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‘He was a true friend, hardly ever indulging the fiction that there are two sides to every question.’

Shirley Hazzard, The Bay of Noon

 

‘The desire
before the desire,
the lick of beginning to know you don’t know.’

Anne Carson, Bakkhai

 

‘I kissed the top of her head. I thought: I did
this to my child’

Elizabeth Strout, My Name is Lucy Barton






Prologue


June 2014, 2.47 p.m.

So now she is Lucifer.

She’s on her way into the building, head down but keeping watch, when a crouching woman glances up from her bike lock and says: ‘Zoe, isn’t it?’

She seems surprised to have spotted Zoe out in public. She’s short, wears no make-up, has been to theirs for dinner at least twice. Clasping her cycle helmet, her unthreatening bookshop tote bag, she looks kind, confidable-in; someone to whom Zoe could show her wounds. ‘Where are you off to?’

Zoe checks over her shoulder, then up at the looming red brick of Cumberland House, the blankness of plate glass. She has agreed, under pressure, not to tell anyone about the appointment. But she’s fairly sure that this woman works in the NHS, possibly as a social worker, so she’ll be unfazed by bad situations, even ones as desperate as hers.

She takes a steadying breath of traffic fumes. ‘Well. It’s complicated. You might have heard? We are, very sadly, we’re spl—’

‘I’ve gathered bits, obviously,’ the woman says, her wholesome face blandly non-committal; she could be about to hug Zoe or push her under a bus. ‘Word gets around.’

Which can’t be a good sign.

Cautiously, Zoe says: ‘I don’t know who you’ve been, well, if you’ve talked to . . . It has been . . . difficult.’

‘I dare say.’ The woman manoeuvres her bike between them, as if against the contagion of divorce. Then she hesitates.

What if she says something kind? She might; she was definitely one of the friendlier ones. Zoe’s eyes are already prickling; crying would be bad but oh, a hug now, even a pat, would be s—

But the woman’s face has tightened. ‘God. I always thought you were lucky.’

‘You mean us? Or just me?’

‘I was impressed. That’s all. Well.’ The woman pats her cycle helmet, like punctuation. ‘I should go.’ Zoe steps back. ‘I was shocked, if you want to know. So many terrible things you’ve done: so . . . destructive.’

‘But—’

‘I mean, you’re the Devil now.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Like in Paradise Lost. Satan. You must remember,’ she says, with the beadiness of the well-read. ‘Your fall from . . . well, grace?’

Zoe has been counting the days, then the hours, until this afternoon, when she will be penned in a small meeting room with the three people who most wish her ill. They’ll definitely arrive together, a phalanx breasting the double doors. She can imagine their sad solemn voices at reception, venom concealed under a civilized shell. Not many minutes to go, and they could be anywhere: on the way up in the lift, whispering about tactics, or already waiting in room 3/a, shaking hands, preparing the terrain by explaining her to the man they’re meeting. Which would be worse?

Bumping into them down here would be worse.

Although what, realistically, could they do to her, in daylight, in a public building? She’s imagined a lunge before but it couldn’t happen here, could it, in this big bright Meeting Centre, clean paint and jazzy flooring, conversations in progress all around; workshops and strategy away-days but also counselling sessions, oozing little clots of hatred like theirs.

They would enjoy this: her fear. They think that she deserves it, the people she is bound to, by eggs and sperm and love gone bad.

Of the friends who’ve been told about today, one texted: ‘Can get Valium easily, Y/N’ and the other, in person, said: ‘They’re batshit.’

Zoe shook her head. ‘But I don’t think I can do it. Face them.’

‘Does it help to know they think you’re the baddie? I mean, I know. But maybe this could help. Shift something, like Dyno-Rod, though less stinky. Though on second thoughts . . .’

‘Seriously. How am I . . . I’ll need earmuffs to get through this. Blinkers. A scold’s bridle. Honestly, the dread . . . even the thought of being seen by them makes me feel sick.’

‘This bloke you’re meeting, he is a professional? Registered with some sort of . . . body?’

‘Allegedly.’

‘Fine. So though you lot have a complicated set-up, this’ll help. It’s got to. And it’s better going to an office, isn’t it, than sitting through one of their fake-relaxed compulsory cuppas, God just that word, when they can lay into you like a pack of . . .’

‘Wild boar.’

‘Exactly. On neutral territory, with an impartial whatsit, they’ll have to listen.’

Which might be true, if they sincerely wanted peace and resolution. But Zoe has seen the kind of rage which should stay hidden: a glint of bone. Last time all four of them met, the children were in earshot, yet extraordinarily awful things were said.

She holds out a hand. Why isn’t she shaking?

The brutally modernized insides of Cumberland House don’t help. The front desk is deserted, backed by screens with revolving logos, meaningless signs: Meridian Wellness Delivery; Unity (Pod 1); Orange Zone. She needs to ask directions, but there’s only a woman hurrying angrily away from her. She checks the corridor from behind an Our Facilities Department’s Values and Goals display; they may be waiting for her, planning to head her off at the pass. They’ll insist on rules of engagement, then rig the duel.

Her stomach flutters miserably. Her joints are aching, as if poison has leached in.

‘You’ve got to show willing,’ their formerly mutual friend and neighbour Dawn had reminded her. ‘Or whatever it’s called, the thing politicians are obsessed with. Like eye-charts?’

‘You’ve lost me.’

‘Optics. So she’ll look like a nutty Spiderman-dad on top of Parliament. Which she basically is, and I would know,’ said Dawn, who used to work as a children’s nurse out by Gatwick. ‘While you come across all sane, reasonable, open to compromise.’

‘But I’m not! How can I be, when they’ve been . . . You’re not thinking, are you, they could get full custody? Secretly? Christ.’

‘No. Babe, we’ve gone through that. Remember what the solicitor said.’

‘But she’s very young herself. She might not realize.’

‘You’re being paranoid. Thing is,’ said Dawn, ‘if you have one last go at being all polite and understanding, and they see it, they’ll soften.’

‘Do you think?’

‘You never know.’

The appointment letter said Bedford Suite 3/a but there are intermediate levels, vestibules: ‘The Terrazzo’; ‘BreakOut Lounge’. Anyone would find this dazzling wasps’ nest confusing, particularly people with no sense of direction, who regularly dream of getting lost among multiple staircases. She’s as incompetent as they say.

Passing a different booming stairwell, beside a small podium, as if for a daytime stripper, she hears voices somewhere above her, at least one female and one male. It could be them. There’s a familiar sugary smell: cinema pick ’n’ mix. Like a gnome, she rests her bottom on the edge of a gigantic orange plastic flowerpot containing a fake palm, and tries doing relaxing breathing, but she keeps running out of air. Her lungs are frantic. She thinks: I cannot do this.

She has written everything down. Lately she’s been keeping her memory stick always on her, like a jailer’s key, but, for speedy reference today, she’s written notes of what to say. They’re safe in her pocket. No, her bag. After an icily terrifying search, she finds them, trapped in a side-zip. Even without the torn bits they’re useless; yesterday at her desk she was so worried about forgetting her calm, strong speech in the heat of the meeting that she’d reduced it to phrases, then single nouns, as if all she needed was basic revision techniques.

She stares at her list of over-compressed code words, but her mind barely moves: a mammoth heaving its rotten hooves through sucking mud. She is too tired to do this, to stand up to them.

She’d hoped there would be time to rehearse, but the minutes have collapsed in on themselves, tight as hollyhock seeds. She races up a flight of concrete steps, blocked by glass doors; there’s still no one to ask. Down again, past painted-over noticeboards, ghostly drawing pins, over a disastrously loud grid of metal ventilation panels set in the cursory carpeting. It makes her teeth feel sensitive; makes her think of cattle trains.

Lucifer would do nothing by accident. They will be telling each other that she’s late on purpose. They are so certain that she is a destroyer of lives, the worst kind of mother: more than careless, toxic, capable of the greatest crime, that of putting her own selfish needs before her children’s. And they are right.

When Zoe said she was moving out, they claimed to be totally unprepared. How is this possible? Has nothing over the past year and a half, the fights and humiliating efforts at counselling, and her puny attempts to defend herself, convinced them that she was serious? Yet they also insist that she must have been planning this for months, even years. They tell people she hasn’t thought it through, that she’s leaving on a whim, or that she’s doing it to turbo-charge her career, or that she’s sleeping with someone: a student; Rose’s saxophone teacher; the yoga instructor whose class she tried only once.

Being evil would make everything better; she wouldn’t feel sick all the time. Her cuff is glazed with silver snot. More stairs, doubling back towards the middle of the building, then at last a sign for the third floor, beside a surprisingly high balcony. She looks over it, lets herself imagine. How difficult would it be to fall downstairs so that it looks accidental, but doesn’t leave her merely wounded? She has to wait at least until the kids are out the far end of teenagerhood, unless the others are right, and she’s ruined them already.

Last few steps. She’s sweating, creased, utterly unfit to face them. She might as well give in right now, cancel tonight’s plans. Her heavy Celtic Classical Association Conference 2008 bag keeps banging against her hip; during the appointment, or afterwards, they could demand to search it, find the latest batch of paperwork. Imagine their rage.

It’s very strange; she can definitely smell strawberries.






Part One


Into the Woods
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THEN


December 1996

See the embryonic woman, the ridiculous adult-child, on her way to a stranger’s house, already hoping for too much.

At lunch she invested in concealer, bought a yoghurt to line her stomach, collected her skirt, freshly infused with cigarette smoke, from the hopeless dry-cleaners with the ill baby. Despite trying to tamp down her hope, she was so excited that she almost rang her mother to ask about bringing wine. Instead, she took herself like a grown-up to Jayne-Anne Interflora on the corner, but nothing seemed right, too presumptuous or babyish, and she’d ended up with the worst possible option: carnations or chrysanthemums, beetroot-red, with a weird bow, nasty background leafage, reeking of wet, cheap paper. She stayed for hours at work, shutting filing-cabinet drawers and running taps as loudly as possible, but the only person around to notice was the janitor, Mr Fearn, about whom many letters had been sent, who gracefully turned with his mop like a ballroom dancer and wished her breasts a pleasurable evening.

At last, it was late enough to leave: her first Arts Faculty social gathering. She’d removed the sodden wrapping but now the flowers looked even worse, like something she’d plucked from a grave. She retied the bow around their slimy stems, wadded in green paper towels and a carrier bag. Holding them before her, she stepped out.

Everyone she passed on the narrow pavement was grinning, too: exhilarated kids, dressed-up women heading out for office Christmas drinks. Night-time makes things happen. She had been a girl in waiting. Now the second half of her life was about to begin.

Even that Athena Papadiamantis had spoken to her was a sign. Athena Papadiamantis, visiting lecturer in Numismatics from Thessaloniki, had flagrantly dyed black hair, big black glasses and a smoker’s laugh: exactly the sort of person Zo had one day hoped to have as a colleague. Everybody showed off about knowing her, emphasis on the final ‘a’. When Athena turned to Zo in the tea queue and asked, her accent dense and thickety, ‘Penelopé Cartwrisht, you know who this is?’ Zo answered ‘the Australian – um?’, then blushed. Athena grinned, and that was that.

The recital was at Dr Cartwright’s flat where she lived with her female . . . what word did people use? Partner? Lover. She was called Justine, apparently something in newspapers. Zo had looked them up in the phone book, even the university directory, but they weren’t listed, which seemed provocative. It increased curiosity. People murmured about them, speculated.

She tugged again at her too-tight waistband. Was it possible that this skirt, long but with a modest slit at the side, could simultaneously be frumpy and signal that she was easy prey? Almost twenty-five wasn’t too old to be sex-trafficked; apparently anyone would do. And, under her plain black coat with its bobbly pocket-seams, ‘like,’ her mother said, ‘a tramp,’ she wore her new red knitted-silk V-neck top which hopefully minimized her breasts. She’d read advice on dressing for the curvaceous silhouette: no more round-necked jumpers. Her top showed not cleavage, never that, but its promise. She had double-checked that nothing was on inside-out or back to front; not because she was worthy of admiration, but to avoid generating disgust. Still, self-consciousness burned, blazing her cheeks red as a yokel’s.

It was well after eight already; she’d taken a long tube and a bus, consulted the driver but still had had to walk miles. Closed shops, offices, mansion-blocks; the pavements were empty. Even the terraces were so different from home: sour brick iced by pigeons, corroded by buddleia, rotting ironwork, centuries of fumes and private grief. If she couldn’t find the bus-stop home, where would she sleep? According to her father’s old A–Z, the address was on a cursory road, barely a lane off a mews; she pictured friendly jockeys, steaming straw. Stag Street W6, although technically Hammersmith, looked dangerously close to the Uxbridge Road, where her father had specifically said never to go. Since moving to London, she’d heard that prostitutes solicited there in daylight, people writhed about having overdoses. She peeped through the window of Cutz’ Ladies Hair, ghostly as a salon in Pompeii; a travel agency; Staub Invisible Mending. A stationary car ticked quietly outside Cristal Grill and Buffet; she memorized the number plate. She passed a series of unconvincing hotels, the Great London, the Gaelic, the Lord Albercorn, whose suspiciously similar lavish curtains and desperate balcony-conifers made them look as if they belonged to the same criminal family. Her shoes were so loud. Nowhere was safe after dark, but this was an invitation to attack.

Then again, Dr Cartwright must have standards. She was a sophisticated woman.

Athena had said, ‘Penelope looks forward to seeing you.’ This was probably a translation issue, although Athena’s English was perfect, under the accent, and the fags. She’d said something about music, too; what if Zo was expected to pull out a fiddle, or sing? When she planned her outfit, she’d imagined sitting in a row of golden chairs, a chill Rococo concert hall, as if Dr Cartwright would have one of those tucked away behind the bathroom. Might this be the beginning of a period of musical appreciation, a concert-going Zo?

It was embarrassing, how much she was pinning on this evening; she’d hate herself afterwards, for the hope. But the loneliness was shameful, too. Sometimes, trying to eat her sandwich and banana more slowly, or carrying on regardless while her seminar students yawned and bickered, Zo would imagine a new life in one of the old-fashioned greasy spoons on Liverpool Road, dazzling the regulars with her way with pesto. But then she wouldn’t be able to afford her own private room at the top of the house of Mrs Lewis, with politely shared bath and light kitchen use (no parties). She’d have to move home.

Last night, lying in her solitary fug, angrily squeezing the fat on her hips and thighs, she’d reminded herself that at least, in London, she could go to the National Gallery or the supermarkets of Chinatown whenever she wanted. It was possible to lean out of her bedroom window and glimpse Islington fire station, brave men extinguishing imaginary flames; in the other direction was H.M.P. Holloway. She was, as her mother often reminded her, so much luckier than her sister and brother, stuck in Oxfordshire; ‘they would,’ she’d tell her, ‘kill to be there. Kill.’

Zo tried to feel it. She had a Masters and three fifths of a doctorate behind her, a promising career ahead, relatively. But her friends were gone to Lampeter and Naples; her family were almost sixty miles up the M40 in Headington, called by her mother ‘the sticks of the sticks’, which didn’t even make sense. On Saturday mornings she thought up subjects to chat about with the newsagent lady, who sold individual cigarettes to children but called her Darling. The friendly Brazilians who ran the florists might one day invite her home for lunch. She cooked herself time-consuming dinners for two from the recipes in the Evening Standard, inexpertly boned grilled sardines, Madras prawn curry, and ate the lot, while writing out party-food menus on file-paper, laboriously hole-reinforced. Hoping for conversation, for the moment a lifelong romance would begin, she sat on Regent’s Park benches with Elizabeth Barrett Browning; once, absolutely flagrant, with a novel about growing up as a gay poet in Ohio. No one took the hint. She tried to seem approachable at faculty gatherings. Yet nobody suggested lunch, let alone an evening. She smiled too hard on the stairs. She searched for bargains in unsavoury remainder-bookshops, tried to learn the streets of London, as if a cab driver might lean out of his window and ask the way to Trafalgar Square. She didn’t dare invite anyone herself, to anything.

Her mother always said that, after twenty, shyness was an affectation. Tricia prided herself on her sparkling way at parties, in the days when going to them was still an option. Even now, Zo could imagine her face if she saw her daughter’s ill-judged outfit. It was hard for a woman as beautiful as Tricia to have produced a child like her.

She had expected an entire Georgian house, or possibly a converted loft with glass bricks and open-plan toilets, but the map led her down a wind-blown alley towards what looked like an extinct shop: big blank-faced windows on the ground floor, a garage door of painted vertical planks. The traffic on Hammersmith Road, sirens and motorbikes, an amplified version of the perpetual London growl, was so loud it was almost a texture. Surely Dr Cartwright wouldn’t live here?

Overhead, a sign swung heavily from a bracket, but there was no pub in sight. Despite the traffic, she could hear conversation, laughter. The possibilities for sophisticated adult living realigned themselves; so this was a place one might want to be. There were only two bells, labelled Dr Cartwright/[illegible] and Balder R. Imagine being Balder R, downstairs from Dr Penelope Cartwright, meeting her on the step as you collected the post. She probably wore a kimono. Someone had said she always dressed as if she were off to a wedding, all those heels and pashminas. That was how Zo imagined her most often, laughing with her stylish friends on a beach in Melbourne or Tasmania, catching the bridal bouquet.

She forced herself to press the bell. Should she have trimmed her fringe? Same with lip balm; she’d bought a tinted one but now it seemed presumptuous. She must have mixed up the days, or they’d decided to disinvite her and were pressing their faces to the glass, gulping with mirth. But she made herself ring a second time, was nervously plucking her daring green bag strap from between her breasts when she heard sharp footsteps approaching the door. It would be Dr Papadiamantis, she thought, or a stranger. To have turned up, expecting to be welcome, was excruciating.

But it was Dr Cartwright, in the flesh. ‘Yes?’

The first time Zo had laid eyes on the allegedly lesbian Dr Penelope Cartwright, earlier that term, she’d been disappointed. The only gay women she knew, all three of whom she’d slept with, were much more obvious. Dr Cartwright was always tap-tapping down the corridor or washing her hands in the Ladies, checking her reflection, removing her glasses to wipe away a mascara smudge. Her hair was somewhere between curly and wavy, between light and dark blonde, always up on top of her head in big-toothed clips or a chopstick but barely contained, fronds cascading over one blueish eye or over her collar. She wore more perfume and audible jewellery than Zo had owned in her life; knitted dresses; sleeveless blouses, short skirts. She seemed too womanly, too glamorous to fancy. Yet the fact that she was a lesbian, but dressed like that, made her impossible not to look at.

And never close up. Until now.

Coolly, Dr Cartwright gazed at her. ‘You look very . . . flushed.’

‘Thank you,’ Zo said.

She followed Dr Cartwright up to the first floor’s landing: high brown boots, a long silk-looking dress and belted waist, deep blue with lighter sprigs. Her thick fair hair, striped with the colours of sun and hay and sand, was mostly up but, as ever, prettily bursting out of its clips, the golden back of her neck revealed. Tendrils, no other word for them, had broken free, perfect loops like a handwriting exercise. One clung to where a golden chain, two, ducked beneath her collar.

Dr Papadiamantis, Athena, was crossing the hallway when they entered the flat.

‘At last she comes,’ she said, giving Dr Cartwright a hard-to-read smile.

‘It’s very nice of you to inv—’ Zo began.

‘Very,’ agreed Dr Cartwright. She was older than Zo, but might know young people to introduce her to. That was the reason Zo had come: to meet people her own age.

With a fingertip on Zo’s shoulder, she steered her into a bedroom: candles, multiple pistachio-coloured hotelly cushions and a wall-sized framed poster for an old film, INCREDIBLE MAN-EATING WOMEN! The air was very warm and scented with flowers. A high wide bed like a set in an opera was already piled with luxurious-looking coats.

Even without those heels, Dr Cartwright was much taller. Zo could have tipped her head back and rested it against her breastbone. ‘Now, you’d better meet Justine.’

Zo frowned, looked behind her. ‘Sorry, wher—?’

‘She’s in the kitchen. Did you think she was camouflaged? Hiding under the duvet? Also, why are you so late?’

‘I got lost. Twice. Sorry. I’m not great at navigating, be—’

‘Well, you made it,’ and Zo noticed for the first time how Australian Dr Cartwright sounded, the unEnglish warmth of her skin. The freckles over her nose-bridge and cheekbones were too perfectly placed, like dots of kohl for a school play; usually her glasses concealed them. Zo held out the flowers, began to explain her poor choice, but Dr Cartwright didn’t react, not even a smirk, as she glanced down at them. ‘I should have brought w—’

‘You shouldn’t have. Dump your coat there.’ She was pointing to a scalloped pale-pink velvet armchair. ‘So you’ll be able to find it, eventually.’

‘Oh, but I won’t stay very long,’ Zo began to explain, as planned, but Dr Cartwright was already kissing a group of arrivals. Zo fidgeted nearby. She guided her to a quite ordinary galley kitchen, pans on pale-painted shelves, tiles in need of a wash, where a woman waited before a tray containing several whole fish, grasping a carving knife as if expecting to be attacked.

‘Here she is,’ said Dr Cartwright, to one of them.

She, the famous Justine, looked like the shoulderpaddy women sketched on eighties dress-patterns: Butterick, Very Easy Vogue. ‘I shouldn’t have to make my own but, well, there it is,’ Zo’s mother would say, which meant she was still despairing of Headington boutiques, Headington style, Headington wives. ‘You know I don’t like to complain.’ She’d buy three or four at a time, spend hours selecting fabric, then never even open the packets.

Justine’s face was long, like a handsome bony horse, her toothpaste-coloured jacket oddly formal, more coolly Anglo-Saxon than the tanned flashing heat of Dr Cartwright. ‘Hello,’ said Zo, in her shameful clothes. ‘Thank you so much for . . . for . . .’

Justine, still gripping the knife, looked from Zo to Dr Cartwright, shrugged, and Dr Cartwright brought Zo, like a lambkin, into the crowd.

An hour, then another. Lots of red wine, small bowls of seaweed-speckled Japanese rice-crackers. Everyone was friendly, as if it was perfectly reasonable for a very junior PhD student to move among people of whom she’d heard, who’d written books she’d read, or at least had thought of reading. There were a few charming men but most of the guests were women, tanned and tall and better-formed than ordinary academics, and some of them were obviously together. Zo couldn’t stop smiling. It was impossible not to stare. At last, one of the well-groomed men helped Justine bring in a plate of fish, now slashed open and baked with ginger and soy sauce, a big salad, cheese, cut-up mango and pineapple and even passion-fruit. She hurried out again; he followed, murmuring in her ear.

‘Is she OK?’ Zo asked her neighbour.

The woman lifted her glass. Her silver rings flashed like knuckle-dusters in the lamplight. She frowned at Zo. ‘Why shouldn’t she be?’

Something shameful, a blazing molecule of vanity, was extinguished. ‘I don’t know. She seemed . . . bothered.’

‘She’s used to it,’ said the woman.

Justine did exude a certain tension; she lacked Dr Cartwright’s sun-kissed gloss. If she hates me, Zo told herself maturely, it’s not as if I’ll ever need to see her again.

No one else seemed hungry, although they were very interested in the wine. It would have been ungrateful to neglect all that waiting seabass. The salad was surprising, spicy and limey, mainly rice with bits of peppers and green beans and peanuts and coriander; Zo, who’d read that rice salads were naff, made a mental note. She took second helpings, couldn’t leave the mango alone. Whenever she wasn’t sidling up to the food table, people were asking her interested humorous questions, as if they were receiving instructions into an ear-piece. Where were her flowers? Someone tried to open the window and Dr Cartwright called over, ‘You’ll never manage it, these crappy Early Victorian sashes,’ and Zo tried not to look impressed.

‘Presumably “Zoe”; is that with an umlaut, or as in Franny and?’ quite a fierce woman asked and, when Zo said ‘neither’, the woman looked displeased. Zo began to explain but the woman hushed her. ‘No, you see, it’s quite funny, my mum and d—’ Zo continued, and only then noticed that one of the other tall blonde women was standing alone in the centre of the room, holding a flute; that everybody else had stopped talking.

Somehow Zo alone hadn’t remembered that this was the point of the evening’s plans: a musical recital, provided by Dorcas Kindersley, one of Dr Cartwright’s Queensland Uni friends who was now an accomplished soloist with the Swedish National Orchestra. Dr Cartwright gave a speech, thanking (‘thinking’) Dorcas for honouring them with a performance; a modest pile of her CDs sat on a shelf near the kitchen, featuring her, a wind-blown Valkyrie in a gossamer shawl, standing on river-rocks, and people bought them for cash on their way out. Zo had to write a cheque.

It had seemed the least she could do. In her ignorance, she hadn’t positioned herself where she could gaze upon Dr Cartwright or Justine or even Athena, so she had been right in the eyeline of Dorcas Kindersley herself. The flute had always seemed a particularly sappy instrument: the earnest waving-around of the silver pipe, the shape made by the mouths of the players, sorry, ‘flautists’. The other guests’ reverential stillness, combined with Dorcas Kindersley’s bobbing and swaying, as if giving an energetic blow-job, made solemnity difficult; Zo had to bite the inside of her cheek, stare fixedly at the rug until her eyes watered. Surreptitiously, people changed positions on the chairs and sofa. The music, possibly Mozart or Elgar or Beethoven or Brahms, Zo decided, went on; polite clapping, then even more. Her leg ached, fizzed, went completely dead beneath her; when the recital finally ended and everyone jumped up for wine, she couldn’t feel the floor and staggered, as if she were drunk, which Dr Cartwright definitely saw.

But, eventually, on a relaxing tide of alcohol and general flirtation, Zo almost forgot, and began to enjoy herself. She ended up kneeling, like a bride, beside Dr Cartwright, sharing grapes with her and a much more heavily freckled anthropologist. She watched them talk; the jawlines of older women, their slim hands. Zo’s were unmoisturized, picked and punished: the hands of a child.

Time for some water. She headed for the little toilet, where rows of perfume bottles were arranged beside a sparkling illuminated mirror, as if in a shop. She pressed her nose against the glass, scrubbed at the oily smudge with her cuff. Nobody could ever know her vain hope that she’d been singled out for something, someone. What were the chances that anyone here might find her attractive? For once, researching hadn’t helped. Since arriving in London she’d ordered two American studies books from academic bookshops, but they didn’t seem to cover these sorts of women; there were no obvious shipping heiresses here, no breeches. She’d bought Time Out for the Gay and Lesbian column, memorizing venues like holy sites; bravely gone to see one subtitled comic Catalan film on Shaftsbury Avenue; owned a k.d. lang CD. She’d deduced that, in the modern world, attractive lesbians were butch (pinstripe suits). But who did they fancy? Not woman-shaped tomboys like her, terrible at being girls, uninterested in the Premier League. So, was the only alternative PE teachers like at school: practical hair, pastel tracksuits, utter sexlessness? Also, surely two feminine women couldn’t be together, yet here was golden-maned Dr Cartwright, femme, and Justine, femme: more like straight women, the kind Zo’s mother approved of.

It was only later, on the top deck of the bus home, frowning into flats above chip shops as she brooded on the errors of her ways, that she put her hand in her coat pocket. The euphoria was passing; she was understanding quite how repulsively gauche and earnest she must have seemed, a monster of ego, a glutton. What a fool to have imagined this could be the beginning of a life.

Groping about for distraction, a forgotten cough sweet, she touched something. There, among the tube tickets and interesting leaves, was a note.
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NOW


June 2014, 7.11 a.m.

The flat is bright and sunny, on what Zoe hopes will be the worst day of her life.

At least she’s in the living room. Each evening, when she says goodnight, there are dark comments, threats, pleading, but Zoe has stood firm. The sofa-bed is better than trying to fall asleep in the marital bedroom after hours of being ranted at, then waking up to more.

When Zoe decided to move out of their room, she asked if they could blame Penny’s late-night television habit.

‘How could you even suggest that? I will not lie to my children. They’re already traumatized; they don’t need deceit as well.’

They didn’t need the bald truth either, but Penny was intransigent. She still insisted that it was temporary and Zoe, still weak, let her. She knows full well what’s happening later today, but acts as if it’s either impossible, or preventable. Any minute, she’ll come and make tea, and start crying. She will not rein herself in. She says it’s natural to express her emotions, as loudly as she wants.

Matilda has been bunking off in earnest, is edging ever closer to another suspension, and says she doesn’t care. Rose, when she should be at fencing practice, hangs about in the kitchen like a watchful parent, doing wrist-strengthening exercises and working on her Art portfolio, or runs laps around the skateboard-park where a Spanish exchange student was almost raped last year. She’s too pale, too assiduous. Apparently, Zoe is the reason.

If only, oh if only Rose would come too. But she won’t, even if she somehow wanted to, because then Penny will be left with nothing.

THEN


December 1996

It was a tightly folded square of thick creamy paper, one edge fibrous as if something else had been torn away. Zo opened it up like a fortune.

‘You’ll be missed.’

With that, her powers of concentration, the secret of her success, evaporated. She began to roam the ply-panelled passages, climbed the tiled stairwells of the Arts Faculty on invented missions, hoping to be bumped into. She bought another skirt, practised applying her new colourless mascara for both length and separation, forced down espressos in the coffee shop opposite where she’d once noticed Dr Cartwright drinking a Coke. She reread the prospectus booklet for the English department, with its bald two-liner about Dr P. V. Cartwright PhD (Queensland), until she could visualize its font with closed eyes.

Missed by whom and precisely how? Did the note mean ‘You are young and succulent but I am another’s’, or ‘You were quite fun, as a puppy is fun’? Dr Cartwright was the only person who could have left it, but why would she? Had it been meant for someone else?

Then her home phone rang.

Dr Cartwright happened to have a spare ticket to a gender-reversed retelling of Antigone being staged in a scrap-yard off Fulham Broadway, with spears and helmets rusting in great heaps. Zo was wedged between Dr Cartwright and her friend, tall speckled Inge, who had represented Australia for Women’s Middleweight Judo in the Commonwealth Games and had problems with her knees, so needed to sit at the end of their little pew. There was no interval. Zo tried to look transfixed by the actors, but Dr Cartwright’s every inhalation and exhalation seemed distractingly significant, full of clues.

Afterwards, Dr Cartwright suggested that she and Inge take her for a drink. Zo was already far gone. She asked for a whisky mac, which she remembered from university, and they laughed at her, then ordered a bottle of Australian Merlot. She looked at Dr Cartwright’s exposed wrist, the hemispheres of kneecap under her silky pleated skirt, and managed not to say: you are beautiful outside and in.

Quite soon after Inge left, Dr Cartwright touched her hand.

Now it all emerged; poor, poor Dr Cartwright. Her life was less perfect than it appeared. There had been youthful sorrow, lightly alluded to. Her colleagues couldn’t cope, she explained, with a woman like her, openly gay, clever, attractive – she actually said this. And, saddest of all, Justine, ‘my girlfriend’, was quite an angry person.

‘But she loves you, surely,’ said Zo, owl-eyed, two huge glasses of red in. ‘I mean, you’re happy? Oh no. What . . . she’s faithful to you, at least? Sorry, sorry, I shouldn’t have . . .’

‘Well, you’re very frank. No, it’s refreshing. Well, who knows,’ admitted Dr Cartwright, looking down at her bracelet, so that Zo could see, at her crown, a touching glimpse of scalp. What was an Australian childhood: sun-block and sun-hats, flying doctors, radio lessons? Might she have owned one of those tame kangaroos? How did a woman like this become?

Dr Cartwright lifted her head. Weren’t most people’s irises simply one colour, brown, or blue? These seemed indeterminate unless she was looking straight at Zo, grey-blue, blue-grey, with a paler inner circle which was almost green. It was difficult not to keep shifting, trying to hold her gaze. Blue, thought Zo. No, hang on . . .

‘It’s not been easy,’ Dr Cartwright confessed.

‘That’s awful. Cheating: I can’t believe it. That people would actually do such a thing. How could she, to you?’

‘Oh, I know.’

With perhaps not the most discreet of questions, Zo discovered that Dr Cartwright’s life had first become difficult, domestically, a couple of years ago.

‘Which is about when I arrived,’ observed Zo.

‘I promise you it’s unconnected. But I would say that, wouldn’t I?’ Her smile was distracting. Eventually, she admitted that she and Justine lived more as flatmates than as lovers. She didn’t want to engage with the misogynistic trope of My Mad Ex, let alone the deranged-lesbian conceit but, well . . . very sadly, nothing could be done to make Justine happy. Yet she was determined, despite provocation, to do the right thing.

‘That’s good,’ Zo agreed. ‘Honourableness is important. You must be such a decent person, to . . .’

‘No, no,’ Dr Cartwright waved her hand. ‘But the truth is she does depend on me, not least financially.’

‘Wow, she doesn’t even have a job?’

‘She left it, unwisely. It was sub-editing, which she hated, of course. And she always found offices difficult, which didn’t help.’

Right there, in the oxygen of Dr Cartwright’s smile, Zo had a revelation. She had been fearing that academia was not for her; that she was neither an adequately brilliant mind, nor a charismatic enough tutor, nor sufficiently competent at the rest of it, blundering through admin, gauche in committees, blind to undercurrents. Compared to her peers, demure Paola Fry who was reputedly the girlfriend of wild-bearded old Professor Harriman, or the dourly sexy Mercedes, black bob and tie as if she had escaped from Cabaret, Zo was failing. What she needed, she now understood, was an experienced role model, neither dry nor dowdy, who could lead her by the hand towards her, ideally brilliant, future.

‘She thought she’d like to write full-time, which is always a mistake, don’t you think?’

‘Definitely,’ said Zo, as one who knows. ‘Though she must be very clever,’ she added encouragingly. ‘Is she, has your, er, Justine publ—’

‘She’s been working on a biography of Vera Brittain, Lesbian. For years. Ever since I’ve known her, actually.’

‘Sorry, was Vera Brittain a lesbian? I thought . . .’

‘Precisely.’

‘Ah. I see.’

‘Yes. To tell you the truth,’ offered Dr Cartwright, leaning closer, ‘I’m not perfectly convinced she’s started the actual . . . writing.’

Soon she was alluding to other problems: Justine’s drinking, like Dr Cartwright’s own father’s; the suffocating depressions. Zo almost admitted she’d never met an alcoholic knowingly, that depressions weren’t something she’d ever heard talked about, but her stomach was beginning to rumble so loudly that she could hear it above the noise of the pub, like a wolf under the table. Would eating the pear in her bag be crass? I need a mere sandwich, a humble nut, she thought, and accidentally giggled.

‘You are a very strange child.’

‘I’m not. I’m . . . so how old are you?’ she asked perilously, but Dr Cartwright smiled.

‘Guess.’

‘I can’t. You don’t have to tell me, I shoul—’

‘I am thirty-five.’

‘Wow.’

‘What “wow”?’ but Dr Cartwright knew perfectly well.

Zo couldn’t tear her eyes from that mouth, the deep indentation in the top lip like the press of a fingertip, the pair of dark freckles beside it. Justine, presumably, sometimes saw Dr Cartwright with her hair down.

She swallowed. ‘Have you always been g-gay?’

Dr Cartwright laughed. ‘Oh, always. Very. The odd man, or boy, obviously, but that’s more . . . light relief.’

‘Oh,’ said Zo, trying not to goggle.

‘My first female lover,’ Dr Cartwright went on, ‘was, well . . .’

‘Justine?’

‘Are you mad? No, it was my netball teacher, Suu.’

‘No.’

‘You bet. Co-founder of the seminal Murrumbidgee fem-inist ’zine OFF OUR TITS. A Kiwi. Although she is, genetically, German.’

‘My God,’ said Zo.

‘Loads of Germans in New Zealand; they love that fifties vibe. Not that she often admits to b—’

‘No, I mean, wasn’t that, the age gap, illegal?’

‘Maybe technically. But no. Full consent. Full.’

‘Wow. Wow. What . . . was she like?’

‘Sickeningly old-school. Very into the sisterhood, all the amazing Womyn, with a “y”. You must know . . . ah, you innocent. Seriously, Merril Mushroom and bell hooks and that lot. No?’

‘I . . . think I’ve heard of them.’

‘Interesting,’ said Dr Cartwright, nodding slowly, still smiling, and Zo’s legs jiggled with excitement: an antenna, a tail twitching autonomously. ‘I hated all that stuff,’ she added. ‘Repelled me utterly, their tedious seventies earnestness. Semiotic texts, grim novels where, of course, they end up slitting their wrists because why should lezzies have happy endings? Bet you’ve never read anything where we’re not either tweedy or titillating; it just doesn’t exist. As for the Ladies of Llangolleoclloghlan, bloody John; honestly, it’s embarrassing.’

Zo reached under the table for her bag, nudged Audre Lorde under her scarf. She was casting around for an intelligent question about Christina Stead, the subject of Dr Cartwright’s book, when Dr Cartwright said: ‘So, is your mother on side?’

‘My . . . Christ. No. Ugh. My God, she doesn’t even . . . she’s the opposite of a lesbian.’

‘I didn’t mean is she one, although you’d be surprised . . .’ Dr Cartwright held her gaze. ‘And you?’

‘Sorry?’

‘What about you?’

Zo’s mouth dropped open. ‘How, how do you know about me?’

‘Darling, it’s shining out of you.’

Later, she’d say it was like hitting a piñata; one little tap and out it all fell. For years to come, Zo would squirm at the thought of her revelations: about the kind but agèd sociologist Ali Bridge, closeted at work without realizing the popped-collar shirts were a giveaway; then the freelance illustrator she met at her sole attempt at going to a bar, hip-bones like a trouser-press; the one-night stand with a fellow twenty-two-year-old who worked at British Telecom, but only in order to fund her dream of running a women’s hockey club in Stratford-upon-Avon.

‘Loads in common, then.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And that’s it?’

‘That . . . is it. You?’

Dr Cartwright ignored this, was much more interested in Ali Bridge: why exactly hadn’t Zo loved her? Was she attractive? If she’d worn make-up, which brands? She marvelled that Zo didn’t know.

‘So you do have to be one or the other?’

‘Definitely. Always in a couple, there’s . . .’ and she trailed off, smiling. ‘Never mind.’

‘Have you ever . . . I read a saying, “Butch in the sheets, femme on the streets”; is that true, or an ideal, or n—’

‘Oh, sweetie,’ said Dr Cartwright. ‘You have a lot to learn. And your ponytail’s gone wonky. God, I wish my hair was straight like that. Mine’s impossible.’ Zo thought of what her mother would say, hurriedly tightened her hair-band, then hid her grotesquely nibbled hands. ‘So, tell me, did this Ali teach you everything you know?’

‘Well. I’m more . . . self-taught.’

Dr Cartwright laughed. ‘Fair’s fair. You have to tell me, though. Exactly how ancient was she?

‘Then? Or now? Er, she’d be . . . wasn’t Suu even, I mean, much, much older than you?’

‘Couple of decades, I suppose, but she looked more. Sun-damage,’ and she shrugged. ‘So . . . you do have to confess. Twelve years? Fifteen?’

Zo, counting on her fingers as if for the first time, looked up, grinning. ‘OK. Twenty-six years. I know.’

‘And what did your, well, friends think?’

‘They never met her. Can you imagine how that would . . . I mean, they were all straight. Still are, in fact. I never meet lesbians. Whereas you, at your party . . . you have a ready-made batch.’

‘Oh, you poor starved child,’ said Dr Cartwright. ‘You have no idea. Well, maybe your world is going to open up.’

By the time they left, it was night; frost on the pavements like diamonds, an areola of haze around each streetlight. ‘Call me Penny. Dr Cartwright sounds like a farrier. I certainly will not call you Zo.’

They stopped by a bollard on one of those cobbled lanes where, if one squints, the lamps produce magic, and one becomes a Victorian, up to no good. Obviously, she explained this to Dr Cartwright, who laughed, then kissed her. And so she fell.
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NOW


7.46 a.m.

So this is the plan. The minute the kids have left, allegedly for school (Rose in good time with all her clean sports kit, her cuticles raw; Matilda messing about, late, textbooks and Zip card forgotten), Penny is off to stay with friends (‘of course I’m not bloody teaching, what do you expect? Sally and Erica know I shouldn’t be alone. They’re desperately worried for me’) and Zoe will frantically pack up as much of their life as she can, before rushing into work for the second-year seminar group. After period eight, while Penny and Zoe are at the mediator’s, the kids will go together to Marylebone station to catch the train from which Zoe’s mum and dad will collect them. By tomorrow afternoon, when, fed and rested and, with luck, indulged, the kids return from Headington, Zoe will have moved into Goldhawk Road, and the next stage of their lives will begin.

That is the plan.

‘Obviously,’ Zoe’s mother, Tricia, likes to say, ‘what you need is better therapy.’

When she still lived for shopping (‘well, window-shopping. I can’t afford much, thanks to you know who’), Tricia was persuaded by a friend to pop into Headington Citizens Advice. She never became an Adviser; ‘I’m not talking to strangers!’ and there is some doubt that she turned up for the induction. Yet it convinced her that she should have been a therapist, probably still could be.

She kept demanding, via Zoe’s father, Clive, the credentials of everyone Zoe and Penny saw. ‘Don’t like the sound of that one,’ she’d say in the background. ‘Though I wish we’d had support like that when we were newlyweds,’ as if Penny and Zoe were still skipping about in the golden uplands. ‘Tell the girls that marriages take work. And I should know.’

Tricia thinks she’s being supportive, has wept about the situation to Zoe’s sister, cousins, her favoured beauty professionals, although not anywhere near Zoe. Her worry is mainly how this will affect ‘my grandchild’, by which she means Rose. Rose, she always says, takes after her, looks-wise.

‘You will support Rose and Matty, both of them, won’t you?’ asked Zoe, when she first told them what was happening. ‘They’ll need you. And me . . . me too.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Tricia. ‘Haven’t I always? That’s what mothers do.’

Now Zoe and Penny move around the kitchen, filling then forgetting the kettle, pretending to recheck their bags. Usually, Penny will have begun a fresh argument, or resurrected one from the night before. But, strangely, not this morning.

When the kids were little, they had this kitchen painted an accidentally bold blue. Penny called it ‘frozen kingfisher’, which led to years of bad family jokes about animals in peril; it made Zoe think of too-minty toothpaste, the feeling of air on sensitive teeth. Now she touches a stray bristle from the decorator’s brush, the claw-marks scraped by the arm of Matty’s chair, through the paint to plaster, dust beneath.

Matilda reaches behind her for her denim jacket with SCREW THE PATRIARCHS painted on it, as if she’s a runaway from an Orthodox seminary.

‘Right. Tilda.’ Penny stands. ‘Come on. I’m driving you in.’

Matty’s eyes widen; she’s biting her lip. Earlier this year, Penny wept audibly right through Matty’s school talent show, harangued Zoe afterwards in the dark playground, in front of Year Eight and all their parents. ‘Why shouldn’t they know what I’m going through?’ she demanded afterwards, on the bus home, the kids wisely sitting upstairs. ‘What we are? Are you imagining that anyone will still speak to you, when they hear what you’ve done to me?’

‘Doesn’t Dad need the car?’ Matty asks now, sliding a glance towards Zoe. ‘For something?’

‘Don’t, don’t you want me near you? Is that it?’ Penny’s voice is breaking. She has told Matty, several times, that she will not allow Zoe to take her away, to deny Penny the right to bring her up. ‘But I need to.’

‘I don’t . . . I’m really OK with the bus,’ Matilda says, flushing, and Zoe could blush for her. She’s been trying to bend one of their old forks into a useful hook; once, long ago, Zoe would have helped her, and Penny would have been annoyed but only barely, and they’d have put it up at an angle in the hall. Matty looks so young in her red school sweatshirt: freshly hatched, as if dotted with bits of yolk and eggshell. Usually, on a normal day, they’d be in a vortex of lost Geography forms and calculators and unnourishing cereal, dirty socks, meter-readings, whirling like a cartoon punch-up, but everyone is too subdued. ‘Thanks though,’ she adds.

Penny thumps her cup down in the sink, bolts from the kitchen. They can hear her sobbing through the toilet door.

‘Super,’ says Rose, grabbing her fencing-case, her art coursework portfolio and calculator. This was Zoe’s last chance to talk to her about today, to try to find a way to ask if she wants to come with her and Matty, and she’s missed it. Be brave, she instructs herself, but what if she is about to lose her girl?

‘Look after yourself,’ she calls weedily, which Penny hates. She and the others say Zoe is neurotic about their daughters, that it’s perfectly safe to walk around west London in the dark; that one can be repeatedly groped as a teenager and turn out OK. If Rose were attacked, they agree, she could defend herself with a swift parry. And Matty would be so outraged and scathing that her attackers would apologize.

Zoe is digging her nails into her palms to force the tears down, but they’re gnawed too short. Then Matty murmurs: ‘Can you pretend you’ve got to bus with me?’

Zoe allows their eyes to meet. Even brave Matty would never usually have dared express a preference aloud, at least until last year, and Zoe always hushes her, to avoid enraging Penny even more. But, this morning, it’s as if they’re stepping over a barrier towards something holy, or unholy. Touch it, her daughter is willing her. Zoe reaches out a hand.

THEN


December 1996

Zo couldn’t help it. She had to write her a letter.

The plight of Dr Cartwright (Penny), her courage in standing by Justine when their relationship had died, moved Zo almost to tears, over and over again. She had always known that love was a form of chivalry, putting somebody before oneself: like her father, making her mother’s lunches, the tray, the napkin-ring. They had a good marriage, everyone agreed. And Zo had always thought it would suit her, throwing capes over puddles. What could be sexier than being a Thracian serving-boy, meeting every need of one’s older, definitely more commanding, master?

Dr Cartwright, Penny, ‘P’, wrote back, almost instantly. When Zo read her postcard at work, sitting on the staircase for privacy, the lino seemed to rise up beneath her. Aha, she thought: a swoon.

Even in the first days, then weeks, sadness glinted through the euphoria. Penny wanted nothing more than to keep meeting and kissing, said the most incredible things about passionate fidelity, certainty, but explained that carrying on in secret wasn’t fair on Justine. Being fair, moral even, mattered intensely (‘intinsly’) to her. ‘When something wonderful happens,’ she’d explained, her voice a burr of promise in Zo’s ear, ‘when you meet someone truly important to you . . . oh, little one, I heard you gasp.’

‘Might have.’

‘You see, we must start as we mean to go on. Clarity. Firm foundations. I do know how these things work.’

‘I completely understand,’ Zo said and, in the absence of comparisons, or people in whom to confide, it was a relief to be told what was right.

Penny couldn’t get over Zo’s first letter, the alacrity, the disinhibition, but Zo could not stop. Writing was a remedy for a longing so sharp it seemed to flood her lungs. She wrote pledges of lifelong devotion, comparisons to famous beauties, confessions of past troubles and future fears (although not the greatest; even she knew to wait for that).
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