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      Josephine Hart


      

      Born in 1942 and raised in Mullingar, County Westmeath, Ireland, one of five children, Josephine Hart was educated at a convent

         boarding school in Carrickmacross. Josephine’s childhood was tragic: by the time she was seventeen two of her siblings had

         died of illness and another brother killed himself in an explosion while experimenting with chemicals.

      


      

      Josephine came to London when she was twenty-two; she joined Haymarket Publishing, eventually becoming its first woman director.

         In the late 1980s, she founded the Gallery Poets group and the production of Let Us Go Then, You and I, about T. S. Eliot, boasted a six-week run, the first ever for a poetry programme, at the Lyric theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue.

         She produced a number of West End plays, including the award-winning The House of Bernarda Alba by Lorca and The Black Prince by Iris Murdoch.

      


      

      She published Damage, her first novel, in 1990. Translated into twenty-six languages, it sold more than a million copies worldwide, and was filmed by Louis Malle, starring

         Jeremy Irons and Juliette Binoche. She wrote another five novels: Sin (1992), Oblivion (1995), The Stillest Day (1998), The Reconstructionist (2001) and The Truth About Love (2009).

      


      

      To the Josephine Hart Poetry Hour at the British Library in London, she brought leading actors and artists – Charles Dance,

         Juliet Stephenson, Edward Fox, Roger Moore, Harriet Walter, Bob Geldof, Harold Pinter, Eileen Atkins, Bono, Kenneth Cranham

         and Dominic West, to name but a handful – to read WH Auden, Sylvia Plath, WB Yeats, Philip Larkin, Emily Dickinson, Rudyard

         Kipling, among others. Catching Life By the Throat (2006), her book inspired by these evenings, was given, at her expense, alongside the audio edition, to every single secondary

         school in the UK. Words That Burn followed in 2008.

      


      

      In 1984 Josephine married Maurice (now Lord) Saatchi, with whom she had a son, Edward. She had another son, Adam, from her

         first marriage. She died aged sixty-nine in June 2011.
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      To Maurice Saatchi, again
      

      
   

      

      

      Note from the Publisher


      

      Josephine Hart claimed that poets shaped her life. ‘I was a word child in a country of word children, where life was language

         before it was anything else. Poets were not only heroes, they were indeed the gods of language.’

      


      

      It was through poetry that Virago and Josephine Hart first met, urged on by her agent, Ed Victor. Many of us went to the Josephine

         Hart Poetry Hour at the British Library and were completely captivated by the performances, and certainly not least by those

         from Josephine herself. The result was that we published Catching Life By the Throat and Words That Burn, edited collections of great poetry with introductions by Josephine, both with CDs of the actors reading the poems. She was

         a poetry evangelist and to the packed-out audiences who flocked to her, she would explain that ‘poetry, this trinity of sound,

         sense and sensibility, gives voice to experience in a way that no other literary art form can.’

      


      

      Professor Ron Schuchard at the 2011 T. S. Eliot International Summer School said in tribute to her, ‘She had tapped, and continued to feed, a deep cultural hunger for the

         rich sounds of poetic language, drawing on Eliot’s definition of what we sense in listening to the living voice, “the feeling

         for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far below the conscious levels of thought and feeling, invigorating every word, sinking

         to the most primitive and forgotten, returning to an origin and bringing something back, fusing the most civilised mentalities.’”

      


      

      The Truth About Love, her last novel, was, like all her books, about passion, but it is also about redemption and hinted at her own personal childhood

         tragedies. ‘I have never actually written about it in all these years,’ she recalled, ‘except elliptically in this book. It

         was an extraordinary thing to know that such things can be survived. What happened, to be very cold about it, in our family,

         was strange, but looking back on the history of mankind and going back to all the great literature and the Greeks, grief and

         loss is part of the human condition.’

      


      

      She knew instinctively to look to literature, to words, in order to survive: ‘Poetry has never let me down. Without poetry,

         I would have found life less comprehensible, less bearable and infinitely less enjoyable.’ She understood that we are nourished,

         at an elemental level, by words, by art. I believe that her novels came out of this same visceral understanding of human nature, of what we lack and what we desire. Even when our needs lead to destruction. She was unafraid

         of emotion, of the elemental, real, stripped down stuff of human relationships.

      


      

      Sin, her second novel is about a woman possessed by an obsessive envy and will stop at nothing to get what she wants.

      


      

      It gives me great pleasure to reissue Sin alongside Damage as Virago Modern Classics. And it gave Josephine huge pleasure too. She told me many times just how thrilled she was that

         her books were going to become Classics: ‘I know I have said this before but my inclusion in Virago Classics list is truly

         the greatest honour of my writing life … THANK YOU.’ And later ‘Again, I don’t believe you will ever fully appreciate what

         it means to me that Damage and Sin will be Virago Modern Classics.’ And ‘My pride in being a Virago Modern Classic is profound. I think of it every single day!

         Truly.’

      


      

      I now realise that she knew that it was unlikely she would survive until we published the books.


      

      But she saw the images for the covers we chose. Of Damage she wrote, ‘It is stunning. It has a ferocity which I feel is essential to that book … Frankly to all my books … I wanted

         to sit quietly and look at it for a while …’ And immediately, wonderfully, twenty-four long stemmed roses arrived for me with a card quoting Marianne Moore ‘Your thorns are the best part of you’.

      


      

      And then we sent her the cover for Sin. ‘You’ve done it again! M and I gasped when we saw the juxtaposition. Individually perfect … Together – breathtaking. They

         get to the essence of the books … I doubt you will ever understand what this all means to me. Even Language has limitations.’

      


      

      Lilies arrived for the designer.


      

      I had asked her if she would write new introductions to her books. ‘Thank You. It will be deeply strange to write about them

         twenty years after they were published. Will start the journey …’

      


      

      But as far as I knew, she didn’t get to it, and then, after she died, Monique Henry, her husband’s secretary remembered something

         Josephine had sent her. It was the introduction to Damage, now printed in the new edition.

      


      

      And what of the Sin introduction? Her family found the following on her computer. Even though it is obviously just the opening, we’ve decided

         together to let it stand as is. The novel tells the full story.

      


      

      Lennie Goodings


      Publisher, Virago


      

   
      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      VIRTUE – is corrosive. Perhaps because the only tragedy is not to be a saint. And we know that.
      

       

      Josephine Hart

      Early 2011

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      There are many ways to have a deprived childhood. One of them is to be too lucky. This knowledge, time’s present, comes slowly.
         They say the veil that hides the future from us was woven by an angel of mercy. But what blinds us to our unpredictable past?
         Why are we hooded as we search amongst its ruins, trapped in the intricate web of motive and action? Novelists of our own
         lives, making ourselves up from bits of other people, using the dead and living to tell our tale, we tell tales. This is a
         tale – fragments from a life. From lives. Particularly mine. And hers.
      

   
      
      ONE

      
      

      
      I never knew her really.
      

      
      I came closest to her through her husband, the man with whom I now live. And through her son, whose name was Stephen.

      
      And through the lie.

      
      There were some, not many, whose world it was natural for me to enter, searching for a secret knowledge of her. And others,
         peripheral figures, on the outer edges of whose lives I waited, silent, hooded. Hoping to trap some fleeting image that would
         light my path to her. Whenever I lost her, I slipped under the dark waters of my own life, tracing, from beneath the gloomy
         waves, the faint white glimmer of her soul. And when she hid from me, I sought her out. For I knew she hid only for advantage
         later. Subtle, secret, opaque, I would crush her yet.
      

      
      Though she wounded me beyond pain, I too inflicted deep hurt. Not born to murder her, still I sought to break her. With a small silver hammer of exquisite design, I would seek
         the exact point at which even the gentlest pressure would smash the glass. And her substance would be mine.
      

      
      Sometimes, it is in the split-second half decision we nearly didn’t make that we stumble by chance into ecstasy, or despair.
         But chance did not bring her into my life. By grand design she waited for me. In my own home. She was my mother’s first child.
         Though not her firstborn. A terrible injustice to me.
      

      
      Her name was Elizabeth Ashbridge. And I even envied her that.

   
      
      TWO

      
      

      
       ‘There’s something fluttering in my room. Black. Mama, Mama. Something black in my room. Black. With wings. Mama. Mama. Where
         are you, Mama? Oh please, Mama. Come. Mama. Please. Please. It will land on my face.’
      

      
      I stumble to the door. I cannot reach the light switch. I am too small.

      
      ‘Mama, I can’t … Mama. Mama.’

      
      Down the dark corridor. Black.

      
      ‘Mama. It’s coming after me. Oh, Mama. Where are you, Mama?’

      
      I must be near the back stairs. I stretch my arms … toes flexed. And still I cannot reach the light. Slowly, rail by rail,
         I cling to the banisters. And step by step descend into a further darkness.
      

      
      The back hall is so narrow. Arms outstretched, I can touch the walls. Wet face … stinging thighs … little drops of fear and shame.
      

      
      I stumble onward.

      
      ‘Mama. Mama.’ I call towards the blessed light.

      
      ‘Mama.’

      
      Her voice, singing softly to the sound of the radio in the background, floats towards me. At last I push the door. Out of
         the darkness into the light.
      

      
      And they turn towards me. They are bathed in the light. A perfect trinity. My mother, brush in hand, is seated behind the
         kneeling Elizabeth. Her golden hair is spread out and down her back. A halo of light. My father, opposite Elizabeth, is bending,
         almost kneeling, arms outstretched, holding her cocoa.
      

      
      Perfect happiness. Complete happiness. And I am outside the circle. My mother runs to me. She gathers me in her arms as Elizabeth
         calls: ‘Ruth, poor Ruth. You’re crying.’
      

      
      My father rises to me, whispering: ‘Darling Ruth. Darling child. What is it? Oh, you must have come down the back stairs alone
         in the dark. You poor child.’
      

      
      And they kiss me. They pet me. They hold me. And they try to soothe me.

      
      I am given Elizabeth’s cocoa. And Elizabeth kisses me. On my legs.

      
      ‘Poor, poor Ruth,’ she whispers.

      
      I start to cry again. Tears of hatred fall on Elizabeth’s head. Onto the golden hair. Then she turns her face up to me. I
         bend towards her. I brush my face across hers. And a tear drops into her mouth.
      

      
      Does it sting, Elizabeth? Does it sting?

      
      I am taken up to bed again. Through the main hall, lighted on my way. My mother is cooing as my father now carries me to my
         room. A search – oh, so thorough – reveals no fluttering object. Just a mobile, half-disconnected from its hook. My father
         sits with me and strokes my hair, my mother sings her soft song. And I drift off into sleep.
      

      
      A vision has been burnt into me, a vision of heaven. In darkness, I gaze at the light. The light in which I should have bathed
         alone.
      

   
      
      THREE

      
      

      
      I believe now that I was exposed too early to goodness and that I never recovered.
      

      
      Trapped in the fierce grasp of Elizabeth’s kindness, aware constantly of the truthfulness of her gaze, I suffocated on the
         high thinness of the air around her. The corrosive power of her generosity killed, as they rose in me, my own small instincts
         towards goodness.
      

      
      It seemed to me that I came wrapped in a caul of darkness and anger into Elizabeth’s kingdom. For it was her kingdom. Given
         to her out of love and pity.
      

      
      Orphaned at only nine months, she was the child of my mother’s sister, Astrid, and of Oliver Ord Ashbridge, young, married
         lovers killed in a car crash. Elizabeth was taken to Lexington. Its old walls wove a stone sanctuary round her, and its famous
         gardens and lake gave to all her freedoms a restricted, formal beauty. So she lived in Lexington, loved and cherished, a daughter for my parents. Before me.
      

      
      Except, I was their only daughter. A blood right. One they had taken from me.

      
      No one was to blame. They had done what was right and good. They had given a home to Elizabeth. My home. And left me with
         the pain of something irretrievable, lost.
      

      
      I would be forever, falsely the second. Not only the second, but one of a pair: less valuable without the other.

      
      My mother and father were oblivious to the effect on me of their careful, equal love. On my mind’s eye they painted pictures
         for me. Of love and gentleness. Pictures that I came to hate: my mother sighing during the careful plaiting of Elizabeth’s
         long, blonde hair – which took more time than the vigorous brushing of my short, black curls. ‘There is a solution, Mama,’
         I wanted to cry. ‘Cut Elizabeth’s hair. Throw it away. Burn it.’ But I said nothing. For in those days I learned patience.
         Slow, hidden patience.
      

      
      My father, kneeling again, before Elizabeth, as she sat sobbing on her bed, on the day she left for boarding school. Patting
         her hand to comfort her and whispering, ‘Oh, my golden girl. My golden light.’
      

      
      Stop painting these pictures for me, my heart cried. Stop. ‘You’ve never knelt to me, Papa. You’ve never knelt to me. She’s
         not yours, Papa. She’s not yours.’
      

      
      They didn’t stop.
      

      
      Still I see the sad way they gazed at me in the week after she left – when I copied little things I’d seen her do, that had
         elicited praise. And I hear them sighing, ‘Ah, you miss her too, Ruth. I know, my dear. I know.’
      

      
      I see my mother, seated in front of the headmistress’s desk, pleading with her to put us in the same house – a practice normally
         frowned upon at the school. ‘It’s essential to keep them close. Less lonely, for Ruth, who depends on Elizabeth so.’
      

      
      Two girls made my parents happy. Elizabeth and Ruth, the one following the other, made the magic.

      
      A magic that Elizabeth created. Encouraged when small to follow the sweetness of her behaviour – to imitate her many acts
         of generosity, to note her kindness – I followed in cold envy the path she laid before me through the years. Like Satan before
         the Fall, I came to hate the very nature of goodness, to fear its power.
      

      
      But during childhood I lacked the courage for rebellion. So I went underground. To search for secret ways to be. And secret
         ways to lessen her.
      

      
      Sometimes, as directed, I took her behaviour. And copied it. Then … her things. And hid them. Childish things for childish
         times. Her mug, the one with the red rabbits. Her favourite doll. The rag dog with the yellow mouth. Ribbons. I smiled to watch her search for them. And once to see her weep. For the doll.
      

      
      I used her smile. Sometimes. It didn’t suit.

      
      Later, as adolescence stole upon us at our boarding school, I built a different, though still small, collection. Underwear.
         Hair slides. Stockings. Insignificant items. Rarely used, always in secret.
      

      
      In those years of fierce discovery sometimes I would reach for myself and sigh. And often bank it down for a later conflagration.

      
      And so it all began in small ways. Maybe it always does. Small thefts. Little meannesses. Malicious pleasures. Minor cruelties.

      
      But what if I had been there before Elizabeth? What if I had been born first? Would she have been … like me? What if Seth,
         the third son after Cain and Abel, had been firstborn? What if the Lord had been pleased by Cain’s gift? Would Cain ever have
         disturbed the sleeping monster in himself?
      

      
      I chose my habit. I had, you understand, no grand schemes. For I was not ambitious. I did not need public applause. I was
         spiritual by nature. A spiritual, malevolent creature. There are, I believe, many of us about.
      

   
      
      FOUR

      
      

      
      I was never promiscuous. I chose my lovers with intelligence and, I believe, some originality. Though my victims were players
         on a board of my design, even my arbitrary, predatory swoops were accomplished with some artistry.
      

      
      I am beautiful. A statement of fact. A statement of power. I have dark hair and sallow, almost poreless skin. My deep-set
         brown eyes slant slightly upwards. My eyebrows – and this is much commented upon – do not arch, but seem to wing themselves
         across my brow. My nose is long, narrow and straight. My mouth is strong, and even without lipstick my lips are red. It is
         a face in which the regularity of my features is made slightly exotic by the intensity of my colouring. ‘She’s a di Malta,’
         my mother had often commented – referring to my father’s Italian mother. I am of above average height, in fact only slightly
         less tall than Elizabeth. I have, however, a voluptuous figure.
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