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For Erinn, and my godson, baby Magnus.

And for Leah, always.





Today I watched a man walk into the sea. Not walk, he was running, the top half of his body moving faster than his legs through the water. He stumbled once, twice, then thrashed his way back to standing.

At first, from where I was, it looked like he was making his way to a box that was floating. Then I saw it was a piece of clothing. A jacket. A jacket filled with air, a soft dome puffing out above the water, the shape of a jellyfish back. When the man got closer, he took the jacket in his hands. He turned it over – it was heavier than it looked. There was a body zipped inside it.

The man started yelling. He yelled again and again. I jumped down from the broken tidal barrier where I was sitting and started to run over. When I got closer, I saw it was a child’s body, small in his hands. The man lifted the body out of the water, held it up to his chest, then started to make his way back to land, waves crashing white against his shoulders. As he got closer, the sounds he was making got louder. When he hit sand, he dropped to his knees.

It was a boy he was holding. Four, five, thin. He held the boy’s head in the palm of his hand, he touched his face. He put the boy down on the beach and started pushing at his chest. He tried mouth to mouth, but when I got to them, I saw water coming out of the boy’s lips, more and more and more of it.

‘My son,’ he said. ‘He’s my boy.’

I started to say I could get help, that I could go and find someone, but it was too late. The kid’s lips, his eyes, his fingertips were purple. ‘Yesterday he went missing,’ the man said, ‘yesterday. But I had to work. I had to get work. I left him with his sister. I never should have left him.’

The man held the boy like I used to hold Blue, his arms like a hammock. The boy’s limbs hung slack either side. A walnut filled my throat till it blocked it completely. I couldn’t swallow. It felt like I couldn’t breathe. The sea started to pool in the dipped sand around us.

‘You have to get off the beach,’ I said. Each wave brought the tide higher. ‘Please.’

And finally, I got him to walk with me, his son in his arms, water dripping from both their clothes.



My legs felt heavy as I climbed the stairs back to our flat. My mum was lying on the sofa when I got there. She was stone asleep, her face tilted towards her shoulder. I went over, ran my fingertip under her left eye. When they’re open, her eyes can look a bit soft now, like soap left in water. I made space next to her legs, and found a place for my body at her side.

You never once saw inside my house, did you?



Even when you came to the door, I blocked you looking in. I stood on my tiptoes to make myself bigger and pushed you back out into the corridor. Not that the corridor was any better.

I don’t know exactly how long it’s been since I last saw you. Standing right here in my doorway. Maybe a year and a bit, maybe longer, but it’s hard to tell.

However long it’s been, it’s been long enough for me to have forgotten the details of what you look like. Sometimes I know the edges, how your skin met your hair. But the most important parts, how your face made sense in the middle, I lost that one day.

You said that you would come back. You looked me in the eye and said that. Well, if you had, this is what you would have seen: soft wood, black cracks, fridges in the road. The broken spines of old rides at Dreamland. Me and my mum, tangled silent on the sofa.

I didn’t tell her what happened at the beach. We didn’t speak. At some point, she fell back asleep. And then it came – the knock on the door. Her eyes shot open. Mine did, too.

Two heavy, dull beats, the gap between them slightly too long.

‘That’s not Davey,’ she said. She turned to me. ‘It isn’t Davey, is it?’

I shook my head. I felt my body freeze. After the knock, a sound that shouldn’t have been possible.

The sound of a key sliding into our lock.






Just the word Dreamland – it can’t get much better than that, can it?

TRACEY EMIN, AS SHE TURNED ON THE NEW DREAMLAND LIGHTS, JUNE 2017

Tane’tus, a small island of Albion. Ptolemy calls it Tolianis. It is now Thanet.

LEMPRIÈRE’S CLASSICAL DICTIONARY, 1788








I.





The plan was simple, once she’d decided it. Our mum wanted us to move to Margate before I remembered anything else. But it’s never quite like that. There’s always a before. Half-memories, and memories I made myself when someone else told me the story later.

The first thing I remember is being under a blanket with my brother, JD. The blanket was held up by his head, which he had shaved that day. He was nine years old, and I was four, and he was telling me we’d be famous. Not we, actually – he.

The blanket was because the room was cold, air conditioning flushed in like a storm all day, but also because the story made more sense in the dark. We were living in a hotel – we’d been living in hotels and B&Bs for as long as I could remember – and that particular one was directly in front of a motorway. It didn’t have a thirteenth floor because no one would have wanted to live on it. It went 12, then 14, which is where our room was. My hands were so cold they’d curled up. ‘Gimme them seashells,’ he said, and he put them under his armpits, right after he’d done press-ups, so my hands would warm up.

All across the hotel, there were notices on every door, even the ones inside, that said ‘No dogs, no kids, no DSS’. We weren’t allowed in the lobby in case ‘actual’ guests came, though there were never any signs of that. In our tiny room, JD would parkour around – soft bed to clanky side table, using drawer handles like the nobbles on climbing walls.

‘Orbiting around you like some mad planet,’ our mum Jas used to say. ‘Always been obsessed with you. When you were a little baby he’d just look at you, like he was waiting for you to grow up and be able to talk.’

We had different dads, so he was my half-brother actually, though it never felt like that. The way she always said it, was that his dad was stupid and mine was Swedish – though I came out alright.

She had a job at a school on the other side of London, in the north, working as a TA in the art studio. It was in an area that was half-Jewish, half-gangs, so she called it Stabford Hill. Sometimes, if she couldn’t find anyone to look after us, we went into work with her.

‘’Kin hell, look at the hat on him!’ JD would say, pointing at an orthodox man, as Ma pulled us away down the street. ‘Let me get one of them, then. One of them hats. Big-man style. That’s class.’

There were always armed guards outside the front door of the school, guns like black shiny beetles against their chests, but it was okay, because Ma could tilt her voice one way to flirt with them, and then the other if we bumped into one of the other teachers in the corridor. That voice was a bit posh, frazzled and eye-rolling in the right way. ‘Absolute nightmare,’ she’d say, grouping our bodies together into the shape of a family photograph, ‘their nanny’s sick.’

She used to be good at reading a room, and changing her voice to meet it. JD wasn’t. ‘Oi, what’s a nanny?’ he’d say, before she could reach down. ‘Oi, don’t pinch me, no, get off.’

He and I sat on the bench in the corner while she helped the teacher with the lesson. One time, JD went and got us some of the crayons to play with, and she came over saying, ‘No, no, no.’

‘What?’

‘They’re for the children,’ she said.

‘She is a child,’ he said, pointing at me, ‘fucking look at her.’

‘JD, your manners. Honestly, did you grow up in a barn or what?’

‘Yeah, I did thanks. With you. Pigs and everyfink.’

‘Thing not fink.’

She tried to take back the crayons but he managed to keep one, and I believe that was the time he drew a penis on the wall.



It was a barn, it wasn’t a barn. She was pretty good when we were at home. JD had a school he was supposed to go to but he rarely went and they’d lost him on the system anyway because we’d changed school zones so many times. When Ma came home from her school she tried to teach him with stacks of books they didn’t want any more, but he was the most restless child in existence. He’d flit from one wall to the other, like a trapped bat, and I remember her turning to me once and asking if I’d do it.



Every other Sunday, her phone would ding with a transfer of money from her parents. The reason for sending was always pointed; a ‘to do’ list of things she hadn’t done. DENTAL CHECK 4 CNJD. FLAT DEPOSIT SAVE DNT SPEND!!

Judgement was the word she used. Judgement was the thing she couldn’t bear. ‘Honestly, they’re your classic Surrey bigots,’ she said to a friend in the corridor, their backs leaning against opposite walls, sharing wine from the bottle. ‘They don’t understand how life is now. They don’t understand the lifestyle.’

‘Lifestyle,’ the friend said, reaching up to flick the switch that didn’t work. ‘Yup. Straight from the pages of Town and Country, this.’

Once or twice, JD took me on the train to see them. He’d ask to borrow someone’s phone halfway, so Grandad could pick us up from the station. On the train, I practised reading on all of the adverts around the route map. There was one that was everywhere at that time. It said, ‘I hate funerals so why would I have my own?’ The person in the photo was quite young, smiling, wearing a pork-pie hat. The tagline said, Make space. Nembuta and cremation all-in-one End-Life packages.

‘What’s Nembuta?’ I asked JD.

‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘Ask Nana when we get there. Not right away though, ’cos it’s rude.’



I wish I could remember more about their house, but all that’s left is flashes, a feeling more than anything. Two cars in the driveway, a separate dining room, a smell through all the corridors of flowers left in water. I remember that they didn’t cook well. Grandad liked his potatoes burned and his chicken ‘tender’, which meant translucent closest to the bone. JD would hold a piece up on his fork to the light, then say I was vegetarian, so I didn’t have to eat it. ‘Look, yummy, potatoes are nice.’ He’d cut them up into little bits for me, and pull off the blackest black. ‘Trust me, the meat’ll give you the squits.’

They still had a TV with a round back. It slid into a low antique cupboard to keep it out of sight. It would make JD crack up when Grandad would forget we were there and swear at the screen. ‘Fucking Windrush still. Endless, endless. Endless kowtowing, endless apologies – it’s enough!’ His hand would swat like he was slamming an invisible door. ‘Mo’ hammed? I’d prefer to see less Hamid, thank you. Just fucking fuck off home, why don’t you?’ There was one politician he liked, a guy called Rex Winstable, and for him, he’d just say, ‘Exactly, EXACTLY. A bit rough around the edges but he gets it. A sense of order. Just get rid of the waste.’ But everyone else it would be back to FUCK off, or fucking fuck off, which was his preferred way of saying it.

‘Proper potty-mouth for a posh boy,’ JD would whisper to me, shaking his head. ‘Can tell he’s posh ’cos it sounds like he’s speaking out his nose.’ At certain points, when the swearing was really bad, JD would try to cover my ears with his hands, but he was laughing so much I could always hear through the gaps.

‘It’s the dementia,’ Grandma told us in the kitchen.

‘Him too?’ JD asked.

‘No, still mine. He says the hospital is overrun. Blames all those nurses who left and never came back. I don’t know. He says I don’t get the treatment I need. He’s just upset. It’s not an easy time.’

Her brain was a map with holes in it, quicksand, landslides, but there were moments she was on solid ground.

I asked her what Nembuta was, and she said it was a poison, then narrowed her eyes. ‘Why?’ she said. ‘Is that supposed to be a hint?’

Before we left – they always built up to it, you could almost see them doing it, taking steps inside their chest – they asked how our mum was, and it was always a hard question to answer. JD would always get a little spiky, but try to swallow it down, because he knew what he was there for.

‘Quallers!’ he’d say, grinning like a light bulb when we left. ‘Fucking fuck off bullseye!’ They always gave him cash. He’d count it on the train, smell his fingers, get me to smell them too, and say they smelled of being rich.

Even though I was only six, he said I had to have a twenty on me at all times, just in case I had to buy my way out of trouble.

It wasn’t a selfish thing, going to our grandparents to get money. It was for me as much as it was for him. We had a box. At that point it was a shoebox, but a small one because it was from shoes I’d had as a baby. To fasten it up, JD put Sellotape round his wrist and did circles and circles till the whole thing was shiny.



The money box was the first thing we packed whenever we moved – when the hotel we were in was sold, or the management changed the lock on our door. The last time, our stuff was left in a pile on the landing, in big bin bags, the dark green ones used for carrying wood. They’d slashed the sides with a Stanley knife, so we had no easy way to carry our clothes. They’d left a note with a fine on it too – for a lamp we’d apparently damaged. The fine was more than the lamp would have been new.

The hotel we were put in after that was the worst. There was one microwave to share between forty families, and the freezer and the oven had been taped shut. ‘My God,’ Ma said the first time we walked in, ‘the land that hygiene forgot.’ We kept a tall, plastic-wrapped stack of antibacterial wipes by our bedroom door. We brought in takeaway food from outside and ate with a chair as our table. Throughout the day, we could hear the out-of-time beeps of fire alarms with run-down batteries – the sound of a trainer sole squeaking against a polished floor. The lino in the bathroom was wet, always wet, thick wet with who knew what. If we had to wee in the night, Ma came with us. Checked the corners of the room, checked behind the shower curtain, checked everything, before she locked the door behind us.

She called Emergency Accommodation EA for short. ‘EA Games, EA Sports. But this one’s like a fricking point and shoot,’ she said.

There was a man who walked up and down the corridor pausing outside our room. JD nicknamed him Tennis because of the ringworm that had drawn lines and circles on his head. He tried to talk to me when I was on my own once, trying to read this long mad graffiti someone had written on the corridor wall, but JD came back to find me just before Tennis got the words out.

There was only one bed in our room, a small double. Ma took the edge side, I was in the middle and JD had the wall, his feet sticking out the whole night so they could press into the cold wallpaper. None of us slept. It was the way the footsteps stopped at our door. The way the light from the corridor changed. It was the way he tried to turn the door handle – how we saw it move, how we heard it shake. And it was what came through the keyhole, hot from Tennis’s mouth. It was the first time I smelled kem.

‘Don’t worry,’ Ma said that night. ‘I’ll fix this.’ I could hear her heartbeat in our pillow, and it was like a bird’s heart. Too-quick, flickering.





The next day, she locked us in the room, both locks, and said if there was a fire, we should scream the place down, and worst case, fashion a rope. She came back, hours later, with a look of determination on her face. Determination, excitement – her hair was escaping from her ponytail. She was also a little bit drunk. I could tell because she had shiny-fresh lipgloss on, like she’d put it on outside the door to smarten up. ‘I’ve done it,’ she said. She looked at us. ‘Five. Two. Two,’ she said after that.

We looked back.

‘Five hundred for me, two hundred for each of you.’ She had cash in her hands. She dealt it like cards onto the bed. ‘Upfront, my friends. Just like that.’

‘Ain’t your friend,’ JD said.

‘Well you stay here if you like, then. ’Cos me and Chance are going tomorrow.’

‘Going where?’

‘Does it matter?’ she said. ‘You wanna stay here with that freak Tennis, do you?’

He thought about it for a second, then shook this head.

‘Anyway, I’m trying to tell you,’ she said. ‘I went down to the housing centre and told them everything. That we had one bed between three of us, and a grade A nutter outside the door.’

Surprise, surprise, she said, the council didn’t have anything in all of London, but they sent her across town to a new foundation instead. ‘Non-gov this time. Some Winstable project, that monster your grandad likes, but—’ her but was as big as the sky ‘—they said they could offer us a cash packet instead.’

‘Cash for what?’ JD said. It was all tens and twenties. He held one up to the light.

‘To get gone,’ she said. She said it happily. It sounded like a jingle. ‘The whole system’s been bare bones for ages, so I thought might as well seize the opportunity, carpe the diem.’ She was definitely drunk, the lips and neck of a small bottle were sticking out of her pocket. She told us the payment was based on ‘Reconnection Policies’. That you had to have somewhere to go. ‘So I told them Margate,’ she said. ‘Which is where I had you, anyway.’

She said London was too expensive to be the future. She said it was a fourth world country now. A hotbed, a bomb waiting to go off. That, and an island for rich Russians. She told us she’d always believed in the power of a clean start. ‘Look at all this,’ she said pointing around the room, then she put her fingers over my eyelids, heavy, and held them there, and said, ‘Pfff,’ the sound of a file deleting on her old laptop, ‘just like that, forget it. This is when life begins. From right now. No more waiting.’



When she woke up in the morning, her mouth doing a slow dry-clap from having drunk too much, she let us pack our own bags and I took all the wrong things. I even took one of her bras, one that she didn’t seem to be taking with her, one I’d always liked. Green lace, underwires like smiles.

‘Wasn’t that the worst hotel on the entire planet,’ she ask-told us as we walked. ‘There are nice hotels out there, you know. In the real world, hotel’s a good word. But that place? That place was a paedo per child. Seriously,’ she said, ‘you can tell from the eyes. Every other male in there was on a list.’

When we got to the train station, she and JD helped me jump the barrier. On the platform, she sat in an uncomfortable squat over a low metal bollard, pointy like a pyramid.

‘Oi, stop though,’ JD said. ‘Why you doing that for?’ Even I remember being aware of people looking.

‘They put them to stop people sleeping here. “Urban furniture.” So rude! So I like to sit.’

She took her wallet out from her backpack and opened it up for me when JD was walking back and forth along the platform practising smiling at two girls his age. The wallet was full of the cash she’d been given. ‘Money money money,’ she said, then she DJ’ed with her mouth to turn it into ‘Mo Money Mo Problems’, the I’m – coming – out chorus bit. We got on the first train that came, and she opened the door with a bow, then looked like she might vomit. ‘Hangover,’ she said. ‘Look away, please. Avert your eyes.’

The train didn’t take us far. We’d got on a commuter train, and there were too many people for the carriage. ‘Hold your breath,’ she said to us before we got on. ‘Honestly, lads, ooof, a little bit of deodorant wouldn’t go amiss.’ It was mostly men. Men in dark suits pushed up against each other, their ties the only things that were loose. A couple had their faces covered, eyes peering hard at their phones above masks. Other people were reading the same paper, and the headline said SATURATION POINT. Everyone was double my height. I looked up at them and they looked down at me. I remember their faces, faces that said, Weird little kid, what are you doing here?



I remember half of the journey to Margate exactly, then the other half, I slept across Ma’s lap. We didn’t have a ticket, so we hid in the loo. One of the big ones, for disabled people.

It was JD’s idea of torture, being locked in a small square like that. First, he tried to take apart the smoke detector with his hands, then he spent a long time turning the tap over the sink on again, then off again.

‘Yes, JD,’ she said. ‘We get it. The magic of a tap.’

Still, she tried to make the trip fun. At one point, she used the assistance bar for balance and held one leg up like a ballerina. We washed our hands lots of times so the scent of the soap would stick. She snuck out for three minutes and bought something from the man who was bringing through snacks.

She came back with crisps – I remember them tasting of lemon but that must have been the hand soap mixing with salt – and she said buying the crisps was us paying our way. Even though all of us knew that the man with the snacks had nothing officially to do with the train, he was just a random guy with a scuffed Bag for Life full of multipacks.

Out of the windows, I remember rushing past yellow fields, razor-lines cut through them. I remember silver water, houseboats along its edge – ‘Rochester!’ she said. ‘A number-one dump’ – and that must have been when I fell asleep.

I woke up on a set of wooden seats, with glass behind us and the sea in front – a huge, hard, choppy blanket, blue mixing with orange because of the setting sun. We were about 100 metres away from Margate train station, under a shelter painted white and green. The tiles at our feet were like a red and black chessboard, and the roof of the shelter had a fringe of carved wood, and some bits were broken, which in that moment made me think of someone creating space between their hair to see.

There was a lot to see. In the distance, the gap between the sea and the sky was so blurred that tankers or trawlers looked like they were floating just above the water. Up close, they’d made the metal street light to look like it was held up by the thick, swirly tail of a giant fish. Ma said we should all breathe in deep, that sea air was cleansing and we had to get London out of our nostrils.

‘There’s a tidal pool somewhere down underneath there,’ she said after that, pointing through the promenade’s green railings at the seawater splashing beyond it, ‘and over there, that’s the harbour. When I lived here before, I always thought if you could see it from above, it would look like the arm of a record player going into the sea. And look, Chance,’ she said to me, leaning back, ‘a funfair.’

Not far away, on the seafront still, was the tall concrete sign of Dreamland, a shining square of windows next to it. Behind them I could see the top of the big wheel, folded in half like a taco. She finger-painted in the air for me back to the harbour. ‘See that jaggy white building over there? Like waves crashing back into the sea? That’s the Turner,’ she told me. ‘Art gallery. World class.’

JD did a handstand by the public toilet next to us and walked on his palms, his calves bending down in a curve towards his head for balance. ‘Where are we, though?’ he shouted from upside down, the sound somersaulting to us through the air.

‘Home,’ Ma said.

I was tired, the kind of tired that makes you feel like all the parts of your body are tied to the ground. I tried to nestle into her, the way that young puppies do, or cats, babies. Try to find space for themselves.

‘T. S. Eliot wrote some poems here,’ she said into my scalp. ‘Very famous. Loved the place. A lot of clever people came here. Were born here. Did things. This will be good for us.’ She made her mouth a hot O against my skin and her hand made a basket for my head.

We stayed there until the sun slipped into the water. It was the first time I had seen the sea, and it seemed to be all around us.

‘High these days,’ she said, ‘higher everywhere.’

I was seven years old. She was thirty-two. JD, who was already walking away, calling down to a girl on the beach, had just turned thirteen.

Blue wasn’t born yet – he came afterwards – and you came, too. But the three of us, we would never leave.





We found our first place to live through a handwritten advert in the window of a sweet shop. There were so many signs for rooms to rent that they were all piled on top of each other. ‘So cheap they’re practically giving it away!’ Ma said. ‘It’s like a menu, all you can eat. Come on up, donkeyhead, help me pick.’

By the time we got to Margate, lots of people had already left. Not a few people – when it’s that many, ‘droves’ is the word people use. ‘It’s a little bit rough again,’ she told us, ‘but it will pop back up. Always does. There was a second coming, but there’ll be a third. Every time they say it has good bones… Bones!’ She pinched my earlobe. ‘I always liked that. Like the new people would be the flesh.’

She took us down Love Lane and King Street, cobbles and painted shop signs. ‘Pastel, and that pink colour. Was like a magnet for the last lot. Was like a magnet for me. I’d walk like a zombie—’ and she jerked forward with her hands out.

But, like she said, if there’d been a second coming, by the time we arrived, it had come and gone.

It was already nearly dark, so we chose a place to stay quickly and met a man in an empty pub so he could hand over keys. One key. A key that looked small enough to be for a padlock. The man had a tooth-gap that was slightly to the side, and he took Ma’s earrings for a deposit. It wasn’t his suggestion. She offered them to him. I remember her wiping the thin bit that goes through the ear on her jacket, half glad she’d done that, half wishing she hadn’t.

There were left-behind mattresses in the flat and the first night, we used our bags as pillows. It was above a shop that was called Newsagents – not because it had any news to sell, but just because that was what it had always been called. They played music on a loudspeaker from breakfast till midnight. Bangla, hip-hop. Ma didn’t mind. She’d found a tin of paint in the alleyway next door, and she danced as she painted two walls green the next morning, swapping to a make-up brush to do the edges around a fire blanket inside a red box that was nailed to the wall.

Her arms were thin; you could see exactly how muscles worked by asking her to flex. All of her was thin. The way she said it herself was that she had a kid’s body, but with breasts. ‘Look at them,’ she’d say, ‘like spaceships.’ Low trousers, flat stomach. People would ask if she was my brother’s sister. She wore her hair half-up half-down, or in a messy bun at the top of her head, and she wore a lot of baggy suit jackets at that time, sleeves rolled up, delicate silver and goldish bracelets that would glint on her wrist.

Me and JD knew it. Everyone did. She had something about her then. Something likeable. If you looked closely, one of her teeth had already gone a little bit grey, tea gone cold, but when she smiled it was like a light going on. I don’t know if this is the right way to say it, but everything was in the right place on her face. Her cheekbones could look like the sides of a wine glass coming into the stem, these perfect curves. Apparently she’d even modelled for my dad a couple of times. That was how they’d met.

That was one of the things I wished for most, when Blue was born. That he could have known how she used to be. How funny she found things. The haircuts she gave JD based on – but always incredibly different to – pictures he found in magazines. How her arms would dance, do these kind of swimming stroke things, when she walked. Not to be annoying. Not because she thought someone might be watching. But because she couldn’t help it. How happiness used to bubble up inside her and spill out onto you if you were close. How she’d put her hands on people’s knees or their arms because she said she felt things so much she needed an earth wire.

‘Come on,’ she said that afternoon, ‘we’re not gonna be the type to literally watch paint dry. Get your coat, JD, you’ve pulled. We’re going to the beach.’

We left the flat and I was desperate to see everything. It was the first place we’d ever had to ourselves, and I wanted it to count for something. As we stepped outside, the squawks of seagulls were like someone hammering on a doorbell. Up high in a bright window on the other side of the road, the word AMAZING was painted white on red on a thin slat of wood. I wanted us to stay here. JD walked taller than he was, and slightly separately from us too. I remember thinking, even then, you have to do it all differently because you’re about to be an adult, because you’ll be a man. I heard him call one guy boss, then another.

We went downhill towards the sea via the thin, curved high street. I remember shopkeepers standing in their doorways, as if looking up and down would make people come. I remember a woman smoking outside a hairdresser’s with tinfoil folded all through her hair, the metal of it glinting in the sun. A man doing a scratch card with his thumb. A windsock made from half a pair of trousers. The orange flash on a seagull’s beak. All these new things.

Old things, too. Shut-down shops and sun-faded For Sale signs. Someone sitting on the steps of a boarded-up bank, talking to the air. Ma nodded to a house that still had Christmas decorations up, and said, ‘There it is! That unstoppable party spirit.’ She pointed at the inflatable Santa that had flattened onto the road into a dirty red and white rug.

‘My old stomping ground,’ she said as she pulled me close to her hip when we passed a pub that was doing 3 p.m. karaoke, but the beach, when we got there, was a perfect scene. The sand was stretched-out wide, the colour of beer, and if you followed the edge of the land you could see all the way to a castle. Some girls my age were talking in a huddle, and some older boys were cycling circles around them, leaving spirograph tyre marks in the sand.

The waves were low and long that day, the white froth pushed over them like fingers over piano keys. After we’d touched the sea, Ma used her wet fingers to bless herself with the sign of a cross. ‘Spectacles, testicles, wallet and watch,’ she said. ‘Well, not testicles in my case, but you know what I mean. Your grandad taught me that.’

She said it was against the law not to take your shoes off when you walked on the sand. She stretched her toes out, dug them in, then pulled them out like she’d got a sand pedicure. She also used the sand to cover up the Frida Kahlo tattoo she had and hated on her ankle: eyebrows, flowers and the words, ‘Feet, what do I need you for when I have wings to fly?’

I was so light I didn’t leave any footprints. JD wrote his name in the sand, and was about to embark on his trademark – another penis – when Ma asked why my eyes were watering.

‘Dunno,’ I said. ‘The wind.’

‘Why were you scrunching up your nose before?’

‘It smells a bit like…’

‘Fish?’

I shook my head. Almost at that exact moment she sneezed so violently she jerked forward.

We’d just got to the top of the sea steps, not far from the road. A man in a van leaned out of his rolled-down window. ‘That’s it, love,’ he said. ‘It’s the sewage!’ He gave a thumbs-up and grinned. ‘Smell Margate and die.’



That evening, we went with her for one of her meanders. Normally we weren’t allowed to go, because it was ‘adult time’ and, as she liked to remind us, she wasn’t just a mum, she had her own life too, but that night she broke the rules and we ended up with her on a terrace right bang-smack in front of the sea on Marine Drive. She’d seen people leaning over the edge of the terrace to ash, and shouted up.

‘Okay, so the basic sitchoo,’ she told us once she’d crafted us a little sitting spot on a couple of wooden pallets, ‘is this. 1960s, Margz was more or less the Marbella of Britain. Then all these cheap flights came along – easyJet and that pikey Irish traveller one – and what we see before us—’ she made her hand a table for the line of the beach ‘—died a death. Empty hotels, empty beach.’ She’d pulled us close like she was trying to speak privately, although she kept accidentally shouting. ‘Turns out they all wanted Costa del actual Sol.’

‘I still don’t get it,’ JD said, as she cleaned off the lip of a beer can with her T-shirt. ‘I was born here, or you was?’

‘Were. You were born here. Not me. Not Margate born and inbred, no. I moved here from Surrey when I left home though. That was when it was cool again.’ She rolled her eyes around the o’s of cool. ‘Shoreditch-on-Sea, the Kentish Riviera—’ she was trying to be ironic but she kept smiling ‘—whatever bollocks names the papers came up with. Honestly, it was so fun though. Around the time I got pregnant with you, it was ridiculous. On a Saturday, you can’t even imagine. Club nights on the sand, or in the square. Proper sound systems. The harbour all full up with people watching the sunset like it was the cinema. Restaurants, coffee. Vintage shops. Vin-ta-je,’ she said after that, like it was a kind of plush international designer. ‘Think I even did yoga once.’

‘You got your lame Vitamin Sea tattoo,’ JD said. ‘You got a nice free baby…’

‘My future breadwinner,’ she said, grabbing his head and kissing it before he could lurch away. ‘Didn’t pay for much, actually. When I was doing the art school thing, I once didn’t pay rent for six months! My Nan Goldin days. The Goldin Girls.’ She laughed, and knocked over her beer but managed to grab it before she spilled any. ‘Always two worlds but I felt I sat kind of fatly in the middle. When one lot would go to bed, I’d hang out with the others. I liked them though, the ones who stayed. Stayed beyond the weekends I mean. They’d rip out double glazing and pay a million pounds to put the old wood windows back in. Painted everything dark blue. Named their kids Orca or whatever. They were nice.’

She crushed an empty can with two fingers, easy, like she was reaching to pluck a petal from a flower. ‘In a way it was good it stopped though,’ she said. ‘It was great, it was great, it was great, and then it got too expensive.’ She broke, for a sentence, into her posh voice: ‘Lovely Georgian housing stock, Oscar.’ The crack of a new can. ‘It’s just that with so many new people coming, what were the original poor lot meant to do? They were being slowly edged out. Not even slowly. Lemmings shoved off a cliff.’ She did a side-to-side waddle thing to make me laugh. She reached to release a strand of hair that had got caught in my mouth. ‘Then after the corona whatever, even more fuckers came to escape the city. Sea breeze, get a garden. Jam-packed.’

‘Not now,’ I said. ‘You were saying there’s a lot of room here now.’ I picked up the pull tab of her beer and put it on my finger, like a ring.

‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘the seaside’s a bit less fun when no one has a job. And anyway, people are funny. They always want out of the city, but then most of them want back in again. Bit of a boomerang. ’Cos whichever one you are – if you need money, or you have it – the city’s where it’s at, I guess. Anyway, it’s good there’s room here now.’ She used a licked thumb to get salt off my cheek. ‘Good for us, anyway.’

We were sitting on bare pallets, a little bit splintery on my legs, but other people had brought cushions and old pillows up to the terrace. They’d brought their own drinks, too – drinks clustered in plastic bags, in the middle of circles, where a fire would be. Not too far away, there was a man drinking a four-pinter of whole milk. Next to him, a woman was using her dog as an armrest. On the street below, a kid cycled by with no air in his tyres; we could hear the sound of his rims from all the way up where we were.

The sunset filled the whole sky. Gold clouds that looked like they’d been done with a mascara brush. ‘Does bring me back,’ she said, looking at the label of her beer. ‘Tyskies, Karpackies. The Margate classics. Anything over eight.’

‘Eight quid for one beer?’ JD said, walking away. ‘Fucking hell—’

‘Don’t swear!’ she shouted after him, but it made her laugh. ‘Not pounds. Percent. Alcohol content.’

Her eyes looked for JD as he emerged from the front door below and wandered off to do pull-ups on a bus stop. Ma looked at me, and the light bounced back at me off her face. ‘I wasn’t clever like you, but I wasn’t bad.’ She let out a burp through pursed lips. ‘Feels so weird now, to think that could be real life, becoming a painter. Should have seen my paintings. You’d find them funny.’ She smiled this smile that wasn’t really a smile. ‘I liked them though. They were good.’ I turned to face the setting sun, and she stroked my face back to her. ‘Never look at the sun, not right at it. It’ll mess with your eyes.’ She rested her hand on my hair and said, ‘Better you had me when you did.’

‘You had me.’

‘We had each other. Have each other.’ She got distracted for a second by a man across the terrace looking at her. She smiled at him then mouthed the word What? ‘All have each other,’ she finished. Her eyes floated back to where JD was, sitting on the bus stop roof now, blowing into a pool of green water that had collected in a dip. ‘Gorgeous, isn’t it,’ she said after that. ‘Look at all the angles of the lighthouse, like a tower of 50ps stacked up.’ She reached for my hand. ‘Do you like it here?’

I looked at the lighthouse, and up at the sky above my brother. The sun that night was a perfect coin as it slotted down into the sea. And way on the other side, the moon was a small white freckle. I nodded. Seems stupid to say it, but I remember hope feeling like glitter – tiny, small pieces, but so much of it, each one catching different bits of light.





Ma got a job at a pub called The Chipped Pearl, which had a sign above the door that said its chips were famous. She brought home the menu to show us. ‘Look, peanut,’ she said to me. ‘‘‘Our Famous Chips, served with our Famous Gravy.” It’s basically a pub for celebs.’

It was only women who did the daytime shifts at the Pearl, and most of them had kids the same age as me. We played between the bar stools as our mums wiped down the wood and changed the kegs. In the morning, when the deliveries came, Ma would lift the keg above her head as she passed me. Her arms got stronger. She pulled pints like she was steering a ship. When she picked up empties, she’d have one on each finger, like a loose glass glove.

Of the other kids, there was a boy called Anthony, who touched his hair so much it was always greasy. He ate salt with his fingers, would put a pile in his hand and lick it off his palm. And there was Trix, a tiny girl with no pigment in her skin and the palest eyebrows. ‘Both on the spec-trum,’ Ma would say, in another one of her sing-whispered jingles.

Neither of those two matter, really. It’s just to say that the Pearl was also how I first met Davey.

It was his legs I noticed first. Sharp knees that pushed at the denim of his jeans. A restlessness that reminded me of JD. He looked – unlike the other kids – aware of the situation he was in. Fast-eyed, able to think, rather than just letting life happen in front of him. His mum would drink in there all day, and so one lunchtime, when her head was already down on the table, my mum said Davey had better come and sit with us.

He wouldn’t look at any of us at first. He just rubbed away at the little islands of eczema on his arms and tried to look bored. He said what Anthony was doing with the pickles was manky, and I decided, in less than one minute, that I wanted him to be my friend more than the other two. I could see in the way his eyes darted, darted away but always came back to me, that he felt the same.

We started off by being rude to each other. Davey taught me that. He said that being polite didn’t really get you anywhere, particularly round here. ‘Being a pussy is for gays,’ he said. ‘Fact.’

Our mums brought us food before anyone else came in to eat. Meat pie, with crisps. Pasta from the day before, with crisps. ‘Nah, bruv, like this,’ Davey would say, and taught me how to eat the crisps vertically, because of the bash when our teeth broke them in two and the knife-edges of the crisp hit the roofs of our mouths.

Ma would always present the food like we were at a restaurant, an imaginary silver presentation dome.

‘You’ve seen the film Hook,’ she said.

‘No,’ I said.

‘I always forget you’re younger than me.’ She looked at me with this kind of vague expression, then took a sip from the pint of what she called ‘disco water’ that she kept nestled on the shelf of trinkets behind the bar. ‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘Hook. Imaginary food fight. That’s what I’m trying to say.’ She looked at me expectantly. That was another thing: even when she was like this, I never had to feel worried in front of Davey, because his mum was always worse. ‘It’s all about imagination!’ she said. ‘The beach? It’s paradise. This pub? The lap of luxury. The lap dance of luxury. It’s just the way you think about it. You – got the power,’ she said. Or sang, rather, using the broom handle as a microphone.

I looked at her. I looked at her drink.

‘Oh, come on,’ she said. ‘You’re supposed to be the clever one.’





We didn’t live in the flat above Newsagents for very long. Ma restarted her number-one hobby: finding boyfriends. Which meant, in our first year, we moved around a lot. Dane Valley, Tivoli Park, and two different places on the Northdown Road, up in Cliftonville, or Ghettovilleshittown, as JD sometimes called it.

Each time we packed up our stuff, he seemed more and more scratchy in his skin. I woke up in a bed next to him one morning, somewhere with tiny windows on the Millmead estate, and he hadn’t slept at all. He’d managed to pick off the little pads that made a dot pattern on the wallpaper of all four walls.

All of the men our mum went for had something wrong with them – graveyard teeth, birthmarks like splashes of wine, one guy with dandruff so bad Davey said he was making his own parmesan. They were problems anyone could see from across the street, if that was the way you looked at people. But she didn’t look at people like that. Particularly men, and ones who liked her. She knew this about herself. ‘What can I say but whoops?’ I remember her saying to a random girl she was chatting to on the street.

Liam was the first one I thought was okay. The first one who let me pick out new pictures for his walls. He was a tiny bit shorter than Ma, had freckled forearms – sometimes he’d let me pluck a single hair off them if I asked – and his T-shirts always smelled of laundry powder. He worked nights and slept on the sofa in the daytime, and whenever we got back from the Pearl, Ma would sit on his ankles, and he’d tell her to get off, but nicely, and we’d talk to him like that. She called him a pint-sized princess, and he teased her for being posh.

‘Er, excuse me. In what world am I posh?’

‘Always banging on about being an artist. Or an ex-artist. Or a painter, sorry. Whatever you call it. Find me one poor person who would say that.’

‘I am poor. Why else would I be mucking about on Athelstan Road?’

‘Poor from birth! Who does that? Always the same. Artist types dipping low for the street cred.’

‘Street cred, oh my God. Are you a hundred and five?’

He laughed at her, but in a way that was kind, not not-kind. ‘I’m not even being mean!’ He kissed her fingers. ‘What I’m trying to say is, I’m honoured.’

‘Believe you me,’ she said, ‘I’ve burned all my bridges.’ She turned her hands into an inferno, fingers as fire, then made an explosion sound with her mouth. ‘Why would I ever be in this shithole if I could be anywhere else?’

‘You said it was for the money,’ JD cut in. ‘The getaway cash. She sold us down the river for a tenner, Lee.’

Which was the first time I’d ever thought of it like that. What it meant that we’d been paid to come here. Paid to leave. That in some ways it was a last resort, rather than the type you’d go to for a holiday.



Ma sent me to the same school as the other kids from the pub. Tracey Emin Academy, or TEA, though everyone called it Tracey’s. There were posters of her work in clip frames. Neon writing, blurred ink. She Lay Down Deep Beneath The Sea I Followed You To The Sun. Tracey on a horse, Tracey dancing. Tracey writing her name on the beach. I could spend ages looking at them.

‘She’s old,’ Davey said, ‘but she’s fit—’ pointing ‘—tits.’ The way he said ‘tits’ – like a drumstick landing on a cymbal.

Other schools in the area must have been shutting down already, because a couple of months in, coaches started to come, to drop kids off from other places. We stayed separate in the classrooms, though they were all mixed up in other ways. Age, mostly – five-year-olds and twelve-year-olds sitting, standing, messing around with the same teacher. A boy got lost once, somewhere between the classroom and the coach. There were signs for a while, home-made printouts with his face on, pinned to trees in plastic pouches. I don’t remember his name, just that the spray from the tide made the ink on his face run.

I remember Ma and JD talking about what I was learning. He’d come to pick me up while she was at the Pearl.

‘Honestly, it’s fucked up, Ma. They doin’ this thing called Life Class. Tell her, Cha.’

‘It’s quite fun to be fair,’ I started.

‘It’s all about ways they’re gonna die. Mate, she’s like eight.’

He’d started calling Ma ‘mate’, mostly because it pissed her off. He was right though, Life Class was extreme. A bit of it was about ‘How to Live Within Means’, making a bag of beans last a week, stuff like that, but most of it was how to tell different types of chemical attacks from what they did to people’s skin or eyes. How to wash our hands right. Our best options for escaping a shooter. Run, hide, tell.

‘Don’t tell though, obviously,’ Davey said, ‘that’s for narks.’ We sat next to each other in class. I did the work, and he was rude to the teachers, but we sat close enough for the older kids to flick our arms and say we were funny, and say it to both of us.

I never got bored of him, which is one of the rarest things that can happen between two people. It was something about the way he said things, the way his eyebrows bounced around like he thought each word was ridiculous. He made me laugh even when he didn’t mean to. He was clever, even if he didn’t mean to be.

Davey and JD liked each other too. ‘He’s alright your boyfriend,’ JD said. They would show off for each other in this weird way. JD was still nearly double our height, but that was maybe the age our minds met in the middle, from the questions he asked, from the way he expected us, five years younger than him, to know the answer.



Every Tuesday, Davey and I would go to an after-school club that was run by a man called Caleb. He used to have a bookshop in Broadstairs, and he said what was happening to the kids was criminal, and so he opened up his house. A nice big Victorian one round the back of Hawley Square. Davey said Caleb was just a poncey DFL, a Down from Londoner, and that his belt was too big for him, and the way the end of it stuck out looked rude.

‘He has a whole cupboard full of whisky though,’ I told Davey.

‘Aaaand off we go,’ he said. ‘Don’t drag those sausage feet.’

At the time, Caleb had a big belly and a big white beard. Sailory, rather than Santa-ry, with a moustache spiky enough for food to get caught. ‘Protein,’ he said, rather than hello. ‘Protein for the brain.’ And there would be snacks – slices of omelette, tuna sandwiches – on broad white plates all along his table.



When summer came, our second summer there, it was hotter than it had ever been. They called it a pyro-heatwave – the first one hot enough for presenters on TV to say it was best to stay inside. Ma heard that, over on the Isle of Wight, one day tipped 50 degrees.

Caleb had a friend who used to work at the tourist board. That was how he got the key to the main brick building of Dreamland, so we’d have somewhere big to be in the shade. I’d never been inside before. I’d only ever peered into the outside bit from a high-up flat we’d once stayed in, in a road round the back. When we got to the front door, the D-lock linking the handles was as thick as Davey’s wrists. Caleb finagled it open, we stepped over a dead pigeon on the floor and wandered in.

Everything seemed massive. The empty shelves of the gift shop, the echo, the space. Davey made these kind of ‘ooh-ooh’ chimp noises, which flew up into the rafters of the building and bounced back to us. It was wicked in there. The pressed metal ceiling in a dome above us, the milky curves of neon tubes, dust on a million colours. We skidded around on the old roller-skating rink, and in the food court bit we found an old pizza, hard as stone, the fat of the cheese see-through, left behind in one of the ovens.

Through the back, outside, the main stage looked like it had been set on fire, then rained out. Davey leaned against the metal sheets blocking off old rides with two hands out in front of him, so I could run up his body and jump to reach the top, then pull myself up and over. I found it so easy. I had a tiny body and my mum’s strong shoulders. Inside the metal cages, the arms of the Cyclone could still spin. It squeaked a lot, but I could push one of the carriages until it got moving and then jump in. I pulled off coloured light bulbs and brought them back so Davey and I could play catch, taking one step back each time, until they smashed.

One day that summer, when there was a strong enough breeze to push the worst of the heat away, Liam said we should hit the town. Maybe it’s just the difference to now, but it seemed there were so many people, like the whole world was out. Davey was up on a roof passing tiles up to his Uncle Trevor, and we saw some of Liam’s friends, too – the smiley one with the bleach-white teeth, and the one with the missing thumb Ma always said was sexy. JD held my hand on one side and Ma on the other, and Liam played on my head like a bongo drum from behind and it felt nice to be surrounded like that.

We walked all around. We watched an old couple sitting silent with butter and jam scones in a sea-facing dining room. A fishing boat out on the crest of waves far away, seagulls like white flies around it. Baseball cap brims broken upwards into halos, hair dye, people with walking sticks. Charity shops, chip shops, shut shops. Fat people, thin people, parasols. Bedsheets on the beach. Boats sitting like toys on the sand at low tide. England flags instead of curtains. The smell of hot, sweet oil from fried doughnuts.

Liam took us to the only arcade that was still open. Flashing lights and Grab’N’Win claws, soft toys sitting on Styrofoam. JD lifted me up so I could slot coins into the machine and then dropped me down so I could see the ones I’d won slide towards me at eye level. He showed me how to find more on the floor, by sliding his hand under the machine. He brought out a biro lid covered in carpet fluff, one of the old big brown 2ps, and a soft piece of popcorn that he pretended to eat.

Back outside, we watched kids climb the clock tower and make time go backwards on one side, then try to pull the short hand off.

‘That’s what I always liked about it round here,’ Ma said. ‘Planet Thanet. Everything’s always just that little bit off.’



Back at the flat, Liam and JD would drink beer together; sometimes they smoked. They called it Man Time, and whenever they said it, Ma looked annoyed and proud at the same time, but let them use the sofa. The thing is, more and more, JD wasn’t there. He was in and out, gone for days sometimes. Like I said, he’d never been good at being still – his hands, his eyes, where he wanted to be in any given second – but he’d started to put together his own world now, something separate to ours.

He shaved his head again, and this time, his stubble went in swirls. I almost expected it to move.

‘Got us a new box,’ he told me one night when he was back. ‘Upgrade. Look at that.’ My size-two shoebox had been replaced with something bigger, metal, the kind of forgettable green you find in offices.

‘Where’s it from?’ I asked.

‘The box or the money?’

‘Both.’

‘Been hanging with the copper boys,’ he said. ‘Stripping, melting. Y’know, thug life.’

JD took us out to show us things. The fights on Sunday. A ring of cheering people, louder if sisters or girlfriends joined in. This girl called Smile, because she’d catch her fingers in the corners of people’s mouths and pretend she was going to make them split. Out and about, in the beating summer heat, he’d steer me around with his hand on my head, his fingers equally spread all the way around, like some kind of crown.

The heatwave was also the summer when we got the call about my grandparents. Ma got loads of missed calls one night but didn’t want to pick up. We were out for scampi – wet and pink, melted Skips inside the batter. Even JD had ‘deigned to join us’, as she put it.

When the calls didn’t stop, eventually she picked up. I heard the line bounce off her ear. It wasn’t a voice I recognised.

‘Give me the phone,’ JD said, voice like a kid again, reaching to grab it off her. ‘I wanna speak to Grandpa.’

‘Get away, JD,’ she said. Her whole body pulled away from him, and she started walking away from us down the street. ‘Yes, I know what an attorney is,’ we heard her say. ‘Power of attorney, of course I know.’

It was a long conversation. She walked back and forth between a bench and an old phone box. Liam mimed to her – do you want anything from the shop? She nodded, he kissed her head and came back with a medium-sized bottle of cider. One of those ye olde ones.

We were on the street for a long time. I think I understood more than JD did.

‘Don’t make me ask,’ I remember her saying, ‘but I have to ask. That doesn’t make sense, though. What do you mean defaults to the state? I thought that was the point of End-Life – that you did all the paperwork first?’

When she put down the phone, she walked over to us, shaking her head. ‘It’s okay, love,’ Liam said, ‘you don’t have to say.’

‘There’s just – it’s all too much.’ She looked at him. ‘I didn’t always love them,’ she said. ‘But I didn’t always not love them, too. Do you understand that?’ He nodded. ‘I never did,’ she said.



JD went out that night. I listened to Ma and Liam’s conversation by pushing the door to the living room more and more open the quieter they got. ‘I know they don’t approve,’ she was saying, ‘didn’t approve, whatever the hell a word “approve” is to use about your own daughter, but how fucked up is that? Not to leave me anything. Not a thing, Lee.’

Liam had made his body a tight cradle around her. ‘Maybe they didn’t mean for that to happen?’ he was saying back. ‘Maybe it’s just another fucking government scam?’

When JD came back, he called me into his room. ‘The last time we went,’ he said, ‘down to Grandad’s, he gave me this.’ He had a watch on his wrist. ‘Real gold. Hadn’t worn it till tonight. But I realised. I should invest it. Thug life.’

‘Stop saying thug life.’

‘It is what it is.’

We found out in the days that followed that only Grandma had been approved for Nembuta, so Grandad had to do it in the garage instead. They found him with the pipe from a vacuum cleaner linking the exhaust and the passenger-door window. There wasn’t going to be a funeral.

‘We can’t take it personally,’ Ma told us.

‘I’m not,’ JD said.

She took a breath, tried to make her face brighten, but it looked cold underneath her skin. ‘You have to see it as part of the wider thing. Some are depressed, others are just being practical,’ she said. ‘Too many of us around, and not enough to actually go around.’

She told us that when she was young, you could plot the economy on the train tracks. Every percentage point employment went down, the more jumpers. ‘It’s all connected,’ she said.

‘Dunno why they need jumpers for,’ JD said, ‘still hot.’

‘Jumpers on the track,’ she said. ‘Jumpers onto the track. Y’know, bam.’ She did a squelch sound.



The train service had cut down even since we’d arrived. Not because of jumpers, more because the train to London was three days of Ma’s salary by then. Also, they checked your ticket before you got on now. Checked other things too, apparently. A whole row of them in black. No guns or anything, but batons.

‘Jesus,’ she said as we passed Station Approach. ‘Not going back any time soon. Trapped here with these tramps…’

She called them war carts, the way every young girl had a pram in front of her, jostling into the crowd like a bayonet. It brought out a different side to her – a stabbiness she didn’t have in other ways. She’d shake her head and sometimes literally make sounds – sounds like something gross was trapped under her tongue – about the girls who paid to top up their heating cards with handfuls of coins. The girls with ‘window panes’ cut into their jeans. The girls who got pregnant in pubs and stayed there after their bellies got big. ‘Yes, pot kettle black or whatever,’ she’d say. ‘But what’s the point now? Used to be a point. New baby, new bedroom. Not any more. But on they go.’

‘Problem families,’ she’d say. Speech marks with her fingers; speech marks every time. ‘They’re being sent here again, it’s clear as day.’ She said that for decades London used Margate as a dumping ground. They’d stopped for a while during the boom years, but now, what with the greatest recession known to man, it was back. ‘Anyone undesirable? Ship ’em off to the sea. Bing bang bosh. Not like us. We paid our way.’

‘We got paid,’ I reminded her.

‘Well whatever. Anyway, you know what it’s like. It’s shit for them, shit for everyone,’ she said. ‘You remember our hotels in London.’

I was glad we had Liam, because the hotels here were even worse. The B&Bs and HMOs and ASTs. Circles of white paint scrubbed on the inside of windows, rubbish on every windowsill, that greeny-brown smell of weed in every corridor. Me and Davey knew this boy called Kyle, and his hotel was the worst. The front garden was a graveyard for fridges, wires frizzing out the back, microwaves with broken windows, bicycles with bent frames. A sign saying ASK PRICES INSIDE. The dustbin in his front room was one of the green ones for dog waste.

My mum and Liam would egg each other on. ‘You might have “paid your way”,’ he said to her, ‘but no one else fucking is. I mean, look at them.’ They’d taken me to the playground off Sanger Close. His head tilted towards my friends – the ones whose mums didn’t care if they covered their heads in the sun, he said. The ones who tensed their feet because their shoes were too big. ‘It’s the big old Benefits Bunch,’ he said. ‘Taxes high as a fucking kite, higher every single year, and I’m the only one paying them.’

And the thing was, if taxes had gone up, there was nothing, it seemed – at least where we were – to show for them. ‘All of it goes into paying back the “debt”,’ Liam said, and he made the word sound like the thing it was: a deep, black hole. ‘As if we bought something decent with the money, as if we bought a nice shiny car, rather than just lost our shitting jobs.’

If anything, where we were, things got worse. School was cancelled more and more. The rubbish around bins spread out like the sea. Liam had a friend who had a stroke and they sent him home from the hospital the same day with some voice exercises written on a piece of paper. ‘Honestly, his face looks like it’s made of wax and someone’s holding a blowtorch underneath him. I mean bloke had a stroke, and they’re fobbing him off with an aspirin!’ He shook his head. ‘I get it. It’s not their fault, not them at the hospital, there’s one doctor in the whole fucking place. I’m just saying it can’t last. Not unless they want a war on their hands.’



On the days when school wasn’t cancelled, JD would wait outside whatever building we were in, sitting on the railings with his bike upside down so he could spin the wheel. Then he started to have more money, so the bicycle became a dirt bike, and after that, he’d lean on the open door of his new car. It was red. He didn’t actually drive me home, he just wanted people to know that I was with him.

‘Oi, JD!’ Davey would always call to him, or he’d go over and shake his hand. It seemed to me to be so much of what life was, showing who you knew, and how well you knew them. ‘Swap you Swifty for your banger,’ Davey said. He pointed at JD’s car.

‘Oh yeah, you wanna be a boy racer?’ JD asked.

Davey nodded.

‘Child star.’ JD dusted off Davey’s shoulder. ‘Alright, you two. Be good. See you later, Cha.’

‘He’s so cool, JD,’ Davey said, when he drove away. ‘Not cool, but like, he has nice things.’



Talking of Swifty, I should have said, Davey got given a horse around that time. Got given, bought. Some guy turned up outside the pub one day with three horses, two he chained up, one he only had a string halter for. The man tapped on the window and made a sign for one of us kids to come out and keep hold of the loose horse while he went in for a drink. Davey ran out, speed of light, with all the cucumber from his lunch, and mine. When the man came back out, he told Davey if he liked the horse so much, he could have her. If he liked her and sorted him out with a bottle of vodka, gin, any old clear stuff, maybe two. I remember Davey looking at Ma behind the bar, and Ma pulling this face like, ‘I am definitely not old or responsible enough to make this kind of decision’ – but then going downstairs and finding one of those 1.5-litre bar bottles with an upside-down label and handing it over.

The horse was a young cob called Swifty. Palomino, hard muscle haunches, Caramac back, shaggy on her belly. Davey’s uncle had worked for a rich family with stables, and they agreed he could ‘park’ her there. On weekends when the tide was low, Davey would ride her down the beach. The wet sand, the dry sand, the clop-slap different sounds. The beach stayed big enough for long enough to do that then. A few of us would watch him. He’d pull on the reins to make her rear. Fists up, he’d say, shadow boxing. He rode her without a saddle, scrappy legs, no shoes.
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