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for my grandmother Shirley Margaret Daynard, formerly Flood, née Gardiner









If you took the monsters’ point of view, everything they did made perfect sense. The trick was learning to think like a monster.


—SY MONTGOMERY, The Soul of an Octopus










Now


I know there are exceptions—pregnant male seahorses with their brood pouches and so on—but mostly, it’s females who carry the future. It can be deadly work. In some corners of nature, children gain strength by eating their mothers alive. Among humans such theatrics are frowned upon. Rare is the mother who forgets the Goldfish crackers and is cannibalized in her minivan. More common is the one who devours herself.


It disturbs me, looking at your soft belly, to think of you growing into a woman. I lay you down on the white bedspread to towel you off after the bath. I sneak my finger into the crevice between your chin and chest to make you smile. You follow me with your trusting eyes, dark as the North Sea, forgiving me in advance, or so it seems, for the many ways in which I will fail you.


You are smooth and pink, and I pretend that we are still one. But even as I think this, I know it isn’t true. I’m alone in my body again, and you’re alone in yours.


I lower you into your crib. You murmur and turn onto your side, caressing the plush octopus she sent us, going somewhere I will never be able to follow. I watch you lying there, heavy with milk and sleep, and think: We carry the past, too.


I am thirty-one years old. From here I can see my own mother, far better than before. I can’t see my grandmothers, but I can feel them. The choices they did not have. Their warm, mutilated hearts. Their capable fingers, finally at rest.


Within each of us is an inky bottom-place where fallen corpses and old skins feed new life. Flashes rise, unbidden, from the deep. What surfaces now, as I guard your sleep, is the age of leaving. The age of maturity, or so we thought at the time. In fact we were tender and exposed, in need of every trick instinct and evolution could bestow.


As nights smudge into looping days, I return to that year. I remember who we were, and what we thought we knew. I turn it over in my mind deciding what to let sink, and what to preserve for a future that I can hardly presume to imagine, because it will be yours.


 


Pollock Halls of Residence


The University of Edinburgh


September 13th, 2006


Dear Lord Lennox,


My desire to reach you has overridden my Canadian obedience, and I am writing care of your literary agent, against the reasonable advice of both receptionists at your publisher’s. I want to assure you that this is not a crazed fan letter.


I believe you went to school with my dad, Edward (Ted) Winters. He is not the most forthcoming of conversationalists, as you may know, but I have pieced together some clues over the years, and they all lead to you.


I have recently moved to Edinburgh to begin a degree, and I wondered if there might be an opportunity to meet you. I can travel anywhere; this matter is as critical to my education as any.


With apologies for the intrusion and many thanks,


Penelope Elliot Winters


P.S. Though not crazed, I am a fan—and ever impressed by Paquin’s ability to solve a murder three drinks in!!


 


Talmòrach


Sept. 23rd


Dear Penelope,


Delighted to receive your letter—glad you made it past the guards. Fond memories of your father. Hope he’s well? Come east. Must show you the vistas and ruins of the Mearns, though perhaps not all at once. Saturday next? The train will take you as far as Stonehaven. Send your landing time and we’ll send a good man with a good mustache by the name of Hector (the man, that is).


Yours,


Elliot Lennox


Ps. The first two never count.










Fall
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If you were to interview a handful of students as they emerged, static-haired and blinking, from their rooms in Pollock Halls, some smelling inexplicably of horses and others more explicably of charred cheese, you would learn that breakfast at the John McIntyre Centre was not widely viewed as an inspiring meal. But Pen, who was ravenous in the mornings, looked forward to it.


It was a Tuesday, the third in the term. Pen arrived at the green and brown building in the middle of the residence compound at five minutes to eight. Cold, wet air was reaching under the collar of her raincoat. She stopped into the convenience store for a newspaper. At the last second, her heart thudding its disapproval, she also requested a ten-pack of cigarettes and a box of matches. The man behind the counter didn’t even glance at her. She was back under the portico, folding newsprint against the wind to scan the headlines and thinking about the letter she had just read when Jo arrived with Alice trailing behind.


Her friends stood out. Jo Scarlett Moore because she looked so wholesome, with her pale hair wound in a braid across her forehead, that it did not seem possible for her to belong to this century of internet porn and ocean trash, and Alice Diamond because Alice stood out everywhere.


“Morning, Stinky,” Jo said, touching her lips to Pen’s cheeks.


Alice, who had not yet shaken her national reflexes, bent down to hug Pen. As had become their custom since Jo had “discovered” Alice on the dance floor of the Opal Lounge (or had it been the other way around?) during the five-day game of chicken with mononucleosis known as Freshers’ Week, the three went in to breakfast together.


*


By the time of their arrival in Edinburgh, Pen and Alice had been fixtures in one another’s lives for over a decade. Throughout high school, afternoons had found them sprawled on Pen’s white duvet, their legs up the wall in a pose that Alice insisted was good for thinking deep thoughts, their bare feet brushing the Polaroids and ticket stubs on Pen’s bulletin board, awaiting the beginning of life.


Although they shared many common circumstances—both had been raised on prosperous, tree-lined Toronto streets by loving parents who believed they hid their unhappiness well—Pen and Alice had no shortage of points of difference to find fascinating in one another. Alice had grown early into a tall and striking young woman with the coloring and survival instinct of a lioness, while Pen, a late bloomer, had usually been the smallest and quickest in their class, with the glow-in-the-dark eyes and skittish flinch of a black house cat.


Each had learned much of what her parents preferred not to talk about from books, but while Alice devoured anything that contained either an ambitious hero’s dogged pursuit of his true destiny or technical descriptions of sex—and these she underlined for future reference—Pen became devoted, around her fourteenth birthday, to plowing through her mother’s entire collection of thin-paged, densely typed nineteenth-century novels. At that age, their truths reached her only in the way one might catch a whiff, from across the fence, of a neighbor’s dinner cooking on the barbecue. Alone in her room, she ran her eyes along the surfaces of their sentences, trying to convince herself that the enduring and transformative love they so often described must be observable somewhere in the real world.


Pen later learned that many of her favorites had been written by women for whom marital bliss had remained, for one reason or another, forever out of reach. She was able to conclude, then, with the relief that can accompany the death of hope, that these stories were mere fantasy, and that the conjugal disharmony of real life alone could be taken as fact.


Facts were of considerable importance to Pen. She had learned early to mistrust both the Pascal’s wager Protestantism of the Winters branch and the residue of Catholicism that clung like incense to her mother. In the absence of religion, she found facts reassuring.


Alice was the only person to whom Pen freely related her many theories and discoveries without fear of being either mocked or fully believed. After eleven years of friendship, each had become adept at anticipating the other’s thoughts. This, like their mutual (but independently made) decision to go to Scotland for university, struck them as both wonderful and dangerous. The comforting prospect of being together on a new continent was clouded by a shared awareness that they might, by relying too much on that comfort, prevent one another from achieving the state of self-sufficiency that both so achingly sought. They had thus made a vague but solemn promise, several months before the start of their first term, not to get in each other’s way in Edinburgh.


*


The neon buffet featured scrambled eggs too puffy to be true, baked beans with a faint aftertaste of ash, pliable triangles of potato bread, and something darkly sausage-like. Avoiding the scrum of weather-dampened elbows, Pen ladled hot porridge into one bowl and filled another to the brim with sugary muesli. Her tray received a nod from the ladies who check that you’re not overdoing it, and she poured a cup of coffee while she waited for Alice and Jo to catch up.


At this hour it was easy to find a table in the center of the action. Jo’s twin brother was the first to join them. Fergus Scarlett Moore was tall and almost comically regal in his bearing, with neatly combed blond hair and an air of studied melancholy that reminded Pen of photos of F. Scott Fitzgerald. When he did not know he was being watched, she thought she could see a depth of humanity in his downturned gray eyes that was at odds with much of what he said. This, and his strange sense of humor, made her like Fergus more than she sometimes wanted to.


“How are we this morning?” he asked, lowering himself into the seat beside Pen’s. She could see the film of rain on his royal blue sweater. Fergus belonged to a subset of English boys who never seemed to wear a coat. “What do the Trots have to say for themselves today, I wonder,” he said, shaking open her newspaper.


Hugo Holloway arrived next, hiding an extra plate of sausage under his tray. Before meeting Hugo, Pen had harbored a secret tenderness for him. Not from physical attraction—Hugo was square-shaped, with ruddy cheeks and a high laugh—but because he looked forty. She’d spun a story involving a lonely struggle and the grit to start over, until Jo had pointed him out as Fergus’s roommate from boarding school—actual age: nineteen—the third son in a family of sailing enthusiasts with homes in various tax havens, and a solid enough character, provided you kept your expectations in check.


“Do you know what I’ve realized?” Fergus said, laying down the newspaper.


“What?” asked Pen when no one else volunteered. She had discreetly picked all the sugar-coated raisins out of her muesli and placed them on a napkin in the corner of her tray. Fergus glanced at the pile and met her eyes.


“I must befriend a medic,” he said.


“Must you?” asked Charlie, who was just sitting down. “Why?”


Charlie Watson lived above Alice in Baird House and had fallen into step with her during the Baird House Orientation Pub Crawl. Alice had felt a quick, energetic pull between them, but later noticed that everyone Charlie spoke with seemed to stumble away, dizzy and flushed from his attention. The next morning he’d sat at their table as if he and Alice were old friends, and three weeks later they more or less were.


Charlie had an even-planed face that filled with warmth when he was listening, and eyes that smiled under thick lashes. He dressed more tidily than the average student, except for a pair of filthy, paint-splattered canvas sneakers. It was hard to get him talking about himself, but Alice had managed to learn that he hailed from Dumfries, that he knew every bouncer at every nightclub by name, and that he was studying History of Art with the goal of one day opening his own gallery.


“We all must,” Fergus said with greater urgency. “And soon. Rubens and epistemology are fine for a dinner party, but one never knows when one will get a gammy leg.”


“Is your leg gammy?” asked Jo.


“No, and thank you for your concern,” said Fergus. “But I believe in preparedness.”


“Maybe you should switch to medicine. That way you can prepare your own poultices when the day comes,” suggested Alice, who was emptying a packet of artificial sweetener into her mug.


“Soundly reasoned, Snow Yank,” said Fergus. “But I’m shy of insides.”


He picked up a raisin from the pile on Pen’s tray, examined it, and tossed it at a red-haired girl at the next table. It left a puff of white sugar on her dark sweater, just below her ponytail. Fergus looked gratified and tossed another. The girl did not turn around.


Hugo, who had wiped his first plate clean, surfaced. “I’m doing biology, in case you’d forgotten,” he said in his game-for-anything voice. “I might go in for medicine after. I’d be happy to practice operating on you, Ferg.”


Hugo’s tanned forearms were hairy where he had rolled up his shirtsleeves. His fingers had meaty pads that Pen found it difficult to imagine manipulating the tools of surgery.


“I won’t forget your kindness,” said Fergus.


“What’ll you girls do after uni,” Hugo asked brightly, spearing a sausage. “Move to London and get preggers?”


“Yes,” said Alice. “That’s the general plan. Assuming we can find someone to knock us all up.” She looked Hugo up and down while he chewed. “A nice fertile medic, perhaps.”


“Fuck off, Hugo,” said Jo, who was more direct. Jo shared her brother’s anachronistic accent, but while he emphasized his, she played hers down. Her voice had a pleasant rasp, and she swore often and with relish. “Alice is going to take the West End by storm. She’ll become hideously famous and surround herself with backup dancers who feed her cheese toasties dipped in ketchup. Stinky here is going to spirit to the top of a news magazine of great editorial distinction, hiring lightweights like you and Ferg to fetch her coffee just so she can sexually harass you in the workplace. And I’m going to be a dissolute public intellectual who whips my female students into frenzies of desire, like Abelard, only harder to castrate.”


Hugo chortled. He may not have known who Abelard was, but the idea of Jo whipping female students into frenzies appeared to make him a bit lightheaded.


Fergus turned to Pen and nodded thoughtfully. He picked up another raisin and took aim. This time it hit the back of the girl’s head. She spun around, ponytail swinging.


“Fergus,” she said in a plaintive voice, patting her scalp, “why are you throwing sultanas at us?”


“Raisins,” he said, in a voice that suggested this would clarify matters.


“What?”


“Sultanas are the yellow ones. It’s an installation, Floss. ‘Dusting the Duchess.’ Muesli on . . .” He reached across to pet the fabric of her sweater. “Mohair.”


Flossie glowered prettily up at him, using the full power of her pale blue eyes and heart-shaped face, and then returned to her breakfast.


“Right, I’m off.” Charlie stood up. “Anyone fancy a lift?”


Charlie and Hugo were among the rare students who had cars, and both were generous with rides.


“Thanks, Charlie, we’ll walk,” said Jo. “The Canadians and I like to start our day with invigorating exercise. Take my brother, will you? He’s delicate.”


On the way out, Pen saw Fergus stop behind Flossie. He tossed a final raisin at her back at close range, watched it fall to the ground, and carefully wiped the dust from her sweater with his sleeve.
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With gardens at its center whose sodden grass was deserted for most of the school year, except for the weeks before spring exams when it was possible to acquire a sunburn in the time it took to roll a cigarette, George Square was the academic nucleus of the university. A twenty-minute walk from Pollock Halls, it stood between Old Town to the north and the Meadows to the south. Half of the Georgian terraced houses rimming the square now sheltered the erratically heated faculty offices and tutorial rooms of the university’s least lucrative departments. The rest had been razed in the 1960s to make way for taller, blockier buildings like the Main Library and the David Hume Tower.


The George Square Theatre was their destination, and its main lecture hall was nearly full when they arrived. Pen spotted three seats in the back row and they bumped past denim-clad knees to claim them. She slid out of her coat and opened her notebook, then glanced around at her classmates. She pictured her dad and Lennox among them. Nineteen and awash in glandular secretions. The image filled her with a particular kind of dread. The kind that urged her, when she spotted a motionless clump by the side of the road, to let her eyes linger, to see for herself the fur or feathers matted with blood, to confirm that yes, this had once been a life. “He’s just sleeping,” her dad had told her the day she’d tugged him toward a deflated raccoon on their street. It had been the first time she’d known for sure that he was lying.


That her father had a secret going bad inside of him had become known to Pen in grade four. Mr. Quinn, an unpredictable giant who brought his lunch in a rinsed-out ice cream container, had been reading aloud to them that morning while they practiced their cursive. Pen listened while savoring the loops in her name, like the upside-down swings of a roller coaster.


Alice was bent low over her desk in concentration. She had abandoned the handwriting task and was doodling instead. A girl with stringy hair, baggy jeans, and a flat chest stood grimacing under the word BEFORE, beside a smugly buxom AFTER in a tuxedo jacket, matching shorts, and knee-high boots.


Pen felt something humid on her neck and recoiled. Conor Minnow was peering at her column of identical signatures.


“Your middle name is Elliot?” he hissed. His breath smelled of Dunkaroos.


Conor Minnow had recently proposed to Pen, standing on a bench in the gym during indoor recess. She had said she’d have to think about it.


Pen turned. “So?”


“Is it your mom’s last name or something?” he demanded.


“No.”


“Well, it’s a boy’s name. It’s ugly for a girl.”


Alice whipped around in her chair and looked at Conor like she might punch him in the face. Which would not have been unprecedented.


“Watch your stupid mouth, Minnow,” she said.


Mr. Quinn was looming over them now, his bushy eyebrows squished together like caterpillars.


“Stand up. Siddown,” he barked.


Conor and Alice, who were accustomed to this form of punishment, bounced to their feet and returned to their chairs. Pen, who had never so much as elicited a raised voice from a teacher, was temporarily unable to make her legs comply.


“Can you hear me? Stand at the back of the room!” Mr. Quinn’s voice boomed close to Pen’s face, making her eardrum vibrate.


Pen stood with her back to the wall, erect as a tin soldier. She dug her nails into the soft flesh of her palms. Alice turned to look back at her, widening her eyes in sympathetic indignation and mouthing the word “dipshit.”


It was strange, Pen was thinking. Elliot wasn’t a family name. Her paternal grandfather had been called Edward, like her dad. Her mom’s father figure, who had died before Pen was born, had been a Gregory. There were no Elliots, as far as she knew. When the bell rang, she waited for the class to clear out before leaving the room. Alice stayed behind. She stooped to link her arm through Pen’s, forcing her to unclench her fists, and the two walked out to the playground together.


After dinner, when Pen’s dad was in his chair at the kitchen table, a glass of wine before him, she climbed into his lap. Narrow but solid, with fading copper hair, her father looked to Pen like a weathered sea captain.


“Why do I have a boy’s name?” she asked, rubbing her cheek against his, breathing in his smell, like a stack of warm printer paper.


“Penelope’s not a boy’s name,” he said in the playful voice he’d used with her in those days. “Penelope was the daughter of Icarius, a Spartan king. He didn’t want her to get married because he didn’t want to lose her. But then Odysseus, the hero of Homer’s poem, beat her poor old dad in a race, and he had no choice but to let her go.”


“My middle name,” she persisted.


“Penelope Elliot is melodic,” he said, stroking her hair absently.


“Who was Elliot, Daddy?” The top button of his collar was done up. She stared at the imprisoned knob of his Adam’s apple.


“Well, there’s T. S. Eliot. And George Eliot, though of course her real name was Mary Ann.”


“Dad.”


He looked into his glass of red wine for what seemed like a long time. “Elliot was a close friend of mine,” he finally said. “We were at school together. He’s a writer now. He lives in Scotland.” The words came out quietly, as if he were speaking to himself. Then he tilted her from his lap, depositing her socked feet on the floor, and took his glass upstairs to his study.


Pen sensed in these words the answer to a fundamental question that she didn’t yet know how to ask. She repeated them to herself later as she was falling asleep, surrounded by her menagerie of stuffed animals, until they became a kind of incantation. He must have thought she was too young to remember. But children remember everything. It’s adults who forget.


*


There wasn’t enough air in the lecture theater. On Alice’s left, Pen was in one of her trances, transcribing every word like a court stenographer. On her right, Jo looked down at the stage through half-closed eyes. Alice crossed her arms over her waist and managed to pull off her sweater without elbowing either of her friends in the face. Her T-shirt came up with it, briefly exposing her turquoise bra to the hundred or so assembled, but Alice didn’t care. She was an actor; she was used to being seen.


She peeled the cotton away from the staticky wool and smoothed it back down over herself. Then she raked her hands through her mass of hair, twisted it into a knot, and exhaled.


“Better?” Pen asked. Pen was always cold, and she liked to make fun of Alice’s tendency to strip the minute she got anywhere.


“Much.” Alice opened her bent spiral notebook to a blank page and turned her attention to the man speaking at the front of the room.


It wasn’t the same professor from the previous week, Peter something. Today’s lecturer was younger, about forty, with wavy dark hair, a Roman nose, and serious eyes set deeply in a pale face. He wore a suit that fit him well. He was holding on to the podium with both hands, as if to steady himself, and talking about the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. He pronounced it can’t, the corners of his mouth pulling apart. Kant, he was saying, tried to decouple (that was the word he used: “decouple”) morality from religion. He wanted to prove that morality was a constant by grounding it in logic, because logic is irrefutable. Kant wanted to make morality irrefutable, too.


“According to Kant,” he said, “‘good’ is synonymous with the will to do good.”


Alice glanced at Pen to see her reaction. Even as a child, Pen had been preoccupied with the will to do good. She was always looking for something to feel guilty about. But Pen’s chin-length dark brown hair had fallen out from behind her ear, and her face was hidden. Alice nudged her gently in the ribs.


“What?” Pen looked up from her notes and fixed Alice with her intense green stare.


Alice made her eyes big and gestured toward the stage. “Who’s that?”


“Julian Sachs,” said Pen in a low voice. “Our tutor.”


Pen turned to the back of her notebook and pulled a schedule from the pocket. Alice, who had skipped the previous week’s tutorial, nodded.


“What are you two nattering about?” Jo asked, leaning over Alice.


“Alice has discovered a latent interest in German idealism,” said Pen.


“Aha,” said Jo. “We wondered how long it would take you to warm to your outside subject.”


*


At the end of the hour, Alice watched Julian Sachs fold his lecture notes in half and put them in his briefcase. Pen and Jo were standing in the aisle, waiting. In front of the lecture theater’s revolving doors, Alice stopped to put on her layers, forcing the stream of exiting students to flow around her before dispersing across George Square.


From the south side of the square, Fergus was striding toward them. “The Pen is mightier than the sword!” he called out with Shakespearean emphasis, projecting over the wind. Several heads turned. He looked pleased with himself.


“Mightier than yours,” replied Pen in an unconcerned voice that was just as clear.


A passerby offered an appreciative whistle. Alice smiled. Pen’s habitual primness made her bold side more effective, when unleashed.


Fergus gave a formal bow, acknowledging defeat. Alice detached herself from the group, ascending the steps to the library. She contemplated a third coffee, knowing it would make her heart race.


“Hello,” said a voice from behind her. She knew without looking who it was. She felt her chest tighten.


“Hi,” she said.


“Hi,” he repeated. They both stopped beside the entrance. “I wondered if I’d meet the elusive Alice Diamond.”


Alice removed a strand of hair that was stuck to her lip. “How did you know my name?”


“I saw you arrive with your friends. They made excuses for your truancy last week. Said you were auditioning for a play.” He said this as if it were a surprising thing, like she was trying out for the circus.


“I was,” she said.


“Did you get the part?”


“I did.”


“Will I see you this afternoon then?”


She nodded. He smiled again, his eyes crinkling.


“What’s the play, if I may ask?”


“Arcadia. I’m Thomasina.”


“Et in Arcadia ego,” Julian said. He held the door open for her. “Even in Arcadia, here am I,” he added more quietly, as she passed under his arm.


Alice forgot that she had wanted a coffee. She rummaged in her bag until she found her student card and all but ran into the library. McAvoy. That was the previous lecturer’s name. Where was Peter McAvoy when she needed him?
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You should have heard our Alice,” Jo told the others at the Crags that evening. They were squeezed together in the middle of a long picnic table on the pub’s terrace. “You’d have thought Bernard Williams himself was speaking through her.”


Sandwiched between Charlie and Fergus, Pen felt pleasantly hidden. She hadn’t yet had a moment alone with Alice to tell her about the letter from Elliot Lennox, and she was having trouble thinking about anything else.


“Don’t make fun,” said Alice. “We can’t all be as intellectual as you and Pen.”


“I’m being serious,” said Jo. “Your dramatic retelling of the thought experiment about hapless tourist Jim was spot on.”


Alice knew her performance in that afternoon’s tutorial had been decent. She had enjoyed having Julian as her audience.


“Good,” said Alice.


“The greatest good,” said Jo.


“Enough shop talk,” Fergus said, drumming his fingers on the gummy tabletop. “Who’s coming to Buttons this weekend? Mummy said to be six, and she specifically requested that Josephine bring her Canadians. Perhaps you remind her of our imperial glory—I can’t think why else she’d have taken such a shine to you.”


Buttons was the name of Jo and Fergus’s family house in the Borders, where they had all spent the previous weekend swishing through grass so green it looked spray-painted, being lectured by Fergus on the ecological necessity of culling deer, and then warming up by the fire with mugs of hot port. It had been Pen and Alice’s first experience of the Scottish countryside, and they had found it thoroughly enchanting.


“Flattering,” said Alice. “I’m in.”


“Same,” said Hugo.


“Excellent, a chauffeur,” said Fergus.


“Two,” said Charlie. “For the way out, anyhow. I’ll pop home Sunday.”


Fergus raised his eyebrows at Pen.


“Thanks, Fergus. I’d love to, but I can’t this weekend,” she said.


“What?” His face fell into a pout. “You’ve been here less than a month. Who in Merlin’s name is dragging you home?”


Pen glanced sideways at Alice, who seemed both surprised by Pen’s answer and amused by Fergus’s pique.


“Damned colonial! Don’t be coy with me. Who is it?” Fergus demanded.


Pen’s cheeks turned pink. “Elliot Lennox,” she said.


“Lord Lennox, the writer?” asked Charlie, sounding impressed.


“Bloody hell,” said Hugo.


“As in, brother of Margot Lennox?” asked Jo, looking between Alice and Pen.


The surname Lennox, already old and storied, was given its contemporary luster not only by Lord Elliot Lennox—the author of a bestselling detective series whose bedraggled hero, Inspector Robert Paquin, was beloved around the world—but also by his younger sister, Margot. Margot Lennox was a fashion designer who, by Alice’s telling, had instigated the shift from women dressing for “the male gaze” to dressing for themselves and for each other. Margot had founded her eponymous label at age twenty-three, showing first in London and then in Paris, where she had situated her atelier in the 20th arrondissement and famously offered every one of her workers a living wage, shares in the company, and free on-site childcare. Her clothes were extremely tasteful, extremely expensive, and worn by several of Alice’s favorite female actors, many of whom Margot dressed personally. Alice, who had been reading fashion magazines since the fourth grade, worshipped her.


“Why?” protested Fergus, still petulant. “What have they got to do with anything?”


“He’s an old friend of my dad’s,” said Pen. “But they don’t talk anymore,” she added quickly.


Fergus drained his pint glass and put it down. “I’ll ask Flossie then. Unless she’s got a date with Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.” He got up. “Another round?”


“I think my brother fancies Penelope,” Jo announced to the table once he had gone.


“What gives you that impression?” Hugo asked, mock serious.


“Well, Doctor, it’s something in his countenance—”


“Shush, both of you,” said Pen. She was still embarrassed by the way she had dropped Lennox’s name.


“He just doesn’t like to be told no,” said Jo, patting Pen’s hand. “Hasn’t happened to him much.”


“I’ll help Ferg with the drinks,” Charlie said, standing up.


An unlikely bond had formed in the first weeks of term between Charlie and Fergus. Or unlikely to the Canadian Gullivers, who had noticed a certain frostiness between students like Charlie, who pronounced and sometimes rolled their r’s and those like Fergus, who ignored r’s that did exist, invented ones that didn’t, and stretched their vowels out like a yawn. However, Charlie appeared to accept everyone on his or her merits. And Fergus, Jo had tried to explain to Pen and Alice, was not nearly as much of a snob as he pretended to be. “Actually, that’s a lie, he’s a hideous snob,” she’d corrected herself. “But not about the things he professes to care about. He mostly has good taste in people. He finds himself odious, for example.”


“Bring chips!” called Alice to Charlie’s receding back. “Sorry, crisps.”


Charlie turned around. “Thai chili chicken or prawn cocktail?”


“Gross. Both,” said Alice. “Fergus can make fun of Canada all he wants, but at least our chips come in civilized flavors. Like ketchup.”


“I know, angel,” said Jo.


The table fell silent. Alice turned to Pen expectantly.


“He answered,” she told Alice, not hiding her excitement. “I’ve never actually met him,” she added for Jo and Hugo’s benefit. “He and my dad went here together in the seventies.”


“Where does he live?” Jo asked.


“Near Stonehaven. A man named Hector will meet me at the train,” Pen said. “Why are you all looking at me like that? I got here from Toronto, didn’t I? I can manage a train ride.”


“Without Alice?” Hugo asked. “I didn’t know you two could survive on your own.”


“We’ll write,” said Pen, looking at Alice.


Alice did not reply right away. She was bristling at the suggestion that she and Pen were dependent on one another.


In order to convince her parents to let her go all the way to Scotland for university, where international student fees were exorbitant, Alice had needed to empty her entire savings account into tuition. Fortunately, she had amassed a considerable pile of cash over five years of photoshoots and TV commercials, during each of which a hoard of strangers had groped and prodded at her, all the while talking about her as if she couldn’t hear them, the way people sometimes do with the very old or with non-native English speakers.


It had been worth it. Her parents, both of the “get a real job” mindset, had slammed the door on theater school, but she had formed a plan that could, if she did everything right, yield similar results. She would propel herself from the University of Edinburgh’s Bedlam Theatre to the city’s Fringe Festival in August, arguably the theater world’s most important annual discovery vehicle, and from there to London’s West End.


The alternative had been to follow the advice of her former talent agent, Richard, who had tried to convince her to join the rest of Canada’s unblemished, camera-trained youths in decamping to LA with a suitcase full of headshots, no US visa, and a prayer. She had considered it. The problem was that Alice wanted to be judged by her talent, not by whether a group of strangers deemed her face and body sufficiently desirable.


Pen, meanwhile, had been bound for one of those blue-chip American universities with branded teddy bears, but had done a 180 and chosen Edinburgh. Their school’s guidance counselor had been inconsolable, so she had needed to come up with a plausible explanation. There was the family history, of course. Pen’s dad had been sent to boarding school in England as a teenager and gone on to Edinburgh. For anyone who found this excuse insufficient, Pen had a box of facts at the ready. Did they know that the University of Edinburgh had played a central role in the Scottish Enlightenment? That Adam Smith had taught there, or that Charles Darwin and Robert Louis Stevenson were alumni?


Alice alone knew what Pen was really looking for. Ever since she had discovered that her dad and Lennox had once been close, Pen had been nurturing a theory that there was a link between that aborted friendship and the slow-motion implosion of her parents’ marriage in grade eight. It was almost as if Pen was hoping to find proof that divorce was a rare thing that required a special cause beyond human attraction stretching out of shape and fading into contempt, like a nice pair of underwear turned saggy and dishwater gray.


Alice was glad to be near Pen, and glad that her friend, who had a gift for absorbing other people’s pain, had put an ocean between herself and Ted and Anna’s waspishly repressed sadness. But she was not sure about the sanity of sneaking around trying to retrace her dad’s steps, looking for whatever it was he might have dropped or buried. Privately, she thought it was a bit unhinged.


Alice drank the melted ice in her glass and reminded herself that she and Pen were different. If curiosity for Alice was like a stone in her shoe, Pen felt missing information like an axe in her big toe. For all her rule following, when she wanted to know something, or if she couldn’t figure out the answer to some problem, she’d sooner walk through a wall than give up on it. That was why she got such stupidly high marks.


And then—Alice felt a bit sick thinking it—given what Pen had been through with her mom, it did make sense that she would still be fixated on understanding what had gone wrong.


“I think it’s great,” Alice said finally. “He’s going to love you. I just hope he lets us have you back.”
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The train that took Pen toward her dad’s erstwhile friend’s house smelled of wet socks, “man”-scented shower gel, and beer in a can. She was glad of her window seat, with the slate-gray Firth of Forth blanketed out beside her, wrinkled by the wind. The spiky-haired boys sitting opposite her were drinking steadily, though it was early. They had heaped their outerwear—damp sweaters, a nylon windbreaker with an orange zip—on the seat next to hers. A pop song burbled from one of their phones, muddying their voices and making it hard to eavesdrop.


The food trolley bumped up the aisle. Pen bought a bottle of water and something called a flapjack. It was delicious, like a dense, gluey oatmeal cookie. As neatly combed fields of dull gold rolled into view, the boys tucked into another round, filling the car with hoppy gas. She picked flapjack crumbs from the ridges of her corduroys and placed them in the wrapper.


Now that she was so close, her courage was failing her. The gulf between the dauntless version of herself who existed in her mind—the one who had moved halfway across the world to set this scheme in motion—and the easily crushed body hurtling toward the eastern edge of Scotland had never felt wider.


*


Four years after the Conor Minnow incident, on one of the last school days before Christmas, Pen had been sitting on a stool at the kitchen island, eating a bowl of Shreddies over the Arts section, when she’d first seen the name Elliot Lennox. Pen was thirteen by then, but while Alice and the rest of their friends were transforming into bra-wearing tampon purchasers who pored over glossy magazines, Pen remained boy-like and was training herself to read the newspaper from cover to cover each morning.


The article said that the ninth installment in the “criminally addictive” Inspector Paquin series, by Scottish author Elliot Lennox, was “another propulsive, grizzly delight,” and that Lennox, nicknamed “the Peerless Peer,” had been thrilling connoisseurs of the genre since the mid-eighties from his home on the east coast of Scotland.


Pen, who for all her hunger for information was not exactly a born detective, did not put it together right away. She merely clipped the article, sponging a drop of milk from the page with her sleeve before carefully tearing around the column of text, because she thought the first book from the series might make a good present for her dad. Inspector Robert Paquin of the Lothian and Borders Police sounded like the perfect distraction from what promised to be a gloomy Christmas.


The mood in their house had changed that fall and winter, but the mood everywhere had changed. It was 2001.


“You don’t want to read those.” Ted, appearing behind her left shoulder, startled her. She’d thought he’d already left for work. It was almost light out. These days he was usually gone well before she set out on the ten-minute walk to school.


“I don’t?” she asked. “I thought I did.”


“Nah,” he said in the tone that ended conversations. He extracted the front section from the newspaper stack. “You won’t like them.”


At thirteen, Pen already knew her father wasn’t going to win any awards for consistency. But this statement, delivered with such false detachment, was far enough out of character for her to turn around on her stool and examine him. Pen’s parents had always made a point of letting her read whatever she wanted. Her dad would not meet her eyes and his jaw looked clenched as he leaned against the island, speed-reading the day’s news.


Theirs had never been a boisterous household. There were only three of them. But the silent ease that had once lubricated their movements around one another had been replaced with something thick and heavy. The physical comfort that Pen had felt with her parents only a year or two before no longer came as naturally. Her parents, she now noticed, didn’t touch very often. She began to feel self-conscious about her own shows of affection.


Family dinners had been a reliable feature of her childhood, but Pen’s mother Anna seldom ate with them anymore. She came home from teaching her lectures and seminars and put herself straight to bed. In the mornings she emerged, tiny-looking in her robe, a fading shadow of her former self, to make sure Pen was dressed warmly enough and to wish her a good day.


Ted had begun leaving for the office earlier and coming home later, often just in time to find Pen charring a frozen lasagna. Twice a week, Pen’s paternal grandmother collected her from school in her wide, leathery car and brought her to the austere house of Ted’s youth for a dinner involving multiple forks and overcooked peas. Her grandmother’s house had previously been a place for Pen to practice being a more grown-up version of herself, but lately Tilda’s lessons in decorum—she was forever correcting Pen’s posture, commenting on the length of her skirt, and reminding her not to air dirty laundry, even to Alice—were making Pen angry. The world was in chaos, Ted and Anna were behaving like aliens pretending to be human, and she wanted to shake them all awake.


Pen was well aware that something had gone permanently wrong between her parents. And watching her father’s face, she knew that whatever it was had risen to the surface just now. She looked back down at the column she had clipped, and this time the name stood out to her. Elliot. A writer. Who lived in Scotland.


“So you’ve read them?” she asked her dad. Ted tried to look like he hadn’t heard her. “The Elliot Lennox books,” Pen clarified.


The name appeared to singe the inside of his ear. This was definitely the nerve. But why? Her brain was on fire with questions it would be useless to ask. Her father was an expert at answering her without answering at all.


“I’ve read a lot of things, Penny.” He turned to face her. She could see for one reality-shifting moment the effort he was making to hide his fear. To make the world appear safe, even though it obviously was not. She was overwhelmed with gratitude and worry. How could he stand to exert such self-control all the time? How could anyone?


Ted drew in a breath, ran a palm across his face, downshifted his tone from warning to jocular. “What’s on your Christmas list? And don’t say a chestnut mare again. I’m all for it, as you know, it’s just the matter of where she would sleep.”


“Horses can sleep standing up,” Pen said, relieved to find lightness restored. She would find out the rest on her own. “So she won’t need much space. Stairs are a problem though. Maybe in the dining room?”


As soon as her dad went up to bed that night, Pen searched his study. Standing on the back of the sofa, reaching behind a row of double-parked military histories, she found what she was looking for. The whole Inspector Paquin series, all in hardcover. She picked up the first one and opened it to the inside cover. But there was no handwritten note made out to her dad, nothing that proved they had known each other. Just a typed dedication, for Christina.


She turned to the back flap. Elliot Lennox looked out through rimless glasses. His hair flopped across his forehead. His eyes held light and humor, like he was just pretending to be serious. The blurb beneath the photo made no mention of his being a peerless peer, whatever that meant. Elliot Lennox studied English and Scottish literature at the University of Edinburgh. He lives in Scotland with his family was all it said. She put the book aside and moved the military histories back into place, covering up the gap.


Still burning with curiosity, desperate for solid proof that this man was her namesake, she started in on her father’s desk. In a drawer full of used printer cartridges and stray paper clips, she found a black-and-white snapshot. She did not immediately understand that one of the two young men in the photo was her dad. He looked different; his hair was longer and his frame leaner, but it wasn’t just that. It was the smile of pure, unguarded joy that made him unrecognizable. Pen had never seen him look at anyone the way he was looking at whoever was holding the camera. In the picture he was standing on a hill beside Elliot Lennox.


The only other surprising thing she found was a half-empty pack of cigarettes. She smelled one and put it in her pocket.


*


It was nearly noon when Pen stepped down from the train onto the outdoor platform of Stonehaven station. The air was crisp and had a freshly washed quality. Pen followed a walkway edged with a low white fence toward a sign marked WAY OUT. Just as she was wondering if she would recognize Hector, and whether he would even really come, a compact man in a flat cap and green overcoat with a straight-bottomed salt-and-pepper mustache appeared before her.


“Penelope, is it?” he said, offering her a rough hand. He had friendly ridges around his eyes. “Hector Matthews.”


Taking the overnight bag from her shoulder, Hector led Pen down a flight of stairs, under the tracks, and through the station to the parking lot, where he helped her into a high vehicle.


“All right?” Hector asked.


Pen nodded, settling onto the roomy front bench that could have seated a family of six. Satisfied, he took his place in the driver’s seat and moved the flagpole-like gear shift into reverse.


Pen watched the stone houses on the outskirts of the coastal town, with brightly colored doors and front gardens still blooming with dusty pink roses, black-eyed Susans, and hydrangeas, fade into expanses of brown and green, and worried about the wheel of cheese in her overnight bag. Lennox’s Inspector Paquin loved to eat Lanark Blue from a special shop on Frederick Street with oatcakes and whisky. She had assembled these items as an offering, which had seemed clever at the time but now was giving the air in the car a moldy fug that didn’t mix well with her nerves. She looked at Hector, hoping he couldn’t smell it. What kind of person invites herself to a stranger’s house and turns up with a bag full of stinky cheese? she thought, and suppressed a smile. She found the hand crank and rolled down her window to let in an inch of fresh air. Hector glanced her way but made no attempt at small talk, and Pen was relieved.


How often would her dad have made this same trip as a student, she wondered, and what gift would he have brought? As an adult, Ted was good at giving gifts. Except when he wasn’t. Pen remembered how that same dismal Christmas, her mother had opened a velvet box containing a pair of dangling, teardrop-shaped earrings encrusted with diamonds. Anna, who had been wearing the same small silver hoops for Pen’s whole life, had looked confused, as if she had opened a gift intended for someone else. Pen had made a joke of it—“These are nice, but they won’t match Mum’s tiara”—and the three had set out together on Boxing Day to exchange them. Pen remembered her cautious excitement about a family errand, the stifling hush of the jewelry store, and the saleswoman who presented her mother with a note for store credit on a polished tray. The problem, Pen had worked out much later, was not the earrings themselves, but how much they had cost. Anna would have understood this gift, given at a time when she and Ted spent almost no time together, to mean that Ted had stopped seeing her. Ted would not have intended it this way—he would have been carrying out a duty with characteristic generosity, and likely with the help of his assistant—but Pen’s mother would have taken the costly earrings to mean that to the man she had married, she was no longer herself, Anna; she was a Wife. And Wives could be bought. This view of herself, and of him, would have disgusted her. Anna had said nothing at the store, nothing in the underground parking lot afterward. In the car she had said just one word: “Stop.” And then she had stepped out into the middle lane of traffic, narrowly missing being hit by a Canada Post truck.


She’d come back to the house an hour later with hands white from the cold and a scary blankness in her eyes. Pen, who had been on the couch pretending to read, had rubbed her mother’s fingers between her palms, trying to get the color back into them. When her dad had come down dressed for work, as if it were a perfectly normal thing to go to the office at dusk on Boxing Day, Pen had gone up to her room, climbed under the covers with her book, and put her earphones in. Just after eleven, Pen had watched through a crack in the door as her dad made up a bed on the couch in his study. Her parents’ third-floor bedroom had once been the safest place she’d known. He would never sleep there again.


*


“Here we are,” said Hector. They had turned off the main road onto a narrower one that was lined on both sides with mature trees. Some leaves had begun to turn golden, but the palette was subdued compared with the exhibitionism of fall in Ontario. They continued slowly along what she now recognized as a driveway curving through forested grounds.


In a clearing up ahead appeared an elegant stone wall with an archway carved out of it. Small upper-story windows framed with shutters revealed it to be not a wall but a building. Broad ground-floor doorways and a familiar smell led Pen to suspect stables.


“Bryce,” Hector said with gruff pride. Pen nodded sagely, having no idea what he meant.


On the other side of the archway, across a farther distance of driveway, stood a turreted stone construction that Pen could only describe to herself (though the word seemed to cheapen it a bit) as a castle. It was enormous—she couldn’t see the whole thing without turning her head from side to side—and appeared to be made of several distinct sections that had been adjoined, like a child’s creation with blocks. The ivy that climbed its central and most ancient-looking octagonal tower was tinged with red.


The effect of this building on Pen’s imagination was immediate and chaotic. Several stories shook open in her mind, causing her to briefly lose track of who and when she was.


“Roberts. Unusual in these parts,” said Hector, driving slowly across the beige gravel that surrounded the house, once again assuming a minimum base of architectural knowledge far beyond that which she possessed.


“When was it built?” Pen asked, trying to keep the awed ignorance out of her voice.


“Fifteenth century, the original tower. The rest was finished in the nineteenth, with improvements”—he sounded unconvinced—“through the twentieth. Just the house, mind. The estate dates to the Bronze Age.” He yanked the gear shifter into park, fetched her bag from the back seat. “All right from here? No need to knock. Go right up the stairs. You’ll find Lady Lennox in her kitchen.”


“Perfect,” she said, taking the hand he offered and then her overnight bag. “Thank you.”


Hector turned the car back toward the stables, and Pen crunched along the gravel until she came to the front door. She reached for the heavy cast-iron knocker and lifted it before remembering what Hector had said. It took most of her body weight to push the door open, but it gave with a click. She slipped inside and pulled it closed behind her.
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She found herself in a high-ceilinged entrance hall with an elaborately tiled floor. It was the kind of dim, mostly empty space in which organ music would have sounded natural. There were no shoes or boots left anywhere, so Pen kept hers on.


“Hello?” she called tentatively. Her voice echoed in the cavernous hall. “Hello?” she repeated. She went up a flight of steps, toward a pool of light.


The next stage of the house’s interior was warmer. A round skylight several stories up brought weak sun onto the well-worn parquet and faded burgundy rug of a sweeping central stairwell that seemed to climb forever.


“Hello?” Pen called again, feeling like a voyeur, or a criminal. Looking for the kitchen, she continued past the foot of the stairs to where an open double doorway revealed an octagonal sitting room with big windows looking out onto the grounds. On the walls, paintings hung one above the other and looked like they had been in place for so long that the real color of the walls would be visible only if you moved them. A fire crackled in the grate and there was an ill-folded stack of newspapers at the foot of an upholstered armchair. Pen was about to turn around when she heard a smooth English voice behind her.


“Penelope! Is that you?” A woman in a dove-gray pullover walked into the room. She had the kind of unassuming, watercolor beauty that called birch trees to mind. “I suppose Hector left you on the doorstep like a parcel. We are brutes. How was your journey? I’m Christina.” She kissed Pen on both cheeks. Her hair was a mix of blonde and gray and pulled into a low ponytail. Her radiant, tanned face was open in a smile.


“Thank you for having me,” Pen said, hating how she sounded. Like a child arriving at a sleepover. She was mortified to have been caught barging into the living room.


“Nonsense! You must be famished. Come into the kitchen. Lunch is nearly on.” Lady Lennox took Pen’s shoulder bag and then met her eyes and squeezed her forearm briefly. “We’re delighted you’ve come,” she said.


Pen smiled, still feeling shy, and followed her back down the hallway and into a brightly lit kitchen.


“You can freshen up here. I’ll show you to your room straight after lunch,” Lady Lennox said, walking Pen to a door hidden in the wall at the back of the kitchen. Pen, who had had to pee for the last twenty minutes, was grateful to her host for saving her the embarrassment of having to ask. At Fergus and Jo’s house, when she’d quietly asked for directions to a bathroom, Mrs. Scarlett Moore, a woman of ample voice, had pretended not to understand. “A bawth? At this hour?” she’d bellowed. “Americans aww queer.”


Pen washed her hands and looked at herself in the mirror. Her lips were chapped and the purple ink spills beneath her eyes had come out from under the concealer she’d applied that morning. She dried her hands with a soft towel and slid the door open.


Lady Lennox was pulling jars and bottles out of the refrigerator. “I expect the boys will be back any moment. They’re out with the horses. This will keep us from evaporating,” she said to Pen, pouring them each a glass of cold sparkling water.


Heat rose to Pen’s cheeks at the mention of “boys.” It had not occurred to her that she might find either of the Lennox sons at home. She was aware, thanks to Hugo and Jo, that there were two of them. Hugo seemed to know the younger one, whom he’d called “a legend” and heard was in South America on his gap year, while Jo had said that the elder son, Sasha, was in his final year at St Andrews, where he belonged to a set of royal and quasi-royal people who were frequently mentioned in the tabloids. Pen was embarrassed all over again for imposing herself on this family that had no real reason to know her.


Lady Lennox opened an enameled oven. The scent of baking bread and melting cheese rushed out. “I had such a yen for pizza,” she said, peering inside and pulling out a baking sheet. “Actually, they look rather good.”


Pen agreed too vociferously and took a swallow of water to tamp down her desire to please. She was suppressing the effects of carbonation when the creak of a swinging door brought a man’s voice and a scurrying spaniel into the kitchen. “Lady L! What sorcery are you conjuring in here?” The dog rushed toward Lady Lennox, who hastened to close the oven before patting its flank.


Two older boys entered, bringing with them a musk of hay and horse sweat. The one who had spoken was of medium build, handsome, and athletic-looking. His accent was public school, and his shirt was pushed up at the wrists, revealing a bracelet of red and blue embroidery thread. When he turned his head Pen noticed that his black hair was tied up in a curiously attractive bun.


“Hello,” he said with the self-assurance of a head boy, offering a vigorous handshake while considering her with dark, round eyes. “I’m Chet Mehta.”


The other boy was tall and willowy in worn black jeans and a moss-colored pullover. His brown hair was mussed sideways, as if by a strong wind. This, evidently, was Sasha Lennox. He had his mother’s birch tree beauty, a shy person’s slightly hunched posture, and a faint sunburn along the bridge of his nose. His hazel eyes met Pen’s, sending a current through her.


“Hello,” he said in a voice that seemed to come from somewhere in her own body. “I’m Sasha.” The spaniel rushed to his knees, and he scooped it up. “And this is Nellie.” Pen held her hand for Nellie to smell and then stroked her silky ears. When she looked up, Sasha’s eyes were back on her face. They contained humor, like Lord Lennox’s had in the photos, and were flecked with green and gold. Pen did not trust herself to speak.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Now



		Fall



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22









		Winter



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33









		Spring



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		August



		Now









		Acknowledgments











OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781529433975.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
QUERCUS





