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So much of my girlhood was fictive. I lived in my mind. I made up the girl I thought I was.


– Jenny Zhang


When we define the Photograph as a motionless image, this does not mean only that the figures it represents do not move; it means [. . .] they are anaesthetized and fastened down, like butterflies.


– Roland Barthes







   

Prologue


That summer of ’73 they called us the Ophelia girls because we dressed up like Shakespeare’s ill-fated heroine, or our own teenage versions of her, in silk slips from jumble sales and long floral dresses we ran up with our mothers’ sewing machines, and laid out in the frigid waters of the river in the woods, taking turns to stand on the mossy bank and take photos of each other looking beautiful and tragic.


We liked the way we looked and the way we felt in the water, our bodies held up and cradled, skin sharp with the cold; the stones under our backs shifting with the current. We would take the deepest section of the river, sometimes wade over to help each other into the right positions or to plait hair, rearrange the way our dresses lay to make us look as beautiful as possible. Sometimes we would sink a little further under the surface, until the lip of the water met over the end of our noses, and hold our breaths until our cheeks ached. Eyes open or closed, arms curled or stretched, we left our platform shoes, our sandals, on the riverbank.


We were fifteen, sixteen, seventeen then, and our families were summering at the cottages in the hamlet on the hill above the woods in the English countryside. Our parents had been bemused at first with our obsession, the armfuls of flowers we picked or stole from gardens, begged from the startled boy working at the florist, the outfits we sewed feverishly into the night, the damp clothes left in heaps on our floors. But then they grew concerned. We were obsessed, they said, foolish, even hysterical. We laughed at them, at the name they had given us, when we tripped up through the fields after dark with our blue knees and shivering, coltish limbs, our sodden dresses leaving a sticky trail behind us in the dry grass, petals crushed underfoot. We smiled when we huddled together under the shade of a tree to open the packets of developed photographs or watch our bodies bud and bloom on Polaroids held in sweating hands. We quivered with a giddy kind of joy when we lay out in the river, our dresses waterborne, lace and satin and polyester moulding to our skin, rings tugged loose by the gentle current, hair like weeds, flowers slipping from our grasp and floating downstream.


I have run from that summer, tried to forget its hazy pleasures and its tragedies, how it ended, how things fell apart. I have trusted the years to fade my memories and destroyed those photographs, never to be looked at again. But now, twenty-four years later, back in my childhood home in that same hamlet above the woods, and now a mother myself, the memories keep returning, like driftwood washed ashore.


And though I have never since walked far enough through the woods to reach the river, nor stood on its placid banks while the willow trees whisper in the breeze above me, each night I find myself waking gasping for air as if I am breaching its surface, remembering the tug of the waters on my limbs and the loamy smell that lingered for hours afterwards, my chest slicked with a sweat that chills me to the bone.







   

Chapter One


Maeve is on her bedroom floor remembering what it was like to die. She has arranged her body in a slump, like she has fallen in a faint, and is listening to the muffled noises of the other occupants of the house – her mother corralling her two younger siblings, the six-year-old twins, who are talking loudly about their day at a petting farm, and her father, home early from work. She wonders how long it will take for someone to walk past her door and find her, and whether they will be concerned, whether they will rush to her with a cry and try to wake her, or know that she is only pretending. She would prefer the first, and feels guilty for that, guilty enough to eventually sit up, her hip sore from the thin carpet, her eyes adjusting to the light of the summer afternoon as if she has been buried underground.


This is her first summer free of hospital for many years, her first summer being well after the infections and complications from her bone marrow transplant two years ago. She is an ordinary seventeen-year-old girl now, not a sickly creature bound to bed, not punctured by needles and ports, not observed and watched and studied.


It is sick of her to miss it sometimes, her sickness, to miss the attention, the love, the care, the doting. Perhaps she came back wrong when they brought her back from the brink that day, perhaps the core of her is spoiled, like a book that fell in the bath whose pages are swollen and gummed together.


Death makes you glad to be alive, makes you take stock of all the things you have, the blessings, her father said a few months ago, after her grandfather’s funeral, when he had slumped three glasses of wine down at the kitchen table in the poky flat in London where Maeve’s family had lived so she could be closer to the hospital, the one they left for her grandfather’s house in the countryside and its twenty-seven rooms and rambling gardens. But death didn’t do that for Maeve, it only made life feel more fragile, tenuous. Every death scene in every film and show she had watched and book she had read, where the dying said their piece, where they felt comforted by the loved ones around them, where they fought the coming darkness, was replaced by a whirl of noise and pain and confusion that tumbled into an anonymous nothingness, a welcoming blackness. It frightened her how easy it was to die, and she kept wanting to return to that day in the hospital bed, her body weak from the cancers, her lungs liquid with pneumonia, and do it differently, feel something more than tiredness, than a body coming to its conclusion. How was she supposed to face the world now, or look forward to her future when she knew how it would one day end?


A summer here will be good for you, her father had said, when he helped unpack her belongings in the bedroom at the back of the house with the bay window looking out over the walled garden, the fields beyond and, in the distance, the woods down below in the valley. You’ll get colour in your cheeks – you’ll remember what it’s like to live again, to be wild and free like a teenager should be, he added with a wink, before hurrying to his phone to answer a work call.


A week into said summer and Maeve is unconvinced, as she stares sombrely at her reflection in the mirror on her dressing table: her mother’s old chipped dressing table in her mother’s old room, with the fading rose-printed sixties wallpaper behind her. She makes herself smile, rearranges the mass of red curls around her shoulders, noticing all the imperfections of her skin, her face, in the streaming sunlight. In some ways she looks like how she feels inside, peaky, like one of those sickly Victorian characters from her favourite childhood books, but in others – the flush on her cheeks, her lips sucked red – she looks healthy and sometimes she hates that, looking well again like everything is fine. She taps her bitten nails against the tabletop, poses her head like one of those languid models in Vogue or Elle, tired and surly in their beauty. But a sudden cry in the house makes her freeze, her eyes wide in her reflection, and she stands up and hurries on unsteady legs towards the sound.


‘Don’t baby him, Maeve,’ her mother says from the hob, as Maeve holds the squirmy mass of her little brother in her lap in the den connected to the kitchen. ‘He’s fine, there isn’t even a bump.’


‘He was crying,’ Maeve replies, and her mother sighs.


Maeve can’t bear it when children cry, when they wail, even if the reason is something trivial, like a biscuit snapped in two, or a cat running away. She knows how it is to feel wretched, inconsolable, and how the world can be so bright and painful. She understands the need to be spoiled and petted. And besides, her brother saved her life with the transplant of his bone marrow, so if she’s going to baby anyone it will be him.


Michael – not Mike, never Mike, he corrects new adults of his acquaintance with a scowl – is staring up at her beatifically as she strokes his hot head.


‘Am I brave?’ he asks her, in a small-boy voice.


‘The bravest,’ she declares. ‘So brave that Mum will give you an extra chocolate mousse after dinner.’


‘Maeve,’ her mother says.


‘You said he needed fattening up,’ she replies, as Michael wriggles free and runs across the kitchen tiles towards his sister, Iza – never Isabella – to show off his newest war-wound. ‘Why are we having chocolate mousse anyway?’ she asks, with a nod to the fridge. Pudding is normally ice cream, or bourbon biscuits from the tin; her mother never likes spending too much time in the kitchen.


‘We’ve got guests coming, did your father not tell you?’ her mother says with a slight frown, and then winces as she burns her finger on the tray she takes out of the Aga. That bloody Aga, her mother has already taken to calling it.


‘No.’


Her mother is running her finger under the cold tap, staring out at the garden vacantly. She’s lost in her head so much these days.


‘Guests?’


‘Judy and her husband, the Shaws, Mrs Quinn from down the lane, and Stuart.’


‘Who’s Stuart?’ she asks, fearing that someone might be bringing their horrible teenage son that Maeve will have to entertain. She’d rather miss the dinner entirely and hide in her room.


‘Stuart’s an old friend,’ her mother says, turning off the tap. ‘He lived with your dad and me at university, and I knew him growing up. His father was the gardener for the hamlet, back when the old Abbey estate still owned all the buildings except for this house and rented them out, the barn and oast house and all the cottages. Stuart used to spend his summers here.’


‘Here, in Grandad’s house?’


‘No,’ her mother looks bemused, ‘in the cottage where his father lived. Although he was hardly there really – he spent most of his time outside, we all did.’


Maeve keeps forgetting that her mother had a whole life here before she left for London, before she was a mother. And the idea that both of them, Maeve and her mother, are spending their adolescence in the same place, that those neat slices of life might be held up and compared to one another, makes her uneasy. Her mother looks so wholesome in photos from her youth, her smile natural, and whenever she’s mentioned those years there’s been such a vast cast of characters that Maeve feels like a sad loner in comparison. It’s not easy to make friends when you’re in and out of hospital, when you’re too tired to keep up the pretence that you care about so-and-so getting off with so-and-so, or so-and-so getting caught smuggling vodka into school.


‘I hadn’t seen him for years before we crossed paths this spring, neither of us had, because he was off abroad,’ her mother continues. ‘He was a war photographer, that was how he made his name, but he doesn’t do that any more; he takes other pictures, for magazines. He might stay in the annexe here for a month or so,’ she adds distractedly now, looking out of the window. ‘He’s doing a project across the south-east.’


‘Do I have to come to dinner?’


‘For a little bit at least, yes,’ Ruth says, hurrying to the oven again. ‘But I’m sorry there’s no one your age coming tonight. Next time we’ll invite the Langfords over, or maybe one of the girls from your new school?’


For so long, school to Maeve meant hospital school, the two cramped rooms at the far end of one wing, their walls plastered with colourful posters about history and maths that were childish and yet a welcome break from the posters of medical information, the cartoons and fake fairytale forests and jungles painted on the walls of the children’s wards.


But hospital school makes her think of so many things – the smell of disinfectant, the squeaky shuffle of nurses’ shoes down corridors, the bleep of monitors that bled into fitful dreams – that she doesn’t want to remember. So she hurriedly offers to help with dinner, hoping that the warm glow of her mother’s appreciation might cover up the sick tremble inside her chest, as she cuts the fleshy roasted peppers into slices and plucks slippery olives from their cold brine.


The dining table has been moved to the large front lawn. The wasps hover lazily over the plates and the shade of the umbrella shifts away in the early evening sun. It’s always awkward meeting her parents’ friends, and it only seems to be more awkward as she gets older. They look nervous when they make half-hearted jokes at how grown-up she looks, as if she has muscled her way out of her proper place, as if she is some strange interloper. It makes her want to hunch her shoulders, it makes her want to scowl, but, having been a patient for so many years, she is good at being still, placid, pleasant, as they eat the starter of too-tart gazpacho and she helps the twins with the heavy silver spoons that her mother has brought out for company.


Stuart is late to dinner. They watch his car speed down the drive that curves around the lawn, and when he gets out, he folds his sunglasses on the collar of his t-shirt and walks over with a bottle of white wine in one fist, waving the other hand. He looks younger, cooler, than the other guests despite the grey flecks in his dark hair, and not grizzled as she thought a war photographer should look. He looks interesting, she thinks, pulling her hair over her shoulder.


When he spots Maeve, his easy smile drops. Poleaxed, she thinks, as he looks at her with shock, her toes curling in her sandals, a twisting cramp of delight in her stomach.


She watches the nervous swipe of his tongue across his lip and then she glances down at her plate, blushing, and he greets her parents with affable apologies for being late.


He accompanies her father, who has placed an eager arm around his shoulder, into the house with his bottle of wine as Maeve watches their backs and wonders at what just happened, at his reaction. She glances at her mother to see if she noticed, but she’s busy waving flies away and laughing at something Mrs Quinn – whose advanced age belies her dirty jokes – has said.


Maybe it was nothing, Maeve thinks as dinner continues, as Stuart barely looks at her after the first brief introduction from her parents, as she studies him. Maybe it was just the sun in his eyes, her own wishful thinking.


‘God, it’s been an age since I’ve been back here,’ he says, leaning an elbow over the back of his seat as he surveys the house and the lawn, the pampas grass lining its edges, the trees that hide the house next door.


Sometimes when he talks his mouth quirks to the side, and when he blinks it’s slow, thoughtful. His voice is softer than she first thought, his movements – the swing of his head, the twitch of his wrist on his knife – less confident. She’s fascinated.


‘Tell us about Ruth as a girl then,’ Mr Shaw says.


‘Oh, she was wild,’ Stuart drawls, with a hint of something that makes her father laugh.


‘I was perfectly proper,’ her mother insists. Her cheeks are ruddy with wine and her blonde bob is sticking up on one side where she’s tucked it behind her ear.


‘Well, we were all wild back in those days,’ Judy’s husband says with a snort, and when he catches Maeve’s eye he looks suddenly embarrassed.


They should really have these dinners with adults only, Maeve thinks, as she waves away his awkward offer of wine. Iza and Michael are busy with a game of their own invention, whispering sleepily to one another as they share the same bench on the end, but Maeve feels like she’s just in the way, like the adults are children and she’s the parent looking down on their fun.


‘It was paradise here, really,’ Stuart says, smiling down at his plate.


‘Paradise,’ her mother repeats, and lifts her glass so fast it clips her teeth.


Later, as the fabled chocolate mousses are brought out, sweating in their crystal bowls, and the twins are dozing off on a rug in the long shadows of the trees, her mother rests a hot hand on Maeve’s shoulder.


‘Can you take Mrs Quinn’s flowers back inside, darling? I think they’re drooping out here in the heat.’ Her mother is using the voice she uses in company; posher, warmer, with a slight quiver at the end of sentences that Maeve thinks she’s the only one who notices.


Maeve takes the large porcelain vase in her arms, clutching it to her middle, and walks carefully across the lawn towards the shingle path to the front door. When she’s back at the table she’ll say she wants to go to bed, that she’s tired. No one has mentioned her illness, beyond an initial comment from a couple of the guests to her parents that she’s looking well. If she says she’s tired, her mother’s face might drop, she might apologize, or she might just wave her off to bed.


Stuart has paused on his way back from the kitchen, the chilled bottle of wine at his foot as he crouches over the lavender bush, bruising purple flowers between his fingers. When he sees her coming, he puts his hands in his pockets.


‘You don’t have a lighter, do you?’ he asks, taking out a cigarette from a battered pack.


‘No.’ Her face brushes against the flowers, a petal smearing across her chin. She wishes she did have a lighter, that she could pass it over to him and he could nod a thanks around the cigarette, that she could watch his stubbled cheeks suck in with the first sharp inhale. ‘My dad might have one, although he’s not supposed to.’ Her father gave up smoking when she was born, but the stress of her time in hospital turned him back to the habit. Another thing to feel guilty for.


‘A terrible example to make,’ Stuart teases. He folds the cigarette into his palm. ‘You know, you look just like a Pre-Raphaelite painting, with the flowers and your hair,’ he says, and she feels dazed, thrilled, and hopes it doesn’t show on her face.


He blinks and looks down at his feet like he might be secretly shy. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, ‘I bet that comparison gets old.’


‘No,’ she says, her body hot now as if it’s midday. No one has ever noticed the resemblance except her, gazing at the postcards of paintings pinned to her wall, the girls with their ruddy red hair and plaintive expressions.


‘Like the Lady of Shalott. Or Ophelia,’ he says, eyes meeting hers again, a small smile on his lips as his voice trails off.


The vase is getting heavier, like her arms are being tugged out of their sockets, but she doesn’t want to leave. She doesn’t want Stuart to go back to the table either. Then someone calls for the wine and he bends to pick it up.


‘I think I’ll stay inside now, can you tell my mother?’ she says, feeling embarrassed by that word, mother.


‘Sure. But you’re all right?’ he checks, looking at her carefully.


No, she thinks of saying. ‘I’m fine.’


In the cool of the house, which is always dark, no matter the weather or the time of day outside, the wood a dark Victorian stain, the wallpaper in the hall a faded striped yellow, her foot slips on the worn-down tiles. Water slops on her feet from the vase and she wants to cry.







   

Chapter Two


Even dosed with wine, I still wake up from another nightmare, my t-shirt stuck to my chest with sweat, the feeling of watery weeds slipping over my ankles making me kick at the covers with a panicked moan.


Sheets shoved down to my hips, I stare at the ceiling as my breathing slows, trying to think of something other than water, than the river.


Alex is still asleep, his body ripe, his dreams peaceful. He’s never woken easily. I used to have to plonk the twins right on him to get him to help them settle when they were crying and I was despairing of not having enough arms or leaking breasts or motherly reserves left to care for them. Twins. I love them but I would never do that again, I’m not sure now how I even survived those first years. If Maeve had been sick in that first year, and not later when they could be farmed out to nurseries for a portion of the day, I might well have gone mad.


Now that I’m awake, I can hear it. A drip somewhere in the house, soft and echoing. I picture a pool forming in a basin, picture it rising and rising and slipping over the edge onto the floor below, crawling out towards other rooms, wet and thick.


This house has five bathrooms. Our ensuite, the upstairs family bathroom, the smaller guest bathroom, the downstairs loo, and the outside toilet which the gardener used to use. Five bathrooms with leaky taps, with mildewed tiles and splotches of rusty mould, with ageing groaning pipes that need to be replaced as a matter of urgency. Alex sees the excesses of this house – all the rooms that a family of five don’t actually need – as something to be proud of, to revel in. I see them as extra work, as caverns where money will get flung and lost in an attempt to keep this old house, my father’s house, from crumbling.


I go in search of the sound, pausing outside my children’s rooms, waiting to hear their easy breaths. I always feel a low panic that something might have happened to them, that they might have slipped away as I slept. When Maeve was sick and home from hospital, it wasn’t enough to stand outside her door; I used to crouch by her bed and watch her, note the shadows under her eyes and her laboured breaths. Sometimes Alex found me there in the morning, slumped on the floor in a restless doze. You’ll tire yourself out, he used to say, she’s fine.


She’s fine – a phrase meant to comfort but one that only ever made me want to protest that she’s not, she’s not fine, and I didn’t notice it when it first began, I didn’t listen when she said she was tired and breathless. I called it growing pains and told her she was fine.


The leaking tap is in the guest bathroom, the one so narrow that you can sit on the toilet and reach the sink and the bath at the same time. Now, as I stand in front of the sink in the dark, I cup a hand under each tap to find the culprit, or as if I am waiting for some kind of blessing, I think. For a moment, nothing, and then a cold drop in my right palm that rolls down the inside of my wrist.


In the shadowed mirror, I am ageless, unrecognizable. I could be her, my teen self, awake at night with giddy thoughts, restless with sadness, wishing to be anywhere but here. It could be the start of that summer, and I might be able to stop it happening before it did.


I was the one who took the first photograph of a girl in the river, and sometimes I think this means I am to blame for everything. It was a picture of Joan Summers. Joan Summers, with her straight black hair and watery blue eyes that looked eerie and old in some of the washed-out photographs.


She used to wear a particular stripy halterneck dress she’d bought on the King’s Road that she had shrunk in a hot wash to show off her knickers, and had a reputation for being a good-time girl. If my mother had been alive, she might have called her ‘trouble’; although maybe she wouldn’t – not having any memories of my mother, not even the press of my baby cheek against her woollen jumper, or the touch of her soft palm on my forehead, I do not know what she was really like.


Joan’s parents were drama teachers and later we would use their theatre programmes, the covers and illustrations in their books on Hamlet, along with the reproductions of Millais’ Ophelia in my art books, to align our own visions with that of Shakespeare’s heroine, but before that our inspiration had been more primal, innate, as if a drowning girl lived inside each of us waiting to be discovered.


It was me and Joan and one of the other girls that day – though who exactly I forget, maybe because by the end of our time in the river we became in some ways interchangeable, as if the water had softened the delineations between us – and we were walking along the riverbank in the sun, singing a James Taylor song with drooping daisy chains around our thin wrists. We threw sticks in the river to race, and when hers got stuck under a mossy root, I dared Joan to go in and get it. That day she was wearing a white, frothy peasant’s blouse, and as she swore at us and clambered into the water to get to the other side of the river, the water made it billow out, turned it see-through so we could see the much-envied lacy brassiere she wore underneath.


I had a camera with me. I remember thinking that that year was important, worth recording, as if our small teenage lives could be set against the whirlwind happening in London, New York, San Francisco, Vietnam.


She turned around triumphantly when she had retrieved the stick and saw me unclipping the camera case.


Take a picture of this! she called. Of me drowning in the river. And then she swooned back with a laugh, with a theatrical wave of her arm, and I thought, Yes, yes, this, and something inside me trembled, bloomed. I crouched on the bank and Joan tipped her head back, stick forgotten and floating further downstream, her blouse borne up around her, her legs pale in the glittering green waters, the daisy chain joined by a fern frond that tangled around her throat.


Afterwards, I pushed the camera into Joan’s hands to take my turn. And oh, that first step into the river, the cold of the water, the stones sore on my toes – could anything ever be sweeter than that?


It looked calm from the bank but a river isn’t like a swimming pool, you don’t slip easily into it and then lie placid; there’s a current that wants to nudge you onwards, weeds and leaves and flotsam, stones and rocks underneath you, branches and roots like outstretched arms reaching towards you. The light on river water on a hot summer’s day is blinding, brilliant in its patterns, the branches of the willows above dizzying in their detail as the lip of the water dances across your skin and the gurgling underwater world washes into your ears.


It was then, I think, that I understood baptism, and it was then that my body first felt alive, my own.


We didn’t leave the river until we started chattering with the cold, until the sky grew dark with heavy clouds, and as we clambered through the woods, our clothes slapping against our prickling skin, we felt washed ashore on some strange new land. And when the photos were developed, when I cycled back from the village with the sealed packet, and the four of us sat underneath a tree with our mouths sticky from toffees twisted out of shiny wrappers, our legs criss-crossed over one another’s, and we saw ourselves transformed by the lens and the film, the leaking light of the old camera like the golden light in the painting of a saint, like the summer sun blinding us, we felt a new thrum of power, of possibility.


Where did that possibility go? I think now, my hand aching as I try in vain to turn the cold tap tighter to stop the drip, as if fixing this one thing will prove I have some small modicum of control over this house. Where did the hopes and dreams of that girl go, the one who swore she wouldn’t do what was expected of her, that she would live a life free of the shackles of marriage and children, that she would travel and make art, and leave these dark stifling rooms behind and never return?


I don’t regret the children, not when they hold a piece of my heart inside them, but I would do anything not to be here, surrounded by my father’s belongings, by my memories. There are no new answers to be found from this house, from the fields, the woods and the river, even if my dreams are searching for them. Only regrets, I think, as the sound of the dripping tap, a mocking metronome, follows me back to bed.







   

Chapter Three


The next day, Maeve takes longer than usual standing in front of her wardrobe, dissatisfied with every top, skirt, dress she has. She doesn’t remember the last time she went shopping; she hasn’t had the energy for it, nor the mental fortitude to deal with packs of teenagers roaming the aisles of Topshop and Miss Selfridge, so she’s just been wearing her hospital clothes – soft and shapeless – or ordered from catalogues. She’s slim but not too thin any more, she thinks, as she lifts up the large t-shirt she sleeps in, glancing nervously to the closed door of her bedroom and the curtains drawn across her bay window before she looks at herself in the mirror, eyes tripping from scar to scar. Her periods might have come late and still be irregular, but she looks like a woman: breasts, hips, dip of her waist above the hipbones that jut out of her skin like buried pottery shards.


Last night she wore a short-sleeved gypsy blouse and knee-length skirt, both made of cheap, stretchy fabric. Today what she wants is a slip dress, slinky, silken, in some pastel shade. But she’ll have to settle for a denim skirt and a plain purple top with a peasant neckline, the one she hasn’t worn before because it shows off the thumb-sized raised scar from the port below her left collarbone.


‘You look nice today, darling,’ her mother says at breakfast, and Maeve shrugs awkwardly.


Her mother is wearing a large sleeveless shirt and a pair of corduroy shorts that look mannish on her athletic build.


‘We haven’t talked much about the summer,’ she continues, watching Maeve as she circles a spoon in the half-eaten Ricicles gone soggy.


Her mother used to worry about what she ate, used to stare at each spoonful Maeve lifted to her mouth as if it were the only thing that stood between her and death. Appetite was a marker in hospital, a small triumph remarked upon by nurses and doctors and other parents. Oh, she’s getting her appetite back now, they’d say with knowing pleasure, with a jangling kind of relief.


‘I’ll get some strawberries in tomorrow,’ her mother murmurs, and rinses out her own coffee cup. ‘Summer,’ she begins again. ‘Have you thought about what you might like to do? There’s some courses at the village. Art, music. Or we could get a tutor to come here if you like, if you’re worried about catching up with school. And your father and I talked about taking you lot on a proper holiday, down south maybe. What do you think?’ she asks, with a look of such tender hope it makes something inside Maeve squish, like stepping on a too-ripe fruit.


She winces, scrapes her spoon against the curve of the bowl. ‘I just want to rest.’


‘Of course,’ her mother says, and rests a hand on her shoulder. ‘But let me know if you change your mind. We could visit a historical house, or go to London and see a show, whatever you want.’


After breakfast Maeve returns to her room and lies on her bed, feeling her stomach gurgle. She turns her head to look at the wall of posters and postcards she put up in a brief manic burst her first week here because the tiny pattern of the old wallpaper was making her dizzy, because she wanted to make this space hers and not her mother’s. She might have continued and plastered the other walls too, but her mother had said, Oh, that looks nice, when she came into the room the next day, and it had soured the whole thing.


Now, Maeve’s eyes trace the fashion editorials as slow bass beats throb through her head from her Discman. A woman in a dress with a long train, sitting on a rearing horse. A woman lying on a pile of pastel mattresses, a modern Sleeping Beauty. Two women in white summer dresses, in a field blanched yellow with light. A glamorous girl slumped next to a large perfume bottle with a man in a sharp suit frowning at her, his hand curled tightly around her upper arm. The pictures of actors and actresses cut out of magazines, the handful of photos of a young childhood that seems so far away: her on her father’s shoulders, her with a toothy smile holding the twins in her lap, her in a too-large tourist t-shirt frowning at the beach. And lastly, the images that have been on her mind recently, the postcards of paintings, mostly of women: Impressionist, Pre-Raphaelite, Renaissance.


She bought the postcards on the trips the hospital school took to galleries. When her mother had taken her round art galleries as a child, she had been bored, bought only pencils and colourful rubbers in the gift shop with the usual proffered 50p. But her trips with the raggle-taggle group of sick kids – with their headwraps and wheelchairs and oxygen canisters and shuffling feet – had been glorious. There was something slyly enjoyable about being part of such a group, about the pity and curiosity they created amongst the other gallerygoers.


Here is your sick youth, Georgia, her best friend, murmured gleefully in her ear once as a woman gawped at them. Here are the ghouls and ghosties you hide away. You too might get sick and die! she declared, making her thin arm shake as she pointed at an elderly man, and Maeve muffled a laugh that hurt her chest.


Sitting in front of the paintings then – at the Tate, at the National Gallery – or the sculptures and statues in the British Museum and the V&A, Maeve had an appreciation of their beauty that was agonizingly sincere. She had felt the contrast of her daily life – the fluorescent halls of the ward, the thick plastic bars of her bed, the ache in her body – set against the cool, marble-floored buildings with ceilings that soared like a cathedral, the rich gold of the frames and the wonders they encased: seascapes and picturesque ruins, women in every era of costume, Eden-like gardens, sunsets and sunrises, gods and goddesses, dresses of silk and lace and fur and samite. She had fallen a little in love too with the guides their teacher had arranged, in their tweed jackets, their black sheath dresses or old-fashioned cardigans; the way their eyes glimmered with worship when they looked at the art they were describing, the point when they ran out of words and shrugged with a wry smile as if to say, I know I’ll never be able to explain fully, I know our language isn’t good enough, but just look.


She tries to summon that feeling now as she looks at her postcards, tries to breathe her way into the memory. The warm wooden bench under her; Georgia beside her saying wow under her breath and meaning it; the haziness of her painkillers dropping away for a moment of pure searing pleasure that had nothing to do with her broken body, nothing to do with herself at all.


But here, now, her leg is itchy and her stomach aches; the pictures have the sheen of printed paper obscuring their surfaces; and she is alone. Her heart flutters with a single shake of panic, and she tugs out her earphones and sits up, rakes a hand through her hair.


At dinner on the patio in the back garden, the twins are fractious, whining and tired from a day of too much sun. Her mother sighs as she tries to get them to sit up straight, to eat their dinner, and her dad’s jokes fall flat, Iza turning up her nose as if she is some rich old lady watching a terrible play, her curls frizzy around her face as though they have been set in rollers. Iza has the same dirty blonde hair as her father, and so does Michael. Maeve used to, but when her hair grew back from the chemo it was red like her mother’s was as a girl.


Maeve is sitting at the other end of the table to her father, her usual favourite spot, but today, with Stuart there at dinner, she feels exposed, awkward, her eyes stuck on the dry wood of the table, grey with so many summers’ exposure.


The house phone next to her father’s elbow rings and he answers it quickly, striding back inside to his office. After a hastily served yoghurt, uneaten by the twins, her mother declares tightly that it’s bedtime and guides her youngest back into the house.


Stuart smiles politely at Maeve. She should say something, she thinks, mouth sour with yoghurt, she should make the most out of these minutes when it’s just her and him.


‘Shall we take some of this stuff inside then?’ he offers, stretching his arms over his head and running his hand through the waves of his hair.


Maeve nods, the scrape of her chair wincingly loud as she stands up. She counts the objects on the table, thinking about how many trips four hands will need to clear everything.


In the kitchen, she quickly decants the Greek salad into a container, biting into a cherry tomato as Stuart heads back outside. She watches him through the low kitchen window as he bends over the table to reach something. She likes his belt, the way the brown stands out against the pale denim of his jeans and matches his worn suede shoes.


She rinses a cloth and carries it back out, the water cold on her fingers, drips darkening the patio slate before her. Stuart passes with an armful of plates, glasses, spoons. On the table there are two glasses left and a stack of placemats. She sweeps the surface with the cloth, feeling the hem of her skirt press against her thighs.


Stuart wanders out, unhurried, sipping at a fresh glass of water. She sees him glance at the port scar above the neckline of her top, and then he takes a seat on one of the loungers with murky green-yellow cushions at the edge of the patio. When she has finished wiping the table and stacking the two glasses on top of the placemats, she takes the lounger next to him, perches on the seat as if only pausing for a brief moment, as if she is so tired from wiping the table that it’s only natural to sit down there.


The sun is setting, the colours in the sky like a painting. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she remarks.


He nods, twirls his lighter in his hand, and then leans his head back against the seat. ‘I heard about you being ill. Well, more than ill,’ he corrects himself, looking pained as his eyes flicker to her scar again. ‘It must be difficult now, to get over something like that.’


Her body softens in the seat. ‘Yeah,’ she says, and folds her top lip over her bottom. ‘I stopped breathing once,’ she confesses quickly, ‘they had to revive me.’


He blows out a breath, raises his eyebrows. ‘Shit.’


‘Yeah,’ she says again. Her knee is shaking, there’s so much she wants to say. Her parents blanch when she tries to bring it up; her father has used the words dwell and unhealthy. It hurts them as parents to remember, she knows that, she’s not that selfish. It’s just that it hurts her too, all the time.


‘That’s heavy. Well, I’m glad you survived.’ His smile is a little sad. She’s pleased he doesn’t say something like her father did, about death making you all the more glad to be alive. ‘It must be hard,’ he repeats, rubbing the side of his thumb against his bottom lip.


‘It is.’ She holds his gaze, soaks in his concern.


He rubs his dry palms together. ‘I better get an early night, I’ve got a long drive tomorrow.’


She’s up and reaching for the stack on the table when he says, ‘Wait, I have something for you. Wait here and I’ll get it from the annexe.’


‘OK,’ she says, and watches him lope across the back garden towards the gate that will lead him to the courtyard and then the old dairy, the annexe. It’s a studio technically, a long one-storey building with whitewashed walls and a jumble of odd furniture rejected from the main house. When they moved here her father joked, in the way she knew wasn’t a joke, about it being a hangout for her, that she could have friends to stay there, get up to all the teenage shenanigans she had missed being ill. She imagines herself inside the annexe, lolling on the worn corduroy sofa, holding a vodka bottle in her fist, a tinny house music beat working its quick way through her.


Maeve lingers on the patio. The light in the garden is now a purpling blue, the birds chittering in the trees, the breeze making her skin prickle. But she’s worried she’ll be found there, waiting, and will have to say why, so she starts making her way across the lawn. After last week’s rain the grass is soft under her feet, the perfume of the flowers musty.


The gate creaks as he opens it. He doesn’t seem surprised to find her in the middle of the garden, hidden from the house by the rosebushes. He has a lit cigarette in his mouth now, which he takes out to speak. ‘Here,’ he says, blowing smoke at an angle away from her, a small motion of consideration that feels achingly chivalrous. ‘For your wall,’ he says, as he gives her two postcards a little worn at the edges, like they’ve been jostled in a bag, or held in a hot hand for too long.


‘Your dad was giving me the tour of the house,’ he explains, answering a question she didn’t ask, ‘and I saw your wall from the door. Do you have them already?’


‘No.’


‘This is the Millais, of course.’ He comes closer so that the sleeve of his t-shirt touches her arm, so that she can feel the heat his body gives out. ‘And this is Waterhouse, the one from 1889. He painted three Ophelias, slightly differently each time.’ The light has dropped now and she can’t make out the details of the background of the images, just pale faces and the white of Waterhouse’s swooning heroine.


‘I’ve seen this one in the Tate,’ she says, and looks up from the postcard to see him smile.


‘I’m glad. The Waterhouse is in a private collection,’ he adds, tapping the corner that sticks out, his finger brushing over her finger, making her knees twitch. ‘Lucky fucker to get to gaze at that over breakfast every day. Although knowing the rich, he’s probably got it in storage somewhere – it’s criminal.’


The light of his cigarette is like a firefly in the air.


‘Anyway, I thought you would like them.’


‘I do, thank you,’ she says, trying to imbue that phrase with a deeper gratitude.


‘Goodnight then,’ he says, with a brush of his hand on her shoulder.


‘Night,’ she murmurs, as the gate swings open and closed behind him.


Back in the house, she stands shivering in the middle of the dark kitchen before reaching for her father’s fleece and pulling it around her, wrapping her arms around herself too. The postcards are in one hand, the surface cool against her palm, and when she hears a sound in the hall, she hides them behind her.


‘What are you doing in the dark, darling,’ her mother says in a teasing tone. ‘Where is everyone?’ she adds, as she turns on the tap and the pipes groan.


‘Gone to bed,’ Maeve says.


‘Who was that on the phone?’ she asks Alex as he joins them.


‘Someone from work, some fuss in the Madrid office. That colour looks good on you, Maeve,’ he says of his navy fleece. ‘Are our two troublemakers asleep?’ he asks Ruth, as he kisses her on the cheek and opens the fridge.


‘Finally.’


‘It’s lucky you were such an easy child, Maeve, or we might not have had any more.’


‘Lucky that you had them before I got ill, you mean,’ she says, taking off the fleece.


‘Hey, don’t say that.’ Her father frowns.


‘I’m tired,’ she says and leaves the room, climbs the stairs, pausing on the top of the landing, the place where you can hear almost everything in the house.


‘Sometimes I feel like she blames us,’ she hears her father say.


‘Well, aren’t we to blame?’


‘I’m not going to dignify that with an answer. Are you sure you don’t want to talk to someone?’


‘About what?’


‘About everything. Your dad—’


‘I’m fine.’


‘Fine.’


In bed, with the new postcards carefully pinned to her wall, Maeve thinks of the walled garden. She thinks of the rosebushes, of the sliver of moon, the way the air on a hot summer evening feels thick with possibility. There used to be a pond near the back of the garden. She remembers crouching beside it as a child on one of her few visits to see her grandfather, staring at a pond skater and an autumn leaf twirling in its wake; she remembers the pain in her elbow when her mother snatched her back away from the edge. It was filled in with earth and flowers the next time she visited. But she imagines it wasn’t. Pictures herself there tonight, waiting among the lilies and dragonflies, her skirt heavy with water, the tremble of her breath rippling concentric rings in its surface.











   

Chapter Four


We are in the upstairs room that my father used to store junk, the air hazy with warm summer light and the dust our movements have kicked up. Michael, Iza, me, and the window man Alex had invited round to give a quote without telling me, so that earlier I had left the downstairs loo while still zipping up my shorts to see a strange man in the dark of the hallway beyond the open front door.


He taps a pane with one finger. ‘This window frame is rotten.’


‘Is it?’ I reply briskly. All of the windows are rotten and leaking, the paint of the frames peeling in extravagant ribbons and shards that make me glad the twins are not young enough to put things like that in their mouths. As we tour the rooms, so many of them a jumble of boxes old and new, the man’s declarations of the windows’ poor state, the suck of his teeth, the scratch of his head, have taken on a satisfied tone, as if he had judged this house falling apart from the outside and is pleased to be proven right.


‘Have you tried opening this?’


‘That one, no.’


‘Mm, I wouldn’t. When they’re in a bad state, you can knock the whole thing out if you open it.’


‘I’ll keep that in mind.’


Iza is balancing on an old wooden chair, and I tug her back by her waistband as it wobbles when she reaches for a battered hat on top of the wardrobe. The twins haven’t been allowed in here before and ignored my polite request that they go and play downstairs, or join Maeve who is wisely slumped in front of the TV.


Michael is jimmying open a drawer of the filing cabinet with loud screeches, and the window man looks over at him and then at me. Something on top of the filing cabinet falls with a thump and rolls towards the man, who coughs pointedly.


I’m not interested in my parenting being judged along with the rotten windows and the state of the house, and by someone I never actually invited around. ‘Are you finished with your survey?’ I ask.


‘Well, almost—’


‘I’ve looked at the windows myself,’ I say, picking up the offending missile, a dusty cricket ball. ‘They’re all in a bad state, so just extrapolate, and call my husband when you have a quote.’


When I’ve led him to his car, I turn back to the house, ball still in hand. My thumb runs over the rough string, slides across the apple-red leather.


My father loved cricket. Sometimes he would bowl to me on the front lawn, calling out which ball he was throwing as I heaved his giant cricket bat towards it. I used to sit on the floor of his office on a rare Sunday when he was at home, listening to crackling test matches over the radio with the tang of pipe smoke and sherry in the air, hanging on his every wry comment. But he stopped playing cricket with me when I was nine or ten and stopped leaving the door to his office open, would switch off the radio when I knocked and entered, saying, Yes? Did you need something, Ruth?


I was too old to be a tomboy, to be treated as such by him, but he didn’t seem to know what to do with me as a girl either. It was as though he assumed that the next part should be up to my mother, only she wasn’t here. Most of my parenting had been done by the housekeeper and my teachers at school because he worked long days in London and went to events afterwards, sat on local boards, and disappeared on Saturdays for golf and lunches and more trips to the city; but that precious extra time with him faded away as I got older. He grew colder with me too, as if I was disappointing him, but left it up to me to work out why.


Stuart was welcome in his office though, in the last two summers before he went to university, and I had been jealous of him, though not as jealous as I would have been if he was being bowled to, perhaps, because I found everything about my father’s job in business law boring. Stuart wanted to work in law too – though not in business or family law but to fight against corporations and governments, to take the people’s side – and my father let him sit in on calls and discuss cases with him, quiz him on the knowledge inside the weighty tomes that looked desperately dull to my eyes.


Now, as I pass through the hall, I remember one summer afternoon when I had loitered there in the dark listening to the muffled voices in his office – my father’s crisp consonants and then the silences where Stuart’s softer voice fell. I remember that the empty house behind me had felt lonely, but that I couldn’t muster the energy to leave it for the bright outdoors either. My feet had been cold on the tile floor, my hair gnarled at the nape of my neck after waking from another airless night.


I heard a creak but couldn’t move fast enough as the door opened.


‘I look forward to hearing your thoughts,’ my father was saying, and I was close enough to see the warmth on his face as he looked at Stuart and then the twist in his mouth when he saw me.


I flushed.


‘Hello, Ruth,’ Stuart said with boyish delight.


At least someone was pleased to see me.


‘Did you want . . .?’ He held the office door open for me.


My father was looking down at his desk now, scribbling notes in the illegible handwriting that made me feel bad for his secretaries.


‘No, I was just passing by.’


Stuart closed the door and the hall was dark again. ‘I don’t know what you’re doing inside on such a lovely day,’ he teased, and I followed him out towards the front door. He paused on the threshold, squinting at the sun.


I had met Stuart for the first time about six years before, when I was walking along the lane of the hamlet and found a boy with dark curls and a sideways smile sitting in a tree. His father had just moved into the groundskeeper cottage, and Stuart was to spend his summers with him and away from his mother in London. They’re going to get divorced, he told me confidently that first day, as we shared sudden intimacies in the way children sometimes do, placing story upon story on imaginary scales to see if we might measure up. I didn’t see him between summers, or even think of him much, busy with my girlfriends from school, but whenever we met again we would slip back into a welcome closeness. Boys could be funny about being friends with girls, I had learned, but it seemed natural to Stuart.


‘Are you coming to the field later?’ I asked that summer day, as he pushed a curl behind his ear. There were three other teenagers staying with families in the holiday cottages, and we liked to hang out in the field near my house with the record player.


Stuart shook his head. His father made him work for him – mowing the lawns, shimmying up tree trunks, carrying garden waste to the compost or the bonfire, cleaning his tools. It’s not a holiday, boy, Stuart would recite with a guttural voice and a hint of a sneer, when he did an impression of him. The rare times I saw them standing near one another, I was endlessly surprised that they were even related: father red-cheeked and large-bellied – mean – son sallow, slim, always smiling.


‘How’s the law going?’


‘I’m learning a lot, being pushed. He knows so much.’ His voice dipped as he looked back at the house wistfully.


‘He’s my father, you know, you can’t have him,’ I said, trying to make a petulant joke.


‘I don’t want him. Don’t worry, I like you best,’ he said, putting an arm around my shoulder and squeezing it.


I shook him off and stuck out my tongue, ran across the lawn knowing that he would follow me. He caught me halfway with a laughing tug on my arm. I bent over to catch my breath, and to hide my pleased smile.


‘You don’t mind him tutoring me, do you?’ he checked.


‘It’s fine.’


‘Not all of us were born with a silver spoon, you know, Ruth, I need every bit of help I can get.’


‘Oh, yeah, we’re rolling in money,’ I said.


I remember that now, the solipsism of my youth, how I thought that because we didn’t have nice cars and fancy holidays and fistfuls of cash, my father and I weren’t comfortable, well off, compared to others, to Stuart. I think of it now that I know how expensive it is to keep a house like this one going, as my eyes skim across the patch of damp by the base of the stairs and the bulge of the flaky window pane at the top, before returning to the junk room.


The piles of boxes, the sheer weight of my father’s belongings crowding out the room, makes me angry. Why should I be the one to have to clear it out, why couldn’t he have done it? I hadn’t expected to be left the house and its responsibilities – we were estranged after all – but when I told Alex this, he only said quizzically, Well, who else would he have left it to?


Alex is a fan of logic, of things that make sense, and estrangement doesn’t make sense. He doesn’t like to have the neat rules of his world upset. When Maeve had first been diagnosed, he had sat there frowning at the doctor as if she were a schoolchild who had made a mistake with her algebra.


I’m in the garden when Alex gets home, drinking a gin and tonic with gin pilfered from my father’s healthy stash of dusty bottles in the cellar, and an old tonic from the fridge gone almost flat.


‘I saw Paige at the station,’ Alex says, as he walks up to where I’ve dragged a chair, facing the rosebushes.


‘Who’s Paige?’


‘The market stall. The woman who sells honey from her bees?’


‘Oh, yes.’ Alex has discovered the Saturday market in the village and comes back from his trips laden with farm goods of varying quality, gossip, and a wholesome glow. The things he buys are extras; he doesn’t have to do the twice-weekly shop or drive in and out to the village, to the pharmacy and the doctor’s and the library, with the twins arguing in the back. He still has to drive to and from the station in the other direction though, so perhaps I’m being unfair.


‘Have a good day?’


‘You didn’t tell me the window man was coming.’


‘Did I not?’


I stand up and shield my eyes from the sun. ‘I’m not a housekeeper, Alex.’


‘Hey, where’s this coming from?’ He puts a hand on my arm. ‘You know they needed doing. I’m sorry if I forgot to tell you. If you let me know your schedule—’


‘We don’t always have one. You can’t expect that I’ll be waiting around here.’


‘That’s not fair—’


‘We can’t even afford the windows done.’


‘I wanted to check, to be thorough.’


Stuart has arrived home now and is walking towards us. ‘I brought some rosé, do you two want some now?’


‘I’ll get the glasses,’ Alex says, and I watch him go.


‘Alex thinks I’m pissed at him.’


‘How come?’ Stuart gets a penknife from his pocket and hinges open the corkscrew. He’s so boyish, Stuart, so the same as he was as a teenager. Puckish, earnest, sly, with that core of gentle sadness that had a line of girls at his door in halls, never laughing off every hint of vulnerability like other young men could. I’ve missed him.


‘Oh, I don’t know. He scheduled someone to look round the house and I didn’t know they were coming.’


‘Wow, that does sound bad,’ Stuart teases sarcastically. ‘I’d be on the gin and tonic too.’


‘Yeah, I know, even our arguments are thrilling here in Middle England,’ I sigh. ‘How did you know what I’m drinking?’


‘Your dad used to use that glass for his G&Ts too.’


‘I don’t remember that.’ I tap my nails on the crystal.


We head to the patio, and the twins spill out of the door with ice lollies that will no doubt ruin their appetite for dinner.


‘You ask him,’ Alex is saying to Michael, with a nod towards Stuart.


Michael puts his hands behind his back and looks at Stuart sceptically. ‘Have you ever used a gun?’ he asks him.


‘Alex,’ I reprimand.


‘No, it’s fine,’ Stuart says. ‘No, Michael, I’ve never used a gun.’


Michael sighs disappointedly and joins his sister.


I remember seeing Stuart’s pictures of the atrocities in Bosnia in a weekend magazine once, with a hollow-cheeked photo of him, his eyes smudges of black, at the end looking a world away from the carefree boy he had been. He had always wanted to be a lawyer but sometime after university, in those busy couple of years when Alex and I were finding jobs in London, getting married and then getting pregnant much earlier than I had ever planned, Stuart drifted away from us, and then left the country completely and stopped answering letters or calls. The first I’d seen of him since had been at my father’s funeral, which he had heard about from an old university friend, and then Alex and I had gone for lunch with him a few weeks later and he’d mentioned he was looking for somewhere to stay in the summer.


‘Actually, that’s a lie,’ Stuart tells us. ‘I’ve never shot one, but sometimes when you meet with rebel leaders they like to show their guns off, want you to pose with them. If they had asked me to fire it at a target, a painted one, I would have probably agreed. We’d do anything for access, to get that one photograph.’


‘And now you’re here in boring Kent,’ Alex says, clasping his shoulder. ‘No shootouts and rebel leaders here. You’ll have to make do with us this summer.’


‘How does it feel to be back?’ I ask. After he left for university I don’t think he ever came back to the hamlet, and his father had left the area himself a few years afterwards following a heart attack.


‘It’s strange, strange but good.’ Stuart sets his pack of cigarettes and lighter on the table and stretches out his arms. ‘This old farmhouse,’ he adds, his eyes cutting to me.


‘What’s that?’ Alex asks.


‘Don’t you remember at the beginning of uni when Ruth used to tell people that she grew up in a farmhouse, as if she lived in a two-room cottage with a dirt floor and a pigsty?’


‘I remember you teasing her about it. I think it was before I met you both.’


‘It wasn’t quite like that,’ I protest but know he was right, feeling the second-hand wash of embarrassment. It was the era of counterculture and my home, my upbringing here with a distant father and a housekeeper, felt so strangely Victorian that I was ashamed of it. Stuart had introduced himself as the groundskeeper’s son of ‘Ruth’s estate’ a few times at parties that he, a cool second-year, took me to in my first term at university reading literature, and I hated it – although this being Cambridge, no one batted an eye at the idea of someone having an estate. I had followed in my father’s footsteps at Cambridge, not that he seemed to be all that proud of me – for that or anything else – and I’m pretty sure he had used his connections to put in a good word for Stuart too.


‘It is a gorgeous house though,’ Stuart says, looking back at it, ‘I always loved the colour of the bricks against the ivy.’


The ivy that is crumbling the mortar, I think, brushing a wasp from my shoulder. And the roof shale that is leaking and needs to be fixed before the autumn – but with what money? – the dodgy plumbing, the Aga that eats up so much oil, the damp in the basement leaching upwards, the peeling wallpaper, the patch of black mould I found yesterday in the utility room, the ancient wiring that keeps blowing out the fuses. Alex won’t listen when I ask him what we should do, tell him we can’t afford this house and the upkeep it will need, alongside paying for the twins to go to the local private school because of the terrible Ofsted reports for the state primary; to him all that matters is that it’s ours, mortgage-free after the negative equity disaster of our flat in London.


‘It’s not quite grand enough for my project though, you’re right,’ Stuart continues.


‘What is it again?’ Alex asks.


‘It’s called “English Ruins”. I take photos of English stately homes and their owners in their pearls and hunting jackets in their finest rooms, the ones with family portraits in gilded frames and antique tables topped by chinless busts and oriental clocks. And then I take photos of the staff behind the scenes in the poky backrooms and crumbling attics, but with the same large-format camera, the same composition and light. It’s a comment on class and decay, on the edifice of old Britannia crumbling.’ His fingers make the shape of rain in the air.


‘And the owners let you?’


‘I’m upfront with them – maybe not about the mission statement, but they know what I’m taking pictures of. I think they think people will feel sorry for them, like they’re posing for an article in the Mail to drum up sympathy and funds for their houses. It’s a far more bucolic assignment than some of my previous projects.’


‘You know, I always thought you were going to be a lawyer.’


‘Plans change,’ he shrugs, ‘and I’m not sure we really know what’s good for us as young people, teenagers, do we?’


As a teenager I wanted to stay in that river forever, I wanted to never leave. To stay in a watery world of fantasy and sisterhood.
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