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If it is a truth that we create the world we live in, then here is a world as I have imagined and experienced it. Some names (mine included) and places are changed, and the chronology of things is uncertain.













One never knows, do one?




Fats Waller


To Family










to hear the song of the reed

let us turn homewards, friend 

everything you have ever known

must be left behind

Rumi


“When we look at human history, we see only what happens on the surface....wars, dynasties, social upheavals, conquests and religions are but the superficial symptoms of a secret psychic attitude unknown even to the individual himself...The great events of world history are, at bottom, profoundly unimportant. In the last analysis the essential thing is the life of the individual. This alone makes history, here alone do the great transformations first take place. In our most private and most subjective lives, we are not only the passive witnesses of our age, and its sufferers, but also its makers. We make our own epoch”

C.G. Jung, Civilization in Transition The Collected Works,  Volume 10













Life&Fable


Á PROPOS







Looking through a turbulence of clouds and skies, and a canopy of swaying trees, down to a landscape where armies of men marching across wide plains, smashing the things that want to grow: The world is at war with itself. Books on a bedside table include The Death of the Heart, A Handful of Dust, the poetry of John Donne. Up in Harlem they sing Black ‘n Blue, and I Want A Little Sugar In My Bowl, while downtown whitey sings Happy Days Are Here Again. D. H. Lawrence tells his sister that painting is a game, more of a game, and much more fun than writing—and it costs the soul far, far less. Piet Mondrian dies before finishing his masterpiece, Victory Boogie Woogie, a painting that feels exactly like Manhattan, but doesn’t look anything like it. And then it is 1945 and the world takes to drink and drugs, and champagne in the shoes.

What else is there?




I am born a year ago.


Part One

1944-1959

New York Belem London Paris New York 

Madrid Andraitx Strasbourg


Red Lizard High-heeled Shoes







New York, 1944




The young woman in my imaginings—soon to be my mother—crosses Park Avenue. Her red lizard high-heeled shoes (remembered, not imagined) make a nice sound, and her swollen belly is big with me inside. A small plaid suitcase with a fat leather handle is ready. My initials have been stamped on the front, same as my father’s: L.V. de D., Jr. I am a boy, my mother thinks, so she is surprised when I am born a girl. What to do? Moïse Kisling, friend (perhaps lover), and fellow artist, has painted a portrait of my mother. He brings it to the hospital as his gift to her.

“Name her Loïse,” he says. “Same initials as her father, and it sounds the same.”

I will look upon this portrait for many years, all my life really, and always it will be this that I love—the art of it. It is my mother, recognisably so, yet also in the realm of goddess.

My mother-to-be is married to an olive-skinned Frenchman of unknown provenance who, at this very moment of my story, is flying an aeroplane somewhere over the Mediterranean. He is a handsome man who stands tall and makes her laugh and tells her stories about his grandfather—enfant trouvé, a foundling in the deserts of Syria, whose silence about his origins will haunt the following three generations.

It is hot. This day is one of summer’s hottest. There will be a hurricane next week that will breathe a heavy heat over the city. The red-shoed girl has just turned twenty-one. Her name is Ruth. But she never liked that name. By the time I get to know her, she has changed it to Thea, pronounced Téa, when we live in cities and countries that are not English-speaking.

Four years before me there came a boy, Stefan. He was born in France, in the south-west town of Bordeaux, delivered from our mother’s womb during the bombardment of June 1940. Ruth, seventeen years old, had puerperal fever—a devastating disease potentially life-threatening to both mother and child. German troops entered the town and two days later, with hospital nuns bustling about in some urgency, the babe was wrapped up and carried out on his mother’s back.

Ruth makes her way out of France, walking across the Pyrenees. Her (first) husband, a white Russian, is an apatride—without papers—whom she has married in a spirit of wartime camaraderie, not love. A French peasant hands over the young family to a Spanish peasant who, in turn, guides them on across Spain into Portugal. On the boat to New York City, by way of Argentina—the safest sea-route in those times—Ruth’s husband, Szevolod, introduces her to a friend of his, Louis-Vincent de Damas. He laughingly announces that, of course, she is to be his wife.

“Mektoub,” he says.

It is written.


Talking About Cats







My mother told me the scrap of a story en passant one day when we were in Spain. Or was it when we were driving down through France? We spent our lives in cars, leaving, arriving, leaving. She was shifting gears, down from fourth to third to second, about to overtake a very large lorry, when she began—she who never told stories. We'd been talking about cats as we would. We loved cats. And of my father, of something difficult and different about him when he returned from the war. I stared ahead as the story followed the road, fragments lodging themselves in the passing landscape, behind a tree, around a corner, as the story tucked itself away beneath the creases of my mind, forgotten, but waiting.

Years later, I write and begin to remember things, starting with the story she'd told me that day of the soldier and a panther. With only the bare bones of it left, I would ask my well-read husband, a friend or two, if they knew about the soldier who had been wounded in the deserts of North Africa, the soldier who had befriended a panther. Maybe it was written by Balzac? Taking place during a French campaign in Egypt? I summoned my mother’s voice out of mnemonic storage, hearing her speak about Illusions Perdues, her voice sad. I looked for the story for years. Was it from a novel? A short story? Then, as it so often happens, I found what I was looking for when looking for something else. There it was, a slim paperback, its very thin sky-blue spine almost out of sight between the hardbacks.

Standing in the doorway of our library, between two walls of bookcases, I read and I wept, wanting, oh so wanting, to understand a mountain range of things.

Balzac’s short story, Une Passion Dans Le Désert, tells of the wounded soldier in the high deserts of Egypt during Bonaparte’s campaign. Separated from his battalion, captured by Arabs, he escapes, wanders, finds shelter in a cave, which turns out to be the lair of a panther. Slowly, he befriends the beast, a female. She leads him to water. The days pass and his wounds heal. There is a bond, but one day, in play, a gesture is misinterpreted. The panther bares her teeth, she nips him in the thigh. Blinded by fear, he thrusts his dagger into her throat.

The last paragraph of the story describes not anger in the eyes of the panther, but only love and the question of his betrayal. As her body contorts in the agony of death, he sees the spirit leave her eyes… and his soul.


Ça S’appelle Jazz







New York, 1946




I’m two years old. Music drifts up the stairs into my room, echoes through the chambers of my ears, waves of colour dance in the air. I’m lying on my back, twirling my fingers and Daddy appears.

“You like it, ma Louloutte. Ça s'appelle jazz.” He whistles a tune and sings a few words. “Cest si bon,” he says and strokes my cheek the way he always does, then lifts me out of my cot.

I’m lying on my side, looking through the pink and white painted bars of the cot. There is a man on the other side of the window. The longer I look, the bigger he gets, big as a dragon. He lifts an arm, draws up and down watery lines and circles on the glass. It’s raining. He doesn’t say anything. My bottom lip trembles. There are shrieks and squeals and laughter and shoes on gravel from a school yard below. My left cheek is full of overnight-stored food. I stand, hold the rail. One leg over, toes of one naked foot between the bars cling on, other leg goes up, then down. Out of the room, across a short hallway, turn the knob of the door opposite mine with both hands, entering a darkness. Dots and dashes of light on the walls, on the rug, between the slats of blinds. Bumpy shapes under a white sheet, long hair the colour of fox on a pillow. Warmth, the smell of butter. 

“Mmm, p’tit loup,” one soft curly voice. Mummy.

“Ma Loulou,” another deeper, foresty voice. Daddy. He says good morning in English. “No nunch,” I say, also in English, my daily assertion of preference concerning meals. This is our language. I know it as one language—I don’t know it as made up of many. I don’t know why other people I speak with don’t understand me. I am lifted. The room goes round, the tops of things and furniture spin: a chest of drawers; a dressing table. 

Scarves over the back of a chair swirl and fall behind like ribbons. Back across the hall and into my bedroom, down into my crib. 

“Dodo, ma Loulette,” my father says. There is a chair in the corner by the window. A dolly there—blue eyes, blonde curly hair, porcelain face and hands and feet. Either side of my dolly are two small bears, one brown, one black. I lie on my back, head sideways, looking at them. The man at the window is gone. 

Years later, daydreaming at a red light, at the wheel of my car, something caught my eye. A man up high, seated on a plank against the side of a tall building, drawing circles on an office windowpane. I continued to watch, puzzled, uncertain, something tugging at a mental sleeve. Then, a balloon of memory popped. The light turned green and, laughing, I drove on singing to myself: “The dragon was a window cleaner, window cleaner. Who’s afraid of the big  bad wolf, big bad wolf?” 




*




Like a star looked upon directly, the presence of a self blinks and blurs and melts in the blue-blackness of the night air. Little girl barefoot on a sandy beach, face up, body like the stem of a flower, so straight, vibrating, opening to a night sky, its lights, and a mother’s bent face, crinkly with smile. Her upward stance, the open—petal by petal—look of the little girl as her mother says, “Choose your star.” So she looks up and sees the very smallest star, tucked in the corner beside the Big Bear constellation.

“That’s where I am going to live,” the little girl says. So she climbs up onto the Bear’s back and together they ride the dark hills of the sky.

The nightingale sang all night long.


Jazz, Encore







Manhattan, 1948




City on heat, skyline of cigarettes and ice cream cones. City of corridors and narrow skies. Grand Central Station, underground cathedral. Yellow taxis tiger-tail up and down Park Avenue. White river, black river flow on by…

A room. Summertime, nighttime, windows open. A party. Black man at the piano. White sock, brown leather moccasin thumping the floor. Right hand tiptoes up the ivories, hovers at the cliff edge, runs back down. Little black ants, alive alive-oh. The man at the piano winks at the tall, olive-skinned man with the amber eyes who stands centre stage. A woman enters the room. He kisses her hand, encircles her waist. Drink in hand does not spill.

“Let’s make the world go round—war’s over!” he says. He twirls the woman in the white dress, willowy folds of cloth billow and carrousel. She’s imprinted, and he’s gone.

My grandmother is seated on the sofa. Everybody calls her Maman. She is Daddy’s mother, and to me she is Ninin.

“Bonsoir ma chérie,” she says, because she is French. Her kisses leave damp spots on my cheeks and her arms make a necklace. I return her kisses, and her cheeks give way like little cushions. Her skin is cool, and she is round like a Russian Baba dolly.

And there is my aunt, Tata Leïla—Ninin’s daughter and my father’s sister. That’s the way it is in a family—one person is many people. Tata’s hug is young, teasing, warm. Her skin is olivey and she smells of flowers. I like the way she plays with my hair, twirling, soothing.

“Mmm, c’est du bonbon, ça.”

She murmurs a cooing sound, like the doves in Brazil because that is where she lives.

“Vipers’ Drag,” Tata says, “écoute, ma Poossinette.” She says it’s my favourite. I stop crying as soon as it plays.

Tata is seventeen, married to a colonel in the Brazilian air force and when they speak together their Brazilian language makes caresses and short, breathy, chewable parcels of air. Tata kisses me on the cheek, on the neck, lips sliding to where jawbone meets earlobe. I love that place.

“Donde esta mio Daddy?” I ask.

“Over there,” she says, “Mira, aqui viene tu Papazinho, vamos bailar!”

Her arm curves through a foreverness of space. My eye follows the ruby-red arrows on the tips of her fingers. Her brother waves. Here he comes, it’s Daddy! He tugs my left ear, a gold coin appears between thumb and forefinger. His name is Louis. In English I am Loïs, and sometimes my mother calls me Petit Loup. In French I am Loïse with an ‘e’ at the end, pronounced almost the same as Daddy’s name.

Standing in the doorway, arriving a little late is a freckled girl of a woman. Her gaze seeks a way round the forms and faces of the figures in the room. She is shy, and wild. She picks up a drink, gives the bartender a heartrending smile and just as he begins to dream of spending his life with her, she walks away towards the windows at the far end of the room.

Someone calls: “Thea! Where have you been?” She dances, her movements singular, unpredictable, off the beat. Men watch, admire, but the dance is of her invention and—sensing an invisible but palpable presence of something other, untamed and fiercely private—they stay back.

My mother. A creature whose beauty, like that of the panther, is shy, alone, always on the move. I look for a memory of her in those times, but her form does not appear in my imagination until I am five or maybe six years old. The first memory is of freckled legs running by and her sweet voice talking about poor poor Desdemona, her husband so mean, while in the background Verdi's Othello plays. Only when I am eight will I see the ‘all’ of her. Yes, there she is! Waving from the roof of a long and low white airport building—her face, her beloved face, appears and shimmers like heat on the road which vanishes when you are near.

“We’re going to live in London,” she says on another day. 

Taxis and aeroplanes.

The nightingale sings all night long.


Unlocking A Secret







It’s with me in her belly and a different husband that Thea will change her name, write her first book, Honeymoon in Hell, and leave Stefan, her first-born, when four years old, in the care of a Benedictine orphanage in Boston. Such information remains locked in her body, what is called cellular memory—psyche/soma. She will never speak of it. It’s in my writing of this book, now, that I stop mid-sentence… catch my breath… it comes to me as I’m counting on my fingers:

Stefan was four when left in the orphanage. 

His date of birth: June 1940.

My date of birth, August 1944.

My father's jealous temperament, his violence when he discovers Thea has been unfaithful. Perhaps he was unable to accept another man's son.

My mother couldn’t cope.

It all comes together—I see it, I imagine it.  How being with child awakens her body’s memory to giving birth at war. Bombs.  Escape over the Pyrenees.  The trauma, unspoken, without air, cannot heal. I am so sorry. For her, for me, for my brother, for us all. No more blame.  Not interesting.

Stefan and I will meet when we are, respectively, nineteen and fifteen. We talk and tell stories, and learn about each other, and share meals, and go out dancing. We’re attracted in a way that feels both familiar and forbidden. But soon the buzz between us levels out. Sometime later, when we are both in our fifties, I ask about the orphanage.

He remembers the nuns. “They were nice people.”

He speaks without hesitation, without bitterness, though after a pause he adds that three years was a long time. His father had remarried, telling his new wife while on honeymoon that he had a son. Jean, Stefan’s stepmother, is outraged—she had quite a temper, apparently. Breaking off the honeymoon, she takes off for Boston and whisks her stepson out of the convent. She has three children of her own and all are brought up together in one house, in one town. Stefan is not an angry man. He has the quickness, the almost fly-away lightness of our mother, and a nervous gut which has plagued him for years.

One day, in his sixties, an artistic streak burst out of him while staring out of a window at autumn leaves. He began to see as never before. He started to paint watercolours in the naïf way that evoked Thea’s style. Stefan speaks of Thea as ‘Mummy’, and his stepmother as ‘Mom’. When he smiles it’s contagious, warm—you want to hug him, but you don’t because you sense he’d be startled. He’s growing a prize pumpkin, he told me the other day.

“My giardini,” he says, and takes me down a secret path to a vegetable patch. He is proud of his tomatoes and carrots. There is a small plaque to his father, hidden between shrubs, nailed to a small boulder on the edge of the water.

“A secret,” he says, his hand on a leafy branch, himself having been our mother’s best kept secret. 

“I love secrets.”


God Upside Down In Tarte Tatin







London/Paris, 1949




One afternoon, home from school, my mother is doing up the buttons of my dark blue velvet dress, the one with the floppy lace collar. We are living together again.

“Your father is coming to visit,” she says. “He’s living in Paris now. Not far away like before.”

Somersault in my tummy.

“He’s coming to take you out,” my mother continues. “You like the movies, don’t you, Petit Loup?”

Yes, I remember afternoons with Daddy at the movies—people tap dancing, skedaddling through doorways, throwing hats up in the sky. I remember when Daddy held my hand and we skipped one foot on, one foot off, the pavement. I remember how Daddy whistled Sidney Bechet’s Petite Fleur, and said my Mummy is his Fleur Bleue. I remember sitting on the bus and how he jiggled and neighed, “Hi-yo Silvaah!” and I’m all mixed up with longing and happiness.

“Probably somewhere smart for tea afterwards,” my mother continues as she reaches the last button, doing up my coat. There is something odd in her voice, thick and sticky like a cobweb.

“Don’t be late, will you, Loïs? School in the morning. Tell your Daddy that you get tired. He’s never tired so he won’t think of it.”

I am standing at the bottom of the stairs, coat on, waiting. I look up and see, as through a doll’s house, the tiny landing at the top and an open doorway into my mother’s study and there my father’s trousered legs standing at her desk. There is a shuffling and rifling of papers. A drawer opens, a drawer closes.

He skips down the stairs singing, “It’s just one of them things”—then we’re outside, hand in hand, skipping, singing, “Oh just one of those sweet things.” On the street corner he steps off the curb, sticks two fingers between his lips and whistles. A taxi swerves out of the traffic like a fish hooked on a line.

My father leans in the driver’s window and, in his mock English gentleman’s accent, says, “To the airport, old boy.” He lifts me up and over the running board of the black taxi cab,

“H-opp, ma Loulou,” he says. He has my passport in his hand, and says “Sssh,” and makes a face, with a finger on his lips.

“Daddy is going to fly and you will be Daddy’s co-pilot. We're going to Paris.”

This is one of my father’s favourite stories. He calls it, ‘The rescue of my little girl’. Years later, someone refers to it as ‘the kidnap’. It is a shock to hear the word as I'd never connected it to my memory of the story. Only then do I feel a thump in my chest and tears welling. I found a letter my mother wrote to my grandmother, her mother-in-law, dated soon after we’d settled in London. She writes of being concerned about my nervousness, how much I cry about nothing and asks that my father stay away a while until I am settled in our new home. Another letter, after the kidnap, talks about how I liked things to be tidy and how upset I would have been to be without toothbrush, clothes, books, and beloved teddy bear—the one thing that was always there throughout all of our travels.

It was just before she died that my grandmother gave me a box of such letters.

“You will understand, ma chérie.” And I did. I asked my father not to tell that story anymore. With a pretend innocence he professed not to understand, but he never did tell the story of ‘The rescue of my little girl’ again.

I don’t know where I am. Always moving, always movement. Rooms, places, houses, apartments, cities—their names change, but it’s all the same somehow. Today it’s my day out from Dupanloup, my new school. I’ve forgotten London, the name of my English school, the one in the mews next to my grandmother Moko’s street, when Mummy and I started living together.

At Dupanloup, a convent school, a young novice says, “Je suis Soeur Elise.”

I know I should curtsy. “Oui, Ma Soeur.”

At night, uncoiffed, Soeur Elise lets me brush her long hair. The shape of her head imprints itself in my picture-mind with each movement of my hands, one brushing, one smoothing. I love this person. In the evenings, together we kneel, elbows on the bed. She talks about the soul. I must listen to how it moves between my bones, she says. Looking up, Soeur Elise talks to Le Bon Dieu who, she informs, is always there.

I look up at the ceiling.

In the mornings we walk down the long stone hall to the kitchen in silence. Only footsteps speak of our existence. I like hearing footsteps: “You-me you-me you-me,” they say. In chapel, we draw the sign of the cross over our faces with drops of water on our fingertips. We prepare meals and eat together in silence, which makes the food taste better. In the afternoons we peel apples, plunge our hands deep in flour, clouds rising up into our nostrils. We make upside-down Tarte Tatin. I meet the Mother Superior, Ma Mère, and early in the mornings there is a priest whom I am to address as Père. Both are old and speak slowly and move quietly. The silence here is nice. I like it, like a person. 

My father takes me out on a Sunday afternoon.

“Ho-ld on,” he says. The car jumps ahead like a horse at the starting line. Click.

A man on the radio announces, “And he-re is BENNY Goodman with a STRING OF PEARLS!” We drive to the airport. This one is small, and there’s a white plane poised on the ground like a stick insect.

Bits of Paris fill the two rings of a figure of eight. The line of the horizon tips up and tips down, drawing an X in the sky.

“Loop the loop. Hombre!” Daddy cries, and “laa-zy EIGHT!”

A whiteness of clouds billows past like sheets in our faces. We shoot upwards, and we’re a rocket bursting through the air. My father is whistling bits of Petite Fleur. He tells me a story—he's always telling stories—this one about the desert and where we come from and the camel that saved his life during the war when he crashed his aeroplane, just like Le Petit Prince. Our name ‘Vincent’ comes from the little boy in Damascus who was lost—a foundling with a medal of St Christopher around his neck.

“Like this, see? He was my Grandaddy. Your Great Grandaddy,” he says and shows me a small gold disk on the chain around his neck.

Then, chanting in Spanish, “Arriba co-braaa!”

Paris upside down, cows on their backs, fields folding over la tour Eiffel, the tops of the Sacré-Coeur balloon in the sky. Tummy full of sea swells. I’m scared and can't speak. There’s a wheeling and a tumbling roar in the eerie shells of my ears.

“Ho-ld on,” my father croons and, like a bird folding its wings, the plane plummets to earth, then rises at the last moment, levels, and up into another grand loop, tilting back, back, back. I close my eyes and, when I open them again, we are high up and all around us is blue, only blue.

On another Sunday my father says, “We’re going to Portugal, ma Louloutte, and then we’re going to New York. You’re going to be six years old, and you’re going to live with your Daddy. Louis-Loïse. You came out of my tummy. Who needs Mummys?”

Soeur Elise gives me a small picture postcard. She bends down and whispers, “N’oublies pas Nôtre Dame de Paris, ma petite fleur jolie.”

I take the picture of Mary and Child carved in milky stone and tuck it inside my missal, another present from Soeur Elise. I also have the picture book of Les Fables de la Fontaine which my French grandmother, Ninin, gave me. In one story Maître Corbeau and Maître Renard are in a conversation about not paying attention, and one of them steals a big piece of precious cheese when the other, falling for the foxy charm, opens his mouth and lets it go.

I remember Ninin’s voice reading, “Maître Corbeau tenait en son bec un fromage…” and, “Attention, ma chérie, people don’t mean what they say when they want what you have.”

I know it’s important because of the way she says it—it’s in her tone of voice. Like a secret..

I collect things, faces, words, voices. I learn to hide my secrets between words and sentences the way fairytales do.

I remember my English grandmother who tells me that her nickname, Moko, is a name Stefan made up. She tells me of my half-brother who lives in America. He has red hair (the colour of fox), he is four years older than me, and his Papa is Russian. I like her voice. I want to rub my back against it. Mummy says that’s why cows and sheep scratch against trees and fences. Their skin gets itchy and it makes them feel better. Moko’s voice is soothing. I close my eyes and float on the back of the air like a dandelion thistle. Little clicks of teeth and an intake of breath punctuate Moko’s speech.

“Up–” she begins, a little puff of air bouncing off the letter ‘p’—“Up the faerie mountain, down the rushy glen.” The soft feathery sounds of English speech draw a different landscape in my mind’s mapping than the French, Spanish, Russian, Brazilian sound-shapes I know. Much white, much grey—different greys, so many greys—and a lot of green. Words meander and run into each other like watercolours. At the end of the poem, Moko’s voice slows down to a hush.

“Beware of little men,” she reads.

Moko sits at a dressing table facing an oval mirror framed in silver, her profile suspended in glass, pale as the moon. Long u-shaped hairpins make a light metallic noise as each drop into the oblong dish of cut glass, its silver top engraved with her initials. This object will appear one day on my mother’s dressing table, and she will look happy-sad when she tells me that this used to belong to her mummy. One coil, a second coil, then an armful of quicksilver falls down her back. The sculpture of her face fills the mirror, hollowed cheeks, deep blue-eyed sockets, ancient shadows under the line of jawbone. Around her person there lingers a dry scent of powder, like pollen.

Taxis and aeroplanes.


The Taste Of Capers







Manhattan, 1950




This is the big room, with the big windows. This is where the black man plays the piano when Daddy has his friends around. The black man’s name is Jo. He is Daddy’s manservant and my minder when Daddy is out. We play games, we sing, and he puts the white enamel colander on his head and taps it with a wooden spoon and sings gospel songs like ‘Operator Get Me Long Distance On The Line, I Want To Speak To A Friend Of Mine’ and ‘He Has The Whole World In His Hands’. He chases me out of the kitchen and across the hallway and into the bedroom. I sleep in my father’s bed on the nineteenth floor on the corner of Park Avenue and 72nd Street.

I’m high up, so high I can see me in bed looking up at me. I’m looking down on the bronze-black skin of a man on all fours over her, that is over me. There's the twist of skin between his shoulder blades, the thick fold of it like the tiger’s neck and shoulders at the zoo in Central Park. His thing is out, it brushes my lips, it's mottled-grey, darkish. The thing bucks, rears its head up and down the way horses do. This will lodge in memory—the odd little leaps, the sticky heat smell. It will lodge and it will squat patiently, for years, until finally it bursts out like the deep-sea diver who, having held his breath down in the depths for so long, breaks through the surface and roars for air. My vomit tastes bitter, like capers.

Another day. I am standing in the kitchen, my nose level with the counter, interested in a leather object, shiny brown, plump and soft. Inside, dollar notes. I take some and put them in my dressing gown pocket. My hands hold onto each side of the big armchair behind the piano. My feet don’t touch the floor. Sounds are muffled. I know my father is shouting because his mouth is wide and I see down his throat. Pictures inside memory-time shake up and down like bits of snow inside a glass bubble: dollar notes; Park Avenue; Grand Central Station; red lizard high-heeled shoes; freckles and dappled shade.

“Voleuse!” My father says. I have stolen money from Jo’s wallet. My bottom is wet, inside my legs too. I can’t stop the warm flow. I am being dragged across the floor, bumping into things, the back of my dressing gown gathered in Daddy’s hand like the scruff of the neck of a pussycat. Standing under the cold shower, I take off my pyjamas and dressing gown and leave them on the shower floor. I stand on tiptoe. I’m crying. I can’t reach the high rail where the towel is.

There is a house by a lake, an island, and a little bridge. I don’t know when or where this is. I don’t know that a violence has happened in the family, a violence that I will be told about many years later.

One day I will ask my father, “Did you beat my mother?” and he will say, “Yes, I did.”

It was the time my mother had returned to New York, in another attempt to resolve her marriage to my father. On that day he’d sussed out that she was having an affair. It happened in the middle of a grand family lunch. Three generations seated outside at a long table covered in a white damask cloth. Tata Leïla described the scene where Louis grabbed Thea by her lovely hair, dragged her onto the lawn and beat her. She was taken to hospital.  After that she left my father, America, and me. She would never set foot on American soil again. That is perhaps when, and why, I was sent to London. I don’t know for sure, but memory stores these images until I am able to see behind them. They are gifts, potential insight therein, to be opened again and again. I will learn what the poets mean by there being a terrible truth in humanity—the violence and suffering within beauty and love.

Another moving image stilled from the same period shows my father standing on the shore, left arm outstretched, hand tight on a bow. A wide leather bracelet encircles his wrist. His right arm bends back, tendons and muscles expand rippling along the length of forearm and up to where the skin bulges. Thumb, forefinger and third finger hold an arrow just behind a sawn-off group of feathers of different colours. He pulls back, lets go. A quivering whistling mixes with the beat of wings as the arrow rips the air, skims the water, pierces the surface, and disappears. A snake erupts out of the water in a firework of muscle and spray. It falls back, slow. The arrow topples back and forth like a tiny mast.

I like to peer at the snakes at the bottom of the dry well behind the house. Insects are not to be trusted. A wasp has a way of appearing out of nowhere and gunning for you. It’s the unpredictable quality of their presence and the potential for a vicious sting—even when you are good and sitting still. You don’t know what their rules are. It’s not safe around them. Animals have laws, an unspoken covenant: you be good to me and I will be good to you. I tell animals things, they listen. I see it in their eyes.

One day, the arrival of a big box with mewing inside from a marmalade kitten. A book and a note: ‘I am Orlando, from London, with love from your Mama.’ The kitten and I are one. He follows my feet in the bunny slippers, and we are attached by an invisible leash as we skedaddle out of my father’s bedroom, into the bathroom, the sitting room, the kitchen.

Another day, the kitchen’s swing doors flutter behind me, slamming onto Orlando’s neck. Tiny strangled screams gurgle like water down a drain. I scream. Jo comes running and, seeing what he sees, he calls out “Mister Louee, Mister Louee.”

I’m screaming “Daddy! Daddy!”

My father appears, looks down, says, “Oh shit,” and walks out, returning with a small revolver in his right hand. He points it downwards. The orange and white stripes of the tiny body twist round one way, round the other way in wormy spirals. There’s a loud crack like rocks exploding. My ears are ringing. Then silence. I pick up Orlando. The furry body lies in the palm of my hand like a glove, empty. Head, legs, tail, hang over the edges of my two cupped hands.

“Here,” my father says, handing me a big square of silk, hand-rolled edges. “Wrap him up. It belongs to your mother. Poor puddytat.”

He gives me a shoe box to carry to the park, “Allez, on y va. Château Central Park.”

I look at the skyscrapers high up, castle tops, cigarettes and ice cream cones, Grand Central Station standing guard at the end of Park Avenue.

“Giddy up, Ma Louloutte,” Daddy says. “Poor puddytat, he’s going to his secret place and no one will know he’s buried in Château Central Park except you and me.”

My father whistles Petite Fleur and swings a spade, lent by the doorman, over his shoulder. At the big pond, we walk off the path and find a space behind bushes, and a hole is dug out. I open the box, unwrap Orlando (colour of fox), talk to him, wrap him up again with my words inside, close the box, drop it in the hole with all the taxis and aeroplanes. We cover him up with earth and walk away.

A table at El Morocco nightclub, by the dance floor. Palm trees made of paper. I’m sitting on a banquette covered in zebra stripes. A beat in the floor penetrates the soles of my patent leather shoes and rises up and through my legs.

Perona, Morocco’s owner, joins us.

“Meet my buddy from the war,” my father says, stroking my cheek.

He introduces me, “Mon cher, je te présente ma fille,” then, at a change in the music, he lifts his head, sticks out his chin, and winks. “Here she comes.”

A black lady in a shiny dark red dress weaves a lazy way past.

“Hey Mambo!” she sings. Pink petal tongue vibrates in the darkness of her throat, skin the colour of plums. Daddy waves his silk handkerchief and afterwards shows me how to shape it back in the little pocket of his suit jacket: open the handkerchief flat on your hand; gather it up from the middle with your other hand; hold it delicately, like a flower, sides flopping; then tuck in the ends and pluck and puff at the rounded part so that it sticks out just a little from the edges of the pocket. Or you can tuck it in the other way, rounded bit down, pulling up two ends but only just a little to make two points—never three. Edges of the silk handkerchief are hand-rolled, hand-sewn—never machine stitched.

Like the tam-tam through the forests and over the hills, music travels across time and people. It throbs under floorboards, through walls, slides under the door, rising high above rooflines, lifting spirits like smoke out of the chimney—connecting, reminding, disturbing, enchanting. Music takes the feet out of my shoes. I lean on the wisdom of songs: ‘You’re Not The Only Oyster In My Stew’; ‘Don’t Let It Bother You’; ‘Life’s So Sweet’; and, ‘Another Day Over And Deeper In Debt’; ‘St Peter Don’t You Call me Coz I Can’t Go’, ‘I Owe My Soul To The Company Store’. My father measures rhythm and tempo in the air, right hand semi-closed, rolling and rocking from the wrist. He walks through the door whistling C’est Si Bon, and La Vie en Rose. Like a nightingale he trills Petite Fleur. They are his songs, they are him. I dance, and we dance, at all times of the day. We dance without mercy. When the sun goes down we dance pour chasser la honte du jour—glasses are filled to chase the shame of the day away. We dance and we are the song, we are the singer, we are the sway of the canopy of trees, Daddy and I. We dance with the winds of the daemons until they are sated, and they slink back down into the night, and we are beautiful.

I live with Daddy maybe a week, maybe a month, maybe three months, when one day he tells me I am going to Brazil for Christmas with Tata.

“Your cousin Miguel is there. You’ll go to school together.”

Taxis and aeroplanes.

The nightingale sang all night long.


Butterfly Wings, Flutter







Belem, Brazil, 1951




Miguel and I share a bedroom. Sometimes I wake up first and creep out across the hall and into bed with Tata. I go back to sleep beside the warmth of her body. When I next wake up she is still asleep, head under two baby pillows. She always does that. I wriggle up to sit on her sheeted bottom, soft and wobbly, and look out of the window. A fluttering like butterfly wings happens between my legs. Jungle noises: monkeys’ wild, chittering, manic laughter; parrots’ shrieks; thready whistles; the crackling of big, thick, heavy leaves. I am all these things.

The house stands on the edge of the village with its back to the jungle—white, porched and balconied. Narrow columns rise from ground level to an open gallery that runs the length of the second floor where the bedrooms are. We sit, legs swinging between the bannisters, hands up on the rail, noses between the bars. Below, the brown bare earth of the courtyard is fringed with grasses. Flowers are huge and red, petals hanging out in the heat like tongues. Palm trees stand at messy angles—some short and squat like pineapples, others tall and slim like giraffes, branches laden with bananas and coconuts and dates. Others, lean and rangy, look like old donkeys. The cicadas sing of the sun, and their song draws an arc from the morning to the end of day, and into the night.

A dirt track along the edge of the jungle leads in a straight line made of brown-red earth to a village zoo. It is edged by the Murumuru palms and the Samambaia ferns, and Cabelo de Nego, a frizzy and leafy succulent, tall as man. I love their names and say “hola Murumuru, Cabelo, Samambaia bella menina.” Sometimes it can be so quiet you know everything is listening. When the leaves are rustling, though, I know where it is coming from—each tree has a sound that goes with its shape. A corral of huts and twiggy barricades combines the domesticated and the wild—hens and goats with backs like mountain ridges, a sleeping dog, and a fish tank which houses an electric eel. It stares and we stare back at the slithery grey-black of its body, at the flashes of red-green-blue enamelings in the eely eye. The head nods up and down from the mouth of a cave space, drawing an aura like the black headscarf on an old hag. Without warning, swift as thought, the eel disappears into its private gloom.

Miguel and I talk about fierce and frightening things. I want to understand, Miguel wants to know.

“Moi jouer con sand,” he says. When I don’t agree he says "Moi aime pas toi” in his mean voice. It works every time and I do a U-turn to get him back. It becomes our passport phrase and will keep working all the way into old age.

Miguel’s father is a pilot in the Brazilian Air Force. A man in uniform, quiet, undemonstrative, with a certain stiffness and a silence that is sometimes empty, sometimes full. Now and then his face opens into a smile, long as a letterbox. His study is on the ground floor, looking out on the jungle forest. In his dark book-lined room there lives the household pet—a lady-serpent. Her home is a big round basket with a pointed hat at the side of the desk. The anaconda is young, growing longer and fatter every day, and she sleeps a lot, like Tata. If we count six steps, that is how long she is and one day, Tata says, she will grow as long as the Amazon river. One by one, her spirals match the basket’s woven rushes—five so far, ten to go. We count them everyday. She whispers and hisses a sigh when night’s darkness enters the house, and the salamanders run upside down on the ceiling or down the white-washed walls onto the stone floors.
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