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For Chloe, Caro, Fritha, Lou, Rachel, and Nikki:
women I love, gone too soon.
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Chapter 1



I’m standing in the booze aisle of Waitrose on Essex Road, when I see my dead sister. It’s my third sighting in as many months. As I stare at a wall of indecipherable rums, there’s a familiar sound that makes my head flick up, as one might for a fire alarm, or more appropriately in this instance for something resplendent, the peal of church bells perhaps. This particular noise is objectively prosaic yet, to my ears, entirely gorgeous. It’s the sound of Perdita clearing her throat.


There she is not twenty feet away, studying the label on a bottle of white from the refrigerator section. I see her nose wrinkle as she puts the bottle back on its shelf. She looks at her watch and closes the fridge door. My feet are already moving me towards her, but she’s turning her back and walking in the opposite direction to the tills at the far end. My mouth opens to call her name, but it’s as though I have something jammed inside. I rush at her, telling myself that this time it’ll be different. She won’t disappear before I reach her. She 
won’t.


Here she is, right up close.


Closer.


She’s faster than me. She’s wearing a pale grey cardigan that billows as she hurries away and chic black leggings, and I’m unable to connect this person with the Perdita I knew, who was a slouch, as I still am.


In a flash, she’s rounded the corner and disappeared. My heart.


No, no, no.


I race after her, but she’s gone – just poof into thin air.


My sister. My twin. My Perdita.


I lean against a shelf, head in hands, to catch my breath. I can smell her perfume. Grapefruity.


It had to be her. Didn’t it?


I almost glide to the till to pay for my stuff. I’m crying but I don’t feel sad. I have no idea what it is I feel.


‘And then she disappeared,’ I say.


‘Again,’ Schlap says.


‘Exactly. Though the previous sightings have been from further away.’


‘Tell me about them.’


‘Okay, um, again? I’ve told you already. The first was when she came out of Pure Gym on Essex Road just as I was passing, remember?’


Schlap doesn’t.


‘She was wearing red Lycra and carrying some sort of juice. I ran after her, then she just … wasn’t there any more. It was as though she’d dematerialised. The second time, I was wandering through Hackney by the canal. You and I discussed this in our very first session.’


Schlap nods. I’m not sure if this means ‘carry on’ or ‘stop there, I remember now’.


‘I saw her ahead, walking up one of those steep ramps they have on the towpath where the locks are. I followed her. When I reached the crest, that was it – gone. I wasn’t even convinced then that she truly resembled Perds, it was more a sense of her, an essence. But, well, three times? Each time she’s looked the same age as I am now. That’s confusing, isn’t it? If she’s a ghost, why hasn’t she remained seventeen?’


Schlapoberstein says nothing. I hear the ticking of the wall clock.


‘Do you think I’m going mad?’


‘I’d be interested to know,’ my shrink begins, carefully, ‘if you think you’re going mad.’


He’s always interested. I try to imagine him saying, ‘Tell me, lady.’


‘I don’t know. And the throat-clearing thing she did? When we were young, Perdita would do that before an exam or running a race – events that would cause her adrenaline levels to rise. I don’t think she was even aware of it.’


In truth, this used to irritate me, but I don’t suppose this is currently relevant.


‘Can I ask, do you enjoy these sightings?’


‘Enjoy isn’t the right word. More: marvel at. But it’s only mar­vel­lous if she’s real, isn’t it? Not if she’s a figment of my mind.’


Schlap removes his glasses, cleans them on his jumper and replaces them on his nose. ‘You say you were in the Waitrose alcohol aisle at 10 a.m. Do you drink frequently?’


‘Yes, but not in the morning! I wasn’t drunk. Jesus. I didn’t even get the rum I came for. I forgot it in the confusion.’


‘Rum?’


I flap my hands dismissively. ‘The twins have asked for Caribbean punch at their party.’


‘The twins …?’


‘Um. Blythe and Sylvia?’


He looks at me blankly. Why is he forgetting everything? He forgot my name yesterday.


‘Schlap! My twin daughters! They’re turning eighteen next weekend, remember? Ben and I are throwing them a big party? And it’s a deal because that’s the same age, you know’ – I take a breath – ‘that Perdita died.’


‘Yes.’ He smiles kindly.


‘I took a pause just then; it isn’t because I’m sad. I mean, I am, obviously, but not like that.’


‘Like what?’


‘Just to say her name.’


We begin a staring contest. I look away first.


There’s a painting of a large white mouse, or perhaps a small white rat, on the wall; in five months of coming here, I’ve never noticed.


‘I’m thinking, Marnie,’ he says, ‘about symbols. About the sightings of your sister as symbolic. As a sort of living mandala.’


‘A …? Symbolic? Of what?’


Schlap beams beatifically. ‘You’ve described your job, your poetry, as “immature”.’


I’m becoming hot under the armpits. ‘Well, not immature, per se. The official pigeonhole for my style is contemporary, whatever that means. Poetry really shouldn’t be classified, but that’s how the publisher marketed it first time round.’ All those years ago. Oh, God. ‘I’m probably not contemporary any more. I’m vintage. Maturity is relative. You likely think of me as a child.’


‘Is that what I think?’


‘No. Sorry.’


‘Why are you sorry? I’m not upset.’


‘OK. Sorry. Oops.’ I laugh. Schlap doesn’t. ‘My dad tells me off for apologising.’


‘He tells you off.’


Schlap’s wearing a signet ring. Do Jews have coats of arms?


Pretty sure Dad’s ancestors didn’t. I think of Perdita in Waitrose, her grey cardi.


‘Do you believe in multiple universes, quantum entanglement, that kind of thing?’


His eyebrows go up. ‘Do you?’


‘I don’t know. If it’s good enough for the world’s best physi­cists …’


He nods. ‘… then it’s good enough for you?’


‘You talk an awful lot for an analyst,’ I say, though this is the opposite of what he does.


‘I do?’


‘I thought you were supposed to be mostly silent?’


‘Would you like me to be silent?’


‘Not really.’


‘Okay then.’


There is the sound of drilling outside. The soft part of my elbows are itchy, but I try not to scratch.


‘Why does thinking about symbols make you ask about my work? Can we not talk about writing. I’ve a meeting with Veronica tomorrow morning. The only symbols here point either to quantum entanglement, or to my suffering from some sort of mental illness. Neither of these options make me sound particularly well, do they?’


‘Veronica?’


Oh, bloody hell. ‘She’s my editor. Remember? I’ve talked about her so many times. At Euclid, my publishing house?’ He obviously doesn’t. I stare at my fingernails. They’re dirty. They always are. I can’t work out why. ‘How can Perdita be a mandala?’


‘Well, could she be a subconscious representation of the missing divine? And/or a distraction from pain.’


‘The … what? I don’t think so. I don’t need divine – I’ve got science and death, and that’s enough to be going on with, but if you’re interested in my subconscious, you might want to hear about last night’s dream. It was a new one.’


I love telling Schlap about my dreams. He never yawns or looks away or says things like, ‘Other people’s dreams are so complicated.’


‘If you like.’


I wipe my face with the back of my sleeve. ‘In it, I had a penis. A large one.’


The long hand moves to eleven forty-five on the wall clock. An extended silence, in which Schlap’s face doesn’t twitch, not even the corners of his mouth.


‘And what happened with your penis?’


‘Nothing. It was just there. When I say large, bigger than normal is what I mean. That’s no judgement, by the way, about men with small ones. The size might not be relevant, but I wanted to tell you in case it was. And it was circumcised. A woman with a penis.’ I’d like to stop saying the word ‘penis’ now.


In truth, it wasn’t strictly a dream, more of a daydream – one I’ve entertained many times in the past.


‘Is your father circumcised?’ Schlap is saying.


In my head, my father climbs into his morning shower, his shrivelled member no bigger than a flesh-coloured Jelly Tot. ‘Uh, yes. But the dream wasn’t about my dad’s, er …’ I feel a little green. ‘It was about me; my willy.’


‘And your son?’


Dad is out of the shower and stepping onto the bathmat, patting Blenheim Bouquet across his fresh-shaven face.


‘For religious reasons,’ I say, hoping this non sequitur can row us into a conversational delta.


I wasn’t thinking at all when I suggested this. I’d prefer now to be back discussing Perdita, my poems, the mandala.


‘Your son is circumcised for religious reasons?’


‘No, sorry, my dad. I’m an atheist. My son is intact, so to speak.’ I laugh in case intact is incorrect terminology. ‘As are my daughters. Because we’re not in Somalia.’ My words echo in my head. ‘I’m so sorry. Female circumcision is not a joke.’


Schlap’s face remains expressionless. He’s not to be trusted. Analysts don’t miss a trick – seventy-five pounds for forty-five minutes works out at roughly one pound sixty-six per minute. He could at least crack a smile.


‘And if nothing happened, then what did you want to do with your penis?’ he asks.


‘Put it inside someone.’


‘A man?’


‘Gross. No, a woman.’


‘A man would be gross, but not a woman.’


Always the rhetorical question. I long to shrug but don’t in case Schlap thinks I’m a self-hating Jew.


‘Inside your sister?’ he suggests.


‘Oh my God, are you crazy?’


He crosses his legs the other way. One of his suede shoes makes a brushing sound against the rug.


‘Have you ever used a strapped-on penis?’ he asks.


I laugh again. It’s sort of a snigger. He’s in his eighties. His eyes narrow slightly. He might be offended, though he’d probably say that’s my projection.


‘The correct name is strap-on, and that’s a very personal question, Schlap.’ I raise an eyebrow, show my teeth, aiming for complicity between us, for a feeling that together we’re winning.


‘You flirt when you’re embarrassed.’


‘I …? No.’ Bit optimistic, given his age.


‘I …?’ he says.


‘Hmm? I? You? What?’


This is the equivalent of intellectual origami.


‘You said, I,’ says Schlap, ‘after which you self-censored. I’d be interested to know what that thought was. Would you like to finish?’


‘Not really. Let’s stick to facts. I had a dream: in it, I had a penis.’


His head is nodding. ‘So you say. Interesting.’


‘Is it? The dream was sort of sexy. I woke, took the dog out, picked up his poo, brushed my teeth, had breakfast, got the kids off to school, went to Waitrose, saw my sister, which I feel is the most important part of our talk here today. After our session, I’ll be visiting my ageing parents, returning home, hanging out washing, emptying the dishwasher, shopping for the week’s food. I might get five minutes to stare at my computer. I might not.’


‘You like to stick to facts,’ Schlapoberstein says matter-of-factly.


The clock does its on-the-hour chime. My eyes flick up. Midday: good.


‘When you’re not busy with domestic chores,’ he adds.


Technically, it’s the end of our session, but he’s not making any finishing-up movements. He pins me to my seat with his analyst’s gaze.


‘Could your sister’s apparition be an escape from the mundanity of life?’


As a reflex, my hand fiddles in my bag for my purse. ‘Oh,’ I say, nodding at the clock, ‘it’s time.’


‘It is?’


‘You must have other clients waiting.’


‘Must I?’ Schlapoberstein breaks a smile. He’s saved it for when I’m leaving. ‘Patience.’


‘Yes, sorry. I have a tendency to hurry.’


‘No. Patients, not clients. My visitors; they’re patients.’


‘Ah, course. Ben always corrects me on that. Our kids think it’s funny.’


I know Schlap knows I made up that last bit.


‘That I get it wrong,’ I say eventually. ‘Look, you’re prob­ably hungry. For lunch. I know I am.’ I sound ridiculous. I pull out a wad of notes and count them messily in front of him.


It’s not that I don’t wish to talk about Perdita with him, I really do. It’s just that under pressure I can’t stop making jokes. I don’t know why.


‘I have a suggestion for you,’ he says.


‘Oh. That’s. What is it?’


‘Have you ever made a list of all the things you love about your sister?’


‘No.’


‘I’d like you to have a go.’


I give him the side-eye. ‘Why?’


‘Keep an open mind.’


I try to stand. The chair is one of those ergonomic ones. It takes two attempts before I’m on my feet. Schlap remains as is. He recrosses his legs. I long to warn him about damage to his spine. I place the money as quietly as I can on the table beside his chair.


‘Goodbye,’ I almost whisper, not sure why.


‘Goodbye, Katherine.’


‘Marnie.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘My name. It’s Marnie.’


‘So it is.’ He blinks at his mistake.


‘Who’s Katherine?’


‘No idea. See you tomorrow, same time.’


I leave his room and pass the curtained area where the next client possibly waits. Someone has changed the flowers in the hall: red roses, where irises had been the day before.


A second after stepping out of the double doors into Harley Street, I’m on the phone to Ben. I’m not going to tell him about seeing Perdita. My sister and I would always share secrets. Keeping it to myself for the moment is my way of honouring that. Besides, when I reported the previous two sightings, Ben didn’t believe me. My own partner. How awful is that. None of my family did.


‘How was the sesh?’ he says in place of hello, which I like.


‘He called me Katherine.’


‘So?’


‘It’s not my name.’ My bag drags on my shoulder. I can’t remember what’s in it.


‘Right.’


‘Don’t you think that’s odd? I mean, the eminence; his books and all that.’


‘You did say you needed an old-school shrink who looked like a Jewish Father Christmas. A little synapse failure goes with the territory, surely.’


This makes me smile. ‘But the name-forgetting thing is just weird and out of character. He’s forgetting loads. Is that old person stuff, or Freudian transference? It’s not very professional.’


Ben makes a funny noise at the other end.


‘What? Don’t scoff at a laywoman. You think it’s something else?’


‘No. Soz. Dropped the cashews. They were in that mini Tupperware, the one without the lid. You were saying?’


‘You’re like this with your own clients – I mean patients – aren’t you? Not really listening.’


‘I’ll admit I occasionally fall asleep when they’re in the room.’


His mouth is full. ‘But they don’t realise, you know, because the chaise faces the big window.’


I pass a woman with two crazed white poodles on retractable leads. ‘The chaise? You told me you’d ditched that relic.’


‘When?’


‘Six months ago.’


‘Did I?’ he says. ‘I must have changed my mind. It’s a classical tool for extracting truths.’


‘It acts as a sort of psychological dentist.’


‘Exactly.’ Ben giggles. ‘It encourages clients to relax.’


‘And you too, apparently.’ The poodles are yapping irritatingly close to my ear. ‘You know, Schlap asked me to make a list of all the things I loved about Perds.’


‘Sounds nice.’


‘Nice?’


‘Sensible. Helpful. Appropriate.’


His lack of engagement propels me to blurt, ‘It happened again.’


‘What did?’


‘I saw Perd—’


‘What’s that barking noise? I’m busy drafting chapter ten, Marns. Hang on a tic, the kettle’s boiled. Be right back.’


The sound of Ben’s socked feet on flexing wooden floorboards, moving away from the microphone. The kitchen cabinet is opening. The scraping of a cup on marble. Gurgling water.


The poodles are running round and round their owner, winding her legs in nylon like Houdini. I wait for Ben to return to our conversation. He’s left the phone face down on the table, I can tell. His feet are on the move again, travelling further off.


‘Ben?’


A door slams in the background.


I pull the phone away from my ear and call into the screen. ‘Ben? I’m still here, for God’s sake. I saw Perds again! I saw her in—’


The faint tinkling of pee on ceramic.


I know he hasn’t done it on purpose.


‘Tell me about what happened with Perdita,’ I say to myself in an approximation of Ben’s voice. Then I reply in my own, ‘Thank you, Ben, I will. I’ll tell you later,’ and click off.


Ben is writing an analytical, yet highly commercial, self-help book entitled How to Stay in a Partnership, by Dr B. Hopkiss. I really miss my sister.


The Toyota waits patiently for me in its bay in the NCP beneath Cavendish Square. I pip the key fob thingy and climb in. I set off to Mum and Dad’s, the car’s motor doing whatever hybrid engines do – sort of hum – and pray for a smooth run up the A1 while I think about how on earth I’m going to compile Schlap’s list.


It’s nose-to-tail Audi Q5s as I coast into St Albans. Something about this place sends my stomach to my feet. I sit in line, staring at the Fat Faces and the White Stuffs, and mull over my session: a woman in possession of a penis, even in a waking dream, must surely be suffering from deep sexual dysfunction. It’s no wonder Ben and I are simply cohabiting. I wouldn’t marry me, either.


I wish I were a more traditional sort of female, one with less yang; the sort who pushes a Bugaboo into LK Bennett on St Albans high street to buy nude patent platform courts.


I google ‘mandala’ and wonder again exactly what Schlap was driving at. I can accept – just – my sightings of Perdita as a distraction from pain. But Perdita as a mandala – a symbol? Of what? She was my other half. Simple. Grief doesn’t get better with age. In that respect it’s not anything like cheese.


My phone bleeps. It’s a text from Faaris Agarwal at Bethnal Green Working Men’s Club, with whom I’ve had, so far, a fruitful glyphic relationship but am yet to meet in person:


Could we chat about your girls’ party sometime today? Caterers need to finalise details. Party in nine days; we respectfully remind you we haven’t yet received payment in full.


I chuck the phone on the passenger seat. Perdita and I were meant to share our joint eighteenth at the same venue. History repeating itself, I know, but my girls specifically asked to stage it there. I think they were trying to honour her, acknowledge my loss, that sort of thing. I was so touched I couldn’t say no. I’ll nudge Ben about the money later.


There’s a woman on the pavement waving at me through the passenger window. She’s trapped in a teal-coloured synthetic skirt suit and black heels, the regulation uniform for Foxtons at the end of the road. She’ll probably have a green Mini parked round the corner with one of those vanilla-scented button fresheners on the dash. She’s smiling but it’s more of a gurn.


I sense a longing to escape behind her intimidating row of clenched white teeth. Or maybe that’s another projection. Since I started seeing Schlap, life has become like a series of exhausting Agatha Christie novellas. Nothing is as it seems; every event, every action, leads to a rabbit hole of hidden motives and subverted desires of my own. She could just need the loo.


She’s still waving. I don’t know her. I look the other way.


The high street clock clanks to 1.30 p.m. I’m fifteen minutes late. My mother will be sighing over spoiled baguettes. The traffic’s bad; it’s her fault in the first place for moving here. I was never late when they lived in Kentish Town.


The suited woman is now pointing at the front of the Prius. I don’t think her bob suits her. She looks like Richard III and makes me think of Nicola Barker at Torriano Primary. Nicola’s recent following of me on Instagram coincided with her second marriage and subsequent assault of photos. I wrote ‘pretty lady’ in the comments section. I’d wanted to write ‘pretty woman’ to mark myself as feminist, but thought it might be wrongly interpreted owing to the film.


I lower the glass. ‘Do we know each other?’


‘Your front light isn’t working.’ Her voice is surprisingly deep.


‘Oh, right. Thanks,’ I say, ‘but it’s daytime.’


‘Yes,’ she says, ‘but for later.’


I wave goodbye as I sail through the lights, piqued that she’s appropriated my ‘but’ as adjunct to ordinary syntax. I read it as a subconscious act of aggression. Or perhaps it’s unconscious. I get the two muddled.


My phone rings. It’s my mother. I check for police before wedging it between chest and chin.


‘I’ll be there in five, Ma.’


‘The baguettes are going hard.’


I bought my father a bread maker for his birthday, though only Mum uses it; he still prefers to make loaves by hand. As well as the spoiled ‘truncheons’, there will be smelly un­pasteurised cheese, cherry tomatoes and possibly some elder­flower cordial from the Saturday market. My dad cooks all the time, especially at weekends, when his friends make the pilgrimage from London to eat like kings. Afterwards, they receive signed copies of his latest recipe book, Around the Med with Diabetes. It’s sold surprisingly well.


I’m stuck at yet another set of lights. Teal-coloured Richard III has caught up with the crawling traffic and is about to make her second pass of the Prius. She catches my eye in the rear-view mirror, smiles shyly and looks away.


I’d lay bets she’s not aspiring to own a penis. I imagine her at the end of the day letting herself into her flat on the outskirts of town, throwing her jacket across the sofa, sitting down in front of The Voice with two girlfriends and a Pinot Grigio. She’ll have a boyfriend called Ant; they’ll have sex mostly doggy style, all of which makes me sound snobby, though in truth I’m sad and envious about these imagined facts and can’t quite fathom why. I notice a small green stain on the side of her skirt. Maybe she likes to roll in grass.


Mum’s calling again. ‘Have you passed Rymans yet?’


‘Yes. I’ll be there soon.’


‘Your father’s blood sugar is low. I had to give him a glass of juice.’


‘Feed him! Don’t wait for me.’


‘God waits at our table, Marnie.’


‘Ha. Perhaps because He’s tried your baguettes.’


She huffs, but without force.‘You’ve deliberately misinterpreted what I meant. God hears you.’


‘No He doesn’t, Mum, because He doesn’t exist.’


‘Hurry up,’ she says.


I can’t remember the last time my mother was angry. I carry the anger for both of us. This is proof, I tell my parents, of the non-existence of God: if He were real, He’d have distributed the rage more evenly.


I pass the cathedral and wind my way along Fishpool Street onto St Michael’s Street. My parents’ house is strikingly beauti­ful; a hotchpotch of Victorian brickwork with Georgian windows. The previous owners painted the plasterwork a vintage off-white with sills, door surround and guttering a dirty fawn gloss. If this sounds disgusting, it really works. Every time I turn into the snub driveway, I understand why my parents live here.


With a mother’s sixth sense – or perhaps because the Prius is pinging following my premature decoupling of the seat belt – she awaits me at the door, boobs in inverse proportion to her height, like a sexy Mrs Tiggywinkle. Covering her torso, which is robed in white, is an apron: ‘It’s called DIET because all the other four-letter words were taken’. My dad bought it for her.


‘Your front light isn’t working,’ she says by way of greeting.


I remind myself not to mention my most recent sighting of Perdita. My mother didn’t handle it well the first time. Or the second. I thought she was going to throw a pot at me across the living room, and not in the artistic sense. She’s a ceramicist.


I’m pulled into an embrace. She smells of Roquefort and the moonstones dangling from her ears are cold against my jaw.


‘You’ve been using that Aveda curly stuff again,’ she says through a mouthful of my hair. ‘Patchouli.’


I extract my face from her jewellery. ‘Does that mean you like the way I smell, or you don’t?’


‘Umm …’ Her forehead wrinkles. She looks into space. It takes her an inordinate amount of time to consider such a simple question. ‘I don’t know. It reminds me of my pre pre-Alpha course days.’


‘Pre-pre? That’s confusing; before-before your rebirth?’ My gaze wanders. ‘Sort of like what came before the Big Bang?’


There’s another new statue in the front garden.


‘St Michael,’ my mother says, excitement in her voice as she follows my line of sight. ‘The church auctioned him off. He fell from that lone gravestone on the little patch of non-­consecrated ground when they dug the grave up to get to the Roman amphora.’


‘What Roman amphora?’


‘Didn’t you know? Relic of Verulamium. Worth a fortune. It’s gone to The British Museum. Some old dear – actually he’s our age and a friend, but seems so old comparatively – found it with his metal detector. Traces of iron ore in the paint. That’s what set the detector off. He’d bought himself a new one: very expensive, terribly sensitive. Queen gave him a commendation at Buckingham Palace.’


‘Why are you talking like an army major?’


‘What? Don’t be silly.’


‘Yes. Giving me headlines. Like that.’


I hear my father clashing plates in the kitchen. My mother smiles and gently steers me into the house and down the hall, its long white walls unfurling.


‘Jack!’ she trills. ‘She’s here!’


We hit the enormous kitchen. I breathe in. The sun pools yellow light on the parquet.


‘The cavalry!’ exclaims Dad, beaming.


He’s pulling apart a chicory heart with his bare hands; this is about as manly as it gets around here. He used to be an actor, very well known, but turned away from it when Perdita died. The death of a child can do that to a person. I’ve read this in numerous books about grief. Better to reinvent oneself, live a new life rather than remain inside the old one.


I touch my fingers to a windowpane; it feels warm. An untraceable melancholia lands in my stomach.


I plonk down a bottle of pink fizz on the worktop. ‘Happy anniversary, parents mine.’


‘I’m making lunch,’ says my dad, who enjoys stating the obvious, ‘as a gift for your precious mother.’


Love heats my chest. I walk towards my father with my arms wide. He farts, grins.


‘Pardon me.’


I give him a squeeze. He also smells of Roquefort. He holds up a jam jar of vinaigrette. The olive oil sloshes gold in the sunlight.


‘Can I put garlic in?’ he says. ‘Planning on snogging anyone later?’


‘Don’t be disgusting.’ I think of Ben tapping away at his laptop.


‘Sylvia’s coming to stay on Saturday,’ says my mother beadily. She pours elderflower cordial into three glasses.


‘She is?’ My daughters keep secrets from me. For girls of seventeen, they’re unusually keen on spending the weekend with their grandparents. ‘Just Sylvia? Blythe not coming, too?’


‘Blythe said something about a nightclub.’ Dad chuckles softly.


‘It beats me why Blythe isn’t coming here, too,’ my mother complains.


‘Twins don’t have to do everything together,’ I say.


Mum’s face drops. ‘Yes. Thank you, Marnie.’


‘Blythe also mentioned a boyfriend,’ Dad adds.


‘Did she now?’ I pop the cork on the fizz.


‘I told her to save herself till she’s married.’ My mother removes her apron and folds it into an asymmetrical shape. Underneath, she’s wearing some sort of tunic.


‘For God’s sake, Ma. She’s seventeen. You were at it hammer and tongs at that age.’


‘That’s different. It was the sixties – I was artsy and yet to meet God. Blythe is entirely scientific: it’s a different beast. She already enjoys our Sunday service very much.’


‘Science is not a beast.’ I can’t think of anything cutting. ‘Also, Ma, what are you wearing? You look like a monk.’


She doesn’t seem offended, more surprised that I don’t know who she’s channelling. ‘Today, I’m Nico in The Inner Scar.’


‘Who? I hope you’re not planning to wear that to the girls’ party?’


‘Course not. I’ve got something else up my sleeve.’ She taps her nose and grins, then says under her breath, ‘Can’t believe she doesn’t know who Nico is.’


‘The point is, Patricia’ – my father steers us deftly away from these conversational rocks while steering us towards the table – ‘Marnie’s daughters are off her hands this weekend.’


The possibility of two kids out of the house on Saturday night glistens like a jewel just out of reach. Now, if I could also palm off our thirteen year-old, Stan, Ben and I might have dinner alone, in peace. Twenty years and three almost grown-up children later, I’m still optimistically searching for any opportunity to secure my other half’s attention.


A selection of coloured bowls appears on the long kitchen table.


‘Chicory, pear and Roquefort,’ explains my father with pride. ‘Tomato with basil. Panzanella. Olive and orzo. Wild boar salami. Prosciutto crudo. Goat’s cheese and your mother’s yet-to-become famous baguettes straight out of the maker.’


It looks delicious, and very middle class. ‘Are we feeding the five thousand?’


My mother’s face darkens. ‘And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness.’


My dad makes the sound of a buzzer.


‘St Albans West?’ Mum now in her best University Challenge voice.


‘James 3:6?’ offers Dad.


I put my head in my hands.


Mum gives a tinkling laugh. ‘Correct! St Albans – ten points.’


‘No,’ says my father, deflating. ‘It’s five points. Only the starter’s worth ten.’


My will is fading. ‘Can we eat?’ My phone rings. ‘Sorry.’ I feel my parents bristle as I pull the mobile from my bag: an unknown number. ‘Might be Stan’s school.’


‘But it’s the summer holidays,’ she counters.


‘They’re doing academic workshops, I told you. Better take it.’ I slink off to the hall, cradling the phone beneath my chin. ‘Hallo?’


‘Katherine?’ says a voice.


It’s Schlap.


‘It’s Marnie.’


There’s a pause.


‘Who?’ Schap asks.


‘You’ve dialled the wrong number, Schlap.’


‘Who’s Marnie?’ He sounds scared.


‘I’m your client. Patient. You saw me earlier, just before lunch. Remember?’


‘I did?’


‘Yes.’ I try not to panic. ‘We talked about my … never mind. I’ve been seeing you for five months? Twice a week to begin with, then five times a week more recently? Which has been expensive – I’ve borrowed money from Ben to pay for it, which I fully intend to pay back, by the way – and also rather time-consuming. But worth it. I’m not saying I don’t love coming, because I do. I think it’s helping.’


There is silence at the other end. I’m not sure if this is as a result of my verbal diarrhoea or because he’s still in the dark.


‘I’m in my late forties. Average looks. Dark hair.’


The blowing noise is Schlap releasing breath. ‘Marnie, of course it’s you! Yes. I’ve muddled the number. I was trying to call someone else.’


‘Katherine.’


‘What?’


This is both awful and ridiculous.


‘When I answered the phone you said Katherine. That was who, whom, you were trying to call. Wasn’t it?’


‘Marnie!’ My mother’s soft tone carries into the hall. ‘Lunch is getting warm.’


I sigh. ‘Schlap, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you tomorrow, 11 a.m.’


‘Look forward to it,’ he says cheerily. ‘We could perhaps address your feelings about money.’


The line goes dead before I can answer. I make my way back to the kitchen.


My father points at his already full mouth. ‘You know how I get. Didn’t fancy passing out in the goat’s cheese.’


‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Sorry for the delay.’


I sit at the table. My parents’ Ercol dining chairs are beautiful but, once seated, like rods against one’s buttocks. I take off my sweater and slide it beneath me.


My mother raises an eyebrow. ‘Who was on the phone?’


‘My shrink.’


She makes a little noise like a hiccup. My father spoons delicious things onto my plate.


‘What did he want?’ she says. ‘You’ve only just walked out of his office, haven’t you?’


I take a forkful of ham; it melts on my tongue.


‘He dialled a wrong number. He seemed a bit confused, to be honest.’


My father lays down his cutlery in mock alarm, ‘To be honest. Marnie. You, of all people.’


‘All right, calm down. We can’t all be Baudelaire. Ham is amazing, by the way.’


The image of Perdita hurrying away from me in the supermarket is in my head again and the area around my heart is jumping.


‘You give me such a hard time over church,’ says my mother, smiling.


‘What does that mean? This chicory salad is better than ever, Dad.’


‘Blessings,’ says my father. ‘The poetry of food is my business, but you’re the real poet.’


And my mother says, ‘Well, analysis,’ at the same time.


I, too, now smell of Roquefort. I pour a large glass of pink bubbles and down it in one. I pour another. My mother’s not done yet.


‘Analysis, therapy, whatever; we all know it’s the modern religion. It’s no different from Christianity, except that yours costs a fortune. Loving God is free.’ She pulls a piece of pork gristle from her mouth and wraps it carefully in her napkin. ‘And one thing I can tell you—’


‘Only one?’ The bubbles allow me a satisfying belch.


‘God never dials a wrong number.’ She lays her napkin on the table.


The gristle glistens pearly white and plastic-looking, like something the dog might bring up. She watches as I pour a third glass of fizz.


‘Aren’t you driving?’


‘Shame for it to go to waste,’ I say. ‘Anyway, the car’s electric; doesn’t count.’


‘It will when you’re lying face down across the A1.’


‘Happy anniversary!’ I finish my glass with a flourish.


Mum and Dad exchange glances.


By the time I get home, it’s 4 p.m. and Stan is traipsing up the path behind me. He waits dejectedly on the front doorstep, rucksack hanging from his elbow as I find my key.


‘Good day at summer school?’ I ask.


He grunts, which is Stan for affirmative, and pushes past me into the hall. He smells of school and teenage hormones.


He scowls. ‘Why does your breath reek of beer?’


The dog lurches at my jeans. I push him down.


‘I don’t reek of beer.’ It isn’t actually a lie.


Stan stomps up to his room.


‘Anyway,’ I call after him, ‘how do you know what beer smells like?’


‘Because I’m thirteen. You also reek of blue cheese.’ His door slams.


I climb the stairs, the dog in my wake licking my fingers as if they were sausages. I stand in front of my son’s closed door.


‘I thought you were going to Trey’s this afternoon. Get off me, Parker.’


Stan’s muffled voice just about reaches me.


‘I’ve come home to play with Trey.’


‘Is he in there with you?’


His door opens suddenly.


‘Mum,’ he says. ‘I’m playing Fortnite. Trey’s console is at his house. Mine is here. It’s a multi-player game.’


‘So, let me get this straight – in order to have a play date—’


‘Play date? I’m not five.’


‘In order to hang out with Trey, you have to be in your separate homes?’


Stan stares. ‘You’ve only just noticed? Good to know you’ve been paying attention.’


‘You’re back later than I thought!’ Ben’s shout carries down from the top floor.


‘You’re here!’ I shout back unnecessarily.


‘I’m having a poo!’


‘Ugh, Dad!’ Stan’s door slams again.


‘My mother gave me a coffee’ – I aim my voice in the direc­tion of the bathroom in case Stan thinks I’m still addressing him – ‘and made me lie on the sofa for thirty minutes before she let me leave their house.’


‘Right,’ says Ben.


I study the picture on the landing; the one with the funny cylinder shapes, sketched in charcoal by Ben’s artist aunt, Esther. All I see when I look at it are penises. Penii? Penes? The dog whines. I look down. He’s bent in half to clean himself.


I make my way downstairs thinking about Schlap, about his muddled memory, and wonder if he’s aware it’s going. How terrified I’d feel if I were him, if my brain was letting me down, playing host to a dark magician, an enemy.


My mobile rings. Please let it not be Schlap. I pull it from my bag. It’s Blythe.


‘You at home?’ is her greeting.


I notice Ben has left his fencing foil in the hall. The rubber safety stopper at its tip has frayed.


‘Yes, I am. How are you?’


I’m in the kitchen now. I open the back door. Parker bounds gratefully into the garden.


‘D’you know where my history book is, the orange one: The Glorious Revolution? That one. Have you seen it?’


‘I haven’t. How was school study today?’


‘Right. Thanks.’ She calls off.


On the table, my laptop is open and asleep, the screen black and disappointed-looking, as though it’s long ago given up waiting for me to work at it. The dog is scratching outside the door. I let him back in, sit down in front of my computer and hit the space bar, but all that’s in my head are the words: Veronica tomorrow, Veronica tomorrow.


The poem I began five months ago but still haven’t finished glows bathetically in the digital blue light, the cursor flashing at the end of the word ‘govern’: it’s not rhyming. I’m not even sure what it’s about. Nominally words disappearing from a sheaf of paper, but any idiot could tell that’s not really it. Since I saw Perdita that first time outside Pure Gym back in May, nothing has really made sense, as if seeing her has robbed me of my right to express myself.


Beneath the table, the dog settles on my feet.


I cast my eyes balefully left to right across each line before switching fonts to Chalkboard to make myself laugh. I’m procrastinating, but only because I know I’ll be interrupted in about two minutes.


Sure enough, the phone rings.


‘Me again,’ says Blythe. ‘I forgot to say, please could we put Pantea on the list for the party. And also, give Parker a kiss from me.’


‘You can give him a kiss yourself in a minute when you’re home.’


There’s sudden discomfort in the area of my crotch. I hope I’m not getting thrush.


‘Mum. I’m not coming home till much later.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’m looking for my history book, I just told you. Is your memory going?’


‘You didn’t tell me that. You said—’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ She hangs up.


I return to my computer. I thought she and Sylvia had fallen out with Pantea.


Ben lurches into the kitchen, glasses pushed up on top of his head, giving himself an unintentional cowlick.


‘Is there anything to eat? I’m starving.’


He sweeps past me, brushing my lips with the tips of his fingers, which sounds sexy but isn’t. He likes to fiddle with a ball of Blu-Tack while he’s writing. He says it helps him think.


I stare at the dog. The dog stares back.


Ben opens a cupboard. His head disappears inside.


I close the laptop and get to my feet. ‘I think there’s some lasagne I can reheat for you in the fridge.’


‘Where are the cashews?’


‘You ate them. When you were on the phone to me earlier.’


‘I did?’ He pulls his head out.


‘Yes! What’s wrong with everyone today? By the way, the twins are out on Saturday night, according to my dad.’


‘Your dad? How is he now the High Priest of their social calendar?’


The dog yawns.


‘Dunno. We might want to think about pushing Stan out for a sleepover,’ I say. ‘Then we could go out together. Just us. There’s something I need to talk to you about.’


‘Mmm? Don’t use the downstairs loo; it’s broken again.’ He wanders from the room, a bruised banana midway to his mouth.


Once he’s gone, I remember I’ve forgotten to tell him about the money for the party.


It is later and somehow, I’ve managed to corral my entire family round the kitchen table for dinner. I’ve rustled up tofu stir-fry, which unfortunately Ben hates, but the twins are in a vegan phase and it was the only appropriate foodstuff in the fridge.


Everyone chews valiantly, eyes streaming, noses blowing, because I accidentally added too much chilli thinking it was the mild kind and not the kind that blows your head off. Stan is picking through his bowl, fork hanging limply from his left hand, hooking out the onions and scraping them from the tines to the tabletop. I tell him to stop. He tosses them to Parker instead.


‘Don’t do that!’ yells Blythe. ‘Dogs can’t eat onions!’


‘Is there anything I can do?’ he yells back, pushing his fringe out of his face.


Sylvia shushes him and Stan says, ‘Anyway, Parker likes them: look.’


It’s true – the dog is gobbling up Stan’s offerings, licking his chops and lifting his head for more. I wonder about the chilli and its effect on animals.


Ben pulls a hanky from his jeans and mops his brow. He catches me looking and gives a martyred smile.


‘Mmm. Great, Marns.’


‘You’re welcome.’ I turn to the twins, who are simultan­eously texting on their phones. ‘Are you writing to each other? No devices at the table, please.’ They put them away. ‘So,’ I say, ‘tell me all about your study days at summer school.’


‘What would you like to know?’ Sylvia asks reasonably.


‘Well.’


What would I like to know? How was lunch? I know the answer to that one already. What did you learn? Boring. How does school compare to when Perdita and I were young, perhaps, but that’s far too generalised, and anyway, I’ve asked this before. Plus, it’s not really school per se, it’s summer school, which is surely something different. Really, I just want to feel a connection to my children, of any sort. They seem far away from me tonight, as if they’re in another house entirely.


Stan says, ‘Mum, did you breastfeed us?’


‘I certainly did.’ The intimacy of his inquiry makes me flush with pleasure.


Blythe snorts and Sylvia looks up from her bowl. At least now I don’t have to answer my daughter’s question of what I want to learn from her about school.


‘For about nine months I breastfed each one of you.’ I’m warming to my subject. ‘It was far tougher with the twins, of course.’ I really don’t give my kids the credit they deserve. ‘On one breast I had—’


‘Right.’ Stan cuts me off. He tosses another forkful of onions at Parker, who is now panting. ‘It’s just, we’re doing a project on animal teats in science.’


‘That’s nice.’


I look to my girls for assistance – they’re usually on it at the slightest hint of anti-feminist rhetoric – but Sylvia is busy with her food and Blythe is staring at me with faint disgust.


‘What?’ I demand.


‘It’s just …’ Her lips curls back.


‘Boobs like two tangerines in a sock?’ chuckles Ben, shovelling stir-fry down his gullet as Blythe bursts out laughing.


‘That’s so wrong, Dad!’ She’s in hysterics.


Parker laps frantically at his water bowl.


‘I beg your pardon?’ I turn my body towards my partner with affected melodrama, reminding myself of my mother.


‘Like two pitta breads?’ Stan chips in, obliging Ben’s mis­ogynistic moment.


I’m not even offended. I mean I should be, but I can’t be bothered. Also, the image of my boobs like pitta breads is quite funny.


‘Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. I’d like it to be known that I’m still a respectable D cup.’


Stan looks traumatised. ‘What’s a D cup?’


‘Moving on,’ I say. ‘What about other aspects of science?’


I’m thinking about my day. All three children look up. Stan asks what I mean.


‘Well, do you,’ I begin airily, ‘study quantum mechanics, for instance?’


The kids are blank-faced. I quickly mention ‘Many-Worlds Interpretation’ and ensure my intonation goes up at the end, so they know I require an answer. There’s a silence during which the only sound is Parker’s laboured breathing.


‘Er. That’s university-level stuff, Mum,’ says Blythe. ‘Dad?’


‘Huh?’ Ben looks up suddenly, as if caught doing something he shouldn’t. ‘What’s that?’


Blythe rolls her eyes. ‘Many-Worlds Interpretation.’


Ben looks blank.


‘Quantum entanglement,’ she presses. ‘Know it?’


‘Know it?’


I’ve lived with Ben long enough to realise that when he stresses a word in order to make the other person look stupid, he’s playing for time.


‘Wouldn’t say I know it. I’m familiar with the concept. Why?’


Blythe shrugs and lifts her chin at me. ‘She’s asking.’


‘She?’ I say in the same tone Ben said know. ‘Thanks a bunch.’


Ben pulls a single strand of long hair from his mouth. I forgot to tie mine back while cooking. He tries to shake it from his finger, but it just entwines itself further, like Captain Haddock and the sticking plaster in The Calculus Affair.


‘Why d’you want to know about quantum entanglement, Marns? Seen another UFO?’


My cheeks burn. It’s true: I did once claim I’d seen a flying saucer while on a writing retreat in Suffolk.


‘Forget it.’


I can’t tell him about meeting Perdita in Waitrose in front of the kids because I haven’t mentioned any of my sightings to them thus far. The omission was on the pretext of preventing anxiety, but really it was in case the kids sniffed that their mother was nuts. I dip my face towards my bowl and shove in some broccoli.


Things I Loved About My Sister: Part 1


This is the start of my list, Schlap.


The first thing I’m going to write about is going to sound insignificant and facile. It might be an odd way to begin, but it’s my list, so.


She loved Caramac chocolate bars. My sister. Perdita. So did I. We both did.


I can’t remember why we were so obsessed with them; I can’t stand the things now. A thin rectangle of beige plasticky, toffee-tasting ‘chocolate’ wrapped in red paper and labelled in yellow cursive, it had the texture of a sweetened trainer insole. We once wrote, as a pair, to Jimmy Savile (or ‘Jim’ll’ as we genuinely used to think he was called), when he was still a national hero, ha what a joke, to ask if we could bathe in a huge vat of melted Caramac. He didn’t reply.


Every day on our way home from school, we’d walk to the only corner shop on Regent’s Street and buy a packet of Quavers and a Caramac each, an afternoon snack that made up for the generously portioned yet increasingly bizarre packed lunches assembled by Dad. Seriously, Tartex sandwiches – a revolting vegetable paste in a tube – were the norm.


One summer, on the tube journey home, Perds instructed us to sit on our Caramacs. She said it was a proven fact that chocolate tasted better when warm. Something scientific, to do with the aroma accentuating in the gas phase.


Unfortunately, I’d already opened mine and eaten a piece, so by the time we reached Kentish Town, the melting resulted in a very stained and sticky Northern Line seat and a skirt covered in what looked like a bad bout of food poisoning.


Without missing a beat, Perdita shrugged off her blazer and wrapped it round my waist, just like that. I had no idea what she was doing.


And this is the best part, she didn’t even tell me I had a dirty backside – just insisted she was hot and I should carry the blazer for her as she had an aching shoulder. She knew, you see, how mortified I’d have been if I’d had to march home in the knowledge that I’d shown my mucky butt to members of the public.


Like I said, it may sound trivial now, but these things are of the utmost significance when young.





Chapter 2



I walk up the steps to Schlap’s home the following morning. The iron-riveted black front door is ajar. I push my way in and wait on the faded Persian rug. I’m early so I stand there like an uninvited guest.


There’s no one around. It’s cool in the wide hall and hallowed as a church. I hear the shuffling of papers from somewhere deep inside the house.


I edge forwards until I’m standing at the bottom of the staircase, following the lacquered banister with my eyes. It curves steeply upwards for six glorious flights, finishing in a domed skylight. But my neck isn’t what it was and overcome by vertigo, I steady myself on the newel post, which feels so shiny I can’t help myself – I lean forwards to give it a sniff. It smells of piano keys.
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