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3September 2006 – the Eurostar, Paris to London


Now in her late forties, my mother is one of those women who was once very beautiful and consequently enjoys that privilege of genetic loveliness – casual cruelty.


‘Georgie! Stop that immediately!’ Mum’s appearance may be sliding into strikingly handsome territory, but her voice retains its regal authority. I ignore her.


‘Georgie!’


A rattling sigh of failure and chain-fumigation, emerges from my lungs.
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4‘What is it?’ I am well aware of my transgression. I savagely rip out a hanging length of cuticle with my incisor. Blood pools in the wound.


She has already caused a scene, thoroughly humiliating a staff member when he told her they had run out of food. However, Mum took more pleasure in smiting the poor man with her ire than she would have had from a substandard croissant and a tiny pot of jam. Tiny pots of jam are only pleasurable when surreptitiously pocketed by the dozen in hotels.
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‘Mum, the last two days have been horrific. Please allow me this small solace.’ I inspect my hands gloomily. My lifelong habit has left me with the fingertips of E.T.


‘Georgie,’ Mum says, suddenly serious, ‘when are you going to tell me what happened? I am so worried about you.’


5I wish Dad had picked up the phone. His well-meaning ineptitude would have, at least, been silent.


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ I say dully. My silence is not a reflection on her, though I know she will take it as that. I just can’t quite bear voicing the words. They will make it real.


‘Darling, you might at least let me into your life!’ Mum pouts. ‘I get a terrifying phone call from my only child, arrive in this barbaric country to find you asleep in the train station and now you refuse to communicate with me. I came straight away. I haven’t even had a chance to tell your father where I am.’


‘Mum, please, later.’ I lean my head on the cool window, taking comfort in the black cocoon of the tunnel engulfing us.


Not getting the reaction she is hoping for, Mum changes tactic.


‘I know it’s all because of that awful boy. You have no secrets from me, darling. I read your diary.’


My head jerks back. Though I am not stupid enough to put anything truly incriminating in writing, this enrages me. At this sign of life, Mum quickly adds: ‘For your own safety, darling. My little girl, eighteen years old, leaves for Paris with a strange man and calls me sobbing the next day. What is a mother to do?’


I raise my eyebrows and shrug. Ultimately, I am too 6drained by this first brush with heartbreak to care. C’est la vie. A phrase so nonchalant, yet laced with doom.


‘Whatever.’ I close my eyes.


‘Darling, I am taking you home First Class. The very least you owe me is a little conversation.’


I can tell I will not win this battle. Mum leans towards me, eyes bright with suspense.


‘France is not barbaric,’ I finally say. Not that I had a chance to see much of it.


‘French wine, I grant you, is superior.’ Mum runs a hand through her black blow-dry imperiously. ‘But a people that feast on raw meat are nothing more than cavemen in couture, darling.
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‘This is the only city in the world where the Metro smells like Hermès parfum and human faeces simultaneously. You mustn’t be taken in by appearances. To a Frenchman, morality is just a philosophical exercise, darling.’


7Silence.


‘And love is a game played for keeps,’ she adds helpfully.


Mum is trying to be supportive, but this just depresses me more. Have I skipped some essential class in Not Getting Fucked Over? What we need are horoscopes based on nationality, not star signs.


‘I hope you won’t be this uncommunicative when you go to South America on your travels, or you won’t make any friends at all! It is such a dangerous continent. What will happen when you are kidnapped into slavery? I want witnesses so I’ll know you are still alive, somewhere.’ Mum puts her perfectly manicured hand on my knee and pats it reassuringly.
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