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Part I


Milk Teeth










1715


I came into this world a sweaty hot mess a mass


no hair until I was three at least


this big big thing


and my mother took one look and said


my girl


seems like a devil child


but I think I will love her


love me she did and does


strong strange lady


and I have a little brother now and


I helped the midwife and Mother deliver him


blood on my hands and some white thing


and skin and skin then skin on skin


her holding him


small gummy bud mouth


toothless doglike beauty


black lashes jaundiced skin


the midwife said


he slid out like an apple


but apples don’t slide they are plucked from trees


so maybe he wasn’t ready to come and


a hand ripped him out anyway


a baby, good enough to eat


my mother free and me


deciding, no matter what, I would protect him


and her and us


she, who is the type to say:


the sky is a painting tonight, eh?


and he, who is the type to say:


you have never seen a painting, Ma


and me, who is Kate


in sixteen ninety-six


a heavy red newborn


with two balled fists and a turnip head


and a mouthful of teeth


yes


teeth


little white pearly bits


and my mother, straining


stooped with me on her back


I have made her ancient and beautiful


in her odd way


And I knew it then, even


long nose long hair hard fingertips and deep creases in her neck


feet like leather so sometimes she walks


shoeless in hot weather


and I look on thinking, oh


me, personally, I don’t ever want to look like that


even though I love you so, I love you so


when I am cruel my brother tells me I have snakes for hair


and I turn to my scaly strands shrieking


BITE BITE BITE


but there are just these limp locks


reminding me to clean


to brush


I need to do these things so I have my looks


and my personality


you need both for The Big House


Kate, says my mother


Kate, I think we can get you to The Big House


and she says it like it’s a game


which, obviously, makes me want to play.










One


I like to watch Leo drive and Leo likes to be watched while he drives. Tanned forearms brushing the wheel, shiny black sunglasses. His blond hair is a cloud around a smooth face, and he looks sort of American, whatever that means. You look sort of American, Leo, I say, and he says: What does that mean?


He turns the music up and I feel it in my throat. He puts the windows down and the outskirts go by in a haze of summer.


We speed through the grey, out of the city and into the flat hot green. I thought everything would be muted pastel, dappled pale greens and wildflowers, like a painting. Instead, there is no definition and the sun touches everything. The countryside in summer is like the big felt panels I used to play with as a child, arranging felt animals and felt trees just so, little bits of primary-coloured felt fluff under the nails and a big blue felt river running through it all. I think this but I don’t say it because I don’t want Leo to laugh at me or tell me I am strange again.


It’s only an hour from here if we go the quick way, Leo says. He is looking at the map now, small blue arrow tracking our progress away from everything, and I know better than to ask him to put the phone down.


How about we go the tourist route, actually? he says as he turns off the main road and onto the tourist route.


I ask him to put the windows up, because when the windows are down I worry that an insect will get in and then be trapped and we will be unable to pull over so it will buzz and sting in panic and it will go for our faces, probably, and Leo will find it all funny and dab at his tiny pretty wounds with tea tree while mine will swell into lumps that make me a monster.


I ask again, and he ignores me. I try to put the window up myself but nothing happens when I press the button because he has put the child lock on. I press again and again until he slaps my wrist and shouts over the music: Stop messing with the car, for real, Thomasin.


I stop messing with the car.


A few minutes go by and then he says: American as in, like, an actor?


In the shower that morning I watched a tiny moth crawl across the wet tiled wall. It was right by my head and I’d just shampooed my hair and the soap was running down my shoulders and arms. I was right under the stream of hot water and the shampoo went in my eyes, even, but I just stood and tried to look at the moth as it writhed in the damp. My face stung but I wanted that sting. The water started to run cold and I took the shower head off its stand and sprayed the moth and watched as it slid down the mouldy grouting, circling the drain once and vanishing with the bubbly water. I let the shower head go and it crashed onto the plastic. Water shot out all over the bathmat and then the floor and then the ceiling too, so everything felt like it was dripping and peeling and melting and I couldn’t quite breathe right so I was taking in air in heaving gulps and my feet were grey and numb. The window was ajar, opening out onto the stairwell, and I could hear Leo’s footsteps coming up and the shudder of my spare keys in the old lock. When he found me I was still standing there, naked and soapy and shivering. In the chipped porcelain sink – a disposable razor, pink plastic handle and hair between the blades.


If you took a knife from the kitchen, even the bread knife, the scissors from under the sink or the keys in your hand, and pushed them into my feet, the soles or the bony tops of them or whatever, I don’t think I would feel a thing, Leo, I said.


Thomasin, he said, and his voice had that mildly disapproving tone. Come on now, Thomasin, not today.


Thomasin? he says now, my name a question. I think he’s been speaking for a few minutes and I just haven’t been listening. We’re not going to do this today, are we? We’re going to be normal, yeah?


We’re going to be normal, Leo.


If we are a ‘we’ instead of separate entities, this ‘we’ might be OK because Leo will be the dominant force and he is more stable than I am.


We are going to be normal today, my darling, I say again.


Leo has never really felt like my darling, though. Leo is muscular but slim and he is older than me and conventionally very attractive. When we kiss, it’s like my lips are on fleshy plastic, which is not entirely off-putting because it takes my mind off the other things.


Leo pulls out onto the right side of the road to overtake an SUV. He stays there for a little too long and I grip my seat, picking at the cream leather. A van is approaching, horn blaring. At the last minute, he swerves back to the left and the horn is an eerie sort of music, an elongated note hanging for a second in the sticky heat.


The note fades out and Leo gives a sharp laugh.


Did you think we were going to die just there?


I nod and he rolls his eyes and I feel deeply, disgustingly embarrassed.


You’re, like, especially intense today, you know that?


Just nervous.


I watch the blue arrow on Leo’s phone again. We move further and further away from home, closer and closer to something else. I look away.


Just nervous, he throws back at me, imitating my awkwardly high pitch, the crack in my voice.


Just nervous, Leo. I haven’t seen her in forever and it all feels a bit weird.


We are in trees now, big firs arching over a sunken road. Light flickers in from an opening ahead and it is like the car is carving its way through a tunnel.


Well, my truest-ever love, Leo says, we really are in the sticks now.


I say that yes, we really are, and I am embarrassed still but this time because he has to give me a lift in the first place, and because we are going to a town where my family will be and I don’t need to know them at all to know they will be different from him.


We come off the forest road – we burst out of it, into blinding light – and we are in the town. There is an old visitor centre in a big brown box building, cartoon thistle emblazoned on the sign, and stretches of pruned grass and flowers leading to neatly sectioned fields. There are stone walls and hedgerows. There is a warehouse with a big sign that says: christmas shop: open all year round. On the plastic doors is another, smaller sign that says: closed. The aunt of my imagination does not belong in this sort of rural orderliness.


We pass a Co-op – big car park, old people milling with tartan trolleys, children on colourful bikes and teenagers lounging on the hoods of souped-up little cars – and suddenly we really are in the town, or at least the town I imagined. Cottages low to the ground, wilting flowers in window boxes, peeling paint on wooden garden gates, B & B signs flapping like useless limbs in the heat. Patches of grass bordered by trees, goalposts and white paint, a tour bus branded with the logo of a local firm and splattered with mud, a Victorian hotel looming by the hill that overlooks the town.


So this is where the infamous Agnes lives, Thomasin?


Apparently so.


The aunt of my childhood wore sarongs in winter and had long straggly hair and lived on the other side of the city to me and my dad and, when she was invited to the house, she would bring strange snacks that we would throw out when she left and she would sit on the hard floor instead of the sofa and this, my dad would tell me, was a good thing because my sister spreads dirt wherever she goes, Thomasin. Then she moved away and we never saw her again and I started to think of her as though she was just a figment of my imagination, and then I stopped thinking of her altogether.


Leo looks vaguely disgusted, or maybe bored. I stick my head out the window.


On the streets are people, or rather, not people. Scarecrows in children’s jumpers and jeans, in dated fascinators and long hand-knitted scarves, or old-fashioned button-down summer dresses and men’s dress shirts, sitting on benches, propped up against lamp posts and at street corners leering at us with button eyes and dead mouths as we pass. They scare me a bit, these bags of straw in human clothes, and I tell Leo as much.


He says: Everything scares you, Thomasin.


Two are tussling in the grass at the side of the road. I decide I want to lighten the mood. Look, Leo, they’re kissing.


He rolls his eyes. That’s so hot, babe.


At the corner of the little high street – colourful cafés and dated clothes shops and fishing supply stores and takeaways with their shutters drawn and a butcher letting a salty, dank scent out the open door – is a woman. Her dress is dipped in mud and her hair is tangled and long and brown and she is just standing there, hands hidden beneath ripped linen. I feel something strange when I look at her. Or maybe I am confusing simple disgust or boredom or the other things that Leo and I like to feel together for strangeness, or whatever.


I lean further out into the hot air, towards her. She is stooped over slightly as though she is searching for something on the ground or like she is going to fall, and part of me really wants her to hit the kerb but in the end she seems to steady herself and we drive past and I see her face and she is made of straw too.


Oh my god. Her nonexistence sort of feels like a betrayal.


That one doesn’t even look remotely realistic. Leo is laughing at me. I laugh too. Do you think good old Aunty Agnes will be made of straw as well, Thomasin?


He drops me off at my aunt’s. It is a small flat at the end of the high street where the shops and people and straw people have tapered off into brown pebbledash. The last time I saw Agnes I was still too young for school. My dad skirts around the topic of her like she is a freak, which is maybe why I chose to remember her as eccentric and uniquely special. The town I imagined for her is one of sprawling Victorian mansions with creepy vegetable gardens, or weirdly shaped newbuilds with big windows and outdoor pools with a scum of countryside debris. I thought, too, that she might have money. Maybe because my dad has money. Maybe that is the only reason. I try not to let my disappointment show, especially when Leo says: Welcome to your luxurious retreat, my lady.


I ask him to come in with me, because I am scared to go up and ring the buzzer. If I go in with Leo, he will start a conversation so that, by the time he leaves, my aunt and I will have been chatting for a while like we are old friends. My aunt would probably be begging Leo to stay, making eyes at him over the dinner table. He has that effect on people. If I go without him, I will probably sit in silence fiddling with a tassel on a cushion or a curtain and then throw up on the living-room floor.


Will you? Please.


I would rather – what is it you say sometimes? he replies.


I would rather stick a screwdriver in each eye.


I would rather do that, Thomasin, if I’m being perfectly honest. And then: You can be absolutely disgusting sometimes, you weird bitch.


Before he leaves, though, he pulls me in close and I am enveloped in his aftershave and the washing powder his mum uses and he tells me to text and I can even phone, if I want, and send him pictures if I do anything cool or interesting like go hiking or wash my hair without having a breakdown.


In this moment, I think he is going to tell me that he loves me but instead he says: Don’t do anything stupid.


Sometimes, when Leo talks, it is as though he is just reciting lines from films he has watched. He is a leading man. I watch as he jumps into his car and I hope he doesn’t see the tiny hole I have picked in the seat, the spot where my littlest finger finally broke the stitching and sunk through the leather deep into the foam. I know he will see it, though, and I know it will make him hate me and he will cut contact for days and I will be miserable when he doesn’t text and even more miserable when he eventually does. For now, though, my mouth is still fresh from his last kiss, the sharp mint of his gum and his mouthwash and everything that makes him shine.


I love you, I love you baby, I love you.


 


I stand on the street staring at the double wooden door into the stair and the buzzer marked with my aunt’s name. The idea of a summer here is so entirely unfamiliar that it almost feels relieving. The sound of Leo’s engine whirring in the distance is gone now and that is relieving too.


This summer might be the right thing for me, or at least it will be something, anything at all. This is what I tell myself as I press the buzzer. It is a stupid, weak, non-thing to think.


I can hear the sound of my arrival reverberating upstairs in the flat. I can hear a woman’s voice, hint of a raspy city accent: Hello? And then: Hold on a sec, would you? Finn? Finn! Go and stop that. And then: Nina? Nina! And then: Sorry, hold on, are you still there?


Yes. Yes, I’m still here. But already the voice is shouting again for Nina. Nina! You wouldn’t go down and get that, would you?


My dad phoned my aunt and asked if I could stay with her for the summer. It was the first time they had spoken in years, apparently. Not because they fell out but because some people are just not made to like each other. These are not things he has told me, because he tells me nothing. They are just things I have picked up and created and made true. The only correspondence between me and my aunt is a text I sent upon his request: Thank you in advance for having me, Aunty Agnes. XXX.


I hear a door opening and a dog barking and music spills out and then the door slams and I hear footsteps coming down the stairs and the main doors open and there is a little girl in a turquoise leotard and matching tutu with a plastic pack of gold sequins in her hand.


I am Nina, she says. You are my cousin, yes? Hello.


Hello, I reply, and I start to ask where her mum is because I am sort of awkward with children, like they can see right through me, but already Nina is marching back up the stairs and the dog is still barking from somewhere and I can’t hear the music but I can feel the bass vibrating and I can do nothing really, nothing but follow.


The stairwell isn’t winding stone like the tenement flat I share with Claudia and Elaine. Claudia, now back at her parents’ place down south, sweet Elaine holding the fort with her café job in the city until we’re both back. You will be back, won’t you, girl? she texted this morning. A string of little hearts at the end of each message.


This stairwell is brown-carpeted, ending in two doors on either side of a short hall. One has a few empty plant pots and a doormat that says Welcome Home in cursive. The other has a million pairs of tiny colourful shoes and tall leather boots and sandals with big gold buckles and cork heels, and a row of hooks on the wall laden with vintage denim and cropped corduroy blazers and little leather jackets with glittery embroidery and silver zips. If these fit me, I will steal them, I think.


I like this one, I say, brushing the sleeve of a suede shearling coat. Nina sticks her tongue out, fumbles with the door handle: Then you’re going to love Mum.


Nina opens the door and from down the hall I can hear my aunt saying: OK, Finn, we’re going to be good now, aren’t we? Good, you hear that? Good.


You have a little brother or something? I ask Nina. There could be a million little brothers and I – and probably my dad too – would be none the wiser.


Something like that. She is scowling and her stern little expression is so at odds with the rest of her appearance – wispy ponytail, small round face dotted with freckles and maybe just a little sunburn – that it makes me smile.


She leads me down the hallway, trailing gold sequin confetti. The floor is a dark brown too, but mostly obscured by overlapping rugs, a lot of small Persian carpets in beautiful deep gem colours and shaggy cream rugs and bright green ones too. Tufts of synthetic yarn as fine and soft as hair obscure my feet as I walk. The ceilings are low and even lower hanging lamps brush the top of my head – big squares of coloured glass suspended on exposed wire. Pictures line the haphazardly painted walls – strange little things, like they’ve been randomly bought from charity shops and estate sales or ransacked from a dead granny’s house. A small wooden cabinet sits at an angle by the living-room door. On top of it is a pistachio telephone set and a matching velvet stool. It is plugged in, so I gather it isn’t just for show. An old mobile sits charging next to it too, and a pair of wired earphones in a ball. I imagine sitting at that table and making phone calls, but I can’t imagine the voice of anyone I know on the other side.


It’s an odd place – I have been consumed by something strange and bright and I suppose, if I was a writer for an interior-design magazine, I would call it ‘eclectic’ or something, but all I can really envision when I first see my aunt’s place is Leo saying: What the fuck is this hellhole?


The music is blaring as we enter the living room. More rugs fill the large low space. A cracked leather sofa and a linen one piled high with cushions are pushed against opposite walls. A TV sits flickering by the big window, which looks out onto the high street. A small bookshelf in a corner buckles under the weight of children’s books and romance and crime novels with names like Last Stand and My Lover, My Killer in big block lettering. The glass coffee table has been pushed to the side of the room and in the centre, my aunt Agnes and a giant grey dog are dancing. Giant is an understatement – it is the most gigantic dog I have ever seen. On its hind legs it is taller than Agnes, maybe as tall as me.


She drops its front paws and the dog lands on all fours. It looks at me and starts to howl. Not a low bark, but something blaring and repetitive like a siren. The only thing my aunt does is press some dried meat strips into my hand.


Offer them to him.


I hold out the rubbery brown things and he quietens and advances towards me, sniffs my hand and takes the treats, appeased. He clambers onto the linen sofa, a clear line of drool dripping onto the fabric. He looks sort of regal there, the kind of dog that might fetch game for a hunter or warm beds or pose dutifully with a lord clad in red velvet.


He is really pretty, your dog.


He is Finn, says Nina. He is a wolfhound but he acts like he is just a wolf.


My aunt looks at me then as though she has just registered my presence. Her pink mouth splits into a yellow-toothed smile.


Thomasin! Here at last!


My aunt Agnes has peroxide hair and shimmery blue eye shadow and frosted lip gloss and because fashion is cyclical she looks stylish again with her bootcut low-waisted jeans and her ribbed halter neck. She has big earrings tangled in a mass of hair and a little dot on her nose where a piercing once was. A few loose cigarettes stick out of her pocket and she is beautiful and odd and just like her apartment and she is nothing like my dad, really.


Aunt Agnes, I say, and she says: Oh no no no please never call me that again it makes me feel about a hundred and four.


She goes to extend a silver-ringed turquoise-polished hand, hesitates and pulls me into a close hug instead. She smells like the sort of perfume you can buy behind the counter at the chemist – sugary, wonderful. Everything here is a sensory overload.


You have to call me Nance. My face is buried in her hair and I feel her jaw move against my shoulder as she speaks. Usually this is the sort of thing I would try to pull away from, but I let her hold me.


OK, Nance. Saying this name is like uttering a secret I have just been let in on. My dad has only ever called her Agnes.


Go and stick the kettle on, Nina, Nance says. And stop chucking your sequins around.


Nina asks for a Coke instead and Nance shrugs. Crack on, but it’s your health at stake. She looks at me and rolls her eyes conspiratorially. My girl is a bit of a sugar fiend. Don’t let it corrupt you. Then: Hey, you don’t mind if I smoke, do you?


It’s your house, I reply.


Ah but it’s yours now too, Thomasin, for as long as you need it.


I sit on the leather sofa and Finn jumps down from his perch and jumps up onto mine. He brushes his rough tongue across my palm, long face looking up. He is trusting, almost instantly. All it took was some food.


Good boy, Finn, I say.


Got him when Nina was really wee off a farmer in the town over who wanted him as a working dog. Turns out he’s lazy and he hates working so we got a good deal.


He looks like he’s finally doing what he was meant to be doing all along.


Another lick. This time it is my knee. I’ve never really been around dogs – not in the flat with the girls or at Leo’s or in the big empty house with Dad. I pat him lightly on his head and then scratch behind one of his flat straggly ears. You are sort of a sweet boy, I say, and through a cloud of smoke I see Nance grin.


Nina comes through with two cups, milky tea sloshing on the carpet, and a can of Coca-Cola stuffed into the elastic waistband of her tutu. She wants to sit beside me too, and she asks me my age and tells me hers and then she asks me what I do and I think that is a very weird question for a ten-year-old.


What do I do? I ask. You mean, like, in life?


She nods, sits with her legs crossed and her hands clasped.


I tell Nina that I am in training to become a famous author, because I think that is the sort of thing children like to hear.


She pats me on the arm. That is so nice for you, Thomasin. And then she leaves.


Nina is sort of the worst person in the world right now but also I love how confident she is, says Nance. She’s kind of everything I should be as her mother. I’m not oblivious to that fact. She taps ash into a tiny green glass tray.


I sip my tea and watch Nance’s growing colder on the side table.


The curtains are bright orange and patterned in large uneven circles. I think about how I could perhaps comment on their brightness, the way they frame the window and the slightly grim view beyond it so nicely, and then Nance speaks again.


There’s no point tiptoeing around it, Thomasin.


There’s no point tiptoeing around it, I repeat, picking at the skin around my fingernails. This is something I started doing when I was nineteen. It’s a weird habit to pick up as an almost adult, I think.


My phone is in the back pocket of my jeans and its sudden vibration makes the whole couch groan.


When your dad phoned he didn’t say much, but he did say you’ve been having a bit of a rough time and that third year was a bit rubbish for you.


Yes, that is true.


As the semester was finishing, when I was meant to be doing things like revising and writing and going out, I started going home a lot and just climbing into my childhood bed and my dad would come home from wherever it is he goes now he is retired and just find me lying there.


I say: I think I weirded out my dad a bit.


He did say he got a bit weirded out. He didn’t say it in those exact words, though.


I’m sorry if it feels like he’s palmed me off onto you.


You’re an adult, honey. You can palm yourself off wherever you choose.


Nance, I say, I like your curtains. Did I mention that before? How much I like them?


I am staring at those orange curtains and thinking about the days and nights of not eating or stuffing my face with all the delicious things. Mostly I would stuff my face and not go outside and pick at myself in the bathroom mirror and try to heave my guts up over the sink so I could at least take out what I was putting in. Always failing, always Claudia banging down the door: Dude, we are going out and my stuff is in there, can you hurry up? Little girls’ night intervention over supermarket cocktail cans and microwave meals. Them saying: Come on, girl, you’re not really yourself any more. But meaning: You are boring and unlikeable now and we can no longer idolise you. Me, out into the meadows curling my toes in the grass in the dark snot running out my nose and into my mouth and this saltiness goes on for days and days and it feels like there is no end even under strip lights in seminars tearing at the pages pressing the metal of the ring binder into the soft flesh of my hand or my leg and then not showing up to class at all and then Leo, scowling, where’s my girl gone where’s my fun Thomasin and my girls agreeing kind of looking at him with big shimmery eyes and saying yeah yeah you were always the loudest and the funniest and the most confident was it something we said or he said or your dad said or what? Me, picking at skin.


Yes, I think you mentioned the curtains. Or maybe you didn’t until just now. Everyone seems to like those curtains.


I think, Nance, I say, my aunt’s name still strange in my mouth, I think I just want to be back to myself, you know? Especially for my final year. I just want to be, like, a person.


I slide my phone out without standing up and the message is from Claudia: You left on kind of a weird note so just wanted to make sure you’re there and you’re fine and stuff. Elaine wanted to text but she was too scared. I told her to suck it up so expect something from her soon. Please reply this time. XXX.


Sometimes I try to sabotage my friendship with the girls, push their limits a little. I reply: Need some space. Don’t be a bitch Claudia. XXX.


She replies almost instantly, a long message I can’t be bothered to read.


I type: I really don’t care, and then I press send.


It’s not that I don’t ever want to go back. It’s just that right now what I want to do is slide into the soft furnishings of this colourful place, wrapped in fluff and hidden from sight, living off the crumbs between the couch cushions.


Thomasin? Nance is sitting next to me, just sort of staring into my face and holding out a cigarette. Just this once. Don’t tell your stupid old dad or he might literally kill me.


Finn on one side, sleeping now, and Nance on the other. I take the cigarette and Nance lights it and I breathe it in and she puts an arm around me. When I moved here I wondered how a place could be so boring and so bizarre at the same time, you know? There’s some weird things and weird people and I know you’ll be an old hand at weirdness coming from the city, but things here are different.


Different is probably good, I say.


But then I think of the straw girl on the high street, swaying. I wonder whether I really am an old hand at weirdness. Already I am starting to see the countryside not as this free place, cool fresh air and rolling hills, but something hot and tiny, contracting. I reach for my aunt’s hand to check that it is real.


You know that outfit Nina is in, Nance says. She’s part of this wee dance troupe at the local church and they sent all the girls home with leotards and a pack of sequins and an order for the mums to get to work. Sew every individual sequin onto the stretchy spandex, they said. I think not. And Nina won’t take the bloody thing off so it’s a constant reminder of my inadequacy. I’m going to try and just glue them, I think, but if all else fails she’ll just have to be the little troupe weirdo in blue.


When Nance laughs her big earrings ring and she says: Oh, Thomasin, and I think she is sort of like a big bright bell herself, clanging a weird old song that makes me feel like a child. She asks me if I want to watch reality TV and I tell her I do and I rest my head on her shoulder and we scream at the screen.










Two


I wake up in Nance’s spare room – fold-down camp bed laden with patterned blankets, tiny wooden desk against a window looking out over what I initially think is a back green. Actually, it is marsh land, stretching on and on up to a walled field boundary. Everything outside is green and brown and purple and dewy and even though the sun hasn’t really risen yet, there is a sort of eerie paleness to it all. There is a framed picture of Nina and Finn in a bare forest up a hill somewhere. Between the trees there is a town and it may well be this town but it could also be anywhere around here. It is winter, which is a far-off dream, and a younger Nina is in a pink puffer with her hair in ratty pigtails, a puppy version of Finn has a tartan bandana around his thick neck.


Winter in the city is frost on the meadows and on the monkey puzzles in big front gardens and rows of boxed white hedges and delis in town with preserve hampers on display and misty glass in overpriced cafés cluttered with tourists in snow suits and gift-shop jumpers and it is the big market filled with tat and the Ferris wheel going round and round, clammy children with their gloved hands pressed to the glass looking out on the old smoke-logged monuments, and red-lipped women on screens outside shopping centres and girls in sequins clustered outside pubs bouncing from one bare goosebumped leg to the other and tarmac that cracks in the cold and buses filled with people, the windows steaming up so from the outside it is all just indistinguishable colour. Or, inside, a stranger is pressing himself against you as the double-decker hurtles down the mound and a middle-aged lady is asking you and the leg you smashed on the ice and the cast you are wearing and the crutches you are holding to give up your seat for her and her terrier. You say yes, obviously, every time. Everyone is watching you.


I lie there for a while as the sky lightens and then Nance appears at the door with a mug of coffee and a plate of toast with jam. I won’t wait on you hand and foot every day, don’t worry. She takes a bite out of my toast and then sets it on the bed.


I call this room my office but I don’t do anything official so it just sort of exists in its own wee world.


It looks very official to me, I say. And then I tell her I like the space, because I do. I like the glass candle holders and colourful candlesticks along the windowsill, the stack of books on the floor by the bed.


Move stuff around however you want, obviously. She toes a different stack of mass-market paperbacks until they look dangerously close to toppling.


I take a bite of my toast and the jam stings the back of my throat when I swallow. I cram the toast into my mouth and then I lick the crumbs and the jam and butter smears off the plate and Nance nods approvingly.


Hungry?


Starving.


Finn comes in then, howling, saliva dripping at the corners of his mouth. He stands over me, a grey giant, and I pull my knees to my chest. After a moment, he seems to remember who I am and he snorts slightly and climbs up onto the bed, which creaks under his immense weight as he nestles under the covers beside me.


You don’t mind if he chills with you for a bit, do you? Nance asks. I need to get dressed but I’ve got the day off work thank the good lord and I’ve got something nice planned for us. She puts a hand on my cheek and says: Ah! Ah! This is so exciting!


She disappears in a cloud of blonde and perfume and deep-teal dressing gown and I press my nose into Finn’s back, who sighs but accepts me, and chew the last crumbs of bread in my mouth into a pasty pulp.


I hear Nance clattering about in the bathroom and I need the toilet but I don’t want to move, don’t want to disturb her or take up more space in the already small flat, so I just sit there swathed in covers, fiddling with one of the books from the stack by the bed. My phone is just out of reach. The last thing I did before I went to bed was send a text to Leo: Goodnight, Leo. I still love you even though I am really weird right now. XXX. Always, drifting off staring at the screen, waiting for his response.


Now I zone out for a minute, trying to pick the plastic cover from the paper. I stop, drop the book onto the bed. I imagine my dad coming in, looking around, saying nothing, walking out.


Nance returns, Nina in tow: So, I know you’ve just got here and all, but how do you fancy a swim?


I used to like swimming but I don’t think I have tried it since gym classes in the high-school pool. I had a body I really felt good in then because I wasn’t fully developed.


OK, sure, if you want.


Sensational, Nance says, and I think she really means it. We’ll drown your sorrows in the icy water, Thomasin.


 


Nance drives us up to the reservoir, me in the back clutching Finn so he doesn’t try to jump out. When I get in, the car seat is boiling and he recoils into me. We are rounding the side of the hill past the big old hotel when the back door on Finn’s side flies open. Finn hisses and clambers over me to safety. I cling to Nina’s headrest and stare at my feet. The ground is wrappers and old cans and scrunched-up napkins.


Oh, the door always does that on an incline. Nance laughs. Poor guy hates it. He once just jumped out and wandered home, you know. Can you believe that? Can you?


I can actually sort of believe that, I reply, door still flapping, car spluttering on.


I brace myself, one hand still on the seat in front, and grab the open door, pull and slam it shut. A group of boys in the hotel car park are watching and laughing. I stick my finger up at them and it makes them laugh harder.


God, it’s not that funny, is it? I say, and Nina says: But it is so embarrassing, Thomasin, and it is always like this.


Finn Finn Finn. Nance, in another world, sings his name. We have been jostled in the back of the car for the past fifteen minutes and his claws have dug into my exposed thighs and now he licks my fingers apologetically, guilty boy, and I kiss his leathery snout.


Turn the radio off, Mum, says Nina. It’s all just adverts. You always make us listen to the adverts. And then: The sun is extra yellow today. Do you guys think the same thing?


I quite like the adverts, says Nance as we pull up to a small patch of gravel car park that is already half full.


Because I have just got here and haven’t seen the town outside of cars and the apartment, I feel as though I am in some sort of limbo between the city and here. A temporary hold on being. The thought makes me breathe a little easier as I remove and fold up my old jogging bottoms and sweater and stand in nothing but one of Nance’s slightly too small swimming costumes, staring out at the nearly still surface flickering in the morning sun. I could be anywhere or nowhere or everywhere, even.


Nina squeals with joy and runs across the muddy bank. She is wearing her turquoise leotard, and the few sequins Nance has managed to attach come loose in the water.


Mum. Nina points to the flickering gold, and Nance, cigarette between her manicured fingers, says: Ach love you’ll stand out now, won’t you? They’ll stick the wee blue girl in the front of the class.


So embarrassing, Nina says, but she is smiling and wading out through the thick mud into deeper water and she isn’t even flinching at the cold so I suppose the sun has warmed up the shallows. I can’t remember ever swimming in open water that wasn’t the sea.


The reservoir is wide and flat and one side is bordered by the big concrete dam and the other is green and wild, two halves equally marred by heatwaves. The sun sends lights across my vision.


There are other families at the reservoir too. Children with plastic buckets and spades as if we are at the beach and blankets spread out over the grass and I see packets of slimy meat and cheese slices and cans of beer and wine in plastic cups. There is a baby in a pop-up tent clutching an iPad.


A ginger-haired girl on a pink blanket is lathering sun cream onto her freckled skin. She looks about my age. There is a hardback beside her and, when she is done, she lies down and picks the book up and holds it open above her head, casting her face into shade. She’s wearing a pale pink bikini top and little denim shorts and I think these colours look nice against her hair and skin.


I look over to Nina and Nance and Finn and they’re all standing in a row in the murky water, smoke puffing from Nance’s small frame. When I turn back to the girl, I expect her, for some reason, to be looking at me but instead she is laughing at her book. She is wearing wire headphones and the white cable trails down her stomach and into her shorts pocket. I am jealous of her because I haven’t laughed at a book in a long time, but also because she is in a bikini top and shorts and I have left my grey sweater in a pile by the car and Nance’s costume is emerald green and I feel grotesque and, as I stand there just looking, I start to convince myself she is laughing at me.


The water is up to Nina’s waist now. It is like quicksand, she says, and this makes her want to go in further. She squeals, wades out.


Oh no no no, Nance is saying. Nina, sweetheart, I love you and all but not a chance I’m going out any deeper and Nina is pulling her hand and she puts her cigarette out on a rock and tucks the half-smoked thing into the strap of her swimsuit and that single act is obsolete anyway because they are wading out out out until all three of them are in deep and they’re treading water shouting: Thomasin come in COME IN.


I leave my towel up the shore and start to walk towards them. My feet aren’t used to being without shoes and I feel every twig and stone and hear every crunch and it sounds like my bones. I shiver and go to wrap a jumper around myself and realise I don’t have one and realise, too, that this is the first time in a long time I have been without a big baggy thing to cover myself.


The ginger girl really is watching me now, sucking on a Capri-Sun from her family’s cooler. I walk into the water and it is biting so I can barely breathe and it stings my skin at first but it is a nice respite too, and the ground is soft and mushy underfoot. I am starting to sink in, lifting my feet is an effort. As a child, I assumed quicksand would be one of my biggest concerns as an adult. Quicksand and piranhas and maybe boys. I wonder how deep I would sink if I stood still and let myself go.


Instead, I walk on towards Nance and Nina. Finn paddles over to greet me and he jumps up to lick my face, paws on shoulders, and this pushes me in and I go right under and for a second everything is really, really dark.


Thomasin? You OK? I break the surface into blinding light and my damp fringe hangs in my face and I am laughing and I imagine the ginger girl has sucked her juice dry so that there is nothing but the crinkled silver packaging and she is crushing it between her fingers and looking at me and I propel myself along with my hands and my arms, lifting my feet so they don’t touch the ground.


I’m still a little way away from Nance and Nina. Finn paddles back and forth between us. Nance hoists Nina onto her hip and Nina squeals and Finn, covered in the tendrils of some sort of underwater plant, jumps up onto her too and they topple.


I reach them as they emerge, clutching each other, Nina’s little arms around her mother’s neck.


I watch them for a moment and then I continue to swim out. I swim past them and their screams sound the way I think a memory would sound and that thought doesn’t really make sense to me and I keep going, my strokes getting more forceful, angrier even. I push out against the water and it rolls back and slaps me in the face and I do this again and again. I realise I am quite near the centre of the reservoir because I can’t hear any cries from the shore, can only see Nina and Nance’s costumes as bright dots in the distance. The girl on the towel is an orange and pink and blue spot. Nance’s hair catches the sun. Or rather, it is the sun.


I am treading water because although my arms and legs are tired and I’m not sure I can go any further, I don’t want to go back either. There is just the rippling of the water and birds high above. They screech, dive-bomb the shore and every noise sounds like it is on the other side of a sheet of plastic, or at the opposite end of a tunnel. The tiny dot that is Nance has her back to me, I think. There is just me and nothing else for a very long stretch.


Then I see her, and it’s like she is right next to me but also too far away to reach.


The straw woman from the high street is floating in the water. Just bobbing at the surface on her side, button eyes hanging by a thread and wet linen trailing in the murk. There is hardly a breeze, but it is as though she is gliding towards me on some invisible current and this is when I become most aware that there is no one else here and I try to swim away, to the shore, but I am so tired and I don’t want to take my eyes off her because it feels as though she will gain on me if I do. The straw hair comes apart and drifts away from her and she is just this big mouldy bloated sack and I try to keep myself above the surface but my head dips under and there is a current under the water that is holding my legs, dragging me, and I swallow a big gulp of cold water and I feel it behind my eyes, on the bridge of my nose, and I push myself up and gasp in the stifling air but I know this is the last time I can do that and if I go down again I will really go down because I can’t swim against that current and I start to cry and I am tasting my own snot again and I scramble and kick but my panic makes me sink and the straw woman is bobbing towards me and I can’t see the shore at all now, not even the trees lining it, and I go under again.
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