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Chapter One


I was in my favorite spot, relaxing in a chair in a downtown barbershop with my feet propped up on the footrest. A hot towel covered my face, reggaeton pulsed through the speaker in the corner of the room, and the scent of cologne sprayed from Juan’s recycled Jack Daniels bottle hung in the air. It was Friday and all the chairs were full; beards were being clipped, eyebrows trimmed, cheeks shaved, and hairlines etched with meticulous precision. Indulging in the luxury of a hot-towel shave was my favorite way of getting ready for a night out, although I didn’t just come here for the shave and haircut. It was the company I enjoyed, the chance to unwind in a masculine space, to enjoy the affectionate banter in the conversations of the men around me.


Tito, who was trimming a beard on a customer to my left, was teasing Raﬃel, the older man sweeping the hair off the floor.


“How many girlfriends you got now, Raff? Three?”


“Nah, only one.”


“Three, my man? You old devil, you’ve got three, haven’t you?”


Raﬃel chuckled. “Nah, only one, T. Only one. All I can take.”


Juan peeled the towel from my face, and I looked at myself in the mirror, my head floating above the black barber’s cape as if someone had lopped it off. A few years ago, such a disembodied reflection would have unnerved me, but now my face seemed reassuringly familiar. Juan smiled at me as he patted aftershave onto my cheeks. Then he reached into his back pocket and pulled out his phone. “It’s okay if I get a couple of photos?” he asked.


“Sure, go ahead,” I replied, hoping he wouldn’t notice how flattered I was by the request.


Juan swiveled the chair round, capturing me from all angles. As he scrolled through the shots, I stood up and pulled off the barber’s cape, catching my full reflection in the mirror and momentarily seeing myself through Juan’s eyes: a smallish white dude with a British accent, laughter lines around his eyes and a slightly receding hairline, tattoos covering his forearms, toned chest visible beneath a white T-shirt, faded blue jeans hanging off his hips. My general style suggested someone who’d got stuck somewhere in the Jimmy Somerville era of the eighties and hadn’t updated his wardrobe since, and my fade was razor-sharp, a testament to Juan’s skill with the clippers. There was nothing special about me, nothing exceptional about my body, except this wasn’t quite the shape it had always taken.


“Looking good, bro,” Juan said, handing me his phone. I felt something catch in my throat as I saw my face, framed in a simple square, blending seamlessly with all the other headshots. I was man enough to have made it onto my barber’s Instagram page.


* * *


Leaving Juan with a fist bump, I drove through town and out into the suburbs, where I shared a house with my four teenage children. In the kitchen Lily was making scones, covering the counter with a mess of flour and pastry. I opened the back door and let the dogs out into the backyard, where my younger son, Alfie, was playing volleyball with some friends, and then yelled upstairs to Fred, my eldest, to check that he was out of the shower. Lily’s twin sister, Rose, was in the living room, lounging on the sofa, chatting on her phone. “Nice haircut,” she mouthed as I walked past.


I’d just had time to change into a fresh pair of jeans and a clean T-shirt when there was a knock on the front door. I opened it to find a tall, lanky teenager standing on the porch, next to a middle-aged man wearing a polo shirt and a baseball cap.


“Fred! Nathan’s here!” I yelled up the stairs as the teenager loped past me. “Hi, I’m Oliver,” I said to the man on the porch.


“Adrian, Nathan’s dad,” he said, shaking my outstretched hand. “What time should I pick him up?”


“I’ll get Fred’s father to text you—he’s taking them out for pizza.”


“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were Fred’s dad?”


“I am.”


“So . . . you’re his . . . stepdad?” He peered past me, searching for a wife.


“No, I’m his biological father. Charles is Fred’s other dad. He lives downtown.”


“Oh, I see,” Adrian said, clearly not seeing at all.


“We’re divorced,” I offered kindly.


“Ah. Okay.”


I watched the possibility that I might be gay dawn on Adrian’s face. At that moment Charles arrived. “Charles, this is Adrian,” I said.


Adrian hesitated briefly and then extended his hand in response to Charles’s greeting, while he tried to make this whole equation work. From the suburban perspective, where stereotypes prevailed, nobody could look much less gay than Charles. For a moment I almost felt sorry for Adrian. The old me would have made him feel more comfortable—would have gone out of my way to do so—but the old me was gone.


Adrian had almost arrived back at the safety of his car when Fred came charging down the stairs, Nathan at his heels. “See ya later, Mom,” he said as he headed down the front path.


I caught a glimpse of Adrian’s bewildered expression as he closed his car door, his fingers fumbling with the ignition key. My mouth twitched. I should probably have put the poor man out of his misery, but I really didn’t have the time.









Chapter Two


Few people can live in denial for their entire life without eventually reaching a breaking point. Unfortunately, we don’t get to choose when we break, because if we did, I wouldn’t have chosen September 11. It was a date far too important in the collective American consciousness. But however unintentional, the tenth anniversary of the day the two planes hit the twin towers happened to be the day when my own past collided with my present, creating a surge of energy that would propel me into an entirely different future.


It was a Sunday afternoon in 2011 and we were sitting in the corner booth of our local diner on the outskirts of a small Connecticut town, waiting for the commemorative rally of motorbikes to ride by. Opposite me, across a sea of decimated pancakes and spilled maple syrup, sat my husband, Charles, safely hidden behind a copy of the Financial Times. Next to him, five-year-old Alfie was using the seat as a trampoline, holding on to the back of the booth for support as his little bottom bobbed up and down, while under the table Lily and Rose, my three-year-old twins, were hiding in a camp they’d made by draping a jacket over their father’s knees. In the corner was Freddie, perched on the shelf behind the banquette with his nose pressed against the diner window. The eldest at six, he’d been on the lookout since we’d arrived, a sweetly redundant act of dedication since it was unlikely we might accidentally miss the sight of two thousand motorbikes roaring through the middle of town.


On the other side of the diner a family I knew from the children’s school was getting ready to leave; the husband was wearing a pair of pressed khakis, the wife a quilted jacket, her hair shaped into the sort of neat shoulder-length bob that implied she’d asked an expensive hairdresser for something easy to manage. She waved at me across the diner. I knew what she saw when she looked at me: the extrovert, charming Englishwoman who hosted the best dinner parties; the devoted wife and mother who attended school PTA meetings, well-presented and slim in expensive jeans offset with a lot of jewelry, subtle eye makeup, and a mane of long blonde hair. She didn’t know that once upon a time brunch for me had been a fry-up with a gang of bikers down at the local greasy spoon in London, my face caked in dirt from an open-faced motorcycle helmet, my body shaking from alcohol withdrawal. But that had been a lifetime ago, before the disaster itself, before I married Charles.


A pudgy hand appeared from under the far side of the table, groped around on top until it found a knife, and then disappeared again. I twisted down and rescued the knife from Lily’s grasp before she cut through one of Charles’s shoelaces. Rose had got bored of the camp and was lying on the floor on her belly, making swimming motions. I pulled her up by the armpits and plopped her down on the seat beside me, but she immediately slithered off again like a cartoon jellyfish. Charles sighed, stretched his arms, cricked his neck, and then went back to his newspaper.


“Mummy, what did your motorbike look like?” Freddie asked from the top of the banquette.


“Which one?”


“The fastest one.”


“It was red. An Italian classic.”


“Will you get another one?” Alfie asked.


“I don’t think so, darling.”


“Why not?”


“I can’t take you to your soccer games on the back of a motorbike, can I?”


“I’m going to get a bike when I grow up,” Freddie announced.


“No, you’re not,” Charles said without looking up. “No motorbikes, no drugs, no tattoos.”


“No tattoos?” Alfie asked.


“Or I won’t pay for college.”


I squirmed in my seat, remembering the guys I hung out with before I met Charles, the oil-stained, leather-clad bikers who needled their own tattoos, set their own speed limits, and laughed at the cops with the invincible confidence of white boys in a country where police don’t have guns.


“I wish I had a bike,” Freddie sighed. “Then I’d be cool.”


“I wish I had a bat,” Alfie said in sympathy. “Then it could bite me and I’d turn into Batman.”


Charles reached over and absentmindedly picked a piece from Alfie’s waffle, licking the syrup off his fingers before returning to his newspaper. Freddie started drawing circles in the fog his breath left on the windowpane. For a moment the whole scene—with Charles as the father and husband and me as the mother and wife—felt like a performance, as if I’d accidentally walked into the wrong play and picked up the wrong script and got stuck here playing the wrong part for all eternity. I didn’t know why it all felt so wrong; all I knew was that I missed motorcycling so much that sometimes I still dreamed about it. Sitting astride my bike, using my weight to push down aggressively on the kick start, vainly pulling back on the throttle, my frustration mounting as the bike refused to move.


“Mummy, they’re coming!” Freddie cried, pressing his hands against the windowpane.


I looked over at Charles. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry.


“Shall I take them outside?” I asked.


“Sure,” he replied, turning the page of his newspaper. “I’ll wait for the check.”


Out in the parking lot I lined the kids up on the low wall that bordered Main Street, standing behind them to make sure they all stayed safe. We heard the rumble of the engines in the distance, then glimpsed the first glint of sunlight on chrome as they appeared round the corner, a sea of black leather and bronzed skin thundering towards us. The children were awed into silence by the deafening noise, polished metal flashing as the motorcycles sped past. I felt the longing rise up and wedge in my throat, as if I’d just accidentally bumped into someone with whom I’d once been deeply in love. Alfie climbed to his feet on top of the wall and was trying to say something over the din of the motorcycles. “What darling?” I asked, putting my arm out to steady him.


He put his hands on my cheeks and yelled into my ear. “They’re so LOUD!”


He turned back around to watch the bikes and I put my chin on his shoulder, my arms around his waist, hugging him tight. The bikers drew to a halt in front of us as the lights turned red, full beards and thick forearms, meaty shoulders and muscular thighs. Amid the smell of exhaust fumes they turned to signal to each other or to check on their wives and girlfriends, occasionally revving their engines, the growl of the motors a soundtrack to the show.


I waited for the light to turn green, for the moment when they’d kick their bikes into gear and roar forward with a twist of the throttle, the rumble of the engines, and the smell of burning grease and oil pulling me back in time. I could still remember when that had been me: my legs clad in black leather, my torso hard and muscular like theirs, skin tanned, biceps tightening under a T-shirt, shoulders flat and wide, my motorbike taking the place of the only thing they possessed that I didn’t. I was one of them, I was meant to be out there among them, a boy among men, nothing separating us except for a few inches of road. I could feel the spring coil of the throttle through the leather glove of my right hand, the fingers of my left hand resting lightly on the front brake, the heels of my boots wedged against the foot pegs, toes tensed under the gear, the vibration of the bike through my groin, the rev of the engine sending a secret code to the rest of the bikers: I am with you, I am one of you, let’s go, let’s go, let’s go . . .


And suddenly we were all out on the road together, a symphony of men and muscle and machines. The heavy weight and throb of the engine between my legs as my thighs contracted on the chassis to maneuver the bike around the bends; chest down, shoulders back, neck tense, wind whistling through the gaps in my visor, the dull roar of the engine in my ears. And then the featherweight figure of a woman’s body behind me, her helmeted head just behind my right shoulder, her fingers looped through my belt hooks, her knees lightly touching the sides of my thighs.


I sank deeper into the dream until it almost felt like a memory, the outside world disintegrating, the pieces of my life spinning in circles around me until I wasn’t riding a motorbike anymore, I was falling through the air. For a moment I panicked—my life flashing before my eyes—until I realized that I wasn’t falling, I was floating, and as the world came back into focus, I could see exactly who I was: a man on a motorbike, in love with a woman.


For a moment it was as clear as the calm in the center of a storm. And then it was gone. The cyclone of my past moved off into the distance with the bikers, and my children reappeared on the stone wall in front of me. But the salience of the moment lingered, like a sharp, metallic tang in the air.









Chapter Three


The secret was contained in the car as I drove down Main Street towards Henry’s a few days later. It was hovering around somewhere among the empty chip packets and crushed water bottles, over by a half-eaten Fruit Roll-Up that had melted onto the dashboard. I balanced my palms lightly on the steering wheel, trying to lessen the pain in my fingers. The secret drifted into my head and I let it float away like the meditation guide had instructed: Fly away, little dark cloud. A strand of hair released itself from my scalp and drifted slowly down the front of my sweater. Two hundred and sixty-seven, I counted as another strand sloughed off. Two hundred and sixty-eight.


Henry’s building—the destination I half hoped I’d never reach—was only a couple of miles away. Henry had once told me a story about how he used a rock hidden below the surface of the water as his base when he went surfing; as long as he could swim back to the rock, he knew he was safe. I assumed he meant it as an allegory. I couldn’t picture him in a wet suit, so instead I imagined him sitting on the rock in his armchair, his yellow legal pad on his knee, his wire-rimmed glasses balanced on his nose. Waves thrashing around him, a storm brewing in the sky, and Henry calmly taking notes.


A twinge of pain shot up my left leg, followed by the familiar prickling sensation in my scalp. I ran my fingers through my hair, glancing at the strands that fell out into my hand before shaking them onto the car floor. Tension myositis syndrome. At least now I had a diagnosis, even if I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. I’d thought I’d been suffering from some kind of nervous breakdown induced by the stress of looking after four kids under the age of seven, but it seemed to be getting worse, not better. Henry had prescribed medication for anxiety, but it didn’t feel like anxiety to me, it felt like panic. In the middle of the night it felt like sheer bloody terror.


It was a year ago that the symptoms had started, an unexplained ache in my feet when I got out of bed in the morning that made it hard to stand upright. Then I noticed shooting pains in my thighs as I sat on a picnic blanket on the edge of a soccer field, watching Alfie careen around in every direction except towards the ball. Finally it took over my hands, steadily increasing until I could barely hold a pen or a cup of tea. It was hard to tell whether it was in my muscles or my joints; sometimes it almost felt like it was in my bones. I mentioned it to Charles, and he said what he always said when he didn’t know what else to say, “Let’s wait, and see what happens.” But when I started losing weight for no reason, I became more concerned. Over the previous six months I’d lost almost fifteen pounds and still the scales kept dropping, and now I was losing my hair too, handfuls of it falling out while I was in the shower, clumps of it appearing in my hairbrush every day. I’d stopped having baths because the sight of so much hair lying in the bottom of the tub after I let out the water was freaking me out. I went to see a dermatologist, who told me to count the hairs in my hairbrush each morning. “If there are over two hundred, we might have a problem,” he said. I held up my bag of hair. “We might have a problem,” he confirmed.


My doctor sent me off for a series of tests to check for everything from cancer to autoimmune disease to multiple sclerosis, but nobody found anything conclusive, until eventually a doctor at Greenwich Hospital suggested that the symptoms might stem from something psychological rather than physical.


“Tension myositis syndrome is when your body creates pain as a defense mechanism against unconscious mental stress,” he told me. “Which is not to say the symptoms aren’t real, just that they can’t be treated medically. Do you have a therapist?”


I admitted that I did, although I’d been attending my monthly sessions with Henry in a somewhat desultory manner, sharing only as much information as I thought necessary for him to keep prescribing my meds.


“If you’ve been bottling something up, it might be a good idea to talk to your therapist about it,” the doctor suggested.


I bought a book on the subject and took it with me to my next session, leaving it in my bag while I tried to explain to Henry that something was terribly wrong. I seemed to have developed some sort of agoraphobia-induced OCD, obsessively checking my keys, my cell phone battery, the gas level of the car every time I had to leave the house. Being out in public felt terrifying, although I couldn’t explain why. I’d been bursting into tears randomly for no reason, crying uncontrollably at inopportune moments, and the insomnia that had first surfaced in my midtwenties returned. I could just about cope with the anxiety and hair loss, but I couldn’t cope with the nights spent lying awake, my mind racing in uncontrollable loops. Eventually I pulled the book from my bag and asked Henry for his opinion on the diagnosis.


“I’m familiar with the syndrome,” he said. “The body uses pain to divert the mind from repressed anger it’s trying not to acknowledge.”


I sat silently, waiting for Henry to fill in the blank space between us.


“So I’ve got one question,” he said eventually.


“Which is?”


“What are you angry about?”


My cell phone buzzed just as I turned onto Henry’s street. I clicked on the speakerphone. “Hello, Mum,” I said.


“Your father’s in France, darling. He’s been looking at war graves.”


“That’s great, Mum. Nice for you to have some time off.”


“Are you there?”


“I’m in the car.”


“You sound echoey. I’ve got so much done while he’s been away. Took down all the caging around the vegetable garden, it’s been up for twenty years, remarkable how it’s lasted. Can you hear me, darling?”


“I’m just parking,” I said as I pulled into the small lot behind Henry’s building.


“And I finished the latest Ian McEwan. Climate change, very topical. Have you picked up anything new?”


“No, old. Beckett. I just reread The Unnamable,” I said.


“You’re not . . . indulging, are you, darling? I don’t want you to . . .”


“It’s fine, Mum.”


“I just worry that you’re going to . . .”


“Mum, please. I’m at my therapist’s, I must go.”


“Good heavens,” she responded. The use of the mild invective as a form of disapproval was so familiar I had to consciously prevent myself from apologizing. “I went to a therapist once,” she said. “I was trying to get over the traumatic event of your father’s retirement. Never went back. I worried he’d trick me into telling him something I didn’t want him to know.”


“Everyone has a therapist over here,” I said. “It’s like having a dentist.”


“Nobody goes to the dentist over here either,” she said. “What on earth do you find to talk to him about after all this time?”


“The brutality of the British boarding school system and the fact that you never hugged me as a child.”


“Nonsense,” she sniffed. “You had a perfectly happy childhood.”


“I know, Mother. Your exuberant affection knew no bounds.”


“Don’t be facetious, darling. It doesn’t suit you.”


I clicked the telephone out of its holder. “Mum, I really do have to go.”


I turned the engine off and leaned back. I didn’t have to tell Henry what had happened at the motorcycle rally. I could talk and say nothing; that was a workable option. After all, I’d been doing it all my life. The inside of the car felt cold, like a holding room between one world and the next. I looked through the car window at Henry’s building. It was nondescript, moss green, and didn’t exactly inspire feelings of safety. The sign hanging over the optometrist store at the front was slightly crooked. Maybe I could spend the whole hour sitting in silence. Or perhaps I could just not go in, send an excuse by email, pretend I’d moved back to England, never see him again. I could hear the sound of my own breathing. The seat belt light flickered on the dash. I pushed open the door, wincing as a bolt of pain shot up my arm, and stepped out.


I sat in my usual armchair, my bag in my lap, my foot tapping anxiously. Henry rummaged through the drawer beside him, looking for my folder, while I thought about his question from our previous session. What are you angry about? I’d sat in silence for the rest of the session, not wanting to answer. Henry hadn’t pushed. He was at ease with the sort of lengthy silences that would feel awkward in any other situation, and I was usually fine with this; sitting in silence with Henry was strangely comforting. He was the only person I’d ever met who was still interested in me when I said nothing—the only person who listened closely enough to hear what I wasn’t saying—but now the pills weren’t working, and my hair was falling out, and I weighed under a hundred pounds, and everything hurt, and the lack of sleep was beginning to make me feel like I was going quietly mad. If giving him an answer would solve all this, then I had to tell him the truth.


Henry looked up at me and smiled. His face was oval, soft-skinned, framed with short white hair like an actor I’d once seen playing Mr. Brownlow in a BBC adaptation of Oliver Twist. I’d been strangely envious of the orphan at the time, rescued and adopted by this kind, perspicacious father figure. Not that my own father wasn’t kind, but he wasn’t really the sort of person I could talk to. He had deeply entrenched opinions about what constituted acceptable moral behavior, whereas Henry seemed to have none.


Pain tightened in my wrist like carpal tunnel. I flexed instinctively, rotating my hand, trying to loosen my fingers.


“How are the limbs?”


“I’m finding it hard to sleep. I don’t think the pills you gave me are strong enough.”


Henry didn’t respond. He’d already told me he wasn’t going to increase my medication until we figured out what the problem was.


“Did you see the bike rally?” I asked.


“I didn’t.”


“I used to ride a motorcycle.”


“What cc?”


“You know about motorbikes?”


“When I was younger.”


I couldn’t picture Henry on a motorbike any more than I could picture him in a wet suit, but then I knew very little about him beyond the fact that he was Jewish, married, and in his sixties. I’d always been careful not to ask intrusive questions about his personal life in case he started asking me intrusive questions back.


“It was the only time I ever really felt like myself,” I said. “I wasn’t responsible for anyone, I didn’t have to be anything. It was such a powerful feeling. You know that feeling, right? Like you could outrun everything, just ride off the edge of the world?”


“What were you trying to outrun?”


I picked at the piping on the arm of my chair. Henry’s eyes were pale blue behind his wire-rimmed glasses. I clenched my jaw, trying to force back the burning sensation that was growing halfway between the back of my eyes and my ears.


“It’s like a jack-in-the-box: it keeps bursting out, and I keep trying to stuff it back in again.”


“What keeps bursting out?”


I leaned forward, folding my arms around my stomach. “I just wanted to be back out there with the bikers. I wanted to be who I was back then. But I can’t. It’s too late. I’m in the wrong place now.”


“Why are you in the wrong place?”


I closed my eyes. My body started to shudder, as if it were fighting to contain something. “Sometimes my friend Lola . . .” My voice cracked as I said her name. Dark shapes moved behind my eyelids, blood pounded in my ears. It was Lola I’d felt on the back of my bike. One morning, during a tube strike, I’d given her a lift into work. I eased the bike through the stationary London traﬃc while Lola flicked the cigarettes out of the car drivers’ hands, laughing as we sped ahead, leaving them fuming behind us. I felt like I was king of the world.


“I think I might . . .” I pushed the heels of my hands into my eyes as the tears came. I didn’t want to see his face as I said the words, I didn’t want him to be able to see mine. “Henry,” I said, “I think I might be gay.”


For a while I could do nothing but cry. Henry sat in silence, waiting. Eventually I straightened up and pulled a handful of tissues out of the box. Henry sat quietly while I told him the story of what had happened at the motorcycle rally, the moment of revelation when I’d seen myself for the first time: the boy on the motorcycle with the girl on the back. There were two separate things going on here, obviously, but one of them wasn’t something I was interested in looking at just yet, and anyway, the relief of having finally said the words “I’m gay” out loud to another human being was so great it almost overwhelmed the other thing. I focused my attention on Lola, the presence of Lola, my desire for Lola. I want a girl on the back of my bike, therefore I must be gay. The other thing would have to wait.


I felt it necessary to produce as much evidence as I could to corroborate this statement in case Henry didn’t believe me. While I might have looked a bit like a baby dyke when I was in my twenties, I sure as hell didn’t now, with my hair and my jewelry and my French manicure. Also, I’d never done anything remotely gay. I was forty years old, and I’d never even kissed a woman. But I’d been in love with dozens, so I went back through my history, naming all of them, starting with Georgia, whom I’d met at my first boarding school, and then Lola, whom I’d met while trying to get away from Georgia, and then the girl I had a crush on at art school, and the model I used to drop Ecstasy with, and the actress who once told me she like-liked me, and the musician I’d semi-stalked, and the school mom who’d made me forget how my limbs were supposed to work, and all the other women in between whom I’d pretended not to watch, or want, or wish for, or lie awake at night dreaming about. By the time I finished, I’d shredded an entire box of tissues into my lap.


“It’s like a monster in the cellar,” I said, taking the second box of tissues that Henry was passing me. “It keeps bursting up through the floorboards and yelling, You’re attracted to women and you don’t like having sex with men, and I just put my fingers in my ears and go lalala until it goes away. Because I cannot be gay.”


“Why can’t you be gay?”


“Jesus, Henry, I’m married with four children!”


Henry took off his glasses and started cleaning them with a cloth. I looked at the seascape hanging on the wall. It was probably meant to be soothing. I wanted to throw a brick at it.


“It might be different if I were a man, but I’m a woman,” I said miserably. “I don’t even know what the right type of gay is if you’re a woman.”


“The right type of gay?”


“Well, yes, because it’s different for men, isn’t it?”


“It is?”


“Because gay men can be kind of . . . glamorous, can’t they?”


“And lesbians can’t?”


I winced. “Well, no,” I said. “I mean . . . no.”


Admittedly, I hadn’t actually met any lesbians recently, but I could clearly remember the expression on my father’s face when he saw the pictures of the women at the Greenham Common peace camps back in the 1980s, lesbians with bad haircuts and shapeless clothes aggressively shaking the chain-link fence surrounding the nuclear military base while their boots sunk into the mud. Unfeminine women with left-wing ideologies were my father’s worst nightmare, and somehow I seemed to have absorbed this fear without ever fully questioning it. I pulled another stack of tissues out of the box and blew my nose. My hands hurt so badly it felt as if my bones were splintering inside my muscles.


“Is this what’s been causing the pain?” I asked.


“It sounds like you’ve been building yourself up in layers that don’t belong to you,” Henry said, gently. “Now you can start peeling them off again, find out what’s underneath.”


“What if I peel off all the layers and find there’s nothing there? What if I just disappear in a little puff of smoke?”


“Why d’you think that would happen?”


“Because . . . because . . . I’m frightened I’m not anything!”


Henry looked at me patiently, waiting for me to explain, but I didn’t know where to start.


“How am I going to explain any of this to Charles?” I asked instead.


“You don’t need to talk to Charles just yet. Take some time to come to terms with your own identity first,” Henry said.


“But I don’t even know what that means! I don’t know what my identity is! Who am I meant to be? Everyone’s always saying, ‘Just be yourself,’ which would be great advice if I had the faintest fucking clue what they meant!”


“Did you have any gay friends when you were younger?”


“Of course not. I barely even knew ‘gay’ was a thing. It just wasn’t something anyone talked about.”


I’d asked my parents for their opinion on the subject once—obviously I didn’t tell them I was asking for myself—and the response hadn’t exactly been encouraging.


The Church of England doesn’t stand for that sort of thing, my father said.


Why not? I asked.


My father frowned at me. Ours is not to question why.


Curiosity killed the cat, my mother added.


But aside from the fact that they believed homosexuality was a sin punishable by eternal damnation, the people who raised me were good people, and they’d never been anything other than kind to me. Coming out as a lesbian—or worse, whatever that other thing was—would be like taking a priceless family heirloom and hacking it to pieces. How could I do that to them? You don’t take a sledgehammer to an antique; nobody’s going to forgive you for that.


My body was beginning to shake, as if I were going into shock. Henry wrote something on his notepad and then looked at me, waiting for me to speak. I said nothing. What was there to say? We sat in silence while my body shuddered uncontrollably. The clock ticked through the minutes until we reached the end of the session. Henry slipped his legal pad back into its folder.


“What do you think you’ll do now?” he asked, placing the folder on top of the pile on the table beside his chair.


“Now? Nothing! What can I do? I’m married with four children, for God’s sake! I might have done things a bit differently if I’d figured all this out a bit earlier, but I can’t do anything about it now, can I? It’s too late!”


Henry looked at me with profound compassion. “What if I told you it’s not too late?” he asked.









Chapter Four


I’d been bound by the rules and regulations of upper-class English society since the day I was born, although even now in my diasporic state it is excruciating to admit this. It should be an oxymoron to say one can be trapped by a condition of privilege, because the desire to escape from privilege is, in itself, a high-class problem. Complaining about having been born into generational wealth implies a willful ignorance of the hardships of generational poverty. The first rule one learns when one becomes aware of one’s privilege—particularly if one is British—is to shut the fuck up about it. It becomes the entitled elephant in the corner of the room that nobody ever mentions. But not talking about it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist, and trying to skirt the fact that I came from money would be both cowardly and disingenuous. I was born into privilege, but I had to find the courage to bite the hand that fed me before I could begin to live my life.


The first ten years of my childhood were idyllic. My parents came from old money, which meant everything we owned was old. We lived in an ancient farmhouse in a tiny hamlet buried deep in the heart of the English countryside, some part of which was always crumbling or in need of repair. Pipes rusted, heating systems clanked, windowsills rotted, paint flaked; we ate off cracked plates, sat on woodworm-infested antique furniture, and drove cars that were held together by bits of string and duct tape.


When it wasn’t raining—which, since we were in England, it mostly was—I lived outside, playing make-believe in formal gardens that bled out into a landscape that was overgrown and wild. With my brother, Jack, I climbed trees and made camps in the shrubs, roamed the fields of sheep and cows that surrounded the house, picked blackberries from the hedgerows bordering the narrow country lanes, and rummaged for hazelnuts that hadn’t been eaten by dormice or squirrels. When we grew tired of our adventures, we’d return home to a kitchen warmed by the hum of the Aga, where our mother would make us hot buttered toast and cups of tea served in chipped mugs.


It wasn’t that we didn’t have the money to buy new things, it was more that this wasn’t how People Like Us spent our money. Flashy lifestyles and financial frivolity were the hallmarks of the nouveaux riches; inherited wealth was a gift, and to spend it all on oneself would have been considered gauche. Most of the excess money had disappeared by the time it got to my parents—eaten into by generations of women widowed by war or disease—but our status came from our history, not from multiple properties or overflowing bank accounts. We didn’t need obvious wealth because we had breeding.


My father’s oldest ancestor was a knight who came over from France with William the Conqueror in 1066 and settled somewhere in the north. His progeny developed a taste for hunting, shooting, and fishing, and by the mid-1800s my father’s family owned a stately home near Edinburgh, a hunting lodge in Yorkshire, and a shooting estate in the Highlands. As landed gentry, they followed the blood sports around the country according to the season—salmon fishing in the summer, grouse shooting in the fall, foxhunting in the winter—sending the servants to each estate in advance before following a few days later.


Unlike the erudite branch of the upper classes—the liberal intellectuals who were propelled forward by international travel, sexual curiosity, and a love of good literature—the hunting, shooting, and fishing set were held in the past by a rigid adherence to history and tradition. One of the more arcane of those traditions involved sending their children to boarding school at a barbarically young age—the boys at eight and the girls at eleven—where they received a healthy dose of violent discipline along with their education. The system effectively severed the bond between a child and his family, which had been useful during the reign of the British Empire because it meant men could be sent out into the colonies unencumbered by the inconvenience of blood ties. My ancestors emerged from these brutal institutions with cauterized emotions, so it wasn’t only wealth that was passed down through the generations; it was social dysfunction.


My father survived his childhood by making as many friends as possible, my mother by retreating into herself. They met shortly after leaving school, my father falling for my mother because she was pretty, my mother for my father because he was popular. They had little money to speak of, but their position as members of the ruling elite remained. They married and moved to a house in the Home Counties, where my father taught my mother how to make the right kind of friends and throw the right kind of parties: alfresco lunches in the garden in summer, cozy kitchen suppers in the autumn, dancing in the drawing room at Christmas. The guests at these parties were always the same people, as my parents tried to surround themselves with the impregnable sense of security they’d both lacked as children, sealing us off from strangers and strangeness as if we were living in an enchanted castle. I didn’t know what lay beyond the castle walls, but I was told it was a scary place full of people less fortunate than us, and I should be grateful I’d never have to experience their suffering.


Everything in my parents’ household was neatly ordered by gender: my father earned the living, my mother kept house; my father was forthright, my mother was deferential; my father was successful, my mother was beautiful. It was a comforting system that was easy to follow, particularly since feminism had entirely bypassed their small world, as if someone had marked an X on the door in blood and the feminist movement had just passed over. My father’s love for pretty women was undisguised; the lengths to which women went in the pursuit of beauty should be appreciated, and he was a very appreciative audience. His admiring gaze went unchallenged by my mother, who understood it was simply her job to be prettier than all her friends. I learned from an early age that a woman’s value was based on her beauty, and because my father—like many men of his generation—took very little notice of me when I was a child, I also learned that love was something I would have to earn.


But for the first decade of my life I was just a kid, doing my own thing in my brother’s hand-me-down clothes, and none of this grown-up stuff applied to us. Our days were filled with apple blossoms and bumblebees and picnic teas on the lawn, with strawberries stolen from the garden and home-pressed elderflower cordial, and although I missed my brother terribly when he was sent off to boarding school, I had my books for company.


When I myself eventually arrived at boarding school at the tender age of eleven, I was perfectly certain I was on the cusp of a great adventure. The thirteen iron-framed beds that lined the dormitory to which I was assigned gave it the atmosphere of a wartime hospital ward, the cold linoleum floors and worn chenille bedspreads suﬃciently fulfilling my expectations of poetic deprivation. I unpacked my trunk into my chest of drawers, fantasizing about being the young hero in Oliver Twist, stoically enduring the separation from my family by forming intimate bonds with all these other abandoned children. Within a matter of days, we’d all be best friends; we wouldn’t need our parents because we’d have each other.


Unpacking her trunk onto the bed opposite mine was a blue-eyed, dark-haired girl with dimples; she glanced in my direction, and I grabbed my hairbrush, embarrassed to be caught staring at her. I started brushing my hair self-consciously while the dark-haired girl started a tour of the dormitory. I wished I had dark hair like hers; I hated my blonde hair because it came with blonde eyelashes and eyebrows, which left me looking slightly featureless, like a boiled egg with eyes. I watched surreptitiously as the girl introduced herself to each of the other girls in turn; perhaps we were destined, she was going to be my best friend, we’d become inseparable and ask to switch beds so that we could sleep next to each other, hold each other’s hands after lights-out. My heartbeat sped up as she approached my bed. Determined to make a good impression, I frantically tried to rearrange my limbs to look as if I were exactly the sort of laid-back person she’d like to be friends with, leaning sideways with one hand on the bed while trying to position my other hand on my hip in a way that felt natural.


“Hi,” she said, stopping at my bed. “I’m Georgia.”


“I’m Nicky!” I said in a voice that sounded like a cat being strangled.


Georgia looked startled. “Uh, okay, so . . . good to meet you,” she said, before moving swiftly on. Possibly this was not the best start.


Within a few weeks my fantasy of being the central character in a Dickens novel was beginning to fade. The dormitories were closed during the day, so the only place for us to hang out after school was in our classrooms, where the small desks and hard chairs didn’t afford much privacy or comfort. Dressed in identical thick wool skirts and scratchy gray sweaters, we were allowed few personal possessions to remind us of home; none of the other girls had got the memo about the romantic bonding that we were supposed to be doing, nobody had anybody’s back, and everybody seemed to be equally adrift. There was no dog to snuggle, no log fire to curl up in front of, nowhere to sit quietly and read a book, and most problematically, no mother making cups of tea and hot buttered toast in a nice, warm kitchen. I soon realized I’d made a terrible mistake and didn’t want to be at boarding school at all.


“Please, please let me come home!” I sobbed to my mother during the first phone call we were allowed to make. “I hate it here! I miss you! I want to come home, Mummy! Please, Mummy, please!”


But my parents’ allegiance to the system was rock-solid. Immune to the manipulative art of the weepy phone call, they always gave the same answer: No, we’re not going to come and pick you up. Eventually I stopped asking, although I never gave up hope.


With no one else to turn to, I focused my attention on Georgia. Her desk in the classroom became the center of my field of gravity, my chair permanently turned towards the place between the windows where she held court, sucking her thumb and twirling her hair around a finger while she smiled at her audience. I didn’t understand my feelings for her, I just knew I wanted her attention, and I figured the easiest way to get it would be to remake myself in her image. Suddenly, how I looked mattered, and my brother’s hand-me-down clothes weren’t going to cut it anymore.


Georgia became my mirror. Her style was feminine and girlish—flat-heeled pumps from Mr. Henry and pastel-colored cashmere cardigans from Benetton—so I saved up my pocket money and took the train up to the King’s Road in London to purchase identical items. She wore Pink Shimmer by Rimmel, so that became my signature lipstick, and she smelled of Anais Anais perfume, which I begged my mother to buy for my birthday. She was into the Smiths, so I learned every lyric to every song, and when she said she liked Gustave Flaubert, I read Madame Bovary from cover to cover in a week. I even copied her handwriting, a beautiful curlicued script I spent hours perfecting.


Georgia’s popularity gave her power, but she wasn’t a mean person, and she indulged my infatuation with charitable grace. Still, I was under no illusion that I was anything more than a B-list friend. The handful of girls she surrounded herself with were way out of my league, their status elevated by varying degrees of physical beauty and social connection. My place on the periphery of this clique was unstable, and my desire to sustain it meant that I often neglected my other, more steadfast friends.


In our third year, when the attention of the other girls started turning to boys, my focus remained firmly stuck on Georgia. I was unclear what this meant, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t good. As my feelings developed, so did my body. Early one morning I was standing in the communal bathroom, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead while I held my cotton nightie flat over my budding breasts, trying to figure out why I disliked them so much. Were they too puffy? Were the nipples too big? I jumped as the door opened and my friend Natalie appeared. She walked to the far end of the bathroom and started brushing her teeth, squinting at her reflection in the mirror. Natalie had a boyfriend now. I’d overheard her talking about him the night before, comparing notes with her best friend about the boys they’d kissed during the school holidays, asking each other thrilling and terrifying questions about who’d done what with whom. What does it mean if he . . . ? What does it feel like when you . . . ? Is it okay if you want to . . . ?


I looked over at her reflection in the mirror. “Nats?” She peered back at me through eyes pinched with sleep. “D’you ever have dreams where you’re kissing a girl?”


Natalie’s eyes widened. “No, do you?”


“I just did, last night,” I said without thinking.


The room went dead quiet, as if the lights had flickered and gone out. Natalie placed her toothbrush carefully into her cup, walked swiftly through the bathroom—recoiling slightly as she passed me—and stepped out into the safety of the corridor. Then she turned. “I strongly advise that you never tell that to another living soul for as long as you live,” she said, and closed the door behind her.


The fear this piece of advice instilled in me was all the incentive I needed to get myself a boyfriend, which I did as quickly as possible, finding a just-about-attractive-enough boy I barely knew during the summer vacation. I endured the French kissing and was rewarded with a photograph and the requisite copper bangle—the British boarding school equivalent of the high school pin—and returned to school safely positioned on the right side of heterosexuality. Contact between my boyfriend and me was conveniently limited to writing letters, which were mostly filled with anecdotes designed to demonstrate to each other how cool we were. Georgia got caught smoking behind the limekiln, I wrote, as if even mentioning her name might raise my status. My friends and I sneaked out to go to the pub, my new boyfriend wrote back, precipitating an unsophisticated game of epistolary one-upmanship. I breathlessly shared his letters with Georgia, using them as physical evidence that I was becoming the sort of girl a boy would want to be with.


Occasionally I still woke from dreams about kissing girls—dreams in which, confusingly, I was often a boy—but I convinced myself that this dreamlike fluidity was something everyone experienced, and sensibly decided not to ask anyone for confirmation either way. I was terrified of making a false move, of doing or saying something that would reveal me to be different. Social exclusion at boarding school was a punishment like no other because there was no mother to run to, no bedroom in which to hide. I’d seen it happen to a scholarship kid who couldn’t afford the right clothes. She’s probably a lesbian, I heard one of the other girls whisper about her once. There was no respite, and I had no idea how the girl survived it.


Acting became my escape, my way of finding temporary relief from the constant vigilance of trying to behave like the other girls. It was also the one arena in which Georgia and I were on equal footing, and the two of us rose together, gaining more prominent roles in the school plays as the years progressed. I was mostly given male character roles that fit my diminutive physical stature: a sniveling martyr in Androcles and the Lion, a crippled lunatic in The Roses of Eyam. But the role I really wanted to play was Henry Higgins.


I had dreamed of this ever since the day I first snuck up onto the school stage. Hidden behind the safety of the velvet curtain, I slipped my thumbs into my hip pockets, imagining myself in the opening scene of My Fair Lady, dressed in a fedora, houndstooth suit, and brown wingtip brogues. I leaned back slightly and looked down at an imaginary girl sitting on a wooden crate with a bunch of flowers in her lap. Woman, cease this detestable boo-hooing instantly or else seek the shelter of another place of worship! Heavens, what a sound! I sniffed perfunctorily, imagining how I’d wow the audience in the next scene with my excellent rendition of I’m an Ordinary Man.


I wasn’t aware of Henry’s legendary misogyny, or perhaps it was so normalized in my world that it had become invisible. What I saw instead was a man held spellbound by the woman he loved. Henry didn’t want Eliza’s obedience; he wanted to be ruled by her, consumed by her, allowed to adore her unconditionally. And yet he couldn’t, because subservience to a woman was not a suit society would allow him to wear. Something about this silent, melodramatic yearning for something unattainable felt familiar to me—plus I really wanted the wingtip brogues.


The play chosen for my fifth year at the school, however, was Arthur Miller’s The Crucible. When the drama teacher handed out the scripts, I was fairly confident Georgia and I would both be given leading roles.


“You’ll be playing Abigail,” the drama teacher told me. “Georgia’s playing John.”


I should have seen this coming. Abigail was in love with John. Perhaps there was someone else I could play? The male character roles were all taken, but Mary Warren, a spineless, impressionable girl who spent most of her time either screaming or sulking, was still available. I was good at playing character parts. You could do more with them. Lead roles were overrated. Who wanted to play the love interest anyway? Sure, there was a certain kudos to bagging the lead, but really, wouldn’t it be more fun to play someone with a little more personality?


Impulsively, I asked the drama teacher if I could switch to Mary Warren instead. She looked taken aback. “Well, if you’re sure . . . ,” she said doubtfully.


“I’m sure,” I said. “I think I could bring some strong dramatic tension to the role, plus I’m really good at screaming.” I ignored the pernicious little voice hissing coward in my ear. It wasn’t cowardice, it was self-preservation. If I stood up onstage and told Georgia I loved her—directly, to her face, in front of the whole school—it wouldn’t take them long to figure out the truth.


I couldn’t stay at St. Mary’s. It was too much of a risk. I was always on edge, could never relax—not even in my own body—and above all, I had to get away from Georgia. I persuaded my parents to let me transfer to a boys’ school that accepted a small number of girls in the junior year, a practice that was relatively common at the time. My father agreed to let me move, because although St. Mary’s was old, Charterhouse—founded by Carthusian monks in 1611—was even older, and in his eyes the older the institution, the better it was likely to be.


The year after I left, St. Mary’s finally put on the production of My Fair Lady I’d dreamed about, with Georgia playing Eliza. The girls wrote to me, inviting me to the opening night, but I didn’t go. I’d never have been offered the part of Henry Higgins if I’d stayed at the school—I was too small to carry off the physical dominance the role required—but the fact that someone else would be playing him felt like a punch in the gut. That was my role, that was my part.
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