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			Dedication

			For Fawn

		

		
			Epigraphs

			A person can waste their whole life, without even meaning to, all because another person has a really great face.

			Pure Colour, Sheila Heti

			What you want you’re never gonna get

			Unless you are prepared to be alone

			If you think you’ve got to have it all

			You’ve got to be prepared to give it up.

			‘Left’, Hope Of The States
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			Cobwebs

			The room feels like the base of a cheesecake. Sylvie sits down, rolls up her shirtsleeves, looks at the box of tissues. The therapist is standing in the doorway of the therapy room holding two glasses of water. She is tall and slim, has slender exposed wrists, wears a thick gold ring on her middle finger, like a king. She is smiling, but she has to smile.

			Coming up to the therapy room, Sylvie’s shoes had made the sound of one, two, three, shake your body down on the wooden stairs, and the song still loops, silently, inside her head. She looks at the therapist – her face, her hair, her hands – and tries, not for the first time, to work out how old she is. Sylvie wants a rough age, so she can have an end date in mind for her obsession. If the therapist is approaching sixty now, the obsession shouldn’t last more than twenty years, max. Sylvie doubts she would feel desperate to touch an eighty-year-old’s body, however beautiful they were.

			‘You look deep in thought. What’s on your mind?’ the therapist says, still smiling, as she puts down the glasses of water on their separate tables.

			The room is plain and calm, but Sylvie feels a mild unease knowing she can’t leave. She feels stuck in her chair, the chair legs stuck to the floor. Still, she doesn’t want to leave, would prefer never to have to leave at all, and it’s a feeling that’s sickly and sweet. Today is her thirteenth session. She feels she’s revealed a lot about herself already, but she barely knows anything about the therapist; she doesn’t know what the therapist likes to do, for example. She knows a little bit about what the therapist’s husband likes to do, because he has a blog. He likes drinking whisky and watching documentaries and painting landscapes. But all Sylvie knows about the therapist, apart from what qualifications she has and where she got them, is what she can see on the surface of her body – the bandage on her hand that turned out to be covering a dog bite, the change in the colour of her long straight hair from grey to peach.

			‘I was thinking about Nick,’ Sylvie says.

			Sylvie told the therapist in the last session that the therapy room reminds her of Nick’s bedroom. Nick had been Sylvie’s boyfriend when she was seventeen and still at school. In Nick’s room, Sylvie had rolled around on the floor, smoked Camel Lights, sucked the horn-of-plenty pendant that was on his necklace. In the therapy room, she sits still in her chair and just talks, yet somehow it feels the same. The therapist had suggested that both rooms felt like contained worlds, separate from the rest of her life, with separate rules. Sylvie had said she had the feeling that she was being saved from everybody else in these two rooms. From her parents in Nick’s room, and from her contemporaries in the therapy room.

			The therapist wears a different outfit every week and Sylvie wonders if she does this on purpose, so Sylvie won’t be able to appropriate her style and try to look like her, for comfort, if she wants to. Today the therapist is wearing a cream blouse with a bow, grey trousers, and a grey cardigan.

			‘I was thinking about this time,’ Sylvie is saying, ‘when we were lying on Nick’s floor with a blanket over us. We were messing around, but Nick stopped and pushed the blanket upward with both hands and said he was trying to get out of the cobwebs. I remember thinking he was talking on a deeper level than other people, and I felt so happy with him then, and so happy with myself for my choice of boyfriend. I remember thinking, My mum would never understand Nick, but I understand him, he’s referencing the ‘Lullaby’ video – the video for this single that had just come out,’ Sylvie says.

			The therapist nods.

			‘But it was me that didn’t understand,’ Sylvie goes on. ‘Nick probably thought he was stuck in cobwebs because he was high. He wasn’t trying to impress me with his knowledge of a music video, and he wasn’t being metaphorical.’

			‘Did you know he was taking drugs?’ the therapist asks.

			‘No,’ Sylvie says. ‘He never took anything in front of me, I had no idea. Then one time, when I was sitting on his knee on the merry-go-round at the park, he said, ‘Do you know every time you’ve seen me, I’ve been out of my mind on a different drug?’ I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t understand why he’d been keeping it secret, or why he waited until then to tell me.’

			‘Did he ask you to take drugs with him after that?’

			‘Yes!’ Sylvie gets a mint out of her bag. She remembers Nick’s front room when his parents were away. Charlotte there, closing the curtains, Nick and Hatstand on the sofa, their spoons ready on the low table, the feeling that she couldn’t stay.

			‘He tried to get me to take heroin with him. He said we’d go into a different world. But I was too scared.’

			‘I’m glad you were too scared,’ the therapist says. ‘It’s something we have in common,’ she continues brightly.

			‘What, that we were both too scared to try heroin?’ Sylvie asks, laughing.

			‘Yes!’ the therapist answers, beaming.
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			Aquascutum

			Sylvie hadn’t chosen the therapist because she had found her attractive. She had chosen her because she was the only one, out of the twenty-three pages of local therapists Sylvie had scrolled through, who didn’t strike her as too annoying to talk to. She had chosen her by default! At first Sylvie had related to the therapist as she would relate to one of her mum’s friends, maybe mixed with a doctor. But then she had seen her outside of the therapy room.

			Sylvie and the therapist had both been walking their dogs on the crown of the hill. They were walking towards each other, and Sylvie was conscious that they were like mirror images, both attached to a small white dog on a black lead. The therapist was dressed in peach, some kind of checked fabric, buttoned up, and above her coat there was the shape of her long straight hair and sunglasses. Sylvie wasn’t sure if she was seeing correctly in the moment, and wasn’t sure if she was recalling correctly afterwards. She didn’t feel that she could trust herself. But the feeling she got then, seeing the therapist, reminded her of how she would hold her face up to the sun when she was little, and close her eyes. When the colour of the light coming through her eyelids made her certain for the first time that the world was good.

			Later, Sylvie wondered why she hadn’t felt this in the therapy room, wondered how she’d been oblivious to the therapist’s beauty there. Had she been too consumed by talking and crying? Had she been looking for too long at the curtains or into the corner of the room? Or maybe the therapist just looked really good in coat and sunglasses. Had she been wearing Aquascutum? In Sylvie’s first session, the therapist had asked what Sylvie would prefer to do if they crossed paths in town. It was the client’s choice, the therapist had said. Sylvie had felt that she didn’t care either way and opted for saying hello. But when it actually happened, when they were just about to cross paths, Sylvie’s body had turned around and started running down the hill. She had picked up her dog, Curtains, who had brain damage and couldn’t run on a lead, and held her to her chest as she ran.

			Since that encounter, Sylvie’s brain had brought up the image of the therapist outside multiple times a day. The coat, the hair, the sunglasses, the dog on a lead. The image made Sylvie feel as if she were about to uncover the key to something big. She felt she might be saved if she followed the therapist, got her approval, made her love her. There was a sense that a great freedom was close. There might be no need to worry about carrying on when somebody else had already worked out the meaning of life, if the meaning of life was how to become the perfect human. The game, the puzzle, might be over. Whatever it was the key to, the image made Sylvie feel sharp and happy and insanely high.

			The air outside Sylvie’s house hummed from then on with the prospect of another sighting. She took her dog out for extra walks. But at night, when it was too dark to see another person’s face, and when the therapist would be shut inside her house, Sylvie’s body would start to ache. She could feel herself being pulled to the bay window which led to the street that led to the therapist’s house and she would find that she was moaning. She put her hands on the glass panes. She wanted to know what the therapist was doing. She wanted to know so she could measure it against what she was doing and, if possible, narrow the gap.
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			Head Bag

			Sylvie has made a photocopy of a short story she just read. She is bringing it to therapy. The title of the story is ‘Therapy’. Sylvie wants the therapist to read it so she can see how hard it is to be the client, to come to sessions knowing nothing about the therapist and leave the same way. The client in the story doesn’t like the way their therapist walks down the corridor after each session – too quickly, too happily, instead of staying in the room to write notes. Sylvie folds the photocopy and puts it in her bag.

			The therapist opens the door and Sylvie starts up the stairs and her shoes still make the sound of one, two, three, shake your body down, but it sounds faster today, a record put on at the wrong speed. Her body is fast and shaking and she doesn’t know if this is because she is nervous about giving the therapist the story, or if it is because she has decided this will be the session when she tells the therapist that she can’t stop thinking about her. The therapist puts two glasses of water on separate tables and sits down. She is wearing brown tweed trousers and a cream turtleneck and her hair has a slight wave to it.

			‘What would you like to talk about today?’ she says brightly, crossing her legs and smiling.

			Looking at the therapist makes Sylvie feel as if she has just walked into an elegant hotel and is going to be brought something that is on fire, like a pudding. Sylvie turns her head and looks at the closed door. It is painted cream and looks heavy and seems as safe as a private doctor’s door in the city, and Sylvie feels that she can go ahead.

			‘I keep wanting to talk to you about this thing,’ Sylvie says. She puts her hand in her bag to get a mint and the folded story pokes out and she pushes it back in quickly. Now that she is in the therapy room, it is obvious to Sylvie that she shouldn’t use someone else’s story to make her own point.

			The therapist nods and waits. She is smiling at first, but then she leans back in her chair and does something with her mouth, as if something is baking in there, and her eyes get big and wet, and Sylvie realises that the therapist is stifling a yawn. Sylvie pretends she hasn’t noticed and hangs her head down. She won’t tell her now. That insulting yawn, maybe it has power enough to break the spell. Maybe the therapist knew what Sylvie was about to say and stifled a yawn on purpose, at that exact point, to stop her from saying it. The therapist moves forwards in her chair and smiles and slightly tilts her head. She has a navy page-a-day diary on her lap and she is twirling the ribbon from the diary around one finger and Sylvie stares at this, seems to see it in slow motion. Her brain starts to replay it again and again, though she doesn’t know where she gets this extra time from, what everyone else is doing when she gets this extra time, and Sylvie’s desire for the therapist is reinstated again, like a bouncy castle quickly filled with air.

			‘Do you know that song “Abracadabra”?’ Sylvie says.

			‘I don’t think so,’ the therapist says, smiling.

			‘I had to dance to it, for a performance. With the Girl Guides. When we moved house, my mum signed me up to the Girl Guides to make friends, and they were already practising the dance.’

			The therapist nods.

			‘We were dressed all in black, but we had white gloves that were glow-in-the-dark. And each time the song got to the chorus, we had to throw our glowing hands out to the audience, like we wanted to grab them.’

			‘And how did it go?’ the therapist says.

			‘Fine, I think. I don’t think I did anything wrong. I don’t even know why I’m talking about this.’

			‘Maybe there was something about that time that was hard for you. It can be difficult for a child to move house.’

			‘I do picture an old man in the corner, watching the performance,’ Sylvie says. ‘But maybe everyone feels like that, to some extent, when they look back on their childhood.’

			‘That an old man was watching them?’ the therapist says. ‘Was there an old man?’

			‘Probably not actually. I just … I pictured an old man with white hair glowing in the dark, like one of our gloves, but upside down.’ Sylvie starts to laugh and looks in her bag for a mint and holds one in her hand and looks up at the therapist.

			‘I felt so uncomfortable in the greenroom,’ she says, ‘before and after the show. All the other girls were lying around in their underwear, laughing, showing off. I remember thinking they must have thought I was the most awkward person they had ever seen in their lives.’

			‘I’m sure they weren’t thinking that,’ the therapist says. ‘You were probably very interesting to them as the new girl.’

			‘I wish I had a picture from that time to show you. I was frizzy, spindly, kind of like a human spider. I looked like I was put together wrong.’

			The therapist smiles. ‘I bet most of the girls felt similar on the inside at that age.’

			‘I doubt it. They seemed pretty happy with themselves. If any of them felt awkward, they were awkward like the awkward characters in teen dramas, so, I mean, beautiful, and not actually awkward at all.’

			The therapist smiles.

			Sylvie stretches out her legs. ‘I used to love those teen dramas,’ she says. ‘I loved seeing awkward characters from the outside, done in an attractive, acceptable way.’

			The therapist nods.

			‘Maybe that’s why I like therapy so much. It’s your job to try to put me in a good light. You can’t let it show if you think I’m an awkward person, a wrong person.’

			‘I don’t think you’re awkward or wrong,’ the therapist says.

			‘But I haven’t said everything yet,’ Sylvie says.

			Sylvie feels a block of air coming in front of her like concrete, like a steep slope.

			‘I keep trying to tell you something,’ Sylvie says.

			The therapist nods a slow nod.

			Sylvie sits on her hands, looks down, and breathes out slowly. Something in time seems to be stopping her from saying what she wants to say. Something in time or something that maintains the order of the universe.

			‘I used to try to get the accessories that the popular girls had,’ Sylvie says. ‘I’d ask my mum to buy them for me. Like Head bags. I asked her for a Head bag.’

			‘I don’t think I know those,’ the therapist says, smiling.

			‘She actually bought me one. They actually let her buy one in Argos. I thought only the mothers of popular girls would be allowed to buy them.’

			The therapist laughs. ‘And how did it feel, having a Head bag?’

			‘It felt really good. I liked using the zip. I liked touching it, it was so soft. But it was still my awkward hands holding it. So I don’t think I pulled it off.’

			‘Don’t buy into that, don’t buy into pulling something off. You had the bag as much as anybody else had the bag. Maybe you were trying to get elsewhere by having the bag and maybe getting the bag wasn’t the way to get there …’

			Sylvie plays with her bottom lip.

			‘But you had the bag and you enjoyed having it, and you were entitled to enjoy it as much as anybody else. I’m glad your mum bought the bag for you.’

			‘I don’t know the word to describe what these things signified,’ Sylvie says. ‘Head bags and other things: ankle chains, leg warmers. They seemed to possess magic. The girls that had them somehow looked like natural animals with them. Like they were supposed to be where they were, doing what they were doing, making the shapes in the air that they were making.’

			The therapist looks at Sylvie.

			‘I’m talking about the popular girls. They had these things, and it’s like they were irresistible. It makes me feel sick just thinking about it.’

			‘I think it was your fantasy that these girls looked like natural animals,’ the therapist says. ‘We don’t know what was going on inside their heads, we don’t know what they were going through at home.’

			Sylvie takes a sip of water. ‘Jade, Rachel, Melanie …’ she says slowly. Whatever they were going through at home, she would have taken it if it meant she could have been more like them.

			‘I think you would look natural in leg warmers or an ankle bracelet,’ the therapist says brightly.

			Sylvie starts to blush and dips her head. She pictures herself in Reebok high-tops with leg warmers and an ankle chain and wonders if she could pull it off, now that she’s older.

			‘And we can work on you feeling natural on the inside in therapy.’

			Sylvie nods slowly, gritting her teeth at on the inside. ‘I feel bad for myself at that age. For how disgusting I felt. I mean, I still feel disgusting now.’

			‘You’re not disgusting,’ the therapist says.

			‘I keep trying to tell you something,’ Sylvie says.

			Sylvie suddenly feels tired, like someone would have to wind her up for her to be able to say another word. She starts to tug at her bottom lip and she looks up at the therapist and starts to twist her lip on each tug.

			‘Maybe next week?’ the therapist says, and Sylvie looks at her. The sun has come round to the centre of the window now, so that Sylvie can see a silhouette of the therapist, and she sees that the therapist looks to be just the same shape as Lady Diana.
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			The One Form

			Sylvie walks home trying not to touch parts of her body with other parts of her body – she lifts her arms away from her torso and spreads out her fingers. She feels like her body wants to scream in its desperation to turn back to the therapist’s house. She knew this would happen, she knew she would want to turn around and go straight back if she hadn’t said what she had decided to say – what she had been dying to tell the therapist every second of last week. But she keeps walking. When she walks past the wall that encloses the therapist’s garden, she pictures herself scraping her wrists along it, over the googly-eye graffiti that has always been there, to make the eyes look bloodshot.

			At home, Sylvie glances at the evidence of her preparation for therapy – coffee grounds spilled over the kitchen counter, knickers on the bathroom floor, hair straighteners turned on in the bedroom. It looks as if she’d been making preparations to try to trick the therapist in some way, as if she’d been getting ready for some kind of performance. Her whole life feels little more than preparation for therapy now, really. Whenever she leaves her house, all her brain is interested in is finding the shape of the therapist. If her eyes see a person from a distance that could fit that shape, her brain tries to believe it’s her. As the person gets closer, and Sylvie sees that it is somebody else – a stranger – her brain takes the difference as a distortion, it sees it as grotesque, the way the face stretches or squashes into a different shape, the wrong shape. The chin squashes down, the nose spreads out, the eyes bulge, the body shrinks, grows lumps in different places.

			Sylvie gets her phone out of her bag. She feels a rush of something that feels similar to how she thinks happiness feels, when she considers a way of thinking in which it would be fine, normal, for her to text the therapist what she hadn’t managed to say in her session. She feels something sparkling, like jellied sweets, come to the surface of her face, as if her body has pushed the good stuff in her up to the top. She opens a new message and types the beginning of the therapist’s name. Sylvie breathes in quickly when her phone autofills the rest. Seeing that the therapist’s name is there, in her phone, makes Sylvie feel like she has entered the pages of a magazine. She starts typing out a message: All I think about … she types, but then deletes, and starts again with: As soon as I leave the therapy room … and she stops. She notices her reflection in the phone screen, sees that she looks like Screech from Saved by the Bell, and quickly drops her phone.

			Sylvie runs herself a bath and takes a packet of Jelly Babies in with her, keeping one hand above water to eat them with. She remembers how she used to swap sweets at the school bus stop with one of the twins. She isn’t sure which twin – she’d dated both of them, but had only been able to tell them apart by their hair. Maybe it was the one with the floppier River Phoenix hair, not the one with the back-combed Robert Smith hair, whom she had done it with. Whichever one, he’d asked for a sweet and she’d had one in her mouth, a Kola Cube, and she had kissed him and pushed it into his mouth with her tongue. After that, it became something they did, swapping sweets while kissing. Probably lots of people did it. But not when they get older. She wonders if the therapist would do it. Are things more disgusting when you get older? People’s mouths? Sylvie realises a song is playing in her head, a song she liked when she was twelve or so, the lyrics based on the nursery rhyme about what little girls are made of: sugar and spice, everything nice.

			Sylvie stares at the bath taps and wonders if there could be something magical about the composition of the therapist’s face. She wants to work out why glimpsing the therapist’s face so briefly – in the bright aisles of the supermarket, or at the petrol pump in the rain – makes Sylvie feel like she is living inside sunshine for hours afterwards. She starts to chain-eat the sweets, one after the other. Could the therapist’s face be better quality than any other face she’s seen? High-quality and rare? A pearl face, a caviar face, a painite face, a truffle face. But she knows it’s wrong to think about quality in people. Sylvie tries harder to picture the therapist’s face and somehow, like a music video she feels she watched as a child but can’t place, the face keeps morphing, from a young girl’s face to a man’s face, to the face of a teenage boy, then an older woman. Sylvie lets the pictures change while she lies in the bath, and the same lyrics about sugar and spice play in her head. If the therapist’s face is ageless and sexless as only the face of a god could be, she thinks, then maybe it’s okay to think of it as higher quality than the faces of regular humans.

			The air suddenly goes cold and Sylvie turns and sees that the door is open, and her dog, Curtains, is walking in circles on the bath mat. Sylvie leans backwards to push the door shut, then fills her mouth with the rest of the sweets. Maybe it’s not magic, she thinks, maybe it’s an accident. An accident of nature, like Curtains’s squashed brain, or like the dog with one eye in Ripley’s Believe It or Not! The therapist’s face could be, through an accident of nature, a composite of all the faces of the people Sylvie loved the most – her best friend at school, her favourite boyfriend, the choirboy who was always on TV when she was growing up, her high school English teacher, River Phoenix.

			Sylvie slides underwater, keeping one arm hanging down over the bath to reassure Curtains. Different lyrics are playing in her head now, she’s arrived at the chorus, which seems to advocate believing in nothing, and loving the one form. Could these really have been the lyrics she’d sung as a twelve-year-old girl? Sylvie pictures the poster of the singer that had been above her bed. He’d had a black hat propped on the back of his head so that it looked like a black halo. Without that hat, the singer would have looked a lot like the therapist too. The one form, she thinks, sitting up in the bath. What did he mean? What is the one form? She pulls the sweets bag underwater and watches the sugar dissolve. Is the therapist the one form, for me?
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			Body Storage

			Sylvie gets to work ten minutes early for handover, as she is supposed to. She sees the head vet’s long silver car in the car park and for a second imagines it will make her go blind, but it doesn’t, and she carries on and opens the door to the clinic. Upstairs, she puts her things away. She leaves an empty peg on each side when she hangs up her coat so her coat doesn’t touch anyone else’s coat, and she puts her lunch away at the back of the fridge so it doesn’t touch anyone else’s lunch.

			There are five patients in the ward, the rest of the cages are empty. The empty cages are lined neatly with newspaper, the stainless steel bars clean and shining. Sylvie wants to give them as much attention as she gives the occupied cages, but she picks up the clipboard and makes notes on the inpatients as the night nurse starts to speak. Who needs repeat bloods, who needs X-rays, who is going home. The night nurse is tall and slim and married, and has a lot of experience.

			When the night nurse leaves, Sylvie stands in front of each occupied kennel in turn. She says hello to each patient. She tries to think of ways their names fit their appearance, so she can remember who is who. She does this before the vet comes down, while her brain is free to work. She knows that the vet could come in from one of three doors to get to the ward. Sylvie pins her fob watch to her tunic, checks her scissors, locates the keys for the dangerous drugs. I am at work, she thinks. I’m one of the nurses.

			All day she works hard, but she leaves the phones to the others, imagining there will be trouble and confusion at the end of the line. Instead she does laundry, she folds drapes, she slowly injects drugs into drip lines. If Sylvie is asked to discharge patients, she talks to the client, praising their pet, saying how good they are, how they did really well.

			‘We need to make sure she doesn’t lick the wound,’ Sylvie says. ‘The cone needs to stay on at all times.’

			‘She’s not going to like that,’ the owner says.

			Sylvie nods and strokes the pet sitting on the table between them.

			‘We just don’t want it to get infected,’ Sylvie says. ‘If it gets infected, she might have to come back and get it stitched up again. And we wouldn’t want that,’ Sylvie says, smiling.

			The clients smell like cigarettes, Sylvie thinks. They smell of cigarettes and do what they want. They have the air of people who have everything they like stacked up in their living room, on every surface.

			While Sylvie cleans the consult room, she wonders what the therapist would be like with a different client. She imagines the air of the therapy room tinged with red, getting murky from the breath and sweat of the other client. She imagines the therapist sliding off her chair, slowly dying from boredom, from the predictability of what she’s hearing. Sylvie could come to her front door, press the buzzer, and revive her. She could be a breath of fresh air. When the door is opened, she could kiss the therapist, put her hand on the back of the therapist’s head, both their heads tilted at an angle. Would the therapist do that? If her husband let her? Sylvie imagines a small button at the back of the therapist’s head that she could press, that would make the therapist’s tongue pop out, and with it the truth about how she feels about Sylvie. The phone rings in the consult room, but Sylvie doesn’t answer it. The phones are everywhere, they ring from everywhere, she thinks.

			The head nurse has put Sylvie on Ops for the afternoon. Sylvie holds a dog for its injection, opens its jaw so the vet can place a tube, works the anaesthetic machine. She shaves fur in a neat rectangle, moves sterile swabs outwards from the centre, carries the dog to the operating theatre. She listens to the heartbeats and watches the breaths – counts them every five minutes and fills in the chart. The vet is the one going in, making incisions, taking things out.

			‘How’s she doing?’ the vet says.

			‘Good,’ Sylvie says.

			‘Three-metric catgut
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