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  One




  Everything had been decided the last time she’d seen Stella.




  Exams have just finished: a sodden anticlimax of drinking and disarray and maudlin promises. It is Saturday – the first of her adult life. She wakes late with a headache

  and the sun in her eyes from a gap in the skinny orange curtains. After a ceremonial and strangely unfulfilling walk through the Meadows (goodbye roses, goodbye famous ugly statue), and a numbly

  everlasting train ride, she limps the slow mile from the station to her parents’ house. A pyre of Edinburgh possessions already lies in her childhood bedroom, collected by her mother,

  impatient as a bailiff, several days before.




  Four years ago she made the opposite journey. As she weaves through hormonal swarms of slack-uniformed teenagers, affecting nonchalance for the tourists, she considers her progress.




  

    

      CLOTHING




      

        

          Then: Mormonish skirt, avocado smock. The fruits of hours of anxious speculation.




          Now: Black trousers, tight striped T-shirt. Possibly too tight.


        


      




      DEMEANOUR




      

        

          Then: Icy terror and blushes, alternating in streaks.




          Now: Raddled savoir-faire.


        


      




      LUNGS




      

        

          Then: Pristine.




          Now: Carefully soiled.


        


      




      LIPS




      

        

          Then: Four inexpert molluscy kisses.




          Now: Five more kisses, some recurring.


        


      




      BODILY EXPERIENCE




      

        

          Then: Unsolicited breast-groping. One knuckled fumble in a field.




          Now: Four terms of ardent monogamy. Three best-forgotten random incidents. It’s the same body, and not the same.


        


      


    


  




  Even Anna isn’t impressed with her score. But, without gerontophilia, how will she ever improve it? As her feet sink into the gravel she once again despairs of reaching

  the point when she stops keeping count.




  It isn’t an important moment. She’s only survived finals – not won anything, barely strayed out of touch. It isn’t reasonable to expect a heroine’s welcome, but she

  prepares her expression anyway. The front door has been repainted, this time in rich navy, lickable as chocolate. There’s a new French house-number, charmed from melting Parisian bureaucrats.

  Rust from its short-lived predecessor still stains the lintel. At least they haven’t changed the locks, she smirks to herself, as her key slides smoothly in, and freezes.




  Her throat burns with instant disbelieving tears. She tries again. The key really will not move. They have changed the locks.




  There are no alternatives. No child of her mother’s would calmly ascribe a problem to ironmongery. That’s not how they dealt with things in the Old Country, and that’s not how

  they deal with them here. It’s family feuds, a birthright denied. Injustice, and exclusion.




  She storms down the path to the back of the house, tearing through her options. Break and enter? Ring from a phonebox? As she rehearses asking what she did wrong, she hears her mother’s

  voice, like a pirate hornpipe to shipwrecked sailors.




  ‘Darling?’




  She always calls her Darling in public. Darling in private means Anna’s father.




  Anna is prepared for a scene in front of her mother’s friends. In front of strangers, even. This is not an overreaction; they have changed the locks. She is right to be furious. As she

  rounds the corner into the cool of the garden, her blood is up.




  ‘What’s going on? What are you doing? The keys . . .’




  Her mother is sitting at the white cast-iron table. Somebody else is standing, smoking under the elm.




  Anna stops shouting. The garden hums. She wipes her face with her sleeve and turns towards the table, slowly. Her eyes are on the elm’s green shade.




  ‘Oh . . . I thought you’d changed the locks. I didn’t realize . . .’ She waits to hear it’s all a mistake.




  ‘Yes, we had to,’ says her mother. ‘Since that business – well, too many people had keys.’




  That business was a drugs bust. Anna’s sister had been house-sitting while the grown-ups were in New York (their father giving readings, their mother despoiling Bloomingdales), and had

  declared herself At Home to the county’s crusties. The neighbours, who include at least two solicitors and a woman said to be second-in-command at MI5, hadn’t complained about this

  mini-Glastonbury until her boyfriend had parked his bus in a disabled space. Even Anna’s sister had commented on their parents’ uncannily calm reaction. She claims their mother has

  started boasting about it to her London friends.




  Now Anna’s mother is telling her something about new keys. Finally the bright shadow walks over from the elm, and smiles at her.




  ‘Hello, Anna.’




  Shyness is so strange, thinks Anna. Girls, or women, so often say they have it, even the ones with confidence like chainmail. Her own sister is offensively silent with

  everyone over nineteen – except Stella, their aunt. With Stella she is charming and hilarious and rude. They leave each other elaborate messages via Anna’s mother, whose voice clicks

  with irritation as she passes them on. Whereas Anna, who can talk back to anyone, Anna, whose parties have featured adults, Anna, notorious for unexplained friendships with lecturers twice her age,

  is with Stella an anxious child.




  And here she is.




  They don’t look like sisters. Anna’s mother seems almost as young, until you look up close. She was beautiful. Now the smoking and the thinness have overstretched that fine skin.

  It’s too matt, too yielding; just beginning to drift and pinch under her eyes, beside her mouth. But neither age, nor the expensive boredom of her clothes, can dull her celebrated cheekbones

  and jaw, her dark, deep, shadowed eyes. Her hair is more silver than brown now, and she wears it in a low, loose knot, but it still has the shine of cold water and a million brushstrokes. No, when

  you look she is beautiful. Only her nervous hands, which are starting to liver-spot, and her creased neck give the lie to those men who ignore Anna’s snarls, and say, ‘You must

  be sisters.’




  Stella is different. Not just because she’s a decade younger, or because the entwining waves of her reddish-brown hair are cut short around her neck, or because her skin still palely

  glows, still holds itself to her bones. But her thinness is different, less anxious. She doesn’t have a smoker’s lines, or a smoker’s hands. They have the same wide mouth, but

  without her sister’s Chanel-sticky sheen, Stella’s lips look soft as marzipan. Their eyes are brown, but while Anna’s mother’s are larger and darker, there is something

  about Stella’s – long, cool, crescent-lidded – that pin you, smiling, in her gaze. Her silver jewellery is from North Africa, not central London. And, unlike her sister, Stella

  courts the sun.




  She’s in it now, leaning back in the only chair not sheltered by a huge canvas parasol. Anna blinks: the brightest Virgin on the Green. Her shirt is dark grey linen, with the sleeves

  rolled up. In the heat her arms gleam, tanned and speckled – Anna’s mother’s are shrouded in cream viscose. She puts her hand to her eyes as if saluting, and squints into the

  light. Gold flares on her right ring finger.




  ‘So, you’ve finished at last.’




  ‘On Thursday. But there was . . . quite a wind-down.’




  Stella gives a slow smile. She has good teeth. ‘God, when I finished my course I barely moved for a week. And then didn’t slow down for another fortnight. You young things have no

  feel for degradation. I still dream about it.’




  ‘I’m sure you do,’ says Anna’s mother. Anna looks at her quickly, but her mouth is smiling. Her sunglasses seem to grow every summer.




  ‘And what are you doing with yourself now?’




  ‘She’s going to loll around for months, and then may grace London with her presence,’ says Anna’s mother. Anna’s barbed stare bounces straight off her

  sunglasses.




  The sisters are together so rarely that she never has a chance to watch them, to work out exactly what it is that soured their bond. Her current verdict is that it must be envy. Stella is a

  decade younger, stronger, sharper. Where Anna’s mother is shrinking and sinking into a brittle parody of herself, all bone structure, lamb’s wool separates and histrionics, Stella is

  ironic, and unimpressed, and somewhat dangerous. She is never nice for effect, unlike her sister, who doesn’t have the courage to be seriously rude. She looks as if she doesn’t think

  about what to wear but always gets it right. Anna’s mother’s dreary clothes still crackle with money spent and excuses made and sales assistants’ careful lies. And after all,

  Stella mostly lives in Paris. No amount of antique balsamic and objets trouvés (trouvés at Liberty’s) can disguise the fact that her sister is stuck in Somerset – land of

  the yokel, treacle-slow.




  If only her mother wasn’t here, and they could talk properly, alone. Stella may have suggestions; friends she could meet; advice and concern and interest. Or at least a small tough grain

  of comfort.




  ‘I just want to go to London,’ says Anna, hoping to convey in one intense look all her aunt needs to know – her longing for what she has left in Edinburgh, versus her dread of

  rotting there with the other sad cases, umbilically tied to the greying town.




  Stella gives a low laugh, holding her gaze. She’s never interested in youthful traumas. ‘Oh? A little Dick Whittington? And what are you going to do there?’




  What should she tell her? There’s no point trying to impress; Stella is famous for her sneer. She will see that, already, simply at the thought of London, Anna is helpless with anxious

  delight. ‘I think I’ll try to get a job in a bookshop. Then I’ll see.’




  ‘Well, that’ll be fun,’ says Stella, straightfaced. ‘Do you know people to live with?’




  ‘No, I don’t – well, not for now. They’re all going abroad, or going home. I’ll just have to hang on.’




  Stella shrugs and turns away. Anna’s lost her; she was never her favourite, was a fool to believe the family lie. She watches her take another cigarette from the squashy pack in her breast

  pocket; a tendon twitches twice under the silk of her forearm.




  ‘How’re Mum and Dad? Did he see the specialist?’ Stella asks. Anna’s mother sighs, and begins to tell her how their father still has this cough, but gets irritable if you

  mention doctors, and their mother says he’s impossible, and what is she, Magda, supposed to do? Given that no one else is helping? ‘To them I’m still a girl.’




  ‘Then I’m just a baby,’ says Stella. Anna’s mother’s eyebrows lift. The cigarette is completely white, an airily poisonous tube. Maybe she will go indoors and Anna

  and her aunt can have a secret smoke at the end of the garden, in the shade. Except it’s probably Algerian, and Stella will die laughing as her niece chokes on the fumes.




  The conversation shifts again (‘Unbelievable,’ her mother will say. ‘She has absolutely no sense of family responsibility’), and

  Stella begins to describe a recent run-in with the nation’s second-favourite newscaster. The sun is sinking into the chestnut tree. Anna sits quietly at the table and starts picking at a

  leftover salad. A leaf of something curly and expensive uncoils unexpectedly, and slowly pings a drop of vinaigrette straight at Stella’s shirt. Oh God, thinks Anna, then breathes again as it

  hits her aunt’s pale brown hand. Stella looks up at the sky, then at her niece.




  ‘Anna, be careful,’ says her mother. ‘Can’t you see she’s wearing linen?’




  ‘It’s fine. It didn’t hit me,’ says Stella. She grins at Anna, like a tiger after lunch. The back of her hand has an olive sheen. Anna wavers a smile back. She’s

  been home for five minutes and already her composure is crumbling. She looks down; under the shrunken matelot T-shirt, her breasts are gargantuan. It’s very hot even here in the shade. She is

  a red-faced grotesque nautical child.




  Stella says, ‘Do you want to come and live with me?’




  Anna gasps, as if in pain. ‘What – in Paris?’ Phantoms of a possible future unfurl like streamers – browsing with Stella in angular designer shops, stirring couscous for

  dinner parties, walking in dappled light beside the Seine. The first flowers of Edinburgh nostalgia melt like wet ashes.




  ‘Yes – I’ll buy a bunk bed. No, idiot, I mean in London. You could stay in my flat in London.’ She gives her sister a cursory smile. ‘House-sit. I’m hardly

  ever there.’




  Anna is crushed and reinflated in one airless breath. She looks from Stella to her mother.




  ‘Well, I don’t know,’ her mother says. ‘It’s very kind of you. Isn’t it, Anna?’




  ‘Of course it is,’ says Anna, which was not how she’d meant it to come out. ‘I mean, thank you. Wow. That would be . . . amazing.’ Her heart lifts, as if all the

  plants in the garden have collectively sighed their oxygen into her lungs. Stella’s flat – staying in Stella’s flat. The favourite’s reward. ‘I’d love to. Oh

  – can I?’




  Now she sounds like a baby. After all, it isn’t up to her mother, whose face is strangely clouded and thunderous. ‘Shall I ring you to . . . discuss it?’




  ‘You do that, Anna.’




  She’s never rung her aunt before. Somewhere to stay in London. Staying with Stella. Oh my God.




  





  Two




  Their last attempt at a family holiday is a mistake. Anna’s father won’t stop his heart-attack feasting, despite her policing of the cheeseboard. Her mother spends

  the fortnight reading The Times in the only comfortable cane chair, criticizing Anna’s London plans, and smiling falsely at the neighbours. This is their sixth holiday in this house,

  and she still hasn’t bothered to learn their names. Anna sits in her shuttered bedroom, plotting infantile revenge for her mother’s every slight. She longs to ask her father to reign

  her mother in, but self-preservation has taught her to keep quiet. Talking to him about her mother is like complaining about a favourite to a Gothic overlord. He will listen, almost mildly,

  fingering the beard he shaved off twenty years ago, and make small concessions, acknowledge certain weaknesses. Then you push him too far, breach an ancient unreasonable law of chivalry and honour,

  and his sympathy retracts, swift as a sting. You fall from his grace like Lucifer.




  After a night full of dark dreams of wide seas and angels, she wakes and remembers the unimaginable – it is the second of September, and she is here, in London, at last.

  Her bedroom is full of light. She closes her eyes, trying to emboss her mind with this moment, and notices that her stomach is growling.




  Fifteen minutes later, however, she finds she can’t eat her makeshift breakfast. No exams, no heartbreak, but still she stares at her porridge like a nervy Goldilocks and cannot lift her

  spoon. Obviously it is the excitement. There is nothing to read; there is no music. She has nothing to do for the rest of her life. At this little table, waiting for the world to begin, she feels

  like Eliot’s secretary, setting out food in tins. So she carries the bowl into the sitting room and sits at the end of the sofa, feet drawn up on the cushions, wrapped in an ugly brown kimono

  from the back of the bedroom door. Thin London light slithers through ancient glass and drenches the room.




  Last night, as they drove here through a sudden rainstorm, Anna had watched her mother through half-closed eyes and imagined coming home when it all went wrong. The thought had turned her guts

  to vinegar. For two months she has oscillated between alarm – What if the flat is horrible? What if no one speaks to her again? – and jiggling excitement. She is going to the centre:

  the metropolis, the fount of life. Any existence is hers for the taking; there is no limit to what she could become.




  Above the fireplace is a poster from a 1973 summer exhibition: Steinberg – ‘Immeubles’ – Fondation Maeght. Onion domes and spindly bridges crowd the frame like a

  map of Elysium, but no people, no place names, no clues.




  When Stella’s keys had arrived she’d torn apart the envelope looking for a note. There was only the Chubb and the Yale, and an old-fashioned tie-on parcel label saying Have

  Fun. What sort of fun did Stella want her to have?




  Outside in the steaming street, a woman is shouting, ‘Get off. Get off. Get off.’ Anna vaguely wonders if she should move to a wobbling window and offer help. But what could

  she do, a girl, alone in London? Throw porridge? She moves one foot under her and sits on.




  And last night, when she’d finished hauling her bags up the stairs, she’d begun to look for a proper note in the obvious places: the doormat, the chair in the little hallway, the

  tables, the stairs, her own room – nothing. Like wet feathers falling from a hot blue sky, disappointment settled over her elation as she climbed into bed. Looking up through darkness, the

  stars above the midnight ceiling gleaming just outside her vision, she snatched back the hand of friendship. Stella can be cruel; everyone knows that. If that’s what she wants, she can be

  landlady only, kept at an efficient arm’s length. It’s better that way. Glittering grains of a brand-new hatred formed and gathered as she turned towards sleep; like salt, or sugar.




  So, what had she expected? Without noticing she has begun to pick her heels, another of the habits she monthly swears to relinquish. She discovers a satisfying ridge of

  yellowed scurf and begins to prise it from the tight-packed whorls. It’s too deep; she winces with the first tug, but goes on pulling. Too late to leave it now.




  From what she has already seen, the flat is perfect; an absurdly harmonious adult space. She had visualized every possible permutation: a skylit cupboard where she will dye her hair and smoke,

  or a high-ceilinged suite of rooms on Piccadilly, in which to be languorously but thoroughly wooed. But this room – the tired lilac chaise-longue in the alcove, the knotty floorboards and

  huge aubergine rug, the walls the colour of ostrich eggs – is more welcoming, more indubitably right, than anything she could have imagined. Here, at last, she will come into her own; despite

  not knowing what to do now, and her friends’ unhelpful absence. Despite, or perhaps because, as her father said last night in the wisteria dusk, waiting to wave goodbye, ‘You know this

  is your home, though, don’t you? You know you can always come home?’




  Maybe it is this, the instant lava of emotion certain thoughts of her father always inspire, that is keeping her pinned here to the wine-coloured sofa. Graceful scrolls and curlicues of skin

  slide against her ankles. A tiny spring of blood outlines the three neat edges of the new wound on her heel.




  Her feet wince on the kitchen tiles despite the swelling heat. Stella has painted the room an unexpected sky blue; it is bright but cold, an icicle lit by windows at both

  ends. As fragments of oaten jellyfish swirl above the plughole, she looks nervously round for a plunger. Her mother has left a carrier-bag of bleach and scourers, but Anna cannot ring for drainage

  tips and risk a housewifery course, or a visit.




  A large Sabatier rests shark-like by the sink. She slides her finger down the heavy blade at the exact angle for testing sharpness. This one’s a slicer. Her mind slips to grey stone,

  seeping oil in a warm basement. She could move one degree closer, but now is not the time. Still, it may be best to move away. She shuts the door behind her.




  I am house-sitting, she tells herself. Stella’s business is not my own. Nevertheless, she has Stella’s Paris number, and there may be things her aunt should know. The answerphone,

  she discovered last night, is blacker, dustier and more immense than any she has ever seen, and far from self-explanatory. Now, in the interests of housekeeping, she glances at it again in passing,

  and to her horror sees an emerald light glowing discreetly beside the handset. Her mouth is dry; someone’s thoughts have been here with her all this time. Tentatively she presses the largest

  button. An echoey male voice fills the vestibule.




  ‘Stella, it’s Richard. You probably think you’ve got rid of me, but I’ve been away – back last night. Don’t know if you’re in Paris

  or London, as you’re not answering either, but give me a ring if you’re around. You know I can’t wait to see you.’




  The light has gone out. He sounds like he’s smiling.




  What should she do to the tape? Clear it and risk losing ancient archives, or leave it full and useless? The instructions must be somewhere. She really ought to try to find them.




  Who is this Richard, ringing while she lay asleep?




  She dresses in clothes from the top of her suitcase: sailory trousers, a long-sleeved T-shirt, chosen at home for this, her first day. She brushes her teeth with hoarded

  French glittery toothpaste while standing at the open bathroom window, surveying roofs above the dimpled glass. She does not touch the medicine cabinet, the bottles by the bath, the plant with

  heart-shaped leaves trailing over the corner cupboard.




  In the oval mirror behind the basin her face is startlingly pale. Freckles float just above the skin in a cloud of cinnamon. The sun will ignite her hair in an attention-seeking fiery haze as

  she steps outside. When Stella comes back they might discuss this hair, how to deal with and enhance it, and could linger on the conspicuous fact that only they, of all known family members, have

  this dubious blessing.




  The catch on the heavy door clicks behind her. She treads silently downstairs, past her unknown neighbours, and out into the glaring noise of the street.




  She has furtively memorized her path to the Charing Cross Road in a sepia A–Z from her mother’s bookshelf. But it isn’t the same with the people, the shops, the

  roaring buses. She loses herself again and again. Eventually, with the help of three Danish tourists and an obviously deranged man who intercepts her on a zebra crossing, she heads in the right

  direction back down the Tottenham Court Road, past shockingly sub-legal shops full of mysterious hardware.




  London is full of maniacs: Japanese girls in Lolita stockings and complicated hairstyles, tall men in tight Tomorrow’s World textiles, women in television-screen glasses and

  pinstripe suits. Her eyes have become multi-faceted, hyper-receptive, like a fly’s. Everything, even the pavement, drips and sweats in Technicolor. Her shins hurt from her mules, the sun

  blares against her corneas; she is untanned and shabby and uninteresting and everyone looks, then looks away. Her excitement is evaporating like ether in the heat. Perhaps it’s job-hunt

  nerves: a sort of primitive focus. She imagines dramatically spearing a rabbit and has to bite her lip to avoid smiling like a lunatic, before remembering she isn’t in Somerset. Here you can

  cry and laugh as much as you like, and no one will tell your mother.




  Goggled cyclists dip through the crowds like arrogant piranhas. Two men with sleeping-bag boas approach and, feeling streetwise, Anna reaches back to grip her bag. However, before she can blink,

  or focus, something unseen empties her breath and slams her sideways. Am I shot? she thinks, as her knees smack concrete. Her ankle catches the kerb, and she almost falls in the path of her

  assailant, still pedalling, who screams ‘Wanker’ as he skids around her. Her kneecaps burning, she stumbles up and finds herself in the path of a taxi, horn blaring. Her mind freezes.

  The world stretches and goes slow. ‘Move’ roars through the filthy air as the pavement rises to meet her, and a huge mudguard tears past her ear.




  Her knee will not bend. Somehow she is leaning against a letterbox. She has survived, and people pass in a dirty stream, regardless. Anna gapes. They must have seen, surely. She is clearly the

  girl from the road, yet no one has paused, or spoken, or looked at her. They must have seen.




  There is a grey gash in her trousers through which her knee blazes. What will she catch? I am alive, she notices. And, appallingly, crying.




  In a café selling plastic-looking cakes and listless sandwiches, she buys a bottle of blood-warm water and sits facing away from the street. The fat man behind the counter keeps looking

  at her, so she can’t look up, and the table is dirty so she can’t look down. Her hands are shaking. There are no handsome artistic men to comment on her courage – although of

  course you can’t trust any who smile at you in public places – or rumpled lady novelists looking for protégées. She dabs at her wound with a one-ply napkin to reveal,

  under the grime, a livid seeping graze. She needs, urgently, someone to save her. By rearranging the torn fabric her trousers’ ruin is at least discreet, but the kneecap seems to have

  hardened; how will she walk back? The fat man smacks wet lips like a lecherous fish. She stands, clanging her chair into the nailed-down table, and hobbles through the yawning door.




  The first bookshop Anna bravely enters sells coffee-table smut. She edges downstairs to find the real books, and emerges, dramatically, through a beaded curtain into a low-lit

  video underworld, sliced by racks of magazines. A slow second drops before she sees the defensive indignation on every turned male face, the pictures on the covers. At the same moment a pallid man

  with a crew-cut asks, ‘Looking for something?’




  She backs out through burning air to the clean street. Safer to stick with the chainstores. Cautiously, wiping unseen contaminants from her fingers, she approaches Waterstones on the wrong side

  of the street, like a heavy gazelle stalking a cheetah. After failing to absorb the window display, she limps into Fiction, looking alert in case she’s been seen. Her father, who thinks two

  decades of bookshop signings have taught him the tricks of the trade, has already primed her:




  ‘Simply march straight up to the front desk and ask for the manager.’




  Naturally, she switches off when he gives her advice – a reflex which, in the wake of his inevitable and daily-dreaded coronary, she knows she will regret.




  ‘Dad, I can’t. Maybe I’d better write.’




  ‘Remember what I did?’ Of course she does. In the spondees reserved for telling her father he is being boring, she repeated: ‘You Went Round To Mum’s Flat Right Away And

  Said You’d Been Wrong And Asked Her To Marry You.’ On this story of primal courtship, twenty-three years old this March, is based Frank Raine’s creed of Seizing the Moment.




  The trick of choosing the moment, however, still escapes her. Waterstones is full of balmy air and silky alluring novels. Her trousers billow in the air-conditioning, damply outlining her

  thighs. She queues behind a blonde woman who keeps saying ‘No, no, alopecia’. As she leaves, Anna smiles at the cold-sored assistant, who does not, or perhaps cannot, smile

  back.




  ‘Can I have the manager please? Or manageress?’




  The assistant bellows over her shoulder, ‘Cath, there’s . . . a person here.’ People turn, children stop, paperbacks bend from the shelves to stare. The door lurches open, and

  a tall woman with a little-girl fringe leans back on her chair through the doorway.




  ‘What?’




  Anna walks as normally as possible up to the edge of the till and smiles, vigorously. ‘Hello. I was wondering about a job.’ At home she’d somehow imagined she’d enter and

  at once be spotted as the future of British bookselling. Now she suspects new complexities.




  The woman surveys her like a last-chance foster-parent. ‘Come in.’




  Anna wavers to the door and steps in, leaving it ajar behind her.




  ‘Shut it.’




  ‘What? Oh, sorry.’ She is blushing like a virgin from the provinces.




  ‘Age?’




  Her mind blanks. ‘Twenty-one. Oh – no, sorry. Twenty-two. God.’




  ‘Experience?’




  ‘Of . . . bookselling? No, none at all.’ Anna laughs like a mad girl; the blush begins to spread. She waves her hands to distract the woman from her ragged knees. ‘I mean not

  really, not yet, but I’m very keen to get some. I just . . . long to work in a bookshop.’ There are naked scaly stumps where the woman’s fingernails should be. Should she

  accept a job from somebody so obviously uncontrolled?




  ‘You long to?’ Now the woman laughs. ‘Why?’




  Anna’s pre-planned answer seems a little pat. She improvises: ‘Well, you know, I love reading, and I’m quite . . . informed, and I suppose passionate, about books, and I feel,

  you see—’ (she looks brightly at the manageress, who does not blink) ‘—ttthat I have a lot to offer in . . . well, encouraging people to read. I am good with

  pe—’




  Perhaps they’re looking for honest brownish-redheads. Perhaps not. The manageress turns to the door, then looks again at Anna. ‘Look. You’re hardly what we’re looking

  for. I can’t imagine what . . . You need experience to work in a busy store like this.’




  ‘Oh. Sorry.’ The windowless room closes around her. She grasps the warm metal door handle. ‘Thank you.’




  Behind her the woman is still speaking, but Anna turns her back and strides stiffly through the shop, head if not exactly high, then forward, as if she’s used to this. The swarming street

  outside is a sticky mess of noise and sun and immobile chattering tourists.




  She needs someone to tell, who will insist that she was better than she fears. As she attempts to cross the road her mind, almost shiftily, reverts to the man on the answerphone. He can’t

  be Stella’s boyfriend, because surely he’d know she’s away. But he sounded too charming to be a friend. Maybe he’s an occasional lover. The thought sends a chemical

  wave surging through her heart. An occasional lover was what they’d always dreamed of at school, spinning heavenly lives as they lay on their backs on the hockey pitch. A man for passion who

  wouldn’t stifle, ideal until they met The One. Then would begin the serious business – novel-writing at kitchen tables, feathery marital beds, a garden full of plum-trees and

  interesting children.




  Would her aunt have an occasional lover? She’d be bound to – probably more than one. Maybe this Richard is just a beginner, trapped near the base of Stella’s doubtlessly

  complex romantic pyramid. But he had sounded confident, a man who knows he’s high on her list. His voice – low, warm, intimate – is the Platonic ideal of lovers’ voices,

  unknown but recognizable from the place where souls are forged and fissured. If he isn’t Stella’s lover he certainly wants to be.




  It is only when she has filigreed the water label in her pocket that Anna faces her recent employment failure. She did everything wrong. Somehow she must learn, quickly, perfection.




  How do others manage? How had editors and agents seen that behind her father’s gloriously tattered jumper, and the seventies revolutionary moustache, was the future king of Dark Ages

  detective fiction? And Stella – how did her mother’s little sister become someone whose documentaries are shown on television? Even her mother’s a credible adult, although in her

  case it’s mostly a question of being imperious and knowing about Roquefort. That won’t help Anna now.




  As she stands in the middle of the street, waiting for a gap in the enormous traffic, Anna wonders if her father would say ‘Don’t be defeatist’, or ‘Don’t hope for

  too much’. She excels at both. Three laughing men in a white van are waving at her to cross. Should she snarl or smile? Her smile comes out as a snarl; the worst of all possible outcomes.




  The other side of the road is paradise and hell combined. There she finds everything and nothing: no Tampax, or plasters for her knees, but all the nipple-attachments and neoprene record bags

  and teriyaki and absinthe she could ever need. The streets are thick with tired women and pierced men and sexless tourists. Another corner, past a theatre – a fire station, a Chinese

  herbalist, and she’s completely lost. She turns slowly in the street. This is a new world.




  She rounds an unfamiliar theatre, showing a musical about Napoleon, and finds herself back where she started, but opposite a huge BOOKS etc. – a London-only culture emporium,

  nothing like demure James Thin’s. She tries to feel cautious, but knows it is a sign. However strongly she feigns indifference, her haruspex precedes her everywhere, scanning the sky for

  omens.




  This time the front desk is at the side, the manager sniffs derisively at everything she says, and they are only recruiting in IT. Hoping to catch Fate offguard she asks directions to

  Blackwells, but they have nothing until December, and she has forgotten her telephone number, which does not impress.




  





  Three




  Objectively, this has been one of the most unsuccessful days of her life. Usually she can outwit failure: she scents it even before it arrives. After one of many anxious

  late-night conversations with his troubled ten-year-old, her father had memorably announced, like a doctor giving a last prognosis, that Anna was her own worst critic. The scrupulousness, the

  garrety ascetic perfectionism that implied had made her secretly proud. But today has confirmed failings she hadn’t dared imagined.




  There was Luke, of course, but that was love, and love is different. When they fell apart, four terms into the beginning of something, Anna had wept into her Alpen and known she was unwantable.

  But as the bruises round her heart had healed she’d begun to remember: how she had looked in vain for signs of courage; how his solidness had numbed like frostbite; how he had revealed, like

  Salome, a hidden talent for deceit.




  And at least that had been nothing to do with her brain. This, however, must be. If only they’d give guidelines, she thinks, as she retraces her muddled steps. Anna has always paid

  attention to survival techniques. If pursued by a crocodile one should run in zigzags. Urine is a disinfectant. A mirror may be used to attract passing aeroplanes, and probably also crocodiles. Eye

  to eye with an alligator, or losing limbs to gangrene, these lifesaving tips may slip her mind, but at least they’re in there. How is it then that with sixteen years of education, and

  dedicated background reading, she can’t seem to manage urban life?




  Now what is she to do? Where is the manager who will hire her? The only other bookshops she has seen today are the kind she and her friends used to stand outside and laugh at. 101

  Mediterranean Pelmets, The Art of the Catamaran: what made her think she was immune?




  She reaches a Greek bank and wonders, fleetingly, if she should move her account there for friendly cashiers and plate-throwing parties. Someone is being sick against a poster. Everyone she

  passes looks hostile, tragic or deluded. I want salad days, she thinks, whatever they are.




  When she arrives back at the flat nearly an hour later, wondering if she should buy a compass, a light is winking on the answerphone. There is a blister just below the ball of her foot, her

  knees are shrieking, and she needs the lavatory. Almost too late she hobbles upstairs to the bathroom and hunches, panting faintly, over the loo as she lets loose an enormous piss-stream, like a

  horse. She washes London grey from her hands very slowly, listening to the water noisily refilling the tank, and speculates about the message.




  At Edinburgh, it seems, she was always running like a hounded heroine, through toast-smoke and disoriented survivors, towards the telephone to discuss that evening’s plans. Now, however,

  her list of possible callers is humiliatingly short. It’s probably her father, calling from his madman’s study with a brief chin-up nose-to-the-grindstone message of courage in

  adversity, like you’d send to the troops just before Passchendaele.




  She pads silently back downstairs, as if trying to catch the answerphone offguard, with a premonition that it is Stella, offering encouragement and hope. Cautiously she approaches the huge

  machine. Her finger leaves a circle in the dust.




  ‘Darling [her heart leaps briefly, then stills again], it’s your mother. I hope you made progress. Have you rung Andrea Lefschitz? Or your uncle? You’re

  expected to see him, Anna; I’m not telling my mother you weren’t in the mood. Anyway, Dad says don’t forget: be firm but polite, and Sasha says “hang in there, sis.”

  That’s it . . . bye, darling.’




  That’s it? What about ‘we miss you’? She hunts in the kitchen for a cup. The cold tap makes extraordinary clunking noises; what damage can she have caused in

  half a day? Gently knocking the fronts of her thighs against a cupboard she looks out into the street, sipping cloudy summer water. Opposite is an identical terrace of tall black brick houses

  – Georgian, if that means flat with interesting windows. Compared to the gentle crescents of her childhood, Bloomsbury is an elegant prison. She takes another mouthful of tepid water and

  slops it around and over her tongue, sliding silk against roughness. It’s past five. Where has she spent all those hours?




  And then her mother’s message catches at a limp and sunburned dendrite: Andrea Lefschitz. Andrea Lefschitz is Anna’s mother’s most horrible friend. And now she has some

  terrible idea that Andrea, who apparently spends most of her time (‘and can you blame her?’) in her self-architectured London flat, could take Anna out.




  ‘But where?’ Anna had asked. ‘Am I supposed to ring her up? Oh God, did you actually say I would? That is so embarrassing.’




  ‘Honestly, Anna, you’d think I’d asked the Russian ambassador. I just said Andrea darling, could Anna call you when she’s in London?’




  ‘Oh no.’ Now it sounds as if Anna asked her to ask. ‘Do I have to? What would we do, anyway? Go drinking? Look around her Armani archives? I don’t think

  so.’




  ‘Jesus, Anna. I’m just trying to help – it’s not as if you have friends in London, after all. I thought you might like to see mine. You’ll be grateful for

  them, you know, when you’ve no one to talk to but Stella’s bloody collection of African pottery.’




  And now it is beginning. Andrea Lefschitz is just the first and worst of a long list of social engagements, which her mother expects her to work through, gratefully. Is every

  sodding phone call going to be like this, Anna wonders, beginning to tug at the frayed cuticles of her left thumb. Hasn’t she noticed I’ve escaped?




  Her mother’s prickliness taints the flat’s new air. She should have known she’d never escape it; it has followed her here, with the other silent certainties

  Magda’s daughters take for granted.




  These include:




  

    

      

        

          1) Mornings. Never speak before nine, unless bearing tea. Anna cannot imagine how mornings had been when she and her sister were young, insisting on Dairylea,

          peeing in supermarkets, puking posset on their mother’s bony shoulder. Would she have snapped before they learnt how quickly her moods could change? After all, as Anna occasionally

          reminds herself, her mother isn’t mad, or cruel, or nasty. She’s just difficult.




          

            2) Aspersions. Do not cast them. On how much she’s just spent on ‘timeless’ suede court shoes, on the beauty of her latest espresso

            machine, or the source of the spectacular mille-feuille at one of her ‘little dinners’. She does not believe in domestic glasnost. Toe the party line.


          




          3) Apologies. Do not expect them. Her legal code is fixed and far from lenient. If she errs, it is within her divine right as a mother to do so. Anna’s

          grandmother Ava is Russian, and the female line is formidable. Anna suspects the Visigoths could have learnt a thing or two from her mother’s family. She has not yet dared to ask her

          father about miscegenation between Northern Europe and the Volga, but every now and again makes daring references to Cossack hordes and the blood of Christian babies. Depending on her mood,

          as most things do, Anna’s mother either laughs tolerantly, which always encourages Anna to go too far, or chooses not to, and frost appears on the inside of the windows.




          

            4) Arguments. You’re on your own. In intergenerational fights the parents always side with each other, although it’s usually their father who

            has to show his colours. When Anna rows with Sasha, the parents have a policy of non-intervention, like the UN. It’s about as effective; their skirmishes are just as vicious, the

            battlefields razed and sown with mines. When they were younger the conflicts were far bloodier, and appeals for mediation were always rebuffed. ‘Life isn’t fair,’ their

            mother would announce, retreating from the gory sawdust like a sated Caesar. Anna would retire to her room in a voodoo fury to brood on the malefactions of her brazen and amoral

            sister.


          




          5) Secrets. They do not exist. Those that do are Magda’s field. She locks them tightly, but cannot quite resist leaving a trail of aniseed.
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