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red-brick unir,-ersity, perhaps Celie's wedding, proud pareflts
ather side; all ghostly, ephemeral images of a life that have
simply evaporated in front of her.

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

Iila is attempting to clear a pattctlarly stubborn blockage in
the first-floor lavatory when Anoushka cal1s. When she and
Dan had bought this house two and aha\f years ago - alarge,
'quirky' (estate-agent speak for 'nobody eise rr.,ould buy it')
doer-upper tn a leafy part of north London - she had been
enchanted by the decades-old bathroom suites in minr green
and raspberrl,, thinking them and the floralw-a11paper charm-
ing and quaint. She and Dan haci rvalkecl around each room,
builciing images benveen them of urhat the house u-ouicl look
like when it was done. Although, -when she thought back
properJii it was she v.ho had uralked around building irnages
and Dan had said, 'NXm, mrn,'in a noncommittal way and
sneaked glances at his phone.

The dar after they had picked up the keys the same charm-
ing and quaint piumbing had decided to reveai rts true self in
a malevolent series of blockages and overspills. In the pink
bathroom, the one the girls used, a plunger andatwisteci coat
hanger norv sit beside the cistern, ready for Lila (because it is
alu,aJrs Lila's job, apparentir,) to attack u.hatever had decided
to wedge itself stoJidly in the depths of the bowl this tirne.

'Lilal Darlingl Ilow are you?'
Anor-rshka's r.oice muffles andLilacan just hear, !{0, Gracie,

I don't want carnations in it. The/re such uulgtrfowe,rs. IVo, na abso-

lute! no gerberas. S'he hates thent.

Lila leans or.er and uses her nose to touch the hands-free
button on her phone. She gags silendy as a slosh of water

rides over the top of her n
she says. 'How ate you?'

'Fighting the good fulrt f
There's another roydty cheq

with you last week but Gra

stop vomiting. Honestlx I'r
wastepaper baskets. Thev u

Downstairs, Truang the r

at eYerything - squirrels il
casud visitors, air.

'Oh, hour lovely,'says Ij
the coat hanger further in-

vomiting.'
Not really, dading. Tenft

keep having babies is bevor

door of assistants. I'm sta

d'ing in the 2i1-ssnfitisnini
of vouts?'

'Great. Theyte greatj sa

They're not greal Celie

fast table after apparentls

and when Lila asked what l

she wouldnt bloody unde
Violet had fixed her wifr a

said yes, she did have to go

his night- then slid silend.s

her for the entire school ru
'Good. Good,' says Anr

someone who wouldnt ha
been beheaded that mornir

Lila pulls the coat haryc
level is still somewhere iu
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rubber gloves from her hands and leans back against the
cabinet. She hears Truant still barking and rvonders if she'll
have to take the neighbours anorher bottle of rvine. She has

gil.en a\ray seven in tlie last three rnonths, trring to stop them
activeli' hating her.

'\\'hen are you going to ha.r-e somethins to send me? You
seemed vefy certain last mofith.'

Liia blours out her cheeks. 'I - I'm -working on it.'
T'here is a shott siience.
'No-, darling, I don't want lo sound stern,'Anoushka sa\rs,

sounding -stern, 'vou dld astonishingly u,ell wttlt The Rebuiid.

And you had that lor.elv lirtle uplift in sales on the back of
Dan's terrible deeds. I suppose r,ve should l-re grateful to hirn
tbr that at ieast. But v,e do not want to lose r,.isibi1itv, do ure?
tXb do not want to be so late delir.ering that I might as rvell
be iaunching a debut.'

'I - It']l be s'ith \-ou \.erv soofl.'
'Hotv soon?'
LIla gazes around the bathroom" 'Sir rveeks?'
'Let's say three. Doesn't have to be perfect, darling. I just

need an idea as to what vou're doing. Is it stiil a guide to a

Hopp)'Single Life?'
'Lh. . .1,'es.'

'Lots of tips on how to lirre r,ve1l independentil,? Furnn_r,

stories about ciates? Some nice hot single-ser anecdrrtes?'
'Oh, yes. All of that.'
'Can't urait. I'rn alreadv agog. I'11 hve vicariously through

),out adr.enturesl Oh,-forgoodness' .rake, Grocie, not the new wasie-

paper baske/. I've got to go. I await vour email! Much ior.e to all!'
Lila ends the call and stares at the toilet bowl, willing the

water to go dorvn. As she sits, she hears Bill climbing the
stairs. He pauses at the landing, and she canhear him steadv

himself as he makes to mo
lived in a rgros bungalow u
furnished, fi:ll of light and d
floors and cluttet of this ric

'Dading girl?'
Yes?' Lila rearranges her

cheery.

t hate to be the bearerof I

been round complaining abr

disgusting appears to be see

The emergency plumber ha
floorboards, and appatend
pbe. H. had drained the cis
need a whole new system -
wanttoh*gonto thatbafr
got grandparents youngef, t
sweet tea and charged her d
She had started calling it d
would see the overpriced r
drive and immediately add
invoice they had prepared-

'So that's what was cirus

tapping out the pin number
to calculate the damage thet

Nah. Must be somethiq
ig though, obviously. And
have to be reinstdled. You
those floorboards while Yr

trrough them.'
Bill had put a callousedh

the door behind the,rran-
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squeezed Jightly. This was what, for 8i11, passed as deep emo-
tional support. 'I can he1p, you know.'

'You don't have to,' she said, turning to him brighdy. 'I'm
fine. All good.'He had sighed gently then turned and headed
stiffiy to his room,

Billhadlivedwith them fornine months now, havingmoved
in shortly after her mother's death. Being Bill, it wasn't that he
had been found sobbing h),sterically or starving or letting the
house go to ruin. He had just tetteated quiedy into himself,
becoming a smaller and smaller version of the upright former
furniture-maket she had known for three decades until he
seemed l-ike a stradow presence. 'I just miss her,'he would say,

when she turned up for tea, busding round, trying to inject
some energ)r into the too-still rooms.

'I know, Bill,' she rvould sal', 'I miss her too.'
The fact s-as, Liia hadn't been coping well either. She had

been rn shock s-hen Dan l-rad annouficed he was leaving.
\\-lren she ir:a: r iound out about Nfaya, she rea]ized Dan
.-::r-- ,c.:.. 1{ ir:.d bcen a rvhisper of a b1ow, a thing that had
r.:;- : ,--.rrL. l-Ler, compared to this. She had barelv slept

- : , . :s: .-r months. her mind a toxic rvhirlwind of f,nallv
dr:\-\ -il< rhreads together, of recriminations, dread and cold
rur\, a mrlhon unspoken afguments in her head - arguments
that Dan alwavs managed somehow to evade: 'Not in front
of the children, Li1a, eh?'

And then, iust months latet, even this had been dwarfed
bv the sudden death of Francesca. So v,hen she suggested
Bill move in for a bit they rvere both at pains to assule each
other that this was reallv to help I-i1a v''ith the gids, to ptovide
a bit of practical help rvhile shc adjustecl to single p^rert-
ing. Bill kept the bungalou,-, heading of{ most cla1,s ro rvork
in his neat shecl at tire end of the garden, rvhere he mended

neighbours' chairs and sanc

stop Ijla's children falingfr
T ila's house. Neither ot dler
mo\-e home. It wasnt a-c frr
war of T ile's life (what lit-e?

what remained of their litdr
stabilir and continuin-. -\-o
Iirde rowing-boag rshich ti
,,-mstable and as if ther har

tbrmd themselses addft oo

T ib u-aiLs to the school Iris
; olidars and BiIl had offered
c,-r,'-it she is haunted dailr
;-ned wai-st). Besides, she

\lolet- which meafls she c:

E:ia oot harlng dooe arrr u
Ther- both know the rea:..

:l]r-.ln school run- Uoroioes
c-m drop and run. But nh'iq i5

r-^:biliqr a-s she gathen sld
{t.rct. There had been awh<

:appeoed - )7-,s'n ki&iin; a

refraps, behind her bacL .

n*i,pr? -\n4 of course, t
,*ake of the dming of it alL ir
reso published, alongside 

'

rieus .^lking about hos- h
:=osn stale amid the dema:

Two davs after he had lt

=e plarground and three ot
:ogsrher, had been reading I
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titled How I Made lly fuIarciage lYarerlight. Philippa Graham -
that over-Botored rvitch - had hurriedli. shoved it behind her
rvhen she saw Llla and biinked hard with pantomime inno-
cence) and her two acolytes, u,-hose names Lila could never
temember, had actuallv corpsed v-ith suppressed giggles. I ltope

1'onr husbands are right this minute cctntractirtS4 an antibiotic-r'e.ri.rtant

t'e nereti ciisease frora anderage rent bo1ls. she had thought, and

pasted on a smile readv for Violet to traipse out, schoolbag
draeging bel-rind her.

For l eeks she hzrci felt the murrmur of appalied thscination
I rrr :r:r- :.ioii.rcl, the plai ground, the faint turning of heacls

':--- - ]: r .r\c r,tit:tci liom the corneis of mouths. She had
- - --,-: -.,r -..,--. : -r:r nrrckiinq. jas .,:cl-ungu,'ith the rigicl faint
- r- - . , --.,:-r: -:--r;r1. .,e r llnd c,ri permatrost. acfoss het
,,:- :-r:- :-- ---:: .: --.,.,;rt -,i-e r niar -date duit:, explairfing tO

tl-ie grris and therr tirencls' mothers .l,hen she drove her litde
Citroen to pick them up that Lila rvas busv rvorking and she

would see them next time. But her mother wasn't here any
mofe.

FeeJing the thmiliat clench of her stomach, Lila pu1ls her
collar around her ears and positions herselt at the far edge

of the scattered groups of mothers, nannies and the odd
lone father, studying her phone intendl,, and pretends to be

engrossed in a Reallv Irnportant Email. It is her standard
procedure, these days. T'hat or bringing'Iruant, who barks
hystericaliv if an\rone comes u.ithin tw,entv vafds.

'fomorroiri she thinks. Tomortorr,. there will be no inter-
ruptions. i will sit dow-n at m,v desk at 9. r i a.m. u,,hen I get
back ftom dropping \riolet, and I u,'ill not mor.e until I have

u,ritten two thousanC words. She decides not to think about
the fact that she has made this exact promise to herself at
least three times a week for the past six months.
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