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Praise for Rites of Spring


‘Jessica Duchen’s debut novel is captivating, imaginative and fascinating. As a musician and a mother, I recognized many of the scenarios and found the questions that were posed very poignant, both from a musical and personal perspective. The pace builds powerfully to a dramatic and ultimately very moving conclusion. Completely gripping!’


Tasmin Little


‘Duchen paints a vivid and utterly bleak picture of modern family life, poignantly depicting Liffy’s increased isolation as the people around her become so preoccupied and alienated from one another . . . A sensitive and thought-provoking novel that will resonate all the more for those with musical leanings.’


Femke Colborne, MUSO


‘Jessica Duchen has crafted a riveting drama set within the arts world . . . The neatly-composed plot charges to a climax as steadily as Ravel’s Boléro, with Duchen capturing well the inner world of the pubescent girl and the London classical music scene. For fans of Joanna Trollope and Russian composers alike.’


Anna Britten, Classic FM Magazine


‘Duchen skilfully enlists our compassion and understanding, and her not-inconsiderable achievement was to make me empathise, as well as sympathise, with the central characters.’


Barry Witherden, BBC Music Magazine (5 star review)


Praise for Jessica Duchen


‘Everything she writes is worth reading’


The Times


‘It is an intriguing life story . . . Jessica Duchen’s highly readable new biography, the first comprehensive book on the man in English’


BBC Music Magazine on Erich Wolfgang Korngold


‘Lucid and persuasive’


Birmingham Post on Erich Wolfgang Korngold




To the memory of my mother, father and sister




‘Olivia.’


She opens her eyes into the darkness that is never dark. She strains her ears in the silence that is never silent. Street-lights, a sound-soup of traffic from the South Circular, the groaning planes passing overheard. And a voice, a still, small voice.


‘Olivia.’


A friend at primary school had once heard voices. She’d called them ‘the pixies in the wall’. Liffy knows enough about the world to be sure this isn’t a pixie. She doesn’t believe in pixies. She can hear her own breathing and the heartbeat accelerating within her developing breast. The house around her seems suspended in time and motion.


‘Coming, Olivia? With me?’


Liffy sits up, rubs her eyes and switches on the lamp under her Pooh Bear poster. The voice has gone, sucked away into the pool of pale light.
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It’s the day after the funeral. April sunshine slants into the house, thinned inside by pale muslin curtains and outside by concrete-grey and ghost-white clouds. Liffy is first up, as usual. She likes to get up earlier than the rest of the family: she enjoys the only quiet moment of her day, settled on the sofa with her legs tucked under her, still wearing her purple pyjamas patterned with zebras.


The garden beckons, the daffodils loud and luminous, the apple tree taut with heaving buds. Spring has startled Liffy this year. All she remembers, before, is liking it, but never loving it, not so much that she wanted to run to the grass naked and throw herself face down in it to embrace the earth. It is a peculiar impulse and not one that she’d like to admit to anybody, least of all her parents. Certainly not the day after her grandmother’s funeral.


She makes herself breakfast: a cup of weak tea with plenty of milk and two teaspoons of sugar, a bowl of muesli, a banana. Sometimes Dad makes scrambled eggs for them all, but Liffy doesn’t wait around in case because she can’t bear watching the twins eat. They go about it with the clamour and gluttony of tiger cubs at a kill. At the party – if you could call it a party – after the funeral, they’d stuffed their faces with so many sandwiches that Alex had been sick in the car on the way home. In any case Liffy prefers, twins or no twins, to eat alone, but – without knowing why – she doesn’t like to say so. It’s another of those impulses that have started this year and don’t quite make sense in the context of family routine. She presses a button on the remote control and watches a perky, attractive girl who looks no older than herself reading something disheartening about school results on the breakfast news.


Upstairs there’s the rumpus of her father trying to get the twins out of bed. The trouble with the twins is, first, that they share a little world of their own, which makes them super-resilient to outside interference; second, that they hate school; third, that they pick on Liffy. She doesn’t mind if they get up late – there’s more time for her to breathe and just . . . just be before the onslaught begins. But they have to get to school and each day it’s the same, with Dad hauling out one and then the other from under their car-patterned quilts, trying to be jolly and laugh them into wakefulness, only to crack as they protest or ignore him. Liffy listens, bored, as Dad’s voice rises to outstrip the two little rebels – ‘Matt, I won’t tell you again!’ By the time the twins appear on the stairs, one after another, they will be fuming, tearful or both. It is as if none of them can start their day without this ritual that leaves them tense and coiled like springs in a clockwork hamster.


Mum, in the big front bedroom, is still asleep. She’s lying on her back, mouth open, snoring. Liffy glances in on her way to the bathroom. Mum, when she’s awake, is striking – charismatic. Everyone is impressed by her, in one way or another. At school, other girls tell her, ‘My mum says your mum’s Sasha Wood and she’s really famous.’ Margaret, Liffy’s ballet teacher, says it’s a shame Mum had had to stop dancing because she’d been so beautiful on stage; they’d once been in the same company. Miss Carroll, the English teacher, wants to know why Liffy’s English composition isn’t better than it is, since her mother is such a wonderful writer. All of them watch Mum on The Weekly Review, on which she speaks as cultural critic at least twice a month.


Liffy never saw her mother dance – she was the reason she’d stopped; she can’t read her book (too difficult and grown-up); and when The Weekly Review comes on, on Fridays at eleven o’clock at night, she has generally been asleep for over an hour, though sometimes she watches a videotape of the programme the next morning, only to find she understands nothing as it’s all about new films, plays and books that she doesn’t know. At breakfast time, Sasha has been asleep for too few hours; she is not often up early enough to see her family off, and nothing can wake her, not even the aeroplanes overhead. Liffy can’t help feeling that everyone else knows her mother better than she does.


Liffy puts on her uniform – dark green – and brushes her long hair, which, like Auntie Lisa’s, is the colour of clear honey. She checks her rucksack for books, lunchbox (which she has prepared herself the previous evening) and the full complement of homework, plus well-concealed mobile phone; says goodbye to her father and brothers, who respectively kiss and ignore her; and walks up Somerset Road under the light, drifting petals of cherry blossom towards the bus stop.


Adam, ushering Alex and Matt through the routine of bathroom, school uniform, shoes, schoolbags and lunchboxes, wonders how Sasha can sleep through the racket. He knows better than to challenge her for, after thirteen years of marriage and – he realises with a lurch – nearly twenty years together, on and off, she has never been any different. She applies the same intensity to sleeping as she does to writing, speaking or making love. That’s one of the things he has always loved about her; he can’t question it now.


He walks the boys to school on automatic pilot – it’s not far, just ten minutes through pretty, garden-decked side-streets – and deposits them with mingled anxiety and relief at the gates. He watches the two mop-headed little figures charging through the playground to meet their footballing friends for a game before school. They always run; they never walk. Adam turns his attention to his journey to work.


The station; hazelnut latte and croissant from Claudia, the Mexican girl who runs the coffee shop; late train; twenty-two minutes, twenty-five in rush-hour, to Waterloo. Carriages vacuum-packed with sharp-suited women, students with studs through their eyebrows, plump, self-satisfied men older than him, younger, thinner, anxious-looking ones with trendy rectangular glasses. The variety of languages and colours increases as the train approaches central London.


Adam’s gaze falls on an Asian youth in denims, carrying a wide, flat black case of the type Adam recognises only too well as an artist’s portfolio. The boy has dark, serious eyes; his gaze meets Adam’s for a fractured second and Adam senses at once the inner transformation, the artist’s instinct that breaks up everything it sees into line and form and essence – not intention, but second nature. The youth is deconstructing him, perhaps turning him into an abstract form, a pattern of fierce yet fading colours and shattered outlines, entitled Desperate Father Commutes. Adam wonders whether the boy can see – in that sliver of time on an overcrowded train – how much he longs to switch places with him.


At the back of his brain, a rhythm is beating. Mum. Mum. Mum.


His last image of her is branded behind his retinas: laid out flat, arms by her sides, eyes closed never to open again, skin grey, awareness gone. All the times she had cooked and scolded and punished and embraced and fussed and despaired and hoped for him, her only son, her only child, she his only mother, and it had all to end there, in her bedroom with the spring breeze lifting the chintz curtains and the cruel sun shining on and on, an icy stillness spreading through the house as if its own soul had breathed out and gone away. Adam’s heart is screaming and screaming for her to come back – it’s like his three-year-old separation anxiety, left in the car while she nipped into the Summertown grocery for a minute to pick up cornflakes, milk, bread and Marmite, and he knew she was never, ever coming back . . . and now, forty years later, he sees he’d been right after all. It is not yet twenty-four hours since he watched her coffin being lowered into the grave and heard the rabbi intoning her name in the middle of the Hebrew prayers, pronouncing it ‘Marta’ rather than the anglicised ‘Martha’. He can still see his father’s blank, anguished face beside him, still hear the ghastly dull thud of the first clod of earth on the lid, still feel Liffy’s cold little hand jerk in his own with shock at the sound.


He casts his gaze across his fellow commuters. Death amid modern life takes place behind screens and locked doors, under fluorescent light or in the dark, in places smelling of disinfectant and the putrid, rotting stems of abandoned flowers in plastic vases. Death today is not to be looked in the face. Most of Adam’s carriage-mates, he knows, imagine death simply as the closing of a box – if they imagine it at all.


At Waterloo, Adam is carried with the crowd down the stairs to the Waterloo and City Line. Underground, the train is cramped and grimy. Adam holds on to a scarlet metal pole during the five-minute journey to Bank; as always he’s relieved to be out of the Tube and plodding up the sloping travelator towards the open air. Another few minutes on foot – the quietest time of his day, in which he can mull over the twins’ impossible energy, Liffy’s inscrutable workaholism and the unwakeability of his wife – and he arrives at the Bishopsgate offices of Forrest & Burns Magazines where his place waits for him on the third floor at the head of a bank of desks, all similarly adorned with state-of-the-art flat-screened computers and a system of in-trays and out-trays containing magazine job bags tracking the state of each feature for the next issue of Fifteen.


‘Look, mate, at least you’d be using your skills and getting paid properly for it.’ Those words had drawn him into this bizarre, unnatural world – words from Nick, his oldest friend from art-school days. Nick works upstairs at Forrest & Burns, which owns ten of the most successful magazines in the country. He’s art director on a different kind of monthly and when Adam had phoned him in 1994 with the news that he and Sasha were having twins and he needed to find a better-paid job PDQ, it was a good word from Nick to Terry Forrest that had fixed things. Not that Adam had wanted to admit that to Sasha – her much-vaunted liberalism stopped well short of encouraging contacts in top-shelf magazines – but he hadn’t had much choice.


On the days when Adam and Nick, each up against endless deadlines, unreasonable demands from Editorial, even more unreasonable ones from Advertising and problems with the printers, slope off at six for a drink before heading home, they sometimes sit over their beer remembering their younger selves and laughing at their old dreams of being the next David Hockney.


‘We still had to learn painting,’ Nick reflects, when the Turner Prize rolls round again. ‘Nobody bloody paints any more. It’s all film installations and pickled sharks and filthy beds now.’


‘Ever do any these days?’ Adam asks.


‘Not bloody likely. You?’


‘Sometimes.’ Adam prefers not to tell his old mate that he couldn’t live without the release that is a blank canvas, a palette, the tray of oils and the brushes that lie somewhere in the broom cupboard, waiting to tempt him back into the only world that is all his own. Certainly not during these years in which he controls the look of double-page spreads targeted at girls just a few years older than his daughter, articles about pitfalls to avoid when trying to colour your hair at home, how to achieve the right school–life balance, how to choose the right bra and, most frequently, such matters as what to wear for a first date with a boy. Some lunchtimes he bounds upstairs to the fifth floor to find Nick and go for a sarnie; and Nick will be working on his own mag’s spreads, fitting breasts to page edges, airbrushing underarm shadows or crows’ feet around the models’ eyes, designing front covers with coloured lettering that picks up the shade of the girl’s eyeshadow, G-string or nipples.


Over the Friday beer, Adam listens to Nick’s problems. Nick’s wife, Mary, has run off with a merchant banker, taking their three-year-old daughter with her. Adam doesn’t like talking about himself at the best of times, but he doesn’t know how to explain to Nick the dismay, the terror he often senses, looking at the bright, defiant, trendy teens in his magazine and the sex objects in Nick’s, about what the future holds for his beautiful, innocent, ballet-obsessed twelve-year-old Liffy.


Lisa Wood, her hair wound up and pierced through with a mock-ivory hairpin like a dinosaur tooth, is pacing the lecture theatre waiting for her students. They’re often late – although, to be fair, it’s not always their fault since most are at the capricious mercy of the London transport system. There are just forty first years and they drift in in groups. Some carry a case concealing a violin, flute or oboe; the cellists deposit their hefty burdens at the side of the room. The lecture theatre has no windows. They can’t be distracted from Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring by the sight of the real spring that brings out all the urges to do – well, many things other than listen to Lisa’s lecture.


She allows them three more minutes, then gives up on the absentees and begins. ‘When Stravinsky described the origin of The Rite of Spring – who can tell me what he said?’


A startled moment of silence: the students are shocked out of their dozy state, as she’d intended, the onus on them to respond. A hand goes up to the right of the theatre.


‘Edward?’


‘He said he dreamed it,’ says the youth, a compact fellow with a public-school voice and hair gelled into spikiness. He likes answering questions. ‘He said that he saw in a dream the image of an ancient tribe performing a ritual in which a young girl dances herself to death to propitiate the god of spring.’


‘Very good, Edward. But actually it was the sun god, Yarilo. And you know how we know that?’


Silence. No student has heard the name Yarilo before.


‘Because,’ Lisa says, ‘if you look at the facts – not the fictions drawn up by various people including Stravinsky himself – they tell you that there is only the very slenderest chance that Stravinsky could take as much credit for the idea as he wanted to. These days we tend to look at art, dance and music as three separate entities. We’re losing out, because Diaghilev, who commissioned this ballet, certainly didn’t separate them. And if you look at who the designer of The Rite of Spring was, the artist Nicholas Roerich, you see that his interest in Russian folklore meant that he probably provided a substantial part of the idea and knew the name of this god. What does this tell us?’


Silence. Lisa sighs inwardly.


‘It tells us,’ she says, ‘that creation doesn’t happen in isolation. For every creative baby, if you like, there has to have been a creative sperm – no sniggering, please! – to spark it into life, and a creative womb, a creative environment, to nourish it and enable it to grow. It tells us that if we want to understand the miracle of artistic creation, we have to look at the whole picture. This course is called “The Origins of Twentieth-Century Music, 1880 to 1925”, which is as general as it comes. Who has read Debussy’s letters?’ A few hands go up. ‘Who has read Tolstoy?’ Five people admit to it. ‘And who has read a history of the Russian Revolution? Who has read Karl Marx?’


The room falls into shocked stillness. Lisa can’t help remembering that when she was at university people still read Marx, and believed in his work, and she is only thirty-three. Nobody reads Marx any more.


‘The Russian Revolution,’ she says, ‘took place eight years before the official end of our course. Unless you know why so many Russian composers were living in exile, you won’t begin to understand what made them tick . . .’


Even while she lectures, Lisa is preoccupied with her own Russian in exile. Vladimir had phoned her at almost midnight the evening before. She’d talked to him for half an hour, told him about Adam’s mother’s funeral, told him her anxieties about her own mother and the difficulties in her sister Sasha’s family and the way her downstairs neighbour keeps having his doorbell rung in the middle of the night and how she sees shady characters going in and out. Vladimir told her about the new record producer he is working with, about his chamber-music colleagues for the CD, about a delayed plane and lost luggage and how he hates German food. ‘I bought you some beautiful shoes in Berlin,’ he added. ‘They are purple suede, very elegant.’


‘That’s sweet of you, darling,’ said Lisa, even though it is Vladimir, rather than herself, who gets a kick out of beautiful shoes. ‘Vovka, I miss you so much.’


‘I miss you too.’


‘When can we see each other?’


‘Darling, we’ll work something out. I will call you very soon.’


Lisa knows that this is a sure indication she won’t hear from him for at least a fortnight.


Vladimir’s problem is not his busy schedule, his broken marriage, his reluctance to commit or even his musical stardom. It runs deeper than any of those. Vladimir’s problem is Stalin. He’d spent his early childhood constantly on the move because his parents, who were both academics, had been denounced in Kiev years earlier by a jealous neighbour. Two years in Tashkent, two in Siberia, two in Georgia, eventual calm amid faceless Soviet concrete tower blocks in the Ukraine, where his father had walked out. It’s the fear that has stayed with him since he ‘defected’ – pre-perestroika, with much fuss in the press. It’s the deep-seated, unconscious fear of staying anywhere for too long, in case it leads to indefinite incarceration or violent, premature death. How can she explain the effect of the Russian Revolution to a roomful of spoilt eighteen-year-olds in designer jeans? It’s hard enough to grasp the implications herself.


After the lecture, as the students pile out, she notices that Edward has left behind the piece of paper he’s been sharing with his neighbour – writing scribbled asides to one another. She couldn’t be bothered to stop them, not seeing much harm in it. At least they’d turned up to the lecture: many others had not. She walks up the stairs and retrieves it.


On the paper, the outline of a woman’s body is drawn in black ink, topped with a swirl of hair pinned up with something resembling a gigantic tooth. Beneath it is scribbled the following exchange:


32D?


11/10.


What’s a nice girl like her doing in a crap job like this?


How about: can’t find a man?


Lisa Wood. If she could. But she can’t.


Wouldn’t mind righting her spring . . .


Lisa scrunches up the paper and deposits it in the nearest bin. Then she fishes it out again, smooths it and stows it in her briefcase.


Later, on her way out from her office, down long, bare flights of Victorian stone stairs, she passes the student canteen where she spots Edward tucking into a plate of chips topped with half a bottle of tomato ketchup. She pushes through the glass doors and comes up behind him. He is so busy holding forth to the girl opposite him that he doesn’t notice her until it’s too late.


‘Hi, Edward,’ she says. He turns round and guilt flashes over his face. Lisa pulls the piece of paper out of her bag and slaps it down on the table in front of him. ‘You left this behind. Oh, and you were wrong about one thing: it’s thirty-two double D. See you tomorrow.’ She saunters out, leaving her stunned student speechless over his chips.


Liffy’s school bus collects her and a gaggle of other girls from the stop opposite the tandoori restaurant. Then it crawls along like a giant sloth, past the supermarket, past boutiques selling novelty gifts and sports equipment, past the garden centre, and stops again to pick up a crescendo of occupants. The noise inside the bus increases by many decibels with every intake. Liffy, sitting with feet tucked under in her favourite seat exactly half-way down the bus, talks to Charlotte, who clambered aboard beside the pub. She tries to ignore the noise. She hates people who giggle. Charley says she has decided to be vegetarian because of all the antibiotics that are pumped into farm animals.


‘Cool,’ Liffy says, wondering why she hadn’t thought of it herself.


The bus accelerates, halting once half-way up a long road lined with expensive historic piles and again at the top just before Hammersmith Bridge. WEAK BRIDGE, says the notice. Gazing at the lapping grey water of the Thames at low tide and the ornate, green edifice of the bridge, Liffy tries to dispel the image that always rises in her mind of the road buckling, the bus tumbling off, the water claiming them all.


The other side of the river is like a different city. Gone are the wide streets, the generous trees, the Italian delis and pretty clothes shops. In their place stand Victorian terraces several floors high, their window-frames begging to be painted, the steps up to the front doors sprouting stray dandelions. Some doors are patched with wood where glass should have been. The newspaper hoardings bear sensational headlines: ‘Bomber’s connection with Bin Laden’; ‘Scores dead in flood disaster’; ‘No to Euro, says former PM’. A stream of cheap hotels with names like Roxana, Demetrios and Hellenic line the street and she almost always sees the same red-bearded tramp foraging in the dustbins and the same half-crazed man in threadbare tweeds wandering along, shouting and singing at the passers-by. Legend has it that the girls used to make their own way to school on public transport, but such was the outcry among the parents about the danger and the expense that the school began to lay on its own buses, which Liffy is certain cost far more per term.


Liffy tries not to show it, especially not to Charley, but she feels afraid every morning and every evening. She’d feel afraid in between too, if the stream of lessons paused for long enough to let her. It’s a fearsome, unbalanced world, drawn with skewed angles and double standards and inside-out priorities: its geometry makes no sense. Why do people sleep rough in Hammersmith? Why do scarlet-faced alcoholics linger there? Why does nobody help them? Why are so many people dying of AIDS in Africa? When will the next crazed suicide bombers strike, and when will they pick London to strike at? Why is global warming being allowed to continue unchecked? Why does nobody care? Because nobody does. In her year nobody, except her and Charley, seems to care about anything except how fat they are and who wins Pop Idol.


Obesity is the fastest-growing health problem in the UK, scream the headlines. Children don’t get enough exercise. All they do is sit and eat crisps and hamburgers in front of video games and the TV. They don’t play in the street, they don’t run in the park, and instead of walking to school, they are driven there by mothers in 4WDs. Liffy cannot match the news headlines to her own experience.


They have four compulsory sport sessions every week and she loathes them all: they are bussed down to the games fields and stand in the freezing cold in their short gym skirts and short-sleeved blouses while the wind flays their knees and gnaws at their young bones. She’s never played a video game: she doesn’t have time, what with too much homework, too much practising (she has to do all her ballet exercises every day), too many parties at the weekends, too much to do, no time to do it all, no time to close her eyes and – well, just be. As for obesity . . . On the noticeboard in the school entrance hall is pinned a piece of paper giving the extension number you should ring if you think your friend has anorexia.


At lunch, Liffy looks around the crowded school dining room, a hive of green bees with hands and feet and buzzing, droning voices. Almost everybody is eating chips or burgers or both. The school lets them choose whether to buy canteen food or bring their own lunch from home. Some have been given sandwiches by their mothers. A few have sloped out of school (illegally) to investigate local fast-food outlets instead. Charley, who’s in love, doesn’t want to eat at all.


‘He’s never going to love you,’ Liffy says, feeling it best to tell her straight. ‘You’re a kid.’


‘But if I wait . . . Seven years isn’t so long. Not really. I’ll be twenty in seven years’ time and he won’t even be forty yet.’


‘You don’t need to wait until you’re twenty, nitwit,’ says the superior-toned Sophie, who sits opposite them. ‘You’ll be legal in three years. And who waits that long anyway? Nobody waits to lose their virginity until they’re sixteen.’


‘You’d have to stop having flute lessons,’ Liffy says. ‘Otherwise he could get sacked for – what’s it called?’


‘Gross moral turpentine,’ Sophie declares – and looks bewildered as all the girls around her choke, laughing, on their lunch.


‘I’m useless at the flute anyway.’ Charley sighs. ‘I can’t cope with him looking at me.’ She scrapes the remains of her sandwiches into a nearby black-lined bin.


‘You’re not useless,’ Sophie says kindly. ‘You’re really good.’ She’s the only other girl in the class who has flute lessons – another reason why Charley despises her. Charley snorts and looks the other way.


‘God, I feel fat,’ announces Leila. ‘I went shopping on Saturday because I can’t get into my jeans.’


‘Come on, Leila, you’re a size six!’ Sophie challenges.


‘Not any more I’m not.’


Leila is a tall, exquisitely beautiful girl with coffee-coloured skin much envied by the others; she’s half Persian (she always says ‘Persian’ rather than ‘Iranian’). She’s so exotic and elegant that the plain white English middle-class girls who make up the majority of St Catherine’s School would have crowned her queen at once, if given the chance. Sitting beside her, Liffy feels too short, too pale and far too plump. She glances down at Leila’s backpack by their feet, its top flap open. Inside she can see what looks like a packet of pills bearing the word ‘Sennolax’.


Liffy and some of the other Jewish girls in the class once tried to argue that they were a trendy ethnic minority too, but got laughed at. ‘You don’t even have funny noses,’ Sophie had tried to explain. ‘You look just like everyone else. Anyway, Israel’s horrid. You don’t want people to associate you with that, do you?’


Liffy, Sarah and Katia all have cousins or family friends in Tel Aviv or Haifa; they all lost relations in the gravel-hued background to something called the Holocaust that they know only through faint tales from reluctant grandparents. The three stared at Sophie in silence. Sophie gave a nervous giggle and hurried away, looking embarrassed. Liffy wonders why Sophie always puts her foot in it but never knows what she’s done wrong.


The ground under Liffy’s feet sometimes does not feel solid. She imagines, as she walks, that the ground is not earth but paper: her foot might go through it at any time and she will dangle by one leg, suspended in space over an infinite dark universe. If she were to walk too close to the edge of the pavement, she thinks, she’d fall off and instead of landing in the gutter she’d fall and fall and keep on falling and she’d suddenly see the earth in the distance as a hollow blue ball bouncing among predatory stars that might gobble it up in one gulp. She always walks as far inland from the kerb as she can.


‘You’re half Irish anyway, aren’t you?’ someone had asked her, after the Sophie débâcle.


‘No,’ Liffy sighed for the thousandth time.


‘Then why are you called Liffy? That’s the river in Dublin, isn’t it?’


‘It’s short for Olivia.’


‘Well, Olivia’s not a specially Jewish name, is it? Why are you called Olivia?’


‘Apparently,’ Liffy announced, nose in the air, ‘I was conceived under an olive tree on a Greek island.’ That shut them up and had the advantage of being true.


Deciding what to call Olivia for short had been a tricky family matter. Adam and Sasha, thirty-one and twenty-seven, gazing besotted at the tiny, pink prawnlike being they had inadvertently created, thought of ‘Olivia’ almost as a joke – to find that it stuck to the baby girl like a second skin. Over the next several years they tried transforming it into Olly, but Gerald said they couldn’t call a girl Olly, it sounded like Laurel and Hardy. They tried ‘Liv’, but it just didn’t work for a baby or toddler. Liv Levy sounded ridiculous anyway, according to Martha; she wasn’t going to have her granddaughter made a laughing stock. They tried Libby, the strange confluence of V and B suggesting itself as a possible exit route, but Olivia was a V girl, not a B girl: she was so light that there might have been tiny white wings fluttering on the back of her heels. She’d pattered on her feet rather than thumping when she learned to walk; she never walked when she could run (the one thing she had in common with her brothers), or stood still when she could dance. She needed a name that flew, that was not held down by the lead plumb-line of a letter as solid as B. So Liffy she became and now everybody thought she must be Irish.


‘Ah, Adam. Sorry about your mother. Lousy business.’


‘Thank you, Terry.’


Adam is sitting in the MD’s office on the tenth floor. Terry Forrest – fifty-something, five foot six, with small, astute eyes – sits opposite him behind a wide cherry-wood desk.


‘I’ve asked you to pop in for a little chat because we’ve got some good news,’ Forrest says. ‘We’re buying ourselves a new toy.’


‘Oh yes?’ says Adam.


‘It’s a kind of spinning top.’ Forrest sits back in his leather chair and folds his hands together over his paunch. ‘The principle’s easy. When it spins, it generates money. It sells like hot chestnuts. And it badly needs a new home. Its daddy’s been run in for . . . shall we say, financial irregularities?’


‘And what name does it answer to?’


‘Trafalgar.’


‘You have got to be joking.’


‘I kid you not. Trafalgar is ours, with Trafalgar’s hundreds of thousands of readers and hungry companies slavering at the chops at the thought of advertising in it. Now, Adam, you’re our best designer and our best manager too. I’m impressed with the way you look after your team. They trust you and they respect you. You’d be surprised how rare that is. So. I’m offering you the art directorship.’


‘The art directorship?’ Adam feels as if he’s in a lift that’s stopping too quickly.


‘Big raise. Big raise for big responsibility. A bit snazzier, too, than the teeny-boppers. Very glossy. Major quality-control issues. High pressure, with high rewards. How does it grab you?’


‘A big raise,’ Adam echoes. ‘Can I ask how much, exactly?’


Forrest utters a figure. Adam’s mouth almost falls open.


‘What do you say?’ Forrest sits forward and fixes Adam with his little eyes.


Adam can’t speak for a second. ‘Thank you, Terry,’ he says finally. ‘It’s a great opportunity. Can I have a day or two to think it over?’


Forrest’s eyebrows rise. ‘If that’s what you need,’ he says. ‘Come back to me about it by Thursday.’


Adam gets up to go, wondering whose life he’s stepped into by accident. It certainly doesn’t feel like his own.


Sasha sits in her study, tapping her fingers on the desk as she watches her list of new emails appearing on her computer screen, bold letters on a white background. She agrees to let her email address appear at the end of the column and people do insist on writing to tell her what a terrible person she is. You have a column in a newspaper? You get emails. Your job is to provoke, to be opinionated, to goad people into using their grey matter a little, and all that happens is that they write to you saying you are provocative, opinionated and an intellectual snob. Now and then she gets a handwritten letter, forwarded from the office, from one woman somewhere north of Watford cheering her on, but on the whole people prefer to write negative responses, just as bad news is always bigger than good.


The trouble is that she can’t get going today. She has deadlines, as usual, and she has nobody to blame but herself. She could have phoned her editor to explain that her mother-in-law had died and she’d been to the funeral and that writing about the lack of charm among New Labour women MPs could not have interested her less at this moment. But she hadn’t. How can she let life stop, just at the time when life has to go on? Missing the column for a week, or pulling out of The Weekly Review on the coming Friday, would have been a triumph for Martha over her, from wherever it is that Martha has gone, and if she could triumph once in death she could continue triumphing into eternity, for she has become an immortal with nothing better to do than keep an ever-watchful eye from another world over her son, who happens to be Sasha’s husband. Sasha decides she is damned if she is going to let that come about.


Sasha is not accustomed to writer’s block.


Once, when she was eleven, Liffy had brought home a questionnaire – the sort that little girls love, the answers to which are supposed to tell you something profound about yourself. Liffy had begged her to fill it in and Sasha had come up with the following:


NAME: Sasha Jane Wood


DATE OF BIRTH: 3 April 1963


ELEMENT: Fire


FAVOURITE ANIMAL: [Sasha had agonised over this one, torn at first between friendly shaggy dogs and fierce wild cats.] Dolphin


FAVOURITE COLOUR: Blue


FAVOURITE FOOD: Mediterranean, preferably on a Greek island


FAVOURITE DRINK: Rioja


FAVOURITE SOUND: The sea


THREE QUALITIES: Determination, idealism, grace


THREE FAULTS: Stubbornness, anger and [um] vanity


ONE REGRET: Not being a dancer any more


ONE DREAM: To live fully


NUMBER: [Sasha didn’t know why you were supposed to have a favourite number, but she wrote down the one that meant the members of her immediate family, excluding Martha, excluding Gerald, excluding even her mother and Lisa.] 5


WHO OR WHAT IS THE GREATEST LOVE OF YOUR LIFE? My children [She’d thought of writing ‘my husband’, but just at that moment he wasn’t.]


HOW WOULD YOU LIKE TO DIE? Not today, thank you. [Liffy and her odd little friend Charlotte had laughed and laughed at the twisted meaning, to Sasha’s satisfaction.]


Liffy and Charley had examined the answers, then embarked on a personal ritual, clapping their hands and intoning a rhyme like a modern adaptation of an ancient spell. Then Liffy had drawn a piece of paper out of a felt pouch they carried around with them, and read it out: ‘“You are ambitious, passionate and a dreamer. You have much to give to the world. Do not neglect your friends and family in your quest”.’


‘Quest?’ Sasha echoed. ‘This sounds like something out of Lord of the Rings. People don’t have quests any more.’


‘Ah,’ Liffy said, ‘but maybe we do.’ She wouldn’t elaborate.


Liffy has a quest and Sasha knows what it is. Every time they walk or drive through the park, Liffy’s eyes stray to the quiet road up the hill, past the white notice forbidding through traffic, the road that finishes in a copse of oak trees beyond the acres of long, dry grass: the copse that conceals the ballet school.


Liffy wants to go to the ballet school. She’d auditioned, two years before, and hadn’t got in. The letter declared that the competition had been tough and the standard exceptionally high, and they regretted that Liffy had not been in the final selection. Liffy, though, wants to try again and, as she tells her mother all too often, there’s no reason why she shouldn’t. Perhaps the competition might be less severe next time.


Sasha has not the slightest intention of letting Liffy become a dancer. She attends one of the best schools in London and hence in the whole country; she will have a fine education and she will not be permitted to fritter away her youth on something that will cause her nothing but heartache.


‘I’m going to dance,’ Liffy hissed, when Sasha tried to encourage her to spend more time doing homework and less on pliés and battements en cloche, ‘and nobody is going to stop me.’


Sasha’s email emits a ringing sound: a new message tells her that her companions on The Weekly Review will be the usual presenter George Urwin, the poet John Castleton, who has a new volume out with Faber, and the theatre critic Cindy Smith, who’s just finished a book on black history reflected in white theatre. Sasha loves Cindy, tolerates George, hates John. Each appearance (twice monthly being her usual quota) puts another cog into the mechanism for selling her next book and the chances of some publisher buying it for what she knows it is going to be worth when she gets round to writing it. The Weekly Review is her most crucial activity, because underneath her fire-laced words lies a faint, irrational terror that some day someone is going to expose her for the fraud she knows she really is.


The phone rings and Sasha reaches out to answer it. From the receiver comes – nothing. There is a distant breath, then silence and a click. Sasha pushes back her chair, strides to her answering-machine and switches it on with one swipe. She has too much to do to be bothered with heavy breathers today.


In the office, Adam hangs up on his wife. How can he tell Sasha, professional latter-day feminist, judgemental liberal, mother of his three children, newly turned forty, that he’s about to become art director of an upmarket men’s magazine – including all that that implies?


Sasha abandons her desk to fetch her twins from school. They come hurtling through the playground like rocket-launched missiles and grab at her from two directions, yelling at the same time.


‘Mu-u-um, did you get any sweets?’


‘Mu-u-um, can we have some ice-cream?’


She’s infuriated by them at every moment, yet loves them with an animal ferocity she hadn’t known she was capable of until she gave birth to them. She hugs one with each arm, moved by their still babylike body warmth to a sensation that is grand and protective and makes her feel like some kind of fertility goddess. She remembers when the doctor held the ultrasound scanner to her burgeoning bump, gazed at the screen and exclaimed, ‘Sasha, there are two. You’re having twins,’ and she’d howled, ‘Twins? My life is over!’


I don’t half think some daft things. She smiles, saying no, she has no sweeties and, no, they can’t have ice-cream until after dinner, marching them down the hill towards the main road. She can tell them apart, though few can: Matt’s grin is the more lop-sided, Alex’s hair the more disobedient. Matt’s temperament is pragmatic but stubborn, with interests pointing towards a future career in business; Alex is less witty but more imaginative and she can’t predict what on earth he will do for his living.


They have much more homework than any eight-year-old boy should have. At their little desks, side by side in the window of their room, they sit together writing, Alex biting his lip as he concentrates, Matt wriggling beside him. Later, she’ll quiz them for their forthcoming spelling test. They attend the finest prep school in the borough – paid for, she’s ashamed to remember, by Adam’s father; it has a ninety per cent success rate for getting its pupils into the best private secondary schools. It’s against all the principles that Sasha fought for and marched for and yelled for twenty years ago – but somehow, since she’s had children of her own, those principles have steamed away over the relentless heat of real life.


She still doesn’t approve. Children should be taught in a single stratum of state schools, paid for by the government, with everyone receiving the fine education to which a civilised society should entitle them. And so she says in her column from time to time. Nice idea, said Gerald, giving her a copy of the financial paperwork, but that’s not how things are. Wish they were, but there you go: you’ve got to do what’s best for your children as individuals. Moreover, Martha had insisted: ‘I won’t have my grandsons put in one of those bloody zoos,’ she’d announced. Eventually, gritting her teeth, Sasha admitted defeat and the boys, like Liffy, went private.


Around five o’clock, Sasha hears a click of the latch – no footsteps to speak of – as Liffy comes in from school. The energy in the house shifts like sand into a new pattern: Liffy, wings on her heels, lightens the prevailing sensation of muddy little football boots and mini-macho maleness. She slips up the stairs and changes into a scoop-necked, fuchsia-pink top and flared jeans that trail to her toes. The air softens with the fragrance of clean hair and girlish floral perfume. Alex and Matt squabble over the last biscuit on the plate that Sasha has given them to spur on their homework; Liffy watches them, pulls a face and disappears into her room to work. She’s been told that her target for this term should be to improve her maths and Sasha has promised that she’ll help her with ballet practice later if the maths gets done – properly – first.


Bill, the big ginger tom, clatters through the cat flap into the kitchen and Ben, a smaller, slower, black-furred animal, gives him a slanted green gaze from the couch in the corner where he has been sleeping for most of the day. The cats don’t like each other; they eat side by side at their bowls only under duress. Ben pads upstairs in pursuit of Liffy and settles down on her bed, paws tucked under. The sycophantic Bill avoids the twins, winds himself round Sasha’s ankles and miaows on the off-chance that it might be suppertime.


After she’s given the children cold drinks and biscuits and fed the cats, Sasha marinates chicken pieces ready to cook later, answers the phone to a double-glazing salesperson, changes the kitchen rubbish bag, which never wants to come out of the tall thin designer bin (what a daft way to design a bin), empties the dishwasher of clean plates, rings Lisa to make sure Lisa has called their mother, Sally, to see if she’s OK (she has and she is), stops the twins killing each other in a fight over a red felt-tip pen, tests them on their spelling and at last sends them into the garden to play football while she goes upstairs to the loft, which they’d converted first into a playroom and then a ballet studio complete with barre, to help Liffy as she’d promised.


Liffy has changed into her ballet gear and stands straight, slender and poised in a perfect fifth position, feet turned out and stacked one against the other, a light hand resting on the round wooden barre. She sinks upright towards the floor in a full plié, knees to the sides, heels rising at the last minute; legs straight again, she folds her head and upper body in towards her knees, stretches forward and then up, lifting her free arm above her head and finishing the movement with a backward arch. Sasha praises the line of her arm, the tilt of her head, the open shape of her shoulders. Liffy’s knees don’t turn out as far as her feet do, though.


‘I can’t,’ Liffy says. ‘I am trying.’


Sasha knows there’s nothing Liffy can do about it: her joints aren’t built that way. If she lies on the floor with her legs bent up and drops them outward, feet together, to make a diamond shape, her knees cannot and will not touch the floor. The ballet school in the park will want them to. They won’t. It’s nobody’s fault.


‘I will get there,’ Liffy says, straining for the turnout at her hip joints. ‘I will!’


‘You’re tensing up,’ Sasha says. ‘It won’t help. Relax into it.’


The more Liffy tries, the more tense she becomes and the less her hip joints want to co-operate.


Sasha knows she won’t get back to her desk before ten o’clock that night, and she has to finish a column of which she’s written just 232 words. She sighs. It never occurs to her that Liffy, hearing the sigh, might think her mediocre balletic ability had caused it.


Adam arrives home and hangs his raincoat on the wrought-iron stand near the front door. Sasha pours gin and tonic for him and herself, calls the children for supper – which involves prising the twins apart in another fight (‘Matt, I won’t tell you again!’) – and asks her husband whether he’s had a good day. He looks pale and exhausted, but she attributes that to the continuing after-effects of the funeral.


Adam mutters something about delayed trains. He props up on the Welsh dresser in the kitchen the card his colleagues have given him: it pictures a bunch of yellow flowers, roses and daffodils, cheerful and at odds with the content. The print reads: ‘Thinking of you in your hour of need.’ His colleagues have added: ‘We were so sorry to hear about your mother.’


Sasha looks at Adam, permanently tired yet not sleeping, working himself into the ground yet not on the work he’d have loved, the passion drained from his spirit by paying for the house, the car, council tax, school uniforms, the twins’ PlayStation, designer trainers, ballet lessons, holiday football coaching and food for all of them, plus Hairball Control Reduced Calorie Formula for Bill and Ben. Is this her husband? Is this her Adam?


This isn’t where we started out. This isn’t what we wanted or intended. How did we come to this?


There’s silence in the children’s rooms. Adam and Sasha switch off Newsnight, lock the back door, put the chain on the front door, brush their teeth in their white en-suite bathroom, get into bed under the white linen-covered duvet and turn out the lamp. Adam takes a breath. He’s spent the entire evening thinking out the wording. But even as he begins to say her name, Sasha says, ‘Night night,’ curls up with her back to him and falls asleep.


Adam longs for the comfort of her body against his. He reaches out an arm, without hope. Sasha, semi-conscious, makes a gentle, protesting noise, wriggles further away and begins to snore.


Adam slides out of bed, pads downstairs to the living room and opens the low walnut-wood cupboard in the corner. It conceals several bottles of whisky, a large flask of Spanish brandy and some fruit liqueurs that he can’t stand. He pours himself a dose of Talisker – the muskiest, peatiest of the whiskies – and puts the TV on, mute, to read the news on Ceefax while he sips. There are problems out there in the world: the Israelis and Palestinians are blowing each other up in the most brutal exchanges, George W. Bush and Tony Blair are blasting Iraq to pieces, Saddam Hussein may or may not be dead. Compared to such devastation and danger, he’s comfortable. He has a beautiful house in a quiet cul-de-sac, three adorable children, a wife who – well, a wife at any rate – and they still live together as a family. The country is full of fears: desperate refugees escaping from war and torture amid resentful locals, gang warfare with guns in parts of north London, everywhere drugs and sickness and crumbling infrastructure; but here his family lives safely in a privileged, cocoon-like world spun round them as if by a silkworm. His job is to keep them safe – and safe they are, thanks to the money he earns for them. He’s been offered one of the biggest jobs in his business. So he shouldn’t complain. He really should not complain.


Mum, Mum, Mum, beats the rhythm in his head.


The night, in the south-west London suburbs, is never quite night: the sky – empty at last of planes at this hour – is the colour of burnt tobacco. The north wind carries a yeasty whiff from the brewery nearby. The neighbours’ houses are dark and silent. Adam sits awake and stares into the night that is the only night he is permitted to live.
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The music thunders through Lisa. It thrashes at her brain, tears her limb from limb, bone by bone, rips her apart at the fragile seams.


She’s heard it a hundred times, maybe five hundred; she knows every note of it as intimately as she knows her mother and sister, maybe more so; but beyond the point where she knows it backwards, she knows it not at all and its power still has the upper hand. It knows her better than she knows it and can twist its knife through her guts while she lies defenceless, sacrificing to it her peace of mind and soul.


Sitting next to her in the cramped velvet darkness that is the upper amphitheatre of the Royal Opera House, warm and padded and crimson as a womb, Liffy sits forward, slender hands clasped tightly together. Her gaze follows the Chosen Maiden’s every move on the stage below. They are watching the original Rite of Spring in its latest reconstruction: choreography by Vaslav Nijinsky, designs by Nicholas Roerich, dancing by the finest ballet company in the country, the one that Liffy longs to be part of. The Chosen Maiden is dancing herself to death. Paralysed by terror, she holds a stylised pose, hand against her cheek, then flings herself, as if against her will, into the jerky, ungainly, possessed movements that Nijinsky assigned to her in 1913.


What in the name of fuck, Lisa thinks, makes any human being write a piece of music like this? How could any otherwise sane person in the run-up to 1913 – and Stravinsky, whatever his shortcomings, seems to have been pretty sane – create something that depicts, with the cracking of the ice floes and the violent, irresistible Russian spring, the killing of a maiden by her own tribe? And how can that resonate, with all its fury and terror, in people living in numb, suburban, Western comfort ninety years later?


That’s the eternal question that drives Lisa. That’s why she is where she is; that’s why she does what she does as a junior lecturer in music, a job that to her mother seems ill-chosen (‘You’ll never make any money’), to her sister irrelevant (‘You’ve got a brain, why waste it?’), to her eight-year-old nephews uncool (‘Classical music? Sad!’) and to Liffy mistakenly glorious (‘How wonderful to spend your life studying ballet music!’). Adam approves and constantly tries to spur her on (‘Lee, when are you going to write that book? How’s the cello? Don’t stop practising, you play so well!’), but his encouragement has the side-effect of making her feel guilty: the fact is that she is doing what she loves, albeit at a threadbare salary, while he is not, because he’s had, of child-supporting necessity, to sell out. As for Vladimir – well, Vladimir wants to answer her question too. At least, he says he does.


With a soft rush of air on the flute – death rattle, orgasm or both – the Chosen Maiden falls to the ground. A moment of silence that lasts for ever; then her tribe rushes forward in one final surge and on the last chord hoists her lifeless body triumphantly towards the sky. Lisa feels weak and drained. Liffy, next to her, claps as hard as she can when the ballerina comes forward – alive after all – to take her bow.


‘Ice-cream?’ says Lisa. Liffy nods, her eyes very bright. They edge across the narrow seats to the stairs and out into the amphitheatre foyer. From there they sail down the escalator into the Floral Hall and saunter over the shiny wooden floor towards an ice-cream seller, the great glassy Victorian structure arching black, white and gold above them.


‘Do you understand it?’ Lisa asks her niece.


‘Yes, of course I do. The Chosen Maiden gives herself to save her tribe. Right?’


‘Spot on. Even though she doesn’t want to.’


‘She does want to.’


‘You think so?’


‘Yes. Because she does it. She’s terrified, but she does it anyway. It’s an honour.’


Strange, thinks Lisa, handing over a handful of pounds for two honey and stem-ginger ice-cream tubs, how Liffy – children generally, for that matter – can accept as natural things that to adults are horrific. Liffy, eating her ice-cream slowly, is moving her feet and her fingers. Lisa notices, to her astonishment, that she has remembered the complicated rhythm of the Sacrificial Dance perfectly first go.


‘You’re very quiet,’ she says.


‘Trying to remember it all. I can’t decide which I liked better – The Dream, or this one. And they’re so different.’ Frederick Ashton’s classic to Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream had begun the evening.


‘I’m not sure about fairies with wings,’ Liffy goes on, ‘but I did like Oberon. He’s quite creepy, isn’t he?’


‘He had a very good stage presence. So much of the time he’s almost camouflaged in his brown and green against the woods, but you know he’s there because that dancer really has the most incredible eyes . . .’


‘Yes, to hold the stage like that without doing anything is something special,’ Liffy agrees, and Lisa wonders how she knows.


‘How come your mum doesn’t take you to the ballet more often?’ she asks.


‘She doesn’t have time,’ shrugs Liffy. ‘Besides, the twins won’t go, and the tickets are expensive, so it’s not fair.’


‘It’s not fair on you either, not going, when you want to be a dancer. And these seats upstairs aren’t so expensive.’


‘I don’t think Mum wants me to be a dancer.’ Liffy sighs. ‘She keeps saying it’s a horrible life.’ She puts down her tub of ice-cream on the counter of the Floral Hall bar; she’s only eaten half. Lisa wonders whether the talk of her mother’s attitude to dancing has put her off her food. She can understand why Sasha wouldn’t want her daughter to follow her into ballet. Things hadn’t exactly worked out for Sasha, even if that was partly her own fault: gadding off to Greece for an entire summer and coming home pregnant hadn’t been the best way to ensure a continuing career in dance. Lisa loves taking Liffy to the ballet – especially as her treat for her forthcoming birthday, when she will become a teenager – but she can’t help reflecting that if she had a daughter of her own, she’d want to take her out to things she enjoyed all the time.


‘Isn’t it amazing,’ says Liffy, gazing at a photo of Darcey Bussell, slender, long-legged and radiant, on the wall, ‘that a human body can turn into something so incredibly beautiful?’


A bell rings somewhere high above them and the milling audience turns in the direction of the auditorium doors like shoals of tropical fish towards sunlight. Liffy and Lisa settle in for the finale, a lively, abstract ballet to a good piece of Poulenc.


Back at home in West Hampstead later, Lisa gives Igor, her black and white cat, a little extra supper, then sits in her kitchen – the nicest room in the flat, yellow and white with a pine table overlooking the back garden – to drink some camomile tea. Liffy’s image hovers in her mind: slight, passionate, perfectly young, painfully beautiful. How would she see Liffy, she wonders, if the girl were her own daughter? She doesn’t like sending Liffy home, mainly because Liffy’s home encloses many intangible elements that Lisa dislikes. Sometimes she longs to spirit away her niece and keep her; sometimes she even imagines the delicate negotiations with Sasha.


The phone rings. It’s Adam, who’d driven into town to fetch Liffy after the ballet. ‘Thanks for taking Liffs out,’ he says. ‘She’s going to bed now, she’s got school in the morning, but she’ll phone and thank you herself tomorrow.’


‘That’s OK. We had a great evening. How are you getting on?’


‘OK.’ Adam doesn’t sound it. ‘Bearing up. What are you doing this weekend? It would be nice to see you.’


Tourist maps in small resorts sometimes show up a flashing red light at the touch of a button, telling you where your hotel is. Now, somewhere in the remote areas of the map that is Lisa’s mind, a small red light begins to blink. Lisa doesn’t hear that her sister and brother-in-law and their children would like to see her. She hears, instead, a cry for help. ‘It would be nice to see you.’ It would be nice to be distracted from themselves, to have somewhere else to look other than inward, to have the presence of an outsider to tap off the steam from the boiling pot that is their stifling household.


Lisa, who had been looking forward to spending her pleasant, quiet, lonely Sunday pleasantly and quietly alone, resigns herself to the inevitable. She doesn’t have a car, so it means a journey of an hour or more across town from West Hampstead to Mortlake; then another hour back again in the late afternoon. It means the whole day gone.


‘How about coming over for Sunday lunch?’ Adam says, with a brightness she knows he doesn’t feel.


‘All right.’ Lisa is rendered powerless by Adam and Sasha’s need of her. ‘How’s Sash?’


‘She’s fine. She sends her love. She has to read a new book before the Review on Friday, so she’s busy with that at the moment.’


‘Well, have a good few days and I’ll see you Sunday.’ Lisa is glad to hang up and make her tea in temporary peace.


Five minutes later the front door slams and she can hear, downstairs, a violent duet taking place: her neighbours, Andrew and his girlfriend Melanie, arguing as they arrive home from some outing.


‘Andy – Andy! Just listen to me, can’t ya?’


‘I don’t want to talk about this. It’s crazy. I’ve had enough.’


‘Andy, just listen—’


‘Why should I? What’s there to listen to? You yattering on?’


‘Fucking bastard!’


‘Stupid cunt!’


‘Fucking ba-sta-a-a-a-rd . . .’


Every furious footstep downstairs shakes the walls of Lisa’s first-floor flat. The house was converted in the mid-1980s, done in haste for a fast profit, and she sometimes thinks the walls must be fixed on with Blu-tack. Her nostrils curl and dry up as acrid smoke from Melanie’s Gauloise assaults them, rising on the hot air from below to above through no fault of its own: that’s what smoke does. Andrew and Melanie would hardly know she was there, but for the skittering of Igor’s paws on the carpet when he pounces on his catnip mouse and the occasional blast of loud Stravinsky – which to them isn’t loud because they go to so many clubs that they must be half deaf by now. She, however, has to hear their every move, every spat, every plate or window-pane smashed during their fights. She tries not to complain, since Melanie is kind enough to feed Igor when Lisa is away visiting Vladimir in Paris.


They’ve gone into their kitchen, out of Lisa’s immediate earshot, and at least she can’t hear the exact words any more. She pulls a pair of wax earplugs out of her bedside drawer, softens and inserts them and hopes they’ll be strong enough to cut out the rest of the rumpus. The wax takes hold, bringing her blissful, golden silence. Igor comes out of his litter-box, which stinks of cat pee but which she puts up with because it means she can have Igor. He curls up on a favourite chair and begins to purr. The phone does not ring again.


Vladimir, says Lisa’s heart. Vladimir.


She can’t phone him because that would be chasing him. She can’t allow herself to do anything that will push him further away from her than he already is. He isn’t due home for another two weeks. She knows that the moment she sees him again, she’ll take one look at him and forgive him for every day he hasn’t called, every call when he hasn’t asked about her work or her family, every moment when he hasn’t been there for her when she longed for him; she can’t help wondering whether he ever longs for her. She suspects that he doesn’t.


Lisa’s mobile phone gives a sudden buzz and emits an electronic twiddle.


‘Thank u SO MUCH 4 1derful ballet,’ she reads. ‘C u v soon, nite nite, lol Lif xxxxx.’ Lisa presses out a quick reply – ‘U2 sleep tite, love u lots, Lis’ – and finds, as she prepares for bed, that she’s smiling again.


Sasha rolls over in bed, opens one eye and says to her husband, ‘Make love to me.’


Adam has wanted to do nothing else for weeks. He shrugs his pyjamas on to the floor and Sasha, who still has the neck of a swan and the arms of Margot Fonteyn, or so he fancies, lifts off her long blue nightshirt with a movement as graceful as those she made twenty years ago when he saw her for the first time. Adam dives under the duvet and gathers her silky, bony, gorgeous, brittle, soft body to him, burying his nose in her marvellous hair. Here at last is the escape he needs – no ill mother, no dead mother, no funeral, no bereaved father and no Terry Forrest to tell him that being art director on something that pretended to be for aspirational men but was really a porn mag was the best thing that could ever happen to him . . .


‘Ad, is something wrong?’


‘No – no – I’m just a bit tired. It’s been a tough week.’


‘We haven’t had a bonk for months – and you’re too tired?’


‘I’m fine, Sash. Give me a minute.’ Adam tries not to give in to despair: this has happened many times before, since his mother’s illness. A long-forgotten line of a Hebrew prayer floats across his mind. ‘Shema yisrael, adonai elohainu . . .’ He has barely heard it since he left school, except at a wedding or two . . . The image of his mother, lying silent and dead in her bed, after she’d been alive and talking to him minutes before, flickers behind his retinas.


‘Nothing’s happening, is it?’ Sasha says.


‘Let’s get some sleep, shall we?’


Sasha’s dark eyes in the lamplight give him an unfathomable look that strikes him in the solar plexus – no, Adam thinks, let’s be honest here, it hits him clean in the balls.


‘We’ve hardly done it since your mother got ill.’


‘Sash. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Don’t you remember, when your father had his heart attack, when we were on the island—’


‘That was years ago. That was completely different.’


‘Sash—’


‘Have you gone off me?’


‘No, of course I haven’t!’


Sasha, yawning, wriggles back into her blue cotton. ‘I wonder,’ she sighs. ‘Night night, then.’ She turns over with a brisk whump.


This is insane, Adam’s mind screams at him. All I need to do is open my mouth and say the words. Perhaps she’ll laugh. Perhaps she’ll be pleased, especially with the money. What the hell am I afraid of? That she won’t understand? That she’ll leave me? That she’ll take the kids and move to Australia? That she’ll go off with somebody else and take him and his kids and my kids to Australia and farm kangaroos? It is the void beyond ‘what if’ that locks his jaw, shrivels his penis and paralyses the last slice of his brain.


Sasha is asleep in less than thirty seconds. Adam lies awake for what feels like half an hour before, for the second night running, heading downstairs for a whisky, a reality check with Ceefax and a cuddle with Bill, who is most likely to allow someone to stroke his orange fur at length when taken unawares, half asleep.


On the outside of Liffy’s door is pinned a lopsided drawing of a skull and crossbones bearing the words:


OLIVIA’S ROOM
NO ENTRY
ON PAIN OF DEATH


Inside, Liffy is in bed, with Ben, the black cat, on top of her patchwork quilt, a warm, feline lump of life next to her feet. She hears a murmur of voices from her parents’ room, followed by silence; then the soft footfalls of her father going downstairs. She can’t sleep either: her head is too full of the ballets she’s just seen, the violent rhythms of The Rite of Spring and the image of the tribal girl sacrificing herself to the sun god hammering inside her temples. To make matters worse, her period is coming on and her abdomen is tensing in protest at the idea of the imminent bloody onslaught.
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