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Chapter 1

Maintaining one person’s dignity comes nearly always at the expense of someone else’s. I have learned this for you.

My morning ritual begins in the bathroom. At the sink, I wet my hands and lather, dancing my fingers through their trained routine: tips to palm, knuckles to palm, lock, lace, relace, clasp, pray, covet, beg and rinse. I fill a plastic tray with warm water and shower gel, testing the heat against the inside of my wrist. From a white cardboard box, I peel out two purple gloves and work the plastic down over my hands. Latex pinches between my fingers, tight against my slightly damp skin. I look medical; feel medical. I flex my fingers and take a deep, steadying breath.

Sean’s flat is heavy with the polite, chemical smell of air freshener. Every surface and fixture is perfect white – all human materials, polished to a sheen that’s almost wet.

I set down the tray of water on his bedside table and ease open the blinds.

Sean is awake, but yet to respond to my presence. He is in bed, just as I left him, laid foetal and still, rolled into the wall, his arms over the covers and T-Rexed into his chest. It is the posture of poverty. His breaths are shallow, testing only the tops of his lungs.

You wouldn’t guess that I am two years older than him. Sean is twenty-two, but there’s a greyness to his skin.

Now comes the long groan, the sneer, and an awkward attempt to shield his eyes.

‘Good morning, Sean.’

‘Uhhhgh. Morning,’ he says.

‘Radio?’

‘Yes, please.’

For our first few months together, we talked through this routine. I’d warn Sean what was coming, where my hands would hold him next. Now, the radio spares us the pleasantries that accompany the maintenance of a person. After eight months with his body, I’m lucky to get a ‘lower’, a ‘softer’, a ‘finished’. I still always get a ‘thank you’.

‘Did you sleep well?’

‘I always sleep well. I sleep well until you come in and ruin it.’

‘It is nice out.’

‘Do not tell me that, please. I want to listen to the weather report.’

Sean’s top has ridden up his back during the night – the material evidence of a struggle. I ease the rest over his head and examine the rawness.

‘Does that hurt at all?’ I say, pressing.

‘No.’

‘And here?’

‘A little.’

Sean is Irish, raised in Yorkshire, but cerebral palsy has its own accent. Sean’s voice belongs more to his limbs than his mind. It comes from a curled, chafed place. But I’m fluent in Sean. I know his pain from his relief, his ‘biscuits’ from his ‘business’.

I move to the end of Sean’s bed to double-check that the wheels are clamped before we begin. Down here, more evidence of a struggle – his feet protrude from the bottom of the covers. Some of his toes are crossed, as though for luck or lying. The soles of Sean’s feet are smooth – untested by the weight and pressure of a working body. His knees point at a forty-five-degree angle through the sheets, into the wall. Sean would be tall if he could stand.

‘Aren’t your feet cold?’ I ask.

‘No.’

‘I wish you’d wear socks.’

‘You know that I hate socks.’

‘Are we ready to start?’

‘Ten more minutes.’

‘I asked if we were ready to start.’

Sean grunts and jerks his head in his own approximation of a nod.

‘Give me your hand and we’ll sit you up, then,’ I say.

Sean offers me his arm and I pull him to an awkward seated position. He lolls heavily into the wall and, after a moment, seems to slip back to sleep. He begins to mock-snore.

‘Please, Sean. Not this morning.’

He opens his eyes and throws me a toothy, gurning grin. There’s a long, thin scratch down the middle of Sean’s nose. His face is permanently marked by a series of scratches – each of my attempts to trim his nails is met with vicious protest. Nails allow Sean an added degree of purchase. He can’t afford to sacrifice them.

Scratches, rawness. I have to be conscious of it all. I am responsible for fashioning a socially acceptable version of Sean. A version of Sean that raises the fewest questions. The version which attracts fewest lingering stares.

Sean sleeps with his left forearm in a beige cast that sculpts his hand into the shape of a swan’s neck. The barbed sound of ripping the cast’s Velcro makes my teeth tickle. Without the cast, Sean’s hand curls into a shape more like an inelegant question mark, turning his every gesture into something critical and cutting.

‘May I have some water, please? Before I lie back down.’

I’m ready with the straw and bottle before he’s finished speaking, but Sean finishes his sentence anyway. He speaks one word at a time, completing each with a flourish. Comprehension is a form of achievement.

‘Thank you,’ he says once satisfied.

I set out a green continence sheet to protect the bedding, lie Sean back down, shuffle off his pyjama bottoms and undo his pad. Sean has no front to lie on. He favours sleeping on his left side, so that’s the way we work, both of us faced into the same wall. I turn off my mind, and clean him with the lukewarm water and some baby wipes, disposing of the quarried shit into an airtight medical waste bin that lives disturbingly close to the bed. Cleaning in the morning is much easier than at night, when Sean’s waste is caked into his crack and hair – a natural result of sitting down all day.

‘Does that feel okay for now?’

‘Yeah,’ he says, now focused on the radio.

Sean momentarily lifts himself into his own version of the crab, allowing me to remove the soiled continence sheet and slip his blue polyester sling into position. Motorised chairs, hoists and a little cooperation have made it possible for anyone to do this job. I could be anyone.

I pull the sheets up over Sean’s exposed body to keep him warm as I change gloves and fetch the hoist. Once in the hoist, Sean closes his eyes, and dangles with the absolute vulnerability of an infant. I wheel him across to the bathroom and set him down onto the plastic shower seat. I work from top to bottom, lathering his sharp black hair, over his chest and back, and down to all the useless bits that cause him such pain. Patches of hair clot under the circular motions of my scrubbing. I allow Sean to clean his own crotch, which he does with a curled stabbing motion that I can’t watch. Leaving the shower room, I almost slip. A laugh moves through Sean like a contraction.

‘You won’t be laughing when I leave you there.’

‘You would not do that to me, Janet.’

Once Sean is dry and back in bed, I oil up my naked hands, and we begin our first massage of the day. My fingers track the pain under his skin, the knots and nodes splayed away from any symmetry. He makes a show of not reacting. I remind myself to be gentle.

I think of each massage as a process of feeling through Sean’s secrets. These are the only secrets that he can have. Everything else is known, filed in medical records and news articles. Google Sean’s name and you’ll find 326,000 results, innumerable accounts of his court case and the £800,000 NHS settlement. The articles will tell you just what I was told upon meeting him. They’ll tell you he was the first of two premature twins, both assessed as stillborn. They’ll tell you he was left aside while the nurses excavated the corpse of his brother. They’ll tell you that over three minutes passed before anyone noticed that Sean was breathing. They’ll tell you that by then, it was a matter of damage control. They’ll even try to tell you that Sean is lucky, lucky to have a mind at all.

I lead his legs through a series of exercises and extensions that wouldn’t seem out of place on a football pitch, deep into injury time: left knee to chest, left knee to nose, crab for ten. Right knee to chest, right knee to nose, crab for twenty. Left foot roll, right foot roll. Piraformis stretch, ninety-degree hamstring stretch. Left foot to bum, right foot to bum. Repeat three times.

‘I am sweaty again.’

‘No you’re not. Look, you’re fine.’

‘I feel like I am hot.’

‘You’ll be fine once you’re in the chair.’

‘Okay. If you say so, Janet.’

‘You picked out something to wear yet?’

‘It sounds like I will need something warm. Jeans and a jumper.’

‘Fancy.’

Sean’s room is decorated with his favourite art – mostly abstract and Christian, though never a combination of both. There’s a plain crucifix high above his bed. I think his mother put it there when he moved in.

When we’re set to spend a day in the studio, Sean wears an extra absorbent pad instead of a catheter bag. Sean’s preferred brand of pads are devoid of the branding associated with infant equivalent products. They attach with blue adhesive tags bearing a small corporate logo.

On these days, I will only offer Sean a drink when he expressly asks for one. It is significantly more inconvenient to change a pad than to empty a catheter bag.

As I hook a functionless belt through Sean’s jeans, I am entirely thoughtless. My mind is empty – empty, but very present, present in the moment. My mind is empty, but there’s no coldness between us – there is only trust. I am fully committed to this routine. There is a part of me that enjoys the seemingly endless burdens imposed by disability, because ultimately, they are all eminently solvable problems. Every burden can be lifted through my labour. There is a zen-like peace to this, to applying brute force and persistence to each issue. There is very little intricate logic to maintaining a body.

It is said that the great geniuses worked menial jobs. Work that allowed their minds to breathe. Patent attorney. Librarian. I no longer suspect that I am among the great geniuses.

Once Sean is dressed, I step back and admire my work, catching my breath. We share a smile.

‘What?’ Sean asks.

‘Nothing – you look good. Big day ahead.’

I hoist Sean into his chair and set about strapping him in. His feet sit heavily on the footplates, toes pointed inward like innocence. I am on my knees, applying his shoes – now finding some purchase, I sheath the plimsoll around Sean’s heel, and it becomes a foot like any other.

‘Do you want a shave today?’

‘What do you think?’

‘You know I hate shaving you.’

‘Then I want a shave,’ he says, smiling. ‘Please.’

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Of course.’

The sun is up. Our regular taxi driver acknowledges us with a vacant nod. I load Sean’s chair into the car, and we set out for the college. This is our routine on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays. The rest of Sean’s care schedule and medical appointments have to fit around his studio time.

Our driver has a headset on, and speaks in an animated, foreign rush – male and heavy. I try to convince myself he is not speaking about me. About me and Sean.

It’s early. Sean will only bloom into his regular, talkative state once he’s woken up fully. For now, he’s happy to look out the window at the passing city.

It’s been eight months, and I still don’t know any of London’s street names. They blur past, all part of the same whole. On foot, I’m guided by my phone – my absolute faith in Google Maps blinkers all my journeys. I let the arrow in my palm spell out a perfect route, complete with the little nub of me, bobbing up the screen in reassuring progress.

8.35. It’s important for Sean to be the first to arrive. Each time we’re late, we’re liable to be stuck with one of the smaller studios, which are completely unworkable. So some good-natured student is forced to recalibrate around us to accommodate. The studio rooms weren’t built with Sean in mind. Of course, everyone will pull dull smiles and insist that they don’t mind moving.

‘Do you have the tape?’ Sean says.

‘I’ve got everything. We’ll do meds at lunch.’

‘You okay?’

‘Fine,’ I say.

The driver and I make eye contact via his rear-view mirror. He sees earring holes, no earrings. A grown-out bob cut, no-frills. The same grey coat I’ve been wearing all winter. I do not look away.

When I interviewed to work with Sean, his mother had made a big deal of my maturity. I was already twenty-four, but still the youngest candidate by the margin of a decade. Brigid wasn’t bothered by my lack of experience in care work, she insisted it would be good for Sean to be around someone close to his own age. We spent the first hour of the interview discussing my own background in the arts. Brigid explained how her own casual interest in the visual arts had flourished because of Sean’s infectious passion. From the moment Sean was exposed to a different way of expressing himself, he wanted to discuss little else.

Brigid claimed that my two years at art school would offer Sean experience that was far more relevant to him than two years of care work would be. She asked about my techniques, my inspirations, my theory, waiting in turn to tell me about Sean’s. Now eight months in, my contact with Brigid has reduced down to about twice a week, either by phone or by email. At this point, I know my way around his body – I know how to navigate his pain. Sean objects whenever I’m forced into calling his mother, especially when he is in earshot. He says we shouldn’t bother her. He knows she will only worry. Now our routine is settled, I mostly send pictures of how Sean’s portfolio is developing. According to Brigid, no other carer could have ever understood Sean in the way I do. She says he is lucky to have me. She says he doesn’t realise how lucky he is.

By the time Sean’s settlement came through, Brigid had been quagmired in legal fees for over a decade, and it was too late for most things. Too late to stop his father running away. Much too late to save any motor function in his legs. But the money arrived eventually, and led him here – to me.

Brigid chose not to move to London with Sean. Though I am sure they never formally discussed it, it seems clear to me that Brigid wasn’t comfortable with the kind of art Sean wanted to create. I am certain that she couldn’t bear to put him in any kind of pain. When we discussed his plans during the interview, I insisted that it would be fine with me.

My closest friend in London, Chloe, is a little obsessed with Brigid. Based on the stories and scant information I’ve shared, Chloe has built her up as a feminist icon – the working single-mother, deeply disillusioned with shitty men, devoted to being the best parent possible in the most challenging circumstances. Devoted even when that means stepping back to let your only living child realise their dreams by moving across the country.

Every time we’re out, I indulge Chloe by sharing stories from Sean’s upbringing and childhood. I tell the story about the crib Brigid had custom-made for him, the crib that took a week for her to design and four months to pay for. I tell Chloe about the hairdressing course Brigid took, so that Sean wouldn’t have to suffer in front of nervous barbers, wary of the spasm that could remove Sean’s ear. I fully acknowledge why these stories make their relationship sound incredible. I am aware that Sean’s mother has established an impossibly high bar for what it means to care for him.

We are on the third floor of Central Saint Martins in King’s Cross. Sean is lying on a yoga mat in the middle of the art studio floor, stripped to just his pad, which is dry for now. Before starting, I slather his limbs with Vaseline. We’ve learned that this will minimise the chafing and redness, and aid removal of the bindings after the shoot.

‘Keith let me try some of his cigarette on Saturday,’ Sean says.

‘I’m not sure what you want me to say to that,’ I reply.

‘I asked him if I could try and he let me.’

Keith is one of the weekend staff at the Mills Grand Estate. On the days when I’m not with him, Sean doesn’t really leave the flat unless there’s a medical emergency.

‘I don’t recommend that you start smoking, Sean.’

‘I only had a bit. It made me cough.’

‘Was Keith too cheap to offer you a whole cigarette?’

‘I did not want a whole cigarette. I only wanted to see what it is like.’

I fetch the cord and zip-ties from our supply closet in the hallway. The cord is industrial black plastic, weighty and challenging to knot. On previous shoots, I’ve needed to watch YouTube tutorials on knotting while pausing to catch my breath.

I put on a portable tradesman’s radio and make a vague attempt at stretching before we get started. Today, we work bottom to top, starting with cord around his ankles, binding up the mess of his legs. Sean makes a compliant effort to lift his lower half. Once he’s bound to the waist, I cut the cord with shears, leaving around six inches of reprieve.

Next, I sit him upright, slumped forward into the weight of his legs, bound into a mermaid tail. I zip-tie his wishbone wrists into a hostaged mass. Sean winces, but doesn’t make a sound.

The tape we use to bind his chest and torso is expensive, self-adhesive PVC, intended for bondage. It’s supposedly reusable, but we’ve worked through a dozen rolls in the last month. To our knowledge, the tape is only available in black, red and pink.

‘Do you need some water before we continue?’ I ask, breaking my own rule on offering drinks.

‘No, thank you.’

‘Breathing okay?’

‘Yes.’

I lie Sean down into an L-shape, his legs as straight as they are capable of being. While my general fitness level has increased dramatically since beginning care work, I am still a sweaty mess within twenty minutes of commencing this set-up. If I try to stand straight to stretch, my shoulders roll forward like a Neanderthal.

Jordan is visiting for the first time this evening. I have made all the necessary preparations. The fridge is stocked. I have cleared my browsing history. New sheets, new underwear.

Not everything in our relationship is done on Jordan’s terms. We see the films I want to see, we eat in the restaurants I’m comfortable with. His marital home just happens to be a much nicer space than the basement flat I share with my brother. Until now, it wouldn’t have been appropriate to invite him.

Today, Sean is to be the Agnus Dei, a la Francisco de Zurbarán. I drag the yoga mat under the overhead camera rig, and clumsily tip the weight of his body onto a black linen sheet. To prop him up, we’re using the leather seat cushion from his wheelchair. Sean insists that the contrasting textures won’t matter, because the chiaroscuro can be accentuated when he edits the photographs later. He uses the edits to draw out more than the whiteness. He takes great care to show where his skin is troubled with the opal of a new bruise, the reddened swell of bound flesh.

I force his body into a clumsy imitation of the sacrificial lamb, his neck twisted painfully to balance his head upright, his drool-soaked chin taking the strain. He keeps his facing eye sleepily open to the camera. It is a look of pale resignation.

‘Ready?’

Sean gives the cue and I take five quick shutter photos, then remove the camera from the rig and bring it over to him for inspection. We repeat this process, making the appropriate adjustments until he is happy.

By the time he’s unwrapped and dressed, it’s lunch and I’m ready to pass out.

Before starting care work, I never imagined that there could be dignity to sitting on a chair. But for Sean, dignity is in the choice. I’ve already sweated through the awkward choreography that is necessary to translate him from his wheelchair to a place at the table.

It’s lunchtime, and we’re in a large, open plan café five minutes away from the Central Saint Martins Granary Building. Lunch works by airline emergency protocol: always take care of oneself before attempting to assist others. I’m eating an overdressed salad while Sean runs me through his thoughts on smoking.

‘Now that I have tried it,’ he says, ‘I think I understand why people do it.’

‘We do it because we like it,’ I say through a mouthful of couscous. ‘Don’t overthink it.’

Sean continues. ‘I think people do it because it gives them control over their breathing. Usually, you do not have to think about your breathing like I do. Smoking forces you to think about it.’

‘If there’s a reason, it’s to start conversations and to break up the day. Don’t pretend to be an expert after one cigarette. You’re not suited to being philosophical.’

I finish my salad and unload Sean’s meal onto the wobbly metal table. The table seems sad and cheap next to the hulking mass of Sean’s chair. Though he could now afford to, Sean justifies not switching over to an electric wheelchair on the basis that they’re trickier to get in and out of. It’s far more convenient for him to rely on me to push him around London, up every slope, every kerb.

Sean’s diet is limited and strict; you can use up a surprising amount of energy just sat in a chair all day. Sean’s nutrition plan is designed to prevent dehydration and constipation. He’s mainly dependent on baby food, soft bread, mashed potato, jellies and mousses. Soup tends to be too messy. Once I’ve unpacked the pots and punnets, I tie a bib round Sean’s front and prepare his medication (8mg Zanaflex; 150mg Lamictal; 50mg Zoloft; 2 x 300mg aspirin). Aside from the palsy, there is a host of exact conditions Sean needs to be medicated for. Brigid had stressed that no one expects me to know everything, but I take some small pleasure in my new medical vocabulary.

‘Do I have to wear the bib?’ he says. ‘I look stupid.’

‘What am I supposed to do?’ I ask, popping his pills from their blister packets. ‘You only feel stupid because we’re in a café. You said you wanted to eat here, so here we are.’

‘I wanted to talk to the others,’ Sean says in his rusted staccato, gesturing blandly to the rest of the customers, mostly hip-looking students. ‘I thought I could chat to them.’

‘I don’t think lunch is ever a good time to chat,’ I say.

Throughout our eight months together, feeding has remained the most testing part of my work. It’s a slow, slow process, particularly as Sean insists upon doing things for himself. There’s a selection of paraphernalia to enable this: a rubber slip-mat to go under Sean’s plate, and a shallow shield ring to surround it. Both are designed to grant Sean some purchase. He eats with the focused intensity of a westerner using chopsticks. Sean holds a spoon like I would a stubbed toe: tight and pained, his knuckles white with the stress of independence. He’ll stab or scoop, scrape up the side of the guard, then carefully elevate the spoon in a wide, wide arc to the very edge of his lips, pursed in concentration. I still wince each time his mouth locks down on the metal. Often, he’ll miss his lips entirely, and the food will smear his mouth or decorate his lap. Each successful spoonful can seem a triumph.

‘I should take my meds first,’ Sean says.

‘Fuck,’ I say, ‘I don’t think we have any straws. You can’t take them dry.’

‘Are you sure?’ Sean says. ‘Check my bag.’

‘No, we ran out yesterday. I was supposed to top them up. Hold on, and I’ll ask if they have any behind the counter.’

We only use straws because Sean is too stubborn to drink from a beaker. He claims that beakers are for babies, and that he is not a baby. Consequently, I’ve spent the last eight months wiping up innumerable spilled drinks.

Brigid told me up front that Sean was stubborn. She told me about how he used to kick out at physiotherapists, blaming spasms. How he would lock his jaw in protest at meals he didn’t like. She complained about how impossible it is to put a shirt on a person who doesn’t approve of the colour. At the time, I nodded and—

A scream – shrill as brakes. I know before I turn. Of course it’s him – on the floor, spasming. And for a moment – two – everything is slow motion – buffering around me. A second scream and I’m back beside him.

‘It’s an epileptic fit,’ I say aloud, then louder, repeating myself as I part a small crowd and clumsily shove our flimsy table away from Sean’s body.

‘Just give him space and clear the chairs,’ I command, gesturing the screamer backwards. In one movement, my jumper is off and under Sean’s head. His face is slick with drool; there’s froth at the edge of his lips.

I’m on my knees, in a posture of prayer. Sean’s vibrating in place, arms tight to his chest, his legs a rigid deadweight. His eyes are rolled way back into his head and he’s blinking wildly. His body seems to be protesting each taut breath that makes it through his bluing lips.

‘Do something!’ the screamer demands.

‘This is what I’m supposed to do,’ I say, mostly to myself.

I close my eyes and steady myself. I attempt to summon Brigid’s voice, her training. This is the first time Sean’s had a fit while I’ve been on duty, but I’ve been warned for what to expect. The protocol is to only call for an ambulance if the fit lasts longer than twenty minutes. Once it’s over, I’m supposed to put a suppository up his bum and bring him home to sleep.

In spite of this, I feel lightheaded and nervous, still exhausted from the studio. The smugness of my diagnosis has fizzled away, and most of my attention is now being devoted to willing the fit to stop. I’m peripherally aware of the crowd around us growing larger. Those who can’t bear to watch Sean are looking at me, as if I’m somehow responsible – the artist behind this grim performance piece.

‘I’ve called an ambulance,’ someone shouts.

‘No,’ I say, my hand hovering over Sean’s head like a blessing. ‘Please cancel it. Everything is fine.’

Sean’s body continues to riot. It looks like he is boiling. His mouth contorts in a silent scream.

My legs have begun to ache from crouching, but I’m completely engrossed. This is pure spectacle, something barely human. Witnessing this, possession seems completely plausible. Sean is seismic. There’s a demon within him, fighting through his skin.

For one moment, it seems to be abating, settling from boil to simmer, but then Sean launches back into himself. I’ve lost all sense of time. He twitches, jerks and snorts, grinding his teeth like an addict. To someone who didn’t know better, this could look like an overdose.

Four paramedics storm into the cafeteria. The moment has the timbre of a season finale. Sean doesn’t register their presence. They’re speaking at me in rushed imperatives. I insist everything is fine, that I’ve got it all under control.

‘He’s not on drugs,’ I say. ‘He’s got cerebral palsy.’

‘What’s his name?’ says a female paramedic from above me.

‘It’s a tonic-clonic seizure,’ I say, almost proudly.

‘What’s his name?’ she repeats, looking at me sternly.

‘His name is Sean.’

‘Sean,’ another paramedic calls, gripping his shoulders. ‘Sean, Sean.’

I’ve been moved to one side. In a slim gap between two uniforms, I can just make out Sean’s body, its sharp shiver.

‘Really, everything is okay,’ I say, smiling. ‘I know what I’m doing.’

‘You his girlfriend?’ asks the female paramedic. She has a northern accent and a wide, blemished face.

‘No,’ I say in a disgusted voice, ‘No – carer. I’m his carer.’

‘How long has he been going for?’

‘Ten minutes, twenty? I really don’t know.’

‘This happened before?’

‘Yes. I mean, not since I’ve been with him, but yes.’

‘And no drugs?’

‘God, no,’ I say. ‘Just his meds.’

‘Right,’ she says. ‘Well, give yourself a break. Go get some water.’

I make it to my feet, lightheaded. The world moves at three frames a second – lagged and glitchy. I press the palms of my hands into my eyes and breathe deeply, moving to the bar as instructed, but in my head, I keep going. I’m heading out the back exit, hailing a cab. I’m on my way to the airport. I’m on the first flight available. I’m on a beach, in the sun, cocktail in hand. I’m a postcard moment. I’m deactivating Facebook, withdrawing every penny from my savings account, then every penny from Sean’s. I’m a new person, in a new life, with no Sean to speak of, and no one left to care for or about.

But no. I’m still here. Here as always. Stood at a distance, dutifully sipping water. Resisting the urge to check my phone.

From the bar, I concentrate on admiring the calm efficiency of the paramedics: their supreme confidence, their deliberate gestures. This is an atmosphere of recovery. These are conditions to soothe a soul. And sure enough, it soon seems to be over: a few gentle twitches, then nothing.

Laid still, Sean looks like a husk, curled and small, all the life force shaken from him. By the time he comes round, the café has mostly emptied, lunchtime long over. In the brief moment between waking and throwing up, Sean says my name across two slow syllables.

‘Ja-net—’

The paramedics make way, begin packing up.

‘Sorry, Janet,’ Sean says. A long string of vomit hangs off his bottom lip.

‘Don’t be silly,’ I say, wiping him with the back of my hand. ‘Come on now, let’s get you up and away from that sick.’ I hold Sean by his slightly reddened wrists and gently help him into a seated position. He moves as though the air were pure friction, grating against him. He has the expression of a child post-tantrum – flushed and embarrassed.

‘How long was I out?’ he asks.

‘About twenty minutes,’ I say. ‘And you know what that means.’ I fish a suppository sachet from my bag and dangle it in front of Sean’s face, summoning a light laugh.

With the assistance of two paramedics, I move Sean into his chair, take him to the disabled bathroom, and pop the jelly bullet up his bum.

‘Please do not tell Mum,’ Sean says in our taxi home. ‘She will just worry.’

‘Are you sure?’ I ask. ‘I’m supposed to tell her immediately if you have a fit.’

‘I will be fine. By the show, I will be fine. Please do not tell her.’

‘If you’re sure,’ I say. Through the taxi window, London looks scuffed and grainy – low resolution.

‘How do I look?’ Sean asks sleepily. He has bitten himself – his lip looks fat and beaten.

‘Does it matter?’

‘It matters to me.’

‘You’ve looked better,’ I say.

We sit in silence for a while. I gaze out the window, absently visualising myself alone with a convulsing Sean. Without witnesses.

Sean rests, his eyes closed, head lolled to one side, heavy with valium. He doesn’t seem aware that he’s still wearing his bib.

My flat is four doors down from a house that Engels lived in. This is the extent of my knowledge of our local area. Alex told me on the day I moved in; he referred to Engels as one of history’s greatest sidekicks. I promised myself that I’d study some Marxism, get a basic education in my historical neighbour. In eight months, I haven’t come close to achieving this.

We split the rent, but this is very much Alex’s space. When he gets home, he immediately gets changed out of his suit, and spends his evenings watching old episodes of The Simpsons. Sometimes I watch with him, and we spend the rest of the evening quoting lines at each other, smiling. This is how we avoid knowing each other as adults.

I keep the money I steal from Sean in a shoebox on my bookshelf. Alex rarely comes into my room, but he is not the type to question why a shoebox would be on a bookshelf. It contains all the fivers and tenners I add onto receipts. Taxi fares, lunches. I have no plans for the money, though I have considered fur.

After hard days, I allow myself to pick up the box – test the weight of it. This is much more reassuring than counting. I am very aware of the comic-book melodrama of this habit. I allow myself this indulgence.

Alex wouldn’t notice the box, but Jordan might, so for tonight, it has been stashed under my bed.

I get home just before six, and shower – Sean’s smell clings like onion. I take pleasure in thoroughly cleansing myself of him.

My handover to the night staff at the Mills Grand Estate tends to take longer after a day in the studio, because Sean is still on a high. He insists on commandeering my iPhone to flick through the photo album of framing shots for our latest creation, while explaining to anyone who will listen how this piece fits in with the broader portfolio.

The staff at the flats are employed by the building, not by the residents. They’re not paid to care. They’re paid to be on call for minor emergencies, and to summon ambulances for anything more serious. Part of the Mills Grand Estate’s promotional material advertises the fact they’re only five minutes by ambulance from University College Hospital.

Sean’s made me promise not to tell Brigid about the fit. She is due to come to London at the end of the month, for the end-of-term show. Brigid has emailed me three times over the last week, confirming and reconfirming flight times, seeking my advice and approval on her planned outfit. I am indulging this because she’s offered to take care of Sean on Thursday and Friday while she’s in town, meaning I can look forward to two days of paid leave in bed.

After our evening massage, I set Sean up in bed with his iPad where he edits our photographs in Photoshop – rather, his photographs. I leave the night staff with instructions on what to do if he has another fit.

‘Where’s the bathroom?’ Jordan says, stepping through the door just after eight. He’s in a blazer, shirt and jeans, but moves past me before I can admire.

‘There are only five rooms,’ I say, pointing down the hall. Still moving, he puts one large, Rodin-esque hand round the back of my head, and kisses me on the forehead. I tell myself there is nothing fatherly about this.

I move to the kitchen, take a gulp of wine and listen to him pee, heavy and stern. I don’t think I’m capable of stern peeing. I rearrange my bra and practise my seductive face.

After my first time with Jordan, he told me about his father’s cancer diagnosis. How terrible the timing was, with the divorce and the travel and Beatrice moving out. He told me about the nurses and how amazing they’d been with his father. How impossibly noble the job seems. He told me about how his own injuries and recovery felt ridiculous in comparison to the chemotherapy.

Jordan has never expressed any concern that I am a smoker.

‘You okay in there?’ I say towards the bathroom.

‘Yeah,’ he shouts back.

That first time, while we were still dressed, he made me watch a video of him from some World Championships in 2010. He talked me through each piece of equipment, sat with his legs straddled around me, his chin on my shoulder, kissing my neck occasionally. Vault, pommel horse, rings, parallel bars. Deceptively simple, he assured me. His voice was low but excited. I remember listening more to his intonations than his words – his assessment was highly technical and full of unfamiliar terms. My attention was on the video – the routine.

I’ve watched the video a few times since. In it, Jordan is dressed in a Union Jack leotard. His shoulders look like cuts of meat – huge and prime. The way he moves, the fluid grace of him, so sure, so deliberate and measured. Every time I watch, I feel calm. There’s no risk to his rolls, his flips and leaps. It is clear that he is in complete control. Gravity seems to work with him, not against him. This is a body operating at its peak. This is how a body is supposed to be. There’s no mind to this body. It
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