
[image: Image Missing]



Also by Lara Feigel


The Love-charm of Bombs


The Bitter Taste of Victory


Free Woman




THE GROUP


Lara Feigel


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: mage Missing]



www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2020 by JM Originals


An imprint of John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Lara Feigel 2020


The right of Lara Feigel to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 9781529305029


John Murray (Publishers)


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




For Georgia




Stella


March


We worry about not knowing our friends well enough, but sometimes we see their lives with a clarity that feels like a form of betrayal. This afternoon at Priss’s, where the five of us congregated: there were the newly upholstered antique armchair, the home-made elderflower muffins, the absent husbands, the unfamiliar children we pretend to delight in while noting their close-set eyes and dissatisfied requests for more cake, more attention, more room in an already overcrowded world.


I felt vulnerable arriving at Priss’s, because half an hour earlier I’d slipped in the rain and banged my head on the car. I’d been walking round to the driver’s side after strapping Maggie in, and then I slid forwards, knocking my head on the back door. It felt over-charged because I bought the car from Chris yesterday. We agreed, when we split up, that we’d share it, but that meant me having it all the time except for when he needed it, and he’d suddenly started asking for it more often and at short notice. He kept taunting me, telling me to buy him out, and then yesterday I took the bait. So as I carried Maggie to Priss’s front door, I was worried that I’d got concussion from the fall and worried that I’d fallen over because I couldn’t do it, being a single car-owner as well as a single mother. I didn’t have the strength. The sight of Priss’s house made it worse – that symmetrical front garden with its hand-made tiles and neat flowerbeds and hedge (where do they keep the bins?). It reminded me that I’d once lived in a similar house and I felt angry with Priss for taking the sturdiness of her surroundings for granted.


All this meant that I entered the house resenting Chris, resenting the friends gathered in Priss’s sitting room, whose lives seemed suddenly so much better ordered than mine, and resenting the monochrome sogginess of this March in which spring still fails to arrive. As I put down our things, Priss took Maggie from me and then Priss and I brushed cheeks across the baby. I wondered if I ought to be pressing my lips into the shape of an actual kiss of the kind I press noisily on my children’s faces but hardly ever on my friends’, and wondered whether Priss and Helena do this more naturally. Priss looked stylish, as always, her blonde hair escaping artfully from a bun. But the hollows underneath her eyes were deeper and darker than I remembered them, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror, my hair greying and flattened by rain. These peculiarly unfamiliar middle-aged faces made me miss the illusions, the excitement that was so close to falling in love, of that undergraduate summer when we became a group.


It began with a picnic on a meadow, lit up with a fairy-tale sheen that I distrust as I recall it, though I think I’m right in remembering that it really was coated in yellow. I have never seen as many buttercups as we used to see there. Helena and Polly and I had agreed to share the James Street house in our second year, then Helena had invited Priss to join us, and I’d invited Kay, so this was a chance for the five of us to meet. Kay and Polly and I were already there, picnicking among the buttercups, the river visible behind us. I can picture Polly’s eyes, so blue against the water and sky that they could have been transparent windows on to the world behind. We were meant to be revising but we’d escaped and allocated ourselves two hours of fun. Polly was telling us, I remember, about the latest of her dismissive, controlling boyfriends, but her voice was bright with cruelty as she catalogued his faults, and there was a sense that it didn’t matter because her real, sustained life was with us, her friends.


The others arrived on bicycles, both wearing white, with Priss’s long blonde hair and dress blowing up around her in the breeze. She was as stylish then as she is now, which excited me. There was a sense that your friends’ appearances could be yours by proxy, as there is now with our husbands’. It’s hard to recall how impressed I was by her in those days, because since then I’ve realised that there’s a kind of disconnect between the extraordinary way that she looks and the more ordinary things that she says, which tend to be a version of what the people around her are saying. Over the last few years, this has made me reluctant to talk in her presence, because I don’t want my thoughts to be stolen. But that day I was delighted by her, and by my life in general. I hadn’t been very popular at school so it felt like an unexpected triumph to find myself sitting on the grass with four girls I admired so much, planning to live together, forming a posse of the kind I’d felt excluded from in the past. I thought back to the low point of my school career, when I’d fallen out with my best friend just before the camping expedition and ended up having to share a tent with the other two rejects of the moment, shy and unappealing girls who snored at night more loudly than they were prepared to speak by day.


Kay and I lay on the grass, as we often did together in those days, describing the clouds above us, and the others joined us, feet and arms overlapping carelessly, making me crave more of it, as touch always does even when it’s as innocuous as it was then, fearing the moment when it will be withdrawn. It felt so wonderfully timeless, so much the kind of thing that we might have been doing fifty years earlier, on that same patch of grass, on an identical May day, that we escaped time. We overran our two hours as we drank the miraculously chilled Pimm’s that Helena produced from her bag. I don’t think I’d drunk Pimm’s before university, and its sugary brightness still evokes for me the relieved sociability that I felt then, easing into the new sense of myself as someone with friends. Thus the group was formed, and since then there’s been a restful quality in group life that enables the otherwise insistent noise of my thoughts to quieten. That’s why I miss it now. There was a warmth between the five of us that day that had nothing to do with the intellectual connection I usually seek in friendship and was much more about just living alongside each other.


The memories of that afternoon stayed with me as I dried off and joined the others on the floor of Priss’s colour-coordinated sitting room, while our children weaved among us. There can’t have been many times we’ve sat together on the ground like that since university. These days we hardly ever meet as a group, all five of us together, without new acquaintances, without husbands or lovers.


Do you remember, I said, that picnic? The day when we first met?


I felt suddenly shy, in case they didn’t remember, in case I proved more invested in our past than they were, though that’s not usually my role, it’s Priss’s. I tend to assume it’s her lack of career that makes her live so much in the past. In crueller moments, I think of it as a kind of over-investment in her teenage self, because she’s never inhabited herself fully as a woman. But writing this, I’m reminded that Helena also cares about the past more than I do, though she’s the only one of us who’s famous. Anyway, luckily, they did remember. Kay said that she’d thought about it recently too, and missed it, missed living with us, missed the freedom of those days when we didn’t know ourselves to be free.


We talked about the afternoons and late nights we spent watching films, about the collective expeditions to Sainsbury’s, about the times when Helena’s uncle Vince used to arrive from London with a huge basket of expensive food. He’d cook us all dinner, making us cocktails with the shaker he produced from his basket, and the feeling that we were all his nieces made us surrogate sisters, all able to make believe that we were from a family as sophisticated and large-hearted as Helena’s. It wasn’t just make-believe: Vince did take us all on as his family. He got me my job – he’s the publishing director at the publishing house where I work.


What did we do all day? Polly asked, though as a medical student she was the only one with a full schedule. I feel so envious of myself then, she said, sleeping for eight hours every night if I wanted to, all that sitting around, talking about whether truth was a good in itself, as though if we just came up with the right philosophy we could change everything.


When I think of myself then, I feel protective, rather than envious, Kay said. I want to look after the young woman better, because then maybe I’ll stop her turning into me now.


I picked up Maggie, who was propped up on a pile of cushions and playing with her furry caterpillar, her arms puppet-like in their movements because she has not yet learnt how to bend her elbows at will. She smiled bashfully, grateful for the attention, and I laughed, loving the way that she treats each smile she receives as a new in-joke. I looked around, expecting the others to find her as delightful as I do, but Kay’s baby Alisa started showing off her skills at waving and saying ‘bye bye’, and everyone became absorbed by playing with her. I told myself that it’s because Alisa’s older that she’s more fun to engage with – even Priss’s daughter was leaning in, trying to make Alisa wave at her. But I worried suddenly that Maggie would never be accepted by the others, and then, as though to emphasise her difference, Priss turned to me, and said, How often does Chris see Maggie now? Does he like her?


I remembered the conversation with Priss and Kay, before I got pregnant, when they both told me they thought it was a mistake. Chris and I had agreed to split up, he’d produced his younger woman on cue as he approached fifty; she was more normal, more pliable than me. I was going along with it. I was pretty sure by then that we’d split up one day, so why not now, when it was him who was instigating it. But there was that one blastocyst left in the fertility-clinic freezer, the third of three, our child in the making. It mattered, that cluster of five-day-old cells, more to me than the marriage, mattered already almost as much as my living daughter. And Priss and Kay, at a lunch they’d arranged ostensibly to see if I was all right, leant across the restaurant table to ask if I’d really thought about it, as though I might have just forgotten to do so. You’re free now, Kay said, beleaguered by her own second pregnancy. You’ve only got one child, Chris will have her half the time, you’ll have your life back, that’s not really worth giving up. Priss said that she didn’t think it was fair on the child, to have a baby in circumstances where I couldn’t be sure if its father wanted it. Chris was too decent to forbid me to do this, but surely he didn’t want it, when he was about to try to have a child with someone else. He must want this baby, I insisted, he was the one who’d longed for a second child so urgently, two years before I had, and who’d then blamed me for the delay when it took another three years to get to the point we were at now, with a blastocyst waiting patiently in the freezer for us to give her the chance to live.


The conversation ran through my head now, making me feel frightened, making Maggie seem more precarious to me, as though the question of whether she was going to exist or not was still unresolved. I clutched her to me and said Of course he likes her, she’s his daughter.


Is he seeing anyone else? Priss asked. Are you seeing anyone else?


I wasn’t prepared for the question. It felt too early to tell them about Tom. So I said no. I resented her for exposing the distance between us, because twenty years ago I’d have told them all about every man I met, it would never have been too early. Now there are other friends I tend to confide in first, people I know less well but can trust more easily than these old friends I can’t quite forgive for their knowledge of me. I was resentful partly because I knew that Priss is still centred by our university group – she and Helena still think of each other as best friends – in a way that I suspect makes for a happier life.


Then Seb started asking Kay for more cake. She began by arguing logically with him, they’d agreed two slices, he couldn’t have more, but then she got bored and gave in. There was a kind of blankness in her voice that felt unfamiliar. He started the slice but didn’t finish it, and went off to the bay window where Priss’s daughter Lena was pulling out costumes from the chest and putting them on. I wanted, so desperately, to feel connected to these women. I felt the need for us to be a group again, and to have a best friend from among them – it would be Kay I suppose, it’s her I see most often, though I’d probably prefer it to be Helena.


I said: Actually, there is someone I like, a friend of a colleague. I’ve been making friends with him. I don’t know if it’s flirtatious or not, but I like talking to him. We talk on the phone most nights at the moment.


I felt shy, saying it. Then, feeling the urge to confess, to show them who I am in the present so they could add it to their knowledge of my past, I told them about banging my head and how it had made me worry that I couldn’t cope as a single car-owner or a single mother. I thought they might think that I was thinking too much. But Chris used to say that. I have to trust my women friends not to say it.


Polly and Helena leant over to examine my head, to check there were no bumps. I felt looked after by them, and reassured by Polly’s medical training. In my gratitude, I wanted to cry, wondering if it would be awkward if I allowed myself to do so. Helena saw the tears in my eyes and hugged me. I always feel that she’s more invested in our friendship when I’m fragile, which brings out an urge in me to make myself more vulnerable with her.


We sat down again, cross-legged, upright on the floor.


Helena said that Chris is cruel, expecting so much of me, when he must know how hard it is being on your own with a four-month-old baby. Cruel was the wrong word to use and the editor in me wanted to correct her, requiring her to be more precise. Instead I defended him. I said that we couldn’t begin to understand how confusing he must find this. It’s hard being on your own with a baby, but it’s even harder rarely seeing your baby, and not feeling that she’s fully yours.


It’s so difficult, Helena said, to know if you’re getting it right.


I had an image of us as five stalks of wheat who had emerged into maturity. Most of us are thirty-nine now, Polly is already forty, we have come of age together and stand firm in the wind. But we are exposed to the elements, there is nothing to protect us, and I felt them feeling this as well.


Then it was three o’clock. The children had started arguing about the dressing-up costumes. I needed to go and collect Cleo from school and take Maggie home for her nap. When I went back to the car, I became convinced that there was a new bump on the back door, where I’d banged my head earlier, and wondered if the car had done equivalent damage to me. But I told myself that it’s impossible to tell if a mark is new. The car is full of lumps and dips – each new dent used to occasion a marital argument because Chris saw my inept driving as wilful carelessness that contained aggression towards him. But then at some point, about a year ago, the car became so dented that the new bumps either went unnoticed or were simply accepted, making this the only area in our marriage where imperfection was becoming more tolerated rather than less.


This evening, I’ve been thinking about us as a group. I’ve been thinking that, when I was pregnant, I knew that Polly and Helena supported me, but I could never be sure of Priss and Kay. They are the other mothers among our group, which added to the pain of feeling judged by them. I felt excluded from their circle of motherhood, even as Priss gave me Babygros (carefully named though she is unlikely to have another child) and made food (I have never been so grateful to be cooked for) for my freezer. Part of the problem is that now I’m becoming more inclined to share their doubts. I distrust my own wilfulness: my wanting of a child and my determination to fulfil my want. Should we have children, should we not? I hate the way these become choices. I distrust, too, the way that I thought life could be plotted out in advance like the books that I edit. But I have to remain loyal to who I was then. Because at the time there was no choice about it. In my mind, as in the mind of the most virulent anti-abortion lobbyist, a person had been created. We could not just turn off the freezer – it makes me cry now to imagine it. Was that really what Kay and Priss wanted me to do?


The circumstances of Maggie’s birth still seem no worse to me than anyone else’s, however hard things become. If it’s likely that a marriage is going to end, and if divorce becomes harder for children the older they are, then why not end the marriage while they’re in the womb? Why not make the moment of rupture one they’re not there to witness? So that all the baby sees of the marriage are its rippling after-effects, as she becomes the unwitting spectator of the unsharing of the badly shared car.


Of course I’ve found it frightening, knowing for the last four months that she’s my responsibility to keep alive. On the days when I’ve been feverish with mastitis or exhausted by the night wakings, I’ve wondered if I’m up to it. Perhaps that was all Priss was suggesting today, perhaps there was no disapproval in her voice, just sympathy. It may be that I impute callousness to her because I feel guilty about my own behaviour towards her.


I have to remember that the others are vulnerable too. They feel this terrifying and exhilarating thin-skinnedness as well. It’s something about this phase of life, when we confront the knowledge that there can be no more practising, that this is the only run we have at it. We are all bumpable and dented beneath our sturdiness, uncertain in our independence, liable to hurt each other when we should be looking after each other, because we feel insecure beneath each other’s scrutiny and wonder how our choices will hold up. Marriage, divorce, procreation, careers: we compare the ways we have done these, or not done them; the choices we have made, or failed to make, or not known we were making.


Write about that then, Tom said on the phone this evening, when I was complaining about my difficulties in writing the novel that calls out to be written while thwarting me with the falseness of its made-upness, as though there hasn’t been a century of writers grappling with these questions. He said that the form would come to me in six months, or in three years, which maddened me, because I’m too impatient to wait, and because people said exactly that to me when I was trying to get pregnant with Maggie. When it ended up taking three years to have a baby it came at the cost of the marriage whose ending I’m still prepared to describe as a cost, however much I insist on it being exactly the right thing to have happened. There must now be no more costs.


So here we are then. Five exact contemporaries who once shared a cluttered, thin-walled student house off the Cowley Road, all privileged, white, middle-class, all vestigial hangers-on, left over from an era when we received free educations at our elite university and then emerged into a world where we could still just about find jobs and buy flats, provided with opportunities for selfishness and leisure by our cleaners and our childminders. Nothing very eventful happens to us, but that gives more room for the ethnographer in me to get to work. I hope that we can spend more time together again. I want to sit in that circle, to feel Maggie and Cleo included there among their children. And I hope that when I write about them, there might be a form of clear-sightedness that feels less like betrayal than love.




Kay


March


Kay as I’ve said is thirty-nine, thin, quite tall, with dark brown hair greying slightly less than mine is and dark almond-shaped eyes. She’s pretty, in a way that depends on her not acknowledging it: plain clothes, no make-up, not much recognition that she has a body at all. Kay studied English too and she was awarded the second first in our year. That’s crucial, still, to who she is, because she’d be happier with her life, as a secondary-school English teacher married to a famous novelist, if it wasn’t for that tangible reminder of her early promise, and the knowledge that she could be teaching in a university, or publishing better books than I do, or writing better novels than Harald does. Her high first was a tribute to the precision of her mind, which I envied then and value now, though sometimes I feel there is no room in it for the contradictions of daily life.


She and I met doing drama, which seems unlikely, because we are both self-contained. But I directed her in a play in our first year, an obscure comedy by Jean Anouilh, which must have been recommended to me by someone. I can remember her auditioning, she was so restrained and untheatrical she seemed not to be acting at all, just emanating a confidence in herself as this other person, a woman twenty years older than she was. At first I admired her without thinking that we’d become friends, but then there was a post-rehearsal drink where I warmed to her, surprised by how much she could drink and by the sense that she, in a different way from me, was without conversational taboos, or at least shared my frank curiosity about the details of sex, as we delineated the inadequacies of recent encounters. I was attracted to her, I think. There had been an unusually large lesbian contingent at my school and in those days, more than now, I was often sexually attracted to girls. Certainly there were months when our developing friendship was a source of excitement in my life. When she decided to move out of college and asked if she could join the shared house I was planning to rent, it felt like a kind of conquest.


She met Harald on the drama scene as well: theirs is the only marriage among our group that began then. Harald was an American graduate student who acted well. He was noisy, good-looking in that large-featured American manner; at one point he even had side-burns. I met him first and was attracted to him as well – I think Kay and I often have similar taste in men. We flirted at parties and there were a couple of times when I managed to leave alongside him and we walked fast through the night together, our shoes clicking in time, but he wasn’t interested in me. And then he and Kay met on stage in our third year as, of all combustible combinations, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. It’s a sign of how absurdly seriously we took ourselves that Macbeth was being done as a student play at all. Harald at that point was going to be an actor. Kay was going to be a novelist. It made sense of her combination of withdrawn observation and stagey wit. She wrote methodically every day and Harald, who was appealingly ambitious for them as a couple, even found an agent who was interested in her, an American woman who’d walked straight out of 1950s New York. It’s a sign of good taste in him that when he was ready to send out his first novel he didn’t go to the same person, he found his own agent, though it might have been a sign of better taste, by which I may just mean decency, not to turn to novel writing at all.


But he did, and it was soon after his first novel was published that Kay, without telling any of us, enrolled to train as a teacher. I’ve hardly ever heard her mention his books but I know that she found that first book as bad as I did – a story of coming of age in the early days of internet porn. It made him well known and that was the end of her writing. It was all or nothing for her and she wasn’t going to be the less successful writer in the house. She had no real ambitions in other spheres, so instead there has been the teaching and more recently the children: Seb, aged three, and Alisa, a baby a little older than Maggie. She has found motherhood harder than I have, on the whole, but then it’s been a surprising discovery that I find the early stages of motherhood easier than most of my friends do, whether they enjoy it more or less than me. Kay enjoys it less.


So this is an ordinary domestic afternoon at home in March. Home is a large, featureless house near the river in Chiswick, bought with Harald’s large advances and astute investments (he’s the only writer I know who understands the stock market), chosen to be near her parents, filled with tasteful, forgettable furniture, the walls a tasteful, forgettable shade of grey. She is sitting straight-backed at her desk with her pile of marking beside her. Next door the baby, who she’s just collected from nursery, is asleep in her cot. Downstairs there is the reassuring noise of the hoover. There is no danger that Ana is going to want to chat. Ana has no interest in anything that interrupts her cleaning and Kay gains strength from her when she is there – from the knowledge of shared industriousness in their separate spheres.


The essays, piled up on her desk, are on Hamlet. This is the tenth consecutive year that she has marked essays on Hamlet. Somehow, even with two maternity leaves, she hasn’t managed to miss out on them. It’s possible, as with driving along the motorway, to mark the essays without paying any attention to what she is doing. Driving, she opens the window, blasting her brain into attentiveness with cold air. She does the same now, in her study, relishing the discomfort of the chilly air on her face and neck. If there’s a pleasure to be had in this setting, then it’s in the austerity of self-denial.


When asked, Kay admits that she dislikes her students. She says that this is because they’ve become more privileged over the years, as the fees have risen, and less grateful for receiving a better education than their peers are getting at neighbouring schools. Used to servants, they treat their teachers as staff, paid to provide them with A-stars and enable their journey to university, where they will study the same canon of texts that we studied with less investment in them and therefore less riding on the precision of their opinions, which makes it less likely they will develop genuine opinions at all.


Also, having children herself has depleted Kay’s maternal resources. She only has enough affection for her own progeny and so finds it harder to see the rows of girls lined up for instruction as full, embodied people in need of her attention and care. At school yesterday, while she listened to them laboriously reading the play-within-the-play scene in Hamlet, she looked at the ten seventeen-year-olds seated around her and wondered what it would be like if she desired her students, craving to touch the smooth skin and developing hips, and if that would make her a better teacher. Perhaps sensual yearning could awaken her to the life inside these quickening minds, perhaps then she’d have been able to say something about Hamlet that would make them see the urgency of the scene they were bringing into being, and make their own feelings of grief and love and confusion come into focus through the text. But as it is, she has no interest in whether one month’s essay is better than the last.


When asked, Kay also admits that she dislikes Hamlet. I assume that this dates from the time that Harald played Horatio at the RSC, when we were in our mid twenties. They’d recently married, partly in order to get Harald citizenship. He was still pursuing a career as an actor and it was his big break. I remember going to their tiny Hampstead flat and hearing him pacing around, reciting not just his own lines but everyone else’s. I was co-opted – we all were – into running through the scenes with him. Once after I went home from a late dinner, leaving the kitchen crowded with fetid fishbones, I remember thinking of Kay, trying to write, unable to escape the sound of iambic pentameter bouncing off the walls at her.


She loved him then, though. I think she attached more fully to him than any of the rest of us could have attached to anyone at the time. And she loved that small flat, with its views down over the roofs of London. Perhaps she was happy, lying in bed while he paced round the bedroom naked, reciting his lines, and then climbed in to fuck her, somewhere between the doubting Horatio and the angst-ridden prince. Perhaps it gave her life a vigour and embodiment it would otherwise have lacked, just her and the blank page. But at some point during that long run, during the weeks of going to bed alone and welcoming home a man who smelt of Ophelia’s perfume, she came to hate Hamlet. That was his first affair and it was a horrible cliché. She could have protested but she was more committed to good taste than to her own happiness, so she didn’t want to provoke embarrassing scenes. And she still doesn’t, even when she finds receipts from London hotels in the wastepaper bin in their bedroom, even when her friends let on (though this hasn’t happened for a few years) that he has tried to kiss them.


She’s marked ten essays now. Each is scattered with methodical ticks and suggestions for improvement. She has to stop herself giving higher and higher marks as she comes to the end of the sequence. A small smile comes and goes from her face as she catches herself doing this and then holds off. She’s hoping to get the final six done before the baby wakes up or Harald returns after picking up Seb from nursery. Downstairs, Ana is still moving from room to room and it’s because of the noise of the hoover that Kay doesn’t notice Harald and Seb arriving earlier than usual. When she does hear the footsteps, rushing to her door, she’s alarmed, and then Seb comes into the room, asking for biscuits.


No, you can’t have biscuits before dinner, she says, wishing that he’d just come in and hug her, that he’d give her the chance to feel the rush of affection for the child she hasn’t seen all day, before she has to start getting irritated with his demands.


Daddy says I can, he says, and she feels it beginning again, the battles that characterise the four-way interaction in the household. With just the baby, it’s possible to avoid conflict altogether; there are days when there isn’t even any crying. Kay has started to associate this with Alisa being a girl.


Harald comes in now, carrying Alisa. He kisses Kay on the lips and then lifts Alisa high in the air and sticks his tongue out. The baby smiles and sticks hers out in return. Kay feels an irritable superiority in knowing that she can provoke more sustained smiles just by kissing Alisa’s cheeks.


Let’s go to the kitchen, she says to Seb, giving up on her essays and her solitude, and we’ll find you a snack.


They file downstairs. This – all four of them in one room – is the family life that has always mattered so much to Harald, as it did to Chris. Kay, an only child as I am, finds this hard to grasp, though she’s more prepared to perform family life than I was, deterred by the example of my marriage ending.


Kay gives Seb an oatcake and sits Alisa on her mat while Harald, apparently having had enough contact with his children, mixes gin and tonics without first asking her if she wants one. She sips hers and finds that she enjoys the rush of combined clarity and relaxation it brings. She opens the fridge. Meatballs, tomatoes, red pepper.


She announces that they will have meatballs on pasta, preparing herself to cook yet another meal too ordinary to be appetising. Remember that I’m going out, Harald says. She hadn’t, but she now sees that this is why he collected Seb early. She asks where he’s going and is told that it’s a reading for a literary prize, which they want him to judge next year. She asks if that’s the prize for experimental fiction, not bothering to hide her scepticism. He says that, yes, he’s seen as experimental now, it shows that he was ahead of his time. But you’re not experimental, Kay says.


There’s a chant of Mummy, Mummy from Seb. Alisa has started whimpering too, bored by being the only one on the floor. Kay looks at Harald, wondering if he might think it’s his duty to attend to either child, but he seems unaware of the noise, focused on his drink and his thoughts. He says that he is experimental, that you can be experimental without abandoning the sentence. He experiments with genre. Kay wonders if perhaps it will never arrive: the review that she’s always expected to be written, exposing Harald as a fake.


She picks up Alisa and breastfeeds her, too tired now, more because of the prospect of the hours ahead than because she’s done anything tiring, to find a creative way to placate her. Fed, she will sit on her mat again for another half hour. As the milk lets down from her breast she feels a moment of ease, her restlessness briefly quelled, but then her mind is on the move again, thinking of the next task. She says to Seb that she’ll save the meatballs and just make pasta and broccoli, planning to boil them together in the pan. He retorts at once that he wants meatballs and then repeats his request more loudly.


She gives in, wondering if Harald is genuinely oblivious that he is responsible for this evening in which she will end up cooking a meal she doesn’t want to cook, a meal marginally better and more effortful than the meal she’d have had to cook if she’d known from the start that she was to be the only adult present. Questioned, he’d say that she knew he was going out, that she was careless about putting things in her diary. She might respond that she doesn’t need a diary because she has nothing to put in it. She has no life. It has all been taken away from her by him, in his insistent need for these children that she never actively wanted.


Alisa has finished sucking. Kay burps her and the baby sits still in her arms, smiling up at her. When Kay smiles back at her and kisses her nose, Alisa beams. Harald goes upstairs and Seb asks her for the toy car on the counter, which has a loose front door. She gives it to him, reminding him that it’s fragile. Within seconds, the car door breaks and he becomes instantly distraught, asking her to fix it. Kay explains that there’s nothing she can do now, but she could try sellotaping it later. She stirs the meatballs on the hob, holding Alisa in her other arm, the fat spitting into their faces. Seb orders her to sellotape it now, he needs it. When she doesn’t respond he throws it at her and it brushes against Alisa’s head. Kay puts the crying baby back carefully on the mat and bends down to confront her son. His face is curiously inexpressive, dark eyes framed by neat blond hair. This compact little person, so sure of his own rights, seems to have arrived in her house as a fully formed stranger and to have nothing to do with the creature she grew in her body.


She shouts that he must never throw anything at her or Alisa again. He doesn’t answer, so she shakes his shoulders. He continues to stare at her. Say sorry, she commands. Sellotape it now, he shouts back. Immediately, she slaps him, hard enough to leave a red mark on his cheek.


That’s it, she says, I’m throwing it in the bin.


She picks up the little red car where it has landed on the floor and wrenches the other front door off, with some difficulty. Alisa’s cries have become screams now and Seb starts shouting too, words giving way to noises.


Go upstairs, she shouts, pushing him to the door. Go and wait for your dinner, I will never buy you a car again.


With Seb gone, she picks up Alisa and the baby is immediately quiet in her arms. She squeezes the small body to her and cries into the tangled brown hair, hating herself, loving the baby, still unable to access love in herself for the boy who she now hears running around the sitting room above her head with Harald, screaming in excitement, apparently unaffected by their scene. She wonders if Seb will tell Harald what she’s done and how she will defend herself if he confronts her. Then Ana appears in the doorway.


I can’t, I can’t work like this, she says. I’ve just finished that room. Now they run around it. Mr, he wear shoes. The toys go everywhere.


Kay apologises, feeling more in control. She tells Ana not to worry, that they know she’s done it and it’s all right if it gets messy again. But Ana insists that she will have to redo it straight away.


And so it is that when Harald has gone out and Kay has persuaded Seb to eat the dinner he insisted she cook for him, after sending him once in tears to his room, the noise of the hoover continues, as Ana prolongs her battle against attrition. Kay does not say goodbye to her. With Alisa in bed, she gives in to Seb’s demands that she should follow Harald’s example and lie with him until he’s asleep. She’s relieved to find tenderness within her now that he’s small and docile in his bed, and she lies her head close to his, their breaths synchronised. It’s nine o’clock when she emerges from his room, her head thick with mistimed sleep, and walks around the spotless house. She always expected that they would have to change the cream carpets on the stairs soon after having children, that this act of faith from the previous owners would quickly be undermined by their occupancy. But somehow Ana has kept them spotless and fluffy, turning their house into a show home, which in its perfection seems to chastise Kay for never having liked it.


Seeing you doesn’t make me less crazy. It just makes me more aware of the craziness. Which may exacerbate it. Not that I can see you. I don’t know if I like lying here any more.


Kay is with Moser, our psychoanalyst. We don’t seem to want to think of him as Harry. We started seeing him in the same week. I recommended him before I’d started my sessions – if I’d begun already I don’t think I’d have suggested him, I’d have seen that too much time would be spent wondering about each other. But then if the psychoanalytic encounter models other encounters, if it’s desirable therefore to spend half the session talking about your relationship with the analyst, perhaps we might as well make it as multi-dimensional as possible.


Unlike me, she started on the couch, determined to have the full psychoanalytic experience. I want it too but want first – and we have talked about this at some length, of course – to learn his facial expressions, by way of decoding him.


Would you like to move to the chair? His voice today feels aggressive in its quietness. She’s becoming more hysterical and he succeeds in retaining his calm.


Harald was saying yesterday that he thinks the whole analytic thing has become a hoax. Your silences, your delays in replying to my emails, are all because you think that’s what analysts do. All analysts are TV analysts, in a period drama set in turn-of-the-century Vienna.


Do you think that too? he asks.


He sounds weary at last, which comes as a relief, though she knows that she might be imagining it. There are things to talk about. She spent much of the previous day learning Bulgarian grammar from the internet in order to improve her text message communication with Ana, who’s written announcing her intention to resign. In Ana’s first long message, which Google translate mashed up but Kay has now disentangled, she complained that there is no respect for her in the house. The children are allowed to mess it up at will. Harald walks around in muddy shoes.


When Kay called Harald in the flat he rents to write in, he said that they were better off without her. According to him, she was like a librarian who hated readers. She wanted the house to herself with no children in it. This is true, but what Kay is now telling Moser is that she too wants the house to herself, with no children in it. Increasingly, corresponding with Ana yesterday, she came to share her vision of empty carpeted rooms as the ideal environment in which to live; to imagine what it would be like to walk softly with clean bare feet over clean pale carpets, making almost no imprint on her surroundings. ‘I didn’t sign up for this either,’ she wrote back to Ana in what she was fairly sure was perfect Bulgarian.


How would you describe your feelings for her? Moser asks.


I don’t know, she says. I like her. Perhaps I love her. We use love to mean so many different things. There’s a form of intensity, even passion – without liking – that I’d call love. That’s what I feel for her.


She is proud of herself, here, perhaps more than anywhere else. She is exact. She is appropriately crazy, given the setting. She has an unpredictable unconscious.


I think I’m good at this, she says. I think I’m probably better at it than Stella.


It matters to you to be good at it? he asks, and she says that yes, there’s not much that she prides herself on being good at any more. Harald gets the sparkling career, neither of them think she’s a particularly good mother, she doesn’t think she’s a particularly good teacher. It’s what she admires in Ana. That there’s something she’s good at and she does it rigorously.


You don’t think you’re a good mother?


No, she says, maybe because Harald doesn’t, which is unfair, because she invests more time in it than he does into fathering. He wouldn’t say it, but when she argues with Seb it comes across that Harald is disappointed in her. He may be right. There are times when she feels nothing for either her husband or her son, and last night, when they were playing together noisily in the kitchen, she imagined herself banging their heads together, hard. Good mothers probably don’t have those kinds of imaginings.


Did you want to hurt them? Moser asks.


I’m often unnerved by how violent, how quickly violent, my feelings about both of them are, she says. But without the violence there’d be nothing. At least the violence is a sign of love. It’s possible I still love Harald, even if I despise him too. I don’t want to have sex with anyone else, though it might be easier if I did, because then things would even out. Maybe he’d be able to love me more if he felt less guilty. But maybe I’d want to have sex with other men if Harald hadn’t had so many affairs and disgusted me with it. He’s taken away my interest in sex by turning it into something so childishly gluttonous, like eating too many sweets.


Have you lost interest in sex?


Yes. But haven’t most women, in long marriages, if they admit it? I think it’s too much that we’re expected to like sex. I like the sharpness of the changes it brings. The way the tension rises and deflates. But all the fuss seems too much, if all we want is orgasms. I can’t understand why Harald puts so much effort into it. But I can’t see why he puts so much effort into his writing either. Maybe my standards are too high. Is that what I’m learning here? To have lower standards?


Let’s leave that as an open thought, Moser says. But it’s a productive one, I think, though there won’t be an easy answer. You have five minutes left.


The five-minute warning was my idea. It solved the problem of how to relinquish control by not clock watching, while not feeling too panicky about the lack of control. I told Kay about it and so now he does it with her as well. Does he talk about this with the wife who we occasionally hear in the background? Does he have a good marriage? That careful attention to language might help.


Kay looks around at the room she will leave in five minutes. The tasteful grey walls, rather like her own house, the abstract painting, the books of poetry that are just surprising enough in their extensiveness to suggest that he has risked not being quite neutral in this corner of the room. In the silence, she can feel her heart beating and is not sure where it’s coming from – it doesn’t seem to be her chest. She moves her hand around and finds that the pulse she can feel is just below her ear. It’s faster than she’d expect, but she remembers thinking this before and checking it. She feels suddenly that there’s a lot to say. She wants to talk more about Ana. She says that she has started to fantasise about buying a new home, just for herself and Ana. It will be furnished with a single table and chair. She will sit there, writing the great novel that everyone has given up on her writing. And around her, Ana will hoover, finally in control of the battle against entropy. What does Moser think? He probably thinks it’s a fantasy about living with him.


Is it? he asks.


Kay runs a sponge along the kitchen worktop, wondering why she’s doing this when it will soon be messy again, thinking that this is Ana’s life, making brief interventions of order only to be subsumed by the stronger forces of chaos.


This will be the best beef they’ve ever had, Harald says. Once he’d have said ‘you’ve ever had’ but now Kay – is this inevitable in marriage? – is too much a part of him for him to want to impress her. At most they can collude in impressing others, in this case a group of his literary friends.


She goes upstairs to change her clothes. She’s waited to change till the last minute, because Harald’s cooking will coat everything she’s wearing in grease. She sniffs the purple top she’s taken off, which smells unpleasantly of Sunday pubs. She puts on a silk black shirt and a pair of trousers and looks in the mirror at the end of their walk-in wardrobe, taking no satisfaction in her appearance. She tries a closed-lipped smile but feels that she is confronting a ghost.


Downstairs, Nina Simone is playing and Harald is dancing as he cooks, his stomach wobbling as he lurches from side to side in a parody of exuberance. She stands in the doorway watching him, jolted out of disapproval by her envious admiration of the pleasure he’s able to take in the world on his own. This was what attracted her once, what still attracts her, and reveals that she would not be better off elsewhere, however much she fantasises about lone austerity. It matters that at least one adult in the house should be capable of joy.


He sees her standing in the doorway and dances over, laughing as he wiggles his shoulders and hips. She is the static, awkward girl at a school dance, rescued into animation. In his arms, she dances well, better than you’d expect, given that her back and hips are so rigidly straight in daily life, and it surprises her that this is still possible and that her body is still connected to her mind at all. This is the wordless communication they are capable of but rarely have in bed now. She is twisting, somewhere between woman and cat in his arms, willing him to keep going, to send her into a state of dizziness where the inner observer is finally silenced.


There’s a ring on the doorbell. Whoever it is will probably have walked past the windows at street level, looking into the basement, and will have seen them dancing. She isn’t sure if she likes the thought of offering this scene as a window on to their marriage.


It’s me, her friend Stella. I sit down alone, and she finds it strange seeing me without Maggie, and strange to encounter me in reality when I have been present for her as an imaginary figure during her sessions with Moser. She pours three glasses of the wine that Harald has decanted but just as we are about to sip them he produces the cocktail shaker, forbidding us our glasses. This is stylishly done and Kay decides to succumb to the attraction of the drink itself.


Are you drinking much? she asks me, and I explain that I’ve cut down on breastfeeding a bit so everything is becoming possible again. Harald looks at us distastefully, as though to forbid us being mothers at his dinner party, reminding me that I’m here in my professional capacity as a publisher. To reinforce this, he asks how work is and then, laughing, asks what news there is of Vince, Helena’s uncle and our publishing director. I remind him that I’m still on maternity leave, evading the question about Vince, because I only heard yesterday what’s happened.


Cliff, our CEO, called to tell me that Vince has been accused of exposing himself to an author in a hotel room at a literary festival. Apparently Vince denies it, though he admits inviting her to his room. At the moment, I find it all hard to believe. He’s slept with enough women consensually that he surely wouldn’t need to force himself upon them. And as allegations go, it feels so unoriginal at the moment. But Vince is close enough to retirement, and Cliff is worried enough about the reputation of the company, that he may be gently forced out. Harald has heard this already, and hopes, misguidedly, that I might at that point choose to publish his own books; he sees in us the prestige he still seeks. That may be one reason why he’s decided, lavishly, to feed me tonight. I’m tempted to tell him not to bother. I’ve only read one of his novels and didn’t get much out of it. I look for a kind of urgency in books that I almost never feel in Harald, even in conversation, though I feel it all the time in Kay.


By way of acknowledging our shared world, I ask him who’s coming. He lists the guests: three novelists and a journalist. He doesn’t know if they’re bringing partners. His dinners are informally enough catered that the numbers don’t need to be fine-tuned in advance.


The doorbell rings. The three novelists, all male, have arrived at once, already in animated conversation, which they continue on their way downstairs. They take their cocktails. They all have beards and are the same sort of height, with hair different combinations of salt and pepper, paunches varying from slight to large. Kay failed to listen to their names upstairs but remembers one being called Bill and one Stephen. It’s possible that two are called Stephen. Why have we allowed ourselves to live in a world where everyone is so close to being the same?


They are talking about adultery in literature. No one has done it as well as Henry James, one of them says. Kay looks over at me, wishing to exchange a glance of recognition that we are still talking about Henry James after all these years, but I am looking into my glass, preparing myself to summon a likeable and articulate social persona for the next three hours, when really I’d most like to talk to Kay about our babies.


He’s so judgy, though, says the other one in a tone Kay categorises distractedly as camp.


In the best novels he’s judging them as people, not for their actions, she says, hearing in herself the clipped tones of the schoolmistress but caring enough about what she’s saying to continue. She explains that in The Golden Bowl the adulterers are wrong to take advantage of their spouses’ innocence, but they’re not wrong to transgress the marital bond. Everyone looks at her. The camp man smiles and stares, as though beginning to take her in. She notices that his beard is slightly less manicured than the other men’s.


Whose side is James on, he asks, Maggie or Charlotte? She says that it’s both. James isn’t too clever for goodness, but he also values the honesty of the intelligently bad. Her guest smiles more eagerly. He has focused on her now and appreciates her. She wishes that she could remember his name. The conversation continues and she finds that she’s able to talk about this book she hasn’t read for twenty years. She thinks that she might actually be enjoying herself, and realises that she is eating one of the fishy canapés with relish, as though it has been made by someone else in someone else’s kitchen and she is not going to be responsible for the washing up.


Do you write? the man asks abruptly. She can feel me looking at her, curious as to what she’ll say.


No, she says, clasping her hands neatly in front of her as she explains that one writer is enough. He advises her to do so. With her definite opinions, she might write something original.


Watching them, I feel irritated that he doesn’t know how obvious this is. It’s as though he’s just discovered a fresh talent, rather than observing a talent that has been slowly wasting for twenty years.


I feel sick when I go into bookshops, she says, because there are so many books published. Usually when Harald wants to go into one I wait outside, or hide in the children’s section. When Stella sends me the books she publishes, I look at them, with their tasteful covers and tasteful prose, and wonder why it feels like a valid use of a life to publish them. I look at Harald’s manuscripts before he submits them, printed and stacked up, and wonder how he’s so confident that the world needs another banal story about made-up people.
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