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Prologue


October 1979









NOUGHTH WEEK



A children’s tea party in the land that style forgot. One small pink-cheeked boy, white old-man’s braces over the top of his padded navy jacket, is laboriously spreading cream cheese on wholemeal bread. Another, in a mis-toggled duffel coat and, unmistakably, pyjamas, is building a scale model of a Roman catapult on a pile of monochrome periodicals, with matchsticks for timbers and a half-sucked Polish liqueur chocolate for the stone. In the corner a tiny child of indeterminate sex is reading Asterix, in French, back-to-front. It has mistaken it for Hebrew, a scholarly language which every child should know. Underneath the table, eight little girls in party-corduroy and smocking are giggling under a purple towel, entirely invisible, if only to each other. And in the doorway, the sister of the most giggly and sugar-glutted girl, her private counting games forgotten, is watching them silently though a bright cold tunnel of envy, her body as still as a sentry’s, her mind a frosted bowl.


Where are the adults? Behind the standing girl, in the kitchen. Five women are drinking coffee and looking for a place to hide their own inedible chocolates. Four men are on their knees on the cold flagstones, playing an ancient word-game in the dead languages of their choice.


‘Victor,’ says the Bannett Professor of Morbid Anatomy, who has something sticky, like honey, all up his sleeve, ‘I can’t believe you thought we wouldn’t notice. It’s only a diphthong in Hittite, as well you know.’


‘Hrm,’ growls Victor, a black-haired stooping wolfhound of a man. He lowers his white-seeded eyebrows and frowns at his young wife, less unkempt than the other women, who is washing chocolate off their hostess’s milk-jug. Jean knows no Hittite; that is not her place. Although she can feel his glower against the back of her blouse, she keeps her eyes on the stained sink, and the apple-cake beside it.


Too irritated to persist with this manly gamesmanship, Victor mumbles an excuse and, wiping his hands on his old grey jacket, rises to his feet. It takes some time. Eventually, scratching the skin between his fingers, he turns and sees his elder daughter in the doorway, staring into the other room. She is dark-haired, pale-eyed, fierce-looking: an unfortunate combination of her parents’ genes.


His head is uncomfortably inclined beneath a beam. ‘Eve,’ he says irritably, ‘come here. You can learn from this.’


Reluctantly, still luxuriating in hatred, she turns. Her pinafore dress is too tight across her shoulders, her nine-year-old thighs hot and prickly in her eight-year-old’s tights. ‘Mum?’ she says. ‘Are we . . . can we . . .’


Her mother, preparing her expression – tolerant, calm – finishes drying the jug, wipes her hands, glances at her new chestnut-coloured knee-boots, breathes in, looks up, and at Eve’s sullen, plucking face she feels her smile fade.


‘Mum?’ she says. There is chocolate on her chin.


‘Later, love. Soon. Ask your . . . Victor, didn’t you want her for something?’


Victor, with an air of hermit-like patience, has been watching the men’s game from above. ‘Gerundive, surely,’ he says, and then remembers his daughter. ‘Come on then. Stand here, where you can watch them.’


There is a thin black shelf running along the wall of this semi-country kitchen, above the fireplace. It matches the beams exactly and, like her father, Eve must bend her head slightly to fit beneath it. She is not particularly tall for her age but, with this baby beam, and the babies playing under the table, she feels like a giant.


‘Dimitos,’ says the Junior Dean, Potson, whose hair is too long and trousers too short and who wears, whenever possible, a monk’s habit instead of normal clothes.


‘Mugga,’ says a thin man from America, almost as tall as Eve’s father.


‘Query?’ says Eve’s father. He stares at the thin man for a long time; he doesn’t seem to realize he’s being rude.


The thin man’s sharp smile does not wobble. ‘Old Norse. Muggy,’ he says eventually, sitting back on his heels.


Eve’s father narrows his eyes. She must distract him, or he will grow crosser, like water boiling, and when eventually they force her giggling sister from under the table and into the car, their journey home, which could be full of night and adult conversation and the strangeness of the fields, will be a long angry rant, and her sister will insist on resting her tickly Rapunzel hair against Eve’s knees, and Eve will be unable not to pinch her, and it will all be black.


The other mothers are talking as if they’re friends, which they aren’t. Her mother is fatter and prettier than any of them, particularly the one she is with now, who is tall and unfamiliar in awful clothes: the mother of the Roman-catapult boy. She looks like a Roman herself, thinks Eve, but she has, at least, made Eve’s mother laugh by hiding her chocolate in a boot by the door, and has smiled at Eve and shown her a woodlouse which Eve, unfortunately, squashed. Eve is not in the mood to be charmed. Her mother is laughing again, although she said all week she was dreading this party. Are they talking about her? Eve concentrates on the game and tries to feel her brain work. Her brown fingers pull at the stitching on her collar.


‘Sula.’


Her father’s eyebrows are a question-mark.


‘Gannet.’


‘For God’s sake.’


‘Daddy—’ she begins, ducking her head out from below the shelf and, with a terrible crash, like the end of the world with her in it, something smashes all over the tiles at her feet.


The air goes thick. The room is still. She has the attention of every adult. Confused, she smiles, and sees they are waiting for her to speak.


‘I – what?’ Her lips feel like wood. ‘I didn’t—’ she begins, because it seems expected, although she knows, for certain, that it was nothing to do with her.


There is a horrible pause before everyone leaps into life, like statues animated: green and brown and hands and trousers speeded up, as if seen from a roundabout, and the china that broke, splinters of icing and dark red glaze, is piled carefully on the kitchen table. It had been a plate, someone says, and Eve’s mother is repeating, ‘I’m so sorry, I’m so, so sorry,’ and all Eve can think is: how strange. She is sure she’d have seen the plate if it had been on the shelf above her; besides, how could she have smashed it with just a turn of the head? It cannot have been her; they are all terribly mistaken.


However, there is now a frenzy of clearing-up and comfort, and she realizes, from the way that no one looks at her, that the plate was precious and everyone thinks she broke it: the most precious thing in the house.


‘It wasn’t my fault!’ she says again, more urgently, but fat tears are running down the birthday girl’s mother’s cheeks, and although she smiles bravely at Eve it is obvious she blames her. ‘It really wasn’t. It wasn’t there—’


‘Never mind,’ she says, and now Eve is forgiven it is too late to explain, although she will keep on explaining it in her head, for days and decades later, the frozen horror undiminished, forever hoping her certainty was not misplaced. In the meantime, however, until her mother decides they can leave, she wedges herself into the small chair by the doorway, picking red-facedly at a stick for the fire and listening, over the sound of sweeping and small-talk, to Phoebe, her sister, under the table, who will have heard what happened, who will glow beside it, who is laughing, blameless and free from it all.


Later, driving back into Oxford in the world’s oldest Volvo, Eve listens. Her parents have not mentioned the plate, to her or to each other, which makes it worse. She still cannot see how she could have done it. However, as they all said goodbye in the cramped dark hallway, sidestepping newspaper bales and child-high towers of books, there was a rustle of frost in the air, and she knows that her mother and father hold her responsible.


The car slides, smooth as a boat, down the road into town. Phoebe has claimed exhaustion, as she always does, and is now lying across Eve’s lap, chattering herself to sleep. Although her soft fair hair cannot penetrate the diamond holes of Eve’s tights, even the idea of its tickliness is an outrage. Her hot head rolls heavily against Eve’s thighs, pinning her to the seat. To calm herself, Eve draws magical patterns in the steam inside the glass and waits for a natural pause in the conversation. She has a plan.


‘I don’t think she saw him,’ her mother is saying. In the multicoloured darkness her bob shines silver as armour, or a beacon blazing for Phoebe. The back of her father’s neck, a good head taller than her mother’s, shows where he needs a haircut; wispy fluff-prongs are heading into his collar. From behind they look older. When Eve has lived her life only two more times, he may be dead. She begins to stretch out a finger towards his secret grey hair.


‘That is ridiculous,’ he tells her mother. ‘Of course she did. A, she is not an idiot and, B, she knows about it. However, were you to have said—’


‘But his hand . . .’


There is a pause. Eve’s eardrums shimmer with the effort of waiting. ‘Cave puellam,’ her father says.


Latin is a flag, and a screen. She will have to master it in private, better than her mother, better even than her father, and find out all their secrets for herself. Which reminds her of her other, much more exciting, plan.


Her sister has recently learned to swim. Her splashy flurries across the pool amaze and delight their mother and, when captured and brought there, their father too. Eve can swim, just about, and recently passed some exams for a school, Oxford Girls’ (‘And so she should,’ her father said gruffly, as she stood on the step and received his embrace), and has done Grade 1 piano and has a chemistry set. But now she has run out of things to do. The pool’s chlorine fug, the tough children with cold sores and shiny tracksuits, alarm her. She waits by the glass while her mother, at the baby pool’s hot and stinking edge, encourages her sister with smiles and waves and looks of love. Eve stares at the deepest point of the deep end and thinks of ways to win her mother’s heart.


She has thought of one, but it may not work. Her father, who should approve, isn’t exactly easy to please, although somehow Phoebe always manages. Their mother is softer, but somehow Eve fears she won’t be pleased either, for reasons which elude her. She needs something guaranteed to charm them both, at the entertaining, athletic level Phoebe has claimed as her own, but she cannot imagine what it might be (Eve, an eyesore in a leotard, falls off the horse in a gym display; Eve, stained, presents her parents with a dollop of khaki papier mâché)—


‘Did you see Phoeb’s onslaught on the chocolate cake?’ her father murmurs. He seems to be growing happier with every minute they put between them and that cold house. ‘Went right past all those bloody flapjacks and stuck her hand in. Under everyone’s nose. Hilarious.’


‘I did,’ says Phoebe, conveniently awake. ‘And scoffed it all.’


‘Not all,’ their mother reprimands, gently. ‘I saw you leave a little tiny bit . . .’


‘Well, I wasn’t going to eat those pesky nut things. Or the cucumber. I had to zoom.’


‘Zoom!’ says their father delightedly. ‘Zoom! Precisely.’


‘Dad,’ says Eve. The time has come. ‘Dad. Um. Listen. Will you, will you teach me Greek?’


The car is silent. Eve holds her breath as, simultaneously, her mother turns in her seat and Phoebe rotates her silky head to look at her: Phoebe amused; her mother not.


‘Well,’ says her father. He changes gear with a grinding scrape. Eve wishes she could wind the moment back on a great spool. She doesn’t care about Greek, barely knows what Greek is. It had just seemed the sort of thing she ought to do.


‘Or . . . maybe – I—’ she begins, with a mouth full of sand.


Her mother turns back and, it seems, although the car is dark, minutely shakes her head. Phoebe sits up, pretends to stick her finger down her throat, and starts picking again at the rubbery ribbon between the window and the door.


‘Well,’ her father says, and something unexpected but longed-for is curling at the edges of his voice, ‘that is not an entirely bad idea. Perhaps we might try it. I shall pay a visit to Blackwell’s tomorrow. No, Jean?’


Eve smiles, feeling at this moment that, at the end of the journey, she might be sweet and sleepy and light enough for her father to carry her in under the stars, her mother dazed with love, Phoebe locked safely in the car. Then she hears a sigh, and her mother’s voice.


‘Well, I wouldn’t have thought . . .’ she says, doubtfully. ‘It’s really not something I know about.’ She looks out of the window. ‘If she thinks she’ll have time with the music and the extra drama, I suppose . . . will they have books for young ones, even?’


‘Probably. This is Oxford, after all,’ says Eve’s father.


‘Well, try if you want,’ says her mother, with that same crushingly doubtful tone, and then her voice goes bright and strengthening, for Phoebe. ‘Why not? And while they’re at it, sweetheart, let’s go to the pool again, shall we? I know you could do ten metres; you’d get that lovely badge with the dolphin. It might even be worth a new swimming costume. Let’s give it a try.’


The light goes out. Eve can feel Phoebe staring and staring, until she is forced to turn. Her sister’s smile catches a flash of streetlight; shining eyes and sharp white teeth. Triumph – they both know it. Eve looks away.









Part One


Michaelmas Term October 1986









FIRST WEEK



All grown up. It is autumn, a bright blue day, filled with the rustle of turning leaves and bells everywhere, like beautiful moans. Jean Lux pedals slowly, as if in pain, cool air snapping at the open neck of her shirt. She is wearing rather a flattering knitted garment, like a stylish tank-top, if such a thing exists, and as she cycles she wonders whether the women she passes take her for someone quite different: more angular, more upright, a wife like other wives.


This afternoon, instead of going straight back, she cycled to the Iranian shop on Aristotle Lane for bread, and then took the longest possible route home. However, the cobwebs in her mind will not be shifted. It has been a long slow Archive afternoon. Jean’s current purpose is to transcribe, with infinite care and boredom, the details of every book and object in St Thomas’s collection into an enormous leather-bound book whose predecessor, since a recent and barely-wanted benefaction, is now too small. Jean suspects that there are mechanical alternatives: computers, or perhaps a device to photograph the existing pages. However, Hedley, her chief curator, is too full of self-advancement to care. Besides, suggesting it might deprive Jean of her job.


She has, therefore, spent her day on a translation, with difficulty, of several entries in Italian; a small disagreement with Hedley over his use of her Anglepoise; and a description of thirty-one grainy photographs of the excavations at Aleppi which the recent benefactor, a Rhodes Scholar with secrets, had felt should be preserved.


Now, as she cycles, she tries to feel the potential in her soft muscles; just as, at the end of every Archive day, she gently stretches at the edges of her mind, pretending she is merely waiting for something a little more taxing, a little – well, worthier.


This last, however, is not a thought she usually allows herself. She puts the fingers of her right hand on the hot skin below her throat – while still steering, inexpertly, with her left – as if to remind herself who she is. Think of small things, she tells herself.




–	Tomorrow she will have lunch in college with her dearest friend.


–	Her father is still taking his pills; her bicycle mudguard appears to have self-mended.


–	Against this bright blue sky, the pale precision of the spires and domes and turrets does still sharpen her mind, even after all these years.


–	From the window of the Cupboard, the archivists’ office, this afternoon, she watched a college mason carving a replacement section of scrolling across the quadrangle. She has seen the back of this mason before, to whom she is as nameless as cobblestones or trees, and something about the swing of that fat-headed mallet, the soothing tap-tapping and the hot live smell of stone-dust moved her. She watched the jump and stretch of cottoned muscle as if in a trance. It was some time before she noticed that this mason was a woman.


–	Victor, provided none of the new undergraduate intake proves deranged, and he manages to stay off the Accommodation Committee subgroup (B: curtains), which will be decided in this, the first week of the term and academic year – the date every don’s wife dreads – is moderately cheerful, for Victor.


–	And best of all, most alarmingly of all, tonight is the night that her small plans begin.





She has realized that she does, quite simply, nothing for herself and, beginning this evening, she has decided that this must change. Money and time permitting, she will, occasionally, indulge herself. She is going to live. She tightens her soft fists around the handlebars. Whatever they say, she will be ready.


For Jean has had enough. Not of her marriage, although she knows other women would baulk at the challenge that is Victor: keeping him presentable, excusing his social idiosyncrasies, hardest of all, protecting his huge but fragile ego from enemies, without and within. Nor of her job, despite the hot afternoons in the Cupboard, surrounded by learned papers and the slow death of flies, which fill her with schoolgirl torpor. Nor of her body, slow-moving and suddenly-ageing as it is, nor her shabby house, nor, for the sake of argument, her daughters.


No, she thinks, decelerating still further while a stooping old man, flat-shouldered as a cow, mumblingly crosses the road, she is sick of this – the sooty castles of the Banbury Road, filled with departments of Old German, Philology and Chinese Art, the stringy-haired pedalling mothers like moulting hens on wheels, the damp, the incessant sound of violin practice, the querulous old men and twitching young men, the tourist crush . . . all of this. She is sick of the fact that every dowdy woman or soiled geriatric she passes is not her equal, but is likely to be one of the world’s cleverest people: a Nobel Laureate, a pioneering biochemist, the head of a college whose furniture is five centuries old. She is sick of navy-blue corduroy, Gothic arches, famous fig-trees, shabby dons’ wives, cellars, rivers, genius children, stuttering and gold leaf. It is your fault, she thinks, approaching her husband’s college, as she glimpses her neighbour, an entirely silent botanist, attempting to untangle his own beard from a hawthorn tree. None of you are normal. Is normal. And I am.


She streams angrily across several lanes of traffic and freewheels into the cobbled cyclists’ entrance of St James’s College, smiling politely at Arthur, the retired University Marshal (MA status) and now gate-porter, as he clicks open the turnstile to let her pass. Arthur, who is scowling at the unseemly rattling made by her mudguard, barely acknowledges her. Then, because cycling within the bounds is forbidden by the college statutes, even to her, a thirty-nine-year-old, she wheels her bicycle dutifully towards a little row of Victorian dons’ families’ houses which lie under the cold concrete shadow of the Sir David Milthrop Building, and up the path to the last, or first.


Behind the side gate, her elder daughter’s bicycle is waiting. She has, Jean notices, helped herself to two of her sister’s star-stickers and put them, slightly askew, on her handlebars. Phoebe will be upset: she may not have enough to cover her frame, as discussed at breakfast this morning. Jean will give her money to buy some more – later, after her announcement.


The house smells of caraway. One of Victor’s occasional angry bouts of cooking elapsed last night. She takes a package of frankfurters from her bag: Phoebe is eating little else this week.


‘I’m home,’ she shouts. ‘Is anyone here?’


There is a tiny knowing resentful pause. Then Eve’s voice: ‘I am,’ from the kitchen.


‘No sign of your sister?’ calls Jean. She is becoming nervous; her breathing is quick and tight. She must not stumble. She will be resolute.


Another pause. Mute accusation is filling the hallway like poisoned gas. Jean Lux, of all people, who tried so hard, has produced a difficult, grudge-bearing daughter. She tries to think of an excuse not to go downstairs.


‘Not as far as I know,’ Eve answers.


Jean sighs, practises a smile, takes off her bicycle clips, smoothes her hair. She is already so unnecessarily excited, so tense, that she may blurt out her plans prematurely, and endanger them. I am capable of handling this well, she tells herself. I am a youngish woman, although my name and body and daughters and husband all make me feel old, and I do have my own mind, of sorts. No one, least of all a sixteen-year-old, should make me doubt that. She hangs her bag over the newel post, on top of Eve’s. Then, her smile already fallen, she descends.


It happens later that evening. Phoebe, inevitably late for dinner, is entertaining her parents with tales from school. Thanks to her father’s college, which owns much of that part of North Oxford, she attends the Gate, where children learn grammar in second-hand corduroy bomber jackets, where independence and knitting are prized, where sports day takes place largely in and on the River Cherwell. Phoebe is describing today’s swimming lesson, in which a student teacher was led to believe that the whole of Phoebe’s class had drowned. Eve keeps her face closed.


‘So I stood on the bank,’ Phoebe says, ‘and pointed down the river, and because I couldn’t remember the name of the bit they were hiding in, I sounded even more hysterical, and by then he had hitched up his dress—’


‘His dress?’ asks their mother, plainly loving it. They can’t get enough of this, the frisson provided by their thirteen-year-old ringmaster. Phoebe is all schoolgirlish semi-innocence: a few peppery freckles, big narrow eyes, thick dirty-gold plait. Her family’s gene-pool has taken sides: their mother’s pink-and-white lost prettiness, their father’s dark scowl, have produced one honey-skinned greenish-eyed beauty, and one who is beige, the colour of undrinkably milky coffee, with biblically black ungovernable hair and brows and an expression people look away from.


‘Oh,’ smirks Phoebe. Even the kitchen conspires in her favour: all that pine makes Eve look jaundiced, but it suits her sister. ‘Didn’t I say? He’s a vicar, or something. And there’s pondweed all over his skirty bits, and he’s crying, or maybe that’s water . . .’


The parents lean forward. It’s in her eyes, thinks Eve: the way they look as if she’s only just woken, which makes them narrower, but probably sexier, which is worse. And, of course, Phoebe doesn’t have to wear glasses whenever she reads, or writes – which, if you’re Eve, is most of the time.


She looks at their mother, who smiles at her; but by now Eve is too irritated to join in. ‘Get on with it,’ she says impatiently, although she hadn’t meant to speak at all.


‘I am,’ Phoebe says, hands in pockets, leaning back in her chair. No one will dare to tell her to stop.


‘Do you want some more orange juice?’ asks their mother. ‘You should, for your cold. Eve, not all of it. Save some for your sister.’


‘Anyway,’ says Phoebe, downing her third glass. ‘And I realize a bit more is needed, so I sort of do a little sob, and stumble back against this tree trunk, sort of weakly pointing where I think the others have gone, and he looks at me, and—’


The parents are by now virtually on her lap.


‘He turns—’


Saps.


And wades right into the river!’


Eve watches as Phoebe triumphantly surveys her audience. Her father is giggling helplessly; her mother, the representative of sense, is trying to look horrified, but she’s half laughing as she clears their plates, helped by Eve. Phoebe crashes her chair forward against the table to pour more orange juice, and a purple cigarette-lighter drops out of her cuff on to the butter dish. Her mouth forms a tight O, as in O Fuck, but neither parent has noticed. There is now a sloping crater in the butter.


For Phoebe, Eve knows, fear is exciting, not the miserable paralysis it is for her. She only understood this a couple of months ago. She had accompanied her father into the soft summer darkness at the end of the garden; although it was after ten he had wanted to repot the mint and explain historical determinism, and she could not refuse him. As they approached the shed, Eve saw Phoebe, wide-eyed and grinning, standing by the compost heap with something held between her teeth. Eve, moved to solidarity, smiled back before realizing that her sister’s mouth contained a lit fag-end, pointing inwards. Their father, to Eve’s many-layered shame, began reciting something in Latin, a metre from where Phoebe stood, and got up to leave: the mint was dead. Eve, although seized by the desire to expose her – didn’t she know smoking was dangerous? – merely nodded and followed him back in, leaving her sister, still grinning, in her own starry universe.


Now Phoebe grabs the greasy lighter and hides it under the table. She takes a knife, sweeps it across the butter, and spreads it on to her potato. Then, her face relaxing, she looks up and finds that her sister is staring at her.


‘What?’


‘Nothing,’ says Eve. Like cats restaking their territory, the girls turn away, then back. Phoebe lifts her chin and fixes her with her gooseberry eyes. Eve meets her stare, and quickly begins to buckle. Phoebe holds it, holds it, until Eve looks away.


‘And then what happened?’ asks their mother.


Phoebe begins to describes the student teacher’s pale panic and gradual realization of the truth, but Eve is no longer listening. She is feeling sick, again. For weeks, ever since the sixth form began, she has felt like a squirming girl-shaped sack of nerves, and the more she tries to calm herself down the worse it becomes. Her father is no use; to him, once a child refugee, A levels are nothing. He won a scholarship to Oxford just after the war, practically an orphan and the family’s sole provider, and English hadn’t even been his first language – not even his third. Her mother, whenever Eve dares to mention her exams – much less often than she would like – simply repeats: ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll get by.’


This infuriates Eve, because getting by is not the point. It’s what happened with her O levels, as she keeps trying to explain: only A-grades count, and some girls, including most of her friends, got ten or eleven, not to mention the odd one from the year before. This year she will be constantly assessed; next year is Oxbridge and the A levels themselves, and in all of these she will be tested and found lacking. The thought makes her shivery with fear, as if acid is shifting in her stomach, as if ice scrabbles at the roots of her hair. For Eve is going to fail her A levels: Cs and Ds if she is lucky. She is not her sister or her father: she is plain, and doomed.


Besides, her mother is making her nervous. She keeps offering things: more soup, more chicken, like a penitent. What is she trying to hide? Eve, unlike half her sister’s friends, does not suspect herself of having psychic powers. However, she is sure that something is going on.


She looks at her father, but he will not meet her eye. This is normal; his mind is usually among the warring Picts, or guest rotas for his college’s High Table, where the dons sit. Like him, she should be improving herself: practising on their borrowed piano, whose crazed keys she is afraid to touch, or working on her music theory, or trying to improve her backhand in the lane, or teaching herself German. There is no end to the things she should be doing, but she feels too hot and heavy to move. She presses down on her forearm under the table and tries not to wince.


‘Does anyone want an apple?’ asks her mother, who seems to be trying through sheer nervousness to make her father look up. He is writing in his notebook, oblivious. What is wrong with her? Has there been, unprecedentedly, an exciting event at her work? Is she ill? ‘Phoebe, have an apple,’ she says, biting her thumbnail. ‘Victor?’


She doesn’t look ill, Eve decides. She’s too plump; not quite officially fat, but her cheeks are, and her soft hands. She is still, Eve supposes, young for a mother, but her neck is beginning to crease in bands, like a tribal necklace, and her thick once-fair hair is greyish-mouse now, miles from Phoebe’s. Yet her bright blue eyes and neat features save her. They make her prettier than Eve will ever be.


What would it be like, wonders Eve experimentally, if she was ill?


Her mother dries her hands, as if preparing for a fight.


‘Victor,’ she says, anxiously.


Eve sits up. Phoebe, who has begun surreptitiously drawing yin and yang signs in the margins of their father’s untouched marking, puts down her turquoise rollerball and cocks her head. Only their father, in his smelliest jacket, is undisturbed. The cover of his notebook is grey and seamed, as if bound with elephant skin; he is humming as he writes. Does he usually hum?


‘Victor,’ says their mother. ‘Victor!’


He looks up, frowning, as if twisting an eyepiece to reinclude the world.


‘Mmhmm?’


‘I . . .’


Each stare has a different texture: Phoebe’s solid, like a frozen wave; their father’s seething, too full of dark thoughts to focus; Eve’s own a yellow sponge, waiting.


‘I’ve decided . . .’ their mother begins. She does up and undoes a shirt button, over and over again. ‘I’ve decided—’


‘Something, clearly,’ says their father. ‘Now what might it be?’


Eve watches her mother’s resolve set, like blancmange. ‘Well,’ she says, abandoning the button. She puts the salad bowl back on the table. ‘I’ve been thinking. You know I’ve been worrying about my aunt, aunt Rose, in France, and feeling I should visit before – Victor? I did say.’


‘That may be,’ says Eve’s father. He has, however, put his notebook down.


‘Well, now term’s begun, and you and, um, Eve are settled in, I thought . . . it was so wonderful how well Phoebe did with the magazine—’


Eve prepares to snort scornfully – her sister took two blurry photographs, and her parents are still stupid with pride – but their mother silences her with a look. Her arms are crossed. She waits, growing hotter. In a small part of her brain she has known, from the moment she noticed their mother’s nervousness, that this is about Phoebe.


Phoebe’s lids are low, like a sleepy lizard’s.


‘—and so I thought perhaps, as a reward, and to, well, you know, inspire her, I could . . . Eve went there on her French exchange, but Phoebe hasn’t . . . so . . . oh, and of course Phoebe’s still doing French, aren’t you Phe, unlike Eve, so, so—’


She gives Eve a quick guilty look, biting her lip. Eve lifts her face, but their mother has glanced at Phoebe, whose hands are clasped in expectation. It strengthens her – Eve can see it. ‘So,’ she says in a rush, ‘I thought I could take her with me.’


Eve’s mouth opens. Her body seems to have congealed. Slowly, the table swims into life: Victor, tapping his ear with his pencil; Phoebe, eyes wide in an exaggeration of happiness, lifting her arms and clattering towards their mother; their mother herself, looking pleased and astonished, trying to answer her husband and receive embraces and avoid Eve’s eye and bask in her courage all at once.


‘Just a few days,’ her mother is saying. ‘For my birthday – or you could call it a very early fortieth. We’ll go by ferry, and I’ll use all the rest of my money and, maybe—’ she says, looking at Eve, who ignores her, ‘maybe we could all go together another time? Victor, please?’


Victor is scowling, but it is the kind of scowl that is longing to yield. His primary emotion, the one he is allowing himself to feel, is relief that he will be staying at home with his books, aunt-free, not shopping. He is, moreover, secretly charmed by the thought of his wife and younger daughter, girlishly among the boulevards together.


Then he looks at the other one. She is picking at something invisible on the table. A dark eye of tears has already splashed the pale wood.


‘Hmm,’ he says, as loudly as possible. She looks up, flushed with self-pity: never Eve at her best.


‘Hmm,’ he says again. The other two, the ones going to Paris, are locked in a cooing knot of exclamation and self-delight. He thinks of Jean’s mother’s money: a poor woman, she died with nearly a thousand pounds wrapped in a kitchen towel underneath her bed. In wobbly ink on the kitchen towel was: ‘Jean’s, for when she needs it.’ Victor knows what this means; it means: ‘for when she needs to escape’.


They cannot spare what remains of this money, but to say so, to prevent the trip, would be precisely what his mother-in-law would have expected of him, the man who stole her fair pale daughter. He will say nothing to Jean. They will manage somehow.


‘Well, Evie,’ he says shortly. ‘Not much call for us, it seems.’


She shakes her head, wipes her nose with a knuckle. It leaves an unattractive sheen on the back of her hand.


‘You’ll have to keep an eye on me,’ he says. She gives a little smile, at last. The rejects of the family Lux have decided to stick together.


Twenty past twelve at St Thomas’s. A little early, Jean Lux locks the inner door of the Cupboard and pulls out the nameplate to show she is absent. There is always the possibility that, for the first time in a decade, someone might come looking for her with an urgent enquiry. Then, rather more rapidly than usual, she winds her way down the steep wooden staircase into the quadrangle.


She fails, as usual, not to be flustered by the time she reaches the bottom; she smiles, as usual, at the unsmiling Crushard, who despite his bowler, girth and hypertension is as far from the ideal Head Porter – respectful, facilitating – as it is possible to be; and she is trapped, as usual, in the raging herd of youth charging up the steps into the college Hall for lunch, despite her efforts to thread obliquely through them. Then, a little breathless, she enters the Senior Common Room Pantry, where she, neither a don nor a student, is permitted to eat.


Not, she reminds herself, that there is anything wrong with the Panty, as her lunch-date has renamed it. It is round and barrel-vaulted and, because so much less grand than the Fellows’ Luncheon Room, better suited to the odour of mashed potato that pervades them both. What’s more, it attracts an interesting selection of fellow diners.


Here is Giuseppe Bowker, pale-eyed son of the famous Bowker and his unsuitable Neapolitan wife. Giuseppe’s life is Imperial Latin – he was conceived, it is believed, solely to inherit his father’s extraordinary library – but his heart is in the South. Perpetually haggard and haunted, his great brain is oppressed: not by the mysteries of Pliny’s sources, but by whichever purring female scholar has currently enraptured him at one of the many conferences he attends in Italy, his mother land.


Here is Godric Nestor-Stears, as ever in his mackintosh, his leather satchel tight across his paunch like an ageing schoolboy, or a fisherman one might try to avoid. Nestor-Stears, like Jean, is attached to the college only by a fine thread of sinecure and patronage; his work is for the Oxford English Dictionary, but he does it here, in a courtesy room rumoured to contain a stuffed bear, live birds in cages, and every dictionary published since Dr Johnson’s, or beyond.


‘He could lend them to the Bodleian,’ Jean once joked to a college acquaintance, knowing full well that the Bodleian neither lends or borrows.


‘Return them, surely,’ he replied.


Godric, however, can read thirty-four languages, so no one particularly minds. His file-stuffed bookshop carrier-bags – the Oxford briefcase – form a puddle around his chair. He takes a bite of kipper, puts down his fork, and twitches and nods for several fascinating seconds, until that particular tic has passed. Then he retrieves his fork and begins the process again. He also talks incessantly to himself, with disdainful shakes of the head and an air of smiling impatience, looks no one in the eye, and frequently consults a compass. Jean enjoys watching him most when a new servant faces him for the first time.


Beside him is Clive, almost too translucent with age to focus upon. Clive was once a Middle English Fellow, but his function now is to oversee the college gardens, where he is said to know the age and health of every plant. He is, it is believed, also the Head of something; a think-tank, perhaps, or a global charitable foundation, but he is considered too boring to ask.


Clive, Godric, Giuseppe; these are the Panty regulars. Like Giuseppe, she always chooses from the short menu, although without his air of strained enthusiasm. The other two invariably have the same: Godric, a kipper and white toast; Clive, vegetable soup. Jean does not know where these provisions come from and suspects that, were she too to request a kipper, or to demand an alternative of her own, Hever, the embarrassingly elderly Panty butler, would demand her removal.


As she waits, Jean decides that one day, perhaps, she will buy Phoebe a kipper. It contains oily somethings which might, she hopes, prove beneficial: restore the gleam to her daughter’s hair, give her new energy. She does seem, these days, a little tired.


Still no sign. She looks pleasantly at Giuseppe, in whom disdain for greying Anglo-Saxon women, and awareness that even here he is out of his depth, merge in a daily nod of proud self-loathing. Discomfited, as ever, she looks away. Godric is patting his pancake fringe and searching for something anxiously in his satchel. Clive, who looks ever nearer death yet walks, it is said, ten miles a day around the Botanical Gardens, wavers a watery smile.


‘I am dying, Oxford, dying,’ runs unsummoned through her mind.


And then there is a rattle of footsteps over the floorboards, reverberating off the blackened panelling of the passage. Relief: Helena has arrived.


Jean’s news is too exciting to contain; she can feel it bulging like a cartoon dog in a sack. She announces: ‘I told them about France.’ Far above her, Helena’s eyes – or do they? it is all too quick to be sure – grow strangely bright.


Perhaps it is the angle. For, as soon as Helena has found a chair and arranged her Paraguayan bookbag and sea-green poncho and carrier-bags of papers and vegetables, and herself, upon it, and turned back to her friend, she looks perfectly normal, for Helena.


‘Good Lord,’ she says, and now she looks delighted (perhaps, after all, Jean imagined it). ‘You brave thing. What was it like?’


Her tufty hair seems more grizzled with every meeting, the bridge of her Roman nose bonier, her height, if anything, a little more extreme, yet, thinks Jean, she is a marvel. Godric, Giuseppe, ignore her at your peril. She is more than you will ever be.


For Helena is famous. Her fine-lined pink-scrubbed pallor, her Woolfian shabbiness, her dreadful hair and unfortunate clothes make her indistinguishable from half of North Oxford’s mothers, yet she knows so much about insects, about pupae and egg-sacs and the tiny chromosomal chances to which our futures are hostage, that foreign professors leave presents at her door, and undergraduates come from Boston and Dar es Salaam to be near her. Her second monograph, a masterpiece of apocalyptic Darwinism, still outsells most of her peers in twenty-three countries; her recent acclaimed lecture series is at the printers. She has toast-crumbs in the smocking of her Breton blouse.


She rubs her ear energetically with a dry bare hand. Since the death of Simon, her unexpectedly handsome husband, she wears her wedding-ring on the other side.


‘Irish stew, please, Hever,’ she tells him.


‘And I think for me too, please, if you don’t mind, Hever,’ says Jean, smiling cravenly. She is afraid of Hever, and he knows it.


‘So tell me,’ Helena says, ‘all about it.’


Jean sighs, smiles, revelling briefly in the possession of her tale of heroism.


‘Well . . .’


Her sole audience member looks alert and welcoming; the men at the far edge of the table twitch and mumble, oblivious. Suddenly she is afraid of telling her, as if by removing the coverings she will fatally aerate it, expose its many flaws, and leave a soft crust of dust in the place of her excitement. Be bold, she tells herself: remember, I can be bold.


The first time she met Helena she was bold, seven years ago. It had been Jean who had approached her, desperate for a diversion, and within ten minutes Helena had proved herself superior to everyone Jean knew. She saved her – not just from that party, but from a more frightening, slowly-creeping boredom. To whom else can she tell her achievements, however minor? Only Helena. So she begins.


Helena, under the table, is rolling and unrolling the hem of her long navy-blue blouse.


‘Well, dear,’ says Jean. ‘Obviously, I was longing to say something and dreading it all evening. I mean, I know it’s hardly a huge announcement, by normal standards.’


‘No,’ says Helena.


‘But for me it is. It’s so long since I made a plan for myself. It feels . . . like liberation, in a small way. Or the beginning of it. You know?’


‘Well . . . yes. In theory.’


‘So, I was trying to make dinner, do things to the chicken, find the peas, make Phoebe’s frankfurters, and all the time my mind was completely elsewhere – there was nothing but it. You know.’


Helena nods; she knows.


‘And then Phoebe was telling this very silly story—’


Helena lowers her eyes; she has her own view of Phoebe’s stories, her dietary whims.


‘—and Eve was baiting her, as she does – and you know everyone says it’s water off a duck’s back to her, at least Victor does, but I’m sure it hurts her, only she won’t let it show. But I—’


Helena, as if for the first time, is noticing how a green pattern of tendrils overlays the blue of Jean’s irises, like a snowflake. Nature’s repetitions are a private thrill; she keeps them close, for moments of need. These moments, unfortunately, have become increasingly frequent.


‘Helena, are you all right?’


She looks away. While hardly a believer in iridology, she fears that one day, one day soon, with a single attentive glance at her eyes, Jean will see the truth. For Helena has a secret, like a parasite, and her life is consumed by the effort of keeping it hidden. It must remain hidden.


‘No, I’m jolly well actually,’ she says cheerily, and to her surprise she does feel well, though her muscles are stretched tight. ‘Go on.’


‘So.’ Jean begins uncertainly, but her story has wings. ‘Victor was writing away in his notebook, leaving them to me – he’s got stuck with this class on Pictish law, and you know he hates the Picts—’


Helena makes a noncommittal noise. She was brought up in drawing-rooms and, though now far from that world, she still excels at meaningless social lubricants.


‘—so it was just me and the warring girls, beside whom the Picts were a peaceable nation, and of course all that’s why I need to escape. So I just . . . well, burst forth.’


‘Well done,’ says Helena.


‘As we planned, practically verbatim.’


‘What did everyone say?’


‘Well, Phe of course was wild, it was so sweet. She’s the most rewarding creature to do things for. And Victor . . .’


‘How was Victor? Do you think he minded, at all?’


‘No – well, if he notices we’ve even gone, which is doubtful – no, he won’t miss me. Why would he?’


Their food has arrived. ‘Of course,’ says Helena, with effort, filling their water-glasses so clumsily that a thin pool of water spreads over the tarry wood, seething into the knots and crevices. ‘Of course he will.’


As a girl, on holiday in Scotland, she had once climbed to the top of a grey slide of choppy rocks, high above black water. Her many sisters had spent the day hiding her books and laughing, but now they were ignoring her, tanning themselves like seals in the weak northern sun. Helena, teeth gritted, thin arms goose-pimpled in her sagging bathing costume, had looked down on them over her shoulder and back at the waves. Then, without quite intending to, unexpectedly seized by a moment of grace, she had arched her back, lifted her arms and leapt into the sea.


Now, she tells herself. Do it. The water shivers over the table-top, trapped by its own invisible skin. Jean lifts her eyes and beams at her. No, not now.


‘And Eve – Eve was Evelike. I mean, yes, it’s disappointing for her, I suppose, but . . . actually, I . . . I’ve a confession to make.’


‘Confession?’ asks Helena dazedly, stepping back from the brink.


‘It’s, it’s . . . I don’t know. We seem to anticipate each other.’


‘Who do?’


‘Me and Eve,’ says Jean, looking confused. ‘Who did you think?’


‘Sorry. Sorry. Go on.’


‘It . . . I don’t like myself, feeling this, let alone saying it, but . . . everything she says makes me . . . it makes me want to get in there first.’


‘Oh,’ says Helena. ‘I see. I see what you mean. Do you find her . . . irritating?’


‘To be honest . . .’


‘Ah.’


‘I . . . there’s this defensive tone to her voice, but she makes me feel defensive, and protective, too, I suppose – well, of Phoebe . . . I feel watched by her, all the time. She’s so . . . beady, somehow.’


‘She’s only sixteen.’


‘I know. But you should see it. And the thing is, because they’re so different I don’t want Phoebe to feel . . . well, deflated . . .’


‘No, you’re right.’


‘But Eve’s relentless over-achievement . . . I mean, poor Phoebe, what with Eve’s O levels being so, well, predictable, and this year of course the bloody A levels begin—’


‘How many Os was it, in the end?’


‘About a thousand.’


‘And all As?’


‘Mostly. Near enough. Same thing. So she’s fine, she’s got those to think about, but poor Phoebe – it’s no fun for her being under that shadow. She needs something of her own. Besides, Eve has been to France already. And probably she wouldn’t want to come with me. Not in the middle of term.’


‘But you will take Phoebe?’


‘Of course. It’s only a few days.’


‘When will you go?’


‘By the end of the month; the weekend after next, if we can get a crossing. It’ll mean the end of my mother’s savings, but that way it really can be, you know, a proper little holiday, not a spread-out family thing. I don’t know why Eve always feels so hard done by – I did explain it . . . Well, never mind. I can’t not live because of her. We’ll have a lovely time.’


‘You will,’ says Helena, trying to sound glad, and failing.
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