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Praise for Lioness

‘Lioness by New Zealand author Emily Perkins is the most exciting novel I’ve read in ages … Ostensibly about a dysfunctional family it’s really about feminism. I gulped it down, so readable, so EXCELLENT about people. Read it’ Marian Keyes

‘The nuance of Lioness’s portrait of a midlife personal and political awakening is extremely seductive’ Financial Times

‘Explores the damage done to women by living behind a mask … A well-told story of family rivalry’ Independent

‘Perkins’s novel manages to be discomfiting and wholly enjoyable at once: it’s a refreshingly honest, piercing take’ NZ Listener

‘Midlife crisis meets midlife magic in this slippery tale of shifting power’ Marie Claire

‘A bold new novel about a midlife female reckoning … Lioness’s potency lies in its ability to articulate the feminist zeitgeist’ Primer

‘A terrific novel about self-doubt and changing life’ Good Reading Magazine

‘Lioness is a bold, exuberant and illuminating exploration of identity that exposes the chasm between what one believes and how one actually lives. Perkins’s writing is exquisite, her observations so strikingly acute and original they will make you gasp’ Books+Publishing

‘Rich and deeply layered … A thought-provoking read about identity and meaning in life’ Muddy Stilettos

‘A novel that roars with the desire for authenticity and reinvention … Perkins’s prose is elegant, economical and seamless. She’s a magnificent writer, commenting on women’s empowerment, awakening and visibility to themselves with poise and grace’ Better Reading

‘Dark and compulsive’ Australian Women’s Weekly

‘Masterful in the way it confronts the concept of choice’ The Spinoff

‘Her writing is always so strikingly observant and contemporary … This is a novel about the search for authenticity and risk – what’s at risk when you throw something away you’ve worked so hard for’ Nine to Noon, Radio New Zealand

‘Emily Perkins, as a writer, sees so clearly and sticks the scalpel in’ The Bookshelf, ABC Radio National

‘She is not afraid to take on the uncomfortable, the off-limits … Intoxicating’ The Conversation




 

EMILY PERKINS is the author of a prize-winning collection of short stories, Not Her Real Name, and four novels, including Novel About My Wife (winner of the NZ Book Award and the Believer Magazine Book of the Year), and The Forrests (longlisted for the Women’s Prize for Fiction). Her work for stage and screen includes co-writing the film adaptation of Eleanor Catton’s novel The Rehearsal (directed by Alison Maclean), an adaptation of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, and the original play The Made with the Auckland Theatre Company. She lives in New Zealand.
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Trevor turned off the alarm and rolled back to face me across the creamy hotel sheets. He gripped my wrist and held it on the pillow between us.

‘I’ve got you.’

With my free hand I thumbed the sun-damaged skin below his neck. I thought of this part of his body, usually hidden by a shirt collar and tie, as mine.

‘I’m going to be late,’ I said.

It was our last day in Sydney. I was due to meet the real estate agent in Darling Point.

Trevor kissed me. As was my habit, I had got out of bed before he woke, to clean my teeth. Now he had my other wrist, and pressed them both above my head, against the padded headboard. His knee pushed between my legs. A memory of my neighbour, Claire – our last weird encounter – scratched at my brain but was erased by the morning smell of Trevor’s sweat and his skin’s heat as he moved on top of me. My blood rushed in response, and I shifted, arching to meet him.

‘I’ve got to get up.’

‘You’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to go to work.’

After all this time sex could still be a series of negotiations, small advances and retreats over territory. Yes. No. There. Briefly I floated out of myself to see us from above – the linen in the soft morning light, his tousled silvery hair, the thick curve of his shoulders, my blonde streaks spread across the pillow, one leg wound around his hips. The image took me to the edge of an orgasm, but Claire’s face appeared again, distracting me. Go away!

I had a weird feeling of triumph when Trevor came, as if I’d won a fight.

‘Now you,’ he said.

‘Later.’ I got out of bed and stood naked in front of him, watching him look. ‘I’ve got to go.’

We had come to Sydney so Trevor could meet an investor face to face, and I could scout locations to open my first Therese Thorne store in Australia. It was early December, and the city had already attained a heat we wouldn’t feel back in Wellington even at the height of summer. The open air malls were strung with Christmas lights, the sea burned in electric glimpses between buildings and trees, and that stink of flying foxes hovered in the Botanic Gardens – the sort of hot smell you can’t help sniffing for, like from a marker pen, or a pair of knickers kicked off onto the bedroom floor.

The Darling Point site was an empty retail space in a converted worker’s cottage fronted by frothing jacarandas. The small, low-slung building was the last of its kind on a side street, off a road lined by grand hedges which afforded occasional views of wedding cake villas and airy modern developments. The estate agent’s motorbike dominated the path that led to the front door, a sleek black insect that had waited outside all my viewings that week. I manoeuvred around it, sweating and nervous from the rush to get there, but inside, a respite from the heat, the space was quiet, and smelled cleanly of sawdust.

A wall had been knocked down to turn two small rooms – the front and back of the cottage – into one larger area. My sneakers squeaked on the floorboards as I circled the space envisaging my homewares here, textiles lining the exposed brick, ceramic treasures laid out on scrubbed wooden tables, ferns in macramé plant holders hanging from the ceiling. The window frames had been enlarged and paned with reinforced glass, and would be good for displays. A familiar pressure rose beneath my ribcage: I wanted it. I kept my expression neutral as I passed the estate agent. He pretended to be on the phone, but he was watching. I knew not to underestimate his baby-face, nor his compensating air of authority.

The back door led to a dark lean-to that must have been a kitchen, which I could use for storage. The windows looked out on a thin yard, an unappealing grey space that appeared wavy and distorted through the old glass. You couldn’t tell what was out there. I had a queasy feeling, as if this cottage were floating through time, and I was stuck inside with the realtor. I turned back to the interior, imagining a family of Victorian settlers crammed in: thick black clothes, crying kids. Foreign heat.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ I said. ‘But is there much foot traffic?’

‘It’s an exclusive area,’ the agent said.

‘If I started here,’ I said, ‘and word of mouth was good, it would give a sort of cachet, right. Set me up to expand after a year or two. A department store tenancy, do you cover those?’

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘If that’s the goal.’

It was. Therese Thorne Homewares had a flagship store in Wellington and boutiques in Auckland, Christchurch and Tauranga – the result of twenty-five years’ work. The next step was to set up here in Sydney, where I would fulfil my ambitions and Trevor would retire to sail and play golf in the sun. We weren’t quite ready yet – Trevor had to finish one final property development first, the big hotel project that was his last hurrah, and I needed to find investment to fund the move. If it weren’t for my sharing Trevor’s last name, the agent might have had me pegged as a tyre-kicker. But the real estate company had branches in New Zealand too, and they knew who Trevor was.

Trevor and I met in the 1990s, when I was not long out of university, having started in English Lit and ended up in Marketing. This was back when university was free. I was the first in my small family to go. At that time Trevor was a serial dater. He and Judith had been divorced a few years, after she had fallen in love with a friend, another mother from the tennis club. The other woman wouldn’t leave her marriage but things between Judith and Trevor were now, they agreed, over. They kept the details close, or as close as was possible in those scandal-loving circles. Judith asked Trevor not to tell the kids about her affair, and he didn’t, and he’d suffered for that when the children were young. Even now they were adults – my god, middle-aged – they still thought the divorce was his fault.

He had gone wild for a while after the marriage ended, leaving the four children – Annabel, Rob, Caroline and Heathcote – with their mother, while he travelled alone to Mexico, the Venice Biennale, sex parties in Berlin. When we were introduced in a café by a man I was pitching an idea for a stationery business, Trevor had recently returned from racing motorbikes in the Angolan desert. I’d never met anyone like him in my life.

I make it sound like I knew what I was doing, ‘pitching’. In fact, I had met the other man, whose face I can recall vividly but not his name, at the hotel where I was a receptionist. I was twenty-two. Since graduating, my life had stalled. He was a regular business traveller and he kept asking me out for coffee till I said yes. ‘But not a date-date,’ I remember saying, and he laughed at me as if the idea itself was parochial. ‘Of course not.’ That was why I was trying to sell him on my idea. I didn’t want to lose control of the conversation.

Trevor, who knew this man from school, swung a chair over from another table and made me tell him why I believed nice stationery was important, and I spoke earnestly because I really did think people should have pretty things. I told him stuff I never meant to, about the girls in my class with their glitter pens and scented rubbers, the longing those pastel colours had instilled in me, the orderliness they suggested, houses that were clean and cheery, how could anyone with a pom-pom on the zip of their pencil case come from a home where people called one another a dumb bitch?

He listened, is what I mean. And the man, the business traveller, watched him watch me, and the next day when he was waiting for his taxi before flying back to Auckland, he told me he would put in $2,000 for a proof of concept.

‘By the way,’ he said. ‘You’re a pretty girl but you’d do better if you straightened up that eyetooth.’

Feeling brave and rich, I called the number Trevor had given me to tell him that news, and ask if maybe he would like to invest in the idea too.

‘I’m heading into a meeting, but I’ll call you back,’ he said. ‘I’ll be asking you out. You can decide whether business and pleasure mix. You can decide which is which, Teresa.’

I was still Teresa Holder, then.

I learned about his marriage on our first weekend away together, when we were recounting for each other, on that bed in his Martinborough house, our pasts. No – he told me his stories, but I didn’t reveal mine. My life seemed trivial next to his. He was more than two decades older than me. I played the blank slate, which no girl is.

Another thing I found out, but not till later, was he’d sent his old school friend $5,000, more than double his investment, to clear the field. At the time I thought that was romantic.

A year after we met, Therese Thorne sold its first line of stationery into shops. That was the start of it all.

‘What about Therese,’ he’d suggested when we were designing a label. ‘More aspirational than Teresa. And a last name is good too – creates a character the shoppers can identify with. But not Holder. How about mine?’

Soon after we launched, he suggested that I myself drop Teresa and adopt the name Therese. Therese was the homeware designer and bright businesswoman; Therese relaxed in white shorts at the beach; Therese got that wonky eyetooth straightened so that she could open her mouth when she smiled. Therese didn’t worry about what Teresa’s parents might have thought; they just needed to get the good seats at the wedding. First the brand had become Therese Thorne, then I did.

I left the killer baby realtor at the retail site and walked across to the Museum of Contemporary Art in the humidity, inhaling the lushness. The excited, wanting feeling in my stomach drove me on. It was wonderful to see new things, and everything pleased me: a little dog in a sparkly harness, trotting along like a busybody; a musclebound man who strode through the park, elbows out as if he were at a hoedown – I half expected him to veer over and sling his arm through mine, whirling me off my feet.

An exhibition by an artist called Pippilotti Rist had recently opened. I spent a long time in her room of hanging lights – a dark space lit by strings of organic crystal shapes that pulsed with soft, changing colours. It was like being in an underwater cave, or a nightclub on Venus. We all drifted around softly, like divers gawping at jellyfish. Jellyfish, I had recently read, would pack the oceans before too long. Or was it krill? Something that would survive at high acid levels and render the water viscous, unswimmable. In pushing that thought away I felt the blind poke of the morning’s other unwelcome memory, from bed, about Claire. Like having a piece of food trapped between your teeth.

A woman caught my eye through the hanging colours and smiled as if to say, can you believe this exists. A thrill ran through me, the sound of a small bell.

As I was leaving the gallery I saw her again, now in front of a video installed in a bright corridor, and I slowed to see what she was looking at. On the screen, a younger woman in a blue dress, her hair in a high ponytail, sashayed down a city street, bearing what looked like a huge flower – a red hot poker perhaps. She looked as effortless as her cotton dress, enjoying the day. As we watched she drew back the flower like a weapon, gave a skip to get momentum, and whacked the driver’s window of a parked car, smashing it.

The other woman glanced over her shoulder at me and I realised I had made a strange noise.

On the video the ponytailed woman skipped on, to another car, and did it again.

My phone buzzed in my handbag. It was Trevor.

‘Just checking. Are you getting something for Judith?’

‘Yes,’ I said. There was time to go to the gallery gift shop. I already had the Christmas presents for his children and grandchildren.

Back at the hotel I released the shopping bags onto the floor with relief, my inner forearms striated with red lines where the handles had cut in. I had brought an empty suitcase with me and proceeded to pack it carefully as I waited for Trevor to return from his meeting.

The second bag was soon full, and I opened Trevor’s suitcase to fit in the excess purchases – he always had space. As I tucked the grandchildren’s stocking fillers down the side, my fingers met a small, hard object. It was a pill bottle – Viagra – something I didn’t know he used. Had he woken too and left the bed in the early light of that morning, while I was cleaning my teeth and dusting sleep from my eyes in the bathroom mirror, to quickly pop one? Why didn’t he tell me?

I put the bottle back where I had found it. This was our last night, and an old friend of Trevor’s had invited us to dinner on his yacht. I was looking forward to the rolling twilight on the water, the city lights glimmering around us, being poured a drink on the deck. There would be crab and silver and white linen. I was good on boats, never seasick.

*

On the plane the next day it came back to me: a drab, functionary part of my brain was anticipating the climb up to our fourth-floor apartment with the suitcases, and I remembered the thing at the edge of my consciousness, about Claire. A week ago, I had been rushing down those stairs to get to work, and a floor below ours, outside her door, I ran into her returning home in her early morning workout gear. There were sweat marks on her T-shirt. I had said hello and she’d said in her smoky voice,

‘Oh, Therese. I had a dream about Trevor last night.’

What?

She plunged a hand into her gym bag, feeling for her keys.

‘It was so strange,’ she said – almost as if I wasn’t there. ‘We were in bed.’

In bed? Even recalling this in the sterile plane, I flushed at the intimacy.

‘Yes, and then—’ She drew the keys from her bag’s depths and held them aloft. ‘Aha!’

‘Then what?’

‘Sorry.’ A key in the lock. ‘Never mind.’

‘Claire.’ I wasn’t going to leave the landing until she told me.

She turned back to me. ‘We were having sex. Like, it was really hot. I mean, intense.’

To my astonishment she maintained eye contact. Why was I the one blushing?

‘And he pulled out a gun from beneath the pillow and held it to the side of my head.’ She pointed to her temple.

A gun?

Now an air hostess came down the aisle offering landing champagne. Trevor shook his head. Trevor of other women’s sex dreams. Sex play with guns? In our country only farmers and gang members have guns. Trevor was a property developer. I could feel him register the fact that I accepted the glass of gold bubbles, my third of the flight. Though I had been with Trevor nearly thirty years, I would never take business class for granted. Before we met I didn’t even have a passport.

‘What then?’ I had asked Claire.

‘Well, then…’ Claire paused. Sun from the stairwell window lit up the silver streaks in her damp, dark hair. She gave a little shrug. ‘Then I came.’

I stared at her. My feet were pinned. ‘Excuse me?’

Alarm crossed her face, as if she’d remembered normal behaviour. ‘Are you offended? I don’t know why I told you that. I seem to have lost my filter.’

The change in her tone gave me back some control. ‘All good,’ I said. ‘At least someone’s having sex dreams about my husband.’

‘Oh, god. We don’t even know each other that well.’ She had the apartment door open and the hallway beyond it gave off the chaotic vibe of working parents with a teenage child. Claire and I were roughly the same age, but my husband being so much older made it feel we didn’t belong to the same moment in time. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s OK,’ I said as I crossed the landing away from her. If she apologised again it would make me feel like the butt of a joke. To show it really was all right I added, ‘I hope you’re coming to our Christmas party.’

‘Oh – are you having one?’

‘I left an invite in your letter box.’

‘I’ll ask Mick,’ she said. Mick was her husband. ‘He’s in charge of these things.’

And she was swallowed by her hall.

The plane jolted, my champagne glass nearly snatched out of my hand by an unseen force. Landing in Wellington was infamously hairy, and














OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘I was so gripped by this astoundingly
good book. Rich, disturbing, deep, sharp
and unputdownable’

GHARLOTTE WOOD
Ny 4 y
zy “The most exciting novel I've N
YA read in ages ... I gulped it down’

MARIANKEVES





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Lioness
Emily Perkins

BLOOMSBURY PUBLISHING





