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To be an artist is a guarantee to your fellow humans that the wear + tear of living will not let you become a murderer.


 


Louise Bourgeois, diary entry, 27 August 1984





 

















1 Next morning …





1 Next morning, there I was, perched on the edge of my kitchen chair making a list as if nothing had happened. The wooden seat cut into the crease at the top of my thighs but I stayed put, chin in hand, elbow digging into the table, for about two hours. They’re a typical middle-class Hackney-dweller’s table and chairs – 1950s, Ercol. I bought them from Stella Blunt’s in Broadway Market. Don’t bother looking for the shop now though, it’s shut down. Shops and bars pop up and shut down every week in Hackney.


Hackney Wild*



The first time I saw the Hackney house, a fat brown rat was squatting on the doorstep, snout tilted skywards, sniffing the kebab-and-spliff-scented air. I helped my mother out of the car and we huddled together on the pavement to stare at the rat, who, with an unblinking eye, stared back at us. We were North Londoners, the rat was an East Londoner. I felt it had the upper hand. I glanced up at the front door. It was coated in an orangey-brown varnish, with a ‘No Junk Mail’ sticker peeling off the letterbox. I thought that by the time I looked back down at the pavement the rat would have scarpered, but it was still there, staring. Perhaps it was stoned. If it had been a human, even a big muscly bloke, I would have lifted my arm, jangled my keys at it and said ‘Excuse me,’ in a forceful tone. You can’t do that to a rat. The stand-off ended when I emitted a piercing, delayed-shock, half-choked scream. Ratty seemed to understand this form of communication and, with a streak of greasy brown fur, vanished under a pile of house bricks stacked up in next door’s front yard. My mother spent the next half an hour reassuring me. ‘Are you sure it was a rat, dear? Don’t be daft. You imagined it.’




… trying to make out, like most mothers, that things are what they’re not.


Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway, 1925





Mum was ninety-three when we encountered the rat and she knew she was on her way out. After fifty-eight years of parenting me, her volatile, unpredictable daughter, who never did anything at the same time as other people’s children – no milestones ticked off as other parents were ticking off university, job, marriage, house, car, children, grandchildren – she wanted to know before she died that I at least had a home, any home, even this one, next door to a rat.


Christos, the owner of the Hackney house, showed us around. When we arrived on the top floor he pointed out of the back window, across a large paved yard, and said, ‘That one on the corner, Magnus lives there, he’s an artist.’ (Magnus turned out to be my first ever boyfriend from school – he helped me pass my GCSE art exam and I gave him crabs. I found out his number and texted him. Hi Magnus, it’s Viv, please contact me urgently. I wanted to ask him if I’d fit in there. He thought that was funny. We haven’t been in touch for thirty years, he texted back, and now I need to contact you urgently!?) ‘Then there’s Jenny,’ continued Christos. ‘She’s a war photographer; Jo’s a light artist, Kaffe’s a sound artist, and right next door,’ he tapped on the glass to focus my attention, ‘is Gustav Metzger. You know, who started the auto-destructive art movement and was in Fluxus.’ (Gustav died on 1 March 2017.) The house was in a group of ten live/work units, and you had to be a practising artist to buy there. I liked the idea of living in a community. My daughter Vida and I were at a vulnerable stage in life, straight out of a divorce, my ex-husband, Vida’s father, moving out of London and starting a new family, and my mother dying. Not the right time to be insular. I wasn’t convinced about the house though. The corrugated-iron and fibreglass roof had green slime in the gullies – which you could see from the inside when you looked up – and the facade was plastered with rice-pudding-textured, Germolene-pink render.


Half an hour later Mum and I were back on the street. A soiled disposable nappy gaped up at us from the pavement. Neither of us mentioned it but we both lifted our feet up higher than necessary as we stepped off the kerb and headed towards my car. I slid into the driver’s seat and set off for the home that I would soon be leaving, a double-fronted mews house in Camden Town.
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* Hackney Wild – a sourdough loaf made at E5 Bakehouse, London, E8




















2 I can still picture myself …





2 I can still picture myself hunched over the kitchen table, even though it was four years ago. But I see my body from behind, like I’m looking at someone else. I wrote down everything I had to do in an exercise book. I can still remember the main points: register death; call the council; email gas and electricity companies; freeze bank account; choose flowers. Oh, and find a minister. It had to be a woman. I couldn’t bear a bloke getting it wrong or sounding all pompous, that would’ve killed her twice over. I thought I might as well make the calls straight away. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep.


Architects’ Row


I had so many stressful experiences in the Camden mews house, you’d think I’d have been only too pleased to leave it (seven years of infertility treatment, thirteen operations, eleven IVF attempts, one miscarriage, one ectopic pregnancy, my gall bladder removed, one dose of cancer and one divorce, for starters). The property was built in 1988 and designed by Scottish architects Madigan and Donald. The rooms were decorated with Charles Rennie Mackintosh black ladder motifs and had elegant Japanese flourishes like sliding screens instead of doors. The day we moved in one of the removal men muttered out of the side of his mouth that it looked like a Chinese restaurant. The rest of the team sniggered. I over-tipped them to show they hadn’t upset me. On the ground floor, ceiling-height frosted-glass doors slid apart to reveal a wide, reclaimed-beech-floored living room and a semicircle of windows opening onto a tiny minimalist tropical garden. The hallway was dominated by a concrete column studded with tiny chocolate and caramel-coloured chips of stone. It towered up through the entire house like a giant unfurling ice-cream cone. It was a statement house. ‘Architects’ Row’, the postmen called our street. Groups of architecture students wandered past our kitchen window every day, stopping outside the front door to make notes on the house opposite, which was one of Norman Foster and Richard Rogers’s first buildings.


I loved arriving at our solid Anthracite Grey front door and slotting my Banham key into the locks. That’s when I knew I’d left my council-flat-and-free-school-meals past behind me for good. Whenever I had a spare moment I’d stand at the triangular window upstairs, look out over the rooftops and chimney pots towards BT Tower and think, This is London. But I couldn’t afford to live there, especially after the divorce. Most of our neighbours were lawyers and architects, had a couple of cars, one German, one French, and went on three holidays a year. I was an unemployed single mother with a second-hand red Skoda.
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3 I wrote the list in my neatest …





3 I wrote the list in my neatest handwriting and if you’d heard my voice when I made the phone calls, you would have been amazed, it was so confident, cheerful almost. Something wasn’t right though, because when I looked out of the window, even though it was a clear day, I couldn’t see anything. I knew the tip of the Shard was out there: I’d seen it hundreds of times. There’s a yellow brick warehouse in the distance and a railway line on top of the arches over to the right, but all I could see was a fuzzy white mist.


Purple


I was so excited when I brought my three-day-old daughter home from hospital to the Camden house that I knocked on the door opposite and asked my neighbour to take a picture of the three of us: Vida, Hubby and me, on the doorstep. I wouldn’t cross the threshold until this momentous event had been documented. In the photograph I’m grinning into the camera, Vida’s frowning with a woolly hat pulled too low over her eyes and Hubby looks bewildered. Funny to think that three months later I would be diagnosed with possibly terminal cervical cancer. That it was in me then, as I smiled into the camera, no knowledge and no fear in my eyes.


The cancer treatment lasted five months. As soon as it was finished and I could stand, I went out and bought a lilac vest, a violet cardigan, an aubergine skirt and a purple fleece and wore them every day. My instinct was to follow the colour purple wherever it led me. I even bought a purple car and drove around town in a little purple bubble. I’m drawn to purple (and turquoise) whenever I’m ill or in trouble. I think my intuition was particularly acute at that time because I had strong maternal instincts. I didn’t question why all I could think of was colour, but apart from my baby, that was all I could get excited about. One of Vida’s first words was ‘purple’. I didn’t realise how often I said it until she pointed at a parked car and called out, ‘Purple!’ Mum and I used to call purple ‘Purps’ when I was young, like it was an old friend. Prince understands, so does Alice Walker. She uses the colour as a motif throughout her book The Color Purple to signify good things and the enjoyment of life.


The author Maggie Nelson documents her attractions to the colour blue in her book Bluets (2009) and describes how she is drawn to blue during difficult times in her life. Reading Nelson’s observations on the link between colour and illness was enlightening and comforting. She also writes about the philosopher Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who was in a disturbed state of mind when he developed his Theory of Colours – ‘Goethe is not alone in turning to color at a particularly fraught moment’ – and notes that Derek Jarman and Ludwig Wittgenstein both wrote books on colour while they were dying.* A woman approached me once at a reading after I discussed my love of purple. She was a painter and said that while her young son was very ill all her paintings were purple. I remember confessing to my sister, Pascale, when she called me from her home in Canada, that there was nothing in this world apart from my baby that I could get excited about. I didn’t care about anything or anyone. I was frightened. She said, ‘Try and think of something, anything that interests you,’ and all I could answer was, ‘Colour.’ Not a coloured object, just colour.


By the time the cancer treatment was over we were a week into December. I was determined that despite my exhaustion, Vida’s first Christmas was going to be perfect. I lay in bed every day, still reeling from the chemotherapy, dreaming up a colour scheme. I decided all our decorations, wrapping paper and ribbons would be purple. We bought a ten-foot Christmas tree from the local garden centre and stood it in front of the curved window. I strapped Vida into her pushchair and headed off to the shops, a woman possessed, looking for purple, mauve and lilac decorations, arriving home every evening laden with boxes of Christmas balls, reams of wrapping paper and yards of purple ribbon. The tree filled a third of the room and was so tall that the hairy green tip bent over and brushed the ceiling. When I finished decorating it I stood back to admire the end result but was disappointed. It looked more like a shop-window display than a Christmas tree in a home.


I thought I’d pulled the whole perfect-Christmas thing off until halfway through cooking lunch on Christmas Day, I threw back my head, opened my mouth so wide I practically unhinged my jaw, bared my teeth and screamed at the ceiling as if I was being murdered, no doubt curdling all the (organic) bread sauces being stirred up and down our middle-class mews. Then I stabbed my best ceramic saucepan – the one I was about to parboil the potatoes in – with a carving knife. As the saucepan shattered all over the hob I remember wishing it had been a person (but I couldn’t think who it should be) because then I’d have been carted off to prison and wouldn’t have to pretend to be capable of looking after myself and being married and acting normally any more. I wasn’t strong enough after the treatment to pretend that. All I had enough energy for was loving my baby and thinking about colour.


That night I lay awake mulling over the events of the day – opening the presents, eating the turkey, the meltdown in the kitchen – when it occurred to me we’d forgotten to film any of it. To record Baby’s First Christmas (without the meltdown obviously), the beautiful home she lived in and how big and purple her first Christmas tree was, was all part of the day’s plan.


I stayed awake for hours feeling like a failure. At 3 a.m. I woke my husband and blamed him. He didn’t respond, so I telephoned my mother and cried. I could call Mum any time during the night because she was a night bird (no good calling her in the mornings though). Between us we cooked up the idea of staging Christmas all over again on Boxing Day.


On Boxing Day morning I retrieved all the packaging from the bin, rewrapped the presents and put Vida in her red ‘Baby’s First Christmas’ T-shirt again – luckily it wasn’t too stained. Mum and Pascale came over to our house and we started filming. We all looked surprised as we opened our presents for the second time and smiled as we chomped through the roast potatoes, vegetables and cold leftover turkey (can’t tell on film). Then we clinked our glasses and yelled ‘Merry Christmas’ at each other. I only got away with the whole charade because of the cancer: for a while there, everyone thought I was going to die (milked it).


Fake Christmas was much better than Real Christmas, there was less pressure and it was funny that we were all in on the conspiracy. I made everyone swear they’d never let Vida know it wasn’t her real first Christmas we’d recorded, but eventually I relaxed and told her all about it. Fake Christmas is part of her history now, along with the drama of Mum’s Last Night.




* Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Theory of Colours, published in 1840 in English. Derek Jarman, Chroma: A Book of Colour, 1994. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on Colour, published in 1979 in English (I’ve only read Derek’s book)



















4 I closed my eyes.





4 I closed my eyes. Inside my head I could see a dark-brownish-red field, like dried blood, pierced with thousands of tiny bright lights. When I pushed the heel of my hand into my eyelids the red field bloomed yellowish and the lights shot sparks. I knew if I didn’t concentrate, I’d go under. But then I reminded myself, No, you can’t go under. Your next of kin is now your little girl.


Roast Potatoes


Before I was married I’d always rather see Mum at Christmas (just the two of us, baggy clothes, roast potatoes and a lentil bake – heaven) than anyone else. She wasn’t sentimental about it, in fact she was quite happy to stay at home on her own, but I felt it was my duty to see her and anyway, I liked to. When Mum’s last Christmas rolled around in 2013 she was ninety-four and so ill and tired that she couldn’t face leaving her flat. I invited her over anyway, but she said, ‘Don’t worry about me, Vivvy, I’ll be fine at home, you go ahead and do your own thing.’ I had to confess that this was Vida’s year to spend Christmas with her dad and I was on my own, so please would she come. (Fifty-nine years old and no one to rustle up for Christmas Day. Dragging my ninety-four-year-old mother out when all she wanted was to spend the day in bed. Embarrassing.) Even though we both had flu I collected Mum on Christmas Day, drove across town, hoisted her up the stairs and parked her on the sofa. After a few seconds her head drooped, her jaw dropped and she was asleep with an untouched dry Martini and lemonade on the coffee table in front of her. Meanwhile, I got on with undercooking the turkey. Halfway through the afternoon Mum’s head jerked up like the dormouse in Alice in Wonderland and she barked, ‘Don’t forget to cut a cross in the bottom of the sprouts!’


‘People don’t do that any more,’ I snapped. ‘I know what I’m doing.’ She looked hurt, but when I peeked over a second later, she’d nodded off again. I cocked up the meal: the sprouts were hard and I had to throw away the turkey – it was raw in the middle. We were both too ill to enjoy the rest, even the roast potatoes. And we were an eight-roast-potatoes-each family. Skinny as Mum was, she’d always had a good appetite, so when she couldn’t eat her roast potatoes I knew the end must be nigh.


Apart from the exchange about the sprouts we had a lovely three days together, not a cross word. Then Vida came back and things livened up. We opened our presents and Mum put a polka-dot shower cap on her head and let us take pictures of her in it, which was most unlike her, she liked to be a bit dignified about things. This was another indication that she knew she was dying. Other signs to look out for are when an elderly person starts giving away their things – usually about two or three years before they die – and if they insist, rather aggressively, on returning anything they’ve borrowed or get annoyed if you give them gifts – they don’t want any more clutter.


I’d forgotten about the roast potato and shower cap signals when I got the phone call. The trouble with having an elderly parent is that you have to treat every phone call, every fall and every Christmas like it’s the last one, because when you’re in the middle of something important – and when there have been so many calls, falls and hospital trips that you’ve become inured to them – it will be the last one.
















5 After writing lists and …





5 After writing lists and making calls for a couple of hours I thought I’d better check on Vida, so I went downstairs to my bedroom. The kitchen’s on the top floor: we swapped the rooms round as upstairs has a higher ceiling and gets more light. I was acutely aware of everything I did that morning, every move and every sensation was heightened, like I was on drugs. I registered the cold from the flat, grey lino through my socks and gripped the handrail so tight going downstairs that my palms sweated and the veins on the back of my hands stood up in snaky blue rivulets. I was afraid I might fall, even though I went up and down those stairs twenty times a day. I watched my feet, thinking, I must not slip, I must not slip, I’m all she has left. When I reached the bedroom door I stopped and listened before pushing the handle down, not because I thought it would squeak and wake Vida – I knew it wouldn’t, it’s made by Hewi, German engineering – but to hear if she was crying. Vida was fifteen at the time but she looked like a baby, curled up asleep in  the king-sized bed. I studied her face for a while, fascinated by her eyes, which are green, darting from side to side under closed violet lids.


Dirty Old Town*



After my divorce I went to a financial adviser to see if there was any way Vida and I could afford to stay in the Camden mews house, but he said, ‘The only way you’re going to survive financially is if you take in lodgers or sell the house and downsize.’ He was right. The place had so many light bulbs I couldn’t afford to pay the electricity bills. Every tread on the staircase had two lights and they pockmarked all the ceilings – ‘builder’s acne’, it’s called.


I was twelve when my mother sat my sister Pascale and me down during her own divorce and asked us whether we’d rather have lodgers or move to a council flat now that our father had gone. The word ‘lodger’ frightened me. I imagined leering old men in dirty raincoats; something I’d seen in a TV programme starring Tony Hancock put me off the word. So I said, ‘Move to a council flat.’ There’s a fine line between including your children in big decisions and burdening them so that they go through life thinking they messed up the family’s fortunes.


After her divorce, Mum, Pascale and I moved from our semi-detached house in Woodberry Crescent, Muswell Hill, to a tiny, dilapidated, two-bedroomed council house next to the Victorian gasworks in Turnpike Lane. One of the three giant gas holders that loomed over our street was the famous Hornsey Gas Holder No. 1, built by Samuel Cutler in 1892. Until it was demolished in 2016, it was Britain’s oldest surviving example of a gas holder constructed with ‘a lattice of helical girders and vertical guides … a truly geodesic cylinder’.† I didn’t appreciate the elegance of Hornsey No. 1 when I lived in its shadow. All I knew was that coming home from school I was frightened to turn the corner into Clarendon Road. It looked like a Lowry painting in winter.
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* Ewan MacColl, 1949


† Colin Marr, www.pmra.co.uk




















6 Vida was so sound asleep …





6 Vida was so sound asleep that she had no idea I’d slipped off and had been upstairs writing and making phone calls for two hours. I climbed back in beside her and edged under the quilt. I didn’t want to risk waking her up by getting right under the covers. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling, listening to her breathe. I used to listen to her breathe every night when she was a baby, every inhalation and every exhalation. If I thought she paused for too long in between breaths, I’d lean over her cot and huff into her ear a few times to remind her what she had to do. It occurred to me as I was lying there, eyes stuck open, thinking about Vida as a baby, that if I let what had happened last night into my head slowly, one word at a time, I might not feel so guilty about how I’d behaved.


Dreaming on a Bus*



I kept thinking about the ointment-pink Hackney house, how it was near the shops, the park, a cinema and a theatre, and how warm tungsten light from the windows of a Turkish restaurant lit up the corner of the street – like the diner in Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks – which meant walking home at night would be safer. As soon as you cleared the restaurant you could see the house, tall and plain, pink and green, linking arms with all the other tall, plain, pink and green houses. It was a comforting sight, like coming home and opening the door to a kind, reliable companion. The sort of person you’d be grateful to end up with after trying to date interesting, attractive people for years. I called the estate agent and made an offer.


A few weeks after moving in I had a huge party in the courtyard. Magnus, my neighbour and old boyfriend from school, built a bonfire two storeys high and placed a giant wooden effigy of a woman on top. As soon as it was dark, on a signal from me the DJ played Arthur Brown’s song ‘Fire’, and Magnus, standing on a high balcony a couple of hundred feet away, released a contraption which shot like a flaming arrow over everyone’s heads and straight into the heart of the bonfire, which erupted in flames.


I’ve lived in every compass point of London but moving east felt like coming home. I love that there’s no tube station in Hackney so I have to get the bus everywhere. The 55 is my favourite, it’s one of those new curvy ones designed by Thomas Heatherwick. I hail it at the request stop on Mare Street. There’s a group of modern houses opposite the bus stop called Sojourner Truth Way. The first time I passed them I thought, That’s an unusual name for a housing estate, and looked it up. That was when I found out about Sojourner Truth, the African American women’s rights activist, born around 1797 in New York. She lived forty years a slave and forty years a free woman. I read her speech ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ and was glad I knew about her now. We should have been taught about her at school.




Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?


From Sojourner Truth’s speech given in 1851 at the Women’s Convention, Akron, Ohio





People hardly lift their arms up to hail buses nowadays, not like in the seventies. There were so few buses back then that you couldn’t take the risk of not being seen and the bus sailing past, so you thrust out your arm and made meaningful eye contact with the driver. Another old-fashioned custom was to call out, ‘Thank you, driver!’ every time you alighted from the bus. Mum used to do that, much to my embarrassment. No one counts their change in shops any more either, not cool. Shopping with my mother seemed to go on forever when I was young. She counted every penny of her change, twice, before she left a shop counter. Everyone did.


When the bus heaves into view we all play a game of chicken to see who can last the longest before someone capitulates and raises their arm about two centimetres while looking down at their phone. I’ve noticed that bus drivers often pull up closest to the person who hailed so they can get on first.


It’s a forty-five-minute journey into town. I try and be early for meetings and appointments so I can ride the 55 all the way from Hackney to Oxford Street. I run upstairs hoping one of the front seats will be free but they’re usually occupied by someone engrossed in their phone. (Bus etiquette dictates that you do not sit next to someone unless there are no double seats empty.) I’m tempted to say, ‘What’s the point of hogging the front seat if you don’t want to look out of the window?’ But I haven’t reached that level of outspokenness yet.


I was sitting upstairs on the 55 one cold January evening when I tuned in to a slurred conversation between a man and a woman sitting behind me.


‘You know that little bit between Hackney Wick and Hackney Downs?’ said the man. ‘There’s a place there that’s a tattoo parlour, except it isn’t a tattoo parlour any more, it closed down and they sell drugs there.’


I leaned back in my seat so I could hear better.


‘What? You mean over the counter?’ the woman replied.


‘Yeah, you go in the door and there’s like a double mirror and they push the drugs through a little gap and you put the money through. Except I didn’t, I grabbed the drugs and ran away. They’re looking for me now. I can’t go down that road.’


‘You ran away without paying?’


‘Yeah, done it twice. My mate stood outside and watched to see if anyone came after me. They all came out the second time. They’re Turks in there. Said they’ll cut my fingers off.’ His voice was flat and monotonous like a robot’s.


‘Can anyone go in there?’


‘I’ll have to move away from the area. I’m frightened, I’m not safe. Yeah, anyone can go in there.’


‘You really ran away with the drugs?’


‘Yeah. I’ll show you it when we go past.’


I glanced over my shoulder on my way downstairs to see what the man looked like. I knew what he smelled like – unwashed clothes, stale piss and rotting trainers. He was plump and puffy, with watery, unfocused eyes, glassy red marbles poked into a white doughy face like an uncooked pie. He didn’t look as if he could run very fast, he looked like a drug addict. The woman looked like a drug addict too. The same grey skin, red nose and wet eyes.


I didn’t think I was better than them. I thought I could have been them. I’ve known lots of people like those two, they weren’t alien to me. There were a couple of moments in my youth when I could have been a junkie, if I’d said yes a few more times, if I hadn’t stuck with the loneliness and the not-fitting-in, if I’d given in to peer pressure, been a tiny bit weaker. If I hadn’t had such a strong mother. I wasn’t judging the couple upstairs on the bus but I was glad to have escaped that life and not to be them. They were my Ghosts of Christmas Past, especially the woman, in her leopard-print coat and motorbike boots, peroxide-yellow hair with grey roots, dying for a cigarette, spending all day with a person she didn’t like, trying to score. Always on the lookout for a scam, believing that this might be her lucky day, the day she got drugs for free. Every decision you make in life sends you off down a path that could turn out to be a wrong one. A couple of careless decisions somewhere along the line, that’s all it takes to waste years – but then you can’t creep along being so cautious that you don’t have adventures. It’s difficult to get the balance right.
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I didn’t look up at them when I reached the street. It’s not good to stare at people in London. I was tempted to jump back on the bus so I could hear the rest of the conversation and find out if the tattoo parlour that sold drugs really existed, but instead I stood outside the Brazilian supermarket and tapped out their words on my phone. Then I darted into the road and waited on the dotted white line in the middle for the next lane of traffic to clear so I could cross. I was perfectly comfortable standing between two lanes of heavy traffic going in opposite directions. That’s when it occurred to me that there are two types of people: those who wait for the whole two lanes of a road to be completely clear before they venture across and those who risk it and charge into the middle, not knowing when they’ll get the chance to make a run for it to the other side. Neither is better than the other. The first one will have fewer problems and fewer adventures, and the second one will have more adventures and make more mistakes.




* Lyric from the Slits’ song ‘Ping Pong Affair’, Cut, 1979



















7 Lying next to Vida …





7 Lying next to Vida, vaguely aware of a football thudding repeatedly against next door’s fence, I let last night’s events drip into my head. A motorbike started up. Birds tweeted. First, Mum was dead. I wondered how come I was still breathing, still functioning, with my mother no longer on the planet? It wasn’t how I expected to feel. It’ll hit me soon, I thought, and then I’ll be lost. Another hour disappeared into the ceiling and I felt nothing. But I was cheating because I wasn’t letting myself think about the other thing that happened that night. I knew if I thought about that, the feelings would come. I listened  to a squirrel scrabble its way across the fire escape. It made a clanging noise as its claws scraped on the metal. Still no tears came for Mum. The whole time I lay there I didn’t think about the other thing either. Which was unlike me. I’m usually good at facing things, no matter how unpleasant.


Millie Tant*





Thy valiantness was mine; thou suck’dst it from me.


Volumnia to her son Coriolanus. William Shakespeare, Coriolanus, 1608





My mother made me into the type of person who is at ease standing in the middle of moving traffic, the type of person who ends up having more adventures and making more mistakes. Mum never stopped encouraging me to try, fail and take risks. I kept pushing myself to do unconventional things because I liked the reaction I got from her when I told her what I’d done. Mum’s response to all my exploits was to applaud them. Great, you’re living your life, and not the usual life prescribed for a woman either. Well done! Thanks to her, unlike most girls at the time, I grew up regarding recklessness, risk-taking and failure as laudable pursuits.


Mum did the same for Vida by giving her a pound every time she put herself forward. If Vida raised her hand at school and volunteered to go to an old people’s home to sing, or recited a poem in assembly, or joined a club, Mum wrote it down in a little notebook. Vida also kept a tally of everything she’d tried to do since she last saw her grandmother and would burst out with it all when they met up again. She didn’t get a pound if she won a prize or did something well or achieved good marks in an exam, and there was no big fuss or attention if she failed at anything. She was only rewarded for trying. That was the goal. This was when Vida was between the ages of seven and fifteen, the years a girl is most self-conscious about her voice, her looks and fitting in, when she doesn’t want to stand out from the crowd or draw attention to herself. Vida was a passive child – she isn’t passive now.


I was very self-conscious when I was young, wouldn’t raise my voice above a whisper or look an adult in the eye until I was thirteen, but without me realising it Mum taught me to grab life, wrestle it to the ground and make it work for me. She never squashed any thoughts or ideas I had, no matter how unorthodox or out of reach they were. She didn’t care what I looked like either. I started experimenting with my clothes aged eleven, wearing top hats, curtains as cloaks, jeans torn to pieces, bare feet in the streets, 1930s gowns, bells around my neck, and all she ever said was, ‘I wish I had a camera.’


One of the only times Mum was disappointed with me during my teenage years was when I messed up my education. I was nineteen and studying fashion and textiles at Chelsea School of Art when my grandmother Frieda died and left my sister and me £200 each. I bought an electric guitar with the money and left my degree course to form a band – the Flowers of Romance, with Sid Vicious. I’d already dropped out of Hornsey Art School to work in a music venue two years before this, and Mum was desperate for me to get a qualification. Now I’m a mother myself I can imagine how galling it was for her to hear me say something like, I’m leaving this art school halfway through the course too, Mum. I know that you loved learning and were made to leave school at sixteen and go out to work because your parents didn’t understand the value of education, and I know you’ve spent the last twenty years being overlooked for jobs you’re too smart to do because you don’t have any qualifications, but I’m not going to get a degree, I’m forming a band with this spotty, monosyllabic boy called Sid Vicious … great name, eh?!


It was her own fault. Mum’s attitude to child-rearing made me into the kind of girl who’d do something reckless like form a band with a boy called Sid Vicious when I couldn’t play guitar or sing and girls didn’t do that sort of thing. She raised me to be a punk. By the time I joined my next band, the Slits, she’d rallied to the idea and came to every show we played in London, often bringing a friend from work. Most mothers would have been embarrassed to be seen with me in those days, and certainly wouldn’t have shown me off proudly to their colleagues at Camden Council, where she was a housing estate manager. Mum was very good at being an estate manager. She was good at everything she did. I had complete faith in her, whatever she tried to do. Any job she went for, I took for granted she’d get. She was smart and determined, and I was ashamed that for a very long time I was unfocused and unmotivated, easily bored and only interested in music, art and romance. None of these pursuits were thought acceptable by schools or society in the early 1970s. At my North London comprehensive I was considered a dropout and a time-waster.


Mum cried when I left full-time education to form a band. That was only the second time I’d ever seen her cry (the other time was during the first few months I turned vegetarian, when we sat down to yet another plate of lentils). She didn’t reprimand me though. All she said was, ‘Do you have to get a guitar? It’s the one thing Pascale has to herself.’ My sister was learning to play flamenco guitar, but as I didn’t want to play guitar, I wanted to be in a band – a totally different thing – I ignored Mum’s objection. Pascale was fine about it, as she was when I copied her Maria Schneider Last Tango in Paris perm. She was very generous about things like that.


I set myself up for life with that reckless decision, that £200 and that electric guitar.


Frieda the Fierce




I’ve always been absolutely terrified every moment of my life – and I’ve never let it stop me from doing a single thing I wanted to do.


Georgia O’Keeffe, quoted in Olivia Laing, ‘The wild beauty of Georgia O’Keeffe’, Guardian, 1 July 2016





Mum didn’t do it on her own, it took three generations to make me a punk. Before me there was Mum, and before Mum there was her mother, my grandmother, Frieda Basler. For six years, when I was between the ages of four and ten, we lived downstairs in Frieda’s house in North London, but I don’t remember much about her except seeing her false teeth in a glass by her bed, the smell of mothballs, and noticing that after she’d washed up her plate, fork and cup there was still food stuck on them (that happens to me now – eyesight).


Mum talked a lot about Frieda over the years, which is how I formed an impression of her personality. She was born in Switzerland in 1891, when the Swiss industrial revolution was in full flow – until 1848 Switzerland was one of the poorest countries in Europe – and her parents were farmers. Before anyone was hired to work at their farm, Frieda’s mother cooked them lunch and watched how they ate. If they ate fast, they got the job. ‘A fast eater is a fast worker,’ she used to say. I’d like to propose that a quick shitter is also a quick worker, although neither a quick shitter nor a quick eater will complete a task as neatly and thoroughly as a slow and methodical shitter or eater.


After my cancer treatment ended I kept going back to the hospital for tests because I had constant diarrhoea and thought I might have bowel cancer – you can become a hypochondriac after surviving cancer. During the investigations a nurse said she was going to teach me how to evacuate my bowels correctly. First she tricked me by asking me to show her how I would push out a poo. I felt embarrassed but reminded myself I’d been a punk, screwed my face up, bore down and pushed my arse into the blue plastic chair with as much effort as possible, hoping I wouldn’t fart. ‘Aha!’ said the nurse. ‘That’s how everyone thinks they should do it but it’s completely wrong and is very bad for your insides.’ She told me that to shit properly you have to take a deep breath and gently expand your ribcage and your waist, making sure your breath goes to the sides of your body, not to the front – using the same muscles opera and bel canto singers use when they sing – and then the poo slides out without straining your insides. This is difficult for me to do because I’m in and out of the bathroom as fast as possible, not patient with the process at all. I can’t understand why anyone would want to sit on the bog reading. I feel claustrophobic in small rooms, and anyway it’s not good for your sphincter muscles to hang them over a bowl all opened up for ages. I use the method the nurse taught me whenever I remember, and it works every time. Forcing something, whether it’s a shit, a song or a relationship, never gets the best results. Force is aggressive, whereas bravery and determination, traits my grandmother had in abundance, are much more positive attributes.


When she was sixteen, Frieda and her best friend planned to leave Switzerland and travel to England to start a new life – Switzerland had a very advanced train network compared to the rest of Europe – but the night before they were due to leave her friend got scared and dropped out. Instead of abandoning the idea, Frieda went to England alone. This was around 1908, Edwardian times. She would have been wearing a high-necked, long-sleeved blouse, a floor-length skirt over petticoats, a wide-brimmed hat and boots with lots of fiddly little buttons up the side, and carrying a bag containing all her possessions (probably not many). She was unable to speak English and, according to Mum, had two francs in her pocket. Frieda was a risk-taker.


Frieda made a good life for herself in England and married Charles van Baush, a Dutch South African who had fled his home country as a young man because he hated the politics. They saved up, bought a house and had five children – my mother, Kathleen, was the fourth. When her younger brother, Edward, was born, Kathleen stamped her foot and cried out, ‘You’ve all dropped me like a hot cake!’ Frieda sewed for extra money, knitting clothes for shops in the West End. She didn’t use all the allotted wool though. She kept some back to make clothes for her children, stretching out and ironing the garments she sold to her clients to hide that they were undersized. Frieda was a hustler.




[image: ]





Charles voted Labour and Frieda voted Conservative – women were supposed to vote the same as their husbands in those days so she was going against the norm. Whenever a local or general election came round Frieda would say to Charles, ‘If we both vote, we’ll only cancel each other’s votes out, so let’s not bother.’ Charles agreed and didn’t vote, but Frieda nipped down to the polling station and voted when he was at work. She used to laugh about this trick with Mum. Frieda was a con merchant.


Frieda wasn’t a bad person though. She lived through two world wars and joined the British Red Cross during the Second World War to drive ambulances. It couldn’t have been easy for her, living in England during the war with her Swiss German accent. Her eldest son, Charlie, was a flying officer on Lancaster bombers. He was killed six months before the end of the war on his twenty-sixth mission. Mum used to think to herself, At least he had a good life – he was thirty, it seemed old then. Mum told me that because Charlie was the highest-ranking airman on the plane, Frieda thought someone from his family should handwrite a letter of condolence to the family of each member of the crew who’d gone down with him. The job fell to Mum but she couldn’t think what to say – she was twenty-one at the time. She fretted all her life that she didn’t do it right. I’ve got the calico pouch that Uncle Charlie’s personal effects were sent home in. It’s the size of an A4 envelope, with Frieda’s name and address written haphazardly on the front in black ink using capital letters. It looks like a child wrote it. He was Frieda’s favourite, but Mum didn’t mind – she loved him too, he was playful and handsome. When she was six Mum asked Charlie if it would hurt if he drove over her finger with his go-cart. ‘Let’s find out,’ he said, and told her to put her finger on the ground, which she did. He ran over it, bruised her finger badly and her nail turned black and fell off. Frieda bought Mum a pink sugar mouse as compensation, an unheard-of luxury back then. She made it last for a month by only allowing herself two licks a day.




[image: ]







* Fictional character in Viz comic, a parody of a militant feminist




















8 It was the night of my book launch.





8 It was the night of my book launch. We’d hired the venue, the Lexington in King’s Cross, months ahead. There was a lighting rig, a small stage and a bar, and people called all day for spare tickets or to get on the guest list. It was more of a gig than a launch as Anat Ben-David and Bryony Kimmings were performing. As soon as I got there I went over the lighting with the stage manager, then sat at a table and wrote out the guest list. Tessa, bass player from the Slits, was DJing. She’d already set up her records and was checking sound levels with her headphones on. I’d thought about what to wear non-stop for the past three weeks and decided on black jeans, my new Haider Ackermann Cuban-heeled black boots and a Dries van Noten shirt with different-coloured panels and a see-through back, a bit like Vivienne Westwood’s old anarchy shirts. I felt as if I was throwing a party, not nervous, but I hoped everyone would have a good time.


We Are the Granddaughters of the Witches


that You Could Not Burn*



Mum had a bitter streak, but I thought all mothers were like that. Most of my friends’ mothers were disgruntled and used to say things like, ‘I could have been a ballet dancer if I hadn’t had children,’ or ‘I was going to be an artist before I met your father.’ They were full of tales of what they dreamed of doing as children, or were on a path towards before having a family stopped all that. After I’d been through a couple of art schools and bands I realised that most of us fail at what we try to do, especially in the arts, but our mothers didn’t know that. You don’t know how hard it is or how unexceptional you are until you’ve been at it for ten or so years. They assumed they would have succeeded. I’m glad I just about managed to be born into a time that allowed me the advantage of looking back at my failures (and successes) instead of fantasising about what I could have been.


One of the reasons feminism took such a strong hold in my mind, and in the minds of many girls of my generation, is that we were brought up by repressed and dissatisfied women who had grown into adulthood during the war, learned new skills, tasted independence, and then had to dissolve back into the shadows of their dark-brown homes and watch from behind their ironing boards as the swinging sixties unfolded. In the words of Jacqueline Rose, they were ‘part of a generation whose identity was above all to become mothers and who found themselves, after a devastating war, under the harshest obligation to be happy and fulfilled in that role’.†


To compensate for the freedom and the opportunities she missed out on, Mum did her best, with very little means, to make sure that my sister and I didn’t suffer the same fate of domestic drudgery and dependence on a man that befell her. Sometimes it’s easier to push someone else to do what you can’t or don’t have the nerve to do yourself. Mum was highly attuned to the subjugation of women and pointed it out to me at every opportunity, on TV, in the streets, in shops, politics and education. Her injustices lodged firmly in my brain and added to my own grievances, made me doubly angry with the world. I burned with both her anger and my anger whenever I confronted prejudice. Perhaps that’s how it is for every woman. The repression your female ancestors suffered accumulates over the generations, resentment building in daughter, granddaughter and great-granddaughter like hair clogging a washing-machine filter, until along comes a child who is so pumped full of fury that she kicks all obstructions out of the way.




I became the receptacle for her pain, her fury, her bitterness … I dragged it behind me as an ox drags its plough.


Violette Leduc, La bâtarde, 1964





In the 1980s I quit making music and living in squats, tried to stop being an angry young woman and went to film school. I was fed up with feeling cold and hungry all the time. Eventually I became a television director but I couldn’t understand how, at thirty-five and armed with a profession, I still felt like a furious outsider. I tried to rationalise it:
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‘In any medium, Viv Albertine is a visionary cultural force.’ Chris Kraus
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