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The Diver


There is a passage in Anthony Hecht’s long poem “The Venetian Vespers” in which he imagines the process of constructing a life backwards. He sees it as rewinding a film where




. . . people make their way by jigs and spasms,
Impetuous leapings, violent semaphores,
Side-slipping, drunk discontinuities,
Like the staggered, tossed career of butterflies.





At the end of the passage he imagines a diver emerging feet first from the pool.




But best of all are the magically dry legs
Emerging from a sudden crater of water
That closes itself like a healed wound
To plate-glass polish as the diver slides
Upwards, attaining with careless arrogance
His unsought footing on the highest board.





Moving backwards may be like healing a wound, returning to a perfect unwounded beginning where all is innocence and potential. There is innocence in a photograph too. The faces that look out at us are ignorant of what is to come. None of this, as they say, was meant to happen. It is only we, we gods of time and space, who know their future.




One


The Last House
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The ambulance was waiting at the junction. She had taken an overdose and time was short. The driver thought he saw a gap, moved forward, then stopped because the gap wasn’t big enough. The car behind ran into the back of the ambulance. The ambulance was damaged. Drivers got out and my mother died.


It had been the hottest summer for many years and the news came the day before we were to take a short holiday in Wales. It was July 31, 1975. Clarissa’s parents knocked at the door to tell us she had died. We had no telephone then so they had to walk down from their house on the hill. Having consoled us, they left. I didn’t quite know how I felt about it. Very soon afterwards the local Anglican vicar came round on a chance call. We invited him in and had a conversation as normal. After about ten minutes I said: Excuse me. My mother has just died. So he too left.


Why did we have no telephone? There wasn’t the money. We had no car either. I was teaching at a school three days a week. All we had was the house – rented from Clarissa’s parents – each other, and our son, Tom, who was just one and a half. Clarissa was four months pregnant with our daughter, Helen. My mother had always wanted a girl child and now, as it was to turn out, she was going to miss one.


I had to let our holiday landlady know that we could not come. I must have gone down to the nearest telephone booth – where was it? – to explain. She was understanding.


The blankness I felt was tinged with guilt. If I don’t feel anything at one moment am I capable of feeling something at another? At all? I knew nothing then of her past, of anything that had happened to her and all she had survived. Nor did I know much about my father and his close brushes with death. I had no sense of them as heroes or powers or even as people in their own right. They were my parents. They did not speak. I did not ask. What was it I was supposed to feel, after all. For whom? For her? For me?
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In February 1975 she had been called into hospital for cardiac catheterisation to investigate the infection she developed a year before. She had to have it in two stages. She writes from hospital having completed one stage, fearing the next, the letter deeply concerned about our son’s measles (which she spells “measels”).


Here is a late photograph taken in her dream kitchen towards the end of her life. Here a suicide note found among my father’s papers. It was not the last attempt or the last note, just one of a series. Her death came later.


She was capable of leaving strong, indelible marks. Shortly before she died she made a tape on our old family Grundig in which she sang us happy birthday for the future. Not once but several times, once for each birthday, until her voice gave out. My father passed me the tape after she died. I still have it, but have only played it twice in forty years. I needed to hear her voice on those occasions because I had forgotten it and to assure myself that she had actually made such a tape.


There is an old joke my father told us about the balance of power between husbands and wives. Two men in a pub. Who makes the decisions in your house, asks one. I make the big decisions, my wife the small ones, the other replies. Give me an example of a small decision, asks the first. A small decision is like, should I buy that hat, that coat, do we wallpaper or paint, do we buy this house or that, do we go here or there on holiday, do we live in this country or that country. All minor decisions, says the man. So what is a big decision, asks his friend. Should Red China be admitted to the United Nations, the other replies.


That was a long time ago. She made both the big and small decisions and he would agree that she was right.


It was she who had made the decision to leave Hungary in 1956. It was she who decided what my brother and I should be in life. I was to be a doctor or a professor, he a solo violinist. They were reasonable things for her children to be, but we both failed her. I did not get into medical school and my brother had to be content with being an orchestral violinist. She always wished the very best for us. I knew that, and my brother probably knew it.


She had even decided who my father was to marry after her death – an Iranian doctor. He didn’t. Maybe he should have. He married a Hungarian instead, a woman very unlike my mother.
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The doctor was called Hashmat and looked like a fleshier version of my by now much thinner mother, with the same dark, sculpted hair, the same natural poise and the same fierce, hungry look in her eyes. My mother’s preference was for exotics, for the startling, the smart, the genuine, for those with hearts relatively close to their sleeves, and Hashmat must have ticked all those boxes. What is more, at about fifty she would have been roughly of an age with my mother. We met her once, but I had no idea then what she had been groomed for.


Did Hashmat really know it? Had she accepted the role of the second Mrs Szirtes? And if so, how was she persuaded, in the course of what manner of conversation? My mother was capable of conversations like that. She was an expert if somewhat obsessive operator of the spirit. She might well have said something like: “Hashmat, I am dying or I’m going to die soon and I can’t leave my husband to fend for himself. You need a husband [I presume Hashmat will have had one and either divorced him or that he left her, or that he might have died, which might well have provided an occasion to touch on the subject] and mine is ideal; understanding, hard-working, solid and decent, with an interesting history.” She might have sold him like that, as a car with one careful owner.


It can’t have been like that, can it? But by what act of empathy could such an arrangement be made?


The story of “the arrangement” came from him, after she died. He had, he said, agreed with her plan – to keep her happy – but had no intention of complying. Did Hashmat? Would she have been disappointed he did not keep his end of the bargain? Or was she too playing along? Seeing the photograph of her now, she looks like the typical, modern, secular, well-educated Middle Eastern woman we then assumed all well-educated Middle Eastern people to be. Surely the whole world was going to become ever more modern as it went along. Nothing could stop that, could it?


Would religion – or indeed culture – have mattered at all? Not to him. The secretary he was to marry two years later was not Jewish but Protestant. He himself, after all, was a Jewish atheist, a thorough, if non-militant, unbeliever.


Where did my mother find Hashmat? On what byway of her recent life? It might have been at one of the hospitals she stayed at for operations, observations or convalescence. I would not have known. The previous six years of my life had been spent away from her, first at art school in Leeds, then in another part of London, then in Hertfordshire. My parents were where I left them, in North Wembley. Parents are generally where you leave them.
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It was I who took the 1974 photograph we have of Hashmat. She is at one side and my mother at the other. My mother is a shock. She seems to have her left arm missing, but it is simply tucked away behind her. My father’s arm is around her as if to prop her up. She has all but wasted away. She is wearing a wig full of curls that only draws attention to her frailty. She is gazing with solicitous intensity at the baby, our son Tom, at the centre of the picture. Her smile is from somewhere beyond the flesh.


[image: image]


Beside the five adults – Hashmat, my brother Andrew, Clarissa, my father and my mother – there is someone else in the picture who hasn’t quite got into the frame, a woman in a grey dress. We can’t see her face, there is only a faint suggestion of hair. I do not remember who it is – I can’t even think who it might be, unless it is Sharon, the wife of the American naval officer who lived next door. Sharon and Ezzie were my mother’s kind of people.


There is a later photograph of her, just one, showing her without the wig. She is holding a slightly older Tom. Her natural hair is silvery-black, dense, and clearly dry. The face remains wraith-thin.
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Photographs are skin. Sometimes the skin is healthy and fresh, at other times it is hardly there. Old skin is cracked and creased: what it hides it also reveals. Beneath the skin, the flesh; under the flesh the bones and the working of the organs. We guess the organs from the skin. Dead skin falls or floats away from us, is everywhere around us becoming dust. The rest remains. We crawl into it and make some kind of home in it. Haven’t you got a home to go to, people ask us. Skin is home.


I take a photograph from the album. There is a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. The drawers are closed. What is inside the drawers? Could I strain every nerve and recall the contents? I doubt it, yet something about the room, its position in time, its location in life, seems tantalisingly present.


But the photograph is not the presence, it is only the skin of presence, a presence that is so like flesh that I could press my nose into it. It has a scent.


A life reconstructed from photographs is all skin and scent. Somewhere within are bones and organs, an operating system like any body, however wasted or, as with the baby – our son – practically new.
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By the time the kitchen photograph was taken she was a wreck and knew it. It was she, of course, who decided we should buy the house. The kitchen had been the most treasured item in it. How she longed for it! Heartbreakingly for her we were gazumped not once but twice before the sale went through. The kitchen had a black, neatly speckled lino floor, wood-panelled walls, the fixed furniture tops were clad in curdled-white formica while the drawers and cupboard doors were covered in a peel-and-stick-on light-grey gingham vinyl that, by the end, had begun to peel off. The whole room felt sticky to me.


It sticks to her too. She is trapped in it. She is the remnant of the startlingly attractive woman she had been. Her hair is lacquered and piled high. She sits behind the table holding a small, dark-green coffee cup. An ashtray lies in front of it. She is on Consulates (“cool as a mountain stream”) by this time. A red soda syphon is perched on a narrow shelf to her left. Behind her, above the fridge, an orange Le Creuset pan hangs on the panelled wall. It looks isolated and too heavy.


[image: image]


Displacement hits you later than you expect, just when you think you have settled down and become part of the world all over again. That is when it begins to ache, when a certain inarticulable desolation creeps in. Your body is not where your body ought to be: it shouldn’t be behind that table, between those wooden panels, with those gingham drawers and that Le Creuset pan. It is as if you had ghosted in but left your soul behind.


What lay beyond the window? There was a flat, featureless lawn with a border at the end of which stood a sideways-on garage (the one in which I was prepared to spend the night when she locked me out because I was late home, though she came out after half an hour and let me in). To the right, the back door opened onto a small greenhouse in which she tried to grow tomatoes. She had not much strength left by then, but she wanted life around her, just as she had in previous years when she had surrounded herself with caged birds – zebra finches, crossbills, lovebirds, budgies, canaries – and, before them, with domestic fowl, ducks and geese that left the garden a swamp crawling with slugs.


Before that there was the sparrow, Csuri, that had fallen out of its nest and which she nursed and domesticated so it would flutter around the room and land on our heads or shoulders when we called it. When my father came home from work the sparrow would fly to him. We could even take Csuri shopping, but one evening when it landed on the floor she stepped on it by mistake. She was devastated. She wanted life, but she wanted it nurturable, captive and devoted.
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She died shortly after I had finished my second year of teaching. The first had been a three-day-a-week part-time post at a co-ed comprehensive in Cheshunt that was some two hours’ travel away, and while I liked the school and the teachers I worked with in the art department, the four hours of travel was too much, so, in the next year, I took on another part-time post teaching English in one of the two girls’ schools in Hitchin, not the one that had been a grammar school until recently but the secondary modern. At the end of the school year I left that one too. As far as my mother was concerned that would have been two failures. Not that she said as much – she had grown used to disappointments – but her ambitions for me were always grander than my own. My only ambition – still recent – was to be a poet, and while I had published one or two poems in significant places, a book seemed far away. Teaching was a job, not a career. Art school instead of medical school or university certainly counted as failure. Working artists were rare and who, after all, made any money from poetry, especially someone unlikely to write whole books. My only success was in marrying someone she immediately loved.


She must have believed her hopes for her children to be realisable. If nothing else she willed them into reality. She had accomplished a great deal through sheer willpower, almost everything in fact. I, naturally, respected her will, but was no longer prepared to bend to it. Poetry saved me from the consciousness of being someone else’s failure. If I failed at poetry it would be unbearable, but at least the failure would be my own. I did not think I would fail. How could I think that and go on?
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Her surgeon was the best there could be. Magdi Yacoub was the world’s leading expert on heart transplants. She spoke fondly of him. She was to have her mitral valve repaired. Now that I myself am due for a by-pass her procedure is becoming real to me, but hers was forty years ago. Everything would have been longer, harder and more risky.


I see her in two different hospital beds at different times. The first is on an ordinary ward, presumably before the operation, the second is in a private room, clean, white, with a window opening onto a large garden. It is a small room, but quiet. When we visit her, two of us sit, the third stands. The next time we visit she is in the garden, beginning her convalescence. We are there with her, my father, brother, Clarissa and I. Two nuthatches are hopping around the bushes nearby. They are bold enough to come close. My brother identifies them for me. They are pretty little things, blue and yellow with a gorgeous streak of black, like extended eye-liner, running from tip of beak through to the neck. Andrew has developed an interest in ornithology and I am learning from him if only by testing him from books, covering up names, and pointing to pictures of birds that he must identify. He also has to describe the call and habitat. This habitat is Harefield Hospital. It is late spring or early summer. The time is confused, two occasions separated by years but telescoped into one.


Mitral valve surgery involves cutting through the sternum to get to the heart. It means carving through bone and flesh. You are temporarily a carcass. They stop your heart and connect you to a machine, they pick, prod, and fiddle with you. Then they reconnect you, swab you, and pin and screw you back together. It takes weeks to get over it if you are strong and if it is successful. The first operation was never going to be the whole answer, they told her. She would have to come back for a second in due course. Having told her that, they instructed her to rest but she wouldn’t because she couldn’t. She wasn’t made for passivity. That made it worse the second time, in 1973.


This time there was an infection. What they tell you now is to have a dental check beforehand so that infection should not enter through the gums. Did they then? Were they even her own teeth by that time? I never saw her without them, but then I wouldn’t, nor would she ever let us see. My father’s teeth were not real. Dentures changed the shape of his mouth in subtle ways. Her mouth looked slightly different in later photographs, but I may be imagining that.
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One forgets faces but remembers photographs if only because they stand still and never change. They fade, of course, but even so they make a home in memory and settle in like cuckoos, ousting live images, the tiny mental film clips that appear to constitute all we recall of reality. But film clips are no more natural than photographs. The truth is I have forgotten her face, in the sense that I am no longer sure whether what I imagine as alive and in motion is not simply a psychological mechanism whereby any photograph is a frozen moment with life flowing on before and after it. In other words, I don’t know whether it is my personal memory or an impersonal response that animates her for me. That does not mean her face has disappeared, only that it has become a series of images, a zoetrope, a notional weight attached to weightlessness.


[image: image]


After she died, I decided to distract my father by getting him to talk about their life. He was devastated and said he remembered nothing, but then I asked him about his childhood bedroom and he began to talk. We went on talking week after week for more than two years, at which point he remarried and our conversations became rarer and more difficult to arrange. Not impossible, just rarer.


I have a great deal of my father’s voice on tape, but of hers I have only the crazy birthday messages. Not having listened to them for many years, at this distance I expect her voice to be deep. I expect it to be a little hoarse, slightly cracked and tired. That goes with the images I have, the late, frail images that seem to have eaten her, that have themselves been consumed.
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Her friendships had been leaking away. Illness and exhaustion brought out a latent bitterness in her. She did not want to see people. She did not want to be seen. Travelling took too much out of her.


She fell out with people. There were what she considered to be betrayals, betrayals having run through her life, some deep and genuine, some possibly imagined. It was not that others fell out with her – it was always she with them. I am sure now that she was aware of this, that it was part of the despair and fury that drove her on to the end.


All her life she had been marvellous at making friends. She had been beautiful, energetic, direct, warm and passionate; quite irresistible, it seemed, so even I, as a resentful adolescent, could see that. My father faded into a rational, second-string, quite undeserved ordinariness next to her. People loved and admired her: she had more than presence, she had history, a heroic history. Sometimes it almost seemed as though we were expected to be extensions of her. I once said as much to my father as I was getting ready to go out. She was standing next to me and had made a comment I no longer remember. It was the only time I recall him hitting me (she had hit me as a child, he never had). It wasn’t a hard or painful blow, but it was surprising. His heart wasn’t in it, but his sense of justice was roused. How dare a son of hers question her selflessness?


He was right to be angry. I was not entirely wrong, but I was crude. And cruel. Not quite in control of myself.


That was before I left home. We did not see her very often after that, only on holidays.
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She often talked of voluntary euthanasia, of how desirable it was, how good it would be to be in control of one’s death, how it would put an end to everybody’s suffering, not just one’s own, but everyone else’s. This conversation generally took place around the dinner table, not so much a conversation as a monologue followed by protests and silence and resentment. Our adolescent resentment. What right had she to talk like that, to consider her own life first, especially when our own were yet to be decided, not by her but by ourselves? Did she not realise how selfish she was?


How dreadful we were, I now think. How selfish and ignorant. But that is now. Everything is different in retrospect. This too will be retrospect in time.


Over the years I have changed my mind about euthanasia, but that might be for equally selfish reasons. Now that I am nearer death myself, now that it is emerging as a shape, I think it would be good to set the conditions for it. In any case I have now seen what dying can do as it grows attenuated, wrapped in care, time, and other people’s sapped energy. All the awkwardness it entails. I would like to spare them that but chiefly, of course, I would like to spare myself the consciousness of the whole hideous process.


There was no such process for her, or if it existed it was compressed into a few years in her late forties. The sinking was fast, whirlpool fast, and in the end she did go down, though the actual way it happened was something of a botch.
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In my first year as an art student in Leeds I attended a séance at my digs. It was my one and only séance. Some eight or nine of us gathered round a table in a darkened upstairs room. We set the letters of the alphabet out in a circle, took a wine glass and began asking questions of a notional spirit. The glass began to move. Do you have messages for us, spirit? asked our medium. One of us was addressed by an Uncle Charlie he could not remember. It warned him to avoid death on the coming Bonfire Night (a number of us took it upon ourselves to act as his guardians that night and no harm came to him). I was the only person to receive a less than sinister message: “Live in peace. Selah” the glass spelled out. It could have been fixed, of course, but who in that company would have been familiar with the ending Selah? I myself had not heard it before. It was, I discovered afterwards, from the Psalms and signified a musical rest, a kind of pause.


No-one in my family, as far as I knew, had lived in peace, not for long at any rate. We had all pitched up in one place or another as a result of war or other seismic affairs. I myself had only arrived at the séance table by way of a revolution some thirteen years before. It was assuring to be wished peace.


What would my mother have made of this dabbling in the murk? Had she ever done such a thing? There was a great deal lost in the murk for her. One of my earliest Hungarian memories was of seeing a film with her. The film concerned a superstitious woman. I can see the woman now, knocking nervously at a door and climbing the stairs to consult a fortune teller in a darkened room. She was the dupe: the “gypsy” fortune teller, the confidence trickster. It was a comedy. We were sitting near the end of a row of hard seats. My mother held my hand. The mystery that was no mystery lay behind the door, up the stairs.


There is something here that suggests the idea of breath, peace, darkness and mystery. They belonged together in her, in that voice on the tape that even now I find hard to listen to.
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Towards the end of her second stay in hospital she made friends with a Caribbean-born nurse who was a Seventh Day Adventist. For the first time in her life she was tempted by religion. Born into a secular Jewish family in 1924, as we now know, she had little enough to do with religion apart from a few gestural formalities.


She claimed to be Lutheran, or that is what my brother and I were always led to believe. It wasn’t true, but we didn’t know that as children. We had never stepped inside a synagogue, never kept any Jewish holidays or customs: we were not even circumcised. Whatever the truth, her experiences during the war confirmed her as an atheist.


Seventh Day Adventists keep the Saturday sabbath and believe in an imminent Second Coming. Between death and that Second Coming, they believe, the soul simply goes to sleep while the world undergoes a period of investigative judgment whereby salvation or damnation is determined as in an infinitely long judicial enquiry. Believers, in the meantime, receive a heavenly sanctuary that began in 1844 when the hope of the Second Coming ended in the Great Disappointment.


What of this appealed to her is hard to say. I suspect it was less the doctrine than the radiant benevolence and happiness she detected in the nurse. She had been much moved by what she had heard of gospel choirs and adored Mahalia Jackson. Jackson and Paul Robeson were twin gods. She felt that the natural, apparently boundless joy of the singing was a release from the manners and hypocrisies of the societies she knew. They signified freedom of the soul.


It was the same freedom she perceived in gypsies. She would go and play with gypsies in her childhood and later, even as an adult, took great pleasure in dressing as a gypsy, with shawl and headscarf and full, wide skirt. Her dark complexion and black hair was in character for it. Both she and my father enjoyed listening to gypsy bands and recordings of gypsy songs. They both knew a good many by heart. The music moved her to tears and made her dance. She particularly loved dancing to the csárdás. I saw her do so in my childhood. The romantic idea of Romany life was fully alive in her.


She was not alone in this. Hungarian society in the mid-twentieth century was united in its love of traditional gypsy music. You could hear it daily on state radio. It was a condition of the soul. The Irish scholar Walter Starkie set out on the Hungarian gypsy road with his fiddle in the Thirties and recounted his highly coloured adventures in the book of his travels, Raggle Taggle. The soul, as apprehended by him, was wild, sensuous and freewheeling. My mother would not have disagreed.


A good many Hungarians now regard the emotional appeal of the words as grossly sentimental and the music itself as a set of fancy clichés mercifully scrubbed away by Bartók and Kodály. But it was a valid state of soul then. The unfettered exhilaration of the gospel choir, the radiant joy of the Seventh Day Adventist nurse, and the romanticised gypsy condition must have touched the same nerve in her.
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The house I left, the house in which she took her own life, was an end-of-terrace property in a quiet suburb of London populated by the upper levels of the skilled working class and a few middle managers. Being an end-house meant there was more room for the garden she longed to cultivate. It was built between the wars with fake timbering, somewhere between Arts and Crafts cottage and what Osbert Lancaster termed “Stockbroker Tudor”. The dream kitchen lay at the back of the house down the hall. There had originally been two rooms downstairs, but they had been knocked into one sometime before we moved in. There is a photograph of the frontage taken after her death with my father leaning against the recessed porch. The windows are the same upstairs and down, both have six panes with a faintly Palladian arch in the middle. Not that these architectural terms would have meant much to them when they bought it, but the whole is different from next door with its plain oblong windows. The oriel window of the small bedroom where my brother and I slept in a bunk bed is visible on the right. The whole has a touch of modest but satisfied ambition and is certainly larger than either of our two previous houses. It is a station in life.
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