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Dedication

For Heather (and her tool box)





Epigraph

‘The other day I made an epigram. I said, Anni’s beauty is only sin-deep. I hope that is original? Is it? Please laugh.’

MR NORRIS CHANGES TRAINS, CHRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD
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One

It started at dawn the way long days do when they run straight on from very long nights. Ada was on a streak of long nights and her days were relatively brief, starting in the afternoon and vanishing by lunch which was, in fact, dinner, but meals didn’t matter because she was twenty-six. Regimented mealtimes are for toddlers and families and the very, very old and to try to force an 8 p.m. curfew on the appetite of a twenty-six-year-old is to misunderstand the beast.

So the days were short but this dawn was in August, in Edinburgh, where the nights are lit like afternoons. When Ada first moved to London, it was summer and she was amazed by the flexible, bright evenings, eating dinner outside during European hours. She didn’t know then that the stretching light was to compensate for the months she’d be plunged into darkness. She called her parents in Sydney the following January and told them seriously that she was concerned the winter was permanent.

‘We’re eighteen days into this year and the sun hasn’t come out yet,’ and when they countered gently that that’s simply how seasons work, spring will come, it’ll come, she nodded like she believed them but actually she wasn’t sure. She’d never lived through winter like this. Sydney winter was London spring, composed of brisk baby days. Spring did come wetly in eventually but by then Ada knew not to trust it.

Next summer she spent desperately, suspiciously, outside, waiting for the drop.

And this was the summer after that.

It started at dawn and Ada was perched on the corner of a sofa at the party after the party after the closing night gig of the Edinburgh Fringe. Ada was at the end of a season of a particularly worthy play about London knife crime, written by a drama school student who grew up in the Cotswolds. It was a bad play, Ada knew, but the director came from money of some kind and was willing to blow that money on Equity rates. Ada hadn’t auditioned but had been recommended by her friend Ben, who was already in the cast because he’d gone to the director’s drama school and that was how Fringe theatre worked. Without those connections to fall back on, Ada relied on referrals. So she gave it her all in her three scenes playing the teacher everyone trusted, doling out advice to teenagers played by people her age. And then at night she did whatever she wanted.

She was talking to a friend of a friend – the kind of person who’s always at the parties after the parties but never at the parties themselves – though she realised this friend of a friend hadn’t been at any parties all month, not with her anyway, so maybe this was special. They were sharing a bottle of supermarket-branded bourbon, one of a selection Ada usually kept in her room but, as the month had dragged on and her pounds had drained out, moved into her handbag.

People found it charming, her carrying around a bottle of cheap bourbon, and she was aware that if she were a man or old or if she laughed a little less confidently or if she didn’t sleep with so many people, then? It would be worrying, this bourbon-bottle-in-the-bag situation. But she didn’t plan to stop laughing or fucking any time soon and age was a threat that was hard to take seriously at 5 a.m. It was particularly hard to take seriously as Sadie, the friend of a friend (of many friends actually, none of them close) shifted closer to her and nudged her so she toppled from the arm of the couch onto her lap.

‘That’s better,’ Ada said and touched Sadie’s face and Sadie shrugged and looked away. Sadie was wearing a plain white singlet and dark skinny jeans, an outfit that would barely contain Ada’s body but sat neatly over Sadie’s. Ada wanted to ask her about her name because Sadie was Australian and no Australians were called Sadie. There was this famous song from the seventies about a cleaning lady called Sadie and since then everyone avoided the name so she said, ‘Sadie, what’s with—?’ but Sadie was already talking to the person on the other side of her.

The party had divided into a grown-ups and kids table vibe, with Ada’s friends firmly at the kids table, which was covered in baggies and squashed-up cigarette papers with gum inside. Sadie was talking to Confirmed Adults, the actors who got reviewed by The Times and the comedians who were regulars on Mock the Week and didn’t cheat on their wives. Ada knew that Sadie was a playwright – because every Australian at the Fringe was vaguely aware of every other – and the people in this circle wanted to talk to her so she was probably pretty good. But when Ada leaned in to join the conversation Sadie made space for her, slightly squeezing out the older woman with the RADA accent who had opinions on Sadie’s career and no opinions at all on Ada’s.

Sadie liked her enough, Ada decided, for this morning only and the morning would end soon. Chatting about a song would waste their time so she tapped Sadie’s arm and, when that didn’t work, pulled on her ear so she had her attention. Ada said, ‘Can I take you home now?’ and Sadie said, ‘You don’t want to stay longer?’ and Ada said, ‘It’s morning’ and Sadie said, ‘OK. I’ll get our coats.’

It was weird to hear an Australian say, ‘I’ll get our coats,’ Ada thought but didn’t say because she didn’t want their only connection to be their foreignness. Watching TV as a child lying backwards on her parents’ couch under a spinning fan and the mom on screen is saying, ‘Get your coat, we’re leaving!’ or the nanny whispers, ‘Children, get your coats,’ or the man leans in to the woman and says, ‘Should I get our coats?’ No one ever told Ada to get her coat in her whole sunny childhood because she simply didn’t own one and the ritual collection of coats as a means of exit was a northern hemisphere fantasy. Now Ada had three coats, none of them good.

Sadie was getting one of those bad coats when Bernie touched Ada’s arm. Bernie was probably thirty-five in human years but had an eternal carnie spirit, always at a festival, the host of the party though this wasn’t his flat. He had also hosted the mixed bill show that Ada had performed on that night, where she sang a passable version of ‘Nothing’ from A Chorus Line for drink tickets, a holdover from her musical theatre phase. Bernie liked her in the neutral sort of way men in their thirties liked her, because she was rude to them and conciliatory (and discreet) to any age-appropriate wives or girlfriends who would show up along the way.

‘You’re not leaving!’ Bernie said and then without pause, ‘Something for the road?’ and he opened the bathroom door and Ada followed him in. She said, ‘You should be leaving too, old man,’ and he laughed – thirty-five-year-old men loved to be called old though it had less of a hit rate when they were forty-five – and he said, ‘Ah, you’re probably right. But tomorrow we go back to real life!’ as he racked up four thick lines. Ada bent over the unsteady board he was holding – did he take this from the kitchen or did whoever owned the flat keep chopping boards in the loo? – and inhaled once, twice, then paused to watch Bernie take one of his own.

Sadie knocked on the door and asked if she was ready to go. Ada offered Sadie the final line – ‘Hey!’ said Bernie and Ada laughed and said ‘No more for you, pops’ – and Sadie leaned over and inhaled. After she stood up, she took Ada’s hand and the board hit the floor and they sprinted through the flat, opening the heavy door with three locks, and down the stone stairwell into the grey entranceway with bikes and fliers with bike tracks on them all over the floor.

They made their way out onto the doorstep and Ada turned to Sadie and pinned her lightly, watching her face in the pink and grey. They shivered and Ada was briefly annoyed because yes it’s dawn but shouldn’t it be warmer than this? Then she kissed Sadie and tasted coke in her mouth. She pulled away and said, ‘I had to make sure we had chemistry before you came home with me, wouldn’t that be embarrassing?’ and Sadie smiled and closed her eyes and said, ‘Yeah we’d never have recovered.’ Ada wanted her to open her eyes so she dragged her off the wall by the wrist. They passed crowds of university students, spending their holidays doing experimental dance pieces for audiences of eight and fucking for the first time and that was Ada recently but she felt contempt anyway.

Why would you be twenty-one when you could be twenty-six? Why would you be thirty-one? Ada’s contempt was usually gentle, sometimes closer to pity, but not now in the early hours as she pulled a woman steadily closer to her room. She had never wanted to be any age other than this one and she was going to be this age for as long as she was allowed.

They entered the building with Ada’s flat in it and it looked exactly the same as the building they’d just left. Every building in Edinburgh looked exactly the same to Ada, except the castle and the various Fringe venues that looked like they were also castles but were in fact part of the university. Ada had spent all night in a science building recently, watching immersive theatre about ancient Greece and being distracted by the Bunsen burners in storage cupboards behind her head. The actors were probably pretty good but then Ada thought everything was good at 1 a.m. and better at 2 and the guy playing Helios was hot which was probably the point. She wondered if he was in on the joke.

All four of Ada’s flatmates were asleep. She whispered to Sadie that she was living with some actors from her show who were ‘too serious about their craft to party’ and Sadie said, ‘Orson Welles would be horrified,’ and Ada said, ‘Very current reference.’ Sadie said, ‘Sorry, I’ve been staying with my producer who is literally fifty,’ and Ada put her finger to her lips. They crept through the creaking living room with leather chairs that were somehow too hot to sit in even here and they went into her room.

This room, like all the rooms in the flat, usually housed a university student, and when Ada had arrived at the start of the month it was empty but for a bed and a desk and a melted stub of a candle stuck to the mantlepiece. Students fled Edinburgh in August to go back to their families and the friends from home whose news they were mostly indifferent to, and Ada felt contempt for that too. August was the only time she wanted to be in Edinburgh, when people like her climbed into the nooks left behind by the students, smeared make-up on their sheets and covered their old musty buildings with posters. She was aware that this wasn’t how she was supposed to feel – it was disrespectful to the locals and to history, probably, to care so little about the city that was home for one twelfth of her year – but she found the place frictionless without the Fringe. She’d been a plus-one to a wedding in Edinburgh in February and it was so quiet and cold and no one in the streets smiled at her when she passed them and she wondered what the point was. There was a beach just outside town that no one even used and that was all she needed to know about that.

Ada and Sadie undressed by the window, each removing their own clothes, Ada staring hard at Sadie and Sadie with her eyes closed, again, closed to Ada, smiling. Ada didn’t like that at all and she said, ‘Open your eyes, my god,’ and Sadie did, looking surprised, then kissed Ada with her teeth a little bared and pushed her over to the bed. Sadie came and kneeled over her. Ada knew that Sadie thought she had to take over now – hard-edged women like Sadie expected certain things of girls like Ada and those things were ‘very little’ – and Ada loved to surprise them. Because Ada was exactly herself when she was naked with someone. Some people are more themselves, some people retreat but Ada was exactly the same and it unsettled her partners.

Ada pulled Sadie down and climbed on top of her and Sadie raised an eyebrow then closed her eyes again and said ‘All right, Ada,’ and just saying her name almost made up for the closed eyes. Ada bent to her neck and grazed it with her teeth while running her nails down the space between Sadie’s breasts. Sadie’s skin was dark and Ada wondered briefly why her nipples hadn’t been visible through her white top. She felt Sadie ease towards her and smiled then sat up. And saw blood. Blood smeared on Sadie’s cheek and neck and on the blue and brown striped sheets that had come with the flat – ‘I’m like a boy of fourteen again,’ she’d said to her flatmate Ben the first time she put those sheets on and he said, ‘What do you mean?’ and she hadn’t bothered explaining. She touched her nose and when she pulled her hand away, blood, right from the source.

She sat back on Sadie and said, ‘Sadie, I need to tell you something,’ because she was still lying there with her eyes closed and that would normally have upset Ada but it was pretty funny under the circumstances. Sadie smiled and said, ‘Tell me anything,’ and Ada started to laugh, right from her belly, which made her rock forward on Sadie in a way that they both liked until Sadie finally, finally looked at her and saw her covered in blood, her long dark hair dragging in it, and Sadie drew her legs in and backed up the bed. Ada kept laughing but gestured to her nose and said, ‘It’s this, it’s just this,’ and Sadie gradually understood and she laughed too, though she looked uneasy, possibly revolted, and Ada thought, Good.

Ada stood up eventually, grabbed her make-up wipes from the desk and threw them at Sadie. ‘Clean yourself up girl, you’re a mess.’

Sadie laughed again, a little more assuredly this time as Ada tipped her head back to stop the bleeding. It stuck in her throat, mingling with the leftover chemical taste and she felt powerful. Once it stopped running, she opened a water bottle over her head and it drained off her onto the floorboards and she was vaguely aware that she needed to move out of this room in twelve hours but instead of drying the floor, she dabbed herself with a towel, turning it streaky and pink. She turned back to Sadie, who was watching her, and who said in a flat voice, ‘The black-widow look is good on you,’ so Ada dropped the towel and crawled towards her, climbed up the bed and wrapped her many legs around this woman who could take or leave her an hour ago. She licked her fingers and Sadie shuddered but she just used them to scrub the blood from Sadie’s left ear.

‘This is our Paris, you know,’ she said conversationally as Sadie tightened her grip on her hips.

‘What does that mean?’

‘You know, the line, “We’ll always have Paris”? Well we’ll always have . . . this.’

Sadie shook her head and said, ‘You’re disgusting,’ and later Ada sang ‘Incy Wincy Spider’ as she moved down Sadie’s body and it should have been embarrassing but it wasn’t at all.

And then they lay apart, Sadie on her side facing Ada who stared at the high, sculpted ceiling, the bare bulb hanging from a wire that would swing threateningly if this were a horror movie but was now obedient and still. Ada wondered if that made this a romance instead of a horror movie or maybe it was a horror movie and she was the murderer. After all, she’d covered them both in blood. But it was a peculiar sort of feminism that meant that a woman who looked like her would never be the killer. She wasn’t an icy Gillian Flynn blonde or a dark-eyed femme fatale. Women who kill weren’t round-cheeked and hard around the calves but soft at the biceps. They didn’t freckle as easily as they smiled.

Ada thought of her face as one that no one could hold in their head for long. Sometimes she caught herself in a bus window and saw herself drained of expression and she was anonymous. She knew that guardedness and reserve are attractive qualities in a woman, she was attracted to them herself, but other women’s physical features contained more value on their own than hers. Ada let every thought she had play across her face and that was both her instinct and also by design. If she couldn’t draw people to her using an air of mystery she’d do it by being so open they thought she must be lying.

Ada rolled towards Sadie who turned quickly onto her back so they weren’t facing each other. This annoyed Ada and so she said, ‘That’s annoying, why are you always turning away from me?’ and Sadie said, ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m just really high,’ and she did sound sorry but she didn’t sound that high. Ada lay her palm flat on Sadie’s ribs and felt a whole world moving underneath and said, ‘You don’t seem high. You’re so calm. You seem exactly the same as you did at the party,’ and she knew there was doubt coating her words and she hoped that Sadie would turn to her and deny it, say everything had changed, she’d never been so dragged out by a woman, she couldn’t look at her because she was afraid of what she’d feel! But instead, Sadie sighed and closed her eyes and said, ‘Sorry I’m not manic enough or whatever.’ Ada felt like she was being separated from her friends in class for talking too much.

Ada said, ‘You did, like, one line though,’ and even as she said it she wanted to leave it alone. Sadie laughed and started rubbing her feet together and said, ‘I don’t do coke much, you know how expensive it is back home.’ Ada reached out and rubbed her hand over the side of Sadie’s fuzzy, growing-out undercut and said, ‘Well yeah, but that’s the thing about coke, you don’t buy it, it’s just always around. Hey, did you hear that Bernie’s girlfriend is pregnant? He asked me if I think he’ll be a good dad.’

Sadie shifted her head slightly, enough for Ada to know to withdraw, and said, ‘Men don’t offer me coke, Ada. So unless they offer it to a woman who offers it to me . . .’

Ada laughed. ‘Wow, I never knew femmeness was so key to drug muling, do gender studies professors know about this?’ But Sadie was quiet so she couldn’t tell if she found it funny. Ada felt tired of performing for her but that didn’t mean she was ready to stop. She considered telling her that, actually, she did think Bernie might be a good dad, that she’d told him he should call the baby Ada and he’d smiled affectionately and kissed her head. But she didn’t think Sadie liked Bernie much.

Sadie got up to use the bathroom, getting fully dressed to do so, making Ada anxious she wouldn’t come back. But she did and as she undressed again – grateful, Ada felt so grateful – she looked at the little bowl on Ada’s desk.

‘Blackberries?’ she asked and Ada sat up in bed.

‘They call them brambles here and you can forage them, like just take them from the bushes. I got these near Arthur’s Seat, the big . . . rock thing.’

Sadie said, ‘Yes, I’m aware of the big rock thing, I’ve done the dawn climb a few times,’ and Ada said, ‘You went UP it? OK, Tank Girl. Well, I brought them back to ripen so I could make a crumble but I guess I’m out of time.’ Sadie picked up a little handful and brought them to bed, held out her palm and Ada ate some, directly off it, and her throat tingled as they slipped down. Sadie dropped the rest into her own mouth, swallowed and said, ‘Yeah, they’re not ripe at all.’ And she lay down and closed her eyes.

They were silent again, for longer this time, long enough for the light through the window to warm up and one of Ada’s flatmates to turn on the shower in the next room. Sadie slept and Ada drifted but she didn’t want to lose time so she kept pressing her palms over her eyes to see the fireworks, or that might have been a dream. Another flatmate turned the coffee maker on and the noise was enough to pull Sadie a little way back to her so Ada took her chance and climbed up onto her knees. She leaned over and put her face as close as she could to Sadie’s until Sadie said, ‘What?’ and Ada said, ‘If you’re way older than you look, you have to tell me.’

Sadie opened her eyes and she was dead on with Ada but blurred at the edges.

‘Why,’ asked Sadie, ‘would I be older than I look?’

Ada started to sing, into Sadie’s face, louder than she needed, ‘Oh scrub your floors, do your chores, dear old Sadie,’ and Sadie pushed her away. Ada was off balance and fell onto her back, the mattress creaking beneath her and Sadie sat up and shook it off.

‘I should never hook up with other Australians.’

Ada laughed and said, ‘So either your parents are massive Johnny Farnham fans or you were born before that song came out so you’re like sixty. Nice tits for an old cleaning lady, I have to say.’

Sadie glanced over at Ada and said flatly, ‘There’s still blood on your throat,’ and Ada started to sing again.

‘Sadie, the cleaning lady, will clean the blood off me . . . uh . . . Sadie,’ and Sadie climbed on top of her and clamped her hand over her mouth. She was still looking slightly over Ada’s head, smiling at whatever phantom floated there and without lowering her eyes to Ada’s she said, ‘I think I’m sobered up now.’

Ada lay perfectly still because she knew if she moved it would be obvious how desperate she was for this morning to continue. Once Sadie was out in the world she’d be gone, this would be gone; this room wouldn’t be hers by 4 p.m. and nothing that had happened here made her believe that there’d be another room for them. Their Paris. Had she said that out loud?

Sadie slowly removed her hand from Ada’s mouth and said, ‘I think I know what your problem is,’ and Ada said, ‘Is it that I know the words to a John Farnham song? Sorry for being a patriot, Sadie—’ and Sadie finally lowered her eyes and said, ‘No, your problem is that I was too jittery last night to fuck you. So I think I’ll do that now,’ and Ada was nervous, which was new, or old, a memory of what she used to feel like before sex and she started to sing again but she couldn’t get the words out because Sadie opened her up and their morning held on.





Two

30/08/2017




	Stuart Parkes

	10:23





Hey, sorry I know it’s weird to message someone I don’t know on Facebook but I saw you at the gig last night and your song really blew me away! I’ve been going to stand-up and cabaret shows every night all month and it was all really samey but you were so good and you said you don’t even usually sing. That might have been a lie now I think about it. Anyway I hope you had a good festival, I’ll definitely come see you perform again if I can. I wish I’d seen the play you did.



	Stuart Parkes

	12:03





I just realised I sound like a weird fan creep in my message. I was in Edinburgh doing a play with some uni mates, not just watching shows. I hope that makes it better! It shouldn’t though, our play was shit.



	Stuart Parkes

	12:21





OK if I were you I would ignore the previous messages because they literally don’t say anything or ask you anything ha fuck. OK you can ignore this one too but I’m really hungover and I’m leaving the city tomorrow and you probably are too so this might be my last chance to do this. Are you going back to Australia? That’s your accent, right? I was pretty drunk during your set so if you’re a Kiwi don’t be mad. I live in Liverpool but if you heard me speak you’d know that. Fuuuuck ok so I know this is fucking weird but I would really like to buy you a drink or sit next to you while we drink drinks we’ve bought ourselves? I swear I don’t just go to shows and then stalk hot singers (actors?) afterwards. Are you a comedian? Your act was kind of cabaret I guess. See I don’t know so you know I haven’t been googling you or whatever. I looked you up on Facebook and we have 8 mutual friends weirdly so ask them if I’m a psycho before replying. I mean don’t ask Lee lol but any of the others. So would you like to go for a drink?



	Stuart Parkes

	12:23





I haven’t done anything to Lee he’s just a prick, you can ask him if you want, I was joking



	Stuart Parkes

	12:31





I don’t know if this helps but I really liked your set but I’m mainly asking you out because I think you’re hot? In case you’re worried I only want you for your mind haha ah this is getting worse for me isn’t it.



	Stuart Parkes

	12:44





I’M NOT AN ACTOR. Sorry I just realised I said I was in a play and you might think I’m an actor. I wouldn’t respond to an actor either, disgusting people, can’t be trusted. Unless you are an actor? Oh shit. I was just in a play so I could hang out with my uni mates for the summer, we all graduated this year so sort of a last fling thing. Some of them actually are actors so I guess we can’t be friends any more now they’re doing it in the big world haaaaaaa. I’m unemployed actually, is that hot. I was a student and then I did this play all summer and I guess today is my first day of being unemployed, don’t get too turned on. I want to draw things for money but I accidentally did an English degree. I also smoke, that’s another thing.



	Stuart Parkes

	14:50





Lol this was stupid and I’m very embarrassed now. You can’t dump me, I’m dumping you!!! Sorry for being a fucking idiot, I really do think you’re talented. I also promise I don’t usually send so many messages in a row. It’s been a long month. But let’s pretend this never happened and you can keep being cool and I can cut myself off from the internet forever.



	Stuart Parkes

	15:36





OK, last one genuinely. When you were performing last night I thought of this song, I guess because it’s Australian like you (I checked with Lee, he’s suspicious now) and it’s just really restless and pretty. I can’t explain it better than that but I woke up with it in my head and then I sent you all this bullshit. I don’t do this, I promise, I’m fucking mortified. Anyway the song is called ‘Even Though I’m a Woman’. I did my gap year in Australia, I heard it then I guess. PLEASE IGNORE ALL THESE MESSAGES but it’s a banger.



	Ada Highfield

	16:50





I love that song.



	Stuart Parkes

	16:51





Wait who are you?



	Stuart Parkes

	16:52





So drink?



	Ada Highfield

	16:55





I’m on the train back to London mate. These all went into my ‘other’ folder with the other freaks’ messages. I just saw them now.



	Stuart Parkes

	16:56





Fuck.



	Ada Highfield

	17:01





What are you complaining about, at least I’m reading your messages now. Have a nice last night in the Burgh as no one calls it. I’ll be on here tomorrow and we can talk more. Or if you want to waste your last night with your friends in a beautiful city, we can keep chatting now.



	Stuart Parkes

	17:02





I love wasting time, did you not see that I spent the summer doing THEATRE



	Ada Highfield

	17:18





OK freak, waste my time





Three

Ada leaned back in her train seat and put her phone face down on the plastic fold-down table in front of her. She looked out the window and tapped her fingers against it, trying to keep rhythm with the fat raindrops hitting the glass. It would start soon, she knew, the bad grey bit of the year, and she needed to find a way to enjoy this time. She stopped tapping and pulled out a bag of Percy Pigs, grabbed three and crammed them into her mouth. She chewed briefly then took them all back out again and turned the pink mess over in her hands, rolling it into a gummy ball then popping it back in. Her appetite was reckless but not careless, these ticks of teenage diets past creeping in when she was tired. The morning was already dripping away, sliding off the windows and under the train.

Mel sat back down in the seat next to Ada and reached over, shoved her hand into the Percy Pigs bag Ada was still holding and pulled out a fistful. She dumped them on her lap, picked one up and nibbled at its ear.

‘The toilet was bad. Do not use the toilet. Why does Branson think I want someone talking to me while I’m pissing?’

Ada smiled. ‘Maybe he’s got a piss fetish?’ and Mel said, ‘That makes sense, he’s very rich.’ Ada leaned against Mel’s shoulder and felt grateful that everything seemed the same.

Mel and Ada had been living together in London for over two years but had been living separately up in Edinburgh, and Ada realised now that she’d been afraid it would take them time to get their rhythm back. Intimacy was important to Ada and she’d never managed to maintain it over distance. She worried that without her immediate presence, all her shortcomings became more obvious, her flakiness and irritability looming in a person’s memory without the counterbalance of her body. She didn’t photograph well, needed to be seen in motion, and she wondered if she was an experience more than a girl. She was aware that a lot of her value was in how she made other people feel about themselves, and when she wasn’t working with that skill she flickered out.

Ada glanced sideways and saw herself reflected in the window, blank, and forced her face to listen. She thought about a habit she’d had when she was small. She would climb onto the sink in her family bathroom and kneel on the porcelain with her face as close to the mirror as she could get. Knees wet and a little bit soapy. And she would think about a feeling she’d had or even one she’d just heard about and she’d make the face for that feeling. She’d keep going over and over until the face in the mirror matched the one in her head and then, next time she spoke to her family or a friend, she’d try it out.

Her mother would say, ‘This week has been a thousand days long and it’s only Tuesday,’ and Ada would think ‘sympathy’ and her features would shift and her mum would look at her and smile. ‘You’re a sensitive little bug, aren’t you?’ Or Harvey at school would yank her ponytail towards his table and she’d feel angry but her brain would say ‘superior’ and she’d turn towards him and say, ‘Can I help you?’ and next time Harvey spoke to her it was while running down the hall with the book that she’d intentionally dropped, to see if he’d pick it up.

When Ada was sixteen she was reading the weekend paper, her feet up on her dad’s lap, ignoring her sister slamming a distant door. The front-page profile was about female psychopaths, how they presented differently from men because women are socialised to please. And one of them, this CEO of a pharmaceutical company, she said, ‘From a young age I knew I didn’t feel things like other people. But I knew no one would like me if I was too weird. So I became very good at pretending. I used to look in the mirror and make my face look like other people’s faces so no one would suspect me.’ Ada hadn’t thought about her mirror thing for years and it hit her suddenly that this wasn’t something other kids did. Unless those kids were psychos apparently.

For weeks, Ada carried round the fear that she was going to turn out to be a murderer. She checked her reactions constantly – like was it OK to be so angry when her sister ruined another dinner by storming out over some bullshit fight with their mum? Why were her crushes more like obsessions and why did they rarely last longer than a week? And then she was watching the news and they were talking about the war – they were often talking about the war when she was sixteen, though not as much as they had when she was thirteen – and a reporter was interviewing an activist and the activist was saying that journalists always reported the deaths of allied soldiers: ‘But it’s not just soldiers who are dying. The US army and their allies are killing innocent Iraqis every day. The numbers are staggering but even if they weren’t, one child dead is one child too many.’ And Ada felt her chest pull in on itself and she started to cry because it was true, of course. One child dead is one child too many. But a psychopath wouldn’t know that. And so she let that theory of herself go.

Ada tried to tell a boyfriend about her psychopath phase once. She was twenty and she loved him and they’d been together for two years so had talked about most of their stuff and one day she said, ‘You know I went through this phase where I thought I was a psychopath, like, clinically,’ and he laughed and said, ‘You? Come on. If anything you have too many emotions, not no emotions. You have an exhausting number of emotions.’ And Ada dropped it and made a note to start telling him less internal shit. Eventually they broke up and if she’d been charting the decline of their relationship objectively, that psychopath conversation would’ve been an inflection point. But she barely remembered it after much worse stuff got said. Later she would accuse him of psychopathy, the very thing she’d feared in herself, and he had said, ‘It’s not psycho to want you to shut the fuck up sometimes,’ and it was the hottest she’d found him in months. When he finally left her she wept at his feet and now five years later she couldn’t tell you a single identifying thing about his face.

Ada’s current theory of herself was that she had done the mirror thing as a child not because she didn’t have the same feelings as other people but because she did, and she needed that to be obvious. She felt things so sharply they’d cut her open if she didn’t let them out, and her face, her round soft canvas, was the release. As she got older, she realised that people’s motivations generally ran counter to hers – they wanted to be known less, not more – but by then she’d also realised the power that came with her openness. Everyone felt they were intimate with her and they felt it so quickly. She would never be alone if she kept everyone’s secrets but her own. She would also never become the CEO of a pharmaceutical company and that was probably for the best.

‘How’s Gabby?’ Ada had hoped that when Mel came back from the bathroom she’d want more details of her morning with Sadie. Ada had told the story like a comedy, pitching the line about Paris as though it was something hilarious that her too high brain had vomited up. But as she’d told it, she felt her story lacked something. She wasn’t getting across just how good it had felt to draw Sadie to her, how goofy she’d felt singing to her when what she wanted to do was fall in love.

She knew she wouldn’t see Sadie again even though Sadie had mentioned spending a few months in London. Ada had sent her a message earlier thanking her for the orgasms, which was only polite in her opinion, and Sadie had just written back with a laughing face emoji. Because she was a joke to her. Not in a cruel way, people like jokes. But there wasn’t any magic in them. So Ada wanted to tell Mel how she’d allowed herself to collapse on this person because it would never amount to anything and how the longing for Sadie, the idea of her if not the reality, was going to feel so good, sustain her so much over the grim months ahead, but she hadn’t had a chance before Mel went to pee and now she was asking about her sister.

Ada yawned. ‘No idea, I haven’t checked in on her personal pregnancy diary this week.’

Mel leaned over and said, ‘Go on then, fire it up, let’s see how the Madonna is faring.’

Ada opened Instagram and saw Gabby’s most recent post straight away. Mel’s obsession with her sister had fooled the algorithm into thinking Ada was obsessed with her sister so now Gabby was inescapable. She clicked over to her profile and opened the Stories section and chucked the phone to Mel. ‘Go nuts, stalker.’ She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes as Mel chatted.

‘She’s at this giant supermarket . . . OK this is actually pretty funny! She’s looking for big pads . . . That’s weird she isn’t getting her period while she’s – Oh wait, OK they’re big pads for after the baby comes. Why do you need pads after the baby . . . never mind, I don’t want to know. OK so she’s looking for the pads and they keep them in the PICNIC aisle! I guess because they’re all freaky Christians in the south and they don’t want to talk about vagina blood? Anyway—’ and at the same time Ada and Mel said, ‘hashtag Florida Baby,’ and Ada opened her eyes.

‘You know, you could just follow her yourself and then I could occasionally, oh I don’t know, use my own phone.’ She looked over at Mel who was now scrolling down Gabby’s feed, checking all the recent bump photos.

‘I don’t use Instagram,’ she said, without looking up, and Ada was warmed by Mel’s lack of self-awareness.

Mel loved everything she pretended to disdain whereas Ada just loved everything, and she knew Mel appreciated the cover that provided her. A month after Ada moved in with Mel she’d been watching Bring It On on her laptop and Mel had asked her what the hell it was and had gradually sat down to watch with her and mocked every second. But then at the end she said it was pretty interesting how the Clovers won. ‘Kind of progressive for the time, right?’ She still joked about the ‘terrible’ TV shows she’d started watching since Ada moved in, and their artsy friends smiled at Ada indulgently like she was a very stupid puppy who was teaching Mel how to love. The artsy friends had of course all seen Bring It On years ago and that was the difference between them and Mel. Some people would be put off by Mel’s snobbery but Ada knew that Mel grew up with three older brothers and her elegant parents and no one else close. Her highbrow taste wasn’t her fault.

Mel handed her phone back to her and said, ‘This one’s actually pretty cute,’ and Ada looked at the post that was open. It was two pictures of Gabby in a bikini (in her kitchen? Why was she wearing a bikini in her kitchen? Why was Gothy Gabby wearing a bikini at all?), the first featuring Gabby’s partner, Hank, kissing her naked belly and the second featuring him pointing at the big lipstick mark he’d left behind around her belly button, the same colour smeared across his face. She stared hard at Hank, trying, as she always did, to figure out if he was hot. She settled, as she always did, on him looking American. It was the teeth of it all, probably. And the clear eyes of a one-beer-with-the-football guy. Enough of this. A message from Stuart flashed up on the screen and she opened it then closed it without replying.

Mel leaned over to try to see the phone and said, ‘Wait, what was that? Who’s messaging you? Are you hooking up with someone?’

Ada pulled the thread up and handed it to Mel to scroll. ‘No, just some guy who found me on Facebook. I think he’s like . . . a fan.’

Mel scanned the messages then gave back the phone. ‘He seems kind of crazy, why did you respond?’ and Ada said, ‘You went to the toilet! I was bored!’ and that was all the answer Mel needed as Ada put the phone away.

She wasn’t playing the ‘who’ll message next’ game with him, though she was sure he’d think she was, that everyone did at the start of something. She didn’t though, didn’t believe in making people wait for her if she wanted them, nor of holding on to them when she was ready to move on. She prided herself on emphatic come-ons and respectful break-ups because what she wanted more than anything was reciprocal honesty. Mel told her all the time that people didn’t obfuscate on purpose. They just didn’t know how they felt as clearly as she did. But Ada could never quite believe that. Feelings announced themselves in her experience and it was a choice not to hear them. But while it frustrated her, she also knew that if everyone started feeling things fully and openly she would no longer seem special. She sometimes thought she’d do better in LA than London but everyone there seemed sort of like her but thinner and that would be an exhausting tide to rise above.

One day she was walking past Mel’s room and Mel was playing an old record because Mel had a record player because of course she did. And a song that she’d never heard before pushed through the door and she started to cry, immediately, and she threw the door open and startled Mel, who said, ‘What’s wrong?’

And Ada gestured hopelessly at the record and finally squeaked out, ‘Song . . . is so sad,’ and she fell into Mel’s arms.

Mel said, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know Pink Floyd was a thing for you,’ and Ada said, ‘Is that who this is?’ and Mel held her out and stared at her. She couldn’t believe that a song Ada had never heard before would tear at her like this. Surely it reminded her of a long-lost love or maybe a troubling childhood memory? A scene from a favourite film? But it was just a sad song. It made Ada sad. Since then Mel would call Ada her crazy diamond and Ada would shrug and say, ‘It’s a really good song!’ and they’d drink their wine and laugh. It was one of their bits and they both loved it.

Ada was falling asleep now. She eased off her sneakers and tucked her feet under her, leaning her head on the gently vibrating window. She was nearly gone when she decided to be kind. She pulled her phone back out, responding to Stuart, ‘I’m passing out, not ignoring you I swear,’ then closed her eyes and let go.





Four

02/09/2017



	Stuart Parkes

	21:18





I do plan to get a job



	Stuart Parkes

	21:19





For rent and cigarettes and other essentials



	Stuart Parkes

	21:20



But I can’t work at the cinema because I worked there when I was a teenager and my old manager is still there and it’s fucking depressing



	Ada Highfield

	21:24





How bourgeois of you



	Stuart Parkes

	21:25





Yeah I’m middle class don’t tell anyone



	Ada Highfield

	21:27





I swear if one more british person tells me what ‘class’ they are when I have never ever asked them I will fully spit



	Stuart Parkes

	21:28





I’m annoying you aren’t I



	Ada Highfield

	21:31





No tell me again about how your grandad owned a farm or something so now you can’t work retail



	Stuart Parkes

	21:32





Is it fun pretending not to understand stuff that you definitely do understand



	Ada Highfield

	21:33





Yeah it’s pretty fun



	Ada Highfield

	21:34





And I’m pretty drunk



	Stuart Parkes

	21:35





On a school night?



	Ada Highfield

	21:37





Bro it’s Saturday. I think. Anyway you’re not the only one without a job



	Ada Highfield

	21:38





But I’m unemployed in a chic mysterious kind of way



	Stuart Parkes

	21:39





Who are you drinking with?



	Ada Highfield

	21:42





Mel (flatmate), overground was down so she had to bus home and needed something very alcoholic at the end



	Stuart Parkes

	21:43





What are you drinking?



	Ada Highfield

	21:45





That’s a very personal question



	Stuart Parkes

	21:46





OK then what are you wearing



	Stuart Parkes

	21:47





That was a joke



	Stuart Parkes

	21:50





I was joking I swear



	Stuart Parkes

	21:52





You have no body to me, I’m not interested in your clothes or anything else



	Stuart Parkes

	21:54





Man I’m a dickhead



	Ada Highfield

	21:59





That was fun



	Stuart Parkes

	22:00





??????



	Ada Highfield

	22:02





Watching you spiral



	Stuart Parkes

	22:03





Ah so actually you’re the dickhead



	Ada Highfield

	22:05





I can be nice too



	Stuart Parkes

	22:06





I don’t believe it



	Ada Highfield

	22:08





Ask me again what I’m wearing



	Stuart Parkes

	22:09





Why?



	Ada Highfield

	22:16




Because I might tell you this time
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