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			‘Each morning a vision came to me.

			Gradually I understood that these were naked glimpses of my soul.

			I called them Nudes.’

			 

			– ‘The Glass Essay’, Ann Carson

			 

			 

			 

			‘Living in a female body is different from looking at it, as a man. Even the Venus of Urbino menstruated, as women know and men forget.’

			 

			– Lisa Tickner

			 

			 

			 

			‘When it’s finished

			he shows me proudly, lights a cigarette. I say

			Twelve francs and get my shawl. It does not look like me.’

			 

			– ‘Standing Female Nude’, Carol Ann Duffy
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			Paula Modersohn-­Becker, Self-­Portrait at 6th Wedding Anniversary, 1906

			In my hand, there is a postcard that I bought when I was nineteen and slipped inside my tatty copy of Ways of Seeing. I hold it by the top right-­hand corner between my thumb and forefinger, and as I do it trembles slightly, because I am breathing too quickly. I am wondering whether to send it, or to make a phone call instead.

			 

			The glossy card is a reproduction of your self-­portrait from 1906. It was painted on your thirtieth birthday, six years after your wedding day. Your eyes confront me from your tilted face, not solemn exactly, but peacefully authoritative as you cradle your rounded belly. Your breasts are simply a fact.

			 

			You wanted to be pregnant, but you weren’t when you painted this. You were just trying it on, as one might a costume. Seeing how it fit. I think you wanted it desperately, but you feared it, too.

			 

			You had left your husband and gone to Paris to be an artist. Maybe, like me, you were often struck with terror at all the art you hadn’t made. Maybe that made you want to burn down your life.

			

			 

			I bought the postcard in a museum gift shop. Since I was a little girl, I have collected postcards of paintings. I always wanted to hold on to the meaning for as long as I could after leaving the gallery, to absorb the magic, somehow.

			 

			The nudes we studied at university were mannered and bloodless. I’d had no idea that you existed, until I saw your painting on that Interrail trip, at a loose end in a small German city while the others slept off their hangovers. The first known nude self-­portrait by a female painter. My vision cracked open.

			 

			I stood in front of you, eager to absorb every detail. What did I notice? Aside from your breasts, it was your mannish, artist’s hands. The flesh of your arms, the flushes of pink there and in your face. A refutation of idealised perfection. Here is a woman’s body as seen by a woman.

			 

			I know better, now, than to be surprised at your omission from the syllabus. I look at the postcard as I stand, shaking, in a half-­unpacked spare room, the same age as you were when you died: thirty-­one.

			 

			I wonder how many great artists the world has lost to childbirth. I think you would have found a way to be a mother and to carry on making art, had you lived. You had been planning to leave your husband for good, to raise the baby on your own.

			

			You died eighteen days after giving birth, the first time they let you stand up. They wove roses through your hair and walked you through to hold your daughter. Your final words were, ‘What a pity.’

			 

			I decide that your painting means too much to part with. I put you down gently, and go to pick up the phone.

		

	
		
			

			First day, morning

			During my first night on the island, I dreamed that a baby slipped smoothly from my vagina, and, without making a sound, slithered its way up my body – cord still attached – towards my right nipple, which it clamped in its mouth and began to suck.

			The surprise arrival of the baby, owing to the complete absence of any pregnancy, meant that my dream-­self produced no milk, nor did I have anywhere to put the infant. In the end, Greg and I placed it in a cardboard Amazon box. Its showing up was a shock, but not an altogether unpleasant one. When I awoke, damp and babyless at dawn, I was bemused by how bereft I felt.

			The villa was still with sleep as I gently closed the door and took the path down to the sea, where the annoyance I had felt about being awake so early after a long journey began to dissipate. It’s hard to cry and swim at the same time, and the bay, which was empty, looked so disarmingly beautiful in the dawn light that I soon forgot everything about the dream. Behind me was a long stretch of golden sand fringed with scented Aleppo pines, empty of buildings with the exception of a small, shuttered taverna that would remain closed for another five hours. The beach itself was fringed with cliffs that rose sharply from the water, the liquid glistening around their feet the clearest I had ever seen. The land behind the beach, which was dotted with olive groves, was also steep. Among these groves stood the house belonging to Alessia’s father.

			

			I swam towards the horizon. The sun was rising steadily, bathing the whitewashed monastery in light. Perched on a rocky peninsula that swung around to shelter the bay, the monastery ventured its presence almost humbly, its domed roofs not squat exactly, but lacking the urge to tower and impose that other religious buildings projected. Instead, it watched the cove’s activities unfold with quiet complacency, its bells silent. The monks had long gone.

			I paused and now, out of my depth but able to see every detail of the sea floor, began to tread water, my breath beating in my ears. I was making little splashing sounds with my fingers, but it was at the noise of a much louder splash that I turned, and saw a man’s dark head bobbing in the surf bordering the rocks below the church. I raised my hand in greeting but his head remained still, and something about his own presumed solitude stopped me from making a sound. Instead, I made my way back to shore unnoticed, and climbed the path and then the steps towards the house, dripping without my towel.

			On the terrace, Helena was a ringleted goddess on a Doric stone bench, drinking an espresso and tapping out a message on her phone, her gel nails making a plasticky clicking sound against the screen.

			

			She looked up. ‘Early morning swim?’

			I nodded.

			‘Gorgeous day for it. You’ll laugh at me, but I’m having a fucking nightmare trying to work out what headpiece to wear.’ Helena went into the pocket of her silk dressing gown and pulled out a packet of Karelia slim cigarettes, then started tapping its base against her palm.

			I wondered why it was that people did that.

			‘My mother wants me to wear this hideous antique wax orange-­blossom thing that belonged to my granny. Mum wore it when she married Dad, and she’s managed to dig it out of the attic, but I want something more like this – look. We’re rowing about it.’

			I looked at the freeze-­dried flower crown on the screen, and then back at this woman whom I had known for more than a decade. She was, undeniably, a woman, but all the same I struggled to see her as one, owing not only to her slightness but also to the image of her at eighteen that was fixed in my memory, in leggings and a hooded sweatshirt emblazoned with her classmates’ names, hair swept to one side. A woman whose aim in life, stolen from Joni Mitchell, had been to wreck her stockings in some jukebox dive. A woman who could roll a three-­skin joint with one hand, whose sharp sense of comic timing left men in bars who worked in finance in the dust, who had written her thesis on reconciling the domestic in the fiction of Virginia Woolf, and who, in an excoriating speech, had berated the men in the students’ union for what she dubbed their ‘predatory sense of entitlement’.

			

			A flower crown. It comes for us all, in the end.

			Privately thinking that the wax headpiece sounded prettier, I sat down next to Helena and reached over to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Stop worrying about it. At least for now. It’s your hen. You’re supposed to enjoy it.’

			‘I wish people would stop calling it my hen. I hate the word. Like we’re dumpy little featherbrains going cluck, cluck, cluck.’

			‘Sorry. What should we say instead? Bachelorette party?’

			‘Too American. And four doesn’t make a party.’

			I’d wondered about that. Was it that there were only three women living whom Helena actually liked, or was she being deliberately selective? One thing I had come to understand about Helena, and which had become much more apparent since she became successful, was how much she liked Nice Things: things that were not only expensive, but which in and of themselves seemed to speak of her inner character. Leather-­bound diaries and silk pyjamas, hand-­painted ceramics, mid-­century furniture. In contrast to this carefully curated self-­image, a squealing crowd of tipsy women lacked a certain chic.

			‘I’d better go and deflate the giant penis,’ I said.

			Inside, most of the house was still dark and shuttered, but the fact that everything was painted white meant that the light from the French windows leading on to the terrace was enough to guide my way back to my bedroom, dripping water from the ends of my hair on to the marble floors. I marvelled at the size of my bed, my only foreign holiday prior to this having been a post-­exams trip to Mallorca: five sixteen-­year-­old girls crammed into a tiny apartment decorated in varying shades of brown, the smell of the drains in the adjacent bathroom infesting the nylon curtains and the bedspreads on which we lolled, eating cheesy corn snacks as we waited for whoever’s turn it was to finish vomiting. I had lost touch with those girls since going to university.

			

			In contrast, everything in the villa had been selected with taste so impeccable it was almost offensive. In each room, blue-­and-­white woven rugs broke up the pearlescent white of the floors, while handmade but unfolksy objets d’art dotted the otherwise minimalist shelves, giving pops of colour. The windows were framed with long white curtains cut from gauzy muslin, which I imagined would bathe the rooms in dreamy sunlight when the shutters were opened. The linen on the bed was also white, and on the wall behind it was a pen-­and-­ink line drawing of a seated female nude, possibly by Matisse. Possibly even an original. Alessia’s father was a gallery owner in Athens.

			We had arrived the night before in darkness, so I had not really seen the exterior of the villa until the morning, but as Alessia had showed us around, I’d had one of those moments where I felt suddenly outside myself. Now, standing there in that perfect room, I wondered how I had got here. It wasn’t a smug feeling, more one of wonderment at how life could turn out, how shocked my younger self would be to see it. To go from watching European films about people in holiday villas to actually staying in one.

			

			I showered, put on a white cheesecloth shirt, and went in search of breakfast.

			I came upon Alessia in the open-­plan living area, wearing a dress of striking Klein blue that was obviously chosen to complement the shutters that she was in the process of throwing open. She looked up at me.

			‘Did you sleep OK?’

			‘Great, thanks. I had a dip in the sea. The beach is so beautiful. I can’t believe how clear the water is here.’

			‘This is my favourite place in the world.’ Alessia smiled, and stepped back from the window. ‘There’s coffee.’

			We went through another set of French doors on to the rear terrace and sat down at a large circular table with a mosaic top. It had been laid with pastries, breads and jams, as well as a pot of coffee and a jug of orange juice. The remains of two breakfasts had been stacked neatly to one side, and Iris had decamped to the padded wooden sunbeds that lined the edge of the swimming pool. The heat of the sun was making itself known even at this early hour, giving the air a heaviness and a lethargy that was deceptive for a place so near the sea. It could be that the closeness was owed to the valley’s sharp sides, how they loomed over the solitary villa, cradling it in a way that didn’t feel entirely benevolent.

			As Alessia busied herself with breakfast, I murmured a greeting to the other women and was met with silence. Both she and Helena appeared to be asleep. Iris hadn’t spoken to me at all on the flight, having put in her headphones as soon as she sat down. Lying next to her was a hardback edition of a much-­hyped novel that had been obscenely popular that summer, about people in the publishing industry sleeping with one another. Iris, who was lying on her front, had probably been trying to gauge if she recognised any of her friends and colleagues – or, indeed, herself – among the thinly disguised characters.

			

			I frowned at the back of her exposed neck. The polar opposite of a rainbow goddess, she was named for Iris Murdoch, who had been a friend of her mother’s. It wasn’t that I hated Iris – we’d been in each other’s enforced company for too long for that. It was more that she gave me a feeling of inadequacy. This came less from her statuesque Nordic looks and more from her cultural capital and bitchy attitude, which strongly suggested that she had sized you up and found you wanting. After many years of trying to form a bond, I had long accepted that I lacked the qualities she needed in a friend, and had all but stopped trying.

			Sometimes, I wondered if Iris’s coldness was a defence mechanism. On the topic of her job, as an editor at a well-­known literary publisher, she was brittle to a degree that spilled over into unpleasantness, perhaps owing to the fact she had not won her status entirely on merit.

			For example, in the airport bookshop the day before:

			 

			Iris: I can’t find the LRB anywhere. You’d think they’d stock it at an international airport.

			Me: What’s the LRB?

			

			Iris: The London Review of Books.

			Me: Oh. Don’t you get it free at work?

			Iris, settling for the New Yorker: What makes you think we have a budget? Don’t you ever listen?

			 

			I offered her an aspartame smile. She stalked off towards the self-­checkouts while I stood there, holding in one hand an introduction to Greek mythology written by a television celebrity, and in the other the sandwiches that Greg, who hated the thought of me overspending at the airport, had made for me that morning and wrapped tenderly in foil. I knew perfectly well what LRB stood for.

			Perhaps I did hate her. Looking back at that time now, I can see that I was fraying at the edges. Afterwards, they would say that I was having an episode, would collectively pick over the holiday for signs as they sat with their glasses of Picpoul. As my therapist said, it was easier to diagnose madness than to designate such an act a reasonable response to events. Had I not seemed a bit off from that first day? A little outside the rest of the group?

			But then, that had always been the case.

			 

			Iris’s disdain for me had been obvious from the first time we met at university, when she and Alessia had spent the entire evening talking about people they knew in the art world (Iris’s father was on the board of a museum, and Alessia’s was a wealthy collector who, at the time, was looking into starting a gallery). As they spoke, I chewed on my straw.

			

			It wasn’t the rudeness of it that bothered me. It was the fact that I allowed it to make me feel small. I had shrugged off Eleanor Roosevelt’s advice and consented to feeling inferior. I had signed on the dotted line. I often used to feel that way in those days, when people were half-­rubble, still trying to assemble their makeshift identities into something more concrete. I had first been drawn to these women because their ease and their confidence were qualities I lacked. I’d thought that Iris would grow out of her standoffishness, but she didn’t. This perturbed me. I had come to like myself more as the years went on, which had made our acquaintance even more uneasy. And yet, when other people commented on Iris’s rudeness, I found myself apologising on her behalf, telling them: ‘She’s different once you get to know her.’

			It was a lie. She was the same.

			The clink of the metal moka pot on china behind me called me to the table. Alessia was buttering the toast she would proceed to half-­eat, humming a tune under her breath.

			I sat.

			‘What’s the plan for today?’

			‘Lounge here for the morning, then head down to the taverna for lunch.’

			We had five days before the men would arrive.

			 

			‘It’s only five days.’

			This was how I had put it to Greg, when I had asked him to fly out to Greece for the second half of the holiday, along with the rest of the plus-­ones.

			

			‘It won’t be that bad.’

			Greg pushed his glasses up his nose and set aside the device he’d been scrolling on. I was leaning on the door frame, chewing my lip.

			He was quiet.

			‘It’s not really my idea of a good time, Soph,’ he said, eventually.

			He had never liked the girls, but the group’s male contingent were even worse.

			‘I have nothing in common with them’. His voice came out in a whine, and I was momentarily embarrassed. ‘I never know what to talk about.’

			‘You’re being chippy,’ I said. ‘You’re always chippy around people with money.’

			He had retorted that it was better than being in awe of people with money. But he had relented.

			I both was and wasn’t looking forward to his arrival. Our relationship was in its sixth year and I was supposed to be deciding whether or not I wanted to have a baby, but I already felt as though I was melting. We all were. I could see my female friends dissolving before my eyes, their borders merging with the backgrounds of what had slowly and imperceptibly become our lives. The shift had been discombobulating. In our early twenties, despite the differences in our origins, it had been easy to pretend that we were all the same, that our destinies intersected. We all lived the same scrappy, ersatz existences in shared flats and thrift-­shop clothes, working on various creative projects, sticky-­taped together through bar and temp work. Then the money started making itself known. There had been hints of it before, of course – tabs settled with the wave of a hand, long periods spent interning without pay, trips to Bali – but now it seemed flagrant, undeniable. Its rude presence stood in the corner of the room like an ugly ornament, there, but not quite as flagrant as the prospect of a baby.

			

			In many ways, Greg was the perfect man with whom to do it. He was gainfully employed, kind and relatively stable. He came from a fairly normal family and had several sisters, the result being that he treated women as human beings as opposed to strange creatures with mysterious bodily functions and opaque desires, sirens from a different school. He was tall and attractive, and didn’t seem to be losing his hair. He was intelligent, too, though not obnoxiously so, and funny without ever being cruel.

			I met him because we worked at the same art gallery. I had seen him around and admired the way he looked in his coat, which was a black trench with epaulettes that made him look vaguely French. He had an angular face and the sort of pale, Celtic skin that made him look as though he could be on drugs, or at least had had some acquaintance with them in the past, but despite looking it, he wasn’t pretentious. There was an easy openness to his manner that endeared him to everyone. He smiled a lot and made witty jokes about the artists whose work we displayed. When I had started working in the gallery shop, we only really exchanged pleasantries for the first few weeks, or nodded at one another in the staff room or the smoking stairwell, until he came in to buy a birthday card.

			

			‘Do you think it’s what he would have wanted?’

			I stood at the till, baffled by this gnomic statement. ‘Who?’

			‘Edvard Munch. Imagine: he’s walking on this fjord at sunset, experiencing this agonising moment of existential pain. The sky is orange and seems to be splitting open, and he feels his whole identity fracturing. So he paints that feeling and calls it The Scream. Do you think he ever thought, while he was making it, ‘One day, this howl of anguish at the human condition will end up as a felt finger-­puppet in a gallery shop, priced five-­ninety-­nine?’’

			I stared at him as he waggled the finger on which he had placed said puppet, grinning. His eyes were a surprising pale blue, and I held his gaze for a beat too long to show him that I’d noticed, then said:

			‘It’s a common misconception that the face in the painting depicts the scream of the title. In fact the subject is covering his ears because it felt to Munch as though the entire sky was screaming. The scream is what he is hearing, not what he is doing. It’s two-­fifty for the card, please. I take it you don’t want the finger-­puppet.’

			Later, at parties, he would tell people that that was the moment that he fell in love with me, and I went along with it. It made a neat little story, showing as it did that he was a feminist new man who relished a correction from an intelligent woman – one whom, he was to discover, had a first-­class degree in fine art, though she was criminally underemployed in a shop. As though most artists don’t end up in retail.

			In truth, he had looked momentarily put out as I put the card in its paper bag and handed it to him, our fingers grazing. It might be that he’d felt a charge then.

			

			Perhaps I am not being fair to him. He was a good man, in the main part, and he would certainly dispute the idea that he’d felt threatened.

			I’d say that words, however wittily arranged, are all very well. Sometimes I think that he only fell in love with me when he found out what else I could do with my mouth.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Francesca Woodman, From Space2, Providence, Rhode Island, 1976

			I found you in my teenage years, thinking I heard the cry of one unhappy soul to another. I read that you were the Plath of photography, unaware then of the persistent cataloguing of female pain into something non-­threatening and manageable, the stripping away of all its righteous cadences, its fury, its wit.

			 

			In this tiny photograph, taken when you were eighteen, floral shards obscure your face and groin. We see only your navel, and your feet, looking as though they are travelling out of the wall into our dimension – or maybe dissolving out of it, away from us.

			 

			‘Am I in the picture? Am I getting in or out of it? I could be a ghost, an animal or a dead body, not just this girl standing on the corner . . .?’ you once wrote.

			 

			I used to look at my body in the bathroom mirror, admiring its youthful proportions, a ghostly echo with the same skinny frame as yours. The body that men want; the body of a child with breasts. I knew this already and could not help but find it pleasing. You were always trying to make your body disappear, to conceal or contort it. Like me, you loved gothic fiction, perhaps identified with its confined heroines, their shimmering madness, captured in the spectral blur of the long exposure.

			

			 

			You liked mirrors, too. You were thirteen when you stood in front of the camera lens for the first time. What was that child thinking? What drew her to capture the fleeting presence of her body in the world?

			 

			You – the child of artists – used nudity like a much more mature photographer; we are not used to such sexual confidence in so young a woman. You used to sneak into the natural history museum in Florence after everyone went home and experiment with shooting. You seemed to like abandoned places.

			 

			I look at your self-­portraits and I feel myself enter the empty rooms of your heart: the peeling wallpaper, the bare floorboards, the derelict structures in which you shot. The tension between these decaying surroundings and your eroticised body makes objectification a battle for the eye.

			 

			People view all your work through the prism of your death, yet there is so much playful humour there. You’re messing around, having a laugh, making fun of the male gaze. While the teenager in me was drawn to your sadness, the woman in me is drawn to your sense of irony.

			

			It was only years after you threw yourself from a Lower East Side window at the age of twenty-­two that the world started taking notice. You’re now considered one of the twentieth century’s great photographers. There is a psychic risk in being an artist, your father said.

			 

			You had created, in total, ten thousand negatives.

		

	
		
			

			First day, afternoon

			Lying by the pool, looking at the gap between Iris’s legs as she rubbed cream into her milky skin, I wondered why I always seemed to be in a game of measuring up. I had looked at those legs and envied them, and then, as my eyes were drawn to her face, I’d had an automatic thought: ‘Tiny eyes; almost piggy.’

			This appraisal was a comfort blanket, a method of psychological reassurance that I had developed from a young age, to make the beauty, talent or achievement of other women manageable. She may have a beautiful face, but her body is all out of proportion. She may have won a prize, but her teeth are crooked. And so on.

			Sunlight danced on the surface of the water. Helena was talking about how she could neither afford to lose weight nor gain it in the months coming up to her wedding, because she had already bought her dress, and as it was a sample which fitted perfectly, she was hoping to avoid alterations. She was comparing notes with Alessia on her chosen method of deprivation, and as she did so I continued to look at Iris, my eyes sweeping up and down her body, appraising her concave stomach, her round, retroussé breasts, her linear arms, which did not bloat unflatteringly when she held them against the sides of her body. I lamented female objectification, and would never view a life model this way, yet outside of the studio, I looked at women more ruthlessly than most men ever would.

			

			I scanned their forms for imperfections as a restorer might hunt for chips in stone, and would often find many that were to my satisfaction. Yet sometimes there were women with no discernible flaws, who adhered so rigidly to conventional beauty standards that they did not seem real. Women like these had been mesmerising to me since puberty. They always affected naturalness and ignorance under our gazes, yet they always knew they were observed, just as every woman knows she is being observed all the time, is even observing herself.

			I like women. I understand them. I swell with anger to hear of their exploitation, and feel pain at their sadnesses. But their triumphs pain me too. I do not know why their successes must feel like my own personal failures.

			Were I to paint Iris – were she to stand in front of me, vulnerable and goose-­fleshed in my cool, borrowed studio – her body would cease to be a threat, would instead be broken down into nothing more than a series of lines and curves inverted in the dark lenses of my pupils. To deconstruct a body in this way is not to have power over it – at least, I have never felt in my own art that I am claiming ownership of my models. But the act of observing becomes detached. The form becomes a fact, nothing more. I had been trying to transpose this way of seeing to the world at large. Or, to put it less academically: I was trying to become less bogged down by beauty.

			

			Tuning back in to the conversation, I listened to Helena talking about her mother.

			‘She said that dresses in that style do not flatter our figure,’ Helena was saying. She put emphasis on the ‘our’. ‘It has proven to me what I always thought, which is that she sees me as an extension of herself.’

			‘My mother definitely does that,’ said Alessia. ‘I feel that whenever she comments on my weight. It’s her own self-­loathing being projected on to me. Every time I visit her, she will place the fat beneath my arms between her thumb and her forefinger and then pinch it, and shake her head. Like this.’ She demonstrated, using Helena.

			‘Mine couldn’t care less what I look like,’ said Iris. ‘But she cried when I didn’t get a first.’

			‘The mothers are not coming off well here,’ said Helena, lighting a cigarette and shifting on her lounger.

			I felt a need to defend my own. ‘I think mine was always just glad that we were alive,’ I said. ‘If she ever went on a diet, she kept it well hidden.’

			They went quiet, so I didn’t elaborate on the fact that to starve myself, when the life she had gifted us was so fragile and precious, would have seemed to my mother a gross ingratitude.

			 

			The sun was rising higher in the sky and the air had become thick and still. We could hear the sea in the distance, but the olive groves around the villa were silent. The pool’s clean lines beckoned, making me think inevitably of Hockney. I got up and walked to the other side, my feet dancing over the noon scorch of the marble. I glanced over at the others, but they were now deep in conversation, their heads bent slightly in listening poses. I wanted to draw them. I dove, swam two lengths of the pool, and climbed out to lie in the sun.

			

			At one, we threw on our dresses and walked down to the taverna. The day-­trippers had arrived on the beach, and the sea was dotted with bobbing heads; a throng wandered its way towards the monastery. It could almost have been a different place to the one in which the stranger and I swam earlier that morning. The taverna was bustling, but Alessia wound her way confidently towards a large table at the front. As we were about to sit, a grey-­haired man who looked to be in his late seventies emerged from the darkness of the kitchen and embraced her. She said something to him in Greek, and a conversation followed. The rest of us stood smiling, but he gestured for us to sit, before disappearing and returning with two bronze-­coloured carafes of wine.

			 

			Iris swilled a little wine in her glass, sipped, made a face, and adjusted her expression. At home she drank reds, shared the still lifes she took of glasses placed just so on the shaded tables of London institutions, Quo Vadis and Noble Rot, St. John for supper with her father. But to show disdain would be to insult Alessia, who had poured the wine and was raising a glass to Helena.

			

			‘What is it these hen parties say? “Same penis for ever”? To having the same penis for ever.’ Then she grinned at me, and a look of complicity passed between us, because I knew that to her, this was a fate worse than death.

			Iris rolled her eyes while we clinked.

			‘Well, this certainly beats the last hen party I went to,’ I said, as the others looked at their menus.

			I thought about my friend Tess’s hen night at home, in the small provincial market town in which I’d grown up. How she’d worn a veil and a sash and had danced in the centre of our glittery rabble, flushed with alcohol and excitement as she sang ‘Like a Prayer’, and how I had moaned performatively to Helena about it having been tacky and retrograde. I loved Tess, had known her since our mothers gave birth in the same ward. She knew the things that had frightened me in my girlhood, had been at the beach that day and put her sticky, six-­year-­old hand in mine at the hospital when it had looked as though my little sister would not survive the accident. She understood that since leaving, I would always be somehow split between the person I was at home and the person I had become, and that it wasn’t so much a question of playacting as it was that I wanted to be more than the girl with the ill sister, that I needed to construct a new identity, at least for a little while, before love and duty pulled me back again. It’s a myth that we ever escape the places we are from.

			‘I say that, but it was great fun,’ I added. Then, pointlessly: ‘She has a son now.’

			The others were looking at their menus. A waiter approached. I looked up and with a start realised it was the man from the beach. His face flickered and I felt a beat, then another when I tilted my eyes up towards his.

			

			‘Kalispera,’ I said. ‘Can we have some tzatziki for the table, please? And a Greek salad.’ I paused while I looked to the others for guidance, and Alessia looked up towards me and the waiter, and laughed.

			‘Ky.’ Declarative, knowing.

			He walked over to her as she stood up, and they kissed on both cheeks. His hand was on her arm and she was tracing her fingers over the hem of her dress, near the bust. It was clear to everyone that they had slept together. As they stood talking, I observed the curls of his hair, the strong line of his nose. His T-­shirt was close-fitting enough to show that his torso was both wiry and muscular, like that of a climber.

			Alessia finished the order and I watched the red tag on the back of his jeans retreating to the darkness of the restaurant’s interior, then swiftly turned my head towards the bright sea, squinting.

			‘You never told me you’d had a waiter, Alessia,’ said Helena. ‘I couldn’t have imagined it.’

			‘He’s an old family friend,’ Alessia said, waving her hand. ‘I have known him since I was tiny. We have had the house my whole life, and they the restaurant.’

			‘It’s his parents’ restaurant?’ I was playing with the tablecloth.

			‘Yes,’ said Alessia. ‘And yes, we have had a few nights together, over the years. When we were teenagers, mostly. Helena, I am not sure what you are implying, about him being a waiter. In Greece, we do not have this bizarre class system that you British insist on. It is not looked down upon to work in a restaurant.’

			

			‘It was a joke’, said Helena. ‘We have a cliché about Greek waiters, is all.’

			‘The way you English speak about foreigners is always a stereotype,’ Alessia said. ‘This is the cause of the current problem.’

			We had agreed not to talk about what was happening at home, the increasingly febrile climate. How a passing stranger had told Alessia, as she was strolling down the street on the phone to her father, to ‘Speak English.’ How, in ten days’ time, when we flew home, we might be returning to a collapsed government.

			‘He is not just a waiter,’ she continued, with sarcasm. ‘He is an archaeologist in Athens. Since the crisis, he has returned every summer to help his parents. His mother is not well.’

			‘He’s beautiful, whatever he does,’ said Iris, to try and defuse the tension. ‘You should have seen Sophie. She couldn’t keep her eyes off him.’

			They all looked at me and I gave a pretend leer, not realising that he was behind me with the appetisers. He put them down and retreated while the others tried not to laugh.

			‘You’re practically a married woman,’ said Helena.

			‘Don’t be tedious,’ I said. ‘Just because I’ve been with Greg for six years doesn’t mean that I’ve lost all appreciation for other men. Can we talk about something more interesting?’

			

			‘She’s changing the subject.’

			‘I think we’ve hit a nerve.’

			‘Look,’ I said. ‘I’m happy with Greg. I love him. We live together. We are thinking of having a baby.’ I poured another glass of wine, pretending not to notice their surprise. ‘Lay off.’

			None of these were untrue statements, but they were a distilled version of events. The essentials. I didn’t know how to explain to the others that the thought of motherhood repelled me, that a part of me viewed it as an act of submission. Of lying on your back and opening your legs for a man, and then again and again for teams of doctors and specialists, and finally for a child. That marks a woman in the eyes of others. It is not that she hasn’t always been perceived as a body – that is the sad rule of femininity – but with motherhood, the horrific truth of the body is made real in their minds, and after that she is tainted.

			I thought of Tess limping from room to room in the aftermath of her birth, smelling of blood and piss and baby sick, the absorbent pad between her legs giving her a strange sort of waddle; her husband trying to arrange his face to imply that the way he saw her hadn’t changed. And I thought of my mother, dabbing the drool from the corner of my sister’s mouth, wiping her after she had been to the toilet. I thought often of the Frida Kahlo birth portrait, in which her mother lies, legs akimbo, in a bed in a pool of blood, her face covered with a sheet as though by a shroud. Her identity obliterated.

			I feared this loss of self, that I would not accept it with the grace and humour of women like my mother and my friend, that I would battle and kick against it, might let the child down in ways myriad and irreversible. I knew that the woman had to have the strength to put her needs to one side, however much she might want to remain a person in the world. I knew what it was to care for a human who was more vulnerable, but my sister had never been inside my body. I had never, unlike Helena’s mother, seen her as an extension of myself, had never poured all my own thwarted needs into keeping her alive.

			

			I mopped up some tzatziki with my bread and watched Ky taking an order from another table, admiring the triangle of his torso, the slope of his shoulders drawing my eye down to his muscular arms. I then turned to look at Helena, who had eaten everything on her plate except for the large block of feta that had been atop her salad, and now lay there, glistening, like wet marble waiting to be sculpted.

			 

			Fish had followed, then yoghurt with honey. Ky’s father had come out and insisted that we try some of his wife’s homemade raki, as I joked about how, if we were at home, none of us would have dreamed of touching alcohol distilled in a bathtub. We had left the restaurant after three and made our way in a dreamlike state back up towards the villa. We had all retired to our rooms to sleep, but I had found myself lying with my eyes open, unable to relax. I tried to read a little, but found I couldn’t concentrate. I sent Greg a message saying that I missed him. I hung up my dresses in the wardrobe. My fingers tingled with restless anxiety.

			

			Eventually, I must have drifted off, and I woke at dusk to a knock on the door. Alessia came in, wearing underwear and a T-­shirt, and sat down on the end of the bed. I thanked her again for the holiday, but she brushed me off with a dismissive sound, and shifted closer towards me.

			‘I am sorry they teased you at lunch,’ she said. ‘I think it got to you a little.’

			‘Please,’ I said, reaching for her hand. ‘I’m used to it; it’s fine.’

			She rested her head on my shoulder, lifted it and smiled. I was struck by the perfect distance between her eyes.

			‘I want to draw you,’ I said.

			‘You can. You can draw me this week, if you like.’

			‘Or better, paint. Just a portrait. I wouldn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.’

			Alessia shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. I have always wanted a drawing of myself.’

			I had seen Alessia in her underwear many times. We had danced in her kitchen like that one summer, drunk on orange wine. We had been in changing rooms in shops and yoga studios, tried on outfits before evenings out. I had even put her under the stream of the shower once, after she had taken so much cocaine that she had started panicking that her heart would stop. But to draw her naked would be different.

			‘Do you think Ky is attractive?’

			‘Objectively, of course.’ I didn’t mention that I had seen him swimming that morning.

			‘You can sleep with him, if you want.’

			

			I started. ‘I don’t want to sleep with him. I don’t even know him.’

			‘I don’t care. I have not slept with him for at least three years. He is an interesting man. Intelligent, like you. I think you will have a lot in common.’

			‘Did you forget about Greg, my boyfriend, who is coming here in less than a week?’

			‘Please,’ she said, echoing me with a raised eyebrow. ‘I know what you want.’

			And then she left, to salt the tomatoes in time for dinner.
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