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The House with the Red Door
The last thing Leila took from her bedroom was the shape the wardrobe had left on the carpet.
She drew it in the corner of a page already covered in other things: the hook behind the door, a dead fly on the windowsill, the small crack above the radiator that looked like a country nobody would want to invade. The wardrobe itself was downstairs, waiting for Janice's brother and his van. Without it, the room had become both larger and less useful.
“Leila.”
Mum was on the landing, holding a roll of packing tape by the empty cardboard centre.
“Five minutes.”
“You said five minutes ten minutes ago.”
“I've got better at estimating since then.”
Mum did not smile. Leila shut the sketchbook.
The house sounded wrong without their things in it. Every footstep came back slightly louder. Toby was in the front room trying to remove a screw from the wall because his football shelf had gone and he believed the screw still belonged to him.
“Leave it,” Mum called down.
“It came in the packet.”
“Then the next person can have a screw.”
“What if they don't like football?”
“It's not a football-specific screw.”
Leila put the sketchbook in her bag and checked the room once more. There was nothing under the bed because there was no bed. Nothing behind the door except the hook she had drawn. At the window, the pale marks left by her posters looked brighter than the wall around them.
She had imagined feeling dramatic when she left. Instead she felt annoyed about the dust.
Downstairs, Mum was wiping the kitchen worktop with a cloth that had already been packed twice. Her name was Caz on her work badge, Caroline on official letters, and Mum in every conversation where something had gone missing. Today all three versions of her looked tired.
“Have you got your charger?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Your school things?”
“Yes.”
“Anything you need before Janice's garage gets full of somebody else's sofa?”
“Mum.”
“I am asking because tomorrow is a bad time to remember your art folder is under a chest of drawers.”
Leila lifted the large folder against her hip.
“I've got it.”
Mum looked at the folder, then at her face.
“Good.”
Toby came in with the screw in his palm.
“I got it.”
Mum closed her eyes for a second.
“Put it somewhere you won't stand on it.”
He put it in his pocket, which Leila thought was an ambitious interpretation of the instruction.
The tenancy had ended. The landlord had sold the house. Those were the short sentences adults used because the longer ones involved dates, forms, deposits they did not have and rent on houses Mum could not make fit inside her wages. For seven weeks, there had been a date circled on the calendar. For six of those weeks, Leila had behaved as though a circled date was merely an opinion.
Now the calendar was in a box.
Janice's brother arrived with the van and three straps he regarded as essential to civilisation. He and Mum carried the wardrobe out, turning it carefully at the front door. Toby stood in the path holding the loose handle like a surgical assistant.
Leila took the last bag to the car.
The red front door had needed repainting for years. Near the letterbox, the paint had cracked into little islands. She knew the exact place to put her shoulder when it stuck in wet weather. She knew which floorboard would announce her coming in late and which stair let her pass without comment.
She photographed the door, then disliked herself for doing it and nearly deleted the picture.
“Can you move?” Toby asked. “You're in the way of the wardrobe.”
She moved.
The letting agent came at four. He wore a shirt too thin for the weather and carried a tablet that made the house look like a list of conditions to be checked. Mum walked round with him. Leila stayed in the front room, where she could hear words like existing and wear and noted.
She did not know whether Mum was embarrassed. That made it harder to know what face to put on.
At the end, Mum placed the keys in the agent's hand. The small front-door key had a blue plastic cover that had split down one side. Toby had bitten it when he was little. Leila remembered Mum telling him that keys were not food, in the same tone she later used about pen lids and pieces of Lego.
“Right,” Mum said.
No one moved.
Then Janice's brother called that he needed somebody to check the side gate, and the day continued because there were still practical jobs inside it.
They drove to the retail park with the bags packed so tightly that Toby had to sit with a saucepan between his feet. Mum said it was only until they knew what kitchen arrangements there would be. Leila did not ask what that meant. She had already asked too many questions whose answers began with We'll see.
The Junction Lodge stood between a tyre place and a restaurant with a permanently bright picture of chicken in the window. It had brick walls, dark green curtains and a sign advertising a breakfast none of them had booked.
Toby looked at it through the car window.
“Are we on holiday?”
“No,” Mum said.
“People stay in hotels on holiday.”
“People stay in hotels for other reasons too.”
“What reasons?”
Mum turned off the engine.
“This reason.”
Inside, the reception smelled of carpet cleaner and warm toast, though it was late afternoon. A man behind the desk wore a cardigan with a pen clipped to the pocket. He looked at Mum's name on a sheet, checked a message on the computer and handed over a key card.
“Room two-one-four. Lift's round the corner. The breakfast room has a microwave you can use after service, but ask at the desk first so we don't have three families trying to heat everything at once.”
Mum nodded as though she knew what questions to ask. Leila watched her trying to learn them quickly.
“How long is the booking?”
“Through to the date on your placement letter for now. Any extension comes through the housing team. They'll speak to you.”
“And parking?”
“Give me the registration. No charge while you're booked with us.”
Mum's shoulders lowered a fraction.
The man's badge said MO. He noticed Toby examining a bowl of wrapped mints.
“One,” he said. “Not a structural handful.”
Toby selected the largest-looking mint and put it in his pocket beside the screw.
Upstairs, Room 214 contained a double bed, a folding single bed, a desk too narrow for Leila's art folder and a picture of a hill that might have been anywhere. The window looked towards the back of the restaurant, where an extractor fan sent a steady breath into the evening.
Mum put the bags down.
“Right,” she said again.
The word was beginning to sound like something she used to keep the next minute upright.
Toby sat on the folding bed. It made a noise like a complaint submitted in writing.
“That's mine, then.”
Leila stood by the desk with her folder still against her hip.
“Where do I put this?”
Mum looked round the room.
“Under the double bed, perhaps. Flat.”
“There might be dust.”
“I'll wipe under it.”
“I can do it.”
They spoke at the same time, both sounding angry and neither quite meaning to.
Mum sat on the edge of the double bed. Her work shoes were still on. One had a pale scuff near the toe that Leila had never noticed before.
“Give me ten minutes,” she said. “Just ten minutes where nobody needs me to know where a thing goes.”
Toby lay back on his bed, then sat up because the spring had pressed through the thin mattress.
Leila put her folder on the desk and went into the bathroom.
It was clean. That mattered to her immediately, and she felt ashamed of how much she had expected it not to be. There were three small towels, a sealed soap and a mirror lit by a strip above it. She shut the door, sat on the closed toilet lid and took out her phone.
Esme had sent four messages.
A photograph of a sandwich with the filling sliding out.
A complaint about biology homework.
A question about whether Leila still had the green nail varnish.
Then: You alive?
Leila typed that they had moved.
She deleted it.
She typed that things were complicated at home.
That sounded like something that would make Esme ring immediately, which was both what she wanted and what she could not bear.
Still unpacking stuff, she wrote. Mum's making us reorganise everything. I have the green one.
The reply came at once.
Tell her organisation is a trap. Saturday still happening?
Leila looked at the strip of hotel light beneath the bathroom door.
Probably. Will check.
She sent it, locked the phone and stood up.
When she came out, Mum had taken off her shoes. Toby was arranging three toy footballers along the windowsill. One had lost its head months earlier but remained, in his opinion, useful in defence.
“Food?” Mum asked.
Leila nodded.
They ate supermarket sandwiches on the beds because the desk held the folder and the chair held everybody's coats. Mum spread napkins beneath the wrappers. Toby asked whether the television cost extra. When Mum said no, he looked pleased for the first time all day.
Leila watched a game show without understanding the rules. Outside, the extractor fan hummed. Someone wheeled a suitcase along the corridor, its small wheels catching at every join in the carpet.
Later, Mum stood at the window speaking quietly to someone from the housing team. Leila could hear fragments: school, work, documents, Monday. She took out her sketchbook and turned to a clean page.
She drew the red door from memory.
She made the paint smooth.
Nine Stops
On Monday, Leila missed the first bus because she was standing on the wrong side of the road.
She realised it when the bus she needed passed in the opposite direction, carrying three people and the possibility of arriving at college without an explanation. She crossed at the lights, checked the timetable twice and stood beside a man eating a banana with the solemn concentration of someone taking medicine.
The next bus came sixteen minutes later.
From the hotel to Briar Sixth Form there were nine stops if she changed near the old neighbourhood. She had counted them on the route planner the night before, tracing the road with her finger while Toby watched a programme with the sound too loud and Mum tried to understand a form on her phone.
Nine stops did not sound like much until she had to sit through each one.
At the first, a woman got on with a pram too wide for the space until everybody moved a little.
At the second, nobody moved at all.
At the third, the bus waited while a driver coming the other way explained something through an open window.
Leila checked the time and tried not to look like a person blaming strangers for having ordinary mornings.
Her sketchbook was in her lap. She opened it to the red door and saw at once that she had made the letterbox too high. She closed it again.
The retail park gave way to low houses, a school field and the back of a row of shops she had never looked at before. From the bus, places appeared unfinished: delivery doors, bins, drainpipes, small gardens filled with plastic chairs. She knew the fronts of some of these buildings. The backs seemed to belong to a different town.
She began drawing a fire escape on the edge of an old envelope.
By the time she reached the interchange, she was twelve minutes late and had drawn the same rail three times without noticing.
Esme was waiting by the college gate with two folders under one arm and a banana she apparently had no intention of eating. She saw Leila come round the corner and raised both hands.
“There you are.”
“Bus.”
“You normally walk.”
“I know.”
Leila kept moving. Esme fell into step beside her.
“Where have you been?”
“Staying somewhere else for a bit.”
“Why?”
“House stuff.”
“Leila.”
The way Esme said her name made it clear that two words did not count as an answer.
“There was a problem with the place,” Leila said. “Mum's sorting it.”
“Are you staying with family?”
“Sort of.”
It was a terrible answer. She knew it as soon as she heard it. She was staying with family, technically. The family consisted of the same two people she had lived with on Friday morning, now in a room with a kettle attached to a plastic tray.
Esme frowned.
“Why didn't you say?”
“Because nothing's actually happened.”
They reached the corridor outside their first lesson. Through the glass, Leila could see everybody already sitting down.
“Clearly something's happened,” Esme said.
“I'll tell you at lunch.”
“Promise?”
Leila looked at the door.
“Can we go in before it gets worse?”
The teacher paused when they entered. Leila apologised. Esme apologised too, though she had been on time before deciding to wait. That made Leila feel both grateful and irritated, because she now owed an explanation in two directions.
She sat down, took out the wrong notebook and tried to write a date at the top of a page already containing a drawing of a windowsill.
For the rest of the lesson, she was half a sentence behind.
At break, she went to the toilets rather than the common room. She washed her hands, though she did not need to, and looked at herself in the mirror. Nothing visible had changed. Her jumper was the same. Her hair was tied in the same knot, with the same piece escaping near one ear. She looked like a girl who had slept badly, which described half the people in the building.
Her phone had a message from Mum.
Got Toby there. Housing call after lunch. Need your student number for transport question when you can.
Leila sent the number, then typed: Don't tell college everything yet.
She looked at the sentence before sending it. It made her sound eight years old and in trouble.
Mum replied three minutes later.
They need to know why the journey's changed. We can decide together what to tell whom.
Leila put the phone away without answering.
In art, Ms Armitage asked the class to clear the large table. There were six weeks until the summer exhibition, and the department wanted a connected set of work from each of them rather than a collection of whatever happened to be least unfinished.
“Place,” she said, writing the word on the board. “Not necessarily a landscape. Not necessarily a house. A place can be a route, a corner, a room you aren't allowed into, somewhere you work, somewhere you wait.”
Leila looked down at the envelope in her bag.
“Three linked pieces,” Armitage continued. “You can use different materials, but I want to see a reason they're together. Start with what you actually notice, not what you think looks like an art project.”
Across the table, someone asked whether a shopping centre counted.
“Of course.”
“What about my bedroom?”
“Yes.”
“What about a place that doesn't exist?”
“Yes, but you will have to make me believe you've thought about it.”
Leila took out her sketchbook. The red door was on the first page she opened.
Armitage stopped beside her.
“This is new.”
“Friday.”
“Your house?”
Leila's hand moved over the bottom corner of the drawing.
“Yes.”
The word was small and easy. She disliked it more than the clumsy answers she had given Esme.
Armitage pointed to the smooth patch beside the letterbox.
“From looking or from memory?”
“Memory.”
“What did you leave out?”
“The paint was cracked.”
“Did you mean to leave that out?”
Leila looked at the drawing.
“I don't know.”
“Find out. That's a useful question.”
The teacher moved on. Leila sat with her pencil above the page, suddenly unable to decide whether correcting the paint would make the picture more honest or simply uglier.
At lunch, Esme found her by the lockers.
“You said you'd tell me.”
Leila had spent the morning arranging an answer that would be true enough to survive ordinary questions.
“We've had to leave the house for a while. Mum's looking for somewhere. We're staying somewhere temporary.”
Esme's face changed.
“Oh. Leila.”
There was the voice she had been trying to avoid. Softened around the edges, already preparing to be careful.
“It's not a huge thing,” Leila said quickly.
“Where are you?”
“Near the retail park.”
“With someone?”
“Mum and Toby.”
“No, I mean—”
“I know what you mean. Can we not do all of it in the corridor?”
Esme looked round. Nobody was paying attention, but Leila could feel the possibility of attention waiting everywhere.
“All right,” Esme said. “Come home with me after college.”
“I can't. I need to get back.”
“Then call me.”
“I will.”
“Actually call me, not send a photograph of something weird and hope I forget.”
Leila almost smiled.
“The weird things are important.”
“So are you.”
She looked away first.
On the bus back, she counted the stops in reverse. At the retail park, a boy in a supermarket jacket was collecting a long line of trolleys that wanted to go in several directions at once. One wheel had locked sideways. He stopped, looked at it and said something she could not hear through the glass.
The bus moved on before he freed it.
At the hotel, Mo asked whether she had survived Monday.
“Most of it.”
“Plenty left. Don't get comfortable.”
Upstairs, Toby was sitting on the floor doing homework on the lid of a suitcase. Mum had gone to work. The television was off because the remote had disappeared into somebody's bedding.
“Did you tell Esme?” he asked.
“Some of it.”
“What some?”
“That we're staying somewhere else.”
He looked around the room.
“She could probably have worked that out.”
Leila put her bag down and sat beside him. His worksheet showed a floor plan of a house with blank spaces for labels.
“What are you doing?”
“French rooms.”
He pointed to a word he had written twice.
“What's a dining room if you don't have one?”
She looked at the worksheet, then at the narrow desk holding their cereal box, her art folder and Mum's work bag.
“Still a dining room,” she said. “You don't have to own one to know the word.”
Toby accepted this and went back to writing. Leila opened her sketchbook to the page after the red door.
This time she drew the bus window.
Room 214
By the fourth night, Leila knew which sounds belonged to their room and which came through the walls.
The tap in the bathroom clicked twice after it was turned off. The folding bed complained whenever Toby moved his left knee. At half past ten, a pipe somewhere above the ceiling made a low knocking sound that went on long enough to become part of the weather of the place.
The restaurant fan was constant. She noticed it most when she tried not to.
Mum had left food in a bag beside the kettle and a note saying which containers could go in the microwave. Leila read the labels anyway. She was hungry enough to resent every extra step between opening a packet and eating what was inside it.
Toby lay on the bed with a school library book open against his knees. He had been on the same page for twenty minutes.
“Coming down?” she asked.
“Do I have to?”
“I'm not carrying everything back up.”
“Why not?”
“Because I've got two hands and one of them is for the key card.”
He marked his page with the screw from the old house.
“That'll tear it,” she said.
“It hasn't.”
“Yet.”
He left it there and put on his shoes without tying them.
Downstairs, Mo had changed from the cardigan into a fleece with the hotel name on it. He was explaining to a man that a parking space was not guaranteed to remain his simply because he had used it yesterday.
Leila waited beside the desk, holding the food bag against her stomach. Toby leaned towards the bowl of mints.
“You've had one,” she said.
“On Friday.”
“That wasn't an ongoing subscription.”
Mo looked over. “One per visit to reception, within reason. I'm not opening a separate accounts department for mints.”
Toby took one before the ruling could change.
The breakfast room was long and narrow, with framed photographs of countryside and a sideboard arranged for morning toast. A woman stood by the microwave holding a plastic tub while a small girl lay beneath a table singing to the chair legs.
“Two minutes,” the woman told Leila. “Then it's yours.”
“It's fine.”
“I'm Nina. That's Anushka, despite her current claim to be a horse.”
The girl made a sound that supported the claim only loosely.
“Toby,” Toby said, with the solemnity he used when introducing himself to younger children.
Anushka looked out from under the table.
“Can you be a horse?”
“No.”
“Try.”
He looked at Leila. She raised her eyebrows. After a moment he made a noise that caused Anushka to laugh so hard she hit her head gently on the underside of the table and became offended with it.
Nina put down the tub and crouched to check her.
The microwave beeped. Nobody was ready for it.
Leila waited. At home, waiting for dinner had meant standing in the kitchen doorway asking questions while Mum moved around her. Here she had to negotiate with people whose evenings were as crowded as hers.
When Nina took her food out, she wiped the turntable with a paper towel and stepped aside.
“How long have you been here?” she asked.
“Since Friday.”
Nina nodded. “We've been in a bit longer. Ask at the desk if you need extra bin bags. Don't let them tell you one tiny bathroom bin is enough for a family.”
It was useful information, offered without any request for their story. Leila was grateful for that.
She heated the potatoes one container at a time. Toby set out plastic forks on a table near the window. When she brought the food over, he had arranged the napkins into triangles.
“Restaurant,” he said.
“Very good. Where's the menu?”
He pointed to the packet.
They ate while Nina persuaded Anushka that horses occasionally needed to sit on chairs. Outside, car headlights moved across the glass. Leila could see their reflections layered over the room: her own shoulders hunched above the plate, Toby scraping the last bit of filling from the potato skin, a little girl holding a fork in her whole fist.
It was not terrible food. That made the sadness harder to explain. There was nothing dramatic to object to, only the absence of a drawer where the forks belonged and a sink she could use without asking.
Upstairs, she washed their containers in the bathroom basin. Toby stood in the doorway holding his toothbrush.
“Can I get past?”
“In a minute.”
“I need to brush.”
“I'm nearly done.”
He waited three seconds.
“Now?”
She turned too quickly, and water ran from the container onto her sock.
“Toby.”
“What? I didn't do that.”
“I know.”
“Then why say my name like that?”
She put the container down.
“Sorry. Come in.”
They stood shoulder to shoulder at the small basin. He brushed his teeth while she rinsed the last fork. In the mirror, his face was narrower than she expected. He had begun losing the softness around his cheeks, but the toothpaste still gathered at one corner of his mouth because he talked while brushing.
“Will we be here for my transition day?”
“I don't know.”
“What if I don't know the bus?”
“Mum will sort it.”
“What if she's working?”
Leila dried her hands on a towel already damp from the morning.
“We'll sort it.”
He nodded as if she had given him a date and a route rather than two words.
When Mum came back after ten, Toby was asleep with one foot outside the blanket. Leila lay on her side of the double bed reading messages under the cover. She had not called Esme. There had never seemed to be a moment when calling would not require other people to listen.
Mum set her bag down quietly. In the bathroom, the tap ran. Then she came out in a large T-shirt and folded her work trousers over the chair.
“Did you eat?” she whispered.
“Yes.”
“Both of you?”
“Yes.”
Mum sat on the edge of the mattress to take off her socks. There were red marks above her ankles where the elastic had pressed all day.
“Your forms are in my bag,” Leila said. “The ones you printed.”
“Thank you.”
“Did the housing person say anything?”
“Sonia's ringing tomorrow. She needs a few more details about the school journeys and my work pattern.”
“Do you have to tell college?”
Mum looked over her shoulder.
“Enough for them to help with the practical things.”
“I don't want everyone knowing.”
“Everyone doesn't need to know.”
“They always do, though. One person tells another because they're being helpful, and then someone asks whether you're okay in front of six people.”
Mum turned fully towards her.
“Has that happened?”
“Not yet.”
“All right. Then we'll ask for it to be handled privately.”
Leila picked at the seam of the duvet cover. She wanted a promise stronger than a request to other adults.
Mum's face softened with fatigue rather than reassurance.
“I can't make everything invisible,” she said. “And I don't think it should have to be.”
“You don't have to go into college.”
“No. I have to go into work and explain why I'm late to a morning visit because my children are sleeping forty minutes from where we used to live.”
Leila looked at her.
Mum lowered her voice again, though Toby had not stirred.
“I know it's different. I'm not saying it isn't.”
For a moment, Leila could see both things at once: the way people at college might look at her, and Mum standing beside a car before sunrise, trying to sound reliable on a phone.
She moved her bag off the bed to make space.
Mum lay down carefully, as though the mattress might object to another person. The room went dark except for the small green light on the television.
“Are you asleep?” Mum whispered after a few minutes.
“No.”
“I'm sorry about the room.”
Leila stared at the shape of the curtain.
“You didn't build it.”
Mum let out a small breath that might have been a laugh.
“No.”
They did not say anything else. Leila listened to the fan outside and the breathing of the two people nearest her. She had never been this close to them for so many hours and felt so unable to explain where she was.
The Girl at the Window
On Tuesday, Esme brought the green nail varnish up before she brought up anything important.
“You said you had it.”
“I do.”
“Physically with you, or in the philosophical sense?”
“In my bag.”
Leila found it beneath a bus ticket, two loose pencils and a spoon she had forgotten to return to the hotel breakfast room. She closed her fingers around the spoon before Esme could see it.
“Here.”
Esme examined the bottle.
“It looks darker than I remember.”
“It's been through a lot.”
“So have we all.”
They sat on the wall behind the science block, where the brick stayed warm after the sun moved. Esme painted one thumbnail and held it up against her folder. Her nails were always different lengths because she bit them during tests and denied it afterwards.
“We didn't do Saturday,” she said.
“I know.”
“You cancelled with a message about boxes. Very mysterious. Try again this Saturday?”
Leila looked at the little brush.
“Maybe.”
“That means you're finding a reason not to.”
“It means maybe.”
“Come over after lunch. Stay. Mum's doing something with rice that she's very excited about. We can pretend to be impressed.”
The thought of a bed to herself, a bathroom she could occupy without negotiating and a room where she could speak freely on the phone was so attractive that it felt disloyal.
“I'll ask Mum.”
“Good.”
Esme blew on the thumbnail, then touched it too soon and left a print in the varnish.
“There. Ruined.”
“Now it has texture.”
“Don't do art language at me. I have enough problems.”
Leila smiled. For a few seconds they were only themselves, sitting in a place they had used for two years and complaining about something that could be removed with cotton wool.
Then Esme said, “You didn't call.”
Leila's smile went away.
“It was late when things got quiet.”
“Where are you actually staying?”
She looked across the grass at two students trying to photograph a tennis ball in mid-air.
“Mum's sorted somewhere near the retail park. It's temporary.”
“Is it a friend's place?”
Leila could have said no. The word was available. It required less breath than the answer she gave.
“Basically.”
Esme frowned.
“How is it basically a friend's place?”
“It isn't our place. That's what I mean.”
“All right.”
But Esme did not look as though it was all right. She looked as though she had been asked to accept a door being closed gently in her face.
Leila hated that she could see the hurt and still preferred it to being asked more questions.
The bell rang. Esme put the varnish away without offering to do Leila's nails.
In art, the tables were covered with maps Ms Armitage had brought from old exhibitions and tourist information stands. Some were accurate enough to find a road. Others showed smells, sounds, memories, the route a person took to avoid someone they did not want to meet.
“You can make a map of anything,” Armitage said. “But you need to decide what you're measuring.”
Leila picked up a folded leaflet showing walking routes through Fenwick Vale. Her old street was a thin grey line. The Junction Lodge was not marked at all. The retail park appeared as a large pale block with a shopping-bag symbol, as though nobody could sleep or be sad inside it.
She turned the leaflet over. On the back, a family smiled in front of a building she passed every week. Their coats were open despite the visible wind.
“What are you thinking?” Armitage asked.
“Front doors.”
“Tell me more.”
“Different ones. How you can know a house from the door. The colour, the letterbox, whether people have plants outside.”
“Whose doors?”
Leila hesitated.
“People I know.”
“That could work. What connects them beyond your knowing the people?”
She looked at the folded map.
“I don't know yet.”
“Good place to begin.”
Armitage left her with a large sheet of paper and no instruction to make the idea more personal. Leila was grateful, then immediately worried that the teacher thought it was weak.
She drew the red door again. Beside it she drew Esme's front door, pale blue with a brass knocker no one used because the bell was easier. Then she drew the door at her father's old flat, which was no longer his. Three doors she could remember clearly. None opening onto a room where she would sleep that night.
At the other end of the table, a girl was making a map of every place in town where she had cried. People kept coming over to look. The girl answered their questions cheerfully, as though the crying had become safely historical.
Leila could not imagine wanting that kind of attention. She also envied the confidence with which the girl had decided what was hers to show.
During the last half hour, Mr Olson put a notice beside the sink. The Mercer Gallery was looking for a young summer assistant to help with workshops, visitor activities and basic display preparation. It was paid. Applicants needed to be sixteen or over, available for agreed summer hours and willing to learn.
Leila read the notice while pretending to wash a brush.
The gallery occupied two floors of an old building near the station. She had been there on school visits and once by herself, when she wanted to look at a set of illustrated book covers without anyone asking how long she intended to stand in front of them. The idea of being paid to spend time there was almost embarrassing in its appeal.
“Take a photograph,” Mr Olson said.
She turned.
“Of the notice. That's why I put it up.”
“I was just looking.”
“Looking's free. Applying is also free, which is a useful coincidence.”
She took the photograph.
On the bus home, she opened the application page. There were ordinary boxes: name, age, contact details, experience. A question about why she wanted to work with the gallery. A space for examples of creative work, if relevant.
She could fill those in. She could make sentences that sounded like a person worth meeting.
The address box came earlier than she expected.
She typed 18 Hawthorn Road, then stopped with the cursor after the last letter.
The bus slowed at a crossing. Through the window she saw a woman carrying a plant too large for its bag, one leaf pressed against her cheek. Leila watched until the woman passed out of view.
Then she selected the address and deleted it.
She saved the application unfinished.
At the hotel, Mum was on the phone by the window and Toby was building a small house out of cereal-box cardboard. He had drawn curtains at every window, even the one he called the garage.
“Why does a garage need curtains?” Leila asked.
“So people can't see the car sleeping.”
She sat beside him and held a wall while he taped it. The cardboard bowed inwards. He pressed it straight with both hands and waited until the tape agreed.
Mum finished the call.
“Sonia's asked for the school details,” she said. “I've sent them. I haven't told the whole of Fenwick Vale.”
Leila nodded.
“Esme's asked me to stay Saturday.”
“That would be nice.”
“Is it okay?”
“Of course.”
“What about Toby?”
Mum looked at her.
“Toby will be with me.”
The answer was so simple that Leila did not know why she had expected it to be more complicated.
She opened her phone and told Esme she would come.
Then she opened the gallery application again. She left the address blank for now and began with a question she knew how to answer: what she liked to make.
A Boy with Sixteen Trolleys
The shopping list said food that doesn't need much doing.
Underneath, Mum had written milk, fruit, bread and something Toby will eat without a meeting. There was money folded inside the list, less than Leila would have spent without looking carefully and more than she wanted the responsibility of stretching.
She went to the supermarket after college on Wednesday because it stood between the bus stop and the hotel. Her art folder knocked against her leg as she walked. She had meant to leave it in the department, but leaving something valuable where she could not reach it had begun to feel like another small version of moving out.
The trolley took her coin and refused to release itself.
She pulled the handle, pushed it back and tried again. The chain rattled. A woman waiting behind her changed rows without speaking, which was somehow more humiliating than being told she was doing it wrong.
“It's the one behind,” a voice said.
Leila turned.
The boy from the bus window stood beside a long line of trolleys. Up close, he looked about her age. His supermarket jacket was too large in the body and too short at the wrists. A name badge hung sideways from the zip.
“The wheel's caught,” he said. “Push that one back a bit, then try yours.”
She did. The trolley came free so abruptly that it struck her shin.
“Excellent,” she said through her teeth.
He made a sympathetic face that did not quite hide amusement.
“They like to be remembered.”
“Do they all do that?”
“Only the ones with a personal grievance.”
He moved the line of trolleys further into the shelter. She counted them without meaning to. Sixteen, all determined to follow slightly different routes.
“Is that allowed?” she asked.
“What?”
“That many.”
He looked back along the line.
“I was trying to collect the smaller group. The others got involved.”
She smiled despite her shin.
He reached for the stray chain and hooked it away from the wheel. His hands were marked with small scratches, the sort that came from doing things rather than arranging how they looked. There was a pale crescent of soil beneath one thumbnail.
Leila looked away before noticing could become staring.
Inside, she took the basket from the trolley and then realised that this defeated the point of having freed it. She put the basket back. Her folder occupied half the trolley, leaving a narrow space for the groceries.
She began with the things she understood. Bread. Bananas that would survive more than a day. Milk small enough to fit in the communal fridge space Mo had shown Mum, labelled with their room number. Then she stood in front of the ready meals and tried to calculate meals per pound without turning it into a school exercise she could fail.
At home, a bag of rice would have been useful. Here it required a pan, a hob and a kitchen that existed. She put it in the trolley out of habit, stared at it for a moment, then put it back.
A woman beside her was comparing two packets of the same food in different sizes. Leila wanted to ask whether one was better value and did not. She could work it out. She should be able to work it out.
By the time she reached the fruit, she had added, removed and replaced enough things to lose track of the total.
Her phone rang. Toby.
“Can you get cereal?”
“There's cereal.”
“Different cereal.”
“No.”
“The one we've got gets soft too fast.”
“Eat faster.”
“Leila.”
She closed her eyes.
“I'll look.”
“Also glue.”
“For eating?”
“For the house.”
She thought of his cardboard walls held together with narrow strips of tape.
“I'll see.”
At the stationery aisle, the cheapest glue was sold in a packet with two sticks he did not need and a pair of scissors too small for her hand. She stood looking at it until a shop worker asked whether she wanted help.
It was the boy from the trolleys, now carrying a box of paper towels.
“Just glue,” she said.
He pointed to the top shelf.
“Single bottle. Less cheerful packaging.”
She reached for it. He waited without taking it down for her, which she appreciated because she was perfectly tall enough.
“Art?” he asked, nodding towards the folder.
“Yes.”
“What kind?”
“Mostly drawing.”
He nodded as though that was an ordinary thing to be good at.
“My gran draws plans for her garden,” he said. “Then ignores them because she finds another plant.”
“That sounds familiar.”
“You do gardens?”
“No. Ignoring plans.”
He smiled.
His badge had turned the right way. MICAH.
Leila glanced at it, then at his face.
He noticed.
“It's pronounced how it looks,” he said. “Most of the time.”
“Leila.”
“Without a badge?”
“I manage.”
Someone called him from the next aisle. He lifted the box of paper towels.
“Good luck with the glue.”
“It isn't a difficult purchase.”
“You've been considering it for a while.”
She felt her face warm. He was already walking away, not looking for the effect of the remark.
At the checkout, the total came to more than the money Mum had left. Not much more. Enough.
Leila had coins in the small pocket of her bag, saved for the bus in case the card machine failed. She could use them and tell Mum later. She could take out the cereal Toby did not need. She could take out the glue.
The cashier waited while she searched the pocket. The people behind her did not seem interested. That did not stop her feeling as though the whole line could see exactly what she was calculating.
She took out the second cereal box.
“Not that one, sorry.”
The cashier removed it without comment.
Outside, the trolley coin stuck again when she tried to return it. This time she knew which wheel to move. It made no difference.
Micah appeared at the other end of the shelter with a high-visibility vest over his jacket.
“Personal grievance?” he asked.
“Long-standing.”
He pushed the neighbouring trolley back, freed the chain and stepped away while she took the coin.
“Thanks.”
“No problem.”
She shifted the shopping bag onto her wrist and tried to carry the folder under the same arm. The milk tipped. A banana stem caught in the fold of the list.
“Do you need a second bag?” he asked.
“No. I'm fine.”
He looked at the arrangement, then at her face.
“All right.”
She walked towards the hotel with the folder slipping every few steps. At the crossing, the bag handle stretched thin against her fingers. She wished she had accepted the second bag and was annoyed with him for having been sensible enough to offer it.
Back in Room 214, Toby unpacked the shopping with the concentration of a person looking for evidence.
“No cereal?”
“There is cereal. The cereal we already have.”
He found the glue.
“Oh.”
She sat on the bed and rubbed the red line the bag had left across her fingers.
He brought the cardboard house over and held up a wall.
“Can you do this corner?”
She took the glue, made a thin line along the edge and pressed the pieces together. Toby watched carefully, learning without admitting that was what he was doing.
After a while he said, “The old cereal's okay if you don't talk while you eat.”
Leila looked at him.
“Then you might have a problem.”
He grinned and took the wall back.
That evening, she drew the trolley shelter from memory. The lines were not straight, but they had movement. Sixteen nested shapes, all trying to go somewhere.
She did not draw the boy.
Not yet.
Household Inventory
The private flat was above a shop that sold curtains and repaired vacuum cleaners.
Mum had found the listing during a break between visits. The photographs showed a clean kitchen, two bedrooms and a patch of sky visible through a window. Leila had looked at them so many times on the phone that she recognised the cupboard handles before the agent opened the door.
In person, the kitchen was smaller. Everything in a photograph became more generous when there was no body standing inside it.
Toby went straight to the window.
“You can see the bus stop.”
“That would be useful,” Mum said.
She was using her careful voice. Leila knew it from parents' evenings and calls about bills, a little slower than usual, with the ends of sentences kept tidy.
The agent explained the application process. References. Evidence of income. Deposit and the first rent payment. Mum asked which forms of income the landlord would consider and whether variable hours could be explained through several months of payslips.
The agent did not look unkind. He looked like someone who had explained the same requirements many times and no longer heard how much room they took up.
“You can send the information through,” he said. “The landlord will review the applications together.”
“Are there many?” Mum asked.
“A fair amount of interest.”
Toby had found the smaller bedroom. He stood in the doorway and measured the wall with his arms.
“My bed would fit.”
Leila looked at the opposite wall. There would not be room for two desks. There might be room for a small one if the wardrobe went beside the door and opened the other way.
She stopped arranging furniture in her head because Mum had gone very still beside the kitchen counter.
“Thank you,” Mum told the agent. “I'll look at the figures again.”
Outside, she walked past the car and had to turn back.
Toby was still talking about the bus stop.
“It goes to the school. I saw the number.”
“I know, love.”
“And there's a park behind it.”
“I know.”
Leila put a hand on his shoulder, then removed it when he shrugged her off.
In the car, Mum did not start the engine immediately.
“It isn't going to work,” she said.
Toby's face changed.
“Why?”
“The upfront money. And the rent after that.”
“You get paid.”
“Yes.”
“Then—”
“It isn't enough for that flat, Toby.”
He looked out of the window. Across the road, a man was carrying a repaired vacuum cleaner by its handle like an unusually awkward pet.
Leila wanted to say she could get the gallery job. She had not applied yet. She did not know the hours or whether they would choose her. Even if they did, it would be summer money, not a way to hold a whole flat in place. She knew these things and still wanted to offer the possibility because having nothing to offer felt worse.
“I could work more,” she said.
Mum turned towards her.
“You don't have a job.”
“I could get one.”
“You can look for summer work because you want money and experience. Not because you're responsible for making the rent possible.”
Leila stared at the glove compartment.
“I was only saying.”
“I know. I'm sorry. I'm not angry with you.”
Mum started the car. On the way back, nobody asked to look at another listing.
Sonia Reed rang while they were in the hotel room. Mum put the phone on speaker so she could find documents without holding it against her ear. Leila sat at the desk with a notebook, ready to write down anything Mum needed.
The questions were practical. Who was in the household. Where the children studied. What their journeys now involved. What work hours Mum usually did and which hours changed. What space they had in the room. Whether there were any immediate problems with the placement that needed reporting.
Mum answered carefully. When she said there was a desk, Toby looked up from the suitcase lid where he was doing maths.
“It's got the food on it.”
Mum glanced at him.
“I was explaining that next.”
Sonia said they should describe how the space was actually being used. Her voice was calm without making calmness into a solution.
Leila wrote down the email address twice to be certain she had it right. Sonia could look at travel difficulties and liaise with the relevant teams, but she could not give them a moving date that afternoon. There were things to check and not enough suitable places immediately available.
“Will we have to change schools?” Toby asked suddenly.
Mum looked at the phone.
Sonia answered him directly.
“We'll take your school into account. I can't promise every possible address will be close, but your mum and I are discussing the journeys.”
Toby frowned. He wanted yes or no. Leila could see him trying to fit a qualified answer into those two spaces.
After the call, Mum began gathering the documents. Leila stayed at the desk.
“Can you send the college bit yourself?” Mum asked. “Your student details and the timetable. I'll check the email before it goes.”
Leila nodded.
The form asked where she usually studied at home.
She looked at the room. Toby was on the floor now because the suitcase had needed opening. Mum's work bag leaned against the chair. The corner of the art folder had begun to bend where it rested against the wall.
She typed: Shared hotel room. No separate study space.
The sentence looked too stark on the screen. She nearly added that it was fine, that she was managing, that she did not need anyone to make a fuss. Instead she left the cursor blinking after the full stop.
Mum read over her shoulder.
“That's accurate,” she said.
Leila sent it before she could improve the truth into something less useful.
Later, she went downstairs to ask Mo for another bin bag. He gave her two and told her to ask at reception before putting large cardboard pieces out because the cleaners needed to know what was rubbish and what was somebody's important project.
“Toby's house isn't rubbish,” she said.
“Then don't leave it in a bin-shaped place.”
She smiled and took the bags.
Nina was in the breakfast room with a laptop open beside a plate of toast. Anushka coloured at the far end of the table, making every person purple.
“Job application?” Leila asked before she could decide whether it was too personal.
“Nursery rota,” Nina said. “Trying to agree hours that match what I can actually do. Much less exciting.”
Leila stood with the bin bags in her hand.
“Do they know you're here?”
“My manager? Yes.”
“Was it weird telling her?”
Nina looked up properly.
“Yes.”
“Oh.”
“Then she asked what practical difference it made to my availability. That was useful. The weird part didn't last as long as I'd expected.”
Leila nodded, though she was not ready to apply the information to herself.
On the way upstairs, she called Esme. She stood by the end window in the corridor where the signal was better and spoke quietly while people passed with towels and bags.
Esme answered on the first ring.
“At last.”
“I said I'd call.”
“You did. In a previous historical period.”
Leila leaned against the wall and listened while Esme described a biology experiment that had gone wrong in a way she found deeply unfair. She laughed in the right places. For ten minutes, she did not mention the flat, the form or the room behind the numbered door.
It was a relief to speak about something else.
It was also another chance she had let go.
The Place We Kept
Rena opened the red door wearing a jumper with paint on one sleeve.
She was not the owner. Leila learned that in the first minute, when Mum apologised for coming at an awkward time and Rena said they were renting from the new landlord and had only just found the kettle. Somehow that made it worse. Another family was doing almost the same thing they had done, only inside the house.
“The box is in the hall,” Rena said. “And the plant pot from the side passage. I wasn't sure whether you wanted it.”
Mum thanked her. She had arranged the visit through the agent because a box of paperwork and Toby's old swimming bag had been left on a shelf in the cupboard under the stairs. Leila had volunteered to come before Mum asked. She had not admitted why.
From the doorway she could see a different pair of shoes on the mat.
There was a stack of flat-packed shelves where their coat hooks used to be. Someone had put a vase on the narrow window ledge. The house smelled faintly of new soap and cardboard, not their cardboard, though she could not have explained the difference.
Rena picked up the box.
“Some post has come as well. I've put it on top.”
“Thank you,” Mum said. “I'm sorting the redirection.”
“No rush for a few days. I just don't want important things getting mixed in with ours.”
Leila stared at the stair carpet. A dark mark beside the third step was still there. Toby had dropped a spoonful of melted chocolate on it during a party and tried to clean it with a wet sock.
A little boy appeared behind Rena holding a toy lorry.
“Who are they?” he asked.
“They lived here before us.”
He looked at Leila with interest.
“Did you have the small room?”
“Yes.”
“That's mine now.”
She knew he was not trying to hurt her. He was supplying information about a room, proud of having one. It still took effort to keep her face ordinary.
“It's a good room,” she said.
“The window sticks.”
“You have to lift it a little as you pull.”
Rena looked down at him.
“Only with me helping.”
He nodded, already turning away.
Leila wanted to ask whether the crack above the radiator was still there. She wanted to see whether they had put the bed along the same wall. The desire felt intrusive and childish, and she could not make it go away simply by recognising it.
Mum took the box. Rena handed Leila the plant pot.
It was terracotta with a chip in the rim and nothing growing in it except a determined line of moss. Mum had kept basil in it for part of one summer, then used it to hold washing pegs. Leila had drawn it several times because its broken edge was easier to remember than a perfect circle.
“Do you need it?” Rena asked.
“Yes,” Leila said too quickly.
Mum glanced at her but did not object.
They said goodbye on the step. Rena closed the door gently, then opened it again because a letter had fallen behind the box.
“One more.”
It was addressed to Paul Grant.
Mum took it without changing expression.
“He hasn't lived here for years,” she said. “Somebody's still using an old list.”
Rena nodded. “Happens to us all.”
On the pavement, Leila looked up at her old window. A green toy dinosaur stood on the sill. She had never owned a green dinosaur. The fact was so small that she was ashamed of wanting to cry about it.
Mum put the box in the car.
“Do you want to walk round once?” she asked.
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Leila got in before the answer could change.
They drove past the corner shop where Toby used to spend pocket money on sweets chosen one at a time. The man behind the counter was carrying a crate through the doorway. He raised a hand at Mum. She raised hers back.
The town had not been told to stop recognising them.
At the traffic lights, Mum touched the envelope addressed to Paul.
“I'll message him about this.”
“Is he still coming next weekend?”
“He said he would like you to visit.”
“That's not what I asked.”
Mum looked at her.
“He's checking work. I don't want to promise on his behalf.”
Leila turned towards the window. Mum never sounded generous when she was being accurate about Dad. That was how it felt to Leila, anyway. She knew the feeling was not always fair and still preferred to defend him inside her own head.
“He's been busy.”
“So have we.”
The lights changed.
At the hotel, Toby opened the swimming bag and discovered goggles he had forgotten he owned. He put them on immediately. They left deep marks around his eyes.
“Can we go swimming?”
“Not today,” Mum said.
“Tomorrow?”
“We'll look at it.”
He accepted the postponement with the weary experience of someone who had heard many versions of it lately.
Leila put the empty plant pot on the windowsill beside the headless footballer. It looked less like a part of home there and more like something they had failed to throw away.
She turned it until the chipped side faced the room.
Mum began sorting the paperwork on the bed. There were old school letters, a washing-machine guarantee for a machine now in Janice's garage, and photographs she had never put in an album, still in their packet. Leila saw herself at about six, sitting on the red doorstep with a plaster on one knee.
Toby leaned over Mum's shoulder.
“Why am I not in that?”
“You weren't born.”
“That seems unfair.”
Mum smiled for the first time since the visit.
“You arrived eventually.”
Leila took the photograph when Mum offered it. The door behind her younger self was freshly painted. In the picture, she had both hands on a bowl of strawberries and no apparent concern about where they would sleep later.
She put the photograph inside her sketchbook, between the two drawings of the door. One accurate in its age, one deliberately smooth. She did not know yet what to do with either version.
That afternoon, Esme sent a message asking what time she was coming the next day.
Leila wrote: After lunch. Is it okay if I bring a bag?
Esme replied: You are staying the night. Were you planning to arrive with your possessions in your mouth?
Leila smiled at the screen.
Then she looked at the bags stacked beside the hotel desk and wished the question did not feel quite so close to possible.
The Boxes in Janice's Garage
Janice's garage smelled of sawdust, old bicycle tyres and the washing powder she bought in a box large enough to require its own shelf.
Their furniture occupied most of the left side. The wardrobe stood against the wall with its doors tied shut. Leila's bed frame lay in pieces beneath a sheet. Toby's football shelf leaned against a lawnmower, still missing the screw he carried in his pocket.
It was strange to see the things without the rooms around them. The table looked smaller. The sofa looked tired. Objects she had thought of as fixed parts of the world turned out to be awkward shapes someone had to find space for.
Janice stood beside the garage door with a mug in one hand and a measuring tape in the other.
“Don't panic,” she told Mum. “I'm not throwing anything out.”
Mum's face had changed before Janice finished the sentence.
“What is it?”
“My brother needs to store some work equipment in here from the end of next month. We can keep some of yours, but not all of it. I wanted to say now, not three days before.”
Mum nodded too quickly.
“Of course. You've done more than enough already.”
“Caz.”
“No, really. I'll sort something.”
Janice put the mug down on a shelf.
“I know you will. And we'll help work it out. I'm giving you information, not an eviction notice for a wardrobe.”
The joke landed badly and well at the same time. Mum laughed once, then rubbed her forehead.
“Sorry. Everything sounds like a deadline at the moment.”
Leila stood just inside the garage with her art folder against her leg. She had wanted more clothes and a set of pencils. Now she was looking at the sofa and wondering which parts of their life were too large to keep.
Toby climbed carefully between boxes until Mum told him to stay where she could see him. He found the box marked TOBY — ROOM and lifted the lid.
“My boots.”
“That's why we're here,” Mum said. “Your match is next week.”
He pulled out one boot, then another, and checked the studs with his thumb.
Leila found her clothes box beneath a bag of curtains. She had packed in such a hurry that summer tops lay beside winter tights and a dress she had not worn in two years. At the bottom was the blue jumper Esme liked borrowing because it looked better on her than it did on Leila.
She folded it into the small bag she had brought.
Mum was discussing storage options with Janice. There might be room in another friend's shed for a few sealed boxes, though not anything that would suffer from damp. Paying for a unit would mean another bill. Selling some furniture might make the immediate problem smaller and the eventual move more expensive.
Leila listened without looking up. Every option seemed to borrow difficulty from a later date.
“Do we need the wardrobe?” she asked.
Mum turned.
“We'll need somewhere for clothes when we move.”
“Some places have cupboards.”
“Some don't.”
“We could get another one.”
“With what?”
The words came out sharper than Mum intended. Leila knew that and felt them anyway.
Janice moved a box so she could reach the lawnmower.
“We don't have to decide it all tonight,” she said.
Toby had found his football medals. They were cheap metal on ribbons, most of them awarded for taking part rather than winning. He put three around his neck and looked for the fourth.
“That one's broken,” Leila said.
“I know.”
“Why do you want it?”
“Because it's mine.”
She looked at the blue jumper in her hands.
There were questions she would not have asked if she had first applied them to herself.
Mum came to the clothes box and knelt beside her.
“What do you actually need this week?”
“Something to wear at Esme's. My other jeans. The black pencils.”
“Take them. Don't make the bag too small on purpose.”
Leila looked at her.
“You do that,” Mum said. “Decide you shouldn't need much, then get angry when you don't have it.”
“I don't.”
Mum raised one eyebrow.
Leila took the other pair of jeans.
At the back of the box she found a little notebook Dad had bought her during a visit to a museum. The cover showed a row of bright buildings reflected in water. Inside, on the first page, he had written For the places you haven't drawn yet.
She opened it to the few pages she had used. A train window. A badly proportioned horse. Dad asleep in a chair with one sock sliding down his foot.
Mum saw the cover and said nothing.
Leila put it in the bag.
When they had collected what they needed, Janice made tea in the kitchen. Her son had left a maths book open on the table and a single trainer beneath it. The room was untidy in a way that made Leila ache. Things were waiting to be put away in places that existed.
Janice asked Toby about the match. He explained the opposing team, the problem with their usual goalkeeper and why the referee at the last game had not understood an obvious foul. She listened as though these were proper subjects, not distractions from the family problem.
Mum sat with both hands around her mug.
“Thank you,” she said when Toby went to find the toilet.
“You've said.”
“I know.”
“You'd keep my boxes.”
Mum smiled faintly.
“You have a lot of boxes.”
“So do you, apparently.”
Leila looked through the kitchen window towards the garage. Their wardrobe was visible in the strip of light from the open door. She tried to imagine a new room built around it and found she could only produce versions of the old one.
On the drive back, Toby fell asleep with the football boots in his lap. Mum kept the radio low.
“Janice isn't angry,” Leila said.
“I know.”
“You sounded like you thought she was.”
Mum watched the road for a while before answering.
“Sometimes needing something makes it hard to hear what the other person is actually saying.”
Leila rested her forehead against the cool window. She thought of Micah offering another shopping bag, of Esme asking where she was staying, of the way she heard an accusation inside ordinary kindness.
She did not say any of that aloud.
At the hotel, they carried the bags upstairs one at a time. Toby woke enough to insist on carrying his boots himself. Mum took the folder. Leila took the clothes and the little notebook from the museum.
Before bed, she opened it to a blank page.
She drew the wardrobe standing in Janice's garage, the lawnmower beside it and the tied doors. This time she did not add a room that was no longer there.
A Room of Her Own for One Night
Esme had put a clean towel on the spare bed, folded into a rectangle so exact that Leila knew her mother had done it. Esme folded things by dropping them and hoping.
There was a small wrapped chocolate on top.
“Don't get excited,” Esme said. “It's from the dentist. Mum bought a whole box for the reception counter, then decided it gave the wrong impression.”
“Your mum's dentist gives people chocolates?”
“Not any more. We live and learn.”
Leila set her bag on the bed. The room had once belonged to Esme's brother, who was at university and had left behind a rowing trophy despite never having rowed competitively. Esme had explained this several times. The trophy had been awarded to the entire class during an activity day. He displayed it without that qualification.
“You can hang things up,” Esme said.
“It's one night.”
“So? The wardrobe doesn't charge.”
Leila opened it. There were six wooden hangers on the rail and a rolled sleeping bag at the bottom. She hung her blue jumper on a hanger. Then she took it down, folded it over her arm and put it on again, because hanging it had somehow made her more aware of leaving tomorrow.
From downstairs came the sound of Esme's father dropping something and telling it that it was all right.
“Dad's cooking now,” Esme said. “Mum's rice ambition got transferred during a phone call.”
They went down to find him measuring rice in a mug with a photograph of a dog on it. The dog had been dead for eleven years, and nobody remembered why its photograph was on a mug.
“Two hungry people,” he said. “Excellent. Someone chop this.”
He gave Leila a pepper and a board. She found the knife without asking. She had been visiting this kitchen since she was twelve; she knew where things belonged. The ease of it almost spoiled the pleasure.
Esme put music on her phone. Her father objected to one song and sang along with the next. Leila cut the pepper into strips too narrow for what he was making. He looked at them, shrugged, and said that narrow peppers were still peppers.
Nobody asked her about the hotel. Of course nobody did. They did not know.
At dinner, Esme's mother asked whether Caroline was managing the move.
“Janice says to tell you the boxes can stay longer if they need to,” she added.
Leila put down her fork.
“Which boxes?”
“The ones at Janice's. I spoke to her outside the pharmacy. I said there's room under our stairs for some papers and clothes.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
“I'll message her. No hurry.”
The conversation moved to a neighbour's extension. Leila ate, answering when she needed to, and watched Esme becoming very interested in separating a slice of pepper from a grain of rice.
Afterwards they walked to the little shop for sweets. The road smelled of cut grass and somebody's evening barbecue. A child drew chalk squares on the pavement while his father stood behind him holding a scooter.
“You could have told me,” Esme said.
Leila tightened her fingers around her purse.
“I did tell you we'd moved.”
“Not that it was like that.”
“Like what?”
Esme stopped beside a parked car. “I don't know. That's the point. I keep finding out little bits from people who aren't you, and then I feel stupid because I can't tell whether you need something or whether you'll get angry if I ask.”
Leila stared at the chalk squares farther down the road.
“I don't need you to do anything.”
“I didn't say do. I said ask.”
A car came round the corner. They moved closer to the wall, though there was no need.
“Where do you think we're staying?” Leila asked.
“With a friend. Except then you said there weren't places to work, so I thought maybe it was a sofa. And then you said there was a lift. I didn't know which friend had a lift.”
Leila almost laughed. It came out as a breath that hurt.
“We're at the Junction Lodge.”
Esme looked at her.
“The hotel?”
“Room two-one-four.”
“Oh.”
“Mum and me in the double bed. Toby has one that folds up. There's a microwave downstairs. The housing team books it. We don't know for how long.”
Now that she had begun, the details came too quickly. She told Esme about the saucepan they could not use, the worktop that was also a desk, the window that would not open farther than a hand's width. She did not tell her about crying in the bathroom. She wanted to keep something.
Esme listened without interrupting. That was unusual enough to be its own sort of kindness.
“You thought I would mind?” she asked at last.
“No.”
“Then what?”
Leila looked down at the bag in Esme's hand. It was the little cloth bag they always took to the shop because Esme's mother disliked buying more plastic. There was a loose thread along one edge. Leila had pulled that thread while waiting to pay, months ago, and it was still there.
“Everything else changed,” she said. “I wanted coming here to be the same.”
Esme's expression shifted, but she did not come closer or use the voice Leila had feared.
“It could have been.”
“I know.”
“It mostly was, wasn't it?”
Leila nodded.
“You made me feel like I was being nosy about you,” Esme said. “And I don't want to be. But I am your friend, so sometimes I'm going to ask things.”
“I'm sorry.”
“I know.”
They stood for another moment, two people who had reached the end of an argument without knowing what their hands should do. Esme moved the bag to her other wrist.
“Can I tell Mum? Not everyone. Just Mum, because otherwise I'll have to pretend I don't know while she offers you a drawer.”
“Your mum knows some of it.”
“I know. But she won't discuss it with me because she says it's your business. Which is reasonable and very inconvenient.”
Leila thought about this. “You can tell her I told you.”
“All right.”
“And don't make the sleepover a thing you organised because of it.”
“I organised it because you still haven't watched the terrible film I keep telling you about.”
“Good.”
“It really is terrible.”
“I'm looking forward to it.”
At the shop, Esme spent four minutes choosing between sweets that tasted almost identical. Leila bought nothing, then said that she had enough money for the bus but did not want to spend beyond it. It was such a minor piece of honesty that Esme merely nodded.
“I've got enough for two bags,” she said. “You can get the next one.”
Leila considered refusing out of habit. Then she chose the orange sweets.
They watched the film on Esme's laptop with their feet against the radiator. Halfway through, the heroine ran towards a man who had behaved appallingly, and Esme paused it to explain why the entire relationship should be investigated.
Leila's phone lit up. A photograph from Mum: Toby at the hotel desk, holding his cardboard house. He had put the football screw beside its front door like a garden ornament.
Fed, Mum had written. Both alive. Have a nice evening.
Leila sent a photograph of the laptop and wrote: Told Esme. She's being normal.
Mum's reply arrived a minute later.
Good for Esme. Good for you too.
At eleven, Esme went to her own room. Leila shut the spare-room door and stood listening. Nobody needed to pass her bed to reach a bathroom. The quiet had layers she had forgotten: a boiler coming on, a distant television, a branch moving against the gutter. She could choose to leave the light on.
She did leave it on for a while. She lay across the bed diagonally and opened her sketchbook on the pillow. She drew the spare key hanging inside the wardrobe, the trophy, the small square of foil from the chocolate she had eaten without noticing.
Then she turned to a clean page and drew a plan of Room 214. The beds took up most of it. She marked the place where Toby kept his library book and the patch of floor she needed to reach the window. She did not draw any of the people.
In the morning, Esme knocked before coming in.
“Breakfast?”
“In a minute.”
Esme looked at the drawing on the pillow. “Is that it?”
“Yes.”
“It looks really small.”
“It is.”
“Are you making it part of your project?”
Leila looked at the little rectangle that represented the desk.
“I don't know yet.”
Esme nodded and went downstairs. She did not ask to photograph it. She did not say it was brave.
Leila put her jumper in her bag, took the foil from the bedside table and opened the curtains all the way.
The Person Who Needed to Know
The student-support office contained a box of tissues, a bowl of plastic-wrapped biscuits and a chair whose adjustable back had given up at an unhelpful angle. Leila chose the other chair.
Miriam Shah, the support coordinator, noticed without commenting. She turned her monitor slightly away from the door before opening the message from Mum.
“I've read the practical information Caroline sent,” she said. “You don't have to tell me the whole story again.”
Leila had prepared the whole story in sentences stripped of anything that might make her cry. Being told she did not have to use it left her oddly unready.
“All right.”
“First, who here already knows?”
“Esme. Ms Armitage knows we moved, but I didn't say where.”
“Do your tutors know why the journey changed?”
“Not exactly.”
Miriam took out a sheet with a simple timetable printed on it.
“We can agree what they need. Your attendance tutor needs to understand that the new route has a connection. That doesn't require the details of your accommodation. Your art teacher might need to know about storage and workspace. Are you comfortable with me explaining those two things?”
Leila stared at the timetable. “Will it go on something everyone can read?”
“No. I'll record the support we've agreed, and the relevant staff will have the information they need. I won't put a story about your family in a general announcement.”
The question had sounded childish when Leila rehearsed it. Here it was answered as though it were a normal thing to want to know.
“Then yes.”
They went through her week. Miriam marked the free periods when the art room was usually open and the evenings when the library stayed staffed. There was a small lockable storage cupboard available for large work, though Leila would have to share it with two other students.
“Can you get back safely if you stay later?” Miriam asked.
“The bus is hourly after six.”
“Then let's not build a plan around six.”
Leila had expected help to mean a list of things she would have to do differently. Instead, Miriam crossed out the evening option.
“We can also look at travel costs,” she said. “There's an application. I can't approve it sitting here, but I can help you get the right information together. Your mum doesn't need to guess which document we want.”
She printed two pages and wrote her name at the top. Leila began folding them to put in her bag.
“Would you prefer an email copy as well?”
“Yes. Things get moved.”
“All right.”
Near the end, Miriam asked how she was sleeping.
Leila thought of the folding bed and the extractor fan, then of the spare room at Esme's.
“Some nights are fine.”
“That's a useful answer. And the other nights?”
“Not so fine.”
Miriam waited. Leila found herself describing the light under the bathroom door and how she could tell when Mum was awake because her breathing became careful. She stopped after that. It was enough to have said it.
“We can speak again,” Miriam said. “Not because I can fix the hotel room. Because it's a lot to carry into a lesson and pretend you left outside.”
Leila nodded, then looked at the biscuits.
“Can I actually have one of those?”
“Please. They're becoming a display.”
She chose a plain one. At the door, Miriam asked whether she wanted a second for her brother. Leila nearly said Toby was too old to need a biscuit brought home from an office. Then she remembered how pleased he could be by something nobody else had thought to save.
“Thank you,” she said.
In art, Armitage was scraping dried paint from a palette with a tool that looked insufficiently forgiving.
“Miriam's emailed,” she said quietly when Leila came in. “We can keep your folder flat here. You can take smaller pieces back and forth.”
Leila nodded.
“I don't need you to change your project because of this,” Armitage added. “You can draw pineapples for six weeks if that's what you decide.”
“I wasn't going to draw pineapples.”
“I'd be disappointed. You've shown no previous interest in them.”
Leila put the folder on the table. Inside were the doors, the hotel plan and the bus-window drawing. She had placed the plan beneath everything else, but she took it out first.
“I think I want to use the journey.”
Armitage looked at the plan, then at the folded envelope with the fire escape.
“Tell me what you notice on it.”
“The back of things. Everyone makes pictures of the front. The shop signs and the nice bit by the river. But from the bus you see where people get deliveries, and the stairs they use when something goes wrong.”
“Where are you in the pictures?”
“On the bus.”
“Can we see that?”
Leila looked at the window sketch. The faint line at the bottom was meant to be her knee, but it looked more like an accidental mark.
“Not really.”
“You don't have to put yourself in. I'm asking whether that matters to what you're trying to make.”
For the first time in days, Leila wanted a large sheet of paper rather than a way out of the conversation.
She worked through lunch. At half past one, Esme arrived with a sandwich and put it beside her without ceremony.
“You weren't answering.”
“My phone's in the cupboard.”
“That's a terrifying new development.”
Leila moved a pencil so the sandwich would not pick up graphite. Esme leaned over the new drawing. It showed a row of shops reflected in glass, with the inside of the bus beginning to appear over them.
“That looks like the place where my dad bought the terrible sofa.”
“It is.”
“The one with the spring that attacks people?”
“I don't know its personal history.”
Esme sat on the stool opposite. She had a biology folder open but did not take out a pen.
“Are you all right?” Leila asked.
“Yes. Why?”
“You're not insulting the drawing.”
“I'm trying to work up to something constructive.”
Leila smiled and went back to the window frame. Esme stayed until the bell, occasionally reading out a sentence from her notes and asking what it meant. Neither of them could answer.
On the way home, Leila left her large folder at college. She checked the cupboard lock twice, then forced herself to walk away. The bus felt different without the folder balancing against her knees. She could sit properly. She could get off without apologising to three people.
At the hotel, Toby was waiting in the lobby with Mum. His football bag lay between his feet.
“Training,” Mum explained. “Janice is taking him. I'm doing the late visits.”
Leila handed him the wrapped biscuit.
“What's that for?” he asked.
“Existing.”
“Good. I'm good at that.”
He put it in his football bag and then retrieved it because it might get crushed. Mum watched him with a tired smile.
“How was the meeting?” she asked.
Leila took out the two pages. They had not become easier documents simply because someone had printed them kindly. There were still boxes to fill in. But there was a name at the top she could use when something did not make sense.
“She asked who needed to know,” Leila said. “Before she told anyone.”
Mum read the top page.
“That sounds good.”
“It was.”
Janice arrived with her car keys hooked over one finger. Toby went out with her, already eating the biscuit. Mum left for work. Leila went upstairs alone.
For twenty minutes the room belonged to her. She sat at the desk, where there was just enough space now that the folder was gone, and opened the gallery application.
In the address box she wrote Junction Lodge, followed by the road and postcode.
She did not submit it yet. She still needed to answer the questions about working with people. But when she saved it, she left the address where it was.
The Second Bag
Micah's grandmother disliked plants that needed persuading.
That was the first thing Leila learned about her, before learning her name or why Micah was carrying a tray of seedlings through the supermarket car park on his afternoon off.
“These are all the wrong size,” he said when Leila stopped beside him. “She'll tell me to bring them back.”
“They look like plants.”
“That's the minimum. She has other requirements.”
A seedling leaned dangerously near the edge of the tray. Leila put out a finger to stop its pot sliding.
“Where are you taking them?”
“Allotments by the railway. She sent me for compost. Someone offered these, and I said yes before establishing whether they'd improve my standing.”
“Do you need a second bag?”
He looked at her, then grinned.
“Actually, yes.”
She had two in her schoolbag now. One folded neatly and one shoved into the side pocket after the shopping last week. She took out the folded one. Micah set four pots inside it and picked up the rest.
“You don't have to carry them,” he said.
“I know. I'm carrying them because otherwise they'll die here and your gran will have been right.”
They walked along the edge of the car park and through a gap in the fence where a public path ran behind the loading bays. Leila had seen the path from the bus without knowing where it went. The noise of the retail park faded surprisingly quickly. Beyond the railway bridge, a gate opened onto rows of allotments, sheds painted several shades of leftover paint and a line of damp gardening gloves pegged above a water butt.
An older woman in a man's shirt stood beside a raised bed, inspecting a leaf.
“That's not compost,” she said.
“Hello to you as well.”
“Did I ask for plants?”
“No.”
“Then why have you brought a small forest?”
“Because it was free. This is Leila.”
The woman looked up. Her hair was cut close at the back and longer in front, where she had pushed it behind her ears with fingers carrying traces of soil.
“Jean,” she said. “Did he recruit you into this?”
“I volunteered.”
“Dangerous habit. Put them there.”
Leila set the bag beside the raised bed. Jean inspected the seedlings with an expression that became less hostile as she reached the fourth pot.
“Those are good,” she conceded. “Where were they?”
“Clearance rack. Too long without water, apparently.”
Jean looked at him. “Did you get the compost?”
“It's being delivered with Mrs Holt's order.”
“Well, why didn't you say?”
“You began the trial before I was sworn in.”
Jean made a small sound that might have been laughter. She gave Leila a chair that had once been part of a dining set and now had a potato sack protecting its seat.
“Tea?”
“I should go.”
“That wasn't quite the question.”
Leila checked her phone. Mum was taking Toby to an appointment and would not need her until later. There were no messages asking where she was. The idea of staying because she wanted to seemed to need an explanation she could not produce.
“Yes, please.”
Jean went into the shed. Micah knelt beside the seedlings and began separating them according to a system Leila could not see.
“She isn't always like that,” he said.
“Disappointed in you?”
“She normally takes longer.”
Leila sat. Beyond the fence, a train passed with a slow metallic rushing sound. The beds held things at different stages: neat rows of onions, a wild patch of herbs, dark soil waiting for something. A chair stood beneath a plum tree with a paperback open face-down on it.
“Do you come here a lot?” she asked.
“When I'm not collecting trolleys or being educated.”
“What are you doing at college?”
“A bit of everything I don't want to do forever. I'm applying for a horticulture apprenticeship. The one I want is at Calder Gardens.”
She knew the name from signs on buses advertising a place that looked too expensive for an ordinary afternoon.
“Isn't that miles away?”
“Forty minutes on a train. More if the train develops a personality.”
“Would you move?”
“Maybe later. Not straight away.”
He pushed soil around one seedling with his thumb. Leila watched his hands again, then looked deliberately at the train.
“What about you?” he asked.
“Art.”
“I'd guessed.”
“There's a summer job at the Mercer Gallery. I'm applying.”
“Good.”
“I haven't got it.”
“I didn't say congratulations.”
She smiled. Jean emerged with three mismatched mugs and a packet of biscuits folded tightly at the top. She gave Leila the mug with an intact handle.
“What sort of art?” she asked.
“Drawing, mostly.”
“People?”
“Things. Places. Sometimes people if they're not looking at me.”
“That's sensible. People interfere.”
Jean sat on an upturned bucket. Her knees seemed to object, but she ignored them. Micah reached for a biscuit and was told to wash his hands first.
“There's soil on yours,” he pointed out.
“I know where my soil's been.”
He went to the tap. Leila took out her little museum notebook and opened it on her knee.
“Could I draw the chair under the tree?”
“It's not going anywhere,” Jean said. “Unlike that boy, who keeps announcing future plans when there are already things to do.”
“I'm still here,” Micah called from the tap.
“For the moment.”
The exchange was light, but Leila saw him glance back at his grandmother. There was something beneath it that was not hers to ask about yet.
She drew the chair, the uneven paving slabs and the low branch above it. The line came more easily here than it did at the hotel. She did not have to move her elbow when someone passed. She could look up and find the same thing where she had left it.
Jean watched without leaning over the page.
“What's the little pot for?” she asked when Leila mentioned the chipped one on the hotel windowsill.
“Nothing yet.”
“How much light does it get?”
“Morning, I think. The window faces the back of the restaurant.”
The word hotel had come out before Leila prepared for it. Jean merely considered the light.
“Thyme might manage. Mint would, but then you'd have to live with mint making all the decisions.”
Micah returned with wet hands and shook the water off over the grass.
“We're at the Junction Lodge,” Leila said. She looked at him while saying it, giving him a chance to do the thing she feared.
He nodded.
“I thought you might be. I saw you walking that way.”
“You didn't ask.”
“You were carrying a lot of shopping and declining assistance. It didn't seem the moment for a questionnaire.”
She laughed. Jean reached behind her for a small pot, broke a rooted piece from a larger thyme plant and pressed it gently into the soil.
“Take that,” she said. “Don't drown it. People often mistake worry for a reason to add water.”
Leila held the pot between her palms. “I haven't got anything to put under it.”
Micah found a cracked saucer in the shed. Jean examined it, decided the crack did not affect its qualifications and wrapped it in newspaper.
Leila stayed until half past five. She drew while Micah and Jean worked, then held a piece of netting when holding it became clearly more useful than pretending to be a visitor. Micah showed her how to keep the loose edge off the plants without claiming she ought already to know.
At the gate, he handed back the shopping bag.
“Thanks for saving the forest.”
“Your gran seems pleased with it.”
“She'll deny that.”
He walked with her to the railway bridge. Neither of them spoke for a few steps.
“Could I see what you drew?” he asked.
She showed him. He looked properly, which was different from the quick smile people sometimes gave when they wanted to be encouraging but did not know what they were seeing.
“You've made the chair look comfortable,” he said.
“Isn't it?”
“Depends which direction you're prepared to lean.”
She took the notebook back. He had not asked for her number. She had been waiting for him to ask, which suddenly seemed an inefficient use of two people.
“Do you want my number?” she said.
“Yes.”
His immediate answer made her feel both delighted and temporarily unable to operate her phone.
He took out his own. They exchanged numbers beside the bridge while a train rattled above them loudly enough to make conversation unnecessary. When it had passed, he said he would send proof if Jean admitted the plants were good.
At the hotel, Toby met her at the door.
“Did you buy a bush?”
“It's thyme.”
“Why?”
“Because there was a pot.”
He thought about that and moved the headless footballer to give it space.
Later, as Leila washed the soil from her fingers, a message arrived from Micah.
She says they're serviceable. Highest rating available.
Leila replied with a photograph of the thyme in the chipped pot. The hotel window, a corner of the restaurant and the footballer were all visible behind it.
She sent the whole photograph without cropping anything out.
Please Describe a Time
Please describe a time you helped someone take part in a creative activity.
Leila read the question again. It seemed designed for people who had already had the job they were applying for. She had helped Toby with a cardboard house. She had drawn a cat for Anushka, who said it was not purple enough. At fourteen she had painted a friend's face for a charity fair and got blue paint on the friend's mother, who had been wearing a coat that did not forgive it.
None of these seemed worth putting in a box with a limit of three hundred words.
She wrote: I am passionate about helping others express themselves.
Then she looked at it with such dislike that she shut the laptop.
“Done?” Toby asked.
“No.”
He was on the floor wearing one football sock and trying to remember where he had put the other.
“Then why'd you close it?”
“To stop it looking at me.”
The laptop belonged to college. Miriam had arranged a short loan after Leila explained that completing a form on her phone made every answer seem longer and less manageable. Leila had signed a sheet promising to return it with the charger. She had immediately put a label on the charger in case it tried to become one of theirs.
Toby found his sock under Mum's bag.
“You helped with my house,” he said.
“I know.”
“Write that.”
“It isn't exactly a workshop.”
“You made me do the roof myself.”
“Because you could.”
“Well.”
He put on the sock as though he had dealt adequately with both their problems.
Leila opened the laptop. She deleted passionate. She described the corner of the house that would not stay upright. How Toby had wanted her to do the whole thing and she had held the wall while he put on the tape. How the roof did not fit because he had measured the outside of the walls and forgotten the overhang he wanted. They had made another roof from the back of a cereal box.
I learned that it is not always helpful to fix something as quickly as possible, she wrote. Sometimes the person making it needs to find out what went wrong, and you can help them do that without taking it away.
She read the paragraph to Toby.
“You've made me sound quite difficult.”
“You were.”
“I was learning.”
“So was I.”
He considered this and allowed it to remain.
The next question asked why she wanted to work at the Mercer. That should have been easy. She wanted the smell of paper and paint, the white walls, the strange relief of being allowed to look closely at things. She wanted a reason to be in a place she liked. She wanted money she had earned herself.
She began with the exhibition of illustrated book covers. She explained that she had gone back after the school visit because one picture had looked different depending on how far away she stood. She wanted to help make that sort of experience less intimidating for people who thought a gallery was somewhere they needed special information to enter.
Then she added a sentence about being willing to learn the ordinary parts of the job: clearing materials, answering simple questions, arriving when expected. It was not as impressive as the first paragraph. It sounded more like work.
Mum came back before nine, earlier than usual because someone had swapped a visit with her. She read the answers while Leila stood by the window pretending not to watch.
“Do you want suggestions?” Mum asked.
“Only if they're good.”
“That's limiting.”
Leila sat on the edge of the bed. Mum pointed to a sentence in which Leila had used the word engagement twice.
“What does that mean here?”
“That children would be interested.”
“Then say interested.”
They went through the rest without turning it into a performance review. Mum found one place where Leila had accidentally made it sound as though the book-cover exhibition was still open. Leila corrected it. They checked the dates of the summer placement against the school calendar.
“There's an interview session if they shortlist me,” Leila said. “A group activity and some questions.”
“We can practise questions.”
“Please don't do an interview voice.”
“I have several voices you've never appreciated.”
Toby came out of the bathroom with wet hair and asked which one Mum used to get them to clear the floor. Mum told him that one was fully in service and could be demonstrated immediately.
At the address, she stopped reading.
“You put the hotel.”
“It's where we are.”
“Yes.”
“You don't have to make a face about it.”
“What face?”
“The one where you're pleased but trying not to make it a thing.”
Mum looked down at the laptop. “All right.”
There was a box offering an opportunity to mention access requirements for the interview. Leila wrote that she would be travelling by public transport and would appreciate the session's expected finish time. She did not explain the entire bus route. She had begun to understand that accurate and complete were not always the same demand.
She pressed Submit before bed. A confirmation message appeared, polite and impersonal. She took a screenshot in case the internet changed its mind.
For a few minutes she felt lighter. Then all the answers she should have written arrived at once.
“I should have mentioned the display boards,” she said.
Mum was putting the laptop back in its case. “Which display boards?”
“The ones I helped Mr Olson with.”
“You can mention them if they ask you to an interview.”
“What if that's the reason they don't?”
“Then they had unusually specific needs involving display boards.”
Leila laughed, though she still wanted to reopen the form.
The following day, the confirmation was the only message in her inbox that mattered. Everything else was a discount, a reminder or a notice from a website she did not remember joining. She checked at breakfast, between lessons and on the bus. By four she had decided that serious applicants probably did not check so often, which did nothing to stop her.
At the hotel, Nina was trying to repair a paper crown with a strip of clear tape. Anushka had been invited to a nursery party and wanted to wear the crown instead of the special dress Nina had washed the night before.
“Would you hold this?” Nina asked.
Leila took the crown. One of its points was bent almost flat. Anushka stood beside them with her hands behind her back, watching as if they were performing an operation.
“Do you want it straight?” Leila asked her.
“No. It has to bend. That's how you know which bit is the front.”
Leila moved the tape away from the bent point.
They repaired the split along the band. Anushka put it on and went to look at herself in the dark window.
Nina stretched her shoulders. “Thank you. She was beginning to lose faith in my engineering.”
Leila looked at the pieces of spare tape stuck to her fingers. Yesterday she would have considered the crown too small a thing to put in an application. Now she knew it was exactly the kind of thing her answer had been about.
She took out her phone, opened the confirmation one more time and then put it away. There was nothing new to read. There was a small girl waiting to be told whether her crown looked better sideways.
“It depends how royal you want to be,” Leila said.
“Very.”
“Sideways, then.”
The Place at Dad's Table
Dad arrived on Sunday in a car Leila had not seen before. He spent the first two minutes explaining that it was not really new, only new to him, which seemed to answer a question nobody had asked.
Toby climbed into the back and pressed the button that moved the window.
“Don't keep doing that,” Dad said.
“I'm testing it.”
“It works.”
“Both ways?”
Leila stood beside the passenger door with their day bag. Mum had packed sandwiches despite Dad saying they would buy something. The sandwiches had led to a small silence at reception, where Mum handed over the bag and Dad said, “I've got money for lunch, Caz.”
“I know,” she replied. “They were already made.”
Now the bag sat at Leila's feet, containing an argument nobody intended to unpack.
They drove to the riverside museum in Westmere because Dad remembered Leila liking it when she was twelve. She did still like it. That made it difficult to object to the fact that he had not asked what she liked now.
“You've got exams coming up?” he said on the bypass.
“Assessments. And the exhibition.”
“That's the art thing.”
“Yes.”
“Good. You always were good at art.”
She looked at the dashboard. “It's on the twenty-seventh.”
“Send me the date.”
“I did.”
“Well, send it again. Things get buried.”
Toby leaned forward between the seats. “I've got my last home match next Saturday.”
“Saturday's tricky.”
“You said you might.”
“I said I'd see.”
Toby sat back. Leila watched the space where his reflection moved in the window. She wanted Dad to notice what she noticed without needing her to point at it.
At the museum he bought tickets before either of them could suggest the free ground-floor rooms. The woman at the desk gave Toby an activity sheet and a pencil too short to be comfortable. He accepted the sheet, looked at the cartoon mouse printed on it and put it in his pocket. At eleven, he was beginning to dislike being invited to behave younger than he felt.
They spent an hour among boat models and old tools. Dad knew things about engines. When Toby asked a question about a turning wheel, he answered it fully, using his hands to show how the parts worked. Toby leaned closer. For a while, nothing was missing from the afternoon.
Leila found a display of sketchbooks used by a surveyor who had drawn the river before the new road was built. There were practical notes beside the pictures: measurements, weather, the names of people who owned certain pieces of land. One page showed a kitchen chair on a riverbank. The surveyor had noted that he borrowed it from a woman named Mrs Vale and returned it before dark.
She liked that better than the perfectly finished painting in the next case.
Dad came up beside her.
“Still drawing everything?”
“Most things.”
“Let's see.”
She hesitated, then handed him the little notebook he had bought her years ago. He recognised the cover immediately.
“You've still got this.”
“It's useful.”
He turned the pages. The wardrobe in Janice's garage. The allotment chair. The empty spare room at Esme's. His expression became careful at the drawing of the hotel beds.
“It's not ideal, is it?” he said.
“No.”
“Your mum keeping on at them?”
Leila took the notebook back.
“She's speaking to Sonia. Yes.”
“You have to keep pushing with these things.”
“She is.”
“I wasn't saying she isn't.”
But something in his tone allowed the room to seem like a problem Mum had failed to manage firmly enough. Leila disliked how quickly she began defending a person who was not there to hear it.
They ate the sandwiches by the river. Dad bought drinks and an unnecessary packet of crisps because the existence of the sandwiches still appeared to trouble him. Toby fed a crumb to a duck, then remembered the sign asking visitors not to feed them and looked personally betrayed by the bird's willingness to participate.
“You could come to mine for a bit,” Dad said.
Leila looked up.
“Both of us?”
“Weekends, certainly. And you, Lei, during the week if you needed somewhere quiet. Sian's daughter is mostly at her dad's at the moment. There's a room.”
“What about school?”
“We'd work something out.”
“How long is the train?”
“I'm not sure exactly.”
“Would you be able to take Toby?”
Dad opened his drink. “That's more complicated. He's got school and football. I work early.”
“So do you have a room or don't you?” Toby asked.
“Yes. I'm saying we'd need to look at the arrangements.”
The offer sat between them, generous in outline and faint around the edges. Leila wanted the room badly enough to begin filling those edges in herself: a train before seven, a bus at the station, somewhere to keep her paper. She imagined Mum and Toby staying behind while she opened a door on her own things.
Then she pictured Toby watching her take the bag.
“It's just something to think about,” Dad said.
She nodded. She did want to think about it. She did not want the thinking to mean what it might mean.
On the walk back to the car, Toby ran ahead to a model lock built into the river path. He operated the little gates while Dad explained them. Leila watched the water fill one chamber and empty into the other. The mechanism was simple enough to understand and still satisfying each time it worked.
“I'm glad you're taking the art seriously,” Dad said when Toby moved out of hearing. “Don't let all this stop you.”
“What do you mean by all this?”
“The accommodation. The stress.”
“I wasn't planning to.”
“I know. You're sensible.”
She was tired of being sensible in conversations where other people could afford to be vague.
“Could you come to the exhibition?” she asked. “Not just see about it. Put it in your calendar now.”
He looked slightly hurt, then took out his phone.
“Tell me the date again.”
She did. He entered it while she watched. The small act should not have felt as important as it did.
Back at the hotel, Mum was in the breakfast room sorting socks into pairs. She had washed them at the laundrette and brought them back slightly damp because the dryer took more coins than she expected.
“Nice day?” she asked.
“Good,” Toby said. “I worked a lock.”
Dad told her about the model and the engine room. He did not mention the spare bedroom. Leila waited for him to do it, then realised he might be waiting for her.
She hated being the passage between them.
“Dad said I could stay with him some weekdays,” she said.
Mum stopped folding a sock.
“Did he?”
“We'd need to work out the travel,” Dad said quickly.
“Yes,” Mum replied. “We would.”
There was no shouting. Leila almost wished there had been. Instead there were polite sentences about timetables, early starts and checking with Sian, each one adding another thing that had not been established before the room was offered.
Dad left after promising to call. Toby went upstairs. Leila remained beside the laundry.
“Would you mind?” she asked.
Mum put two socks together and folded one over the other.
“I would miss you.”
“That isn't what I asked.”
“No. I wouldn't mind you having somewhere quieter. I would mind a plan built out of things nobody has checked, because you're the one who would have to live inside it.”
Leila sat opposite her. The breakfast room was empty except for them. Beyond the glass, someone pushed an overloaded trolley towards a car.
“I liked having my own room at Esme's.”
“Of course you did.”
“It felt like being disloyal.”
Mum looked at her properly then.
“Liking a room isn't a betrayal, Leila.”
She reached across the table and passed her a pile of unmatched socks.
“Help me work out where these came from. I appear to be washing for an additional person with one foot.”
Leila began pairing them. After a while, she told Mum about the borrowed chair in the surveyor's notebook. Mum asked what was interesting about it, and Leila found that she could explain.
What the Map Left Out
By Wednesday, Leila had collected twenty-three bus tickets, most of which were useless as records because the ink had begun to fade. One showed only half a date and the price. Another had picked up a smear of green nail varnish from the inside of her bag.
She laid them out on the art-room table and tried to decide whether they were material or rubbish.
“Both is possible,” Mr Olson said, passing with a stack of mountboard.
“I didn't ask.”
“You were making the face.”
He put a large grey sheet beside her. It had a damaged corner that could be cut away.
“Before you buy anything,” he said, “look in the offcuts.”
Leila had not intended to buy anything. She had intended to spend an afternoon worrying about what she could not buy, which was less productive and took longer.
Armitage came over near the end of the lesson. Leila showed her a narrow strip of drawings arranged in order: hotel window, delivery yard, railway bridge, garages, school field, interchange. They were accurate individually and dull together. She knew that before the teacher asked anything.
“What's missing?” Armitage said.
“The other stops.”
“Possibly. What else?”
Leila looked at the strip. “It looks like instructions for reaching college.”
“Is that what you want it to be?”
“No.”
“Then what happens to you between the first picture and the last?”
She thought of leaving Mum asleep after a late shift, of being annoyed by someone blocking the aisle, of the small relief when she reached streets that still knew her. She thought of the return journey, which used the same roads but felt nothing like the morning.
“I get ready to be somewhere else,” she said.
Armitage nodded. “Show me something from that.”
After class, Leila stayed to work. She drew the inside of her bag from above: the spoon she had returned, a bus ticket, the gallery confirmation printed on a corner of paper, the green varnish. Then she drew her hand on the pole near the bus door. She made the hand too adult the first time and started again.
Outside the window, the groundskeeper moved a wheelbarrow across the courtyard. Leila watched the wheel catch on the same uneven slab twice. She wanted to draw the pause in his movement. Not the wheelbarrow itself. The moment when a simple journey required an adjustment.
Her phone rang at half past four.
Mum.
“Could you collect Toby from Janice's after his club? My last visit's been moved and I'll be late.”
“What time?”
“Five fifteen. I've asked Janice, but she's got to leave at half past.”
Leila looked at the drawing in front of her. She had just found a way to make the hand seem like hers. She knew that leaving now meant losing the particular attention she had gathered around it.
“Yes,” she said.
“Are you sure? I can ring his coach.”
“It's fine.”
She packed without letting herself become angry until she was on the bus. Then she was angry at everything: the call, the drawing, the fact that Mum had given her a chance to say no and she had ignored it. The journey to Janice's required getting off before her usual change and walking through two streets of houses with front gardens large enough to contain entire bad decisions about ornamental gravel.
Toby was waiting on the step with his football bag.
“She's gone next door,” he said. “She said you knew.”
Leila checked her phone. Janice had sent a message two minutes earlier. She replied to say she had arrived.
Toby kicked a loose stone towards the gate.
“Are you angry?”
“No.”
“You shut the gate like you were.”
“It sticks.”
“It doesn't.”
She stopped walking. He stopped too, but kept his eyes on the stone.
“I was working on something,” she said. “I'm not angry with you.”
“You always say that when you're angry and I'm there.”
The accuracy of it made her want to argue.
“I'm sorry.”
“Okay.”
He kicked the stone again. It landed in a hedge, ending the game without his agreement.
They walked to the stop. There were twelve minutes until the next bus. Toby opened his bag and took out an apple that had been wrapped in a tissue. He offered it to her first.
“No, thanks.”
He bit into it, then asked whether being at college meant she could leave whenever she liked.
“Not whenever. I stayed after lessons.”
“Why?”
“To use the room.”
“We have a room.”
“Not that kind.”
He chewed thoughtfully. “You can have the desk tonight.”
“It isn't about you giving things up.”
“I won't be giving it up. I'm watching the match.”
She looked at him. He had offered something simple, and she had nearly made it carry more than he intended.
“Thanks,” she said.
On the bus, he put his bag between his feet and rested his head against the window. Within three stops he was asleep. Leila drew his hand holding the unfinished apple. She kept the drawing small enough to finish before he woke.
At the hotel, Mum had left a voice message saying she would be later than expected. Leila heated dinner, helped Toby find his homework and moved the cereal box off the desk. When he turned on the match, she asked him to keep the volume low. He did, without making her negotiate.
She worked for forty minutes. The drawing was not turning out as well as it had been at college. It was still hers, and it existed now instead of waiting for ideal circumstances.
Mum came back after ten. Leila showed her the timetable Miriam had helped make.
“I need two afternoons,” she said. “Until the exhibition. Not every afternoon. Tuesday and Thursday.”
Mum sat down on the bed.
“All right.”
“I keep saying yes when you ask, and then I get angry. That's not fair on you. But I need the time.”
Mum took the timetable. “We'll plan it properly. You can help sometimes without being the person everything else has to fit around.”
“I know you didn't ask me to be.”
“Sometimes I have. Not in those words.”
They looked at the week together. Mum would ask Janice about one collection and speak to the club about the other. There were gaps they could not fill that night. They marked them instead of pretending they had disappeared.
After Mum went to wash, Leila opened the message from Micah that she had missed earlier. It was a photograph of a seedling with one leaf bent sideways.
Gran says this one is developing character. She doesn't mean it kindly.
Leila sent back the drawing of Toby's hand. Micah replied that he could tell Toby had fallen asleep before finishing the apple.
That pleased her more than being told it was good.
She added the drawing to the strip of bus pictures. The route began to look less like a set of directions and more like a journey someone had taken.
Four People and a Box of Paper
The invitation came while Leila was eating a yoghurt with a fork.
All the spoons were downstairs. She had considered fetching one, looked at the time and decided a fork was an adequate temporary arrangement. The email arrived halfway through her attempt to persuade the yoghurt to remain on it.
Mum watched her read the screen.
“What?”
“They want me to come in.”
“For the gallery?”
Leila nodded, then read the message aloud, because saying it seemed more reliable than looking at it. A small group session on Friday afternoon. A short practical task. Individual conversations afterwards. No need to prepare a presentation. Bring something comfortable to make notes with.
“That means a pen,” Toby said.
“I know what it means.”
“Then why do they say it like that?”
Mum took the empty yoghurt pot before it fell off the bed.
“Friday. We'll make sure you've got the time.”
Leila looked at the closing line again. It was signed by Anika Mercer, Learning and Visitor Programmes. She had assumed that Mercer belonged only to the building, not to someone who might write to her.
For three days, she tried not to invent the interview. She imagined forgetting every word she knew, dropping a glass of water, being asked to name a famous artist and responding with the name of a sandwich. Esme offered to practise with her, then asked, in a severe voice, “Where do you see yourself in five minutes?”
“Hopefully not here.”
“Excellent honesty. You're hired.”
On Friday, Leila arrived twenty-two minutes early and walked past the gallery twice before going in. She wore her other jeans, a clean shirt and shoes she had scrubbed the night before with a toothbrush no one was using. In her bag were a pen, a spare pen and the notebook she had promised herself not to treat like a shield.
The reception desk held a vase containing three branches and no flowers. A woman with short silver hair looked up.
“Summer assistant session?”
“Yes.”
“Upstairs, first door. Anika will be along.”
There were four chairs around a table in the workshop room. A boy in a yellow sweatshirt was examining the legs of one chair as though checking whether it would remain a chair. A girl with a portfolio case sat beside the window. Another girl came in just after Leila, breathing hard.
“Wrong station exit,” she said. “I'm Keeley.”
“Idris,” said the boy.
The girl by the window was Niamh. Leila introduced herself and sat where she could see the door without appearing to guard it.
Anika Mercer arrived carrying a plastic box full of paper scraps, cardboard tubes, fabric, pencils and blunt scissors. She was younger than Leila had expected and wore paint-marked trainers with a neat navy dress.
“First, no one is being tested on how quickly they can make an attractive cardboard object,” she said. “We're interested in how you approach things together. The job involves quite a lot of finding a missing lid while somebody asks you where the toilets are.”
Leila's shoulders loosened a little.
Anika set the box in the centre of the table.
“You've got twenty minutes to plan a drop-in activity for children aged roughly six to ten. The theme is somewhere you'd like to go. You can use what's here and ordinary materials we'd have in the workshop. Decide how to introduce it, how people can take part, and what you would need to consider. I'll mostly listen.”
Keeley reached for a pencil immediately.
“We could make little houses,” she said. “Or buildings. They could choose.”
“Somewhere you'd like to go doesn't have to be a building,” Idris said. “Could be a planet.”
Niamh opened her portfolio, then shut it. “We could have example pictures.”
Leila looked into the box. There were only two pairs of scissors. She noticed that before anything creative occurred to her.
“If people need to cut a lot,” she said, “they'll be waiting.”
Keeley wrote Scissors on the paper.
“We could cut things beforehand.”
“Some shapes,” Leila said. “But not all of them. Otherwise they'll all end up making the same thing.”
They began arranging possibilities on the table. Idris wanted bridges made from folded card. Niamh suggested drawing a background before adding three-dimensional pieces. Keeley was good at turning their unfinished suggestions into something they could explain.
Leila felt herself becoming the quiet person who would later be described as helpful. She hated the feeling, then hated herself for turning cooperation into a race for attention.
“What if they don't want to make somewhere they know?” she asked.
“That's fine,” Keeley said. “We said a planet.”
“No, I mean—what if they don't know what they want? If we ask straight away, some people will have an answer and some won't.”
Anika looked up from her notes.
Leila continued before she could become too aware of being heard.
“We could ask them to choose something first. A piece of fabric or a colour. Then work out what kind of place might have it. They wouldn't have to come with the whole idea ready.”
Idris picked up a square of silver paper.
“Mine's a place where the pavement's made of foil. Awful in summer.”
They laughed. Niamh began drawing stepping stones instead of houses.
By the time Anika asked them to explain the plan, the table contained a bridge, a fabric hill and something Keeley called a train station despite its resemblance to a hat. Leila talked about how they would offer choices without doing the activity for the children. She remembered Toby's roof and stopped herself from saying passionate.
Anika asked what they would do if a child wanted to keep adding materials after closing time.
“Warn them before the end,” Niamh said.
“Offer something they can finish at home,” Keeley added.
“And explain which things need to stay,” Leila said. “Before they build the scissors into it.”
Anika smiled. “That has happened.”
During the individual conversation, Leila sat opposite Anika with a glass of water she deliberately left untouched. Anika asked about the application, the work Leila liked and how she would handle not knowing an answer.
“I'd ask someone who did,” Leila said.
“Even if the visitor expected you to know?”
“I'd say I was checking. I wouldn't invent a room.”
“Good. We've only got the rooms we've got.”
Then they discussed hours. The role covered agreed mornings and occasional weekend sessions, not every day of the summer. Leila explained her transport, making it sound neither trivial nor impossible. Anika wrote down the bus connection and said that knowing the limits was useful.
“Your address is temporary?” she asked, checking the form.
Leila's fingers tightened around the edge of the chair.
“Yes.”
“Will email and your mobile stay the best ways to reach you?”
“Yes.”
“All right.”
That was the whole question. Leila had prepared a defence of her reliability for a conversation about contact details.
At the end, Anika said they would write to everyone the following week. Leila thanked her, picked up her bag and left the pen on the table. Anika called her back for it.
Outside, the town seemed indecently unchanged. People carried shopping bags. A delivery driver argued with a locked door. Leila had spent an hour trying to become a person who might work in the gallery, and nobody passing her could tell.
She found Keeley at the crossing.
“How was yours?” Keeley asked.
“I think fine. Yours?”
“I talked too much about my little cousins. There are seven of them, so the answer to most questions was a cousin.”
They walked together towards the station. Leila had assumed she would dislike the other applicants because one of them might be chosen instead of her. Keeley made that difficult by being pleasant and worried about exactly the same things.
At the bus stop, Leila messaged Mum, Esme and Micah separately. To Mum she wrote that it was done. To Esme, that she had remembered words. To Micah, that nobody had asked her to draw a plant under pressure.
He replied first.
Missed opportunity. Plants are famously understanding interviewers.
Leila laughed out loud. A man beside her looked over, and for once she did not mind being seen.
The Breakfast Room at Seven
Nina's laptop stopped working on a Monday evening when she needed it for an online meeting. It had been making a clicking sound for three days. Nina had explained the clicking by saying it was old, as though age were a repair she could perform without tools.
Now the screen was black and Anushka was trying to bring it back by patting the lid.
“Gentler,” Nina said. “It's having a difficult time.”
Leila had come down to heat dinner. She stood with two containers in a bag and watched Nina press the power button again.
“You could use mine,” she said. “The college one. I'd have to stay with it.”
Nina looked up.
“Would you mind?”
“It's a loan. I can't leave it overnight. But I don't need it now.”
“Just half an hour. It's a nursery meeting, not anything mysterious.”
Leila went upstairs to fetch it. Toby followed, carrying his cardboard house because he had decided Anushka might have suggestions about the garden. By the time Nina connected to the meeting, the far end of the breakfast room had become a small building site.
Mo came through carrying a box of paper napkins.
“What's happening here?”
“Town planning,” Toby said.
“Has anyone consulted me?”
“You can be consulted after we've done the trees.”
Mo looked at the cardboard scraps. “Keep it to this table. And no glue on the carpet. It was expensive once.”
Leila sat opposite Toby and cut broad strips of green paper. Anushka wanted every tree to be taller than the house. Toby objected on grounds of realism until she said that real trees were often taller than houses, at which point he changed the objection to proportion.
“You could put the big one at the back,” Leila suggested.
Anushka shook her head. “Then I can't see it.”
They moved the house instead.
Other residents came in with food. A man Leila knew only as Mr Blake waited for the microwave, holding a covered plate with both hands. He wore work trousers and had a small scar beside his ear. His daughter sometimes stayed on weekends. Leila had seen them eating breakfast together, neither speaking much but both arranging the little butter packets into lines.
“That's better than the one I made at school,” he told Toby.
“What happened to yours?”
“Roof fell in. I became an electrician.”
Toby considered the career implications of this while pressing a tree into a blob of glue.
Nina's meeting ran longer than half an hour. Leila checked the time, looked at her homework and decided not to pretend it did not matter. When Nina muted herself briefly, Leila pointed at the clock and mouthed fifteen minutes. Nina nodded.
At seven, Mum came in carrying the shopping and found Leila explaining to Anushka why the house could not have a swimming pool made from real water.
“Leaks,” Anushka said, in the tone of someone deeply familiar with adult excuses.
“Yes. Leaks.”
Mum set down the bags and took out a packet of flatbreads. The room filled with the awkward little preparations everyone had to perform to eat: containers opened, labels checked, chairs moved, someone looking for a cloth. At home, these tasks had been background. Here they were public enough to require constant small negotiations.
Nina closed the meeting at the time they had agreed.
“Thank you,” she said. “That saved me a lot of explaining.”
Leila took the laptop and logged out of the temporary guest session. Nina watched her check that the charger was in its case.
“Very organised.”
“Mostly frightened of losing it.”
“That's how half of organisation begins.”
They ate at adjoining tables. Anushka fell asleep halfway through her flatbread, her head settling against Nina's arm. Toby carefully removed a cardboard tree from beneath her elbow.
Nina looked towards Mo, who was speaking to someone at the desk.
“I've been offered a viewing,” she said quietly to Mum.
“That's good.”
“It's in Eastbridge.”
Mum's smile changed. Eastbridge was on the other side of the larger town, far enough that Leila did not immediately know how to reach it by bus.
“Would it work?” Mum asked.
“I don't know. The nursery, my shifts, Anushka's place. I need to check everything.”
She smoothed her daughter's hair with the edge of one finger.
“I want to be pleased. I'm trying not to start arranging furniture before I've worked out the school run.”
Leila thought of Toby measuring the bedroom in the flat they could not afford. She suddenly wanted Nina not to tell Anushka about the viewing yet, as though keeping the idea away from a child could protect it from being taken back.
“What would you miss?” Toby asked. He had been listening despite pretending to inspect the trees.
Nina looked at him.
“People,” she said. “Some things about being near here. Not the microwave queue.”
“You can come back.”
“Yes.”
“But you might not.”
She did not answer too quickly. “Not as often.”
Toby nodded and began packing the house into its box. He had known Anushka for only a few weeks. Leila had not realised that a few weeks could be enough to make leaving this place feel like another loss.
Upstairs, Mum unpacked the shopping while Leila put the laptop on the desk.
“Sonia's still looking,” Mum said.
“I didn't ask.”
“I know. Your face did.”
Leila sat on the bed. “What if it's somewhere miles away?”
“Then we look at what it would mean. Properly. We don't decide everything from the name of a town.”
“Would you take it?”
“I don't know what it is yet.”
That was the answer Leila disliked most because it left her nothing to argue with.
She took out her sketchbook and found the drawing of Toby asleep on the bus. Behind his hand, she had drawn the dark shape of the football bag. She added one faint line to the window frame and stopped. The picture did not need more; she did.
Her phone lit up with a message from Dad asking whether she had thought about his offer.
Have you checked the trains? she wrote.
He replied that he would look tomorrow.
Leila set the phone face-down and opened her English homework. The passage she needed to analyse was about someone arriving in a place they did not understand. For once she had more to say than the space allowed.
Almost a Date
Micah invited her to the allotment open afternoon in a message that made it difficult to tell whether he was inviting her to spend time with him or to purchase a courgette plant.
Gran says bring anyone who looks solvent. I'm ignoring the solvent part. Saturday?
Leila showed Esme.
“That's a date,” Esme said.
“It mentions his grandmother.”
“People with grandmothers date.”
“It also mentions plants.”
“Some people date those. I don't judge.”
Leila took back the phone before Esme could type something irreversible.
On Saturday, she wore the blue jumper despite the forecast being too warm for it. Mum watched her put it on, take it off, inspect the shirt beneath it and put the jumper back on.
“Comfortable?”
“Yes.”
“You look as though you're preparing to negotiate a hostage release.”
“It's an open afternoon.”
“Of course.”
Toby wanted to come until he learned there would be no football and no guarantee of cake. Mum said she would take him to the park instead. Leila was grateful, then immediately annoyed with herself for treating her brother as an obstacle to the possibility of liking someone.
The allotment gate had balloons tied to it. One had lost enough air to resemble a badly peeled pear. Inside, a folding table held jars of chutney, small plants and a cash tin. The woman behind it was so determined to sell everything that Leila avoided eye contact.
Micah stood by the shed holding a tray of tea mugs. He was not wearing the supermarket jacket. This simple change in clothing made him seem newly available to notice.
“Hello,” he said.
“Hello.”
They both looked at the tray.
“Do you need help?”
“Yes, but you don't have to begin your visit by working.”
Leila took two mugs anyway. “I prefer having something to do with my hands.”
“Same.”
Jean directed them to a pair of visitors sitting beneath the plum tree. Leila recognised Mrs Holt, who had shared the compost delivery. Mrs Holt asked whether she and Micah were at the same college. Before either could answer, her husband began describing the college he had attended in 1968, giving the question a different purpose.
They escaped when Jean needed change for a five-pound note.
Micah led Leila between the beds, showing her the plants he had rescued. They looked less dramatic than before. Upright leaves and new growth made them seem ordinary, which apparently counted as success.
“I'm disappointed,” Leila said. “I thought they'd remember us.”
“They're keeping it professional.”
At the far end, a narrow strip of land ran beside the railway fence. Someone had planted wildflowers there, though most had not yet opened. Micah pointed out what would come next and what had failed.
“How do you know all that?” she asked.
“By getting things wrong in front of my gran.”
“Useful educational system.”
“Very direct feedback.”
They stopped beside a bed he had planned himself. Leila could tell because he became less casual describing it. There were plants for different parts of the season, a low edge of herbs and a space left deliberately bare.
“What's going there?”
“I don't know yet.”
“Your gran allows that?”
“She doesn't like it. I'm practising disagreement.”
Leila knelt to look at the shape of a leaf. The soil was dry at the top and darker just beneath. Micah crouched beside her, close enough that she could see a pale mark across his knuckle.
“Do you always know what a drawing will be before you start?” he asked.
“No. I mostly know what it isn't when I see it.”
“That sounds exhausting.”
“It can be.”
He picked a dead leaf from the edge of the bed and turned it between his fingers.
“I thought about leaving the apprenticeship application,” he said. “Just staying at the supermarket and helping here.”
“Why?”
“Because it's what I already know how to do. And Gran acts as though the allotment will slide into the railway if I'm not here every Saturday.”
“Would it?”
“No. She's been doing it since before I existed.”
He smiled, but it did not quite dismiss the worry.
“What does she actually say about the apprenticeship?” Leila asked.
“That the train fare's ridiculous, the early start will do me good and I should bring back anything they let me take.”
“That sounds like she wants you to go.”
“I know.”
It was strange, hearing someone else struggle with an interpretation that seemed obvious from the outside. Leila wondered how many of her own fears looked equally manageable when they were not inside her.
They bought cake from the table by the gate. There was a guarantee after all. Leila chose a slice with too much icing and paid for it herself. Micah bought two cups of tea and asked whether she wanted milk instead of assuming.
They sat on an overturned crate behind the shed because all the chairs had been claimed. A blackbird hopped along the edge of a bed, ignoring a hand-lettered sign asking visitors not to tread on seedlings.
“Any news from the gallery?” he asked.
“Not yet.”
“When did they say?”
“Next week.”
“So the situation remains within the stated timetable.”
“Please don't be reasonable about it.”
“I'll stop immediately.”
She laughed, then looked down at the icing on her thumb. When she looked up, he was watching her rather than the bird.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing bad.”
“That isn't a complete answer.”
“No.”
He seemed about to say something else when Jean came round the corner and asked him to carry a sack of something that required both hands and a serious change of posture. Leila stood to help. Jean told her to finish the cake and gave Micah a look Leila could not interpret.
For the next hour, they worked more than they talked. Leila made a new price sign after the old one fell into a watering can. Micah carried chairs and explained to a small boy that worms were not available for purchase. Jean sold the rescued seedlings to three separate people while referring to them as excellent young plants, apparently forgetting the trial they had undergone on arrival.
At the end, Micah walked Leila to the gate.
“Sorry,” he said. “That became more work than intended.”
“I like working here.”
“I know. But I wanted to see you, not just exploit your sign-writing.”
Her face became warm in a way the jumper could no longer explain.
“You did see me.”
“Yes. Holding various objects.”
A train passed. They waited until they could hear each other again.
“Would you like to do something that doesn't involve my gran?” he asked. “Or plants, unless they're incidental.”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
He smiled, then looked briefly at the ground. She liked that he could be uncertain without becoming someone else.
“Tuesday after college?” he asked. “The café by the library? I finish at three.”
“I can do an hour.”
“An hour's good.”
She had told him the actual limit instead of offering time she would have to steal from somewhere. It made the arrangement feel smaller and more real.
At the hotel, Toby asked whether the plants had behaved well.
“Mostly.”
“Did you bring cake?”
She had. A slice wrapped in a napkin, slightly crushed at one edge. He took it with solemn gratitude and carried it to the desk.
Mum looked up from the laundry.
“Nice afternoon?”
Leila took off the jumper.
“Yes,” she said. “It was.”
The Train That Didn't Fit
Dad sent a screenshot of a train timetable with three words beneath it: Doesn't look bad.
Leila opened the image on the bus to college. It showed a journey of thirty-eight minutes from Westmere Central to Fenwick Vale. The train left at 10:12. There were no details about reaching either station, and no suggestion that the first lesson at Briar began before ten.
She saved the picture and began looking up the rest herself.
From Dad's flat to Westmere Central, there was a bus every twenty minutes in the morning. From Fenwick Vale station to college, there was another bus or a twenty-two-minute walk. To arrive before registration, she would have to leave his flat at six thirty-five, assuming every connection worked. The fare was more than she wanted to send him in a message because it looked like an accusation when set beside his three words.
At break, Esme found her with the route open.
“Going somewhere?”
“Trying to work out whether Dad's spare room is an actual room or a theory.”
Esme sat beside her. “Could you stay there?”
“Not without learning to sleep on trains.”
“You do that on buses already.”
“Only accidentally.”
She showed Esme the connections. Esme traced them with one fingernail, stopping at the early departure.
“That's horrible.”
“He'd take me to the station sometimes.”
“Does he work near it?”
“No. The other direction.”
“Has he said he'd take you?”
Leila looked at the screen.
“No.”
Esme did not add anything. That was becoming one of the ways she tried to be a better friend: leaving a space where a conclusion could arrive without being pushed.
Leila rang Dad at lunch. He answered over a noise that sounded like metal being moved across concrete.
“Can't talk long, love.”
“I checked the travel.”
“Good. Manageable?”
“Not really. I'd have to leave before quarter to seven. And the fare's more than the route I'm doing now.”
There was a pause. Somewhere behind him, a man called a name that was not Dad's.
“Could you stay a couple of nights a week? It would still give you some space.”
“And carry my school things between three places?”
“Two places.”
“College would be the third place where I'd keep something because I couldn't bring it all.”
She heard the sharpness in her own voice and tried to pull it back.
“I'm not saying I don't want to see you.”
“I know. I'm trying to help.”
“I know that too.”
The problem was that knowing his intention did not improve the train timetable.
“Let's not close the door on it,” he said.
Leila looked across the courtyard. A group of students were eating chips from one tray, taking turns to hold it in the middle. She had been one of those people recently: ordinary enough to spend lunch arguing about whose turn it was to buy something.
“I need to know what I'm actually doing,” she said. “Not keep a bag half packed for something that might happen.”
Dad was silent for long enough that she heard him move away from the work noise.
“All right,” he said. “Then weekends for now. We'll arrange the next one properly.”
“Before you tell Toby.”
“Yes.”
She ended the call with the uncomfortable feeling that she had rejected something generous. It took her most of the afternoon to admit that an offer could be generous and still not fit.
In art, she began the second of her three pieces. The first would be the outward journey, arranged as a long narrow panel. For the second, she wanted several views from the same seat layered together, the reflections of the bus interior changing against the buildings outside. She had drawn the retail park too neatly. Every building looked as though it had been assembled from a kit by someone with time to read the instructions.
Armitage stood beside her for a while before speaking.
“You're making the parking spaces very beautiful.”
“They aren't.”
“No. Are you trying to make us feel differently about them, or are you tidying them because the mess is difficult to draw?”
Leila stared at the perfect little rows.
“The second one.”
“Good. Now you know.”
She used a rubber on the lines until they became pale ghosts. Then she drew the trolley shelter she actually knew: the bent lower rail, the puddle that remained after the rest of the car park dried, the point where the plastic roof had clouded over. She added one trolley sitting apart from the others, its wheel turned the wrong way.
The drawing immediately became less attractive and more interesting.
At the next table, a boy called Dylan was making a model of the railway underpass. He asked if she had any spare card. Leila passed him a piece, and he asked what her own project was about.
“The journey I do now.”
“Because you moved?”
“Yes.”
“Where to?”
The question was ordinary. Dylan had not lowered his voice or glanced at anyone else. Leila could answer it without turning the studio into a confession.
“Near the retail park. Temporarily.”
He nodded. “That bus is awful after six.”
“I know.”
“My sister works out there. She says the last connection's a lottery.”
He returned to his model. Leila waited for another question that did not come.
On the way home, she got off one stop early to draw the trolley shelter from outside. She sat on the low wall near the pedestrian crossing and worked for fifteen minutes. People passed without paying much attention. A woman asked whether she was counting cars for the council. Leila said no, and the woman appeared disappointed because she had information about the road layout she wanted someone to receive.
Micah came out with a line of trolleys near the end of Leila's sketch. He spotted her, raised a hand and then had to chase the last trolley when it began deciding on another direction.
She drew that too. Not him in detail, just the angle of a person adjusting to a piece of work that would not remain orderly.
When he came over, she showed him.
“That's flattering,” he said. “You've given me control of the situation.”
“For about half a second.”
“Longer than usual.”
He asked whether Tuesday still worked. She said yes. He smiled in a way that made the day feel less divided between things she could and could not manage.
Back at the hotel, Mum read the route Leila had sent her.
“You did all that yourself?”
“Yes.”
“Did your dad understand?”
“Eventually.”
Mum folded a towel and put it on the chair. “I'm sorry you had to be the one checking it.”
“I wanted to know.”
“That doesn't mean you should always have to do the work after somebody else's idea.”
Leila looked at her mother. The room was untidy; Mum's hair had come loose from its clip; there was a red mark on the bridge of her nose from wearing reading glasses. She looked nothing like the competent adults in school prospectuses. Yet she had made a plan for Thursday's school collection, filled in the travel paperwork and remembered that Leila needed time to draw. Competence, Leila was beginning to think, was not always a look.
She put Dad's timetable screenshot in a folder with the other documents. Then she closed it and helped Toby work out where the roof of his house had begun to lift.
Somewhere on the Other Side of Town
Sonia rang on Monday evening with a possibility in Bellbridge.
Not an offer. She said that twice, carefully. There might be a property becoming available through a scheme the housing team worked with. The details still needed checking. She wanted to understand what a move in that direction would mean for the family before anything went further.
Mum put the phone on speaker and reached for a notebook. Leila fetched a pen. Toby paused the television with the expression of someone who had learned that certain phone calls could change the furniture around him.
“How far?” he asked.
Mum raised one finger to ask him to wait.
Sonia explained the general area, the expected size and the uncertainties. Three bedrooms, though one was small. An upper-floor flat. Shops within walking distance. No address to visit yet and no date she could promise.
Leila opened the route planner. Bellbridge was not another town entirely, but it occupied a part of Fenwick Vale she knew mostly from the ends of bus routes. The route to Briar would take longer than it used to from Hawthorn Road and, depending on the exact location, perhaps no longer than the hotel journey. Toby's new secondary school was less convenient. Mum's first work calls would be farther away.
“Parking?” Mum asked.
“That's one of the details I'm checking,” Sonia said.
“Rent and any other charges?”
“I'll send the figures when they're confirmed. I don't want you making a decision from an incomplete amount.”
Leila was grateful for the precision and impatient with it at the same time.
After the call, Toby demanded to see Bellbridge. Mum showed him the map. He zoomed in until the streets lost their context, then zoomed out so far that the entire county appeared.
“Is there a football team?”
“Probably,” Mum said. “But we aren't moving your club tonight.”
“Would I have to?”
“We don't know enough yet.”
There it was again, the answer that protected them from a false promise and left them with nowhere to put their hopes.
Leila looked at the hotel beds. Three bedrooms. Even one small room would be enough for a desk if the desk were narrow. She could keep paper flat. She could close a door without needing the toilet as a reason.
“Don't,” Mum said gently.
Leila looked up.
“You're measuring it in your head. So am I. We haven't seen it.”
“I'm allowed to think.”
“Yes. I just don't want the thinking to become a place we've already moved into.”
That made Leila angry because it was exactly what had happened at the flat viewing. She had built a life out of two windows and a bus stop, then resented the numbers that took it away.
She put on her shoes.
“I'm going downstairs.”
“For what?”
“Air.”
“Outside, then. There isn't more air downstairs.”
Leila almost smiled, which annoyed her further. She took her notebook and left.
Outside the hotel, the strip of grass beside the car park held a tree too young to provide much shade. Someone had tied it to a wooden stake with a flexible band. Leila sat on the low edge of the planting bed and drew the place where the band met the bark.
Mo came out carrying an empty cardboard box. He flattened it against the wall, saw her and nodded.
“Drawing the landscaping?”
“Trying.”
“It was supposed to be low maintenance.”
“Isn't it?”
“Depends how low your expectations are.”
He took the box to the recycling cage. When he came back, he stopped a few feet away rather than standing over her.
“Everything all right upstairs?”
“Yes.”
He waited long enough for her to change the answer if she wanted to. She looked at the tree.
“They're talking about a flat. Maybe.”
“Ah.”
“Everyone says not to get excited.”
“That's difficult advice.”
“Do people usually know when they're leaving?”
Mo rested his hands in the pockets of his fleece.
“Some do. Some get very little notice. Sometimes a date changes. I know what comes through to reception, not what it feels like in the room.”
She appreciated that he did not pretend otherwise.
“Have you worked here long?”
“Long enough to know which window catches the rain.”
“Which one?”
“Third floor, end of the corridor. Reported repeatedly. A celebrated local feature.”
He looked at the sketchbook, but did not ask to see inside.
“When we moved here from the other side of town,” he said, “my son insisted the journey to school was going to ruin his life. He was nine. It added twelve minutes.”
“Did it?”
“Ruin his life? Not that part. He found other causes later.”
Leila smiled.
“I won't tell you to be grateful for a room you've not seen,” Mo added. “People like saying grateful when they don't want a more complicated conversation. You're allowed to want it and worry about it.”
He went back inside before she had to answer.
Leila finished the band around the tree. She had drawn it too tight the first time; in reality, there was space for the trunk to move. She loosened the line and added the shadow beneath it.
Upstairs, Mum was on the floor helping Toby lay out his football kit. His last home match was Saturday. Dad had still not said definitely whether he was coming.
“Do you want to look at the route with me?” Mum asked Leila.
“Now?”
“Just the general route. No imaginary furniture.”
They sat on the bed with the phone between them. Mum found a bus Leila had missed, one that joined another route near the hospital. It would not make everything easy, but it changed the shape of the journey.
“Your work?” Leila asked.
“I'd need to speak to the coordinator about my first calls. There might be another round. I don't know yet.”
“Would you hate changing?”
Mum looked towards the window.
“I like some of the people I visit. I'd miss them. I also like the idea of not explaining to my daughter why the entire kitchen is in a plastic bag.”
Leila leaned against the headboard. “I want the small room.”
“We don't know there's a small room we can have.”
“I know.”
Mum smiled tiredly.
“So do I,” she said.
They let themselves look at the map for five more minutes before putting it away.
One Hour, Mostly
The café by the library had six tables and a menu written on a board that was too high to read comfortably from the queue. Leila stood beneath it, trying to decide what cost the least without ordering something she did not want.
Micah was already at a table by the window. He had a glass of water and a book about plants with a receipt sticking out of it. When he saw her, he closed the book with unnecessary speed.
“You can keep reading,” she said.
“I wasn't planning to do that for the entire date.”
The word date landed so plainly that she forgot the next thing she meant to say.
“Good,” she managed.
He grinned. “Too direct?”
“No. Helpful, actually.”
She put her bag on the chair and went to order. He did not leap up to pay for her or perform a discussion about who should. She bought tea, returned to the table and felt relieved by how unremarkable the transaction had been.
For the first few minutes they talked about college and work. Micah had spent the morning trying to find a missing delivery that had been put exactly where it belonged, only under the wrong name. Leila told him about the group task at the gallery and Idris's foil pavement.
“Unpleasant for dogs,” Micah said.
“That was not one of the issues we discussed.”
“Clearly an incomplete assessment.”
They laughed. Then there was a pause long enough for Leila to become aware that she was holding the teaspoon even though the tea did not need stirring.
“What do you do when you're not drawing?” he asked.
“Apparently carry shopping and learn new bus routes.”
“I meant before.”
Before. The word opened a space she had been stepping around.
“I went to Esme's. Watched things. Walked places without checking whether I'd miss a connection.”
“Do you still do that?”
“Some of it.”
She looked at the book on the table. “What about you? Apart from plants.”
“Music. Not well. I play guitar badly enough to keep it private.”
“That's disappointing. I was hoping for a surprise performance.”
“You're safer without one.”
He told her about his older sister, who lived in Leeds and sent him voice messages while walking to work. About his mother, who worked in a school office and had an unreasonable interest in whether he was carrying a coat. About his father, a delivery driver who understood routes but could not remember where he had put his glasses. Ordinary people, described with the affection and irritation of being near them often.
Leila realised she had assumed, from how much time he spent with Jean, that his family situation was more complicated. She disliked catching herself arranging someone else's life into a story that suited her expectations.
“So Jean's on your mum's side?” she asked.
“Yes. She lives ten minutes away. She pretends that's an accident.”
“Do you live in a house?”
The question escaped before she considered how it sounded.
Micah blinked. “Yes.”
“Sorry. That was strange.”
“Not especially.”
“How many rooms?”
Now he looked properly puzzled, and she wished she could gather the questions off the table and put them back where they belonged.
“Three bedrooms,” he said. “One's my sister's when she comes back. It's also where the ironing lives.”
Leila nodded. She could see it immediately: a room that could remain partly empty because its owner might return. Nobody would ask whether the ironing could share more efficiently.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“Leila.”
She looked at the tea. “I keep noticing space. It's boring. You don't have to do anything about it.”
“I wasn't going to offer you my sister's room. She'd object before we reached the ironing.”
She laughed despite herself.
“I don't know what to say sometimes,” he admitted. “About where you're staying. I don't want to ignore it, but I also don't want every conversation to become about whether you need a lift.”
“Don't give me lifts. You don't have a car.”
“That's one practical difficulty.”
She put down the teaspoon.
“You can ask. And I can say I don't want to talk about it. I'm still learning that second bit.”
“All right.”
He did not turn the agreement into a speech. They returned to music, then to a film they had both disliked for different reasons. Leila showed him a drawing on her phone. He asked why she had chosen to leave one part pale. She explained the reflection, and he listened as though there might be something to understand rather than only something to praise.
Near the end of the hour, his phone rang. He looked at the screen and apologised.
“That's the apprenticeship place. I should take it.”
“Of course.”
He went outside. Through the window, Leila watched him stand a little straighter as he listened. He took a pen from his pocket, discovered he had nothing to write on and used the back of the café receipt. When he returned, he was trying not to smile too much.
“They want me to come for a practical day.”
“That's good.”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Thursday next week.”
“You'll be good at that.”
“You don't know what it is yet.”
“Will it involve plants?”
“Likely.”
“Then I feel confident.”
He laughed. Leila was pleased for him. She was also suddenly aware of Calder Gardens being farther away, of the word apprenticeship describing a future with hours and places that did not include her. They were on their first date, and she had already begun imagining being left behind. The unfairness of that was embarrassing enough to keep her quiet.
Micah noticed the change without knowing what to do with it.
“Are you worried about your interview?” he asked.
“No. Yes. A bit.”
“They said next week.”
“I know what they said.”
Her answer came out too sharply. He leaned back slightly.
“Sorry,” she said at once. “That wasn't about you.”
“What was it about?”
She could tell him the truth, which was unreasonable and did not deserve to become his problem. Or she could let him believe he had done something wrong. Neither option appealed. One was at least fairer.
“Everything moving,” she said. “Dad's place doesn't work. There might be a flat somewhere else. You might go to Calder. I know that last one isn't bad. I'm not asking you not to. I'm just tired of trying to work out where people will be.”
He looked at her for a while.
“I don't know where I'll be,” he said. “I do know I wanted to be here today.”
It was not a promise about the future. She found she preferred it to one.
“I wanted that too.”
They left a few minutes after her hour was up. Leila messaged Mum to say which bus she was catching. Micah walked with her to the stop, neither of them speaking much now but not in the strained way they had earlier.
At the crossing, he held out his hand.
She took it. His palm was warm and slightly rough. Nothing in the street changed. A van blocked the turn. Someone dropped a paper cup. The crossing signal made its ordinary impatient noise.
Leila had expected something more dramatic from the first time she held his hand. Instead she noticed how easy it was to keep walking.
When her bus came, he let go so she could find her pass.
“Again?” he asked.
“Yes.”
She went upstairs on the bus and sat where she could see the pavement. He was still there when she looked down, holding the café receipt with the details of his practical day. She waved. He waved back, then put the receipt carefully inside his book.
She watched until the bus turned the corner. For the first time in weeks, counting the stops felt like something she had forgotten to do.
The Things Esme Didn't Say
Esme's mother had offered to drive them to an exhibition at a university art school on Saturday morning. The trip was free, which Leila had checked before allowing herself to be pleased. She wanted to see what students made after the stage she was in now, when every project had to fit around other subjects and someone always needed the large table for a different class.
Then the Bellbridge viewing was provisionally arranged for the same morning.
Mum told her while brushing Toby's school blazer with the flat of her hand. He needed it for his secondary-school transition visit the following week. The blazer had come from a second-hand sale and still held a name label belonging to someone called Oscar.
“You don't have to come,” Mum said. “It's only a first look. I can take pictures.”
Leila stood in the bathroom doorway.
“I want to see it.”
“I know. I also know you've been looking forward to the art-school visit.”
“Can we change the viewing?”
“I asked. That's when the person with the keys can meet us.”
The words person with the keys sounded more important than the entire art school.
Leila messaged Esme to cancel. She explained the viewing, added sorry twice, removed one sorry because it looked excessive and sent the message.
Esme read it. No reply appeared.
At college the next morning, she was polite in a way Leila found harder to deal with than open annoyance. She asked whether Leila wanted a pen, moved her bag so Leila could sit down and discussed the coursework deadline as though they were people who had recently been introduced.
At break, Leila followed her out to the wall behind the science block.
“Are you angry about Saturday?”
Esme put down her folder.
“A bit.”
“I can't change it.”
“I know.”
“Then why are you angry?”
“Because I'd looked forward to it. Knowing why doesn't mean I wasn't looking forward to it.”
Leila sat beside her. The brick was still cold from the night. Someone had drawn a small face in marker near the place Esme usually put her hand.
“I thought you'd understand.”
“I do. That's not the same as being delighted.”
Leila looked away. She had been using understanding as a request that Esme stop having feelings inconvenient to her own.
“I'm sorry,” she said.
Esme rubbed a thumbnail against the edge of her folder. The green varnish was almost gone.
“I had something I wanted to talk about on the way,” she said.
“What?”
“It doesn't matter.”
“Esme.”
Her friend looked at her. There was a weary recognition in her expression, as though they had changed seats in an argument both already knew.
“I don't think I want to apply for medicine,” Esme said.
Leila stared. Esme had wanted medicine since they were thirteen, or had at least been saying it since then. She chose subjects, summer activities and books according to a future Leila had assumed was fixed.
“What do you want?”
“I don't know. Something where saying I don't know isn't treated like I've set fire to my life.”
“Have you told your mum?”
“She keeps finding places where I could shadow someone. Clinics. Open days. People who want to be helpful. I haven't actually asked for most of them.”
Leila thought of Esme sitting opposite her in the art room with the biology folder open, reading sentences she could not explain.
“Is it the work?”
“Some of it. Mostly it's that everyone talks about how much I want it, and I don't know whether I ever wanted it that much or just liked knowing what to say.”
A group of younger students passed, laughing loudly enough to interrupt them. Esme waited until they had gone.
“It sounds ridiculous beside everything with you,” she said.
“No.”
“It does. I'm sitting here with a bedroom and a mum arranging opportunities, complaining about the opportunities.”
Leila recognised the calculation: whose difficulty was large enough to justify occupying the room.
“You don't have to win a competition to tell me something,” she said.
Esme looked down at the marker face on the brick.
“I know. But lately every time I start, there's a viewing or a form or your brother needs collecting. And I don't blame you. I just don't know where to put things.”
Leila wanted to defend herself. The reasons were all real. None of them changed the fact that Esme had been waiting.
“Put it here,” she said. “Now.”
They talked until the bell. Esme did not suddenly discover a new career. She mentioned psychology, then journalism, then taking time to work out whether being good at a subject obliged her to make a life out of it. Leila listened without telling her she would be brilliant at anything. That would have been pleasant and useless.
“Do you want me there when you tell your mum?” she asked.
“No. That would make it sound like an intervention.”
“Fair.”
“But can I come round after?”
Leila almost said that she could not come round to the hotel. Then she considered what come round actually needed to mean.
“Meet me somewhere. We can walk.”
“Without you missing the last bus?”
“We'll choose a time that works.”
Esme leaned her shoulder briefly against Leila's.
“I can still be disappointed about Saturday?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I had some disappointment left.”
After lunch, the gallery email arrived. Leila was outside the English classroom. She saw Anika's name, stopped walking and let three people go past before opening it.
They would like to offer her the summer assistant role, subject to confirming the usual details and arranging an induction.
She read the first sentence twice. The paragraph beneath it explained the hours, the training and what she needed to send back. None of it turned into a mistake when she looked again.
Esme saw her face.
“You got it?”
Leila nodded.
Esme made a delighted noise that caused everyone in the corridor to look. Then she grabbed Leila's hands and squeezed them.
“You got it.”
“I think so.”
“What do you mean, think so? Does it say they accidentally employed a different Leila?”
“No.”
“Then you got it.”
For a moment, Leila let herself be pleased without calculating what the hours would earn or whether the possible flat was on the right bus route.
Then the teacher opened the classroom door and asked whether they intended to join the lesson.
“Yes,” Esme said. “She's newly employable. It's taken us by surprise.”
Leila went in laughing, her phone warm in her hand.
The Match at Half Past Ten
Dad said he would be at the match by half past ten.
He told Toby directly on Thursday evening, after Leila reminded him that maybe had become a difficult word in their family. Toby wrote the time on a scrap of paper and put it inside his football boot, then forgot it was there until Saturday morning.
At nine, Mum received a call postponing the Bellbridge viewing. There was a problem with access. The person with the keys would not be available until Monday. Sonia was trying to arrange another appointment.
Leila was angry before she understood what she was angry with. She could not rejoin the art-school trip; Esme and her mother had already left. She could go to Toby's match, which was a good thing to do and not what she had chosen. The whole morning felt as though someone had lifted a piece out of it after she built everything around its edges.
Mum put the phone down.
“I'm sorry.”
“You didn't cancel it.”
“No. I'm still sorry about your morning.”
Leila took the blue jumper off the chair and put it in her bag. She did not want another conversation about whether to wear it.
At the football ground, Toby's coach was setting out cones. The grass was damp enough to darken everyone's shoes. Parents stood along the touchline holding drinks, comparing weather forecasts that had already become irrelevant.
Janice waved from beside the small clubhouse. She had brought a flask and cups too thin to hold comfortably once filled.
“Unexpected bonus,” she told Leila. “You can help me understand the rules.”
“I know three of them.”
“That's two more than me.”
Toby came over before the warm-up.
“Dad's parking?” he asked.
Mum looked towards the gate.
“He said half past. There's time.”
Toby nodded and ran back to the team.
At half past ten, the match began. Dad had not arrived. At twenty to eleven, Leila's phone vibrated.
Held up with work thing. Be there as soon as I can.
She stared at the message. He had sent it to her, not Mum, not Toby. The familiar position opened beneath her: she could soften the delay, invent a reasonable explanation, make the waiting less painful for someone else and more tiring for herself.
She wrote back: Please ring Mum. I'm watching the match.
Then she put the phone away.
For ten minutes she watched badly, noticing Toby whenever he looked towards the gate and missing the ball whenever it moved elsewhere. He played on the right. He was not the best player on the team, but he kept running after other children had decided the ball was too far away. Once he reached it just before it went out and kicked it back to a teammate who scored.
Janice shouted loudly enough to embarrass several unrelated people.
“That counts as partly his,” she told Leila.
“I think it's an assist.”
“Then I am assisting the celebration.”
Mum's phone rang. She stepped away from the touchline to answer. Leila did not follow. It took effort to remain where she was.
Dad arrived just before half-time, carrying a takeaway coffee. He looked flustered and immediately began explaining the delay to Mum. She listened for a moment, then pointed towards the pitch.
“He's coming off. Tell him.”
Toby saw Dad and ran over, then slowed down as he reached them. His expression held delight and reproach together, neither cancelling the other.
“I helped set up the goal,” he said.
“I heard. Brilliant.”
“You didn't see it.”
“No. I didn't. I'm sorry.”
Dad crouched slightly, bringing himself closer to Toby's height. He did not mention traffic. Leila was surprised enough to stop gripping the strap of her bag.
“Work overran. I should have left earlier instead of thinking I could squeeze another thing in. That's on me.”
Toby looked at the coffee.
“You had time for that.”
Dad looked at it too.
“Yes,” he said after a moment. “That was a poor choice.”
Toby accepted a drink of water from Mum and went back to the coach. The apology had not made the missed goal reappear. It had at least remained where it belonged, between the person who had been late and the child who had waited.
The second half was scrappier. Toby's team conceded two goals, argued briefly about a throw-in and equalised near the end. Dad watched all of it, keeping his phone in his pocket. When Toby came off, muddy and disappointed not to have won, Dad asked about the pass that led to the first goal. Toby explained it using a bottle cap and two stones on the grass.
Leila listened from a little distance. She did not help the explanation. She did not need to.
Afterwards they ate the sandwiches Mum had brought. This time Dad did not buy additional food to make a point. He offered to get drinks and asked what everyone wanted.
Janice went to speak to the coach. Mum took Toby to collect something from the changing room. Dad sat beside Leila on the low wall outside the clubhouse.
“Thanks for the message,” he said.
“Which one?”
“The one telling me to ring your mum.”
She looked at him.
“I wasn't being helpful.”
“You were being clear.”
He turned the empty coffee cup between his hands.
“I keep thinking if I explain it to you, you'll know I mean well.”
“I usually do know.”
“Yes. And then I make you do something with that.”
Leila watched a child drag a kit bag across the grass. The bottom caught on every bump.
“I don't want to be the person who tells Toby what you meant,” she said.
“I understand.”
“I don't think you've understood before.”
Dad nodded. It was uncomfortable to say that to him. It was more uncomfortable to realise how long she had been waiting to.
“I can do better,” he said.
She wanted to believe him. She also wanted not to turn his sentence into a promise he had not yet kept.
“The exhibition's still the twenty-seventh,” she said.
“It's in my calendar.”
“Good.”
When Mum and Toby returned, Dad asked about the gallery job. Leila had not told him yet. Mum must have, or Toby. For once, the news had reached the adults without her having to pass it on.
She explained the interview and the hours. Dad listened, asking questions that were about the job rather than the fact that she had been good at drawing when she was six.
On the way back to the hotel, Toby fell asleep with his medal from the end-of-season presentation looped around his wrist. Leila drew the medal on the back of an envelope. She could see Dad's car ahead of them for two junctions before he turned towards Westmere.
She watched it go without trying to work out whether the day counted as a success or a disappointment. It contained enough of both to resist a single label.
Sold, Subject to Collection
Mum put the sofa online on Sunday morning.
She photographed it in Janice's garage with the sheet pulled away and the cushions arranged more hopefully than they usually sat. The description said used, comfortable, marks as shown. Leila thought comfortable was generous. The sofa had a hollow in the middle that made two people lean together whether they liked one another or not.
Within an hour, three strangers had asked whether it was still available, one had offered half the price and someone called SilverFox72 wanted to know the exact height of the back.
“Why?” Toby asked.
“Maybe a low doorway,” Mum said.
“Maybe he's very short.”
“Possibly. I'm not asking.”
They were at Janice's because her brother needed to begin clearing the space he had mentioned. The deadline had moved closer in a way that felt unfair despite time having behaved normally. Mum had decided to sell the sofa, the narrow chest of drawers and the old dining chairs. The beds, table and wardrobe would stay for now, rearranged to fit the back of the garage.
Leila stood beside the chest of drawers. One drawer stuck unless lifted at the corner. The top had a pale ring from a glass she had left there during the hottest week of the previous summer. She had spent years disliking the chest because it was old and mismatched. Now she resented a stranger being allowed to decide whether it was worth twenty pounds.
“Could we keep that one?” she asked.
Mum looked up from her phone.
“We've talked about it.”
“I know. I'm asking again.”
“Leila.”
“It would fit in the small room.”
“We haven't seen the small room.”
There was the argument, waiting exactly where they had left it.
Janice came in carrying bin bags for items they were donating. She took one look at their faces and set the bags down quietly.
“Tea in ten minutes,” she said. “Whether or not anyone deserves it.”
Leila opened the top drawer. Inside were a loose button, a paperclip and a photograph of Esme pulling a face beside a badly decorated birthday cake. She took the photograph and closed the drawer too hard.
Mum put down the phone.
“I'm not selling it because your things don't matter.”
“I didn't say that.”
“No. You're behaving as though I have to prove I know they matter before I'm allowed to make a practical decision.”
Leila looked at her. Mum rarely said something that direct unless she had been carrying it for a while.
“We can't pay for storage indefinitely,” she continued. “We can't keep Janice's garage indefinitely. And I can't choose only things nobody feels anything about, because we'd keep everything except the broken airer.”
“I know.”
“Then help me decide. Don't make me be the person who doesn't care so that you can be the person who does.”
The words hurt because Leila recognised the arrangement as soon as Mum named it.
She sat on the edge of the sofa. It sagged beneath her exactly as it always had. On the underside of the nearest cushion, a small brown stain remained from hot chocolate Toby had spilled years ago. Mum had turned the cushion over and declared the problem temporarily solved. Temporary, in that instance, had lasted four years.
“I don't want to start again with everything different,” Leila said.
Mum sat at the other end. The hollow pulled them a little closer.
“Neither do I.”
They remained there while Janice moved boxes near the door and Toby searched for a game he remembered owning but could not name.
“What do you most want to keep?” Mum asked.
“The table. My desk. The wardrobe, I think.”
“Your desk is staying. The table too. We can keep the wardrobe if it comes apart properly.”
“And the shelf Toby keeps carrying around.”
“That shelf now has greater protection than any other item we own.”
Leila smiled weakly.
“What do you want?” she asked Mum.
Mum looked around the garage as though the question required more thought than it should.
“The mixing bowl,” she said. “The heavy one. My good pan. The lamp from the sitting room.”
“Not the sofa?”
“My back has had a long disagreement with this sofa.”
Leila laughed. The laughter let something settle, though not everything.
They spent the next hour sorting one box at a time. Leila found clothes she genuinely did not want, books she could let go and a packet of dried-out pens she had moved from house to garage with complete seriousness. Toby discovered the game, which turned out to be missing its board. He still wanted to keep the pieces because he could invent another game.
Mum allowed it after making him choose a smaller box.
SilverFox72 arrived at two. She was a woman in her fifties driving a van with a dog asleep in the passenger seat. The low doorway theory was correct. She inspected the sofa, sat on it and pronounced the hollow comfortable.
“My husband likes a firm cushion,” she said. “He can have his own chair.”
She paid the agreed amount without bargaining. Janice's brother helped carry the sofa out. Leila stood aside, holding the front door of the garage, and watched the familiar shape become awkward again in someone else's hands.
After it was gone, the space looked enormous for about three seconds. Then they moved the wardrobe into it, and it became storage once more.
The woman buying the chest of drawers came later with her teenage son. He wanted to repaint it dark blue. Leila almost told him not to, then remembered how often she had wished she could do exactly that.
“The top drawer sticks,” she said. “Lift this corner first.”
He tried it, nodded and thanked her.
When they left, Mum handed Leila the old brass handle from the bottom drawer. It had been replaced years ago after coming loose and was still in the drawer of spare things.
“You don't have to keep it,” Mum said.
Leila turned it over in her palm. It was not the chest. It did not need to be.
She put it in her bag beside the photograph of Esme.
That evening, she drew the chest from memory and then drew the empty rectangle it had left against Janice's wall. For the first time, she did not make the empty space darker than the thing that had gone.
The Third Bedroom
The Bellbridge flat was above a row of garages, though none of the garages belonged to the people in the flat. A narrow stairway ran up the side of the building. There were nineteen steps. Toby counted them aloud until Mum asked him to stop because she was trying to hear the woman explaining the entrance lock.
The woman was called Ruth. She managed several properties for the owner and carried a ring of keys large enough to alter the shape of her coat pocket. Sonia had arranged for her to meet them. The flat was not ready, Ruth said before opening the door. They should know that going in.
Leila knew already from the smell of fresh filler and old damp.
Inside, the hallway turned sharply around a cupboard. There were three bedrooms, a sitting room, a kitchen and a bathroom with a window that opened onto the stairwell. Someone had left a broom leaning against the kitchen wall. Its bristles were worn to one side.
Toby ran ahead, then stopped himself and looked back at Mum for permission. She nodded.
“Don't touch switches or taps until Ruth says.”
He went into the first bedroom and made a small, disbelieving sound.
The room was empty. Its carpet was grey, its walls a pale colour Leila could not name, and its window looked over the garage roofs towards a line of trees. It was not beautiful. Toby stood in the middle with his arms slightly away from his sides, testing the amount of space his body could occupy without encountering someone else's things.
“My bed goes there,” he said.
Mum came to the doorway.
“Maybe.”
He lowered his arms.
“I know.”
The second bedroom was larger. Mum looked at the window catches and the sockets, asking practical questions while Leila waited impatiently for the room at the end. The third bedroom had been used as a study. A rectangle of lighter paint showed where shelves had hung. There was room for a bed along one wall, a narrow desk beneath the window and not much else.
Leila walked to the window. Down below, someone was hanging washing in a small yard. A white shirt twisted on the line, one empty sleeve lifting in the breeze. Beyond it were a fence, a footpath and the roofs of houses she did not know.
She could draw there.
The thought was so immediate that she had to grip the window ledge to keep from treating it as a fact about her future.
Mum stood beside her.
“What do you think?”
“It's small.”
“Yes.”
“I like it.”
Mum looked at the pale rectangle on the wall. “Your desk should fit.”
“You said no imaginary furniture.”
“I've made an exception for one desk.”
Leila smiled. Then Ruth called them to the kitchen.
There had been a leak beneath the sink and another problem under a section of the floor. The owner had agreed to repairs, but the contractor had not yet confirmed a completion date. The bathroom extractor needed replacing. A safety inspection would follow the works. Ruth explained each item without trying to conceal the inconvenience behind the phrase just a few little things.
“Could we move in while they do it?” Toby asked.
“No,” Mum said before Ruth answered.
“We're in a hotel.”
“I know where we are. We aren't moving you into a flat with work happening under the floor.”
Toby leaned against the doorway. His expression had begun closing around the room he had already chosen.
Mum asked about the rent, the agreed arrangement with the housing team and which costs would be theirs. Ruth had some answers and promised to send the others in writing. Leila watched Mum write down the questions she still needed Sonia to answer. It was tempting to think of caution as the thing delaying them. It was harder to remember that caution was also how Mum tried to stop one problem becoming another.
They walked through the rooms again. Leila took photographs with Ruth's permission, careful not to include documents left by the workmen. She photographed the windows, the sockets, the patch of wall where the desk might go. Then she took one picture of Mum and Toby standing in the sitting room, both looking towards the same corner for entirely different reasons.
Outside, Toby went down the nineteen steps without counting.
“Can I be happy yet?” he asked at the bottom.
Mum stopped beside him.
“You can be happy that we found somewhere we like. We don't have a moving date.”
“So half happy?”
“Something like that.”
He considered the building. “That's annoying.”
“Yes,” Mum said. “It is.”
They walked to the nearest bus stop before returning to the car. There was a small grocery shop, a pharmacy and a bakery that had closed for the day. Mum checked the parking signs. Leila checked the timetable. Toby discovered a patch of grass behind the shops where two boys were kicking a ball between bags set down as goalposts.
One of the boys shouted that he could join if he wanted.
“We're going,” Toby called back.
“Next time, then.”
He turned to Mum. She shook her head gently, not at the football but at the promise forming behind his eyes.
On the drive back, Leila looked through the photographs. The third bedroom appeared smaller on her screen. She enlarged the window and traced the empty space beneath it with one finger.
At the hotel, the extractor fan behind the restaurant had stopped for maintenance. The silence was so unfamiliar that everyone noticed it.
“Is it broken?” Toby asked.
“Apparently being cleaned,” Mum said, reading a message from reception.
For an hour, the room held only their own sounds. Leila sat at the desk with her sketchbook and drew the third bedroom. She included the rectangle where the shelves had been. She left the furniture out.
A Name Badge in an Envelope
Anika gave Leila an envelope containing paperwork, an induction timetable and a blank name badge.
“You can write the name you use,” she said. “Not necessarily the longest version on the form.”
Leila printed LEILA carefully, then worried that the letters were too far apart. She nearly asked for another insert before realising this would be an unhelpful beginning to paid employment.
The gallery was closed to the public on Tuesdays. Without visitors, it looked less finished. A stepladder stood in one room. Two pictures leaned face-in against a wall waiting to be moved. Someone had left a sandwich box beside a pile of exhibition labels.
Anika took her through the building, showing her the staff room, the supply cupboard, the storage shelves and the alarm panel she was not yet expected to touch. Leila wrote things down even when she thought she would remember them. There were more ordinary procedures than she had imagined: where used aprons went, which cupboard held materials that needed supervision, how to find a staff member rather than leave a room unattended.
“The first job isn't knowing everything,” Anika said. “It's knowing when to ask.”
Leila had heard versions of this before. Here, with a badge in her hand and an actual timetable, it sounded less like encouragement and more like a requirement.
In the workshop, she met Theo, who ran the Saturday family sessions, and Miriam, who looked after the shop. Having two Miriams in the same month felt like a clerical complication. Leila wrote Gallery Miriam in her notebook, then crossed it out because it looked rude when the woman leaned over to show her where spare receipt rolls were kept.
They talked through a sample session. Theo demonstrated how he laid out materials so children could see choices without every available item being spread across the table. He gave Leila a box of mixed paper and asked her to make three manageable piles.
She began sorting by colour.
“What else could help?” he asked.
“Size?”
“Try it.”
By the time she finished, she understood why the large sheets needed to stay separate from tiny scraps. It had nothing to do with making the cupboard look tidy. People chose differently when they could see what was there.
At midday, Anika asked her to bring the remaining forms into the office. Most were straightforward. One asked for an emergency contact. Leila wrote Mum's number, then paused at the space for a second.
Dad's number was in her phone. She knew it worked. She also knew that answering was not always the same as being available.
She put Janice, after sending a message to check. Janice replied with a thumbs-up and a warning that she could not be expected to identify a famous painting during an emergency.
Anika asked whether Leila had any questions about the agreed hours.
“We might move,” Leila said. “Not far enough that I couldn't get here. The exact route would change.”
“Tell me when you know. We'll plan the induction sessions around the hours we've agreed, not around last-minute guesses.”
Leila nodded. She did not need to prove reliability by pretending her life contained no uncertainty. She did need to communicate before the uncertainty became someone else's missing staff member.
Then Anika asked about the college exhibition.
“The title sounds interesting. Could you send me a photograph when the work's installed?”
“I haven't finished it.”
“Send it when you have.”
It was not praise. It was interest with an expectation attached. Leila liked it and immediately became more frightened of making something weak.
Before leaving, she helped Theo clean a table stained with blue paint. Most of the mark came away. One pale patch remained despite her effort.
“That one's older than your application,” he said. “You can stop.”
She stepped back and laughed. Her sleeve had picked up a new blue mark of its own.
Outside, she put the badge in the envelope so it would not scratch her phone. She wanted to wear it all the way to the hotel, which was embarrassing enough to prevent her doing so.
Mum was waiting downstairs when she arrived. A shopping bag rested against one ankle. Toby had stayed at school for a rehearsal, leaving them twenty minutes without anyone asking for a snack.
“How was it?” Mum asked.
Leila took out the badge.
Mum smiled broadly, not the careful small smile she used when something was only a possibility.
“Look at that.”
“It's just a name.”
“It's your name.”
They bought tea from the machine in the lobby and sat by the window. It was poor tea, too hot at first and then suddenly the wrong temperature. Leila told Mum about the cupboards, the supply lists and the fact that there were paintings leaning against walls when nobody was visiting.
“I thought it would feel more glamorous,” she admitted.
“Most places have a cupboard.”
“I liked the cupboard.”
Mum laughed. For a few minutes, Leila did not mention Bellbridge. Mum did not check her phone. They talked about work as something Leila might enjoy, not something that would rescue the household.
Upstairs, she put the name badge in the drawer of the hotel desk. She had not used that drawer before; everything important had stayed in bags ready to move. The badge lay beside the spare bus tickets and a clean eraser.
When Toby came back, she showed him.
“Can you get us in free?” he asked.
“It's already free.”
“Then you're doing a good job.”
Oscar's Blazer
Toby's transition visit began with a wrong entrance and a blazer that made him look as though he had borrowed a more senior person's shoulders.
Leila took him because Mum's early work visits could not be rearranged that morning. This collection had been on the timetable from the beginning, agreed rather than absorbed. That made a difference even though the bus was still crowded and Toby still complained about the collar.
“Everyone will know it's second-hand,” he said.
“Only if you introduce yourself as Oscar.”
“The label's still there.”
“Mum's taking it out tonight.”
“Why not yesterday?”
“Because yesterday had other jobs in it.”
She checked his reflection in the bus window. The blazer was too large, but no larger than several others they passed near the school gates. Adults appeared to buy school uniforms for the person a child might become rather than the one currently trying to move his arms inside them.
At the entrance, a teacher with a clipboard checked Toby's name. Leila stood close enough to answer any question before realising she was doing exactly that.
“I'm Toby Grant,” he said before she could speak.
The teacher found him on the list and pointed towards a group beside the hall.
“Your guide will come over in a moment.”
Toby did not move.
“What about lunch?”
“Your group will go together. You'll get a card when you're registered.”
He glanced at Leila. She could see the next questions lining up: where to put his bag, what happened if he got lost, whether someone would tell him when to leave. She wanted to ask all of them at once so he would not have to appear worried.
Instead she said, “I'll be at this gate at three.”
“The same gate?”
“Yes. This actual gate.”
He looked at its blue paint and the sign above it, fixing the place in his head.
“And if you're late?”
“I'll ring the office. You stay with the staff until I'm here.”
He nodded, then went towards the group. A boy beside him had the same overlarge blazer and a haircut so recent that a pale line showed above his ears. They looked at each other with the mutual caution of people who might become friends or might spend the day wishing they had stood elsewhere.
Leila waited until Toby joined them. Then she left before waiting became an announcement that she did not think he could manage.
She had three hours before her next lesson. The public library was close enough to walk to, so she went there with the intention of working on her artist statement.
The exhibition needed a short paragraph beside each student's work. Not a life history, Armitage had said. A way for someone looking at the piece to enter it. Leila wrote about the nine stops, the change from walking to buses, the fronts and backs of buildings. The paragraph was accurate and bloodless.
She deleted it and began again.
For the past few weeks, my family has lived in one hotel room on a retail park.
The sentence made her sit back. In a private form, it had been information. On a wall beside a drawing, it would become an invitation to strangers.
She continued anyway. She wrote about learning to do things in front of other people, about using the bathroom to speak privately, about hearing Mum awake at night. Then she wrote something she had never said aloud: Sometimes I want to be away from the people I love, and sometimes I feel frightened the minute I am.
She looked around the library. A man read a newspaper at the next table. A child asked a librarian for a book whose only identifying feature was that it had a horse but was not about horses. Nobody knew what Leila had just put into a document.
She saved it under STATEMENT PRIVATE DRAFT and went to college.
At three, Toby came through the blue gate beside the boy with the new haircut. They were discussing a science demonstration involving a balloon. Toby introduced him as Callum, then forgot Leila was there until Callum's grandmother arrived.
“How was it?” Leila asked as they walked away.
“Fine.”
“What did you do?”
“Stuff.”
“Excellent. Detailed.”
He looked back at the gate, checking whether Callum had gone.
“The food was good. There's a room where people can go at lunch if they don't like the noise. Not a punishment room. Just a room.”
“Would you use it?”
“Maybe. Callum says he might.”
They reached the crossing. Toby pressed the button himself.
“Did anyone ask where you live?” Leila said.
He frowned. “Yes.”
“What did you say?”
“The hotel.”
“Just like that?”
“What else would I say?”
She felt both proud of him and slightly foolish for the amount of energy she had spent avoiding the same answer.
“Did it feel strange?”
“A bit. Callum asked if there was a swimming pool. I said no. Then he told me his grandad has a pond with a fish that bites.”
Leila laughed.
“Does it?”
“He says so.”
On the bus, Toby told her more. The teacher who spoke too quietly. The staircase everybody used despite there being another one. The fact that the changing rooms smelled exactly like the changing rooms at his current school, which he found reassuring for reasons he could not explain.
She listened. At one stop, he moved his bag to let an older woman sit down without being asked. The blazer sleeves covered part of his hands. He was growing into something, though not always at the speed the clothes expected.
Back at the hotel, he asked Mum to remove Oscar's label before anything else.
Mum found scissors and unpicked the stitches carefully. Toby watched until the little white rectangle came free.
“Keep it,” he said.
“Why?”
“In case we meet Oscar.”
Mum put the label in the bowl of spare coins by the kettle. Leila opened her private statement again that evening. She added a sentence about how Toby had answered the question at school.
Then she stopped, her fingers above the keys. That was his moment. She was not yet sure it belonged on her wall.
A Day Off That Wasn't a Day Off
Mum came back from work before lunch with her right wrist strapped and an expression that warned everyone not to be alarmed. Leila, who had stayed at the hotel that morning to finish written coursework, became alarmed immediately.
“What happened?”
“Caught myself awkwardly. I slipped on a step.”
“Where?”
“At a visit. I've had it checked.”
“Did you fall?”
“Leila. I'm standing here.”
The answer was unfair, and Mum seemed to realise it as soon as she had said it. She set her bag on the bed with her left hand and tried again.
“I hurt my wrist. It's going to need rest. The coordinator's rearranging my visits. I haven't broken my neck or concealed a major emergency from you.”
Leila stared at the strap. It made a small part of Mum's body look official and fragile. The rest of her was familiar: the worn shoes, the trousers, a strand of hair stuck to her cheek. Leila had never properly considered how much of their life depended on those hands being able to lift, drive, wash, carry and fasten things without a meeting about it first.
“What about work?” she asked.
“They're sorting the next few days. I need to speak to them again later.”
“Will you get paid?”
Mum closed her eyes briefly.
“I need to check exactly what happens. I will. Right now I want to sit down and eat something.”
Leila went to the food bag. She found bread, cheese, a packet of tomatoes. Making a sandwich should have been simple, but every movement felt too large for the room. She dropped a tomato and chased it beneath Toby's folding bed. Mum watched for a moment, then began laughing.
“What?” Leila demanded from the floor.
“Nothing. I'm sorry.”
“It isn't funny.”
“The tomato's making a considerable effort.”
Leila retrieved it, banged her head lightly on the bed frame and swore. Mum laughed harder, then winced when the movement pulled at her wrist. For a few seconds, the whole situation became so ridiculous that Leila laughed too. It did not mean she was less frightened.
They ate sitting side by side. Mum used her left hand badly and complained about the design of the sandwich. Leila cut the next one into smaller pieces without asking. Mum thanked her, then asked what coursework she had been doing.
“English.”
“Show me.”
“You don't need to look at homework.”
“I would like to think about something that isn't an incident form.”
Leila brought the laptop over. They read the paragraph she was struggling with. Mum did not know the text well enough to help with the interpretation, but she could tell where the sentence had become so long that Leila no longer knew what she was claiming. They broke it into two. The second sentence turned out not to say anything and was deleted.
At two, the work coordinator rang. Mum took the call in the corridor because she wanted to discuss the arrangements without Leila listening to every word. That hurt more than Leila expected. She knew it was reasonable. She still stood near the door until she caught herself and moved away.
When Mum returned, she explained what had been agreed for the next few days. There were details to confirm, but she was not expected to continue the visits with one hand. Janice would help with shopping. Another colleague could bring something from the office. Leila listened, looking for a gap she could fill.
“I can cancel Saturday with Micah,” she said.
Mum looked up.
“Why?”
“To be here.”
“What do you think I'm going to do while you're gone?”
“I don't know.”
“Neither do I. Possibly read. Perhaps become irritated with the television. Toby's going to Janice's for the afternoon.”
“You might need something.”
“I have a phone. And a left hand with limited enthusiasm but adequate basic skills.”
Leila folded the corner of the empty sandwich wrapper. She wanted a task because tasks had edges. Fear did not. When she could not find something practical to do, she began imagining what could happen next: Mum unable to work for weeks, the flat becoming unaffordable, all the carefully assembled possibilities falling apart because of one slippery step.
Mum watched her face.
“Say it,” she said.
“What?”
“The worst thing you're thinking. It's taking up most of the room.”
Leila looked at the strap.
“What if you can't work?”
“We deal with what the clinician and my employer actually say. We ask questions. We don't make a whole future out of this afternoon.”
“But—”
“I know. There are things to worry about. I am worrying about them. I am also allowed to have a sore wrist without it proving that I can't keep us going.”
Leila's face warmed. “I didn't mean that.”
“I know you didn't.”
Mum leaned back against the pillows. She looked suddenly older, not because of the injury but because Leila could see the effort of remaining the reassuring person while being frightened herself.
“I don't need you to become another adult in charge of me,” she said more gently. “I need you to pass the remote because it's on the side I can't reach.”
Leila passed it. The smallness of the request helped.
When Toby came back, he stared at the wrist and asked seven questions in a row. Mum answered the first three, then asked him to sit down before continuing. He wanted to know whether she could still make dinner. Leila began to tell him not to be selfish, then stopped. Dinner was how he measured the ordinary world. He was checking whether it still existed.
“We can make dinner,” she said. “You and me.”
“Actually make it?”
“Within the limits of the microwave.”
He accepted this as a reasonable technical condition.
That evening, they worked together in the breakfast room. Toby read the packets and set timers. Leila carried the hot containers. He spilled a little water, cleaned it without being told and then asked whether they could bring Mum's food up on a tray.
Mo found a tray with a faded advertisement for a brand of coffee the hotel no longer served.
“Return it,” he said. “It's part of our historical collection.”
They carried dinner upstairs. Mum was asleep with the television on and her glasses sliding down her nose. Leila stood in the doorway holding the tray. She wanted to draw her exactly like that: tired, unguarded, one hand open on the duvet. She also knew that making the picture would not give her permission to show it to anyone.
Toby whispered, “Should we wake her?”
“In a minute.”
They put the tray on the desk, cleared a space beside it and sat quietly until Mum opened her eyes.
Where the Netting Caught
Micah's practical day had involved identifying plants, moving materials and admitting that he did not know the answer to one question about soil.
“I nearly invented something,” he told Leila. “Then I thought it would be a poor beginning to spend the rest of my career defending an imaginary soil type.”
They were at the allotment on Saturday afternoon. Jean had gone to a neighbour's birthday lunch and left instructions long enough to suggest she expected the seasons to change before she returned. Micah had promised to check the watering and secure a loose section of netting. Leila had promised herself she would not spend the whole afternoon checking her phone.
Mum had sent a photograph of the television remote in her left hand, followed by Still competent. Stop worrying at me.
Leila put the phone away.
“Do you think they'll choose you?” she asked.
“I don't know. There were people who knew more than me. There were also people who said things very confidently and then got corrected.”
“Which group were you in?”
“Trying not to join either too visibly.”
He showed her the notes he had made afterwards. There were plant names, a train time and a reminder to email someone about the next stage. His handwriting sloped differently from line to line, as though each sentence had been written on a different moving vehicle.
“I'm glad you went,” she said.
“So am I.”
They worked on the netting. Leila held one edge while Micah untangled the part caught around a cane. A bee moved between the flowers beside her hand. She watched it land, adjust itself and disappear partly into a bloom. At college, she would have tried to sketch the shape immediately. Here she let herself look without collecting it.
Micah glanced up.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You look pleased with a piece of string.”
“It's netting. I was listening earlier.”
“Excellent. The terminology has taken.”
The loose corner came free suddenly. Micah stumbled back half a step, and Leila caught the edge before it fell onto the plants. For a moment they were both laughing, holding opposite ends of something neither completely controlled.
Then the work was done. That was the part Leila had been both waiting for and avoiding: the moment when they could no longer use the task as an explanation for staying close.
Micah set the spare cane against the shed. Leila brushed a thread from her sleeve. Somewhere beyond the fence, a dog barked three times and stopped.
“Do you want to sit?” he asked.
“Yes.”
They chose the chair under the plum tree and a low stool beside it. Leila took the stool because the chair looked too much like a thing she had already drawn. Micah moved it so their knees were almost level.
She told him about Mum's wrist. He asked how she was managing and listened to the answer without turning it into a list of solutions. Then he told Leila about the winter Jean had been ill enough to need help with the allotment, and how he had spent weeks assuming every phone call meant something had happened.
“Was she all right?” Leila asked.
“Yes. It took me longer to behave as though she was.”
Leila looked at the rows of plants. “I keep doing that with the room. Thinking if I pay attention hard enough, nothing else can go wrong.”
“Does it work?”
“No. It makes me irritating.”
“Only occasionally.”
She nudged his shoe with hers. He nudged back, gently enough that the movement became a question rather than a joke.
“I like being with you,” he said.
She stared at the toe of his shoe. There was soil along the seam and a loose bit of thread near the heel. Her mind chose these details because the larger thing he had said seemed too bright to look at directly.
“I like being with you too.”
He waited. She lifted her eyes.
“Could I kiss you?” he asked.
“Yes.”
The answer came out quietly, but he heard it. He leaned towards her, stopping close enough that she could move the rest of the way. She did. The kiss was brief and a little awkward because the stool shifted beneath her and she put one hand against the side of the chair to steady herself.
“Sorry,” she whispered.
“For what?”
“Furniture.”
He laughed softly. She laughed too, which made the second kiss easier and not at all like the scenes she had rehearsed without admitting she was rehearsing them.
Afterwards, they stayed close. His hand rested lightly beside hers on the chair, not holding it down. She turned her palm and took his fingers.
For several minutes they said very little. Leila could hear the railway farther away, a bird making a repetitive complaint and the faint click of a loose label against a plant pot. She wanted to remember the afternoon, but the effort of trying to preserve it threatened to pull her out of it. She let the details remain where they were.
When Jean returned, they were still beneath the tree, discussing a television programme neither had finished. She took one look at them, set down a paper bag and began inspecting the netting.
“Passable,” she said.
“The netting?” Micah asked.
“What else would I be evaluating?”
Leila bent to hide her smile.
Jean had brought leftover birthday cake. She cut three pieces with a gardening knife she claimed had been thoroughly washed. Micah washed it again. Jean objected on principle and ate the cake on a saucer balanced on her knee.
“Practical day went well?” she asked him.
“Mostly.”
“Then don't spend a week deciding what mostly means. Wait for them to tell you.”
Leila caught Micah's eye. He looked so like someone trying not to smile at a family habit that she felt a sudden, ordinary tenderness for him. Not because he was going to solve something. Because he was there, embarrassed by his grandmother, pleased about a possibility, holding a piece of cake too large for the plate.
At the gate, he kissed her once more, without needing to ask whether the afternoon had changed its mind. She still checked the time afterwards because she had a bus to catch. He still had chairs to put away. Neither thing made the kiss smaller.
On the journey back, Leila sent Esme a message.
It was definitely a date.
Esme replied before the next stop.
Thank you for confirming my professional assessment.
Then: Tell me everything that isn't private.
Leila smiled at that. She told her about the stool.
The Page Mum Read
Mum read the artist statement because Leila asked her to.
Later, Leila would remember that clearly. There had been no invasion of a notebook, no file opened without permission. She had handed over the laptop after dinner and said, “Does this make sense?” What she had meant was closer to: Tell me it is good, and tell me I have managed to say something difficult without hurting anyone.
Mum read slowly. Toby was downstairs with Nina and Anushka, adding a cardboard bench to the little garden. The room was unusually quiet. Leila stood by the window, watching the corner of the laptop screen reflected in the glass.
When Mum finished, she did not speak immediately.
“Is it bad?” Leila asked.
“No.”
“Then what?”
Mum looked at the paragraph again.
“Some of it feels very private.”
“It doesn't name anyone else.”
“You say your mother is awake at night trying not to wake you. Anyone looking at this with me beside you will know who that mother is.”
Leila came away from the window.
“It's what happens.”
“Yes.”
“You said I didn't have to make it invisible.”
Mum put the laptop on the bed carefully because her wrist still hurt.
“I said our situation didn't have to be hidden from people who could help. That isn't exactly the same as every detail belonging on an exhibition wall.”
Leila folded her arms. The movement made her feel younger, which annoyed her enough to keep them folded.
“So I can't write about my life?”
“That isn't what I'm saying.”
“It sounds like it.”
Mum rubbed her forehead with her left hand. “I'm in your life. Toby is in it. That makes some things complicated.”
Leila looked at the screen. The paragraph about wanting to be away from people she loved seemed suddenly crude and selfish. She wanted to defend it before Mum even mentioned it.
“That line is true,” she said, pointing.
“I haven't said it isn't.”
“Do you hate it?”
Mum read the line again.
“No. I understand it. I have felt it too.”
That stopped Leila more effectively than criticism would have.
“You have?”
“Of course. I love you both. I would also occasionally like to put a plate down without someone asking where their socks are.”
Leila almost smiled. Mum did not.
“What worries me is that you've made me into someone who is only tired and frightened. I know those are the parts you see in the room. But they're not the whole of me.”
“I can't put your whole life in a hundred and fifty words.”
“No. So perhaps you need to decide which part you have enough room to show fairly.”
The word fairly made Leila defensive. She had worked hard to avoid making the room sentimental. She had left in irritation, noise, the fact that love did not always make people pleasant. Now it seemed that being honest was another thing she could do wrong.
“I don't want it to sound like a brochure,” she said. “A family facing challenges but remaining positive.”
“Neither do I.”
“Then what do you want?”
Mum looked at her for a long time.
“To be asked that before the answer is already written.”
Leila took the laptop. She did not slam it shut, but only because she was responsible for returning it undamaged. She sat at the desk and opened a blank document.
“Fine. I'll write about buses.”
Mum leaned back against the pillows. “Don't punish the work because you're angry with me.”
Leila wanted the last word so badly that she chose not to speak. She could feel the sentence waiting at the back of her throat, something unfair about Mum wanting to look better. She was glad later that she did not say it. At the time, remaining silent felt less like maturity than being denied the only weapon she had.
She tried writing about the route. Stops. Reflections. The relationship between public and private space. The words became more respectable as they became less hers.
Mum turned off the television, which had been playing without either of them watching. She took her book into the corridor by the end window, giving Leila the room. The gesture made Leila angrier for a minute because it was kind when she wanted something simpler to resist.
When Toby came back, he found her deleting a sentence.
“Are you working?”
“Trying.”
“Can I have the desk after?”
“In a bit.”
He looked at the screen. “Is that about us?”
“Some of it.”
“Am I in it?”
Leila turned towards him.
“I wrote about you telling Callum where we live.”
He frowned. “Why?”
“Because you weren't embarrassed.”
“I was.”
She stared at him.
“You didn't say.”
“You asked if it felt strange. I said a bit. That was what I meant.”
He put his cardboard bench on the desk.
“Are you saying I was brave?”
“I wasn't using that word.”
“Good. It sounds like when adults talk about having injections.”
Leila looked back at her sentence. She had made him into a child who answered simply because he had not yet learned shame. He had actually been a child choosing to answer despite it. The difference mattered, and she had missed it while standing right beside him.
“Do you want me to take it out?” she asked.
“Yes, please.”
She deleted the sentence.
“Thanks,” he said. “Can the house be in it? The picture, I mean. The garden's better now.”
Leila laughed once, unexpectedly.
“We'll talk about that.”
When Mum returned, Leila was drawing the hotel room from the doorway. She had left the beds empty. The people who lived there were suggested by the things they used, not arranged for anyone to examine.
“I took Toby's bit out,” she said.
Mum nodded. She did not ask whether Leila had removed hers too.
“I don't know how to do the rest yet,” Leila added.
“That's all right.”
“It doesn't feel all right.”
“No,” Mum said. “Not yet.”
They went to bed with the conversation unfinished. Leila lay awake longer than usual, but this time she did not try to turn Mum's breathing into evidence for a drawing.
No Moving Date
The floor in Bellbridge had been lifted.
That was how Ruth began the message, as though lifting a floor were a neutral stage in a process everyone understood. Underneath, the contractor had found more damage than expected. There would need to be further work before the flat could be inspected. No one could confirm the revised date yet.
Mum read the message at the desk, with her phone balanced against the cereal box. Her wrist was improving, but she still used her left hand for anything that required holding a position for long.
“How much longer?” Leila asked.
“It doesn't say.”
“Can you ask?”
“I have.”
“Did they answer?”
“Leila.”
She stepped back. Mum was not a machine that produced better information when the question was repeated more urgently.
Toby sat on the floor with his football cards spread around him. He had heard everything. He turned one card over, then back again.
“So we're not moving.”
“We're not moving this week,” Mum said.
“We weren't moving this week anyway.”
“No. We didn't have a date.”
“Then why does it feel like they cancelled it?”
Mum did not answer immediately. Leila knew why it felt that way. They had been living partly in the flat since the viewing. Every irritation in the hotel had acquired a possible end: when we have separate rooms, when there's a kitchen, when I can shut a door. The date had been imaginary, but the relief attached to it had been real.
“I don't know how long it will take,” Mum said. “I wish I did.”
Toby began gathering his cards. He pushed them into the box too roughly, bending one corner, and then became angry about the bent card instead.
Leila put on her shoes. She could not sit in the room while everyone tried to make disappointment sound reasonable. Outside, the afternoon was bright. The restaurant had propped open a side door, and the smell of hot oil made her feel sick despite being hungry.
She walked towards the supermarket without needing anything. Inside, she went up and down three aisles. Families stood around trolleys arguing about ordinary food choices. A father said they already had pasta at home. A girl younger than Leila objected that it was the wrong shape. Leila hated her for a moment with an intensity entirely disproportionate to pasta.
At the stationery shelf, she picked up a set of coloured pencils she did not need. They were arranged in a tin, each point facing the same direction. She could imagine putting the tin on a desk in the third bedroom. She could imagine buying something because she wanted it, carrying it home, leaving it out.
The price was more than she had intended to spend that week. She put it in her basket anyway.
Then she added a notebook with thick paper. A small block of sticky notes. A packet of biscuits because everyone at the hotel might like them, an explanation that made the purchase seem less like anger.
At the checkout, she used money she had saved for the next few bus journeys. She knew exactly what she was doing. That was the worst part later: she could not pretend the mistake had happened because she failed to notice.
Outside, Micah saw her near the trolley shelter.
“Hi.”
“Hi.”
He looked at the bag. “Successful shopping?”
“Yes.”
Something in her tone made him stop smiling.
“Everything okay?”
“The flat's delayed. Again.”
“Oh. I'm sorry.”
She nodded and shifted the bag. He offered to walk with her to the crossing because he was going on his break. She said she was fine, too quickly.
“All right,” he said. “Message me later?”
“Maybe.”
She saw the small change in his face and kept walking because stopping would require being fair when she did not want to be.
In Room 214, Toby examined the pencils.
“Those are nice.”
“Yes.”
“Can I use the green?”
“Not now.”
He withdrew his hand. Mum looked up from the phone.
“Leila?”
“I bought them. They're mine.”
“No one said they weren't.”
The tin suddenly seemed very heavy. She put it under the bed with the notebook and sat on the edge of the mattress.
Mum waited until Toby went downstairs for water before asking quietly how much she had spent. Leila told her. Mum did not shout. She looked at the remaining bus money, counted the days and asked which items were unopened.
“I don't want to take them back.”
“I know.”
“I shouldn't have to count everything all the time.”
“No. You shouldn't.”
“Then why are you making me?”
Mum's expression tightened. “I can't change the price just because we're tired. I wish I could.”
Leila looked at the clean, hopeful tin. It had given her perhaps six minutes of feeling that she could choose something. Now it was another practical difficulty Mum had to help her manage.
“I'll return the pencils and the sticky notes,” she said. “I opened the notebook.”
“All right.”
“Don't tell me it was a lesson.”
“I wasn't planning to. It was a bad afternoon.”
Leila went back the next morning with the receipt. The customer-service woman processed the return without asking for a reason beyond whether the items were unused. Leila walked out with the refund and a hot face.
She kept the notebook. On its first page, she drew the tin of pencils from memory. Then she crossed out the drawing, not angrily this time, and wrote the actual bus times for the week beneath it.
That evening she messaged Micah to apologise for being sharp. He replied that he had guessed she was upset but had not known whether she wanted him to leave her alone.
I didn't know either, she wrote.
Then tell me that next time, he replied. I can work with that.
The Long Way to the River
Esme told her mother on a Thursday evening and called Leila fifteen minutes afterwards.
“Can we walk?” she asked.
Leila checked the timetable on the wall, not because she needed permission to care about her friend but because she was learning that caring worked better when she knew when the last bus left.
“Yes. By the library in half an hour?”
“Please.”
Mum was reading on the bed. Her wrist lay on a cushion beside her.
“Esme?” she asked.
Leila nodded.
“Go. Toby and I are going to discover whether the television has any channels he hasn't criticised.”
Toby looked up. “It probably doesn't.”
Esme was waiting outside the library in a coat too warm for the evening. She had put it on as though leaving the house required armour rather than weather protection.
They walked towards the river. At first Esme talked so quickly that Leila could not ask questions. Her mother had been surprised, then practical, then hurt that Esme had not said anything sooner. Her father had suggested making a list, which apparently made everyone angry in a different way. Nobody had shouted. This had not prevented Esme feeling as though she had broken something valuable in front of them.
“Mum said she only arranged those things because I wanted them.”
“Did you?”
“I said yes.”
“That isn't quite the same question.”
“I know. Now she knows too. It's all very educational.”
They reached the path beside the water. The evening light made the river look smoother than it was. Near the bridge, a shopping trolley lay half submerged, collecting leaves around its wheels. Leila resisted taking out her notebook.
“What happened after?” she asked.
“Mum asked what I'd rather do. I said I didn't know. She said that was fine, which made me cry because I'd spent weeks preparing for an argument she didn't have.”
Leila looked at her friend. Esme's eyes were red at the edges. There was a tiny smear of mascara beneath one, too faint to mention.
“So it went well?”
“I think so. I still feel awful.”
“You can feel awful after something goes well.”
“Excellent. Another possibility.”
They walked without speaking for a while. A man passed with two dogs pulling in opposite directions. Esme moved to give him room and nearly stepped in a puddle she had been carefully avoiding.
“I've been horrible about other people's plans,” she said eventually. “Saying things like at least you know what you want, as though knowing is an exam you either pass or don't.”
“You've never said that to me.”
“I've thought it. About your art.”
Leila watched the dogs disappear under the bridge.
“I don't know exactly what I want. I know I want to keep making things. Then I look at university costs and portfolios and whether I could live somewhere else, and it all gets less clear.”
“But you're good.”
“That's a different question too.”
Esme leaned against the railing. “We're becoming very difficult people to reassure.”
Leila smiled. “Maybe we need better reassurance.”
They bought chips from a shop near the bridge, using money Esme had brought and agreeing without drama that Leila would pay next time. They ate standing up because the bench was wet. Esme complained that the vinegar had reached only one side of the paper. Leila turned the packet, which helped nothing and made them both laugh.
After a while, Esme asked about the flat. Leila told her the actual information, including the lack of a date. She also admitted the pencil purchase.
“I would have kept them,” Esme said.
“I wanted to.”
“I know. I mean, I wouldn't have had to return them. That's what I keep not understanding quickly enough.”
Leila looked at her. She did not need Esme to apologise for having money. She did need her sometimes to notice what a choice cost.
“You don't have to feel guilty every time you buy something,” she said.
“I don't. Mostly. I just don't want to make you explain why something isn't easy.”
“Sometimes I'll have to explain. You can't guess everything.”
Esme nodded. Then she reached into her coat pocket and took out a folded leaflet from the university art-school visit.
“I brought you this. I wasn't withholding it as punishment. It got buried.”
Leila unfolded it carefully. Inside, Esme had written notes beside the work she thought Leila would like. Not everything was complimentary. One installation was described as expensive-looking washing. Another had an arrow and the words You would stand here for an hour.
Leila laughed, then found herself unexpectedly close to tears.
“Thank you.”
“You can insult my notes. They're not an assessed component.”
“No. They're good.”
On the way back to the library, they talked about films, a teacher's new haircut and the possibility of going somewhere in the summer that did not require either of them to imagine an entire career. The conversation was not an escape from the important things. It was part of remembering how much of a friendship lived elsewhere.
At the bus stop, Esme hugged her quickly, catching the leaflet between them.
“Tell me when you need me,” she said.
“You too.”
“Even for middle-class catastrophes.”
“Especially the ones with lists.”
Esme smiled and walked towards home. Leila watched her go, then opened the leaflet again. The notes made the missed trip feel like something she had been included in after all, though not in the way she originally wanted.
She caught the bus with six minutes to spare.
Room 208
Nina's room was almost empty by the time Leila knocked.
A suitcase stood open on the bed. Anushka's clothes were folded into it with a precision that would last until the first time someone needed the yellow cardigan. Two supermarket bags held food and cleaning things. A box of toys sat beneath the desk. The picture on the wall showed a different hill from the one in Room 214, though it seemed to have been selected by the same person who did not want anyone to recognise a place.
“We got the keys,” Nina said.
Leila smiled. “That's good.”
“It is.”
They both heard the effort it took to say it without qualification.
The Eastbridge flat was small but usable. Nina had visited twice, checked the route to work and arranged a different nursery pattern for Anushka. Some things would cost more. Some would become easier. There would be a kitchen. Nina repeated that last fact with the dazed pleasure of someone describing an extravagance.
Anushka was under the bed.
“What are you doing?” Leila asked.
“Finding the blue one.”
“The blue what?”
“She'll know when she finds it,” Nina said. “This has been the system all morning.”
Toby arrived carrying the cardboard house. He had taken the garden apart so it would travel without losing trees.
“I brought it for her to see,” he told Leila, too quickly.
Anushka crawled out with a blue hair clip. She ignored the clip immediately when she saw the house.
“Is it coming?” she asked.
Toby looked at the model. He had worked on it through most of their time at the hotel. The roof had been replaced twice. The windows had curtains. One wall carried a smudge of yoghurt that had dried before anyone noticed.
“The little bench can,” he said. “And one tree.”
Anushka considered the offer. “Two trees.”
“One big one and one small one.”
“All right.”
They negotiated the choice of trees while Nina taped the toy box shut. Leila helped fold the last clothes. A sock emerged from behind the radiator, followed by a pencil and a receipt Nina had been looking for a week earlier.
“It gives things back once you've stopped needing them,” Nina said of the room.
Leila looked at the empty desk. She had only ever seen Nina downstairs or passing in the corridor. In here, the private effort of their stay became visible: the way toys had been stored in a wash bag, the corner of the cupboard lined with newspaper, a drawing taped to the mirror low enough for Anushka to see it.
“Can I ask you something?” Leila said.
Nina glanced up. “Yes.”
“For my art project. I'm using drawings of the journey and the hotel. Not names or room numbers. Would you mind if one picture showed the breakfast room when we were making the house?”
Nina stopped folding.
“Would Anushka be recognisable?”
“I haven't decided how to draw the people yet. I could leave them out.”
“Then show me before you use it. I don't want someone looking at my daughter and knowing where she's been staying without me choosing that.”
Leila nodded. “That's fair.”
“I don't mind the table. Or the terrible chairs. They can handle publicity.”
Leila laughed, relieved less by permission than by knowing where the edge was.
Downstairs, Mo checked the return of the key cards. Nina had misplaced one and found it inside the pocket of Anushka's raincoat. Mo ticked a box, wished them well and gave Anushka two mints instead of one.
“Because she's leaving?” Toby asked.
“Because I'm feeling reckless.”
Toby accepted a mint too, which made the policy easier to respect.
Nina's brother arrived in a borrowed van. He carried the suitcase while Leila and Toby took lighter bags. Anushka insisted on carrying the two cardboard trees herself. At the vehicle, she became suddenly uncertain.
“Are we sleeping here tonight?” she asked.
“No, love,” Nina said. “At the flat.”
“But my bed's upstairs.”
“There'll be a bed there.”
“Not that one.”
Nina crouched beside her. Leila looked away, giving them the privacy available in a car park.
Moving somewhere better did not stop it being a move. She had known that in theory. Watching Anushka grip the trees, she understood it differently.
When the van was loaded, Nina hugged Mum carefully, mindful of her sore wrist, then hugged Leila. She smelled of laundry powder and the hotel soap.
“Come and see us once the boxes are less aggressive,” she said.
“We will.”
“Actually come. Don't make it one of those nice things people say while a vehicle is waiting.”
Leila promised to message about a day.
Toby stood beside the van. Anushka held up the small bench through the window.
“It goes in my room,” she told him.
“Not near water. The glue isn't for that.”
She nodded gravely. The van moved away, turned past the restaurant and disappeared into the traffic.
Toby watched the empty space for a while.
“Can we go up?” he asked.
“Of course.”
In the lift, he held the cardboard house against his chest. The gaps where the trees had been looked larger than Leila expected.
“You can make more,” she said.
“I know.”
He did not sound comforted, so she stopped trying.
That evening, someone new stood in the breakfast room holding a container and looking at the microwave as though there might be a rule written somewhere they had missed. Leila recognised the expression before the woman asked.
“You can use it after breakfast service,” she said. “Just check with reception if it's busy.”
The woman thanked her. Leila showed her where the cloths were, then went back to the table where Toby had left one of the original paper trees beside her plate.
White Paper
Leila ruined the second panel on a Wednesday afternoon.
Not completely. Later, Armitage would point out the parts that could be kept. At the time, the dark wash spreading into the pale reflection looked like the end of every useful decision she had made that month.
She had wanted the bus interior to sit lightly over the buildings outside. The water was too dirty, the brush too wet, and she had kept working after the paper began telling her to stop. Now the window looked filled with smoke. The trolley shelter had disappeared beneath a grey patch that could not be lifted without taking the surface of the paper with it.
Leila set the brush down. Across the table, Dylan was making tiny signs for his underpass model. Each sign had lettering small enough to require a kind of patience she currently despised.
“You all right?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He looked at the panel and wisely returned to his lettering.
She took a sheet of white paper from the stack. It was too small. She took another and put them side by side. Starting again would mean redrawing the shops, the reflection of the seat, the hand near the pole. It would mean finding time that had already been spent once and could not simply be retrieved from a cupboard.
Armitage came over when she heard the paper tear.
“Stop for a moment.”
“I need another big sheet.”
“You need to step back.”
“I can see it from here.”
The teacher waited. Leila felt the sharpness of her own answer and wished it belonged to someone else.
“I'm sorry.”
“Step back,” Armitage repeated, not unkindly.
Leila moved away from the table. From a distance, the panel looked less uniformly ruined. The lower third still held the shape of Toby's sleeping hand and the edge of the bag. One narrow strip near the right side had the reflection she wanted. The central area was a heavy, shapeless mess.
“What can you keep?” Armitage asked.
“Not enough.”
“That isn't a description.”
Leila named the hand and the strip. Armitage gave her two pieces of plain card to use as temporary masks. They covered the damaged area and moved the surviving parts closer together. The picture changed. It did not become better than the original plan, which would have been a comforting fiction. It became something she might work with.
“You can cut it,” Armitage said. “You can layer it. You can begin again. But make the decision because of the work, not because you're angry at the afternoon.”
Leila looked at the brush. She had been angry long before the wash went wrong: with the flat, the artist statement, the fact that Anika wanted to see the finished piece and she had allowed the interest to become a test she could fail.
“What if none of it's good enough?” she asked.
“For what?”
“The exhibition. The job. Everything after.”
Armitage sat on the stool opposite her. “Those aren't all the same judgement.”
“They feel like it.”
“I know. Your summer job is not a prize for producing a flawless painting. Your exhibition is not your entire future. And this panel is not improved by carrying the weight of either.”
Leila looked away. She disliked reassurance most when it required her to give up a dramatic explanation for an ordinary mistake.
Dylan slid a small piece of tracing paper towards her.
“I used that to redo the sign without starting the whole thing again,” he said. “Might help with the window.”
She thanked him. He did not offer to fix it or tell her it looked amazing. His model had its own problems: a section of wall had warped, and the carefully painted ground no longer met the arch. They worked beside each other in a quiet that gradually stopped feeling competitive.
At five, Leila put the damaged panel in the cupboard without trying to rescue it further. She took the surviving strip home in a cardboard sleeve. On the bus, she looked at the actual window rather than the drawing. Her reflection crossed a delivery door, a hedge, a row of bins. It was never perfectly transparent. Sometimes it hid the thing behind it completely.
She had been trying to make the two views cooperate more politely than they did in life.
At the hotel, Toby was using the desk. She sat on the bed with the small strip and drew around it in the notebook she had kept after returning the pencils. She made the next version rougher, cutting between views instead of blending them. A bus journey was full of interruptions. Perhaps the panel could be too.
Mum watched from the window.
“Better?” she asked.
“Different.”
“Different can be useful.”
Leila nodded. For once, she did not need different to be a disguised word for better before she could continue.
The Message She Didn't Send
The second induction session began at ten.
Leila knew this. It was written in her phone, on the timetable beside the hotel desk and in the envelope containing the badge. At nine fifteen, she was still waiting in a pharmacy with Mum because the prescription collection had taken longer than expected and Mum had discovered her bank card was in a different bag.
“You should go,” Mum said.
“I'll wait two minutes.”
At nine twenty, Leila said the same thing. At nine twenty-seven, Mum told her firmly to leave. By then the bus she needed had already passed the stop.
She could have called the gallery. She could have sent a message saying that a family errand had overrun and she was catching the next bus. Instead she watched the route planner, trying to make the arrival estimate improve by checking it repeatedly.
At ten twelve, she walked into the Mercer with her face hot and her apology ready in a form that made the delay sound almost outside her control.
“The bus—” she began.
Anika glanced at the clock, then at her.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes. I'm sorry.”
“We've started the materials check. Put your bag away and join Theo. We'll speak afterwards.”
The session itself went adequately. Leila counted supplies, wrote down the process for signing materials out of the cupboard and helped move a box that was heavier than its label suggested. She was so determined to be useful that she nearly took over a task Theo had asked her to observe.
“Watch this one first,” he said. “Then do the next.”
She stepped back, embarrassed all over again.
At the end, Anika asked her into the office. Leila sat in the same chair as at the interview. The badge felt ridiculous on her shirt, a claim she had not yet earned the right to wear.
“What happened this morning?” Anika asked.
Leila began with the pharmacy. She explained Mum's wrist, the card, the late bus. As she spoke, she heard herself putting each event in a line that made the next one seem inevitable.
“When did you know you would miss the start?” Anika asked.
“At the bus stop.”
“And did you have a way to contact us?”
“Yes.”
Anika waited.
“I thought I might still get here almost on time.”
“Almost wasn't something we could plan around because we didn't know it was happening.”
Leila looked at her hands.
“I know. I'm sorry.”
“I understand there are things outside your control. Letting us know wasn't one of them today.”
The sentence hurt more because it did not dismiss any of the real difficulty. It simply separated one choice from the rest.
“Are you going to give the job to someone else?” Leila asked.
“No. We're having a conversation about how the job works. I need you to communicate. You don't have to give me private details about your family. You do need to tell me if you won't be where we've agreed.”
Leila nodded.
“Can you do that?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Then that's what happens next time.”
Outside, she stood by the wall for several minutes. She wanted to ring Mum and explain how bad she felt. She also knew that making Mum responsible for soothing the consequences of Leila choosing to stay would be unfair.
She sent a shorter message instead.
Got there late. Should have called them. Sorted now.
Mum replied: You did not have to stay with me. We need to make that mean something when we say it.
Leila read the message twice. It was not a scolding. It was a request that they both stop confusing love with refusing to leave.
On the bus back, Micah called. He had been offered the apprenticeship, subject to the final paperwork. His voice held the careful happiness of someone trying not to celebrate so loudly that the offer might be withdrawn.
Leila congratulated him. She meant it. Then he asked how the induction had gone, and she said fine.
After they ended the call, she stared at the phone. She had learned nothing if fine remained the answer she used whenever the truth made her look imperfect.
She called him back.
“It wasn't completely fine,” she said when he answered. “Do you have a minute?”
He did. She told him the part she could change, not only the circumstances she could not.
The Work Nobody Sees
Miriam Shah found Leila in the library looking at a blank page headed Future Plans.
It was part of a college exercise, not an official application. That distinction had not made it easier. Beneath the heading were spaces for courses, possible institutions, work experience and practical considerations. Leila had filled in the gallery job. Everything else looked either too ambitious or too small.
“May I sit?” Miriam asked.
Leila nodded.
“How's the travel arrangement working?”
“Better. The application was approved for the support we discussed.”
“Good. Anything still getting in the way?”
Leila looked at the empty page.
“Only the entire future.”
Miriam smiled and sat without taking the sheet from her.
They talked about the exhibition first. Leila explained the damaged panel and the revised version. She did not mention the argument with Mum until it emerged naturally, attached to the difficulty of writing the statement.
“Do you feel you have to explain your circumstances for the work to count?” Miriam asked.
Leila considered that.
“Maybe. People keep saying to make it personal.”
“Personal doesn't have to mean giving away every private fact.”
“That's what Mum said.”
“Sometimes mothers have useful ideas. It's inconvenient.”
Leila smiled, then looked at the Future Plans sheet again.
“I don't know how to think about leaving for university when we haven't even got somewhere to live here.”
“You don't have to decide where you'll live in two years this afternoon. You can find out what different routes involve.”
“What if finding out makes it impossible?”
“Then you will know what needs another route. Not knowing doesn't make it cheaper or easier. It just leaves you guessing.”
Miriam helped her separate questions. Portfolio requirements were one question. Course costs and available support were others. Accommodation was another again. Leila had been treating them as a single locked door. On paper, they became several doors, some of which might be opened before she knew what lay behind the rest.
They agreed on one manageable task: choose three courses or routes to investigate, not three decisions to announce. Miriam would help her find the relevant official information later rather than let her rely on frightening fragments from strangers' posts.
After the meeting, Leila stayed in the library and filled half a page with questions. There was no satisfying conclusion at the bottom. Still, the page was no longer blank.
In art that afternoon, Dylan asked her to help photograph his model. He needed someone to hold a plain background while he adjusted the light. She did it, then asked him to help position the surviving sections of her second panel. He saw something she had missed: the darkest damaged area could sit behind the reflected bus seat instead of pretending to be a view through it.
“It looks more like you're in something,” he said.
“I am in something.”
“Then useful.”
They spent half an hour moving paper without gluing any of it. Leila liked the provisional nature of it. Nothing had to become final merely because she had tried it once.
When Armitage came past, she did not praise the rescue. She asked which version Leila preferred and why. Leila explained. The answer was less polished than the artist statement and more convincing.
“Write down what you just said,” Armitage told her.
Leila did, in the margin of a scrap sheet.
I kept trying to make the view outside and the view inside fit neatly together. They don't. I wanted the picture to let them interrupt each other.
She read it back. It sounded like something she had actually thought, not something written by a person pretending to know what an artist statement should sound like.
At the hotel that evening, Mum had managed to open a jar herself and was disproportionately pleased. Toby had received a message from Callum about a football game at the park. Micah sent the confirmed date of his apprenticeship start. Esme sent a photograph of a stack of course brochures with a caption saying none had yet threatened her.
Leila opened the private statement and copied the sentence about the two views into a new document. She left out the room number, the detail about Mum awake at night and Toby's first day. The statement became shorter. It did not become empty.
She printed it the next morning and put it beside the unfinished panels.
The Van Dad Actually Brought
Dad borrowed a van for the Saturday furniture move and arrived twelve minutes early.
Leila knew because she had checked the time before letting herself feel pleased. She disliked that she had begun measuring him in minutes. She also could not pretend punctuality was a detail when so much of his absence had arrived disguised as a delay.
The job was not a move into Bellbridge. They were rearranging the remaining furniture into the space Janice could still offer and taking some boxes to Esme's house. Dad had suggested bringing the van, checked the day with Mum, checked that he could use it and then confirmed the arrangement in a message to both adults. Leila had received only the information she needed: what time to be ready and which things she wanted to keep with her.
Janice's brother, whose name Leila finally learned was Martin, met them at the garage with a mug of tea and a look of professional doubt.
“That wardrobe coming apart?” he asked.
“It went together,” Dad said.
“Years ago. People change.”
They emptied the wardrobe and laid a blanket on the floor. Dad showed Toby how to put screws and fittings into labelled bags without claiming every piece of the operation needed a lesson. Leila photographed the joints before anything was removed. Martin approved of this and immediately began giving her things to photograph.
Mum supervised from a chair because lifting was still not sensible for her wrist. She disliked the chair. Everyone could tell. When Dad asked whether she wanted tea, she told him she wanted a functioning right arm and would accept tea as an interim measure.
The wardrobe came apart reluctantly. One screw had been tightened too far years ago and required patience nobody had brought enough of. Dad tried one tool, then another. Martin suggested an approach that did not work. Toby asked whether they could simply leave that part together. They all stared at it and discovered he was right.
“Management,” Toby said, sitting back.
Leila laughed. Dad handed him the bag of fittings to label.
For most of the morning, the work gave them a way to be together without discussing why being together was sometimes difficult. Dad remembered which shelf Leila had drawn on as a child. Mum remembered cleaning it. Toby wanted to see the mark and was disappointed that cleaning had been effective. Janice appeared with biscuits, announced she would not mediate any historic disputes involving furniture and went back inside.
At noon, Dad drove the first load of boxes to Esme's. Leila went with him. The van smelled of warm plastic and a faint trace of whatever its owner transported. Her knees were higher than usual, and the road looked different through the larger windscreen.
“Thanks for doing this,” she said.
“It's what a van's for.”
“I mean you.”
He kept his eyes on the road.
“I know.”
She watched a row of shops pass. The silence was not comfortable, but it was bearable.
“I read the job description you sent,” Dad said. “It sounds like proper work.”
“It is proper work.”
“I didn't mean otherwise.”
“I know. Sorry.”
He glanced at her briefly.
“You don't have to keep apologising for hearing what I've actually said.”
She laughed in surprise. “That sounds like something Mum would say.”
“She does occasionally say useful things.”
They both smiled, then let the smile settle without turning it into a claim that everything between the adults had been simple.
At Esme's, her father helped carry boxes into the space under the stairs. Esme had made labels with Leila's name and the contents, then decorated one with a tiny angry wardrobe. Leila found it so funny that she had to sit on the bottom step while the adults manoeuvred a box of books past her.
“Helpful,” Esme said.
“I'm supervising.”
“Everyone's a manager today.”
On the way back, Dad asked whether she wanted to stop at the art-supply shop. Leila stiffened.
“I don't need anything.”
“I was going to buy you something for the exhibition.”
She thought of the returned pencils. She also thought of all the ways accepting could become complicated in her own head even if he did not mean it that way.
“What budget?” she asked.
Dad looked surprised, then named an amount.
“There are two sheets of heavier paper I could use,” she said. “And maybe mounting tape. Not a whole set of things.”
“All right.”
They stopped. She chose the paper and tape, checked the total and thanked him. It did not erase the missed match or prove a permanent change. It was a useful gift, bought after a question she had answered honestly.
Back at Janice's, they stacked the wardrobe pieces along the rear wall. Martin secured them so they would not fall. Toby put the labelled bags in a box and wrote WARDROBE — DO NOT LOSE in letters so large that the warning took up the entire lid.
When the work was done, the garage contained fewer things and a clear path through the middle. Leila stood in that path, holding the new paper flat against her chest. Dad was washing his hands at the outside tap. Mum was laughing at something Janice had said.
For once, Leila did not need to make a drawing to keep the scene. She could stand in it until someone asked her to move out of the way.
The Part That Was Hers
Leila showed Mum the revised statement on a Sunday morning while Toby was downstairs helping Mo carry unopened packets of napkins from one cupboard to another. The job had no clear purpose beyond keeping him occupied, but Mo had given it enough seriousness to make Toby feel useful.
The new statement was one hundred and thirty-two words. Leila knew because she had counted it several times, hoping the number would tell her whether she had found the right balance.
Mum read it at the desk.
“It sounds like you,” she said.
“It says less.”
“It says what the work is doing.”
Leila sat on the edge of the bed. She had expected relief. Instead she felt a small grief for the lines she had removed, the awkward feelings that were still true even though they no longer belonged on a public label.
“What do I do with the other version?” she asked.
“Keep it, if you want to.”
“But it wasn't wrong to write it?”
Mum turned towards her.
“No. It wasn't wrong to write it. I was talking about showing it to people.”
Leila looked at the laptop. The distinction should have been obvious. It had become tangled with being told she was selfish, though Mum had not actually used that word.
“I thought you wanted me to make us look better.”
“I wanted to recognise myself. That's not always the same thing.”
They sat quietly for a while. Outside, the extractor fan hummed steadily. It had returned to work after its cleaning and seemed determined to make up for the hours missed.
“What would you have drawn?” Leila asked.
Mum looked surprised.
“Of this?”
“Of the weeks here. If you were doing the project.”
“I don't draw.”
“You can still know what you'd look at.”
Mum rested her wrist on the desk. The strap was gone now, though some movements still made her stop and adjust.
“The clock in the car,” she said after a while. “I keep looking at it before the first visit. The numbers seem to tell me whether I'm a reliable person that day.”
Leila listened.
“The washing machines at the laundrette. The little windows. Watching everyone's things go round while mine are mixed together in one drum.”
“What else?”
“The mirror in here, when Toby stands beside you to brush his teeth and you're both pretending not to be annoyed about the space.”
Leila smiled.
“And the inside of my bag,” Mum added. “There's a folded shopping list, six receipts, two pens that don't work and a photograph of you both that I keep meaning to put somewhere safer.”
“Why haven't I seen it?”
“Because it's in my bag.”
They laughed. Leila had made the room so central that she had almost forgotten Mum continued to exist outside it: in cars, other people's houses, the laundrette, conversations Leila did not hear.
“Can I draw your bag?” she asked.
Mum considered this with mock severity.
“Only if you include the pen that does work. I don't want to be represented as entirely incompetent.”
Leila fetched the sketchbook. Mum emptied the bag on the bed, choosing what to show and setting aside papers with private information. There was a small tube of hand cream, a packet of tissues, a notebook full of work reminders written in a shorthand Leila could not read. The photograph was older than Leila expected: herself and Toby sitting on the kitchen floor at Hawthorn Road, Toby holding a saucepan lid like a shield.
“I remember that,” she said.
“He'd been told not to hit the cupboards with it.”
“So he hit me?”
“You negotiated a truce.”
Leila drew the objects, leaving the writing on the notebook indistinct. Mum watched for a few minutes, then went downstairs to find Toby. She did not stand over the drawing, making suggestions. The permission felt like trust because it had edges they had both discussed.
In the final piece, Leila placed the bag beside her own small notebook and Toby's cardboard house. Three sets of things in one room. She asked Toby which view of the house he preferred. He chose the one showing the repaired roof and insisted she include the missing trees.
“Otherwise Anushka won't know where hers came from,” he said.
Nina replied to the photograph Leila sent of the breakfast-room sketch. She was comfortable with the empty table and the materials, but asked Leila to leave out the small figure whose hair made Anushka recognisable. Leila did. The change did not weaken the drawing. It made the table, with its scraps and cups and glue, carry more of the story.
By evening, the three pieces lay side by side on the hotel bed. Mum stood at the foot. Toby leaned against the desk. Leila watched them looking.
“That's my bench,” Toby said.
“Yes.”
“You've made it a bit crooked.”
“It is a bit crooked.”
He studied it, then nodded. “All right.”
Mum pointed to the small photograph in the drawing of her bag.
“You've put the saucepan lid in.”
“It mattered to the composition.”
“Of course.”
Leila smiled. They did not approve every possible interpretation of the work. They had helped her understand which parts were hers to offer and which parts needed asking about.
She took the panels back to college the next morning, wrapped in the paper Dad had bought and protected by cardboard. They were not finished. For the first time, they looked as though they could be.
Tuesday Wasn't a Promise About Everything
Micah cancelled their Tuesday walk because his new placement needed a final visit before the paperwork was completed.
He told Leila on Sunday evening, two days ahead. He suggested Wednesday or Friday instead. He had done everything reasonably, which left her nowhere respectable to put the disappointment.
She wrote: Fine.
Then she stared at the word. It had become a small, portable lie she used in too many different situations.
She added: I was looking forward to it. Wednesday works after four.
He replied that he had been looking forward to it too. The exchange should have ended there.
On Monday, she saw a photograph on his sister's account. Micah was in Jean's garden, holding a tray of food while several relatives laughed at something outside the frame. The picture was from Sunday afternoon. There was no reason he should not have been there. Leila knew this. Still, the ease of it made something tighten beneath her ribs: a family gathering in a garden, food that had been cooked in a kitchen, a boy whose future was taking shape while hers still required waiting for a floor to be repaired.
She did not message him about the photograph. She became quieter in the messages they did exchange, which was worse because he could not know what he was supposed to answer.
On Wednesday, he met her by the library. They walked towards the river. For ten minutes they discussed his placement, her panels and a dog that appeared to be carrying a glove it had not been given permission to own. Then Micah stopped beside the railing.
“Have I done something?” he asked.
“No.”
“Then why does it feel like I'm apologising without knowing what for?”
Leila looked at the water. She could hear how unreasonable the truth would sound. That did not improve the version where she made him guess.
“I saw the picture from Sunday,” she said.
“What picture?”
“At your gran's. With your family.”
He frowned. “What about it?”
“Nothing about it. That's the problem. It was completely normal, and I was angry because it looked easy.”
He leaned against the railing, keeping a little distance between them.
“It wasn't particularly easy,” he said. “My uncle was late, my sister was arguing with her boyfriend on the phone, and Gran burned half the potatoes. But I know that's not the same as what you're dealing with.”
“I don't need you to list problems to make me feel better.”
“I'm not. I'm telling you a photograph isn't the whole afternoon.”
She stared at the trolley in the water beneath the bridge. More leaves had gathered around it since she came with Esme.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
His question was not harsh, but it made her look at him.
“Sometimes I feel as though you decide what my life means before I get to say anything about it,” he continued. “Like having a room means I can't understand being worried, or being pleased about Calder means I don't care whether I see you.”
Leila's face became hot.
“I don't think that.”
“Maybe not on purpose.”
The river moved beneath them, indifferent to whether either found the right sentence. Leila wanted to tell him he was being unfair. Instead she thought about how she had felt when a stranger's careful sympathy turned her into the girl in the hotel. She had been flattening him in the other direction, into the boy whose life was easy.
“I'm sorry,” she said.
He nodded but did not immediately take her hand. She was grateful for that later. At the time it made the apology feel frighteningly incomplete.
“I like you,” she said. “And I keep behaving as though liking someone means I have to know where they'll be every week so I can stop being surprised.”
“I can't promise that.”
“I know.”
“I can tell you when plans change. I can make other plans. I can show up when I say I will.”
“That's enough.”
“Is it?”
She considered the question properly.
“It needs to be. Not because you don't matter. Because I can't make you responsible for everything that keeps moving.”
He looked at her for a while, then held out his hand. She took it without treating the gesture as proof that the conversation was erased.
They walked farther along the river than planned. Micah told her about the garden design he wanted to learn and the practical part of the course that frightened him because he had never used the equipment before. She told him about being late to the gallery and how ashamed she had been of a mistake that could be described in a single ordinary sentence.
Neither story fixed the other. They made room for both.
At the bus stop, he asked whether she wanted him at the exhibition.
“Yes.”
“As a boyfriend, or an unpaid carrier of objects?”
She smiled. “Are you applying for both?”
“I'd like clarity on the duties.”
“Boyfriend,” she said, trying the word aloud. “No lifting requirement.”
He kissed her quickly before the bus arrived. She went upstairs with her hand still warm from his. At the first stop, she messaged Esme to say that apparently relationships involved conversations she could not rehearse correctly in advance.
Esme replied: Terrible design. Submit a complaint.
The Address in Writing
The revised completion date came on a Friday afternoon. The repairs were progressing, the follow-up checks had been scheduled and, provided nothing else was found, the Bellbridge flat could be available early the next month.
Mum read the message without letting anyone speak until she reached the end.
“Provided,” Toby said.
“Yes.”
“That word again.”
“I know.”
This time, however, there were documents with their names and figures Mum could check. There was an address: 14B Rowan Court, Bellbridge. There was a list of what needed to happen before the keys could be handed over. The possibility had begun acquiring the awkward, useful shape of administration.
Mum and Sonia spoke at length. Leila did not listen to every minute. She worked on the final label for her exhibition, then made tea when Mum asked. Later, they went through the practical plan together: travel, work, the remaining furniture, where to collect the stored boxes and what would need buying immediately.
“Curtains,” Mum said.
“There are blinds,” Leila replied, looking at the photographs.
“In two rooms. Not yours.”
“I can have a sheet for a bit.”
Mum looked at her.
“For a bit,” Leila repeated. “Not because I don't need curtains. Because I can choose which things happen first.”
Mum nodded. It was a distinction they were both learning to hear.
Toby made his own list. Bed. Shelf. Football. Door that shuts.
“Your door has always shut,” Leila said.
“In the hotel it shuts on everyone.”
She let the point stand.
They visited the flat again the following week. The kitchen floor was back in place. The new extractor worked. Ruth showed Mum the completed items and explained what remained to be checked. Leila stood in the third bedroom and listened to the sounds from outside: a dog, someone moving a bin, traffic farther away. The room smelled of paint, but not damp.
She took out a tape measure borrowed from Janice. Her desk would fit beneath the window with a small gap on either side. She checked twice, then wrote the number down rather than trusting how good it felt.
Toby came in carrying his own tape measure, a cheap retractable one Dad had given him.
“My shelf fits.”
“Most shelves fit somewhere.”
“Mine fits where I want it.”
“That is better.”
He stood beside her at the window. Below, the woman in the yard was taking washing in. She looked up, saw them and raised a hand. Toby waved back immediately. Leila followed a moment later.
“Do we know her?” he asked.
“Not yet.”
He seemed satisfied with yet.
On the way out, Mum paused in the sitting room. She looked at the space where their old sofa would not be. Leila wondered whether selling it had become a regret now that the room existed.
“We'll find something,” Mum said, as though answering the thought.
“Something with less of a hole in the middle.”
“An ambitious specification.”
They laughed. The room echoed because it held no furniture, not because furniture had been taken away. Leila noticed the difference and did not need to explain it aloud.
That evening, Mum put the printed address on the desk beside the hotel kettle. It was not a key. It was not yet a place they could sleep. It was more than a route planner and an imagined window.
Leila took a photograph and sent it to Esme. Then to Micah. Then to Dad, although Mum had already spoken to him.
The replies arrived with different kinds of happiness. Esme asked when she could visit. Micah looked up the route from the nursery where part of his placement would be based. Dad said he had checked the van availability for the likely weekend and would confirm only when the date was firm.
Leila read that last message twice, noticing the difference between an offer and an arrangement.
At bedtime, Toby asked whether he could put the screw for his football shelf in the box marked FIRST NIGHT.
Mum said yes, though nobody needed a screw to sleep. He placed it in a small envelope so it would not disappear among the sheets.
Full Size
The exhibition panels were larger on the wall than they had been on the table.
Leila knew this was not physically possible. It happened anyway. At the table, she saw the missed lines, the places where the paper joined, the section repaired after the wash went wrong. On the wall, other people might see the work before they saw the effort. The idea made her want to take it down and make one more adjustment.
Armitage stopped her with a look.
“Stand at the other end of the room.”
“I only want to—”
“I know. Stand there first.”
Leila went to the doorway. From that distance, the three pieces held together. The first followed the outward journey, the nine stops marked by changes in what she noticed rather than neat numbers. The second layered the bus interior over the town, interrupted by the dark shapes she had once considered damage. The third stayed in the room: objects belonging to three people, arranged without pretending they all occupied the space comfortably.
The hotel was recognisable as a kind of place, not as an address someone could find. The room number was absent. So were the identifying details Nina had asked her to remove. Mum's bag lay open on the bed, with the small photograph visible among ordinary things. Toby's house had its repaired roof and the gaps left by the trees he gave away.
Leila could see what was missing. She could also see that missing was not the same as unfinished.
Dylan came to stand beside her.
“The middle one's better now,” he said.
“Than before I ruined it?”
“Yes.”
“You're not obliged to say that.”
“I know. I liked the other one too. This one feels less like a drawing of a window and more like sitting behind one.”
She looked at him. It was exactly what she had wanted and had not known how to request.
“Thanks.”
They helped each other with labels. Dylan's underpass model needed a low table so people could see into it. Leila held the cloth while he moved the base. One corner wobbled, and they fixed it with folded card rather than treating the problem as a symbol of anything.
Esme arrived after her last lesson carrying sandwiches. She had learned to ask before putting food near the work. Leila showed her the panels, then waited while she looked.
“You've put the trolley in,” Esme said.
“Yes.”
“Does the trolley boy know?”
“He's not in it.”
“His influence is clear.”
Leila laughed, relieved by the familiar irreverence.
Then Esme read the statement. She took longer than Leila expected.
“It doesn't tell people everything,” she said.
“No.”
“Good.”
Leila leaned against the table, exhausted suddenly now that the physical work was almost done.
“What if people just think it's sad?”
“Some might.”
“What if that's all they see?”
Esme considered the panels. “Then they missed the cardboard house.”
The answer did not guarantee the right response from anyone. It reminded Leila there was more than one thing available to notice.
At five, Armitage asked everyone to clear tools and packaging from the room. The exhibition was tomorrow. The last-minute work had to stop somewhere, and she was making somewhere a time on the clock.
Leila took one final photograph for Anika, checked that no private work belonging to other students was visible and sent it with a short message. She did not apologise for the quality. She did not explain how much better it might have been with more time.
Anika replied later that evening: Looking forward to seeing it in person. You can tell me about the decisions when we meet.
Leila read the message on the bus. Decisions. Not circumstances. Not excuses. She looked out at the town passing behind her reflection and tried to let the work be something she had made rather than a case she still needed to defend.
Nine Stops
On the evening of the exhibition, Leila arrived early and immediately wished she had arrived late.
Early meant standing in the room while the work waited for people. It meant hearing every adjustment to a chair, every strip of tape pulled from a roll, every student asking whether their hair looked strange in the glass of a framed picture. Leila's own reflection appeared between two panels whenever she moved, as though she had accidentally included herself in the display after all.
She wore the blue jumper because it was hers, not because it might improve the evening. Esme had persuaded her to stop choosing clothes according to whether they could make her look like a different person.
Armitage gave her a cup of water.
“Drink it,” she said. “Don't just carry it around as a prop.”
Leila drank half and nearly choked because she was also trying to answer a question from Dylan. He wanted to know whether the small lamp beside his model made it look like a shrine. It did, slightly. They moved the lamp.
The first visitors arrived before the official opening. Parents came in carrying coats over their arms, looking at the room with the surprised pride of people who knew the students mostly as untidy presences in kitchens. Younger siblings went straight to anything three-dimensional. Someone's grandmother inspected every label with the concentration of a person determined to understand the assignment before offering an opinion.
Leila stayed beside the refreshment table until Mum appeared at the door with Toby.
Mum had changed after work. Her hair was down, and she wore earrings Leila had not seen since before the move. Without the work bag and tired shoes, she looked different enough that Leila felt briefly guilty for having forgotten this version existed.
“Dad's outside parking,” Toby announced.
Leila checked the clock automatically. He was on time.
They went to the panels together. Toby found the cardboard house first. He stood close enough that Mum had to remind him not to touch the surface.
“You did leave the trees out,” he said.
“The ones you gave away, yes.”
He nodded, satisfied. The gaps mattered to him as much as the repaired roof.
Mum read the statement, though she already knew it. Then she looked at the first panel slowly, following the route with her eyes. Leila watched her recognise places she normally passed while thinking about something else.
“That garage,” Mum said. “The one with the blue door. I go past it on my way to Mrs Hales.”
“I know.”
“No. You go past it on the bus. I hadn't thought about us seeing the same side of it at different times.”
Leila looked at the drawing. She had not thought about that either.
Dad arrived carrying no flowers, no large gift, nothing that required being held while they looked. He hugged Leila briefly and asked which order to begin in.
“Left to right,” she said. “Mostly.”
“Mostly is a useful warning.”
He stood beside Mum without making the arrangement awkward. Toby explained the hand holding the apple. Dad listened, then asked Leila about the layered window. She told him how the original wash had gone wrong and how she had changed the structure rather than pretending it had always been the plan.
“You can see the change,” he said.
“Is that bad?”
“No. I like knowing something happened while you were making it.”
She looked at him, surprised. He was not trying to reassure her about the damaged paper. He was describing what he saw.
Micah came in with Jean. Leila had not expected Jean, who wore a clean version of the same practical expression she brought to the allotment.
“Couldn't let him assess it alone,” she said. “He notices too many plants.”
There were almost no plants in the work except the thyme on the windowsill. Jean found it immediately.
“Needs more light,” she said.
“It's a drawing.”
“Still does.”
Leila laughed. Micah stood beside her while the adults moved along the panels. He did not put an arm around her in a way that required her to manage both his body and everyone else's interpretation. He simply stood close enough that their hands brushed once, then asked whether she wanted water.
“I've got some.”
“Have you actually drunk it?”
“Armitage already conducted that investigation.”
“Good. Shared responsibilities.”
Anika arrived a little later. Leila saw her across the room and felt the old urge to explain the work before she could judge it. Instead she waited until Anika came over.
“Tell me about this join,” Anika said, pointing to the transition between the dark reflection and the pale street.
Leila explained the failed wash, the decision to cut and layer, the way the interior interrupted what she could see outside. She heard herself speaking with more certainty than she had felt while making it. Not certainty that the work was brilliant. Certainty about why it was the way it was.
Anika nodded and asked another question about the sequence. She did not ask whether the hotel had been difficult. The difficulty was visible in the work without becoming the only subject available.
Later, a woman Leila did not know stood in front of the panels for a long time. She carried a coat over one arm and held a programme folded into a narrow strip.
“Is this yours?” she asked when Leila came closer.
“Yes.”
The woman pointed to the drawing of Mum's bag.
“My mother kept everything in a bag when we moved between relatives for a while. She said it was because she was organised.”
Leila looked at the small tube of hand cream, the receipts, the photograph.
“Was it?”
“Partly. Partly because she didn't know which drawer would still be hers next week.”
They stood quietly. Leila did not know what she was supposed to offer in response. The woman did not seem to need advice or comfort. She had recognised something and wanted to tell the person who made it.
“The room isn't cheerful,” she said. “But it doesn't look empty.”
“No,” Leila replied. “It wasn't.”
After the woman moved on, Leila went out into the corridor. She needed a minute without anyone looking at the pictures or at her. Through an open classroom door she could hear someone laughing. A cleaner pushed a trolley past, its wheels rattling over the join in the floor.
Mum found her by the window.
“Too much?”
“A bit.”
“Do you want me to go back in?”
“No. Stay.”
Mum leaned beside her, leaving enough room between them that Leila did not feel held in place.
“I like the work,” she said.
“Because you love me?”
“That influences quite a lot of my opinions. But no. I like the work because it makes me notice things I had stopped looking at.”
Leila watched their reflections in the corridor glass. Behind them, the exhibition room was bright and full of voices.
“Are you glad I did it?”
“Yes.”
“Even with the argument?”
“An argument isn't a reason a thing shouldn't exist.”
Leila nodded. She leaned her head briefly against Mum's shoulder, feeling the unfamiliar brush of the earring against her hair.
They went back in when Toby came looking for them. He wanted to know whether being related to the artist entitled him to a second biscuit. Mum said it entitled him to ask politely, which he did with exaggerated dignity.
Near the end, Nina sent a message from Eastbridge. Anushka had a cough and they would not make the journey, but she wanted a photograph of the table drawing. Leila sent the version they had agreed on. Nina replied with a picture of the cardboard bench on Anushka's new windowsill, beside two paper trees.
Leila showed Toby. He grinned, then asked whether the glue was holding.
At eight, people began leaving. Dad stayed to help move chairs. Micah carried empty cups to the bin. Esme appeared beside Leila with two pieces of cake she had protected from the remaining visitors.
“Artist tax,” she said, handing one over.
Leila ate standing in front of the panels. The evening had not changed the housing arrangements, guaranteed a place at art school or made every stranger understand what she intended. It had given the work a life outside her own anxious inspection of it.
She looked at the nine stops one more time. Tomorrow the bus would follow the same road. Tonight, for the first time, other people had travelled part of it with her.
After the Applause That Didn't Happen
There was no applause at the end of the exhibition because exhibitions did not generally finish that way. Leila had known this and still felt faintly cheated when the evening ended with stacking chairs and looking for someone's missing coat.
On Friday morning, she woke in Room 214 with the extractor fan running and Toby asking whether there was any clean milk, by which he meant milk that had not spent too long outside the shared fridge. The work had been seen. The room was still the room. She felt flat enough to wonder whether being pleased had been an error in the previous day's calculations.
Mum noticed.
“Big thing's over,” she said while putting on her shoes.
“I know.”
“Sometimes the day after feels small.”
Leila did not want an explanation, but the smallness was easier to bear once named.
She went to college to collect the packaging and check when the work could be taken down. Dylan was there repairing the underpass model after a child had leaned on the edge. He was not angry; he seemed almost pleased that someone had wanted to look closely enough to damage it.
“Did your family like it?” he asked.
“Yes. Yours?”
“My dad asked if I could make the real underpass look that good. I said I lacked permission.”
Leila laughed. They spent an hour doing unglamorous things: removing tape from the floor, sorting reusable card, finding a missing label behind a table. The work steadied her.
Armitage asked whether she wanted a short feedback conversation the following week. Leila said yes, then asked whether there would be things to improve.
“Certainly.”
The immediate answer stung and relieved her. The exhibition had not been the final version of her ability. There could be another piece, another decision, another way of looking.
In the afternoon, she met Micah by the library. They bought ice creams from a shop that gave them wooden spoons too flat to be useful. He told her the apprenticeship paperwork was complete. He would start in September, with a training schedule that meant early trains on some days and work closer to home on others.
“Are you happy?” she asked.
“Yes. Scared as well.”
“Good.”
“Good that I'm scared?”
“Good that it's not only me.”
He nudged her shoulder. They sat on a bench where the sun reached one half and left the other in shade. Leila took the shaded side because she was tired of squinting.
“What happens to us in September?” she asked.
He considered the question instead of answering with something large and romantic.
“We look at the timetables. We find days. We see how it goes.”
“That sounds very practical.”
“I can say it while holding your hand.”
She laughed and let him do that. The plan was ordinary enough to be possible.
He asked whether she wanted to visit Calder before he started. There was a public open day. She said she would look at the date and the fare, and he said they could plan it together. Neither treated checking the cost as a failure of enthusiasm.
When she got back to the hotel, Mum was on the phone to Sonia. The final checks at Bellbridge had been completed. There were papers to sign and an appointment for collecting the keys.
Mum put the phone down and looked at them both.
“Next Friday,” she said.
Toby stood up so quickly that his chair hit the desk.
“Actually?”
“Actually. Provided the signing goes as arranged, but this is the proper date now.”
He groaned at provided, then began smiling anyway.
Leila sat on the bed. The room seemed to shift around the date. Things that had been permanent irritations became objects that would need packing. The window was a window she would leave. The desk drawer held a name badge she must remember to collect.
For the first time, she understood that she might miss small parts of the place without wanting to stay.
The Notice Beside the Kettle
Mum made a list and taped it beside the kettle.
The list did not say A New Beginning. It said bedding, documents, chargers, food, medicine, school things. Beneath those were three names and the jobs each person had agreed to do. Leila liked it better than a new beginning. It explained what would happen on Thursday evening.
The hotel had acquired their possessions gradually, in bags fetched from Janice's, objects brought from college, small purchases made because they were needed now rather than later. Packing revealed how much of a life could spread through one room without ever seeming properly unpacked.
Toby found his second football sock behind the television stand, a toy under Mum's work bag and a library book he had accused Leila of moving. He apologised to her, then to the book, because the book had been bent.
Leila emptied the desk drawer. The name badge was there, along with bus tickets, the brass handle from the chest of drawers and the first short paragraph she had written about the route. She kept the handle. She recycled most of the tickets, saving only the few that mattered to a drawing. Letting the rest go felt different from losing them.
Mum washed the containers one last time in the bathroom basin. She had resumed her usual work, with a few adjustments to the rota that would continue after the move. Her wrist still ached sometimes, but it no longer governed every task.
“I won't miss this,” she said, holding a plastic fork under the tap.
“No.”
“I might miss having only three plates to wash.”
“We could maintain that standard.”
“Don't threaten me with a lifestyle.”
They laughed.
On Thursday afternoon, Leila and Toby visited Nina and Anushka in Eastbridge. The journey took two buses and a walk through streets where the houses stood close to the pavement. Nina met them at the door in slippers, looking tired and pleased.
The flat was small. Boxes still lined one wall. There was a washing machine making a noise Nina described as enthusiastic rather than reassuring. There was also a kitchen sink, a table with four chairs and a hook where Anushka's coat belonged.
Anushka showed Toby the cardboard bench before showing him her bed. The two trees stood beside it, one leaning permanently to the left.
“I told you about water,” he said, inspecting the base.
“It was only a little.”
“That is how water begins.”
Leila laughed from the doorway. Nina offered tea and made it without asking anyone for access to a microwave or a room. She seemed to enjoy each ordinary step.
“Is it better?” Leila asked when the children were occupied.
“Yes,” Nina said. “And some things are harder. The first bus is unreliable. I miss the nursery staff we knew. The washing machine may be planning something. But yes.”
She did not make better sound like the end of every difficulty. Leila found that useful.
They ate toast at the table. Toby and Anushka argued about whether the bench needed repainting. Nina asked about the exhibition and listened while Leila described the parts she wanted to improve. The conversation moved naturally between art and transport, glue and work, the things a house made possible and the things it did not automatically fix.
Before leaving, Leila gave Nina a small drawing of the empty breakfast-room table. Nina had approved it, but had not expected a copy for herself. She looked at the cups, the scraps of paper and the chair pulled out at an angle.
“I remember that evening,” she said.
“So do I.”
Nina put it on a shelf where no one would spill water on it.
Back at the hotel, the list beside the kettle had acquired ticks. Mum had packed most of the clothes. Leila wrapped the thyme pot in newspaper, leaving the leaves uncovered. Toby put the headless footballer in a small box with the screw and the brass handle Leila had temporarily entrusted to him.
“Important things,” he said, writing on the lid.
Leila did not argue with his classification.
Nineteen Steps
They collected the keys on Friday morning.
Mum read everything before signing. Leila stood beside her with the document folder and tried not to fidget. Toby sat on a chair that was too high for his feet to reach the floor comfortably. Every time Mum turned a page, he leaned forward as though this might be the last one.
The details mattered. Mum checked names, dates, amounts and the arrangements already discussed with Sonia. Questions took time. Leila wanted to rush them and knew why she must not.
At the end, Ruth put the keys on the table.
“There you are.”
Mum picked them up. They were ordinary metal keys, not a hotel card, not an image on a screen, not a possibility described on the phone. She held them for a moment before putting one on the ring with the car key.
Toby asked if he could hold the other.
“For now,” Mum said.
He closed his hand around it and stood up.
The van was waiting at Janice's. Dad had confirmed it three days earlier and arrived when agreed. Martin helped load the wardrobe pieces, the table, the beds and the boxes too heavy for one person. Esme and her father brought the things stored under their stairs. Janice packed sandwiches and labelled a bag KETTLE FIRST, explaining that a move without a clearly located kettle was an avoidable organisational failure.
Leila carried lighter things and tried to remember where every box was going. After ten minutes, she stopped trying and began writing the room names on the sides in larger letters.
At Bellbridge, the nineteen steps transformed every possession into a question about weight and angle. The mattress caught at the turn. The table legs needed taking off. Dad and Martin had a long discussion about the wardrobe that ended with the discovery that both had meant the same thing using different words.
Toby stood at the top with the keys and felt responsible for access. He opened the door each time someone approached, even when it was already propped open.
“Security,” he explained.
Leila took the thyme pot up herself. She carried it in both hands, keeping the cracked saucer separate in her bag. In the third bedroom, she set it on the bare windowsill. The morning light was better here. Jean would approve, though probably not without an additional comment about watering.
Her desk came next. It fitted beneath the window with the gap she had measured. Seeing it there was so different from knowing it would fit that she had to leave the room briefly.
In the kitchen, Mum was opening the bag labelled KETTLE FIRST. She looked up when Leila came in.
“All right?”
Leila nodded, then shook her head, then laughed at the inability to choose.
Mum held out her left arm. Leila went into it carefully, still remembering the wrist even though Mum said it was fine.
For a moment they stood among boxes, a kettle, a bag of sandwiches and a roll of tape stuck to someone's sleeve. Nobody said they were home. The word would need more than a key to settle. But there was a kitchen around them, and Mum could hold her without both of them blocking the bathroom door.
By afternoon, the beds were assembled. The wardrobe stood in Mum's room, less dignified after being taken apart but still functional. Toby's shelf waited to be fitted properly with the right fixings; the old screw remained in its envelope because wanting to keep it did not make it suitable for a different wall. Dad explained that without turning the explanation into a disappointment. Toby agreed to keep the screw beside the finished shelf instead.
The sitting room held a borrowed pair of armchairs from Janice and a second-hand sofa Mum had found through someone at work. This sofa had no central hollow. Toby tested it by sitting in several places and announcing that everyone could remain upright independently.
At five, the helpers began leaving. Esme stayed long enough to put a paper sign on Leila's door: ARTIST, OCCASIONALLY AVAILABLE FOR SNACKS. Leila threatened to remove it and left it where it was.
Dad paused at the entrance.
“Sunday lunch next week?” he asked. “I'll send the details to your mum first.”
Leila smiled. “Good.”
He hugged her, hugged Toby and carried the empty tea cups to the kitchen before going. It was a small thing. She noticed it because small things were increasingly where she looked for evidence.
That evening, they ate pasta at their own table. The sauce came from a jar. One fork was missing. Mum had forgotten to buy salt. Toby complained that his chair wobbled, and Leila put folded cardboard beneath the short leg.
The meal was not symbolic enough to prevent ordinary irritation. It was better for that.
Afterwards, Leila went to her room and shut the door. She stood in the quiet, waiting for someone to need the space. Nobody did.
She opened her notebook on the desk. Outside, the white shirt was on the washing line again, lifting in the breeze. She drew the empty sleeve until the light began to fade.
The First Ordinary Argument
The first argument in the flat was about a towel.
Not money, not school transport, not whether moving somewhere new meant they were allowed to miss the old street. A towel. Toby had used Leila's clean one because his was still in a box, then left it on her bed where it made a damp patch on the sheet.
She found it after helping Mum unpack the kitchen. The pleasure of having a bed that was only hers lasted long enough to become a reason to be furious about someone else's water on it.
“Toby.”
He appeared in the doorway holding a packet of biscuits.
“What?”
“Why is this on my bed?”
“It's a towel.”
“I know what it is.”
“Then why ask?”
She threw it towards him. It landed short, partly on the floor and partly against the door. The movement was childish, satisfying for half a second and immediately regrettable.
“Don't come in here and use my things,” she said.
“I couldn't find mine.”
“Ask.”
“You were busy.”
“So wait.”
He looked at her with a hurt that made her feel cruel and more defensive at the same time.
“You didn't mind sharing everything in the hotel.”
“Yes, I did.”
The words came out louder than intended. Mum called from the kitchen, asking what was happening. Toby went to tell her a version involving Leila throwing things. Leila remained in the bedroom, staring at the damp patch as though it justified every word.
Mum came in a minute later.
“I've told him to ask before taking your things,” she said. “You can tell him not to do something without throwing it.”
“I know.”
“He didn't do it to ruin the room.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
Leila sat on the edge of the bed, avoiding the damp place. The room was full of boxes. Her desk held the thyme, the name badge, two unopened folders and the brass handle she had not decided what to do with. This was her room, and she was guarding it as though someone might take it away if she failed to defend each object.
“I wanted it to stay nice,” she said.
“It can be nice and have a wet towel happen in it.”
Mum leaned against the door frame.
“We've all got habits from the room. Toby asks the nearest person before thinking. You expect every interruption to mean losing your space. I keep putting everything in one cupboard because I forget there are three.”
Leila looked up.
“You do?”
“I found the tea towels behind the cereal this morning. It was entirely my own work.”
Leila laughed reluctantly.
Mum left her to change the damp section of bedding. There was no speech about gratitude. Leila was grateful for the flat. She was also tired, possessive, embarrassed and seventeen. None of those facts stopped being true because the door shut properly.
She found Toby in the sitting room building a tower from empty boxes.
“Sorry I threw the towel.”
“It didn't hit me.”
“I wasn't trying to hit you.”
“I know.”
“Still. Sorry.”
He balanced another box on the tower.
“I'll ask next time.”
“Thanks.”
“Can I use the big empty box from your room?”
“Yes.”
“See? Asking.”
She smiled and went to fetch it.
In the afternoon, they put up Toby's shelf with help from Dad, who had returned with the appropriate fittings and no expectation of being thanked as though he had built the whole flat. The old screw sat in a tiny jar on the shelf beside the medals. Toby liked being able to see it rather than hide it in the wall.
Leila hung the exhibition panels in her room temporarily, resting the third on the desk because she had not decided where it belonged. With the work removed from the college wall, she could see it differently again. The room it showed was no longer where she slept. It was already becoming a place she remembered, and she wanted to resist making it simpler in memory than it had been.
That evening, she found the towel neatly folded outside her door. It was still slightly damp, which suggested Toby had understood the boundary more clearly than the laundry requirement.
She hung it over the back of her chair and left the door open while she worked.
On the Other Side of the Desk
On Leila's first paid morning at the Mercer, a visitor asked where the toilets were before anyone asked about art.
She knew the answer. That helped.
The morning involved checking the workshop materials, putting out aprons, finding a missing stack of paper and learning that the cupboard labelled STRING contained almost everything except string. Theo said it was an aspirational label. Leila made a smaller label beneath it listing what was actually there.
At eleven, a family arrived with two children who disagreed about whether they wanted to take part. The younger one headed straight for the paper. The older stood near the door with her arms folded, watching the table as though it might demand something embarrassing.
Leila recognised the feeling without assuming she knew its cause.
“You can look first,” she said. “You don't have to make anything.”
The girl nodded but stayed near the door. Leila went back to sorting card instead of standing over her waiting for a decision. A few minutes later, the girl came closer and asked whether she could use only black paper.
“Yes.”
“Even if everyone else uses colours?”
“Yes.”
The girl took three sheets and sat down. Leila did not congratulate her for joining in. She showed her where the scissors were and let the work begin.
Later, a father asked Leila to finish his son's model while he went to the shop. Theo stepped in before the arrangement became unclear, explaining that the adult needed to remain with the child during the drop-in session. Leila listened carefully. Being helpful did not mean quietly accepting responsibility for everything someone tried to hand her.
During the break, she ate a sandwich at the staff-room table. Her lunch had come from their own fridge. She had washed the container in their own sink before leaving. These were small facts she could enjoy without announcing them to everyone around her.
Anika came in carrying exhibition labels.
“How's the morning?”
“Busy. I knew where the toilets were.”
“An essential foundation.”
They talked about the workshop and the girl using black paper. Anika asked what Leila thought had helped. Leila said giving her time seemed useful, though she could not know whether the girl would have joined in anyway.
“Good distinction,” Anika said. “We don't always know what made the difference.”
The answer stayed with Leila. She had been giving adults in her life enormous power to define every moment as success or failure. Sometimes things happened because of several small conditions, not because one person said the perfect sentence.
After the session, she cleaned the tables, counted scissors and returned unused materials to the right shelves. The black-paper girl had made a building with bright yellow windows cut from the smallest scraps. She left it to dry, then came back for it after visiting the rest of the gallery.
“It looks different when the light goes through,” she told Leila.
“It does.”
“Can I hold it up to the window?”
“With your grown-up, yes. It's still a bit wet at the base.”
The girl carried it carefully. Leila watched for a moment, then returned to the table someone had covered in small pieces of tape.
At the end of the morning, Theo asked whether she had enough time to catch her bus. She checked the clock and said she needed to leave in ten minutes. They agreed which tasks she would finish and which he would do. It was a simple conversation, made possible by having it before the bus left.
Outside, Leila called Mum while walking to the stop.
“How was it?” Mum asked.
“Work.”
“Good work?”
“Yes. Some boring work too.”
“That usually comes included.”
Leila laughed. She told Mum about the label on the string cupboard and the building with the yellow windows. Then she put the phone away and checked the new route home.
There were eleven stops now, with a different connection. She had written the details in her notebook. The journey was not shorter in every direction. It was a journey to a place where her desk would be waiting beneath the window.
The Table with Four Chairs
Esme came for dinner the following Saturday carrying a plant she had been told was difficult to kill.
“I'm not taking that as a challenge,” Leila said.
“Good. Mum asked me to make the terms clear.”
The plant joined the thyme on the windowsill. Jean had already inspected the thyme during a brief visit and declared it improved, then pointed out a leaf Leila needed to remove. Praise remained a mixed service.
Micah arrived later with bread from the shop near his house. He had asked Mum what to bring rather than guessing that a large bunch of flowers would be useful in a flat where they were still looking for the vase. Mum put the bread on the table and gave him plates to carry.
Toby watched him with the suspicion he reserved for people who might take up too much of Leila's time. This lasted until Micah asked about the football medals and listened to the full account of the final home match, including the assist Dad had missed.
Esme helped Leila in the kitchen. There was not a great deal of room, but they could move around each other without anyone needing to ask whether the sink was available for brushing teeth.
“It's nice,” Esme said.
“It's still boxes.”
“Nice boxes.”
Leila smiled. “You can say it is. I won't make you prove you understand every other part.”
“Thank you. That sounds exhausting.”
They ate at the table, using four chairs and the sturdy folding one Janice had lent them. Mum's pasta sauce was better than the jar they used on the first night and less successful than the version she remembered making before the move. She said so. Everyone disagreed except Toby, who said the old version had more cheese and was therefore objectively superior.
The conversation moved without needing Leila to guide it. Esme described a course she had visited that made her interested rather than frightened. Micah talked about the early train he would need in September. Mum asked practical questions, not because she doubted him but because she understood how much a route could shape a day. Toby wanted to know whether working with plants meant owning a tractor.
“Not immediately,” Micah said.
“So later?”
“We'll see.”
Toby narrowed his eyes at the phrase. Everyone laughed, though only some of them knew its full history.
After dinner, they played a card game whose rules changed whenever Toby began losing. Mum objected on procedural grounds. Esme formed an alliance with Toby and regretted it when he abandoned her two rounds later. Micah proved quietly competitive in a way Leila had not expected. She liked discovering an ordinary, slightly annoying thing about him.
At nine, Mum took the dishes into the kitchen and told Toby to help. He objected that guests were still present. Mum replied that dishes were also present and less likely to leave independently.
Leila, Esme and Micah sat by the open window in her room. The evening air moved the paper sign on the door. Outside, someone called a child in from the yard. The white shirt had been replaced on the line by a row of small towels.
Esme looked at the exhibition panels.
“Are you making more of these?”
“Not the same ones.”
“What next?”
Leila took out the notebook containing the course questions. There were more answers now, though not enough to form a finished plan. She had booked one open day with Mum and asked Armitage about preparing a portfolio over the next year.
“I want to draw people at work,” she said. “Not portraits exactly. The things their hands know how to do.”
Micah held up his palms. “These mostly know how to acquire scratches.”
“Could be a starting point.”
Esme offered a demonstration of the way she held a pen during an exam, which resembled an attempt to prevent it escaping. Leila drew a few quick lines while they laughed.
There was no need to make the evening last forever. Esme had a bus to catch. Micah would walk with her to the stop, then take a different route home. Plans ended at times people had agreed, and endings did not have to mean abandonment.
At the door, Micah kissed Leila briefly while Esme made a theatrical study of the stair rail. Mum called goodnight from the kitchen. Toby asked whether Micah could come back when they had more cheese.
“I'll take that as an invitation,” Micah said.
After everyone had gone, Leila helped dry the last dishes. The table stood in the sitting room with a few crumbs beneath it and one chair still at the wrong angle. It looked used, which was what they had wanted it for.
The Part She Could See
Leila returned to the Junction Lodge on a Friday afternoon with a spoon in her bag.
It had been packed accidentally with the cutlery, a plain metal teaspoon with a small dent near the handle. Mum said they could return it next time they were nearby. Leila decided she was nearby enough.
The bus from the gallery took her through part of the old route. She recognised the delivery doors, the school field, the garage with the blue door. Some details had changed. A sign had been repainted. The broken trolley shelter panel had been replaced. A hedge she drew bare now held enough leaves to hide the window behind it.
The drawings had kept one version of the journey. The road had continued without consulting them.
Mo was at reception, arguing politely with a printer.
“It's refusing,” he told her when she came in.
“On what grounds?”
“None it cares to explain.”
She put the spoon on the counter. He looked at it, then at her.
“Recovered property?”
“Accidental theft.”
“A serious case. I'll alert the relevant department.”
He put the spoon beside the mug on his desk and asked about the flat. Leila told him about the stairs, the desk and the first argument. He seemed more interested in the argument than in a description that made the move sound perfect.
“Normal service resuming,” he said.
“Something like that.”
She did not go upstairs. Room 214 might already belong to another family. Even if it was empty, she had no reason to ask it to hold her version of the past.
A boy waited beside his mother at the other end of reception, rolling a small suitcase back and forth over the same strip of carpet. His mother was reading a sheet of information. Leila recognised the concentration required to understand rules while also wondering where to put everything you had brought.
The boy looked at the mint bowl.
“Can I?” he asked his mother.
Before she could answer, Mo said, “One. Within reason.”
Leila smiled. She did not tell the boy that she had stayed there or that things would work out. She did not know his situation, and he had asked only about a mint.
She said goodbye to Mo and walked back to the stop. The restaurant fan started as she passed. For an instant, the sound brought back the whole room: the curtain, the green television light, Mum trying to move quietly, Toby's foot outside the blanket. She felt the memory without needing to stay inside it.
At Bellbridge, the nineteen steps were becoming ordinary. She could carry a bag up them without counting. The woman in the yard, whose name was Mrs Fenner, asked whether the exhibition pictures were still on display anywhere. Mum had told her about them while discussing the washing line. Leila said they were mostly in her room now.
“You'll make more,” Mrs Fenner said, not as a question.
“I think so.”
The flat was empty when she got upstairs. Mum was at work and Toby was with Callum. Leila put the kettle on, then decided she wanted cold water instead and turned it off before it boiled. Being able to change her mind over something so trivial in a kitchen of her own felt like a small luxury she hoped she would eventually stop noticing so intensely.
She went to her room. The thyme had grown enough to brush the edge of the new plant Esme brought. The brass handle lay on the desk, keeping a stack of loose drawings from curling. The exhibition panels leaned against the wall beside a page of questions about the future.
There were still things she did not know. Which course would be right. How the money would work. Whether she and Micah would manage the autumn timetables as well as they hoped. How long it would take Mum to stop checking the clock as though a few red numbers could measure her worth.
Not knowing had not prevented the desk from fitting beneath the window.
Leila opened the little notebook Dad had given her years ago. For the places you haven't drawn yet, he had written. She turned past the old door, the wardrobe in the garage, the chair beneath the plum tree. There were fewer blank pages now, but enough.
Outside, Mrs Fenner shook out a sheet before hanging it on the line. The cloth lifted, caught the air and fell into a shape Leila could not have invented accurately from memory.
She began drawing before it settled.
