an index-linked developing markets fund.

A spoon chimed against the lip of a bowl. Evangeline was finished.

“May I be excused?” she said.

Yara sighed and placed her phone facedown on the enviable patina of the table. She surveyed her family with the downcast air of someone turning up at a restaurant and realising they’ve been catfished. A nest of almonds and white cheese remained at the bottom of her daughter’s bowl. “You haven’t finished,” she said.

“I don’t feel like finishing,” said Evangeline. “I’m finding this atmosphere to be hostile.”

“I’m finding this atmosphere to be full of farts,” said Emil.

Yara gripped the stem of her wineglass like a pen. “Emil, that’s not clever and it’s not funny.”

In response, Emil mumbled something unintelligibly quiet. A private grin spread across his face and a chuckle bubbled up and stalled in his throat.

“What did you just say?” said his mother.

“Nothing,” said Emil, hastily tidying away his smile. “Can I go too?”

“No, you cannot.” Yara tipped her head toward Evangeline. “Evie, you can get down from the table. Emil, you’re staying here. Your father and I have a bone to pick with you.”

On hearing this, Evangeline’s desire to leave rapidly evaporated. “Why?” she said. “What did he do?”

Emil drew his face down into his shoulders like a turtle.

“That’s none of your business,” said Yara. “Do you want to get down or not?”

“I’ll find out anyway.”

“She has a point,” said Arthur.

“No, she doesn’t,” said Emil.

Evangeline leant toward her brother conspiratorially. “Did you get caught planning to shoot up school?” she whispered.

“If I did,” whispered Emil, “I’d start with you.”

“Emil!” said Yara, her voice managing to spread and linger like a pungent gas occupying the sixty-square-metre room. The outburst provoked a period of silence in which the only movement came from Arthur, straining his neck to try and discern whether the fly was now examining the base of a Yankee Candle, or he was waiting for a stray coffee bean to take flight.

Through gritted teeth, Yara said, “What’s wrong with you?”

“Sorry, poppet,” said Arthur. “There was a fly.”

“Christ,” said Yara. She cradled her face in her hands and breathed deeply until she felt ready to resume the proceedings. “Evangeline, go up to your room. Emil, take that fucking thing out of your ear and sit up straight.”

Evangeline rolled her eyes and carried herself out of the room like a phantom. Emil removed the AirPod from his ear, placed it in the shadow of his bowl, and became desperately interested in his food. He chased a single flake of almond in circles with his fork. His heart was beating maniacally and the full sleeve of custard creams he’d eaten an hour earlier clotted painfully in the pit of his stomach.

“I didn’t do anything,” he said, quietly.

Yara produced a padded manila envelope from beneath her seat like a magician. It was a level of preparation that made her son wince with irritation. Why make them all suffer through dinner when she was literally sitting on his death sentence the entire time? Emil believed his mother revelled in doling out misery because her parents had been poor: not in a jolly, noble, at-least-we-have-each-other kind of way, but in a miserable Dickensian ordeal of filth and hunger. Until a few years earlier, when he’d been shown photos of a glum-looking family outside a low terraced house with only two front windows, he’d genuinely harboured the belief that she’d been raised in something akin to a Victorian workhouse, with soot smeared across her brow and a stingy cup of unidentifiable goop for each meal.

“Do you know what this is?” Yara said, looking first at her son, then at the envelope, then at Arthur, who was trying to appear as though he wasn’t more interested in locating an errant fly than reprimanding his wayward son.

“An envelope?” said Emil.

“Yes,” said Yara. “An envelope, addressed to you. With a label saying it’s come from a place called Gary’s Computer Parts.”

In that moment, Emil felt the same way he did when he watched videos of people clinging to the edges of impossibly tall buildings without wearing safety equipment. He pictured the lumpy thumb of hash in his underwear drawer the way someone else might picture a saint—luminescent and reassuring.

Yara tipped the envelope forward until the contents fell with a hushed tickle on the table. It contained a foil packet, the size of a paperback book. A small white sticker in the corner read: TTLXX Graphics Card. Emil felt a tentative rush of hope, then realised the foil packet had been slit open at one end. His mother lifted it and the incriminating evidence toppled out.

Fourteen tabs of 80 mm acid. Two grams of crystal MDMA. Bought and paid for with the cryptocurrency Ethereum, vacuum-packed, and shipped in packaging the seller had promised would be “unbelievably discreet.”

Yara lifted the perforated sheet and the clear bag of murky crystals and held them toward her son on an outstretched palm.

“What are these?” she said.

Emil hesitated.

“That wasn’t rhetorical.”

“Um,” said Emil. “I don’t know.” He made a show of squinting at the items in her palm. “It looks like maybe some very small stamps and some powder?”

“Yes,” said Yara. “It does look like that, doesn’t it?”

Emil swallowed. “Uh,” he said. “Yes?”

“That one was rhetorical, Em,” said Arthur.

“Not helping,” said Yara.

“No,” said Arthur. “Sorry, poppet.”

Arthur reached forward and picked up the sheet of “tiny stamps,” made a tiny “oh” with his mouth, and put them down again. “Where does one order drugs?” he said.

“The dark web,” said Yara.

“Mum,” said Emil, embarrassed. “No one says ‘the dark web.’ ”

“Well,” said Yara. “Pardon me.”

Emil grunted, realising that he wasn’t helping himself.

“It’s not the drugs that upset me,” said Yara. “It’s the lies.”

“That’s a lie,” said Emil. “And I didn’t even know they were drugs.”

“You did know they were drugs.”

“No, I didn’t. I thought they were Gary’s computer parts.”

“You said they looked like small stamps.”

“I thought they were computer stamps.”

“Don’t be cheeky,” said Arthur. “You’ve ordered drugs to our house. That’s not just reckless and unusual, it’s a crime.”

“A victimless crime,” said Emil.

Evangeline, who had been loitering around the corner of the frame like James Bond, reappeared urgently at the head of the table. “Actually,” she said. “The drug trade causes untold—”

Yara rose a few centimetres off her chair. “EVANGELINE PHYLISS CANDLEWICK, GO UPSTAIRS TO YOUR BEDROOM NOW.”

Evangeline Phyliss Candlewick crossed her arms, tucking her hands into her armpits. She was almost eligible to vote. She knew how to make a negroni. She’d sent tasteful nudes to boys who’d promised not to disseminate them. It wasn’t appropriate for her to be dismissed like a petulant Labrador, she was an adult and ought to be treated as such.

“I’ll go,” she said. “But when I’m upstairs, I might call the police.”

Emil shot her a look. “Then I’ll tell them you drew that swastika on the library door.”

“Evangeline!” said Yara.

“Mrs. Duglett is a Nazi,” said Evangeline, calmly. “She stocks books by TERFs and incels.”

“I can’t do this tonight,” said Yara. “I just can’t.”

Yara left the kitchen through the bifold patio doors and blundered blindly into the garden, onto a flagstone path that meandered around three stone cherubs hoisting basins of moss, a cluster of acers guarding a miniature waterfall, and a hexagonal granite enclosure of pastel-shade wildflowers. Near the bottom of the garden, where a wall of beech trees peered over the fence, an old vardo wagon had been restored and set on blocks. It was fitted with a wood burning stove and a standing desk and a half-size fridge, and had served as Yara’s office until two years earlier, when she’d taken early retirement. Yara called it “my gypsy wagon,” Evangeline called it “literal cultural appropriation.”

“Should I go and talk to her?” said Evangeline.

The blinds fell closed behind the windows of the wagon.

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Arthur.

“She’s probably going to smoke cigarettes,” said Emil.

“I expect you’re right,” said Arthur.

“Does she really think we don’t know?” said Emil.

“I think she thinks there’s a chance we might not know,” said Arthur.

“She’s utterly delusional,” said Evangeline.

Once the two children had made their way upstairs and Yara had returned to the kitchen smelling of Marlboro Golds and spearmint chewing gum, Arthur got up from his seat and limply tried to loop his arms around his wife’s waist. She batted him away, blubbed, then drew him close.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Nothing’s wrong with you,” said Arthur. “You’re wonderful. It’s the kids who are defective.”

“If that’s true,” said Yara, “aren’t we to blame?”

“Quite possibly. Should we ship them off to boarding school?”

“It would be cheaper to give them up for adoption.” She backed out of his embrace and shook her head like a dog emerging from the ocean. “I can’t even think of a punishment that makes any sense anymore. We used to be told to stay in our rooms, I think for him the bigger punishment might be to go outside.”

“He could re-do the patio.”

“I don’t think so, Arthur,” said Yara, realising only after she’d responded that it had been a joke. Arthur laughed and Yara took hold of his elbows as though afraid she was going to be dragged away before she had the chance to relay a message of utmost importance.

“How about we sleep on it?” he said.

“Fine,” said Yara. “But I’m going to look into that rehab again.”

“I really think he’s just dabbling, poppet.”

“He’s been dabbling for months.”

“Is there a time limit on dabbling?”

“He’s fifteen years old, Arthur.”

“My point exactly. At least give him a chance to get addicted.”

“That’s not funny.”

“No, I know.”

“We could still talk to the rehab, ask for their advice.”

“I’m not sure that’d be for the best, poppet. It feels as though it might be crossing some sort of a line.”

“Because you think he’s dabbling.”

“Everyone dabbles.”

“Did you?”

“It was only you who didn’t.”

“You wouldn’t have either.”

“Not if I’d had your parents, poppet, no.”

With a final kiss, she was gone.

Arthur stood looking around the kitchen, which had cost close to sixty thousand pounds to plan, 3D model, manufacture, and install. It elicited virtually no feeling from him. When they’d bought this house, it had felt inconceivable that anyone could live in such an architectural marvel and be discontent. Who could be unhappy in the rolltop beaten copper bathtub positioned beside a bay window overlooking a koi pond? Who could be depressed among the floor to ceiling bookcases of the attic library, in a hammock slung between lovingly restored cedar beams? Who could be anything but blissfully, bottomlessly happy, living in £1.3 million of Cotswold stone, with views like Constable paintings, and a personal orchestra of turtle-doves, honeybees, and clip-clopping draught horses to play out the end of each summer day?

Arthur used his foot to prise open the wine fridge beside the dishwasher and pulled out a red without bothering to check which country had produced it. He carried the bottle to the dining table, uncorked it, and filled his glass to the brim.

The book his daughter had been reading lay sprawled between his son’s drug haul and a pair of obelisk-shaped salt and pepper shakers, bought during a family trip to the National Gallery several years earlier. He remembered that trip because Emil had gone from picture to picture, pretending to very seriously study the information plaques, then turning to his parents and loudly announcing things like, “Apparently this one was painted with poop.”

Did he care if Emil took acid? He supposed not. He wanted his son not to hate him, that was the main thing. He wanted his son not to look at him and see the kind of people Arthur had grown up under: disconnected, self-interested, hysterical. (Did people really still take acid? Had it not fallen out of fashion with moonboots and the SodaStream?)

Arthur picked up the book Evangeline had been reading and skimmed the first sentence.

The average citizen of a western democracy today lives a life of luxury that would have been unimaginable to even the richest king of two centuries ago.

Arthur looked around himself at the William Morris tiles running behind the bronze sink and the lights secreted beneath the Shaker-style cabinets, illuminating the zinc countertop as though it were a museum exhibit. The calendar on the wall was split into four columns, three of which were crowded with jottings and crossings out. On the chalkboard, someone had written “SUGAR FREE!! soy milk” and someone else had drawn an ejaculating penis. A glowing blue cube on the LCD panel of the double-doored fridge requested a top-up of water for the icemaker.

Three hours later, Arthur got up and left the house.

It would be another four days before he returned home.






2.

The following morning, when Yara Candlewick saw her husband’s large electric BMW iX missing from the driveway, she assumed he’d left for work early. She was relieved. Since she’d shipped her final project—a piece of data management software designed to streamline genomic research—Arthur had begun to disengage from the timber business where he was joint director and speak about the possibility of joining her in early retirement. Riverwild Timber was already in the process of closing out its acquisition by a larger Scottish firm and Yara was still trying to talk her husband into accepting their offer to stay on as a consultant. Arthur was tempted to decline.

“And do what?”

“Enjoy life.”

“How?”

“Notice things, poppet. Eat slowly. Visit National Trust properties.”

Those were not the things Yara spent her days doing and she pressed him to continue working. She needed her time alone in the peace of the house and she wasn’t ready to give up at least one steady stream of income. She was the worrier: she shouldered the family fear. In order to feel even remotely at ease, she built excessively wide safety margins into as many areas of their lives as possible. In reality, it didn’t matter how much the sale of Riverwild brought in, Yara would find a way to calculate its insufficiency: what if they wanted to cruise the fjords when they were eighty-five? What if neither of the kids could afford to buy their own home? What if hyperinflation rendered all cash virtually worthless, or a global stock market crash wiped out their investments?

Yara was the reason they arrived at an airport four hours before the scheduled departure time. She was the reason they both had bi-annual dental check-ups, even in the years when nothing cracked or throbbed. And she was the reason they owned four rental properties, five private pensions, investment portfolios with three brokerages, a case of Krugerrands held in a safety deposit box in Solihull, and several contemporary works of art that couldn’t have been bought for any purpose other than investment.

The Candlewicks had as many safety features as a Boeing 747. Unlike Arthur’s two brothers, who had frittered away their inheritances and now subsisted with the help of lodgers, handouts, and pawnshops, they were financially robust and prepared for a future in which almost anything could be weathered.

During one late night a decade earlier, after watching a documentary about the disappearance of Lucie Blackman in Tokyo, Yara had sat down to work out how much it would cost if either Emil or Evangeline were to go missing abroad and they were forced to relocate and hire a private investigator to pursue leads the local police would inevitably fail to pick up. Depending on the country, the costs of such an endeavour would quickly mount. Of course, a certain amount of money could be recouped through book deals and exclusive tabloid interviews, but these would depend upon the circumstances of the case and the level of public interest. Yara had thought, guiltily, that if one of her children had to go missing, it would be better for it to be Evangeline, because that would generate more publicity, allowing them to raise more capital for plugging the inevitable holes left in the inept investigation by corrupt local detectives.

But the shape of her worries had altered since then. They were out of the woods and into the other woods—the woods through which her two children approached adulthood. And what kind of adulthood would they arrive in? Would there be any joy left in the world, or any jobs not usurped by AI, or any country that was possible to bear for more than ten minutes in the summer? Would there be enough light at the end of the tunnel for them to want to bring children of their own into existence? Or would the world simply continue to feel as though it was about to end until it finally did?

Yara waited in bed until she heard the door slam and slam again, and she peered over the stone ledge of her window and watched her children drift along the driveway. They walked a precise, unchanging ten metres apart, as though they were the security detail for an invisible celebrity who existed somewhere in between them. Emil was sipping from a steel thermos filled with black coffee. Evangeline was holding a hand-painted placard under her arm, which read: “Hawthorne Money is Blood Money—This Science Lab is a War Crime!”

Yara saw herself flinging open the window and shouting at her daughter to bring the sign back inside and she saw her daughter showing her the middle finger and she couldn’t summon the energy to go through with it. There were times, generally during particularly vicious rows, that Yara saw herself as though from above, like a dying patient having an out-of-body experience, and she wondered what it was she was trying to achieve. It certainly didn’t seem to be harmony, or at least if it was, she was pursuing it in the least effective way possible. “You’re doing what we all do,” her therapist had once said. “You’re trying to inflict a version of your own childhood on your daughter.”

Yara couldn’t believe that was even remotely true.

Evangeline disappeared around the corner, followed by the invisible celebrity and a bleary-eyed Emil.

Presumably, a call would come from the school later that day, and Yara would be instructed to come and collect her unrepentant daughter. It had happened before. She could always tell them she was at an unusually long dentist’s appointment or out of the country for work. She could simply say she was “otherwise engaged.” They were paying more than a university education for that school, after all, and it wasn’t just so the children could eat nigiri rolls for lunch and go on VR strolls of the Colosseum during history lessons. It was because they had wanted them to have an unusually gentle on-ramp into the world, without cause for protest and without being provoked into doing anything that warranted Yara having to collect them before five o’clock.

Downstairs, Yara was irritated to see the debris from dinner hadn’t been cleared away. There were hardened punctuation marks of rocket on the plates and a stagnant pool of salad dressing had become a designated meeting spot for tiny flies. At least Arthur had bothered to stow the packet of drugs somewhere. Unless he hadn’t, of course, and Emil was now walking to school with a bag full of illicit narcotics, in which case it was likely she’d be reunited with both of her children before lunchtime.

The coffee machine had long been awake and was awaiting instructions via a touchscreen panel hosting a police line-up of Candlewick avatars. Yara pressed her face on the screen and its internal workings cranked into action to create her double-shot Americano, which she drank while sitting among the red acers and the gentle water of the Japanese-themed enclave in the garden.

Once she was sufficiently caffeinated, Yara would meditate using an app that gave her increasingly little guidance as she became more adept at stilling the waters of her mind. She would perform thirty minutes of vigorous exercise in the form of a CrossFit AMRAP workout. She would eat a bowl of soaked chia seeds, ispagula, Brazil nuts, cacao nibs, and kiwi fruit. She would take a cold shower until her skin was coarse with goosebumps.

This routine wasn’t a lifestyle choice but a combination of medical recommendations. During the end stages of the last piece of software she’d built, Yara had experienced something terrifyingly akin to psychosis, gone without sleep for three nights, and contracted hypothermia after spending an entire January night hugging her knees in the garden. The word “breakdown” had been used only once, by her son, in the midst of an argument about whether or not it was acceptable to refuse a school vaccination on the advice of an American podcast. Yara preferred to see her “tough time” as a simple sign; a sign that she ought to refocus her energies. She had achieved a great deal professionally and now she was ready to step away. It was time to begin pickling the harvest in anticipation of the winter.

At quarter to ten, while Yara was sitting in the lotus position and serenely riding the present moment toward the unreachable future, her phone rang with a call from Brian Clinks, one of the three directors at Riverwild Timber. Yara couldn’t remember ever receiving a phone call from Brian and hadn’t even been aware he had her phone number. The circular photograph attached to his name on WhatsApp was of a bald man in a linen shirt, grinning behind a frosty pint of beer while a Mediterranean sun set behind his shoulders.

“Yara?”

“Brian?”

“Where’s Arthur?”

“What do you mean?” said Yara.

“He didn’t come into work this morning. Phone’s off. We have an audit with the bank in ten minutes.”

Yara stood up and went nowhere.

“But he left before I woke up,” she said.

“You sure?”

“His car’s not here.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“No.”

“Where is he?”

“He doesn’t have a meeting somewhere?”

“Yes, he bloody well does. He has a meeting here, now.”

She hung up and tried calling Arthur sixteen times, first the usual way, then through WhatsApp, then again the usual way. There was no response. Yara couldn’t even begin to assemble a list of possible explanations. She knew, at least, that it wouldn’t be anything nefarious on his part. Arthur wasn’t like the adulterous men she saw in domestic thrillers on Netflix. He wasn’t viciously handsome, manipulative, or cunning. He didn’t have a secret life or the latent potential for assembling one. Arthur was straightforward and toothless and endearingly, clumsily, apologetically upper-middle-class. He slipped in the vicinity of swimming pools and fell asleep in armchairs and compared mundane activities to historical incidents. He wore his dead father’s camel-colour cardigans to fidget with half-dead tomato vines in the garden. He frothed milk for hot chocolate using a chrome wand that he left unwashed in the sink.

For the rest of the morning, Yara rang around hospitals, growing somehow both more relieved and increasingly worried with each failure to locate her husband. She briefly allowed herself to fantasise that he was arranging a surprise trip for the two of them in an attempt to restore the intimacy that had waned over the preceding years. She knew how likely this was. Arthur’s unwavering predictability went both ways.

Brian Clinks called back an hour later.

“Nothing,” said Yara.

“He’s seriously left us in the shit,” said Brian.

“Do you think he’s hurt?”

Brian audibly swallowed as though the thought hadn’t occurred to him until that moment. “Couldn’t say,” he said. “Do you?”

After hanging up, Yara went to the bathroom and flung open the cupboards, pulling down half-empty blister packs of omeprazole and paracetamol, pro-biotics and pre-biotics, turmeric capsules and cod liver oil capsules and capsules that contained homeopathic doses of belladonna, arsenic, and crushed bees. She soon found what she was looking for: citalopram, 20 mg, unopened. It was the packet she’d picked up for him two weeks ago, when the repeat prescription had come in the post.

Arthur had been taking anti-depressants for as long as she’d known him. He’d been taking them since before they’d become a national pastime, since before a full half of BBC documentaries were about mental illness, before there were posters in schools and notifications after the credits of soap operas and rap songs in which depression was added to the list of luxury goods that young men bragged about possessing.

Yara called 101 and explained the situation, stressing that this kind of behaviour was utterly out of character for her husband, who had only recently phoned her from the toiletries aisle of a Waitrose to ask whether she thought he ought to switch deodorant.

“He’s vulnerable,” she said.

“In what way?” asked the operator.

“In every way,” said Yara.



At lunchtime, Evangeline and her closest friend, Ada van der Volk, shuffled along the salad bar in the dining hall of St. Isidore’s College, helping themselves to scoops of romaine lettuce, cherry tomatoes, sweetcorn, kidney beans, and a mixture of organic pumpkin seeds and chopped walnuts. They ate exactly the same lunch, from Monday to Friday. No croutons. No dressing. No breaded chicken bites or seared pads of halloumi.

A piece of advice Evangeline had once absorbed: don’t eat anything your grandma wouldn’t recognise as food. She had met her maternal grandma twice, that she could remember, and the woman was living in a nursing home and subsisting on wedges of lemon cheesecake covered in double cream. Evangeline mentally altered the maxim accordingly, so that it became: don’t eat anything Virginia Woolf wouldn’t recognise as food. This had the consequence that, whenever confronted with a choice of food, she tried to picture the very dead writer being offered a selection of ultra-processed supermarket meals. (Had Virginia Woolf ever eaten pizza? Or Kettle Chips? Did she know what spaghetti carbonara was? Could she identify that a square of Galaxy chocolate was something meant to be ingested?)

The two girls ate at a table in the back corner of the refectory, watched over by a stained-glass window of a monk tenderly washing the feet of another monk. The hammerbeam roof of the millennium-old hall hung ten metres above their tightly wound plaits like the ribcage of a fossilised dinosaur, draped in an oil painting of stars. All around them, the smell of hot meat hung in the air, absorbing the hushed chatter and occasional screeching gale of laughter. Some days, Evangeline envied the kids who thoughtlessly piled their plates high with glistening pucks of deep-fried gristle. Other days, her sense of superiority more than made up for the calorie deficit. I feel significantly better than they do, she told herself. My brain is developing as it should. My bones are growing stronger. With each mouthful of this bland and nourishing food, my ability to emotionally self-regulate strengthens.

“I’m kind of scared,” said Ada van der Volk. “Not because I don’t think this is right, because I totally do, obviously, but I really don’t think my dad is going to be as chill about it as you say he is.”

“You told me he was a punk at our age.”

“He was,” said Ada. “But he’s not anymore. He wears Skechers and listens to Adele. Plus he thinks Victoria’s dad is like, important, or whatever.”

Ada couldn’t bear to look Evangeline in the face and instead shifted her gaze to the bell-shaped pit between her friend’s collarbones. Evangeline rolled her eyes and kept eating. Once they’d both consumed half of what they’d taken from the salad bar, they carried their bowls to a conveyor belt and set them down to be carried away into unknowable darkness. Tomorrow the bowls would be stacked up by the entrance once again, gleaming, and ready to be filled with identical heaps of fresh greenery.

“Maybe we could do it another day?” said Ada. “Like after exams, maybe?”

Evangeline rounded on her friend and puffed herself up, expanding with righteous indignation. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll do it on my own.”

“Evie, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant, you know, maybe we should focus on our exams now, and then do this after.”

“Do you know who can’t focus on their exams? Everyone who’s home has been destroyed by a Rheinmetall drone.”

“But at least Victoria’s dad is doing something good with the money—he’s giving us a science lab.”

“You’re a fucking idiot, Ada.”

“Hey,” said Ada, her face collapsing into something that was dangerously close to a sob. “No, I’m not.”

“Our parents pay more for tuition than most people earn in a year. If they wanted to build a new science block, they could just build one. If Victoria’s dad wanted to do something actually good, he’d build facilities for a school that doesn’t have a literal spa.”

Ada swallowed. “I know that,” she said. “But maybe someone here will, like, discover a cure for cancer or whatever, because of the lab, and then it’ll be good.”

“Ada,” said Evangeline. “If anyone here discovers a cure for cancer, it’d be because they were working for big pharma, and big pharma don’t want to cure anything, because it would mean they couldn’t make money selling chemotherapy drugs anymore.”

Cowed, once again, by her friend’s aggressive logic, Ada flapped her hands gently, sighed, and surrendered. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s just do it.”

The two girls excused themselves near the end of a Politics lesson on the Singing Revolution of the Baltic states and retrieved their signs from the art cupboard. (Ada had not wanted to take Politics for A-Level and Evangeline had talked her into it. Everything is politics, she’d said. Your clothes are politics. Your house is politics. That app you use to make your nose smaller in photos is politics.) Evangeline was not pleased to discover that Ada’s sign, which she’d been given clear instructions regarding, was a lilac piece of A5 paper, supported at each end by a taped-on plastic straw, with the words “Love Conquers Hate” scrawled across it in neon marker pen.

“What does that have to do with anything?” said Evangeline.

“I thought it was good,” said Ada. “I saw it in a photo of a Pride march in Portland.”

“But how is it at all relevant to what we’re doing?”

Ada looked back and forth between her sign and her friend. “Well, because we’re love and they’re hate, and we want them to, you know, we want them to show more love to other people.”

Evangeline sighed.

The “o” in “love” was a wonky heart.

They ducked under the blue ribbon that fenced off the doors to the new science lab and hid beneath one of the lab tables in the centre of the room. Evangeline used a butter knife brought from home to prise the lid off a tin of red paint described on its label as “vermillion autumn.” She held the sign in one hand and the open pot in the other. The smell from the paint made Ada nauseous. She pressed her forehead to the cool metal leg of the table.

“Evie, I changed my mind again. I don’t think I can do this.”

“Don’t be a little bitch, Ada. Zoom out, see the wider context. A small amount of discomfort for us now could lead to huge changes in the lives of other people, voiceless people, people who need us to speak for them.”

Ada tried zooming out but only got as far as a bird’s eye view of the town, from which she could see her father, spinning on the chair in his study, waiting with red-rimmed eyes for her to knock so that he could say what he always said: “Who the hell do you think you are, Ada van der Volk?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Okay. Sorry.”

The two girls remained huddled beneath the lab table for ten minutes, watching as polished pairs of handmade brogues, loafers, pumps, and kitten heels shuffled in and massed behind the ribbon that stretched across the doorway. There was a mercifully brief speech from the headmaster about the pride he took in the facilities their school was able to offer to their students, before Victoria’s father, Alan, was given a pair of comically large scissors and instructed to cut the ribbon.

“I officially declare this science hub open,” he said.

The two girls leapt out from beneath the table. Evangeline tried to throw the paint out of the tin but instead she threw the entire tin, which clunked against a stool on the opposite side of the room. Alan dropped into a squat and threw his hands over his head.

“This lab is a war crime!” shouted Evangeline.

“We’re sorry,” said Ada, lowering her sign. “Please don’t call our parents.”



When school was over, Emil caught the bus into Stroud, the nearest town big enough to have a Cineworld, and parked himself at the back of a Starbucks to continue reading a reference book on geometric algebra. Despite the telling off he’d received earlier in the day, Emil was in relatively good spirits, at least in part because of the triple-shot Frappuccino he was drinking through two paper straws. He’d paid for it with his neon pink Monzo card. Every month, two hundred pounds were added to the account by his father. Emil moved one hundred and ten of those pounds across to a separate account used for buying cryptocurrency and spent the rest on cinema visits, cheap sweet things, and large elaborate coffees. He ordered most of the books he wanted from the library in Gloucester and torrented pdfs of anything that was too esoteric to be in their system.

Emil checked his phone. There was no message from his mum, which he presumed meant Mr. Wyndham had flaked on his promise to call her. If it did eventually happen, Emil wondered whether his mother would care twice as much because of Gary’s Computer Parts or whether the seriousness of Gary’s Computer Parts would eclipse this transgression entirely. He wondered what had actually happened to Gary’s Computer Parts. Emil wouldn’t put it past his mother to have dropped them off at a police station, along with a note begging for forgiveness on his behalf.

He sighed at a page of rotation matrices, irritated not for what he’d done at school, but for the fact that it would probably drive his mum slightly more insane. His crime was starting a German essay on his personal hero with the sentence: “Ein mann das ich sehr bewundered heisst Ted Kaczynski, oder ‘der Unabomber.’ ” His other options, which had included Aphex Twin and Kurt Gödel, would have probably gone down with significantly less friction.

“What are you reading?”

Emil glanced up. The woman standing over him was short and broad-shouldered, in a tank top that was frayed at the edges as though it had been cut out of a larger piece of clothing with blunt scissors. Her cheeks were pierced with studs, as were both sides of her top lip and both nostrils. A sharply cut bob of blue-black hair framed her face asymmetrically like a Norman helmet worn sideways.

“Um,” said Emil. “Sorry?”

“I said, what are you reading?”

Emil flashed the cover of the reference book. It was written by three men with Polish-sounding names and the design was of a series of concentric cubes constructed from dotted lines.

“That sounds crazy complicated,” said the woman.

“Yeah,” said Emil. “Or no, not really. Not when you get it.”

“Is it for school?”

“No.”

“It’s for fun?”

“Um. Not really.”

“Go on then, what’s it for?”

“I’m building a geometric algebra library.”

The woman took a seat beside Emil. She smelled of cheap, solvent-like perfume, Golden Virginia tobacco, and pickled onion Monster Munch. “Couldn’t you just go to one?” she said.

“It’s not really a place,” said Emil. “It’s a thing. Like, a tool.”

“Right.” The woman nudged his shoulder with hers as though they were two friends sharing a fond memory. “You don’t have a little spare change, do you?”

“No,” said Emil. “Sorry.” The woman sighed and turned her scarred hands over in her lap. “I have my card though. I could buy you a coffee?”

The woman perked up. “That’s sweet,” she said. “You’re sweet.”

Emil took this to mean yes. As they queued at the counter, he tried to ascertain whether the woman was homeless and whether or not that meant she injected heroin. For as long as Emil could remember, his mother had explained every refusal to give loose change to beggars by announcing to her children that it would only be spent on heroin. What’s heroin? Emil could remember beginning to ask, somewhere around the age of six. A waste of good money, his mother would reply, every time.

Heroin was still on his bucket list. Emil wouldn’t want to inject heroin but he had long ago decided he would happily snort it, given the opportunity. People got given morphine in hospital, after all, and you couldn’t say the same for cigarettes or sauvignon blanc, which weren’t considered beneficial under any circumstances. Emil had dedicated numerous hours to reading incredibly detailed “trip reports” of various drugs online. He’d memorised the half-lives of ketamine and DMT. He knew about naloxone, machine elves, and the cold-water filtration method of separating codeine from paracetamol. He could name five kinds of opiates, eight kinds of uppers, and ten kinds of psychedelic substance. Once, he’d split a full cereal bowl of magic mushrooms with Deepesh Patel and convinced himself that he was communicating with an extra-terrestrial intelligence bent on relaying the truths of the universe to him. He’d awoken the next day to find his phone filled with indecipherable notes, punctuated with exclamation marks.

Cones to the heavens! Cones. Cones into the earth! It goes on and on!

He thought of alcohol the way other people thought about George Eliot novels or croquet: a largely dull, outdated form of entertainment that had been surpassed a thousand times over by more interesting innovations.

The woman ordered a double-shot Americano. She didn’t add sugar or sweetener or the powdered cocoa from the glass shaker. Emil glanced around to see whether anyone could see him interacting with this terrifying, heavily pierced, grown-up woman. A cluster of year eights from Marling were sat around a single, small hot chocolate at a table beside the window. An elderly man nervously stuffed a Ziploc bag with pink paper sachets of sweetener from the table of hot-drink accoutrements.

Emil’s phone vibrated with a message from his mother: “Get your arse home now.”

His joy evaporated at once, replaced by a dread so all-consuming it felt as though the particles of his body were now vibrating at a different frequency. He loved his mother—he thought she was intelligent and impressive and, generally, fair—but he could also recognise that something was profoundly imbalanced about her. She had been so totally consumed by doubts and anxieties during his teenage years that the other, better parts of her had been forced out. Emil had once discovered a warped copy of his mother’s 2003 PhD thesis in the loft, titled “Trust Issues: Self-Enforcing Automatic Contracts Between Computers,” and when he’d asked her to explain it, she’d dismissed the whole thing as being so outdated it would be like going over a fax machine instruction manual. Sometimes, while zoning out on dissociative drugs, Emil thought that they offered exactly the kind of cognitive reset his mother would benefit from. A hallucinatory voyage into the unknown might remind her of the person she’d been before the drab yoga shorts and medicinal jewellery.

This, he knew, was an unusual degree of analysis to perform on your own mother. Sam Batuman’s only assessment of his own mum was that she was “a trophy wife who got fat.” And Deepesh once confided in them that his mum “sucks off old men.” Emil could enjoy incredibly violent Atlanta trap lyrics and watch porn in which women were trussed up with intricate spiderwebs of rope, but hearing his friends speak that way about their mothers caused the hairs on the back of his neck to twitch. He wasn’t sure what to do with the feeling. It wasn’t like he was going to intervene. Hey, he sometimes imagined himself saying, You two ought to be nicer to your mothers. Don’t you realise that they brought us into existence?

By the time Emil returned to the village, his fantasies about the impending punishment had taken several forms. His mother might take away his electronics or curtail his liberties or, worst of all, confiscate his Monzo card. What if she went looking and somehow found his savings? She couldn’t. She wouldn’t know how to. It didn’t matter if she’d researched the “dark web,” there was no way she would locate his crypto wallet and the endless string of random numbers and digits that unlocked it. If she asked him, point-blank, to offer it up to her, what would he do? He was an enthusiastic but unconvincing liar and he crumbled easily under parental pressure. It was why he’d taken German for GCSE, not French, and it was why he wore patent leather loafers to school and applied benzoyl peroxide to his cheeks every morning. By and large, Emil did what he was told. The problem for his parents was that he did many other things too.

When Emil arrived at home, Yara greeted him halfway down the drive, barefoot, the polished river pebbles hissing as they slid beneath her feet.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“Your father’s missing,” she said.

Emil came to an abrupt halt.

“What do you mean?”

“No one knows where he is.”

Before he could begin to worry about his father, Emil breathed a sigh of relief for himself.

“Did he say anything to you?” said Yara.

“About what?”

“About where he might have gone, Emil. What do you think?”

“Um,” said Emil. “No. I don’t think so.”

Yara used her teeth to tear a wiry strip of cuticle from her left thumb. Emil followed his trembling mother into the house and found his sister rearranging souvenir fridge magnets while speaking into the landline. “He’s six-foot-one,” she was saying. “When he walks, his arms barely move. There’s a birthmark on his back in the shape of Peru.”






3.

For the four days in which Arthur Candlewick was missing, a heavy, inescapable weather filled The Old Rectory at 87 Drybrook Lane. The 56-inch TV in the living room remained off. The botanical-print curtains remained drawn. Nobody read news through the restored walnut cabinet of the radio. Nothing was cooked on the eight glass segments of the sheer black induction hob.

The three Candlewicks who were not missing remained cloistered in their separate bedrooms, pursuing their own avenues of distraction. Without anything needing to be said, the two children simply decided that they would not go to school until their father had returned home. When St. Isidore’s called to inquire as to their whereabouts, Yara impatiently announced that they were in the midst of a family emergency, put down the phone, and returned to her Peloton bicycle and its two-hour-long spin class. The video on the screen of her bike alternated between a handsome, stubbled instructor, and an oncoming rush of seaside pathway. She was both in her bedroom and making her way along the Amalfi coast. Garish villages passed her by, watching themselves in the water. Flustered groups of tourists photographed each other along precarious ledges.

After receiving a visit from two disinterested police officers on the evening of the first day, Yara completely withdrew from the effort to locate her husband. This was on the advice of her Lacanian therapist, Dr. Ash Weber, who had promised Yara, on behalf of the police, that there was nothing she could do that they wouldn’t be doing, and that the most important mission she could embark on for the time being was the preservation of her own health and sanity. Yara drank hot mugs of lemon juice, apple cider vinegar, and black pepper. She rowed while listening to lectures on the illusory self. She stood on her head for minutes at a time.

Meanwhile, Emil was smoking dark tobacco mixed with strong weed, eating truffle crisps, occasionally masturbating, and watching YouTube videos explaining various mathematical theories of varying degrees of repute. One welcome side-effect of the pot was that it endowed him with a concentration span long enough to sit through entire fifteen-minute explainers on screw theory and homotopy. Without being stoned, the most he could manage was a minute or two, before his mind was drawn toward something that required opening another tab, and another, and another, until the video playing in the background had finished, unnoticed, and Emil was trying to decide whether or not he could summon the energy to wank himself off one more time before he went to bed. There had been a time when he would wade through biblically proportioned sci-fi novels over the course of weekends. He couldn’t pinpoint when exactly he lost this ability to exit the world through a paperback escape hatch. He missed it. He knew he’d lost something valuable but every attempt he made to recover his ability to read properly ended with him pacing like a zoo animal, hands fluttering like moths in his pockets.

Evangeline was the only one of the remaining Candlewicks who left the house to look for Arthur. She packed a rucksack with bottled water, green bananas, mixed nuts, and a blanket from the airing cupboard, and walked south out of the village, reasoning that there was a slim possibility her father may have been heading for the late-night supermarket in the Slad Valley when he disappeared. She walked for four hours, listening to an audiobook about the life of Jane Austen, hoping that it might give her something vaguely original to say in her English exam. She walked along the side of a road without pavement, pressing herself into a spiny box hedge when she could hear cars approaching. By eight, the sun was almost gone from the sky and a Tudor-style pub rose out of the hills, its crumbling white façade peppered with iron horseshoes and x-shaped tie rods. Groups of bleary-eyed men sat around low picnic tables, their bellies pressed into the slatted wood. Evangeline wondered whether her father had never had friends or he’d just lost them somewhere along the way, and she wondered too whether her brother had inherited the same disease. She went inside and ordered a gin and tonic and drank it in several thirsty gulps before using an app on her phone to summon a taxi home.

On the second day of the disappearance, a mild-mannered cleaner named Patrice let himself into the house. He found a note on the kitchen island: Just downstairs today please, Patrice. There were three twenty-pound notes weighed down by a crystal whisky tumbler beside the slip of paper. Patrice carefully folded the notes and slipped them into the breast pocket of his blue cloth shirt. He covered his ears with headphones and pressed play on a podcast about the life of a CEO that he had queued up on his phone. He worked for half a day, scrubbing stubborn orbs of limescale off the shower doors, hoovering crumbs of brittle cheese crackers out of carpeted corners, and scratching the residue of organic vegetables off the grill racks in the double oven. Once he was done, Patrice sat on a wall outside the house and ate leftover spaghetti from a plastic takeaway carton. There were restless silhouettes in two of the mullioned windows. Some of the other cleaners at the agency talked about finding the lives of their clients endlessly fascinating. Patrice couldn’t have been less interested in the people he cleaned up after.

Several hours later, when night had descended on the quaint and prohibitively expensive valleys of the Western Cotswolds, Emil Candlewick shuffled into his kitchen, wearing a pair of boxer shorts and an untied dressing gown. He only vaguely recognised that something about the house was different, though he couldn’t put his finger on what it might be. His pupils were swollen and sluggish and the whites of his eyes were cross-hatched with red. Barely lifting his feet from the limestone tiles, he made his way across the kitchen and threw open the fridge doors, recoiling from the cool blast of light, and pawing at his eyes like a newborn baby. The fridge was fully stocked with things his mother considered life-prolonging: washed blueberries in Tupperware pots, furred fruits ferried halfway across the planet, roasted chunks of root vegetable, vats of organic yoghurt, kombucha, kefir, sauerkraut, smoked tofu, edamame beans, mastic, hairy fingers of parsnip, and grotesque purple tomatoes. Emil closed the fridge, crouched, and pulled open the freezer doors. The lower half of the fridge was filled with impeccably labelled glass tubs of leftovers. “Lentil Curry 06/04/2017, spicy.” “Carrot and Coriander Soup 10/12/2018.” His litre of Ben and Jerry’s Half-Baked was still tucked behind a bag of frozen Hokkaido pumpkin, where he’d left it two days before. Emil lifted the tub out and rolled it between his hands, trying to soften the contents.

“Hey.”

Emil turned around to find his sister lounging against the doorframe. She was smiling in a weary, sophisticated, grown-up way, that Emil realised was the result of drunkenness. There were moments in which he felt they were still both sun-creamed, knee-scraped children, giggling at a kids’ club in Tenerife, and other moments in which he felt like Evangeline had gone on somewhere distant and left him behind.

“Where do you think he is?” said Emil, holding the ice cream to his chest, as though afraid his sister might snatch it away from him.

“He’s probably just stuck somewhere.”

“Stuck where?”

“I know as much as you do,” said Evangeline.

Evangeline opened the wine fridge and scanned the bottles, head tilted, as though she were browsing a bookshelf.

“Are you allowed to take wine?” said Emil.

“Why, are you going to tell Mum about that too?”

Emil wasn’t. He’d immediately regretted blurting out his knowledge of his sister’s library vandalism, not necessarily because it would get her into trouble, but because it would exclude him from her future confidences. Contrary to how it often seemed to Evangeline, Emil genuinely wanted to remain in his sister’s good graces. Though he felt certain he was frequently right in the face of his parents’ misguided ideas, he was sure he’d never once won an argument with her. She knew more than he did about everything from the Russian Revolution to the correct way to hold chopsticks. Emil occasionally helped his sister with her maths coursework but was under no illusion that she believed mathematical ability had any relationship to real intelligence.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s not like she cares,” said Evangeline. “Dad’s actually a convenient distraction. Maybe now we can get on with our lives.”

“Aren’t you even a bit worried?”

“No.”

Evangeline dug a corkscrew out of the drawer below the cutlery, where the kitchen implements too large to live anywhere else had been banished. She uncorked the bottle with a competence beyond her years and proceeded to fill a turquoise enamel coffee mug to the brim. She held the mug two-handed, as though it was a cup of hot tea on a cold day.

“Are you high?” she said.

“Yeah,” said Emil. “Are you drunk?”

“Quite possibly.”

The two siblings sat opposite each other at the dining table. Emil continued to chip curls of ice cream out of the tub with an antler-handled teaspoon, bought by his father as a souvenir in Helsinki airport on the way back from a meeting with timber suppliers. Evangeline glugged the wine without even bothering to take notice of the taste. She’d read a year earlier that sommeliers were all frauds and the taste of a wine came almost entirely from the expectations and preconceptions of the drinker. It had been even more proof that the world she was due to inherit was built on a web of ridiculous fictions.

“Why is Mum so angry at you?”

“We staged a protest against the new science lab,” said Evangeline. “Victoria’s dad donated the money and he runs an investment fund who own huge swathes of oil companies and Rheinmetall.”

“What’s Rheinmetall?”

“They make weapons.”

“Oh. So are we not getting the science lab?”

“The science lab’s already there. Didn’t you see it?”

“No,” said Emil. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“It’s in the Rhodes building, at the end of the tech corridor.”

“Oh.”

“It’s important that men like that know they can’t distract people from the fact they’re destroying the planet by buying people off. They’re like the Sacklers.”

“Who are the Sacklers?”

“They own Purdue Pharma, which invented oxycodone, convinced doctors it wasn’t addictive, and caused the opioid epidemic.”

“Oh,” said Emil, who could remember reading a trip report in which someone described oxycodone as causing “ineffable bliss” and made a mental note to see whether he could acquire some. “That’s fucked.”

“It’s not even us who’ll feel the brunt of their greed. It’s the generations who follow us.”

“Yeah,” said Emil, glancing around, as though he’d been trapped with an over-talkative stranger at a party where he knew no one else.

The two siblings indulged their vices. A creeping sense of unreality took hold of Emil and he rolled the ice cream tub back and forth across his forehead. Evangeline picked at the label on her wine until it came away from the bottle.

“I think I might know his computer password,” said Emil, partly because he wanted to prove he had some knowledge of his own to share.

“What?”

“I think I know Dad’s laptop password.”

“How?”

“Two weeks ago, I saw a Post-it on his monitor which said Maximus383.”

“Go and get his laptop.”

“Why do I have to get it?”

“Because alcohol has more of an effect on coordination than weed does and I’m liable to drop it.”

Emil rolled his eyes, set the ice cream tub down on the table, and dragged himself out of the room. Left alone, Evangeline’s thoughts ranged from a boy at school she’d considered trying to initiate conversation with, to a video she’d seen online of a teenager attacking a fast-food worker in Philadelphia, to her father and the fact of his disappearance and the possibility that he was lying facedown in a ditch with blood leaking out of his ears. Could he have suffered a stroke? Or a heart attack? Could he now be experiencing some form of locked-in syndrome, so that his mind wandered hysterically inside a body that refused to take any more orders? She imagined time-lapse footage of his body decomposing in a forest of primeval trees. She remembered Cancún, four years earlier, and the way he’d picked her up and carried her back to their five-star beachfront hotel after she’d been stung by a jellyfish. The smell of sweat through the silver hair of his back had made her think of cattle.

“Here,” said Emil, slinging a MacBook Pro onto the dining table. It was the latest iteration of the model, with the largest screen and near-bottomless memory. A long, deep scratch bisected the upper half of the shell. Evangeline pushed the ditch and the beach from her mind, flipped open the computer, and typed in the phrase Emil had recited minutes earlier. It worked. With a digital chime, the oceanfront of the lock screen was replaced by a photograph of Tutankhamun’s death mask.

“Holy shit,” said Emil.

Faced with her father’s desktop, Evangeline felt a surge of guilt. She wasn’t betraying him, she told herself. Quite the opposite, in fact. She was doing everything in her power to track him down. If they were to find anything, she’d report it directly to their mum, who would alert the police, who would purse the information in accordance with official procedure. It was in her father’s interest to have her be the first line of investigation. Evangeline could be trusted to hide anything embarrassing and pass everything relevant further up the food chain.

She opened the browser and navigated to its history.


	Houses for sale in Bourton-on-the-Water

	Houses for sale in Nailsworth

	How to remove badgers from garden

	Badger deterrent

	Can badgers feel anything

	Cheapest rehab Gloucestershire



“Why was he looking at rehab?” said Emil, pointing to the screen, as though Evangeline might be looking at something else.

“Why do you think?” said Evangeline. “Because you’re an inveterate junkie.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes. You are.”

“You’re an alcoholic.”

“That’s an ad hominem argument.”

“So?”

“So it means you’ve already lost.”

“I’m not a junkie, Lean.”

“It’s not me you have to convince.”

Emil knew he wasn’t addicted to drugs, he was interested in them. It was different.

They continued reading.


	McLaren 765LT

	McLaren 765LT resale value

	McLaren 765LT extras

	McLaren 765LT paint cost difference



“This is embarrassing,” said Evangeline, scrolling down for a full second until they were out of McLaren territory.


	Good gifts for woman

	Good sports gifts for woman

	Sports gifts for woman, luxury

	Gift for woman meditation

	Is a clarinet a good gift for a woman

	DVD Blackadder full set

	Interracial, anal



“Nope,” said Evangeline, slamming the computer shut. Both she and Emil sat bolt upright in their seats as though they’d just been caught cheating on a test.

“Did you read it?” Evangeline said, after three seconds had elapsed.

“Yeah,” said Emil. He pushed the tub of ice cream to one side on the table, leaving behind a ring of water on the lacquered wood. “Why was there a comma?”

“I don’t know.”

“Interracial comma anal.”

“Don’t repeat it, Emil.”

“Do you think it might be a clue?”

“I truly hope not.”

“Did you look further down?”

“No.”

Evangeline turned back to the computer. “I’m going to have to open it back up,” she said. “So I can close the browser. Try not to look at it, okay? I’ll just close the browser then shut it down and we won’t talk about this again.”

Emil nodded, swallowing.

Once again, Evangeline typed in the password and was welcomed into the inner sanctum of her father’s digital world. She closed the browser window, slammed the computer shut, and shunted it away from her. Emil let out a low whimper.

“What?” said Evangeline.

“I saw the next thing,” he said.

“Don’t tell me what it was.”

“I can’t hold it in.”

“Yes, you can.”

“Can I tell you?”

“No, Emil.”

Evangeline stood up and held herself around the throat as though acting out an assault she’d previously been subjected to. Emil tried desperately not to think of his father’s erect penis. He tried not to think of his father leering over an elderly couple engaging in frenetic, grunting sex. He remembered an Ursula K. Le Guin story he’d read where the inhabitants of a planet named Gethen only became sexual beings for two days every month, and as a result the planet was devoid of war or disorder, and no-one’s father looked at morally dubious porn online.

“I’m going to bed,” said Evangeline. “Put this back where you got it.”

“Why do I have to put it back? I got it.”

“I’m liable to drop it.”

Evangeline slunk off upstairs, bottle of 2014 Châteauneuf-du-Pape swinging like a censer in her shooting hand. Emil briefly considered going back into his father’s computer and taking another look around, more out of curiosity than a belief it might turn up anything that would help to pinpoint his whereabouts. He dismissed the idea, while the words “interracial, anal” rolled across his mind like a news ticker. It was no worse than anything he’d looked at, he supposed, but he’d never even entertained the idea that his father was participating in the same kind of seedy, blue-lit voyeurism he felt compelled to indulge in almost every night of the week. When exactly was his dad jerking off? And where was his mum while these multicultural masturbation sessions were taking place? They weren’t watching porn together, surely? If that turned out to be the case, Emil thought that he would probably have to leave home. He’d get a job washing dishes at a dingy pub in Stroud and sleep round the back of the condemned office block where the homeless people hung out.

The ice cream had melted into a sweet sludge and Emil lifted the paper tub to his mouth and drank from it, feeling the icy weight as a relief in his stomach. He carried a kombucha with him upstairs and tried to read a book of Freeman Dyson essays, before opening his computer and masturbating into a sock over a video of a forty-year-old Japanese woman dressed as a bus driver.

It was four hours before anyone else interrupted the lonely rattle of the giant refrigerator. The sun was arriving over a crop of coppiced beech trees, casting its glow across the countertops and revealing shoals of fingerprints on the glass cabinet that held the wineglasses. Yara bounded into the room having taken the stairs two at a time. She refilled three glass bottles with filtered water, carbonated them, and sat at the kitchen island, rehydrating. She had slept for three hours and been plagued by dreams in which she was an exam invigilator, overseeing clones of her husband, while they stared blankly at a test all of them appeared to be totally unprepared for. If she exercised enough, she’d pass out again. She had another call with Dr. Weber at three and she was planning to nudge her therapist toward prescribing sleeping pills. She’d been given them back when she’d had her “trouble,” and it had felt like being sent on a holiday. Even now, she looked back on those fuzzy, elastic days as a kind of second adolescence, in which everything had felt so alive and tender that it was as though she was experiencing the world for the first time.

She sliced a lemon into hot water and ground pepper over the Hallo! Ni Hao! Bienvenido! mug. Through the mindfulness app on her phone, a man with a faint trace of Edinburgh in his voice asked Yara to envision herself as a sphere of selflessness, expanding to include every human being on earth. He was cut off violently by a default ringtone.

“Mrs. Candlewick, this is DC Samnani. We’ve found your husband.”
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