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It’s strIkIng how much can change in twelve or thirteen 

miles. Carol has seen runners on half-marathons, every-

one crossing the finishing line with rosy cheeks and 

broad smiles. The same cannot be said of London. In the 

twelve miles between Westminster and Croydon, London 

is reduced from a city of parks and palaces to this, an 

unrecognizable commuter belt, a grey concrete mess. To 

say London ends at Croydon is only half true: stripped of 

hope and worn down, London really crawls into Croydon 

and dies.

Of course, this isn’t something people are inclined to 

admit in Carol’s part of Croydon, where the overworked 

middle classes still want to believe in the dream – waxing 

their cars on Sunday afternoons, decorating their window 

ledges with scented candles and porcelain figurines.

Carol tries not to think about her neighbours’ habits as 

she walks home from the bus stop, tries not to care that the 

whole estate is a labyrinth of cul-de-sacs, more a communal 
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Petri dish than a place to live. Tonight she will be cutting her 

ties to this place. Soon she will float free.

‘Carol!’ Mandy Horton comes running from a nearby 

house, her every move a clatter of bangles and costume 

jewellery. ‘Bob and Tony are playing darts tonight. They 

want us to meet them at the pub.’

‘What?’

‘Bob and Tony—’

‘No, I mean Bob never mentioned anything about going 

to the pub tonight.’

‘So?’ replies Mandy, with a dismissive snort.

For a brief moment, Carol wonders what those snorts 

would sound like if she held Mandy’s head underwater, 

perhaps even kept it there, submerged, until she went limp 

and cold to the touch.

She realizes Mandy is talking.

‘. . . and it is Tuesday. It’s not like there’s anything else 

to do.’

Carol steals a glance at her shopping bag, the dessert 

almost poking from the top. ‘I was hoping to have a chat 

with Bob, that’s all.’

‘But you can do that at the pub, silly! How about I come 

by in thirty minutes?’ Her eyes flit across Carol’s dress, a hint 

of pity in her face. ‘It’ll give you time to change.’

When Carol gets home, the house has a burgled look: not 

messy so much as strewn, as if the entire building has been 

lifted from its foundations and kicked around while she  

was out.
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She hesitates at the foot of the stairs, certain that her 

daughter Sophie is up there somewhere. For Carol, the fact 

that a teenager can achieve total invisibility in a modest three-

bedroom home says it all: Sophie has guerrilla instincts that 

could put the Viet Cong and the Taliban to shame.

‘Sophie?’

Silence.

She ponders going upstairs to say hello – perhaps have 

another stab at that mother-daughter thing she’s aspired 

to for the last seventeen years – but then thinks better of 

it. The simple act of dialogue with Sophie has become so 

rare, it seems better to save the moment for when she has 

something important to say: ‘Yes, I’m leaving’, ‘No, I’m not 

coming back’.

She feels a stab of guilt, not at the prospect of having that 

conversation, but at the possibility of enjoying it. It isn’t that 

Sophie’s a bad child, she’s just not the sort Carol would have 

chosen had it been a mail-order process. The only things she 

really understands about her daughter are the qualities she 

inherited from Bob – an ability to reduce the house to chaos, 

for instance, and an expectation that Carol will always be 

there to deal with the aftermath. Everything else just seems 

oddly foreign and incomprehensible. Even her intelligence 

feels redolent of a manufacturing error: how could a bright, 

studious child have been assembled from this genetic 

material? It’s a question Carol can’t answer; a question that 

leaves her with the vague sense that, in getting the daughter 

everyone thinks they want, she missed out on the kind that 

could have loved and needed her.
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Thinking the sound of the refrigerator being restocked 

might provoke a visceral reaction – after all, even clever 

people have to eat – she labours over the dessert: slowly 

peels away the packaging, carefully puts it on a plate, slides 

it into the refrigerator, with the heavy-handed clank of 

porcelain on metal.

In the loaded silence that follows, she decides she won’t 

go to the pub tonight – might not even answer the door 

when Mandy arrives in the inevitable cloud of perfume. 

Instead, she’ll wait for Bob to return and will then set about 

destroying their life together, much as a butterfly must 

destroy its cocoon in order to live.
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