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To our bodies turn we then, that so Weak men on love reveal’d may look; Love’s mysteries in souls do grow, But yet the body is his book.


John Donne, ‘The Ecstasy’







Chapter One



The palm of his hand is a battleground. The war is a war with himself.


James Alston registers a sensation like whispering at the back of his neck, cold lips moving from collar to nape and into his hair. There is nothing there, not yet, but he shudders and the convulsion ripples his shoulders, impossible to hide.


‘I can go first if you prefer,’ the woman beside him says. James shakes himself, inhales hard.


‘No, I can do it.’


There was a moment, earlier, when he had felt profoundly calm; the hypnosis sessions had done their work. Now they have moved deeper into the zoo, and this room is hot, the air jungle-damp. The lighting is dim, with shadows deep and black in every corner. James shuts his eyes for a moment, and tries to reconstruct the safe place he had envisioned in the guided meditation: his grandparents’ greenhouse, a tiny sub-tropical cube embedded in the sharp northern spring. Warm, full of light, smelling of earth and tomato stalks. A wicker seat, and an old water butt for a table. On the rough wood, a blue china cup and saucer, and in the cup – make it detailed, the coach had said – tepid tea with a thick silt of sugar.


He opens his eyes and stares straight ahead.


A young, dark-haired woman, one of the keepers, is carrying a small opaque box towards him. She sets it down on the table between them, and looks up to meet his eyes. 


‘Ready?’


James wills himself, a child again, to stay on that wicker seat, to smell tomatoes ripening, to taste wet sugar on a fingertip. He looks down at his arm like it’s some unfamiliar limb. A brave man’s arm. He nods once, tells himself to reach forward, palm flat. The woman dips both hands into the box and lifts them back out, gently cradling their new occupant.


Tarantula. A beautiful word. This, James knows, is a Mexican Red-Knee. He knows because he has read the website, the day’s information pack, obsessively, again and again, as if repetition could blunt the sting of the word ‘spider’ and all words associated with it. A red-knee. A spider with knees. Cute, he says to himself. Who could be afraid of anything with knees?


And yet here it is: fear, a bully in the playground of his brain. His heart knocks hard. Panic looms.


The keeper holds the spider over his outstretched hand. Wonkily affixed to the material below her right collarbone is a white sticker on which she has written her name, Pilar, and added the two dots and upcurving line of a smiling face. James looks at the dots and fails to see eyes, but keeps on looking anyway, in order not to look anywhere else.


‘Remember, she is very fragile, like an egg,’ Pilar says. ‘If you drop her, she will break.’


Deftly she opens her fingers. The other participant, standing beside him, muffles a gasp. And now the spider sits on James’s skin.


He looks at it. In the close room, sweat pours down the back of his neck, down the sides of his body, but James barely notices. He is marvelling at the spider’s weight; its delicacy. He had imagined a sickening meatiness. But this thing is feathery, mouse-like, balanced on tiny, still feet. The spider doesn’t scuttle, as he had deeply feared. It is motionless. It is calm. James feels a rush of blood to the head, so hard that his vision blackens at the edges, his ears burn, and he seems to feel the presence of every hair on his scalp.


And then, unexpectedly, awkwardly, his eyes are overflowing with tears. The spider lifts one foot, and puts it down again. On the other side of the table, James senses that Pilar is smiling. In a moment, James thinks, he may be able to look at her. For now, he looks at the spider, and his tears fall and fall in a steady, silent stream.


Six miles east, Hura Holmes lies very still on the floor of her living room. Nearby, Casimir – part husky, part Alsatian, part, they always say, human – rests his head on his forepaws. He’s an old dog now, with grey around the muzzle, and patient as a stone. If there’s one thing he knows, it’s that however long Hura seems to disappear, into herself, or into the big world outside these walls, she always returns in the end. She always comes back to him.


Hura’s family and friends were surprised when, at twenty-one and just out of university, she came home with a puppy, wrapped in a towel and small as a lump of flint. Her mother Aisha sat her down and told her it was no time for such a big commitment; to be tied down, whether to a man or a dog or anything else. Hura had laughed at her mother’s prescription for freedom, though eventually had to admit to herself that she hadn’t understood the commitment she was taking on. This is the reward, though: companionship through these terrible weekdays on which she has nowhere to be. Hura lost her teaching job a month ago. Her thoughts are running through a short, worried cycle, and every time they hit the memory of that day – roughly every ninety seconds – the room seems to tip. As though the building itself has come unmoored, and is drifting out to sea.


Hura’s phone is cradled on her belly, and her eyes are closed. Now she opens them and sees the white of the ceiling, like an empty page. She checks one last time to make sure that she hasn’t somehow missed a call. The agency hasn’t phoned. No one has phoned. The day and all its hours unspool before her, blank and anxious.


Making a decision, Hura propels herself up, shoves her wallet and keys, a book, an apple, and a bottle of water into her backpack. Her jacket and shoes, and Casimir’s lead, are by the door. Sensing an impending journey, the dog unfolds himself and trots towards them. 


‘Good boy Caz,’ Hura says, stroking his black back and brindled chest as she slips on the lead. ‘Where shall we go?’


Cillian is thinking about fucking someone other than his wife. They discussed it, he and Hura, the night before, the latest in a series of many conversations spread over years, which have intensified in recent months. Now, sitting at his desk, the thoughts won’t leave him alone. A door opened, a chink of light, and then the realisation that on the other side are rolling, golden fields of opportunity.


He has been at his computer only an hour but he can’t sit still. When he left for work, Hura was still in bed, and he wonders whether she’ll have made it out for a walk, the only thing that seems to help her through these empty days. The morning is one of the most beautiful in weeks, one of those late-March days where spring goes singing through the streets that it’s coming, coming, it’s here, now. His fingers tap out a brief message to the team that he will be back in five minutes, then he rises and takes his jacket and heads to the coffee shop round the corner. As he crosses the street he notices, as if for the first time, a row of silver birch trees just coming into leaf. The flicker of green in what, over the winter, had become a world of wet greys and sodium glows and the darkness of dark afternoon.


The café he always goes to, Cup, is warm, and its windows are fogged. The place is tiny, and self-consciously utilitarian: chipboard counter, shelves of brushed steel, a gleaming Gaggia machine, a cashless payment system. Cillian thinks of the staff here as self-consciously cool; he never imagines that anyone would put him in the same bracket, but today, like most days, he fits it: wearing blocks of colour, tattoos visible at neck and wrist, blond hair long to his shoulders. Today the person taking orders is a tall woman with dark skin and bleached hair. She gives him a familiar smile, clocking him as a regular, and as he returns it Cillian feels a powerful rush: possibility; a high tide held back by a sea wall.


Waiting for his drink, he texts Hura quickly, a series of emojis that he knows she’ll be able to interpret: sun (it’s a nice day), dog (Casimir will enjoy it), snake (bad people/things), explosion (will be/have been destroyed), fire (by the flame that is you), hand applying varnish to nails (easily). She replies almost immediately with a laughing face, a blown kiss. He relaxes: a good day.


The coffee arrives in a reusable glass cup with cork insulation, which the café lends to regulars. As the tall barista hands it to him, Cillian says:


‘I’ve got a stack of these at the office.’


Few people can truly raise one eyebrow, but this woman can. She doesn’t smile back this time, but one brow hikes far up at the outer corner. Cillian feels himself flush, and grins his wide and apologetic smile.


‘I’ll bring them back then.’


‘You better had.’


He takes the drink and ducks out into the morning. His blood is on fire, and from what? Potential, nothing more, but that alone is awesome and seductive. He tastes the coffee, bitter and sweet and strong enough to turn his head for a moment.


He and Hura had been together for years before they began sharing fantasies of other lovers. First they told each other stories from their distant pasts. Sudden kisses and how they had felt. Particularly wild encounters. The dancer at a rave he had sex with, even though they never spoke a single word to each other. The man she met in a white-out halfway down a French mountain, who had skied with her carefully all the way to the village, then taken her to his hotel for restorative brandy and a very hot sauna.


One night, in bed, they began a new whispered thread. What if it wasn’t just the two of them there? The idea was a depth-charge, shifting and intensifying their sex life after years, re-drawing all its patterns.


That stage, exciting, satisfying in itself, had lasted a long time, during which they organised a raucous wedding about which their friends still reminisced. But the thought of opening up their relationship never went away. In some ways, marriage solidified it, since they had now committed to one another publicly, and for the long term. They floated the idea of meeting others in real life, not knowing how to go about it. When he suggested the internet, she wrinkled her nose.


‘Urgh, really? It just makes me think of chat rooms where everyone’s called BigDick2000 or PrincessPussy.’


‘I wasn’t really thinking of chatrooms.’


‘And those terrible profiles: “I have always loved writing.” “I’m looking for great banter and a partner in crime.”’


‘Come on, it’s not like that any more.’


‘Isn’t it? What’s it like?’


‘It’s not weird any more. It’s just what people do. It’s more normal now than meeting someone in a bar.’


‘But it’s not sexy, is it?’


Cillian finds it sexy. The extraordinary breadth, and the chance to see strangers’ desires carefully typed out like a shopping list; to share intimate moments with them in the vast non-space of the internet. Cillian suggested that he create profiles on some of the apps and see what happened. Hura didn’t object, on two conditions: that he tell everyone he chatted to that he was married; and that they’d discuss it again before he actually arranged a meeting. They were just testing the waters.


But then came the conversation last night. Cillian, tired from long days of work and a base-level of worry about how to manage on one salary, had been sinking quickly into sleep when Hura murmured something he didn’t quite catch.


‘What was that?’


‘I said let’s do it. Meet some other people.’


Cillian turned to her, very much awake.


‘Now?’


‘Why not? I haven’t got much else on.’


He settled his head on his arm; picked up a strand of her hair with the other hand.


‘Are you sure it’s the right timing? Maybe it’s not what you need right now, with everything . . .’ He stroked the hair with his thumb; he’d always loved her hair.


‘I think it’s great timing. I need to not be moping around, stressing. I want to do something. I’ve been so careful and sensible and . . . nice. I need to be in my life, in my body.’


‘It is an excellent body.’ Cillian smiled. ‘But just . . . there’s no pressure, ok? Not from me.’


‘Ok.’


‘It’s been a hard few weeks.’


‘Shh, don’t remind me. But you still want to?’


She looked at him, saw the dim glow of his smile: ‘Hell yeah.’


Made strange to one another by the idea of strangeness, they made love.


Roses needs a seat, and when the Tube doors open in front of her, she identifies one and makes straight for it. From the other direction, another woman has also spotted the space, and they arrive at it simultaneously. In the less-than-a-second before the decision is made, Roses has made an appraisal: the woman is older than her but not old enough to require deference. She isn’t obviously pregnant, nor is she wearing one of the ‘Baby on Board’ badges that Roses finds insipid – like a declaration to the world of weakness, or privilege, or both. She has large sunglasses and a loose silk headscarf and a perfect manicure. Roses smiles the smile of a person who wants to sit down, and the woman, with an inclination of her head, concedes.


Now, as the rickety Circle Line jolts its way over- and underground east from Sloane Square, Roses transforms. Her hair is pinned up with Kirby grips, her face bare of make-up, and she is dressed in something closely resembling a school uniform: white shirt, black skirt, tights, sensible shoes. She unbuttons the shirt and slips it off, revealing a black singlet underneath. She takes a thin green sweater from a bag at her feet, pulls it on, then takes out a stick of deodorant and applies it to her armpits under the sweater. The woman with the manicure pointedly looks away. Roses slips off her shoes and peels the tights down from under the skirt, replacing them with a pair of black jeans. Wriggling out of the skirt, she stuffs it into the bag, and slips her shoes back on. She takes the grips rapidly out of her black, bobbed hair, runs a brush through it. Out of a make-up bag she draws three items – eye pencil, liner, mascara – which she holds with one hand, and a small mirror, which she holds in the other. She waits until the train stops at Monument, and while the doors open and close she outlines one eye. At Tower Hill she starts the other, and finishes it at Aldgate.


Finally, she fishes out a necklace with a Mexican Day of the Dead pendant, one long silver earring and several rings, slipping them on as the train rattles into Barbican. On her wrist, a chunky plastic Casio, which she now checks. On time, just. She shrugs on her leather jacket, shoulders her bag, and slips on headphones. As the doors open, her ears fill with a woman’s voice, singing in layered, sixfold melody.


Roses emerges from the station into sudden hard sunlight, which is almost immediately cut off as she crosses the road and heads down the tunnel that runs beneath the Barbican complex. She aims for the stage door. Now that she is in her own clothes and close to the rehearsal room, there is almost no trace left on her consciousness of the morning’s work, pouring Bellinis and carrying canapés at an art gallery breakfast; just an ache in her shoulders from the fucking slates. The warm-up will help: she’ll lead the performers physically. Today is a group audition for a project starting in May, her first at the Barbican. The show she plans to create, which centres on the life and work of the poet John Donne, will be her highest-profile so far. The company she brings together will devise much of the material. The money comes from a prestigious competition. The final piece will play in the Pit, one of her favourite theatres. She feels sick and stunned with excitement whenever she thinks about that looming first night.


Her phone, back above ground, buzzes in her pocket, and she takes it out and sees the name, swipes open the message as she walks.


‘Holy shit,’ Roses says aloud.


The screen is filled with a picture of a huge spider, and behind it James’s slightly blurred face, grinning in triumph. She laughs quietly, texts back in capitals as she walks: A-FUCKING-MAZING.


Roses has been encouraging James to face this fear; she even found today’s course for him. Now that he has conquered it he can fulfil another ambition: months of travel in the Amazon rainforest, planned for years and put off, in part, because of the jungle’s preponderance of spiders. Rehearsal starts in three minutes. Her heart had leapt when she saw the picture, but after the split-second of euphoria there is a rush of cold; a sense of open air, yawning and empty, beneath her feet.







Chapter Two



As the train pulls in to Tring – a few miles outside the M25, chosen because Hura liked the word – she leans down and clips Casimir’s lead to his collar, keeping him close on platform and road. Once they find a footpath she undoes the clasp and lets him walk freely beside her. She knows he won’t leave her unless she gives him the word, so while they cross arable land she watches out for other walkers – seeing none – and Casimir trots at her heels.


At home she’s painfully aware of every petty task that needs to be done, each one taking up a grain of her attention: the buttercup-coloured bedroom that needs painting, emails to answer, a broken lamp she plans to glue, an insurance claim to make, the car’s MOT. Only when she’s away from home can she really think.


The path leads them into a small wood, fenced off from the fields.


‘Ok, Cazi, go running,’ she says, and the dog stretches his legs and lopes away, scanning and scenting his way around the feet of the young trees. Hura takes a deep breath, lets it out, and listens. There it is: silence. Not the dead silence of a vacuum, but the living silence of the outdoors, which is not silence at all. Just the absence of traffic or voices, the white noises of the city. Hura hears the hustle of leaves as Casimir turns over a stick. The small calls of early-year birds. She hears the breeze weave between the tree trunks. She lets her mind come to rest. And there, finally, is an answer.


Her teaching career is over. Hura stands very still, too cold in her spring jacket, but feeling the chill sharpen her mind. 


She has struggled so hard, for so long, to make teaching her identity. For years she’s defended her choice against the subtle scorn of her overachieving family – what could be more ambitious than working with knowledge itself? – but at the same time, she’s felt herself dragged down by daily compromise. The private versus state debate, the carousel of leaders with top-down plans, replaced a few years later by other leaders, other plans.


Working for a decade to get where, exactly? Sticking with it through a mixture of stubbornness and belief, hope and insecurity. Maybe, she now thinks, the idea of not teaching has been creeping gradually closer over the last months. But still she’s stunned to find it here, in these woods, fully formed, waiting. It is more than an idea, she realises. It is a fact. She is no longer a teacher. She repeats the phrase in her mind, feeling its impact. Marvelling at the fact that she can bear it.


The change began last summer when Hura, instead of returning to the elite private school where she’d been due to resume in September, had found herself on the phone to her head of department, quitting. She’d started by expressing doubts and ended without a job to go back to when term began. The man had been annoyed, hostile; there was no way, once the conversation had taken its unexpected turn, that Hura could backtrack. Since then she’s been supply teaching across London for six long, wearying months, the last three at a school so similar to the one she’d left – girls, blazers, lacrosse – that she had disorienting moments of forgetting where she was.


And then, last month, the scene: the one she’s been replaying in her head to see if – this time, or this time – it would make her feel less wretched. The head teacher, a woman named Lena Shah with a marked fondness for purple clothes, had called her in for a chat. Hura wasn’t surprised when the conversation turned to a particular group of girls in her GCSE class. The group, which orbited around a very beautiful and keenly bright 16-year-old called Jenna Petrovich, had taken an instant dislike to Hura when she took over from their regular geography teacher just after Christmas. They sat at the back of her classes and whispered. When she asked them to stop, they turned on her, eyes full of boredom and disdain. They raised their hands and asked irrelevant questions to fluster her. More recently, they had begun passing comment on her clothes, her hair, her figure. And then, last week, most mortifying of all, Jenna had touched her. It was so subtle she couldn’t pull the girl up on it. But passing her on the way out of class, Jenna had brushed Hura’s buttock with her hand. Just a graze. Hura had felt dizzy in the seconds after it happened, and had stared after the receding group with incredulous fury. Before they left the room, Jenna had looked straight back at her, raised her eyebrows, and smiled. Then they’d all disappeared laughing into the corridor.


Sitting across the tidy desk, Hura nodded as Lena Shah – violet jacket, lilac blouse – brought the subject round to the group. She felt relieved, assuming Lena was going to ask about her mental health in a difficult situation. How had Lena noticed, she wondered, without ever coming to observe a class?


‘I’m afraid that all complaints need to be investigated,’ Lena said.


Hura smiled. ‘I’m sorry, I think I missed something.’


‘I said that there’s been a complaint.’ Lena was trying, Hura realised, to be gentle.


‘From one of the girls?’ Hura felt her polite smile freeze; her own voice came out high with incredulity.


Lena Shah’s response was a redoubled calm.


‘From the parents, in fact,’ she said. ‘The parents of . . . more than one.’


Hura’s mouth was dry. She wished Lena had offered her water or tea, and it suddenly seemed significant that she hadn’t. A punishment.


‘I’m sorry,’ Hura managed. ‘I don’t understand. They’ve complained about me?’


She should have told someone. About the nastiness; about the touch. Someone at the school. Of course, she’d told Cillian, exhausted and tense in the evenings, and that had been sufficient, to make her feel strong enough to face them the next day, and the next. She was the adult in the situation; they couldn’t really hurt her. 


‘I’m afraid so,’ Lena was saying. ‘It’s unfortunate. We have such a good relationship between staff and students at this school.’


Hura spoke over the rushing of her heart. She tried to keep her voice steady.


‘What are the nature of these . . . complaints?’


Lena’s fine forehead was creased in a frown. ‘I’m afraid more than one of the girls has, it seems, told her parents that you have “belittled” them, been sarcastic towards them, commented on their appearance . . .’


‘Wait,’ Hura said. She was finding it hard to believe what she was hearing, finding it hard to breathe. ‘Before we go any further can I tell you my side of the story?’


‘Of course,’ Lena said. She put her head on one side like a concerned bird.


‘So, it’s certainly been a difficult dynamic,’ Hura said. She wanted to rage at the injustice, but things could still be salvaged. ‘But the fact is, from my perspective, they’ve been a very difficult group. Disruptive to the class, in a very subtle way, but constantly. And cruel. Very personal. I mean, supply teaching can be like that, I’m not thin-skinned . . .’ Hura realised she was going to cry. She tried to carry on regardless.


‘They have been very unkind, though. That group. Jenna Petrovich particularly. In fact . . .’ she tried to stem the tears, to claw back some gravitas. ‘In fact, and I should have said it at the time, but Jenna actually touched me. It was very slight. But it was aggressive; I mean, I believe it was meant to undermine me.’


‘Right,’ Lena Shah said, her frown deepening. ‘In what way did she “touch” you?’


Embarrassed, Hura looked into her lap. ‘On the backside, with her hand,’ she said. It felt oddly like a confession; like something she had done. ‘It was very brief.’


She looked up and saw Lena Shah’s still-tilted head, her drawn brow. Something was wrong with her reaction. Hura, a deep believer in natural justice, couldn’t seem to compute what was going on.


‘This is very difficult, very difficult,’ Lena said. ‘Because, you see, there have also been some . . . accusations. From the girls.’


She was going to be sick. Hura held herself very still until the nausea passed. Very quietly she heard herself say: ‘What?’


‘One of the girls’ parents said their daughter came home distraught. She showed them a test, a mock exam paper, on which she had scored a low mark. They reassured her, of course. But, the parents say, that’s when the real source of their daughter’s unhappiness emerged.’


Lena looked down at a piece of paper in front of her, a printed email. It was very long: a dense page of A4, and another page beneath.


‘After giving her the low mark, Ms Holmes asked our daughter to stay back after class,’ Lena read. ‘When they were alone in the classroom, Ms Holmes said she could ensure our daughter got better marks. She said that our daughter would need to “help her out” in return. Ms Holmes then put her hand on our daughter’s back, making her feel extremely uncomfortable.’ Lena Shah looked up at Hura.


‘That did happen,’ Hura said. ‘Though I put a hand on her shoulder, not her back, in, in reassurance. Jenna did very badly on the test – I’m sure she just picked answers at random. I thought, maybe, that one-to-one I could help her see I was human, that I wanted to get on with her . . .’


‘Did you say she needed to “help you out”?’


‘I might have. Yes. I think I did use those words. I meant that I needed her to treat me fairly.’


Lena looked down at the printed email. She read: ‘The inappropriate and non-consensual touch was the latest in a series of attempts to intimidate and embarrass our daughter, which included commenting on her weight and heritage.’


Lena sat back in her chair. The room was too hot. The whole school was wastefully, uncomfortably overheated. Hura wanted to get up, go to one of the firmly closed windows, and punch a hole in it. Her voice was dry as charred paper.


‘I talked to them about eating disorders. That’s what she’s referring to, with the weight comment. I didn’t mention anyone in the class, of course. I just said being thin wasn’t always something to be proud of or, or, aspire to. And the . . .’


Hura ran out of breath, coughed, tried to fill her lungs to continue.


‘The comment about heritage, I assume, refers to a class discussion of Russian politics. Kleptocracy. Oligarchs. It wasn’t about her. It was about an entire country.’


‘Sounds a little more like a history lesson, perhaps, than a geography lesson,’ said Lena Shah, not quite smiling.


‘Human geography,’ Hura said. But her mind was spinning, and the words came out almost in a whisper. Last month they opened the school’s new sports complex; the Petrovich Centre. Already, everyone referred to it as the Pet.


‘It’s very unfortunate,’ Lena repeated. ‘As I said, all complaints have to be investigated. It won’t be appropriate for you to teach that class in the meantime, so best not come in next week. Then it’s Easter, of course. After the holiday we can review. But perhaps, in light of what’s happened, you’ll decide that finding another position makes more sense.’


The subsequent weeks have been a jumble of rage, paranoia, anxiety about paying the rent – thank god, she thinks, for Cillian’s steady income – and a waterlogged sadness.


But here in the woods, this morning, she sees something clearly for the first time: a school, at its most fundamental level, is a place of learning; a place to tell the truth. When Jenna’s lie succeeded so completely, it finally uprooted the pure thing that had kept Hura teaching for so long.


The sexual element of the accusation, meanwhile, had frightened and cowed her. But now, at last, Hura understands exactly why it was so painful. Ever since she became a teacher, in her early twenties, she’s felt a pressure to make herself neutral. To dress professionally. To act with decorum, not just at school, but all the time. It’s changed, de-sexualised, the way she sees herself, she realises. She gasps aloud with the power of the thought: it’s probably changed the way she acts in her own bedroom, with her own husband.


Now, through the fury and bewilderment of the last weeks, something is bubbling up. Something rebellious, and new.


‘Ok,’ Hura says out loud. ‘It’s over. That’s all over.’


There’s a distant bark in the wood and Hura turns to the direction from which the sound came. Softly she calls Casimir to her and he comes, but looking over his shoulder, excited. She crouches, strokes his head.


‘What is it?’


Then a flurry of barking and another dog comes hurtling through the trees at full speed. It’s big and glossy, a red setter, and it pulls up short when it reaches them, turns in a circle, leaps forward, barks, leaps away. A call comes after it, still some way off: ‘Barry! Barry!’


Hura stands, Casimir contained but inquisitive beside her, and the setter leaps up towards her face, planting its paws on her chest and trying to lick her cheek.


‘Barry, you idiot, stop it. Heel. Heel!’


A young man in white trainers and T-shirt runs up, crouches and grabs at the dog’s collar, misses, and eventually manages to attach a lead while the setter tumbles all over him. Finally, he stands.


‘Sorry about that. She’s a puppy.’


‘She?’ Hura asks.


‘Oh, yeah, she’s got a pedigree, her name’s Baroness Something Something; I just call her Barry. That’s why she’s so daft.’


He smiles, and Hura takes him in: cheeks flushed from running, curly brown hair, a bright grin. They look one another in the eye.


‘She’s beautiful,’ Hura says.


‘Thanks. Who’s this?’


‘Casimir. He’s not a puppy. I’ve had him for fourteen years.’


‘Wow. Lucky dog.’


There’s a beat and Hura laughs, embarrassed, and stoops down to pat Casimir’s sides. This man is probably ten years younger than her, handsome in the way 25-year-olds look handsome to her now.


‘I’d better get on,’ she says, though she has nowhere to be.


‘Yeah, right,’ he smiles. He wraps the lead around his hand and readies himself to run again. ‘See you again, maybe.’ 


In what world would that happen, two strangers in a wood near a rural station she picked at random?


‘Yes, maybe,’ she says. He smiles again and they both turn away.


Now, as Hura walks, she remembers the conversation she and Cillian had last night, in the dark, skin to skin.


‘Do you think you’ll feel jealous?’ she asked him. They’d been moving towards the idea gradually, together, but still this crossover into reality felt electric and surreal.


‘Maybe. I don’t know. Do you?’


Hura nestled even closer to her husband, pressing the length of her body against his.


‘I think I might like it. Seeing you with someone else,’ she said quietly. They kissed.


It’s an extraordinary feeling, that they might really do this, transgressive enough to make her catch her breath here in the woods as she thinks about it. The freedom of it. The wildness, after so many devoted, faithful years.


On the train back to London, her mother calls.


‘How are the kids today?’ Aisha asks.


‘No kids. I’m not in school.’


‘You’re not working?’


‘Not . . . every day.’


Hura’s father knows about the ‘incident’ but somehow she hasn’t managed to tell Aisha yet.


‘It’s good, I’m glad. There’s more to life than work.’


‘Mum!’


‘What?’


‘You’re a doctor. You love your job. You always told me how important it was to be independent.’


‘Independent, yes; a wage slave, no.’


‘I’m not a wage slave.’


‘You need to earn your freedom, but you also need to use it.’


‘By having a baby.’


‘Who said anything about a baby?’


‘I know what you’re thinking! You don’t have to say it.’ Hura is already annoyed with her mother, and annoyed by her own annoyance.


‘You don’t have unlimited time. It gets harder, you know.’


‘I do know! I know. You don’t have to tell me.’


‘You’re thirty-four already.’


‘I know!’


‘After thirty-five––’


‘Please, Mum. Please.’


‘Ok, I know; you know.’


‘Just, please. I don’t need reminding.’


‘I’m sorry. Tell me, when are you coming to see us?’


‘Soon,’ Hura says, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice. Of course she knows her own age, even though, when she looks in the mirror, she still sees the same face – or almost the same – as the one that looked back at her at twenty. People often comment that she looks young. She gets her ID checked in bars. It’s been a genuine problem in the teaching profession.


‘Amin was here.’


‘How is he?’ Hura asks, a little too eagerly, aware of how long it’s been since she called her brother.


‘Oh, they’re busy busy. He says the boys are great, in the football teams, doing the memes, you know.’ Amin has three sons and a good hospital job, a stay-at-home wife and a detached house and a hybrid Lexus. He’s less than two years older than Hura.


‘That’s great.’ She hears the flat note in her own voice; the familiar sense that, somehow, she and Amin grew up into animals of different species.


If she does have a clock somewhere inside, it’s quiet, tucked away down a corridor or muffled by some door. Partly, she knows, having Casimir has taken the place of a child. He is her dependent, looking to her for comfort and bringing it as well. He is the recipient of her longest and most faithful love. And then there is Cillian. Knowing that she has met the future father of her children has allowed her to relax. They have talked often about kids and are sure they’ll make some one day. So why do it yet? There are so many reasons to delay. They’ve taken wry note when friends with children have dropped out of their shared social world, turning up only occasionally, tired and edgy with the need for enjoyment. We don’t have to worry about it yet, they’ve said silently, eyes meeting across the room. And when we do it, we’ll do it differently. Her recent work catastrophe has further blurred any vision of a potential future.


‘Is everything ok? With Cillian?’ Sensing her daughter’s reticence without knowing all its causes, Aisha delves.


‘Yes, great,’ Hura says, happy to answer a question with unmixed feelings. ‘He’s great. Things between us are better than ever.’


After they hang up Hura stares out of the window, as the buildings begin to thicken around the train, and thinks about how much she loves and respects her mother, and how infuriating it is that such an intelligent woman can harp on about exactly the same things – babies, security – as any village grandmother of the last five centuries.


Hura’s parents were Liberals from different cultures – he a lawyer from Kent, she a medical student from Pakistan – who had met when they were just twenty and travelled together for years before finally marrying, setting up home in a small Essex town and having four children in quick succession. Hura knows that she and her three brothers – Mir, Haris, and Amin – all grew up believing that freedom was the most fundamental right. They saw their mother face the casual racism of provincial England. Felt, through her, the fiery opposition of her family. Sensed from their father’s parents a more subdued and complicated mistrust. Their parents taught them to be whoever they wanted to be. So why do some of their choices feel more acceptable than others?


The light changes as the train enters the station. Hura gathers her things and Casimir patters onto the platform. Commuters finishing their weeks are already streaming towards the turnstiles. The volume on the concourse is up by two notches with the approaching weekend, dissolving the bubble of silence around the woman and her dog; looping them into the city’s familiar song.


The empty cup sits beside Cillian’s laptop. On the screen, a menu design. He works through a list of tweaks quickly, flicking his eyes often to the clock. He’s promised to get it done by the end of the day; but if he’s faster, he’ll gain some precious minutes to spend on something else.


Back in college, Cillian knows, he could devote hours, days, to a single drawing. But the truth is that nothing holds his attention like that here, nor in any of his previous design jobs. While he works, a part of his mind is always running restless elsewhere. He imagines a quiet room, an easel, a piece of soft charcoal between his fingers. Pushes the thought out of his mind. He’s covering the whole rent and still trying to put some money away. Right now, Hura’s career, and consequently her sense of self, is collapsing and re-forming around her. She needs him to be steady.


For a few seconds, Cillian’s hands go still over the keyboard. He’s allowing himself to picture something else: the child he wants to have with his wife. He’s never really been able to see them with a newborn, other than a fuzzy image, like a photo of other people, in which the baby is nothing but a frown and a little nose surrounded by swaddling. What he imagines is a 3-year-old, with Hura’s green eyes and – he indulges himself – his broad smile. Sometimes the child is a girl, sometimes a boy, but always with tousled hair and a strong hot hand in his. He imagines tears too; imagines soothing them away, rocking the child into calmness, into sleep, whispering his love into their curls.


This could be the perfect time, he thinks, with Hura on a break from the work that’s held her so fast all these years. Then again, given the way she’s had the wind knocked out of her, it might be exactly the wrong time to divert her energy into motherhood. No way is he going to pressure her. He re-focuses his eyes on the fonts in front of him. The child’s hand relaxes its grip and slips from his.


Ten more minutes and he’s finished, giving him almost an hour to switch tasks. Most people do this, he thinks: carve small holes in company time for their own work and creativity. What he’s doing isn’t exactly a passion project, but he needs to get it finished because he promised to. 


Cillian opens up the file and his screen fills with a painting: swimmers entering a frigid sea. The figures are lumpen and lifelike, the water thick and choppy, textured and cold-looking even though the oil paint is filtered through digital photography and screen. Text across it reads Joy Swift and, on another line, paintings. He’s spent so many hours working on this site, addressed so many unexpected problems arising from his mother’s clear taste but unclear communication skills, that it’s hard for him to see it. He glances around the office, sees no one nearby, and calls her. Joy answers on the tenth or eleventh ring, shouting over wind in the background.


‘Cillian, love. Hello? Hello? Is that you? I can’t––’


‘Mum, hi, are you outside?’


‘—the beach. I can’t hear you very well. Is it about the thing?’


‘Yes, I emailed you the latest version. But if you’re out it can wait.’


‘It’s great, apart from that colour, what is it? Taupe maybe, it’s everywhere! And, also, the letters look a bit square, Daniel thought. But it’s really good apart from those tiny—’


Cillian closes his eyes.


‘Let’s talk about it when you’re home, when we can go through it together,’ he says.


‘—hear you. I’ll call you back from home, shall I? Also, I think I do prefer it with the little pictures down the side.’


‘Ok, well, that was a different template, so—’


‘Oh, you know all about that, I don’t understand it. You’re so— I’d be lost without you.’


‘Yeah, ok. I’d just love to get this finished.’


‘I hope it’s not taking up too much time?’ A note of alarm in Joy’s voice ‘—much more important things to do.’


‘No, absolutely not, it’s fine.’


‘You mustn’t waste— me, petal.’


‘Don’t be silly, Mum, you know I love helping you.’ He makes his voice light, laughing. ‘This stuff takes me about five minutes.’


When he was a child, Cillian thought he could hold Joy in the world, stop her falling away; he tried, ferociously, to batten her down with his love. She’s more stable now, and has anchors other than him. But still: immediate, total reassurance is a reflex. A lie that might make her happy is always the right choice over a truth that could cause pain.


He checks the clock again: almost five. The days are getting longer. Joy and Daniel will probably stay out for hours more. Resigned to not finishing the site again, Cillian closes it. The idea of Daniel makes his hackles rise, but he knows it’s just that same old protective streak and he needs to try and ignore it. From the age of six he’d been his mother’s closest confidant; he’s delighted she’s finally doing the things with her life that she used to talk about as if they were impossible dreams – living by the sea, having a boyfriend. That last word makes Cillian squirm, but it’s ridiculous. Joy was eighteen when she got pregnant with him; she’s barely fifty now.


Cillian stands up without meaning to, unable to sit still. He wants to move, really move, ideally to music. In pockets of time throughout the day he’s been researching a whole host of activities Hura and he could do together, maybe even this weekend, and he can’t quite contain his excitement until he gets home and can talk to her about them: club nights, dating sites, meet-ups. Over towards the office kitchen, some of his colleagues are gathering; at this time on a Friday someone usually suggests they all head out for drinks. He likes the people he works with, but tonight he wants to go home. He won’t get caught up in it. Not for long anyway. He’s going to cook Hura something delicious. He picks up his phone and texts her again: Are you home yet? I’m leaving soon.


On impulse he adds: I’m bringing champagne.


He hears his name called, and looks up to see two of his colleagues signalling for him to join them by waving bottles of office beer in the air. He taps send, and lopes over to join them.


James is arriving home, earlier than normal: he swapped some easy shifts at the hospital for a series of nights he’ll have to do in a couple of weeks. This was an uneven trade, but had left the whole day free for the course at the zoo. Now, in the late afternoon light, he looks around at the large shared kitchen and living room. The building, once a box factory, has huge, multi-paned windows that reach from ceiling to floor all along the western wall. The cold is murder in the winter. But it will be April soon.


His bedroom faithfully preserves the building’s industrial feel, Roses has said, dryly. The walls are bare brick. A dark-blue rug relieves only part of the coldness of the concrete floor. The bed is a mattress, also on the floor. The rest of the furniture, sourced from skips and sales, comprises a chest of drawers with patterns of inlaid wood, battered and missing a leg; a couple of chairs; a table. The whole ensemble, the boyish discomfort, is a signal to himself and to everyone else of the temporary nature of his life here. Though a junior doctor’s salary might not stretch far in London, it could have stretched to furniture. But the idea of furniture is quietly appalling to James: the mass of it, the dead weight. Anything he couldn’t take with him in a backpack or, at most, a small car, feels extraneous and wrong.


He’s never painted the walls because, though the feeling certainly isn’t conscious and has never been articulated, paint would leave a trace. A mark of himself and the colour he chose.


The exception to this asceticism is the plants, some of which James has been tending for years, carting them carefully from place to place in high-sided cardboard boxes carried on trains, in the backs of cabs. They are hardy jungle or desert plants: red-veined Marantas, cacti, creepers, and succulents. There is one huge cheese plant, its green-black leaves large and glossy as dinner plates. He knows when to water each and when to hold off. The containers, though mostly made of cheap plastic, are clean and of adequate size.


Once, a well-meaning friend had given James a spider plant. Taking the pot in his hands he’d been amazed, and ashamed, to feel the back of his throat tighten. Fear. He was afraid of a fucking plant now. Determined to override it, he placed the plant prominently on the chest of drawers, giving its leaves (legs, his mind called them, but he angrily tried to quash the thought) room to bow outwards in every direction. But it was no good. Every time he came into the room, every time he woke and opened his eyes, the same small, sick shock. He slept exclusively at Roses’ place for a week and then, late one night, he returned to the flat, collected the plant, and took it outside. He headed for the big industrial bins and then, changing his mind at the last minute, turned and walked down the road. On a street of affluent Victorian homes, he selected a house with a well-kept front garden. Guilty as a thief, he slipped silently up the path and placed the spider plant on the doorstep. Then he walked away into the night.


James undresses in his room and, relishing the rare freedom of an empty house, walks naked to the bathroom, which is large like all the rooms. One of the other tenants has constructed a surprisingly beautiful shower. A broad copper head descends from a curved pipe; around it, a curtain rail forms a perfect circle, and sloping, patterned tiles channel the falling water into a drain.


James steps into the stream and lets it soak his hair and his shoulders. He still has a swimmer’s build, though not his former smoothness: his arms, chest, and legs are covered in dark hair. Across one scapula runs a date in Roman numerals, inked when he was seventeen: the day he lost his best friend, another promising swimmer called Gull. The two of them had been out, uncharacteristically, at a club. They’d both become rapidly and badly drunk – their tolerance low with all the training, the abstinence – and had parted late to walk home, James to Gateshead and Gull to a richer part of Newcastle. But Gull never made it home. His body was found in the Tyne three days later. No one could establish if he’d been pushed, or had fallen, or had decided, drunk as he was, to go for a swim. If it was the latter, he’d done so in his clothes. His shoes were never found. The inquest returned a verdict of death by misadventure and when anyone talked about it after that they almost invariably called his death a ‘tragic accident’.


This is the story that has always been told. It has been told for so long that, even to James, it has begun to ring true.


More time has now elapsed since Gull died than time he spent alive. The tattooed date is so much a part of James he barely sees it; he has to use a mirror to do so anyway. But now, with the water all around him and the stillness of the empty flat beyond, he thinks of Raymond Gulliver. Lithe as an otter, it was Gull, James thinks, who was truly gifted. What James retains of him is not exactly memory, which has faded and lost its edges with time and avoidance. He retains a palpable sense that death is close. That surviving from one day to the next is a matter, not of inevitability, nor of prudence, but of luck.


The water is as hot as he can bear, filling the unheated room with steam. Gull is in his mind today, James knows, because of the zoo; because of the stalking fears he’s lived with for so long. Today he has conquered one of those terrors. But what about the others? In this cathartic moment, James’s arachnophobia seems eminently manageable in comparison with his fear of discovery. Of intimacy. Of disappearing without trace. Of staying in one place and being known, absolutely, and fixed by that knowledge like a beetle with a pin through its heart.


He raises his face, then covers it with his hands as the heat on his eyelids and lips becomes too much. Enough for today. His body and mind feel deeply tired, as though he’s finished a long race, and there’s a thirst at the back of his throat that he wants only to slake with something cold and alcoholic.


James wills his thoughts now down a different route. He thinks about Roses, focusing on an image he has of the last time they made love: her on top with her hands up in her wet black hair. He’s hard now, holding himself, drummed by the raining water. He remembers the eyes of the Spanish researcher from the zoo. He didn’t register noticing them at the time. But now he knows that they were myrtle-dark and full of encouragement, steady on him as his own eyes had filled with tears.


In the aftermath, with the water still drenching him, he has a moment of absolute clarity, a combination of today’s triumph and the blankness of orgasm. He is falling in love with Roses.


As a consequence of this revelation, and what it powerfully recalls, another knowledge follows quick in its wake: that their relationship will have to end. 


Roses’ audition finishes at 8 p.m., by which time she has been working – with a break to travel in between – for thirteen hours. She doesn’t feel tired. Workshops and rehearsals always fill her with energy, part nervousness and part elation, and the adrenaline takes time to wear off.


‘Come for a drink,’ Stefan, her German producer, says. ‘We’ll Uber to Soho.’


‘I’m heading home. It’s been a long day,’ she says.


‘Bullcrap,’ says Stefan. ‘You’re going to see Dr Love.’


She smiles, doesn’t answer, kisses Stefan on the cheek, heads out of the building and northwards up Whitecross Street. The air now has a jagged edge; she always forgets how cold England can be at the beginning of spring. Her breath makes clouds. She checks her phone – the reception at the theatre is lousy – then digs her hands into her pockets and her chin into her collar.


The Tube would be the fastest way to James’s. Instead she walks, using an innate sense of direction honed through years in the city. She walks at pace, staying mainly on track while avoiding major traffic arteries. Roses’ self-sufficiency is one of her great sources of pride; until now, she’s always been able to find a clean, clear kind of happiness in solitude. She passes St Luke’s, skirts the swimming pool, crosses the canal. Keeps walking.


This play is going to be good, she thinks; it might be the best thing she’s ever worked on. The endless knock-backs that constitute a life in the performing arts have taught Roses not to count on anything, but still: the competition win means funding, publicity. The calibre of performers and technicians she’s been meeting is gratifying. Stefan, thank the lord, is Stefan. And the idea, her idea, its oppositions and intensities, is great. It’s great. She needs to not count her chickens. But it’s great. Still, of course, there is no promise of anything: not ticket sales, not the alchemy of creation, not a future. She hugs herself against the cold and smiles.


As she heads further from the centre, the buildings dwindle in size, and Roses finds herself traversing streets of plush townhouses. At some point she’ll need to text James and let him know when to expect her. Angel is somewhere nearby, over to the west. She doesn’t turn towards it. Her feet are beginning to ache, and the moon is waxing. Roses thinks: I have never loved anyone the way that I love James Alston.


This feeling arose too quickly to be trusted. Roses was aware of it just weeks into their relationship, a hiss like the gas left on, barely at the level of hearing. That it has lasted, and grown remorselessly stronger, thrills and worries her. She is off balance, and doesn’t trust herself like she did in her previous, pre-love existence. She suspects she is not as strong, or stoical, or focused, as she used to believe. She hasn’t told anyone how she feels. She most certainly hasn’t told James.


Without pausing, Roses takes out a bottle of water and drinks, which mostly serves to remind her how hungry she is. She wonders if James will have eaten, or waited; how he will look at her when she arrives. When I get to Highbury Fields, she thinks, I’ll text. Some insistent stars defy the light pollution. Lines of poetry from the day’s work chink against an after-image of endless polished glasses lined up on a long, white tablecloth. A spider stalks on silent feet through her mind.







Chapter Three



Spring, 1995


She drops her shoulder bag onto the parquet and her keys onto the bag, goes back into the hallway and drags the suitcase over the threshold. It’s too full and Roses hasn’t eaten enough to give her the energy to carry it. She feels faint with hunger and apprehension and adolescence. It’s the first day of her period, the heavy and irregular bleeding surprising her every time it comes. She sits down on the ornate hall couch, gold-painted wood upholstered in shiny striped fabric. Maybe she’s bleeding onto the white and gold, but she’s too tired to move. She kicks off her trainers and listens to the apartment. There is the muffled sound of cars and Vespas from the street below, indicating that the windows are closed but the shutters open. There is a very faint shush from the pipes, the sound of the building breathing. From the atrium, a dim mechanical clanking as the tiny lift, which just brought her up to the fourth floor, moves up and down its shaft. The flat is empty. Roses breathes a little deeper, and lets herself lean back against the bolstered backrest.


But then the lift doors clack, there is the sound of heels on wood and a key in the lock, and Ghislaine enters.


‘Darling! You’re here already!’


Roses stands and they kiss one another, cheek to cheek and back again. Ghislaine is tanned and carefully made up; she smells of orange blossom and cigarettes and liquid foundation. She puts her arms around Roses for a hug but it’s careful and patting, a hug once removed. 


‘How was the plane?’


‘Ok. Same as usual.’


‘So disgusting, the planes, always full of the germs of others. You must have a shower.’


‘Yeah.’


‘You’re hungry?’


‘Not particularly,’ Roses lies. The last thing she wants is to discuss food with Ghislaine.


‘You must be! Look at you, a little stick!’


It’s meant to be a compliment.


Roses smiles and frowns at the same time. ‘I’m not.’


‘Don’t make this expression, you don’t want wrinkles. Now come along, you’ll drink something at least. A tisane. I have some brioche, you can manage one of those.’


‘Mum––’


‘What?’


‘When did you ever eat brioche?’


‘I bought them for you!’


‘So you can watch me eat them.’


‘Please, Rosie, don’t be like this.’


‘Like what?’


So it goes.


That evening, Roses has showered and unpacked and been out to refamiliarise herself with the sixteenth arrondissement, and lain on her bed watching the day disappear across the walls of the high, childish room. To please her mother she did eat a brioche, but has since punished herself by eating nothing else. It’s getting towards 10 p.m. when she finally emerges into the small kitchen, so diminutive compared to the other opulent spaces. Ghislaine is there, pouring a delicate glass of rosé.


‘There you are, were you hiding?’


She was. ‘No,’ Roses says.


‘I don’t know where the day has gone,’ Ghislaine says. She sits at the table and lights a cigarette. She still looks exactly as she did when she arrived home: perfect make-up, pressed white slacks and white heels, a navy and white shirt, gold jewellery. Her hair, Roses thinks, is if anything more carefully styled than earlier. There is no sign of dinner and no mention made of it. Ghislaine smokes beautifully, tapping ash into a seashell on the table. Roses feels a familiar sadness settle in her stomach.


‘So, tell me about your schooldays. Are you having a most wonderful time?’ Ghislaine asks.


‘It’s fine,’ Roses says.


‘These are the best days of your life, you know,’ Ghislaine says. ‘You must enjoy them. So carefree. It gets much harder, believe me.’


‘I believe you.’ She does not.


‘You are doing brilliantly well, of course.’ It’s not a question. ‘And what about your friends? Tell me about them.’


Roses has no idea where to begin. Who are her friends? The group she spends time with, which she essentially owns and runs, is a tossed salad of leaf-thin girls and their fragile egos, gritty with fear of isolation and hurt. She knows them all so well, Aradia and Francesca, Bea and Boaty, and yet if she never saw them again, would it matter?


‘There’s a girl called Janice,’ she says instead.


‘Janice?’


‘Janice Sheldrake.’


Ghislaine laughs a puff of smoke. ‘What a strange name!’


‘It’s not very strange,’ Roses says, defensive and confused by it.


‘Janice Sheldrake,’ Ghislaine says in a mock upper-class English accent.


‘Forget it,’ Roses says.


‘What? I’m just making a joke!’


‘That’s not a joke,’ Roses says. It’s always like this between them now.


The phone begins to ring.


Roses stiffens: it’s too early and she hasn’t explained yet.


‘That could be Dad,’ she says.


‘Don’t answer it.’


‘But––’


‘He knows not to ring here.’


‘I should have said before, but I need to talk to him, and he said––’


‘Not here, not in my home.’


The phone rings loud through the rooms.


‘It’s my home too.’


‘Your father does not have the right to phone here.’ Ghislaine is furious already, immediately. Her English gets worse when she’s angry and it now becomes plain this isn’t her first glass of wine. ‘I have to lie down and take it from him? No. Not in my home. He doesn’t take you out of my home.’ The phone rings on.


‘I just need to arrange something with him. I can make sure he doesn’t call here again but I need to . . .’


Ghislaine is crying now and feeling the tears fuels her anger.


‘Ok. This is what you want? Go to him then. Go to America.’


‘Mum––’


‘Go and pick up the phone and talk to your precious Daddy and not to me.’


The phone stops. In the silence it leaves behind Ghislaine gets up, opens the fridge, pours another glass of wine, sits down, lights another cigarette. Roses thinks she might hate her. But then why does she feel the urge to do something to make her happier, happy even for a moment? She sits down at the table.


‘I’m sorry,’ she says.


Ghislaine makes a shrugging movement, either accepting or not accepting the apology. Roses is thirteen. Soon she will cease to conciliate, and the arguments will rage fiery in that apartment, and then will freeze into long, painful standoffs. But not yet. Now she is still a child casting about for anything that will bring her mother back to her.


‘Maman,’ she says. She reaches a hand across the table. ‘Can we make crêpes?’


Through the tears and smoke, Ghislaine smiles.


‘Are you out of your mind?’


Zahra is half-joking, but only half. Her strong brows are high, her face a picture of mock horror. Hura laughs, leans back, looks away across the lake. She met Zahra in their first term at university, and they know each other as well as she has ever known anyone, other than Cillian. But it seems they can still surprise each other. Zahra is genuinely shocked, though her desire not to judge is battling with the emotion. Hura, for her part, is surprised at the extremity of Zahra’s reaction. She had hoped for a more intrigued questioning complicity.
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