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CHAPTER ONE



At first sight, the picture showed a woman struggling to escape from the embrace of a gigantic snake, but as she continued to look, Lia saw it differently. Not a woman and a snake, but a woman-snake, a snake-woman. Her mouth was wide, whether in a scream of horror at what she was, or of furious anger at someone else, was impossible to tell.


Lia was both horrified and fascinated by the painting; she wanted to turn away, but at the same time she wanted to understand. She felt the wriggle of a forbidden memory struggling towards the surface and nervously turned her attention from the screaming face to the title of the work: Lamia. It was a name she almost recognized; something from mythology, she thought. As she gazed, trying to remember, someone came up beside her. She knew even before he spoke that it was her brother, Iain.


‘You like that, huh?’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said uncomfortably. She felt as if she’d been caught looking at something she shouldn’t have been, although that was ridiculous. After all, this was an art exhibition, they were here to look at the pictures, and it had even been Iain’s idea to come. Probably, since he had been an art student, he was going to tell her why this painting wasn’t any good. ‘It’s weird,’ she said, not giving away whether she liked it or not. ‘I wondered what it meant. The title’s familiar, but …’


‘How is it familiar?’


The sudden intensity of his interest took her by surprise. She was used to being the boring, annoying little sister, to be talked down to, teased, or ignored, but never taken seriously as an equal. ‘Well, I’m not sure. I think Lamia was somebody from mythology – I guess she was somebody who turned into a snake but I can’t remember. Do you know the story?’


‘Yeah, I know it.’ He didn’t go on, and she made a face at him.


‘Go on, then, tell me.’


‘Are you sure you want to know?’


‘No, I’m asking because I don’t want to know! Honestly, Iain.’


‘She was a monster. She looked like a beautiful woman but was really a poisonous snake.’ The flatness of his tone made her uneasy.


‘Why?’


‘She was born that way. Does there have to be a reason for monsters?’


Before she could think of a reply, another voice cut in.


‘Webster. What do you mean by paying so much attention to this piece of recycled pre-Raphaelite rubbish? Come and show your girlfriend some real art.’ The speaker was a tall, skinny boy with wide grey eyes and a wicked smile. Lia had noticed him when they’d first arrived because his feet were bare.


‘She’s not my girlfriend.’


‘So introduce us.’


‘Nic, Lia, Lia, Nic. I didn’t force her to look at this painting – she decided all on her own it was the most fascinating thing in the show. I’ll leave you to tell her why it’s not.’ With that, he walked away.


‘Charming fellow,’ said Nic.


‘How do you know him?’


‘Oh … around. He used to be a student here. I’m a student myself, if you hadn’t guessed.’


‘So what’s wrong with this picture?’


‘It’s a pre-Raphaelite rip-off. Don’t get me I wrong, I like the pre-Raphs, but they’re dead, there’s no point trying to copy them. Plus, there’s something kind of misogynist about it, don’t you think?’


‘What?’ She didn’t recognize the word.


‘Anti-woman,’ he explained. ‘I mean, they’re all about fear of women, those old myths. A beautiful woman must be a devil in disguise; get too close and she’ll suck the life-blood out of you!’


‘Was she a vampire? Lamia, I mean?’


‘I think so, in the original story.’


‘What was the original story?’


He stretched his mouth in a comic frown. ‘Oh, gosh, now you’re going to show me up … all my pretence of classical learning a hollow sham … uh, I think she was somebody Zeus or Jupiter or whatever you want to call him fell in love with and she had several children by him, but Zeus’s wife killed them all. So in retaliation she started killing other people’s babies, and turned into a monster.’


‘A giant snake?’


‘Yeah. In the poem by Keats she’s not really a monster, just some poor snake with the emotions of a woman who falls in love with a man. She does a favour for some passing god who turns her into a woman, she finds her bloke, he asks her to marry him. But at the wedding feast, wouldn’t you know, some boring old philosopher sees through the illusion and – zap – she’s a snake again, and her bloke dies of shock. Now, was that everything you ever wanted to know about the lamia but were afraid to ask?’


He had such a great smile, she had to smile back. ‘But why is it mis— why is that story anti-woman? There’re plenty of stories like that about men. Count Dracula turns into a bat, and werewolves are men, aren’t they?’


‘Mmmm.’ He seemed to consider her words very seriously. ‘Yes, but – isn’t it worse, somehow, when it’s a woman who’s a monster? I mean, it’s much scarier when a beautiful woman turns into a murderous snake than when a big hairy man turns into a wolf.’


‘Maybe for you – I wouldn’t fancy being locked up with either one of them!’


They laughed together.


‘So I’m being sexist,’ he said. ‘My mother would kill me! Of course you’re right – if something’s about to rip out your throat, what difference does it make if it’s a man-wolf or a she-snake?’


She giggled. ‘Unless you had a special phobia about snakes – or wolves.’


‘But it wouldn’t make any difference in the end. Dead is dead.’


‘Except for the undead.’


That made him laugh again, the sound so contagious she had to join in. When they were calmer, he rested his hand lightly on her shoulder. ‘Come on, people are staring. Let me show you a piece of art which doesn’t tell a story.’


Nic’s ‘installation’ was in another room. It looked to Lia more like a big toy than anything she would have called art. It consisted of three parts: a rough wooden structure supporting a row of plastic milk cartons, each painted a different colour; a row of coloured light bulbs fixed to the wall and blinking in sequence; and a television set linked to a video recorder, showing a seemingly endless scene of a waterfall. She walked around observing it from different angles.


‘Go on, say something. It won’t hurt my feelings.’


‘I don’t understand it.’


‘There’s nothing to understand – no story, no myth, no attitude towards women, or men.’


‘But I don’t understand why it’s art.’


‘Ah, well, for that you’d have to go to art college and get stuffed full of theory!’


At that moment Lia’s mother entered the room. Nic shut up and watched her and Lia watched them both, apprehensive of something embarrassing about to happen. Don’t say anything, she thought at her mother. Just look and get out.


But, as usual, her telepathic ability wasn’t working. When her mother discovered the card naming the artist she read it aloud. ‘Dominic Blackburn. I wonder if that’s—’


‘That’s me,’ said Nic in a cheery voice.


‘Faith Blackburn’s son?’


‘You know my mother?’


‘I’m Janet Webster. Faith and I both taught at the City Lit, oh, a very long time ago. I met you once when you were about ten.’


He made a comic O with his mouth. ‘You’re Iain’s mother!’


Janet nodded. ‘Yes, and Lia’s.’


He looked at Lia, who felt herself blushing.


Unaware of Lia’s discomfort, Janet went on to chat with Nic for a few moments, first asking questions about his mother, then about himself. She sounded particularly American, Lia thought. At home she never noticed it; her mother’s accent was simply part of her familiar voice. But when they were in company it could make her uncomfortable, and she wondered how, after nearly thirty years in England, her mother could still sound so foreign. Lia had been born in America herself, but, brought to England when only a few weeks old, felt wholly English. She had a great curiosity about America, and especially Tennessee, where she’d been born, but had never been back, and sensed her mother had some unspoken reason for not wanting to return.


‘Do tell your mother I was asking after her – I’d love to hear from her.’


‘I will.’


When they were alone together again Nic gave Lia a curious, interested look, and grinned. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I quite liked her. Or didn’t you want me knowing Iain’s your brother? I won’t hold him against you. You can’t blame people for their families.’


It wasn’t funny, but she laughed with relief. Something about the way he said it, and the warm friendliness with which he looked at her, made her feel she’d known him for a long time. All constrictions fell away.


‘It’s a little more complicated than that,’ she said. ‘Iain isn’t really my brother, not by birth. I was adopted. Actually, he’s my cousin – my real mother was Iain’s Aunt Laura, his mother’s sister. She died when I was born. I used to think that if I’d been his real sister Iain would have loved me, but now I’m not sure. Maybe he would have resented anybody who came along to join his happy little family.’ She stopped, surprised at herself for blurting it all out like that. Her adoption was no dark secret, never had been, but that didn’t make it general knowledge. People often said how like her mother – meaning Janet – she was. The only striking physical difference between them was in the colour of their eyes. Like her husband and her son, Janet had blue eyes, but Lia’s were green.


Nic looked interested and sympathetic. ‘Do you think about them a lot? Your real parents?’


‘Not that much. I never knew them. Mum and Dad, I mean my adoptive parents, are the only ones I’ve ever known. I do wonder sometimes about what would have happened if Laura hadn’t died. Would she have moved over here like Mum wanted her to? If we’d all lived together, would it have been like I had two mums? Or maybe she would have stayed in America and I would have grown up there.’


‘What about your real dad?’


‘I don’t know anything about him.’


He moved a little closer and gave her an intense look. ‘You’re like me,’ he said. She saw, with a little shock of recognition, that his grey eyes had flecks of green in them. ‘My dad walked out on us a couple of months before I was born. I know his name, but not much else. I’ve never met him.’


Silence hung charged and heavy; the air seemed to throb with it. She found it hard to breathe. She felt herself swaying and thought she saw an answering movement in him, towards her. In desperation, she grabbed at a question he’d asked her and threw it back at him.


‘Do you think about him?’


He didn’t move, but the focus shifted. She felt more normal as he began to speak. ‘Sometimes. Sure. I wonder if I’m like him at all, and I hope not, because of the way he could just walk out and never even try to know me.’ He gave his shoulders a flexing wriggle as if to escape the subject. ‘Come on, let’s walk. Have you seen the rest of the show?’


As they emerged into a larger gallery, Lia was aware of being watched. Then she saw Iain leaning against the far wall, and the thought occurred to her that he could have been standing there for ten minutes or more, the way a cat will watch a mouse-hole, waiting for them to come out. As they approached him, he gave no sign of having seen them but walked hurriedly in another direction. Maybe it was coincidental, but she had the unpleasant feeling he’d been spying on her.


Lia tried to put it out of her mind, to lose herself in the paintings, sculptures and installations around them, and in the pleasure of Nic’s funny, well-informed commentary.


They met her mother again after about a quarter of an hour. ‘Ready for lunch? I’ve just met Iain, and we’ve both seen enough. Dominic, would you like to join us? My treat.’


‘As a poverty-stricken, grant-dependent student, I most gratefully accept your kind offer.’


‘I thought the Pizza Express. Their dress code isn’t formal, but I suspect they require shoes.’


‘Most places do, I’ve found. So I always bring a pair. I left my bag in the cloakroom.’


‘So did I,’ said Lia.


Iain was waiting for them by the door to the cloakroom.


‘Your friend is joining us for lunch,’ said Janet, and her son made a noise which could have meant anything.


Nic retrieved a black nylon rucksack, and as Lia reclaimed her own large shoulder-bag the strap, weak for some time, completely gave way. ‘Oh, no!’


‘Never mind, darling. We were going to get you a new bag for school.’


‘But it’s Sunday! What am I going to use tomorrow?’


‘Ever hear of a carrier bag?’ asked Iain. ‘Or aren’t they allowed at your posh school?’


‘You can take my leather rucksack,’ said her mother. ‘The one I got in Norway that summer we all went … you remember. I haven’t used it in years. You might as well have it.’


She did remember the Norwegian rucksack; the memory of the beauty and softness of its leather filled her with grateful pleasure. ‘You mean it? Oh, I’d love to have it – that would be great!’


Stepping outside the climate-controlled gallery brought another rush of pleasure. Now past noon, the sunny day had turned distinctly hot. After an especially rainy August, September was proving the best of the summer. The Orley College of Art was a massive modern concrete block set on a slight rise above the town centre, and a little over a mile from where the Websters lived. Gazing across the road at the pedestrian shopping precinct that was their destination, shading her eyes against the glare of sunlight on concrete and glass, Janet said wistfully, ‘We should have gone to the beach today!’


‘Not unless you fancy hours stuck in traffic queues getting in and out,’ said Iain. ‘Everybody in Greater London will have had the same idea when they woke up and saw the sun.’


‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right. And the art show was very enjoyable – that was a good idea you had this morning.’ She spoke in the placating manner she often used with her son, which made Lia feel like hitting somebody. He was a spoilt brat getting worse with age. Every effort he made, no matter how tiny, was always rewarded with extravagant praise. If Lia had suggested visiting the student art show at the local college their mother might or might not have agreed, and Iain would certainly have sneered. But because it was Iain’s idea, Janet had leapt upon it with enthusiasm, and Lia had not dared spoil any of her pleasure by opting out. Since their father had died, their mother seemed to need reassurance that they were still a family. Inevitably, as Iain had grown older, he had led an increasingly separate life, although he continued to live in the family home. Lia often wondered why he didn’t move out on his own, or with some of the unknown friends he spent time with, but she didn’t ask, knowing her question would reveal her desire for him to leave, her unchanged dislike of him.


She tried never to let her dislike show, and kept her distance so he couldn’t do or say anything to make her angry. She knew how dangerous her anger could be. Once it had nearly killed him.


Now, as always when she spent much time with him, her eyes were drawn to the small scar beside his left eye, still vivid after two years. It was lucky she hadn’t put his eye out with the stone she’d thrown; luckier still that he hadn’t broken his neck when, stumbling backwards in pain, he’d fallen down the stairs.


The memory of what she’d done – and the so much worse things that might have resulted – had the power to make her feel cold even in the hot sunlight. She forced her attention back to the present, focusing on Janet, who was saying, ‘I know I said Pizza Express, but on a day like today it seems perverse to sit in the dark. I don’t suppose there’s a sidewalk café in Orley Green?’


‘The Case Is Altered has a garden, and they do lunches,’ said Iain, so they went to the pub.


Sitting at a table in the sun, between Nic and Iain, trying to keep a wasp out of her lemonade and watching her mother smile at something one of the boys had said, Lia was aware of a new and hopeful feeling.


The past two years, since Mark Webster’s sudden death, had been such a gloomy time, she’d sometimes thought she could never be happy again. Lately it seemed Janet had passed through the worst of her grief and could enjoy life again, even laugh and be silly with her children, but this summer, just as things should have been getting better for all of them, Lia had suffered another loss, when her best friend Tessa had gone away to live with her mother and new stepfather in Australia.


But now, in spite of the past, in spite of her losses, in spite of everything, as she blinked in the bright sunshine and looked, sidelong and a little shyly, at Nic’s clever, friendly face, she realized she was looking forward, with some excitement, to what the future might bring.


*


She was haunted by the memory of a face contorted with rage. As she tried to fall asleep that night, Lia couldn’t get the lamia out of her mind. Only, in her memory, the painted face became her own, furious and screaming her hate.


‘If you could see your face! That’s not my Lia!’ That, in tones of disapproval, had been one of the last things her father had said to her, and the recollection tore at her heart. She had to think about something else, so she fixed her mind on Nic, on the memory of his face, concentrating more as sleep crept up on her, until the memory became more real than the darkness of her room, and she was there with him.
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