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This Is the Story

This is the story of three people. It is the story of my two parents and the three of us together, but it is also the story of the tangled fairy-tale triangle, which took shape between me and my mother and the succession of solitary men who entered our lives after my father had left.
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My father Thomas Blackburn was a poet and an alcoholic who for many years was addicted to a powerful barbiturate called sodium amytal, which was first prescribed for him in 1943. When the cumulative effect of the drug combined with the alcohol made him increasingly violent and so mad he began to growl and bark like a dog, he was tried out on all sorts of substitute pills, including one which he proudly said was used to tranquillize rhinoceroses.

He had two divorces and several breakdowns, but then at the age of sixty he had a vision of the afterlife, which made him happy because he realized he was no longer afraid of dying. A year later, in the early morning of 13 August 1977, he finished writing a long letter to his brother with the words ‘I am now going to lie down in a horizontal position and breathe long and deep.’ He then went upstairs and died from a cerebral haemorrhage, just as he was getting into bed.

He was disastrous in so many ways, yet I never felt threatened by him. I could be frightened of the madness and the drunken rages, but I never doubted the honesty of his relationship with me and that was what really mattered.

My mother, Rosalie de Meric, was very different. She was a painter by profession and she rarely got drunk and didn’t use prescription drugs, and she was sociable and sane and flirtatious, and I was always afraid of her. Right from the start I was her sister and her confidante and, eventually, her sexual rival, as the boundaries between us became increasingly dangerous and unclear. The battle we fought reached a crisis in 1966 when I was eighteen, and that crisis never really passed, the scent of rage and adrenaline hanging in the air as sharp as gunpowder.

On the first day of March 1999, when she was eighty-two years old, my mother was told she had only a short time to live and she came to stay with me for what proved to be the last month of her life. Something crucial happened and the spell that had held us for so long in its grip like an icy winter was finally broken, and we were able to laugh and talk together with an ease we had never known before. ‘I have never been so happy in all my life,’ she said. ‘How curious to be dying at the same time.’

And when she was near the end and her voice had become so slow and deep it seemed to be emerging from the bottom of a well, my mother said, ‘Now you will be able to write about me, won’t you!’

‘Yes, I will,’ I replied, because in that moment I felt she was giving me her blessing, making it possible for me to tell a story that otherwise I could never have told.

During her final month I kept a journal, which recorded this brief and joyful time. I also exchanged faxes with my old friend Herman, who was living in Holland. He had come to visit me just a couple of days before my mother learnt that she was ill. Herman and I had first been lovers in 1966 and we finally parted in 1973. He was the one person who knew all about the past and how important it was to sort things out before it was too late.

I have used excerpts from my journal and from the faxes throughout the telling of this story; they are the thread that connects the beginning to the end.

Herman and I were married in December 1999.
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A Supper Party

Friday, 2 April 1965 and I know the date because I still have the diary I kept for that year.

The supper party was at my father’s house: the house where he now lived with my stepmother and her daughter and a black-and-white Parson Jack Russell terrier called Henry, whom I liked very much.

Here I am at the front door of the house. I ring the bell and it makes an optimistic bing-bong, bing-bong noise, as if it were an ice-cream van telling the children to come and buy, quick, quick. There are thick panes of red and blue glass in the door and when I press my face to them I can just see a blue and red Henry dancing a welcome. My father is looming into view and I can hear his sharp cough.
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He opens the door. He is pasty-faced from all the pills and hangovers. His spectacles are low on his nose and he is gazing over the top of them with a lopsided smile, which was made lopsided ages ago when he climbed over a high spiked fence and fell and was caught by his upper lip on one of the spikes. He is wearing a beige cardigan that has cigarette burns in it and when he kisses me on the cheek I can smell Fisherman’s Friend extra strong cough sweets, as well as beer and wine and Capstan Full Strength cigarettes, untipped.

‘There you are, darling,’ he says, which is true, I am.

‘Come in, come in. How nice! You look well. Looked ghastly the last time I saw you. I’m just finishing something. Won’t be long. Peggy’s in the kitchen.’ And he’s gone, back to his study.

I know that just last week, my father threw my stepmother into an empty bathtub. Naked, or at least I presume she was naked, although she might have been in her pyjamas. They were having a fight and the neighbours came because of all the shouting and screaming, but they didn’t call the police, not this time.

‘Imagine that,’ said my mother, who laughed when she told me the story. My mother had always been too heavy to be lifted or thrown, but she was punched and slapped instead.

My father never hit me; except once when the three of us were sitting down to Sunday lunch at the big round table and he had lunged sideways at my mother with his fist, but got me instead by mistake. ‘So sorry darling,’ he said, genuinely apologetic. ‘No blood I hope?’
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But now here’s Peggy and I can’t see any bruises. She also smells of cigarettes and wine, and she has her own sharp and foxy smell, which mixes with the sweetness of her perfume. She wears a lot of perfume and carries a lipstick with her wherever she goes. She has put some on now and her lips are dark red and shiny. She has a big wide mouth with very regular teeth, a sharp nose and almost lidless eyes like little almonds, that will flicker and close later, when the wine kicks in. Her black hair is cut in a bob with a fringe. She is shorter than me and delicately built, with thin wrists and narrow shoulders. Even I could pick her up if I chose to. She is wearing a green silk shirt.

I’ve told the two of them that I’m going to stay the night. I have never stayed the night here before, but I’m having a lot of trouble at home with my mother, so I thought I’d give it a try and then, if it worked, I could move in and stay for a while.

My father had been very pleased when I told him the first part of my plan.

‘Good, good, good!’ he said and he rubbed his hands together with a papery sound, which was one of his ways of expressing pleasure.

There is a spare room and my stepmother leads me to it and opens the door. There are boxes of remaindered books of my father’s poetry on the floor and a bedcover that I remember from long ago. The sheet has been turned down in readiness for my arrival.

I go to the bathroom and open the medicine cupboard. I take out a pot of Elizabeth Arden rich moisturizing night cream and rub some on my face. I look at the bright colours of the lipsticks that stand higgledy piggledy in a corner of the cupboard and marvel at how they are all worn down to such a round blunt stub. I sniff at a bottle of my father’s Jochem’s Hair Oil. He used the same stuff when he lived with me and my mother. It’s got bay rum in it and a sweet smell that I like.

I go down to the kitchen, which is very small, with just enough room for a sink and a cooker. Last week, maybe it was after the business with the bathtub, my father phoned to tell me he had thought of killing himself. He said he was going to gas himself in the cooker because he felt so depressed.

At that moment Peggy had snatched the phone from him and I heard him grunting with surprise. ‘He turned on the gas,’ she said, ‘but when he saw the cold roast chicken in the oven, he ate it, all of it, at two o’clock in the morning. We had nothing for lunch the next day!’

My father reclaimed the phone. ‘I have been very depressed, darling. Black despair. The poems won’t come like they used to.’
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Peggy is preparing things in the kitchen. She has bought half a dozen little pots of lumpfish caviar and ham and cheese and salami and smoked salmon and lots of Jacobs Cream Crackers. Tonight’s supper is to be a long stream of hors d’oeuvres, with coffee and brandy to round it all off.

My father has finished whatever he was doing in his study and he comes to join us, a full glass in his hand. ‘Drink?’ he says. ‘I’ve got sherry and Martini and lots of sweet German hock, which nobody likes except me.’

The table has been laid and the little bits and pieces of cold this and that are displayed on plates. David Wright, the deaf poet who wrote a poem about an Emperor Penguin, arrives with his wife Pippa. She is an actress and she has white skin and red hair, and she holds his hand all the time; later she even manages to keep hold of his hand while she is eating.

David Wright talks in a booming monotone. His big face is solemn but curiously without expression and he keeps his eyes fixed on his wife and doesn’t try to understand what people are saying, but turns to her instead, so she can translate with her lips. According to my diary another couple is here as well, along with one of my father’s students from the college where he teaches, but they have all disappeared from my memory without trace.

We sit on hard chairs round the table and we put things on our crackers, which splutter their jagged crumbs over the tablecloth and down on to our laps. David Wright booms and Peggy’s eyelids are fluttering and I am trying to impress everyone with my cleverness.

I tell David Wright that I enjoyed his poem about the unhappy penguin in the London Zoo who didn’t appreciate how comfortable his life had become and missed the icy storms of the Antarctic.

David Wright stares at me with blank incomprehension, then turns to his wife to translate my words for him. ‘Thank you,’ he says solemnly.

I notice that my father’s bottom lip is getting looser. He has stopped eating and he is finding it increasingly difficult to locate his mouth with the end of a cigarette and impossible to light the cigarette once it is in position. He holds the flaring match head down, the flame burning the skin and nails of his thumb and forefinger and filling the room with a brief acrid smell.

‘Let me do it for you, Tom,’ says Pippa with the red hair, and he grins and holds his face close to hers, greedily sucking in anticipation of success. By now he is mixing red wine with the sweet German hock and adding a slosh of sherry as an afterthought. Peggy has also stopped eating. She stands behind him with her hands gripping his shoulders.

‘Darling!’ he says and pats her hand.

‘Darling!’ she says and moves her hand away.

My father has read us a new poem and we have talked about William Blake and how he felt that death was nothing more than walking into the next room. We have also talked about the friability of Cream Crackers and whether salami is made out of donkeys, but the conversation is faltering.

Henry has been watching things very closely and he senses that trouble is on its way. He turns on his heels and, with a short bark, demands to be let out of the room.

‘Stay here, damn you!’ says my father, a note of pleading in his voice. ‘That dog disapproves of me. He acts like a moral policeman.’

But Henry is insistent and when the door is opened for him he goes to find one of his hiding places. He won’t reappear until the morning.

‘The head of the English Department is a cunt!’ says my father and he smiles benevolently at his own reflection in the dark night of the window.

‘Shut up, darling!’ says Peggy. Her eyes are tightly closed and the inside edges of her lips are stained with wine.

‘I said he is a cunt because he is a cunt. A fascist cunt! I told him so and he didn’t like it!’

Pippa with the red hair laughs and says she didn’t know that cunts had political allegiances, but she doesn’t translate the conversation to her waiting husband. Everyone else stays silent.

‘My wife is a lesbian!’ says my father and he begins to cry.

Peggy makes tut-tut noises and asks me to help her clear the table.

‘I don’t love him, I love you!’ she says once we are in the kitchen dealing with a heap of plates. She grabs hold of my arm and squeezes it and her eyelids flicker. ‘I didn’t marry him for this!’ she says.

Next door, my father is making loud clock noises, to show that he is bored. ‘Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.’ Then he yawns very loudly. ‘You’re all hypocritical shits!’ he says to his guests.

I return to the table with Peggy. We are both smoking. My father snatches the cigarette from my mouth and stubs it in the ashtray.

Peggy picks it up and lights it and pushes it back between my lips.

‘Let her smoke, damn you!’ she says and she smiles at the guests.

[image: image]

Everyone is suddenly ready to leave. There is an urgent fumbling of coats and bags as they make their way towards the safety of the front door. They hardly say goodbye, but as they step out into the night they look back at me and my father and stepmother with pitying glances.

I go to bed without washing or brushing my teeth. I climb between the cold sheets. My nightie is very flimsy and I wish I’d brought the red flannel one, which would have felt safer.

Peggy arrives first. She looks down at me and tells me how lucky I am. ‘You have no idea how lucky you are. You are luckier than anyone I have ever met … Your father loves you,’ she adds, to prove the point. ‘But you are always blaming people. That is why I hate you.’

My father comes in. He groans and throws himself on to his knees beside the bed, great sobs heaving out of him.

‘Darling, I really miss reading you bedtime stories,’ he says. ‘I love you. Do you know how much I love you? Peggy, do you know how much I love this girl?’

‘Yes,’ says Peggy, ‘that’s what I was telling her just now.’

I start to scream. It seems like the only thing to do.

‘She is very unstable,’ says Peggy, staring at me, her eyes wide open for the first time this evening.

‘She needs to go back to that psychiatrist,’ says my father. ‘What’s his name? Can you remember his name?’

‘Kollestrom!’ says Peggy, suddenly very efficient.

‘Kollestrom. Remind me to phone him in the morning. First thing!’ says my father.

They leave the room and after a while dawn breaks through the window and I fall asleep.
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When we meet for breakfast my father says, ‘Good morning, darling! Hope you slept well. It was fun last night, wasn’t it, although that David can be a bit of a bore. His wife’s very handsome. Peggy thinks she’s frigid. Peggy is very intuitive you know.’

‘Toast?’ says Peggy from out of a white cloud of cigarette smoke. She has put five jars of Cooper’s Oxford Marmalade on the table, a little flock of them, all with their lids off.

And then we go into the pocket handkerchief of a garden and Henry appears out of nowhere and offers each of us a very dignified and friendly greeting.

It seems that every time someone is about to speak, at that exact moment a big jet aeroplane cruises low above our heads like a great white shark, wiping out all the words and any thoughts that went with them.

My father shows me the stone lion’s head he has just bought for his rockery and I admire it. Peggy goes to make more coffee, then appears with a camera. She takes several photographs of me and my father, standing side by side, holding our striped mugs in the morning air and smiling contentedly, as if we have just been told a good joke.
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I walk back to the house where I live with my mother and the lodger. It is not very far away, about ten minutes if you are quite fast. I go inside. It is very silent and cold in the hall and no one answers or appears out of a doorway when I call out.

I go upstairs to my room; it used to be my father’s study, in the days when the three of us lived together. I have recently painted the walls of this room a dark purple and I have hung red striped curtains in the window.

I close the curtains and put on a record of American Negro work songs. I take off all my clothes and lie on the double bed, listening to Josh White singing about old Jack O’Diamonds who can’t rob his pocket of silver or gold.
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1 March 1999

How wonderful to see you again after so long, although from the moment you arrived, I hardly noticed the so-longness of the gap of time. I’ve been doing the mathematics. It’s thirty-four years since we first met and twenty-nine since we parted. What an odd thought!

This morning I took Rosalie to the hospital for a routine check-up. When they did the blood tests they discovered she had no red platelets, or hardly any, and very few white whatever-they-ares either. The white cell count is six instead of six hundred I think they said, or was it six thousand? They are keeping her in for observation.

It hasn’t stopped raining since you left. A great emptying of celestial bathtubs. The meadows behind the house are turning into lakes.

Goodnight, or if you are already asleep when this fax gets through, good morrow when you wake,

Julia

(Fax to Herman)
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Back Home

The year is 1964 and this is my first diary. I have stuck a painting of a naked couple on the front cover, but the painting is very abstract and you only see that it’s a naked couple if you look carefully. On the back cover there’s a magazine photograph of three little black boys and a girl playing in a street, and the girl and one of the boys have been tied to the trunk of a tree with a thick length of rope. She looks towards the camera, while the others look away. I have written the word PRIVATE three times on the front cover and on the back I have written ‘diary – please don’t read it’.

I write about how I go to school every day, except when I am sick, or tired, or hung-over, in which case I stay in bed and write about that instead. On school days the alarm clock rings at seven. I get up and pull back the red curtains. I am naked. I have been sleeping naked ever since I lost my virginity a short while after my sixteenth birthday. I like the fact of nakedness. In my diary I make little drawings of naked men and women lying together and drawings of breasts and bottoms.

I wash in the sink in the corner of the room. My father used to piss in the sink when this was his study and the white enamel is stained with a pale yellow tidemark, which I have tried to scrub out with Vim, but it won’t go. And I have his table, covered with black circles that show where the glasses of beer once stood.

I look at myself in the mirror above the sink. I don’t see a face, just the details of a face. I see a fringe that has curled sideways in spite of having been taped down to my forehead with Sellotape all through the night. I see a nose that is big and broad like my mother’s and eyes that are dark brown like my father’s.
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I smile at the mouth and it smiles back, but not in a very trusting way. I draw a line of black kohl round my eyes and put some pale make-up on my face. I also put on some lipstick, but then I change my mind and kiss it off on to a sheet of paper. The creased and parted lips seem to be trying to say something. I think I might send them as a love letter, but maybe that’s silly. I backcomb my hair and brush a thin layer of smoothness on top of the self-made tangle.
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I put on a white padded bra, a white poplin shirt, white knickers, a grey pleated skirt, a grey cardigan, long grey socks and brown sandals just like the ones in the Start-Rite advertisement, ‘children’s shoes have far to go’, in which a little girl and a little boy walk with such confidence, hand in hand into the future.

I put on a purple blazer. It has the school emblem stitched to the breast pocket: an embroidered oak tree growing below the motto fortiter et recte, ‘strong and straight’, as we all must surely try to be. I pick up my navy-blue felt hat with its badge and ribbon, and stuff it into the blazer pocket where it nestles against a packet of Woodbines and a metal cigarette lighter.

I go down one flight of stairs to the hall. Here is a zinc-lined mahogany chest, made to withstand the heat and damp of the tropics. There are no labels on it and I don’t know which side of the family it comes from. The Burmese gong stands on top of it and that belongs to my mother’s childhood. She says it represents the only time she was happy as a child; during the years when she and her family lived in Burma: the scent of flowers in the air and a dark-skinned ayah who was kind to her and sang her songs. Two wooden elephants hold a bronze disc suspended from their ivory tusks and you must beat the disc with a stick that has its round head muffled in chamois leather. We use this gong to announce mealtimes, when we can remember.

One of my mother’s oil paintings hangs above the gong. It shows a woman with a horned headdress sitting with her hands in her lap, and she has very odd breasts, attached to her chest like limpets. A wooden crate is there next to her and a rat is emerging from it, just his front paws and his head, the eyes bright and the whiskers twitching. The woman in the painting does not notice the rat. She has never noticed it.

Down another flight of stairs and into the dark basement where you find the kitchen and the narrow bathroom and a little room that has no particular use, its walls erupting into powdery blisters as if they had caught some horrible disease.
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Paul, our Swiss lodger, is in the kitchen. We have had a number of lodgers living with us since I moved into my father’s study, leaving my old bedroom empty. There was Bob the architect, he was the first and my mother was sure he wanted to marry her; then Richard, the American painter with a withered leg; Ian, David, another Richard, Ken the Conman and of course Great-Uncle Guy for a while, but he never seemed like a lodger because he was surrounded by a wonderful aura of family and there was no danger there. Anyway, Great-Uncle Guy was a homosexual, as my mother kept telling me, her eyes lighting up as she asked if I could imagine what sort of things two men could do with each other.

Paul is sitting at the round table that was given to us by Great-Aunt Molly. He is smoking Gauloises, drinking a little glass of French brandy and reading the Economist, which is on top of Playboy, which is on top of Der Spiegel. He is wearing a scrupulously white towelling dressing gown – he has all his clothes dry-cleaned at a shop on Putney High Street and that’s why it’s so much whiter than my school shirt. The dressing gown is slightly open at his bare chest and it just reaches his bare knees. Elegant Moroccan leather slippers encase his bare feet. I always assumed he was naked under the dressing gown, but I suppose he might have been wearing a pair of boxer shorts.

Paul certainly looks like a boxer. He would have liked to be a boxer, but he trained as an economist instead, hence the magazine on top of the pile. That was because it was the wish of his father who was a wealthy businessman, but not a very nice man as far as I can gather.

Paul has a round bullet head and very short-cropped, soft blond hair. He wears wire-framed spectacles that hide his eyes He has a little button nose, which I know he hates, and big cheeks, which he also hates, and a wide, straight mouth, which opens and shuts rather mechanically, as if it were on hinges like the mouth of a ventriloquist’s doll. When he looks in the mirror – and he looks in the mirror quite often – he always seems to get a terrible shock. He must expect someone quite different to be there. He scowls at the person who scowls back at him and he clenches his jaw and gets ready for a fight, if a fight is necessary.

‘Good morning, my beauty,’ he says. He always calls me his beauty and I hope it’s a compliment, although it might be a way of teasing me, I’m never sure. I’m never sure of anything with Paul.

‘I have been waiting for you,’ he says and he lets out an elaborate and noisy yawn, stretching his hairy arms above his shoulders, so that the dressing gown falls a bit more open at his chest and tumbles sideways at his knees.

‘Brandy?’ he says and gives me a twinkly smile that reveals a gold tooth.

‘No thank you, Paul,’ and I concentrate on making my breakfast. I have two Weetabix with milk and a cup of instant coffee. Looking back now I realize I was very bound by certain rituals. Always the same breakfast and the same packed lunch as the one I am packing now while Paul watches my every movement. A fruit pie in a little cardboard packet – ‘Ring the bell, ring the bell, for Lyons individual fruit pies!’ And a pork pie or a cheese sandwich and an apple if there is an apple to be found. All carefully placed in a tin lunchbox with a blue lid. I put this feast into my satchel and drink my coffee.

Paul is yawning again, even more noisily than last time. He asks if I would mind rubbing his back because it aches. So I stand behind him and rub his back, feeling the tightness of his muscles. I still have the habit of obedience to grown-ups. There are all sorts of things I will do, simply because I am told to do them.
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I set off for school. Left on to the street, over the zebra crossing, past the Polish delicatessen shop owned by Mr Novac who my mother says fancies her, up the hill, over the pedestrian railway bridge as fast as possible because of that middle bit which is so narrow and closed in, and it’s hard to know which way to run if you need to run. Then to the right and down another hill and up a bit and there we are. School.

At Assembly we sing ‘The Church’s One Foundation Is Jesus Christ Our Lord’ and Miss Jonson the singing mistress goes red in the face with effort, or is it anger? The two seem very closely bound. Miss Smith the headmistress asks God to bless us and our parents and the Queen and the Prime Minister, then she makes a special plea that there might be ‘no more Wars, or Hunger, or Unhappiness, anywhere in the World’. We all say ‘Amen’ to that.

We set off down corridors to our classrooms. We do History with Miss Lloyd-Jones, who doesn’t agree with Evolution, but is sure that God did it all with great flashes of His long arm, emerging from a robe even more brightly white than the one worn by our Swiss lodger. Then it’s Maths with Miss Buss, who does have the most amazing bust, a solid plinth-like structure that seems to have been carved in stone. On 3 June a man from the Red Cross comes to give us a lecture on Artificial Respiration and some of us can’t stop laughing when he says you mustn’t give the Kiss of Life to a deformed or damaged mouth.

During lunch, I go with my best friend Peggy to the lavatories and we smoke a couple of cigarettes and talk about sex and make plans for the weekend. My mother has said she is going to be away from Friday until Monday.
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School ends and I walk home.

Paul is still sitting in the kitchen, drinking brandy and smoking.

‘Ah!’ he says. ‘Time to get dressed!’

I ask him if he has seen my mother and at that same moment her feet are pounding on the stairs and she bursts in. She must have heard us talking. She is wearing an overall spattered with layers of oil paint and she is looking very pleased with herself, beaming with health and energy. ‘I wondered where you both were,’ she says and she has that special hungry look on her face, which comes whenever a man is close by, so that I sometimes expect her to open her mouth and make a groaning, yowling noise, like a cat on heat. She offers Paul her broad smile, which brings dimples into both her cheeks and reveals a row of white and even teeth.
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‘I’m going out tonight!’ she says. ‘I have an admirer and he’s taking me to the opera and I might not be back until the morning!’

‘Then I will have the pleasure of looking after your little girl,’ replies Paul, and he lights another Gauloise and winks at me.

I go upstairs to my red and purple room to do my homework. I have found a new quotation, which I write in careful letters on the cupboard by my bed: The sickness of the oyster is the pearl. It’s there next to baking in sensuality like an apple in its jacket and I am nobody, who are you? I begin an essay about the Reformation and the death of Archbishop Cranmer, who I think looks very mean in the portrait in my textbook.

I can hear Paul talking in German on the telephone in my mother’s studio. He must have left the door open. He is talking to the woman called Merrit, who doesn’t love him any more. She is the reason why he had to leave Switzerland and come here, to mend his broken heart.

Paul finishes his conversation and the house is silent. It’s getting late and I’m tired and hungry. Suddenly there is the sound of the gong being beaten and when I come down to the kitchen Paul has made a huge dish of kidneys and onions. He has laid the table for two and he pours me a glass of red wine with a flourish, the bottle wrapped in one of his own white handkerchiefs.

He is wearing a very smart suit and a tie. It’s like being in a restaurant. I sit down cautiously and he sits opposite me and grins with his mouth slightly open. The kidneys are delicious.

We don’t talk, but every time I look up Paul is still staring at me and his mouth is still slightly open. He makes me think of a fish.

Suddenly the front door bangs shut with a crash and my mother comes clattering down the stairs and bursts into the kitchen. She is wearing her leopard-skin jacket, the one she exchanged for a painting, and she looks every bit as fierce as the leopard must have once looked.

‘Oh!’ she says sarcastically, ‘am I interrupting a little party?’

‘Damn! I was just about to seduce your daughter, but now my plans are ruined!’ says Paul, laughing at his own joke.

He gets up from the table, wipes his mouth with the white handkerchief and steps towards my mother with his head down, shoulders hunched, making punching movements in the air and grunting.

‘What happened to your date?’ he asks.

‘The bastard went home on his own,’ says my mother, removing her leopard skin and letting it drop to the floor. She pours herself a glass of wine. She walks over to the stove, takes the lid off the saucepan and starts eating what’s left of the kidneys and onions with her fingers.

‘Yum yum!’ she says, wiping some of the gravy from her chin with the back of her hand.

I go to have a bath and she tells me to leave it in for her.

[image: image]

When I am lying in the water, my mother comes in and stares abstractedly at my naked body. She takes off her own clothes, throwing them down in a heap and trampling on her salmon-pink knickers and grey-white petticoat. She sits on the lavatory and does a noisy pee and looks at her own belly. ‘See what you did to me,’ she says, scooping up a roll of soft white flesh covered with the little criss-crossing scars of striation marks. ‘You were a very heavy baby. I’ve even got scars on my thighs from carrying you.’

I keep silent because there is nothing to say. I get out of the bath and wrap myself in a towel.

My mother climbs in and turns on the hot tap. She rubs her face with a big sponge, then she farts and laughs when the bubbles burst on the surface of the water.

As I walk out she tells me to leave the door open.

‘Paul won’t come near me,’ she says, ‘but at least this way I can watch the cowardly little sod running up the stairs.’

After I have gone to bed I can hear the two of them shouting at each other.

‘But we have no relationship!’ Paul says.

‘Oh yes we do!’ says my mother and I think she begins to cry.

[image: image]

March 1999

… Just back from the hospital. Rosalie has been given a private room with a view of the car park. When I arrived she was sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing a bright-red caftan, which she brought back from a guru hunt in India just a few years ago. I remember her telling me how they had all danced naked together and what fun it was.

She looked wonderfully well: pink-cheeked and beaming, fluffing up her feathers like a broody hen.

‘I’ve lost my entire immune system,’ she announced rather proudly, and she showed me the dark bruises that are gathering like storm clouds on her arms and shoulders. We decided this must be something to do with the absence of platelets.

They are doing a marrow biopsy this afternoon and tomorrow we’ll be introduced to the oncologist in charge of the ward.

Rosalie has asked me to go to her house to collect a few things and defrost the fridge. And she also wants me to talk to her cats, although to be honest I have never known what language her cats speak, they are very blank and distant creatures. I dread going. I always feel like a ghost or a robber when I’m in that house on my own.

(Fax to Herman)
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