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One

I heard, through my bedroom window, that my neighbours’ teenage daughter, Chelsea, was going through a break-up. I looked down onto the front lawn. Chelsea was shouting into her phone that he was a bastard, he didn’t love her, and he probably never had. She sounded like she needed someone to wrap their arms around her. She was sat cross-legged on the grass, which was uncut and sprinkled with dandelions, like someone had chewed them and spat them out. The sun flared over the roofs, a July day so hot, the houses across the street shimmered like a mirage.

Our block of flats was made from ugly red brick and had cheap, white windows, the eyesore of an otherwise nice street, which was narrow and lined by refurbished terraced houses, generally occupied by couples and families. Each house had a little raised box for a front garden in which petunias and marigolds wilted, surrendering to the heat.

When the letting agent had met me on the front lawn ten months ago, she’d grinned, ‘What do you think?’

‘Absolutely fine,’ I had said, thinking it looked miserable.

‘Great location,’ she had said.

We both knew it wasn’t true, but it was all I could afford if I didn’t want housemates.

I hadn’t spoken much to Chelsea’s family – the Walkers – who lived in the only other flat in the corridor, or indeed anyone else in the block of flats since I’d moved in ten months before. We nodded and mumbled hellos if we failed to evade each other in the entrance hall or outside our front doors. Most of the time, I rushed up the stairs to my flat as quietly as I could, trying to avoid where the carpet curled like a tongue in case I might trip over. I worried that if I did, the noise of me stumbling would make them come out, and then we’d be forced to talk. After a few questions, I’d inevitably end up telling them that I lived alone, was recovering from a break-up and struggling to do anything.

I daydreamed about my boyfriend a lot, even though I didn’t want to. I pictured him staring out of the kitchen window, onto the dark street, the moment before he’d turn around to snarl at me. I couldn’t yet refer to him as my ‘ex-boyfriend’; it would have felt like he was purged from my life, which he wasn’t.

On the front lawn, Chelsea finished her call. She sniffled into the crook of her elbow and began to text. Then she lay down on her back. Wisps of cloud. The grass yellowing, rippling and breathing in the breeze. It stayed light for so long then, the days stretching with possibility, a heat that lingered oppressively, so it was impossible to sleep. Chelsea liked seventies music, like her parents, Liz and Mark, who were in a covers-only band and practised late into the night. She played ‘If You Leave Me Now’ on her phone, the song tinnily ringing up to my window. Then she switched to Fleetwood Mac. She started crying, quite loudly. She continued to text furiously, the phone held precariously above her face.

She rolled over to lie on her front, then leaned her forehead on her arms. The sun was starting to come down now, leaking a strange purple light over the road. I knew the first few days after a break-up could be difficult – it was all apathy, or hysteria. Lying in bed and crying, or going through everything the person had ever touched and putting it in a black bin bag for a charity shop. It occurred to me that I could have gone down and spoken to her, but I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t think anyone would appreciate my relationship advice.

I’d seen Chelsea coming and going in her friends’ cars. These friends had woken me up a few times at night by driving too fast, or playing dance music loudly with their windows down. I lay awake and listened to them whooshing past, their headlights flashing across the walls, my heart beating faster in response. Chelsea was still having lessons with an elderly instructor who wheezed into the resident’s parking spot once a week in his yellow Corsa, which was in constant need of washing. Now that she had finished her A level exams, she sneaked out in the early hours, the communal light in our corridor flickering on, her white trainers glowing as she walked to the end of the road and vanished. I wondered what she was up to – who she could be spending all those hours with. I might have noticed these things, but I also might have made them up. I couldn’t be trusted to remember.

From what I could hear with my ear pressed to the cool, paper-thin walls, Chelsea’s midnight wanderings meant that she argued with her parents frequently, and her parents then argued with each other after that. A few weeks ago, the Walkers’ tempers were fraught; the heat was so furious that one of the neighbours’ dogs burnt its paws on the pavement.

Chelsea’s mother, Liz, had shouted, ‘I would have never been this disrespectful to my parents.’

Chelsea said something back, too muffled for me to catch.

Liz snapped, ‘You’re grounded.’

Chelsea released a high-pitched yelp. Someone banged a door shut. My plates rattled in the drainer.

‘I’m an adult,’ Chelsea said. ‘And I can’t miss prom! Everyone is going.’

I’d heard Chelsea slam the Walkers’ front door and run down the stairs many times. I was jumpy, not yet used to the flat’s idiosyncrasies. There were moments when I thought it was alive, humming with creaks and bangs and scratches, scrapes across the wall in the dead of night when I lay awake, sweating and praying for cool air. I heard someone running above me, even though my flat was on the top floor. I could hear my neighbours flick light switches, and their washing machines rumble and tremble against the laminate. I startled in the middle of the night, panting, yelling, as though someone had grabbed and shaken me. These were oddities I hadn’t yet become attuned to but thought I would, eventually, once I had settled in. I’d be lying on the sofa with a handheld fan angled at my face, and the sound of Chelsea’s door would make me sit up. It reminded me that there was a real world beyond the building, that Chelsea’s life – and mine – extended past its borders.

The Walkers’ front door was at a right angle to mine, almost directly next to it. Our flats curved around one another confusingly, so I could hear what they were up to in any room – the metallic ping and scrape of a plug pushed into a socket, someone forcing the vacuum around, thwacking it into the skirting boards – even though I couldn’t envisage the layout. I spent much of my time observing the rituals of the Walkers’ lives, privately tangling myself in their arguments, following Chelsea’s comings and goings, so I felt as if I really knew them, even though we barely spoke.

The Walkers kept their shoe rack outside the front door, which I’d thought was brave when I’d first moved in. I’d had things stolen from outside other flats like this, before I’d lived with my boyfriend: plant pots, parcels, bicycles – once, a doormat. The Walkers were the kind of people who believed that others were fundamentally good: they shared tools and stepladders with our neighbours, with whom they were friends, or offered to water their plants when they went away. This sense of community was something I wanted too, but hadn’t yet managed to conjure.

It had taken me two days to find this flat online, sitting in a café, typing in postcodes and trawling through dilapidated garage spaces for rent. I’d moved into the small borough, far away from anyone I knew, with nothing but houses and a high street. The flat had come furnished. The sofa was faux-leather and so old it shed little flakes everywhere. The fridge whined so aggressively at times, I thought it might explode. The person who lived there before me had never cleaned, and I found their little black, curly hairs everywhere, no matter how much I vacuumed and scrubbed. Sometimes, although I couldn’t be sure, I was certain that someone had crept in while I was sat facing the wall, frowning at my computer. The cupboard doors would hang open, or I’d walk into the living room to find the sofa cushions flattened, as though someone had been lying across them.

After ten months, all that I’d managed to buy for my flat were two candles with skeletons underneath the wax. One was a human skeleton, the other was a cat. Often, as I watched the wax melt, I’d think about setting fire to the flat and myself, speculating about if there was anything hiding underneath the building’s foundations. I was mourning my relationship, and I knew that I’d lost something of myself.

Chelsea was still lying on the grass, plucking the heads off dandelion clocks. She had now stopped sobbing. I went into the kitchen to empty more ice into a glass. I had taken to crunching it, trying to cool down. My kitchen was gloomy, and the cupboards were made of dark wood, so no matter the weather outside, I always needed to switch a light on. This might have explained why I couldn’t be bothered to cook much.

Suddenly, channelling through the flat, I heard music – a song played loudly, one that sounded as though it was competing against itself, the bass line in an odd rhythm. I felt called back to my bedroom window. I peered down on the front lawn, with the lights off, hoping I wouldn’t be noticed. A red Fiat 500 had pulled up by the front lawn, directly in front of Chelsea, forming a sort of shield from the road. The driver rolled down her window and shifted seats over to the passenger side. She leaned out the window. She was Chelsea’s age – dyed black hair in a messy bun, wearing a denim jacket. She had long, fake nails, which she tapped on the edge of the window.

The girl turned the music off, leaving us all suspended in silence. It was almost dark outside now. The weak yellow light of the lamp post made the girls look like they were glowing. Chelsea and the other girl spoke, too quietly for me to hear them. I wanted to know what they were saying, but I was worried that if I opened the windows, they’d hear me.

The dark-haired girl opened her car door and knelt at the edge of the front lawn. She looked around like a cat waiting to pounce, but – I was relieved – not up, where she might have seen me peering. The dark-haired girl brought something out of the pocket of her jacket and placed it on the grass. It looked like a small lump of cloudy ice, and I knew, instantly, that it was important. I felt it was charmed, emitting an energy that sang to me. I thought about some of the possible, plausible objects it could be and came up with two options: a stone or a pebble.

The girl rolled the stone to Chelsea, and the ritual began. The evening’s heat was suddenly inflamed, as though it had been summoned; there was a smell of rain, almost sulphuric and bitter. Chelsea leaned forward and cupped the stone in her hand. The girls fell silent, and the smell of rot wafted past me, as though something had crawled to die under my floorboards. My stomach turned, and I held my breath. My fingers tingled, like I’d leaned on my hand for too long.

Chelsea took the stone to her cheek, and started rolling it over her face. The other girl watched her closely, moving her lips rapidly, as if chanting. Chelsea rolled the stone over her face several times, slowly at first, and then with more momentum every time she reached her forehead. Through the darkness, the moon cast white light onto Chelsea and her friend, like it was coming through a magnifying glass. The building had been quiet since the girl had turned off her music. Even the fridge had stopped whining. The road had been empty from the moment Chelsea’s friend had arrived. It was as if they and I were the only people in the world; they had cast a spell and everyone else had been put into a trance.

Chelsea returned the stone to her palm. She looked at it for a while, communing with it. The rotten smell passed, and something more pleasant was summoned, a scent unseasonably spring-like: fresh earth, crocuses, daubs of early daisies, the first day it feels safe to sit on grass. Chelsea dug into the ground with her bare hands, and pushed the stone into the soil, and then replaced the grass on top. A chill ran over my arms, the heat unexpectedly broken, as though a breeze had swept through the flat.

The girls tilted their heads upwards to look at the moon, absorbing its light, so their outlines appeared sharper, as if they’d been sculpted. They might have spoken again – their lips moved quickly, not quite in sync. Then, as they dropped their heads, sound flooded back: a siren blared at the end of the road; the Walkers began to tune their guitars; the front gate squeaked; a car tore down the street; my fridge was now louder than before and building to a screech. The noise echoed around my bedroom, like something calling from far away. I stayed where I was, wondering if the girls would hear it and know that I’d been watching them. I felt both inside and outside my body, like I had copied myself and pasted a version slightly over my outline.

The girls shuffled forward on their knees to hug each other. As they held on, the shriek from the fridge slowed and returned to normal. I swallowed, noticing my mouth was dry. When they finally broke apart, Chelsea was smiling. She looked at peace, like every thought had been drained out of her. I wanted to be down there with them, where that feeling – that magic – was possible.

Chelsea gazed out into the middle of the street. The friend was showing her nails, and then pointing to her trainers, like nothing had happened. After a few minutes, Chelsea joined in. She shook her hair loose from her scrunchie and pulled at some strands, as though she was asking the girl’s opinion on it. They stayed there for a long time, talking like that. Eventually, Chelsea’s friend got up, and went back to the car. She switched her radio on again, but turned the dial down dramatically, so the same clashing song I couldn’t name wouldn’t pulse into the block. Chelsea waved goodbye and then turned to come inside. I waited by my peephole with my eye pressed to the lens. I touched the walls, moving closer.

She paused outside the Walkers’ door. The smell of earth seemed hazy, stronger, like she’d been smoking something. It occurred to me that the whole thing might have been about drugs; I didn’t know enough about doing drugs to be sure. I wondered if she could hear me or feel that someone was watching her. I held my breath, but she was just texting again, in the respite before having to go inside. She sighed, then tucked her phone into the pocket of her shorts. She slammed the front door behind her, and the arguing began.

In the early hours of the morning, the block of flats was so quiet, I could hear everything through our flimsy walls: the bathroom tap dripping; someone throwing their glass bottles into the communal bins; a car door being shut down the other end of the road. I had a recurring nightmare that woke me up most nights. I went back to the house I had lived in with my boyfriend, but it was empty and didn’t look the same. It was much bigger, labyrinthine, and I ran through corridors it sprouted, into rooms, checking behind the beds and underneath the chests of drawers, looking for something – though I couldn’t remember exactly what. In the dream, I tried to be as quiet as possible; I knew I was being haunted by something formless and dark. Leave me alone, I shouted at it, scrabbling away, the sound caught in my throat as though blocked. It always ended the same way: I’d stand with my back to the front door, and the presence appeared in the hall. I’d stir before I could see how it was going to harm me, rousing to a bedroom that felt wicked.

Waking up so often in the middle of the night meant that I recognised the sound of the Walkers’ door clicking as Chelsea sneaked out. Through my peephole, I saw her shuffling into her trainers. The communal light switched on, so I could see Chelsea clearly, standing on her front doormat. She was in her pyjamas: a grey hoody and a pair of light pink shorts with lace around the bottom. Something wasn’t right. She was pale and had dark circles under her eyes. Her face was blotchy, as though she’d been crying or was having an allergic reaction. There was a red mark scored across one of her thighs. She appeared to be waiting for something. Then I realised: she was worried that her parents had heard her. She was listening out for any sign of movement before stealing away.

Suddenly, she darted down the stairs. I moved quickly back through my flat to watch her from the window. We arrived at the same time. Chelsea landed on her knees and tore the grass and mud with her fingers, clumps in her hands like hair. She pulled the stone from the ground, and I expected her to throw it away, because I believed, with shock at my own train of thought, that it must be cursed. The thought felt inevitable, true. My instinct to run to her flared; I wanted to help, to understand what was happening. As I thought this, the centre of my palm stung, as though I were holding the stone. Chelsea took a tissue from her hoody pocket and wrapped the stone up carefully. She cradled it in her hand like an injured bird.

Two beams of white light down the road. Heat rising from the tarmac. She stared at the headlights of the car, which felt so bright I had to shield my eyes. The red Fiat 500 pulled up again, and the dark-haired girl got out. She approached Chelsea carefully, as though she were contagious, and then reached for her elbow, avoiding the stone. She pulled Chelsea towards the car. They drove off, without the radio on, in silence.
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