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Part One


Borderland




Bronwen Carmichael’s
Durham Day


January 1991
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This half-lit river path is very quiet. I change my heavy book-bag to my right shoulder and begin to kick at the drying leaves as I walk. The only sound I can hear is behind me: the splash-swish of oars, as a small rowing boat makes its way through water still black with night. The rower is cutting neatly along, leaving a turbulent trail behind him. I put down my bag and lean against a tree. The crusty bark nudges me through my cape and I feel the damp.


This is such a Durham day. The dense morning light throws out sparks of gunmetal as the cool sun eases through the grey cloud into the dark of the morning. The shadowy bulk of the cathedral and castle looms above me in the loop of the river, presiding over the tangle of steep streets no longer littered with the workshops of medieval silversmiths and saddlers.


Those shops are gone now, but the elegant eighteenth-century houses of lawyers, academics and bustling clergy have survived. Sadly these days they have to endure the indignity of sitting alongside the hippy dress shops (never out of fashion in this university town), the public houses, the cafés and bookshops that seem to have such quaint appeal for twentieth-century travellers.


The rower still cuts his way through the water. It’s quite common for someone to be on the river at this peaceful early hour, before the city becomes its bustling student- and tourist-ridden self. For me, with my obsession for the old city, this modern Durham can be jarring, like hot pants on an otherwise graceful old woman.


Long ago I used to walk these streets hand in hand with my mother, Rosa. I grew up with that soft murmuring voice in my ear. Just look at the size of those stones, Bron. Those workmen who built the cathedral didn’t have lorries and steel scaffolding, you know! They had donkey carts, wooden scaffolding, and straw baskets. And just look at the carving! Think how many years it took those masons to get that right. And just imagine the monks in their hoods walking round and round here in the chilly cloister. And just think of this great nave without the rows of seats but with dozens of mean campfires keeping those poor Scottish prisoners warm. Just think, Bron!


Always the teacher, my mother.


When I was much older, one afternoon during the Winter of Discontent, I was alone in the cathedral at four o’clock one afternoon when the electricity went off. The nave was plunged into a chill, medieval darkness that made me see the monks standing in the shadows, masked by their hoods, their arms clasped in their sleeves to ward off the cold. I stood there in the dark silence, grateful to all those strikers and short-time workers for delivering me that eerie vision.


The rowing boat is drawing level. Now a stray glint of light catches the rower’s thick fair hair, caught back in a red bandanna; his brown, wiry arms pull at the oars with the regularity of a pendulum. His head dips on to his chest in concentration, his eyes shaded by his broad brow. My senses prickle to life and I can smell the bitter mallow and the rotting vegetation on the riverbank; in my ears the morning song of each individual bird is clear as a crystal bell.


Now, in the dark, decorated quiet of the morning, the rower feels my concentrated attention, lets his oars trail and sits back. For a single, stretched second he glances across at me, his eyes sweeping me from head to toe. And for a millionth of that second his gaze meets mine. How is it possible that such a brief glance can express such amusement, such contained irony?


Of course, now I am blushing to the roots of my hair, cursing my wired-in sense that one should not look directly at strangers, even at eight o’clock in the morning. I lean down to pick up my book-bag and when I stand up the boat and its rower have vanished.


As I walk on again, I begin to smile at my own fancy. The bright sharpness of the rower’s glance was a mere trick of the horizontal morning light. Filled with energy, I stride on, kicking the leaves so high that they come falling down again like rustling brown rain. Above me the trees, some still clinging stubbornly to old leaves as the new buds swell, scrape and scratch at the dove-grey morning sky.


I live five miles from here but I’ve always known and loved this city. Even so, it’s only recently that I discovered that parking close to the university is a wild dream. Just last September I was humiliatingly late for my very first lecture because I couldn’t find a parking spot for my battered Riley. So the next day I came in early and found a regular place on South Street, a smart row of old houses on the high ridge across the river from the mass of cathedral and castle. (I once saw a house on South Street advertised for sale as set in ‘possibly the best location in Europe . . .’)


Anyway, nowadays my mornings begin with the walk down from South Street through the trees, to the river crossing at Prebends Bridge. After that there are two choices: another steep climb upwards to the cathedral, or the shallower path that follows the curling meander of the river and means a climb up stone steps on to Elvet Bridge in the centre of the town. On wet days I usually tackle the steep climb and take shelter in the quiet of the cathedral until it’s time to go to lectures. On finer mornings I like to stroll round the peninsula, climb Elvet steps and take my early morning tea in the Royal County Hotel among the tourists ‘doing’ the medieval city of Durham on their way up to Edinburgh or down to York.


The Royal County Hotel is an old haunt of my mother, Rosa’s. Just see, Bron! It might be slick and modern now but in the old times it was a coaching inn. An English king stayed here, d’you know? Feel it, Bron! And even in these modern times it’s more than an hotel. Do you remember the Miners’ Big Meeting? All those prime ministers, union people – usually men, I fear – standing on the balcony here, watching the marching bands and the banners of the miners.


This morning the waitress, a small, neat girl with the face of an eager squirrel and bitten-down fingernails, remembers me from last term and doesn’t bother to ask me if I’m resident at the hotel. She merely gives me a confiding wink and delivers the usual large silver pot of tea and plate of toast, with the bill on a small metal dish. The Buttery is full of visitors having their breakfasts. At one table a family – father, mother, son and daughter – sit reading books in silence, eating their food automatically, without relish. The woman is reading a battered, paperback edition of The Magus by John Fowles, a favourite of mine.


I dip into my bag for my own book, my small notebook and my fountain pen: it’s old, this pen, quite a collector’s item. It was my mother’s but when I graduated the first time, she gave it to me. The nib is soft and forgiving. It writes like a dream. I lay these things on the table, making sure the tea and toast are within reach, and begin to read and make notes.


A phrase catches my eye: ‘To survive borderlands you must live on the frontier.’ I copy this phrase into my notebook, hoarding the words like gold. Then I write my own thoughts: ‘Even this city is a borderland, between the past and the present, between town and gown, between the miners who dig the ground and the priests who save the souls. I am a borderland between my past and my present, between my mother and my daughter . . .’


I’ve eaten a slice of toast and completed one page of notes when suddenly I feel someone staring at me. The desire to look up is almost irresistible but I resist it through one more page of notes and one more slice of toast. Then I do look up and meet the gaze of a man two tables away. He’s perhaps in his early forties, wearing a casual leather jacket formalised by a pale green shirt and toning tie. No bandanna. His curly gold hair stands out like a narrow halo. In front of him sits a Full English Breakfast with all the trimmings. (My friend Cali, who, before she ran away from school, did a course in Nutrition, calls this Heart-Attack-on-a-Plate.)


The man has fine, long-fingered hands. The formality of his shirt and tie is contradicted by the anarchy of the wild golden hair. A red handkerchief drips carelessly from his top pocket. The long, deep-set eyes now looking straight into mine are a bright sea grey.


A shiver ripples through me. Of course, it’s the man from the river. The rower. He lifts his fork towards me as if he’s proposing a toast. His fair brows are raised, inviting me to respond, to smile, to say something. Anything. But I drop my gaze and begin to read with great concentration. When I look up again, the rower has gone.


So now I feel guilty, about being rude, stand-offish. People often think this of me. My unwillingness to engage with people bites deep but sometimes it’s the only way I can cope. People who don’t know me think this shyness is a pose. They say how can I be shy if I can teach a class of thirty leather-clad monsters who have more than a passing acquaintance with drugs and air rifles? How could I even be known to be good at it? So good that I get a paid sabbatical to do this course?


I sometimes wonder this myself.


I’m dragged away from my thoughts by a body crashing through the double doors, all bags and capes, scarves and books, bringing with it a gust of chill morning air and the faint scent of patchouli. The murmuring hotel guests look up from their croissants, then down again.


‘Early bird, Bron!’ My friend Cali’s voice is loud but always tuneful. It never hurts your ears. ‘Thought I’d cop you here, hon. Always the early bird.’ She collapses on to the banquette and peers at my book. ‘You read the queerest books, hon.’ With her dyed black, scraped-back hair and her distinctive eyes, Cali looks a decade less than her thirty-two years. She hates being called a mature student. ‘Mature? Me? That’ll be the day.’ She peers across at my notes. ‘You sweet old swot! First day of term and here you are, down to it. You want to get a life, my darling.’


She makes me laugh, this woman. I’m always invigorated by the sheer life that fizzes and bubbles right through her and spills over on to me.


‘I have a life, Cali. Anyone who has a seventeen-year-old daughter is forced to embrace life. Anyway, there’s plenty of life for me in books. We can’t all do three gigs a week and survive on three hours’ sleep a night. In any case, I need to be genned up for this research. We’ve got this supervision seminar today, remember?’


Cali is giving me that quizzical look I first met when, early in our acquaintance, I tried to explain my own set-up at home: that my daughter and I have always lived with my mother although I’m not tied to my mother’s apron strings (not that she ever wore an apron); that even though both my mother and I have been married, we are all still called Carmichael (something to do with sixties idealism); that no one but me – not even my laid-back mother, Rosa – knows who is my daughter’s father.


Now Cali chortles. ‘Genned up? You sweet old-fashioned thing.’ She leans over and scavenges the last bit of toast. ‘Whenever will you learn to busk it?’


California Vax – born Marjorie Rawlinson but reinvented and renamed by herself – is a world expert at busking. In the seventies she ran away from a frozen home and literally busked for a year in London, playing the penny whistle on the underground to support herself and her boyfriend in their squat in Camden Town. She survived the pressure to do drugs by busking the effect of being stoned. She was the world expert in not inhaling. By the eighties, bored with squat life and dismayed at the death of her boyfriend, then the girlfriend who succeeded him, she rechristened herself with a memorable outlandish name, bought a suit at Oxfam and metaphorically busked her way into a job at the fringes of the booming City, temporarily conceding that Greed Might Be Good. ‘Had to start some way up the ladder, Bron; couldn’t type.’ Once established in her City office she busked her way up that ladder, where her finely honed intuition and aggressive charm secured amazing bonuses that, in turn, bought her a nice apartment and a sleek car. She tells me doing drugs was as de rigueur in the City as it had been at the squat, so once more she played the game of being stoned, and hung on to her wits. By the late eighties, driven to distraction by the high-flying, humdrum nature of this life, she kept boredom at bay by performing poetry-and-penny-whistle gigs in chichi bars and gaining an Open University BA on the side.


Cali’s a life force, a modern girl. She likes her learning in bite-size chunks. Knowledge Lite. Her boast to me when we met in the first week of our MA course was that she’d never read a whole book. I did pay her the compliment of saying you’d never have known that. The art of busking has got Cali Vax a long way in life. I envy her that skill.




Rosa Carmichael’s 1954 Ledger


[image: image]


Rosa Carmichael


11 Butler Street


Spennymoor


County Durham


Great Britain


The World


The Universe


1 June 1954


My name is Rosa Carmichael. I’m five foot one inch tall and what my mam calls gangly. I’m fourteen years old but am flat as a board and still waiting to start my periods. I do know all about periods, though, from Moira Cash at school, who not only has her periods but also Has Been With Boys. I’ve just been given this ledger by Mrs McAllan who has the corner shop. She’s always used ledgers like these for food and things people get on tick (they call them tick books), but now Mrs Mc says she’s been Let Down so often that she won’t give tick any more. She says, ‘But I’ve got this spare tick book, never used. I thought mebbe you’d like it. Go to the grammar school, don’t you? You must be a good scholar.’ She’s small, with black permed hair and a wide smile that’s the same for everybody, so it doesn’t mean much. But her giving me this tick book’s just great, seeing as my own mother is one of those who have Let Her Down. I’ve seen our page – ‘Mrs Kate Carmichael’ at the top and between the red lines ‘12 pounds, 3 shillings and 9 pence owing’. The ‘owing’ is in red too.


The book’s tall and narrow but nice and thick. And the red lines down the page don’t matter. I am writing straight through them.


I’ve got time to write because this term I’ve been bunking off school quite a bit, as I can’t stand the racket and the way the teachers nip your ears and bawl at you, and the other kids laugh and sneer at the state of your uniform and your grey-white socks, and call you Medusa because your hair is rough and wild. And anyway, you are so tired when you get in from school that you can’t manage to get down to the homework. This makes you stay off school in craven fear of those nipping, shouting teachers and jeering lads. You have to tell lies to your mother about the marks you get. Your brother Charlie comes in at quarter-past four, throws down his cap and says, ‘Have you nicked off again, lass?’ But Charlie still keeps your secret. He’s all right, is Charlie. And your little brother, Brock, comes in later, buzzing from his long walk from his junior school. All he wants to do is to get back out into the street to play kick-the-can. He has no idea that when he left for school this morning you just took off your blazer, turned up the gas fire, lay on the couch and read your pirate’s hoard of library books, sleeping now and then when your eyes were tired.


I do go to school on some days, to keep teachers off the scent, clutching a note about my recurrent illness. ‘Recurring debility.’ I looked that up. I need an illness that can come and go.


I can read four or five books a week on the couch. Last week I read Anna Karenina, Tarzan of the Apes, The Way of an Eagle, The Thirty-Nine Steps, and The Chalet School. But it took me nearly the whole of another week to read War and Peace. I read, read all the time. My brother Charlie says I talk like a book.


When it gets to a quarter to five I lay the table for tea, so it’s ready when Mam comes in looking white, tired. She has walked from the factory where she makes circuit breakers for cookers. There are small sharp bits of metal and sometimes her fingers bleed. She gives me money to buy fish and chips and I pull my blazer over my gymslip and go to the fish shop. She never suspects. She’s always very tired. She’d really be a hospital nurse but she works at the factory because she can’t manage the hospital shifts, having us to care for. She makes so many sacrifices for us. She tells us this quite often.


When I get back with my paper parcel – fish for her, chips for us – she lays it carefully out on four plates. She always gives Brock, my younger brother, a bit of her fish. Once, Charlie risked a black look to ask her why we couldn’t have fish like her. Like her and Brock. She told Charlie she wasn’t made of money and anyway we’d had proper dinners at school and our dinners were free. And Brock was a growing child, wasn’t he? Of course I couldn’t tell her that mostly I wasn’t at school so had not eaten any dinner. Just toast.


My mother did get worried once about how thin I was when we were examined at school and I was sent for an X-ray. She frowned a lot that day, and I was more scared of her even than the machine. I heard her say to the nurse she was concerned about TB. Having been a nurse herself she knew about TB. But no, there was no TB. The nurse had a squeaky voice that I could hear from the corridor. ‘Though I can see why you might think that, Mrs Carmichael. The lass’s so skinny. Not a picking on her.’


They muttered away.


I wasn’t bothered. I just thought how much nicer my mother’s voice was than the nurse’s. Nobody round here talks like her. She’s clever. That makes up for being hungry and sometimes cold, even her bad temper. When she’s in a good mood she gives us spelling tests or we do a Brains Trust. There’s never any prizes. She has no money for them and anyway, she always says, ‘The Honour Should Be Sufficient Reward’.


Yesterday as she put down her work-bag she just said, ‘How was school?’ I said, ‘It was all right.’ And that was that.


Anyway, now I have this ledger and will write in it and make my own book. But not like a diary. Not I-got-up-and-cleaned-my-teeth. What I want to write about are things in my life. In the past, in the present, in the future. Who knows?


I’ve decided to write first about our Brock, who is a proper puzzle in our family. He’s only ten but is nearly as tall as me and has this soft fair hair with a quiff and eyes like shining grey water.


He is ‘an enigma’. Enigma. I looked that up.




A Convenient Narrative
for Bronwen


January 1991
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I settle down in my seat at the back of the empty lecture room and put my book-bag on the seat beside me to save it for Cali, who raced off at lunchtime to catch up with a man she met at registration, a bodhrán player who – she thinks – might just fit in with her small poetry-to-music crew blessed with the name Ceolas Monkey.


Just as I like to read up and prepare for lectures, I like to arrive early, first in, to settle my mind for any important lecture. Cali teases me about being a swot but that falls on deaf ears. Coming back to college after ten years has been a treat but a challenge as well – quite a challenge. Forewarned is forearmed, as my mother Rosa would say. Anyway, after ten years in schools where the kids are a masochist’s delight and the teachers stressed and bitter, I’ve relished the sheer pleasure of sitting listening to some of the cleverest minds in the country communicate their obsession.


As Cali says, I’m a simple soul.


The room is filling up. Most of the students here are young, progressing on automatic pilot from a good first degree to this good second degree. They’re demure, delightful, laconic and laid-back, the geeks and the gorgeous alike radiating the graceful low-key confidence that is the marker of privilege. One boy in this group is older, having fitted in a spell in the army – peacekeeping in Northern Ireland – between his first and second degree. He’s quieter and more watchful than the others. And there is a handful of more mature students, ranging from myself and Cali in our thirties, to a retired chief inspector of police and an educational psychologist changing careers midstream.


The small groups and the intimate nature of teaching and learning here at Durham have been a revelation. My first degree was at Sunderland Polytechnic: studying there was a cheerful, brisk, efficient, densely monitored process, which involved large-scale lectures, a crowded timetable and little close contact with our tutors. The key to my achievements there was my ability to mine the booklists and the journals, then stockpile information and ideas in my notebooks, from which my first-class degree seemed to emerge without human intervention. This independent, isolated approach suited me very well then. As a nineteen-year-old with a three-year-old daughter to rush home to, I couldn’t join in with the drinking at the Union or the trips away to rockfests. I barely had time to regret that then, though I did later.


Now the heavy door at the front of the seminar room crashes open and in sweeps Cali. The small room is crowded now and Cali has to squeeze her way along the row to get to her seat by me, sprinkling her particular brand of fairy-dust all around, kissing and being kissed all the way along the row. She hands me her book-bag, gives me a smacking kiss and takes her seat.


The door opens again, and in glides the pristine Dr Mary Devine. Her lipstick is immaculate, her dark bob gleaming, even the stack of files she carries under her arm seems colour-co-ordinated. Everyone in the room knows that Dr Devine’s sweet femininity cloaks a mind like a razor that can cut and slash at will, leaving her victim smiling at the privilege of being thus injured. But I do like her. What you see is what you get with Dr Devine. She plays no games.


Then the chatter in the room fades altogether as we move our gaze to the man who follows her in, a fair-haired man in a leather jacket. He sits down in the front row facing Dr Devine.


Dr Devine puts down the files, leans on the table and casts her eye round. The room falls into complete silence. I sometimes wonder if inducing this absolutely pure silence, engaging this concentrated attention, is the key to all teaching. Alongside this, curriculum and fancy methods, are very secondary.


She welcomes us all back for the new term and ploughs on with business. ‘This year, as you are all aware, your focus will be your dissertation.’ She taps the pile. ‘I have your proposals here and each file carries the name of a possible supervisor. Collect these at the end of the session, sign up to see your assigned tutor this week and discuss your proposal with them. Any further problems with this, please get back to me. There is some leeway for reassignment if strong difficulties occur.’


‘If you can’t stand the sight of your bloke,’ mutters Cali beside me.


Dr Devine shoots her a cold look. ‘Was there something, Miss Vax?’


Cali grins. ‘I was thinking it would be like a marriage, Dr Devine. Issues of compatibility . . .’


Some people smile at this but Dr Devine’s glance remains frosty. ‘Just so,’ she said. ‘Now!’ She turns to the man sitting at the table. ‘I should introduce you to Dr Richard Stephens who is here on sabbatical from Harvard and will be giving three seminars on phenomenological research methods starting today. Dr Stephens has signed up to supervise some of the more – esoteric – dissertations.’ She makes it sound as though the man’s specialism is a disease. ‘Dr Stephens,’ she says, ‘welcome to the faculty.’ She sits down with her knees and ankles neatly together.


Dr Stephens stands up, grins and lounges against the table. He looks around the room, his gaze glancing over me without recognition. ‘I have to tell you these phenomenological approaches are not always popular with more . . . er . . . traditional scholars, who worry a great deal about problems of verification and objectivity. I respect their views. But to me history itself is a kind of fictive truth, a convenient narrative, which can, at worst, parade itself as absolute truth.’


His voice is attractive but his accent is strange. His transatlantic drawling tone is often punctuated by slightly flattened vowels that started out, I’m sure, here in the north of England. It’s a nice voice, all the same, soft-toned, hypnotic. The people here are hanging on his every word. He pushes a hand through his curls and smiles, suddenly looking much younger.


‘For me the past continues to live in the present. Memory is one of the most valuable sites of study. For instance, how does the past figure in our present-day lives? How do we define ourselves and how do we place ourselves historically? Look at the great historical themes of this century, all within living memory – two world wars, a cold war, the great powers fighting surrogate battles in the Middle East and Far East, the changing tectonic plates of economics, the loss of one empire, the building of another empire, a torn-away Iron Curtain, a pulled-down Wall. The twentieth century is an historian’s playground. It is our playground. My interest is how the past figures in the lives of the living, breathing individuals who have lived it, how they define themselves and place themselves historically. You might call it making memory respectable.’ He puts a hand on the pile of folders beside him. ‘There are several proposals here which invite this kind of approach. I’ve signed up to supervise them.’


Mine is one of them, I’m sure. What I want to do is interview the teachers and pupils in my old school about their perceptions of the Second World War. I have to say I thought my proposal would be thrown out as, despite being (in my view) so clever and original, it is almost entirely subjective and unacademic.


Dr Stephens is holding forth about these theories, his hand still on the pile of folders. I make notes automatically, relishing the thought that this man will be my supervisor, that I am bound now to become better acquainted with the fair man with sharp grey eyes who likes to row the river in the early mornings, even in winter.




Rosa’s Tick Book


1954


[image: image]


Now I will write about Brock Carmichael my brother.


Brock became part of our family in Lancaster, in 1944 – I must have been four, I think. There were soldiers and tanks on the roads near our house. And in France our soldiers were creeping around the high-hedge lanes of Normandy, fighting village to village, pushing those Jerries back. In those days each one of us, in his own way, ‘was fighting for freedom, fighting those Nazis to extinction’. My daddy, who was still alive then, wrote those words to us from his billet in Coventry, where he was doing electrical things to aircraft engines. He wrote letters to our house in Lancaster in his fine flourishing script. Even in joined-up, I could read it when I was four. I have read his letters a lot since then.


I was just a kid but I thought I was very old, even if my favourite thing was a teddy bear made by my mother from a cut-up blanket. Brock happened before I broke my arm and had to go to the VE street party as a Dutch girl with a pot arm. That was when my brother Charlie went to nursery and my mother, whose name is Kate Carmichael, was working late shifts at the mental hospital, fighting the Nazis to extinction in her own way.


My mother, Kate Carmichael, is very good at Looks That Kill. She just needs to have met one Nazi and he’d have been killed stone dead with one of her looks. Dead as a stone.


In those days Charlie and I came home to a prepared sandwich tea, which we ate watched by Mrs Cator, our neighbour, whose skin was like grey paper. Beside each small plate our mother, Kate, always placed a small screw of newspaper inside which were folded two wrapped sweets. Nothing tasted as sweet as those sweets. It was like she, with her round squashy figure and her white skin, was there on the table for us to chew, like we could taste her sweetness, her motherness. We didn’t mind so much that she wasn’t there, because in fact there she was: wrapped in rustling newspaper and crackling Cellophane.


Anyway, this one day she was a full hour late from the hospital. Mrs Cator tapped our battered grandfather clock twice and clicked her false teeth together in a way that made you cringe. Then she went and stood, solid as a tank, staring out of the window. We asked to get down to play but it seemed like she didn’t hear and we daren’t get down. Not that we were frightened of her, but she would tell our mother. That had consequences. After all, we knew about looks killing. And she could smack. Once my brother Charlie took two pennies from the hall table and spent them at the corner shop. I can still hear him howling as she beat him.


When the front door finally did rattle, we all looked at the dining-room door, waiting for my mother to burst into the room with her usual gale of life and angry energy. But the door stayed shut. We could hear her light footsteps on the stairs. We looked up at the ceiling. She was upstairs shuffling and clattering, bits of her seeping through the ceiling and making us all hold our breaths.


Somewhere a cat meowed, but it wasn’t our little cat, Blackie. He was out on his regular afternoon rat hunt in the quarry behind our street, which doubled as a dump for wrecked cars. Not the street, the quarry, that is. Me and Charlie usually went there after tea to play cops-and-robbers or Germans-and-English. As many as eight or nine lads played out there in full battalion formation. But Charlie and me were young and – worse – I was a girl, so we were most likely to end up being robbers or Nazis. They’d make us grit our teeth and face the inevitability of being defeated, captured, tortured, shot or otherwise executed. (Not as bad as the real thing, which I read about in the papers later.)


At last the door burst open and here she was, my mother, Kate Carmichael, out of her nurse’s uniform, dressed in her soft purple frock that stretched a bit across her chest.


‘Now then, you two,’ she said, eyeing us closely. ‘Tea finished?’


Mrs Cator glanced at the clock. ‘Kate, I don’t think . . .’ Then my mother was hustling her out of the door, thrusting a shilling in her hand. Mrs Cator looked sour. Usually she stayed on a few minutes and talked to my mother about the hospital and the mad people. And the war.


My mother closed the door behind her and then, without looking at us, clashed the cups and plates on to the tray and carried it through to the kitchen. I knew something was up. You always did, with her. You could even tell from behind when you couldn’t see her face.


We watched her, wide-eyed. She made these big movements with the tea cloth as she dried the dishes, then shook it out with a crack like a cowboy whip before hanging it on the rail on the back of the door. Then she turned to us. ‘Now then, you two! Come here!’


We approached with caution and stood very still before her. I squared my shoulders, prepared for any onslaught. We were at war, after all. She’d been known to slap a person, being driven mad by all the shortages and my father not being there and all that. Look at Charlie stealing those two pence!


‘Now, you two!’ she said, her voice as sharp as rapiers. ‘Can I trust you?’


What a thing to ask. Why should she ask us that? How could a mother not trust her children?


She took us by the shoulders. I can still feel her fingers biting into my shoulder. ‘Do you trust me?’ she insisted.


How could anyone not trust their mother?


‘Yes, yes, Mum!’ ‘Yes, yes!’ Our voices chimed together, Charlie’s rising to a squeak.


‘I’m going to show you something. And what you see you must tell no one, not one person. No one!’ She gripped our shoulders harder. ‘Do you cross your hearts?’


‘Yes! Yes!’ I gabbled, crossing my heart. ‘I promise. Charlie does too.’ My mind was whirling. What was this thing, this thing she wanted to show us? Perhaps she’d found some lost treasure on her way back from the hospital! A black velvet bag weighed down with diamonds, a Nazi pistol . . .


The painful pressure on our shoulders softened. I wanted her to sit down. I wanted to climb high on her knee and press my head on her purple-armoured breast till it cracked out of shape. I wanted her to smile.


Her mouth did begin to relax. ‘Well then! Come on, you two!’


She led the way into the narrow hall and up the narrow staircase. Even after so many years I can remember every detail of that Lancaster house. It had a cellar. Before he went away my father kitted out our cellar as a workshop. He liked to play about with electrical things.


At last we saw the something she wanted to show us. There, on the bed in the bedroom Charlie and I shared, lay the narrow drawer from the built-in fireside cupboard. Nestling inside the drawer, wrapped in a white sheet, was the smallest most purple-faced baby you’ve ever seen. Smaller than a doll! It had this shock of greasy blackish brown hair. Its face was tiny, no bigger than the palm of my hand. Spit bubbled from its tiny lips. Tucked in beside it, just about the same size, was my blanket-cloth teddy bear.


I said, ‘That’s my teddy, Mum. What’s that thing doing with my teddy?’


My mother poked me sharply in the back. ‘You’re too old for teddies, Rosa. Surely you don’t begrudge the baby a teddy?’ The words echo in my head today.


Charlie put his hand on the edge of the drawer and shook it. ‘Is it a doll?’ he said.


‘No, it’s not! And it’s not an it. It’s a he!’ My mother’s voice was sharp. She took Charlie’s hand and put it on to the bundle. The two of them bent over the bed, their shadows joining in the fading evening light.


I remember putting my hands behind my back.


‘Just touch it, Charlie! It’s a baby. Warm.’ She stood there. ‘Flesh and blood.’


Charlie’s hand moved to the scrunched purple face. ‘What’s it called?’ he said.


There was a long silence. Then her hand covered Charlie’s and she said, really quiet, ‘Perhaps he’s called Callum.’


I so wanted to feel her hand on mine.


‘Not Callum,’ said Charlie. ‘Baby Brock. That’s what he’s called. Like a story at nursery today.’


The baby started to stir, mewing like a kitten. My mother folded Charlie’s little finger into a knuckle and pushed it towards the baby’s mouth. The red mouth opened like a fish and began to suck Charlie’s knuckle. Charlie said. ‘Crikey!’ This was a forbidden word but she did not slap him.


She stood up straight. ‘Wait here,’ she said. ‘Watch the baby.’


When she left the room I took a step towards the bed and stood at Charlie’s shoulder, watching the baby as it made a big business of all that sucking. One time its face creased and crumpled as though it were about to sneeze, then it smoothed out and started sucking again. I leaned closer to see it more clearly. Its hair was greasy. Its skin was greasy as well, but smooth and red. One small hand clutched the edge of the sheet. Its fingers were tiny sea-things and the nails fragile and blue-rimmed. I put my face very close, then recoiled as its eyes opened wide – gleaming like washed bottle glass. He looked straight at me and I looked straight at him. I felt like someone had punched me in the stomach and for a second could hardly breathe. Then he closed his eyes and I could breathe again.


It seemed a long time before my mother came back with a steaming pudding basin containing a jug of milk in one hand, and this tiny plastic tube in the other, a bit like a fountain pen with no ink. She shouldered us to one side and sat on the bed.


‘We’d better get him fed, or he’ll die on us.’


This was ages ago but those words are still ringing in my ears. ‘He’ll die on us.’ Then, and after, the papers were full of dying. There were these lists with name and rank and sometimes photographs. When he came home on leave from the factory my daddy would read those lists, his long finger running down the page while he mouthed the names of people he knew and people he didn’t know.


Well, anyway. Our Brock didn’t die on us. He’s here with us to this day. But he’s grown from a tiny wailing purple doll to the size of a young antelope. And now he’s due in from school any minute so I’d better hide this tick book behind the wardrobe. There’ll be war on if my mother finds it. It’s taken me ages to write all this, which means I’ve read nothing today. Not a single book. And I haven’t dropped off to sleep once. Come to think of it, I’m not even tired. That makes a change.




Bronwen’s Experience of God


January 1991
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Winter has its better points, I suppose. Bright hard mornings like today by the river, for instance. White slanting light that puts a crisp edge on people and houses, plants and trees alike. A satisfying need to huddle together with other human beings. But for me the worst, the very worst of winter is the darkness of the afternoons. Just after three o’clock the light fades and by four it is as though God has turned off the switch. This afternoon, after the research seminar and a book hunt in the library, I come out into the dark – streetlights full on – and take the short route back to South Street to my car, detouring just a little to walk through the cathedral.


The great nave is humming with other refugees from the dark. Even so, despite the clicking people, this place always weighs in on you as a house of God; other centuries, other incarnations hover only inches away in a veil of shadows. As usual when I steal five minutes from my homeward journey, I sit in a front pew. I have this trick where, if I lower my lids and put my eyes out of focus I can empty the place and silence the chatter and be alone there, made small by the monumental columns of Frosterley marble embedded with prehistoric seashells; rearing before me the elaborate carved screen that protects the tomb of St Cuthbert, above me rainbow light streaming from the miraculous rose window.


This quiet delight is the only fragment left in me of a great surge of religious feeling I had when I was fourteen years old, when – much to my mother, Rosa’s, astonishment – I started going to church and got myself confirmed. Of course, this hunger for religion is not uncommon in adolescents. Look at these cult people now, who pick up kids at this stage, and make fanatics of them.


But for me my sense of history got entangled with a notion of belief. If it had been good enough for intelligent, inspired Christians for two thousand years I – as a wise child – felt there must be something in it. For two years after that I was an attentive Christian, relishing the poetry of the liturgy and feeling my heart race with the soaring joy of the music.


In the end this fragile and transitory sense of belief was blown away from me by the intervention of two men. One was the vicar, a distinguished, erudite man whose early exploits as a Battle of Britain pilot gave authority to his humane sermons. But one day he held forth on the inappropriate aspirations of women in this Age of Liberation. According to him it led to the Breakdown of Households and the Destruction of the Family. Of course, St Paul was quoted as his irrefutable authority.


Before that day I’d found this man accessible, interested in my adolescent journey to faith. But I was so angry at his sermon I caught him in the church porch and said that, really, I couldn’t agree with what he’d said. Naïvely I waited for some intelligent discourse. He just looked me in the eye and said, ‘Well, Bronwen, it’s not up to you to agree or disagree; it’s up to you to accept.’ Then he turned and hurried away, the wind catching his white surplice, the sun glinting on his full head of silver hair.


The other man who pulled me out of that adolescent maze of magical hope and eternal possibility also worked for the Church. His name was Matthew Pomeroy and he came to our parish from some religious college at Oxford and was doing what we’d now call work experience in our church. A kind of mission among the natives in the North, perhaps. He was twenty-one, athletic, with the face of a chiselled stone angel. His mouth was full and generous, almost womanly. His voice was modulated, smooth, perfect. His faith, nurtured in the bosom of his family and his public school, shone from within him and made him even more attractive, not just to me but to the men and women in the congregation.


Matthew and I got on brilliantly. We clicked with each other. We talked about everything. The meaning of life. Social justice. Honesty and truth. Art. Family. The Women’s Movement (with which he was much more in tune than was the vicar). Climbing and motorbikes, which he loved. Drawing and history, which I liked. My mother, Rosa – not at all religious, but ever loving and supportive – liked Matthew and welcomed him to our home. He would call quite late at night after church meetings or pastoral calls. His signet ring would click as he knocked on the sitting-room window and we knew it was him. My heart would lift. He and my mother would talk about the war and the Cold War and whether the Russians were truly a threat or whether it was all so much sabre-rattling. I joined in. Of course, I had my own distinct opinions, even then.


It was often after midnight when I saw him to the door. Before long he would give me a quick hug as he said good night. Then he would kiss me on both cheeks, like they do in French films. But, young as I was, I was not mistaken. The air between us was thick with possibility. The phrase ‘pregnant pause’ now comes to mind and makes me laugh.


Then one night Matthew called when my mother was away. She was down in London negotiating a very special contract for a children’s story she had written. She was a teacher by trade but had always written children’s stories. She was as excited as was possible for such a quiet person.


Matthew came late on that Thursday night and I made him a cup of tea as was usual. He took the cup from me and kissed my hand. Then he groaned and pulled me to him and kissed my cheeks, chin, lips, any piece of bare skin he could find. ‘We shouldn’t, we shouldn’t,’ he kept saying, kissing me all the time.


Then I kissed him back and the groaning was replaced by yelps of delight.


It took us quite a long time to get to the point of actually making love, as I only knew about this activity from reading books, and I don’t think he knew much more. We had to find our way by trial and error but because of that it was all a delight, full of laughter, even the painful bit. ‘It’s impossible, it’s impossible!’ I kept saying. ‘Just one more try!’ he said desperately. ‘Come on, Bronwen, just one more try!’


That did it. I’ve read since that it takes months, years, for women to achieve an orgasm. Well, this was a gold-standard orgasm in one. For him too. When it was over, he was sweating and astounded.


‘I never knew!’ he said softly. ‘I never really knew. You are a wonder of the world, Bronwen. A wonder.’


When he had gone I had a long bath, then rolled into bed naked. Like Matthew I’d never really known about making love before. The distance between theory and practice was galaxy wide.


As I yawned, ready to drop off to sleep, I suddenly felt pleased that I’d finished my French and history homework before I heard the click of Matthew’s ring on the window. At least I wouldn’t have to get up early in the morning and could have a nice long lie-in.


That was the last time I ever saw Matthew Pomeroy. The next Sunday at church the vicar announced that Matthew had been obliged to shorten his sojourn in the North as he’d been called back to London, then on to India where his father, who taught at the university in Lahore, was seriously ill. I don’t know whether it was my feverish imagination, or whether after that the vicar was particularly frosty with me. Perhaps it was my growing feminist sensibilities he objected to. Whatever the case, it didn’t bother me, as soon after that I stopped going to church and joined a music appreciation group.


Matthew wrote ten times. I burned the letters unread. Matthew Pomeroy! He’s there in the room every time I see my beautiful daughter with her carved-angel looks, her beautiful mouth, her quizzical eyes, every time I go to watch her play hockey or netball. Matthew is all there in her; she is a joyful creature borne out of a single golden moment.


After an initial flurry my mother just hugged me right through my child-pregnancy. And when Lily was here we got on with bringing her up between us and, as far as I can see today, we’ve done a good job between us. Having Lily put my education back a year, but I still went back to school, then on to get my degree and a decent job in a school. If I hadn’t had Lily I might not have gone on to teach. I would have travelled, seen the world. But teaching is the most convenient profession and I’ve never regretted it.


My mother, Rosa, never made the connection between Matthew and Lily, and soon stopped asking questions. We got on with things and just occasionally she would ponder my missing out on teenage years when being a teenager was more than Top of the Pops. Then she would say I’d have to leave my adventures till later. And I have. This course in Durham is the first step on my own particular adventure.


My mother has her own adventures but they are mostly inside her head. They are the source of her children’s books, which are much admired by people who know children. When I started work and the stories became modestly successful, Rosa finished with school to teach part time – always children with some kind of disability who had to learn at home. These days her commitment is to a child with spina bifida, who, she says, has a terrific personality and no number sense.


Of course Lily has asked about her father and I have pledged to tell her all about him when she’s eighteen. Sufficient unto the day. That’s one of my grandmother Kate’s sayings. We hear a lot of Kate’s sayings as she lives less than a mile away and one of us calls in every day. My mother told Kate once that we were going to make a list of her sayings and to put them in a book entitled Kate Carmichael’s World of Wisdom. She glowered at Rosa from her chair. A powerful look, despite her great age.


‘You think there’s a book in everything, Rosa. Don’t you be so sure! There’s some things that just can’t be said.’


She’s right, of course. I know. The whole thing about Matthew – and Lily – comes neatly within that category of secrets that can’t be told.


Anyway, that time in my life has bequeathed me three things: a beautiful, poised daughter, a love of churches as some kind of crucible of experience if not faith, and – rather sadly – the sheer inability to recreate with any man that golden orgasmic moment I had at fifteen with Matthew Pomeroy.


One thing is certain. I don’t regret any of it. Not him, not Lily, not anything. Anyway, the older I get the more I realise that everyone has secrets. Despite the fashion for confession, for ‘telling it all’ and ‘letting it all hang out’, it seems to me that the glue that holds a family together, the lubrication that allows it to move forward, consists of individual discretion, holding back, and not telling all.




Rosa Keeps her Secret


1954
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Here we go again. I’ve been dying to get back down to this. The thing is, I’ve had to put in an appearance at school for a couple of days. Then, at the end of chemistry, when Mr Blackett asked for homework marks to enter in his book, I just shouted out ‘Six!’ and he didn’t seem to bother. Perhaps, with all those piles of books, he doesn’t know who’s done homework and who hasn’t. That’s worth remembering.


Yesterday I did a French dictation and an English comprehension in class, so at least those proper marks will go in the book. I always do all right in those subjects. Both of the teachers asked me how I was and didn’t seem to be worried about the missing homework. Still I was as tense as a bowstring all day.


But today it would have been physics – Mr Lemon roars like a bull and bellows your surname – and biology – Mr Boardson looms over you and tugs your hair. And I am two homeworks behind with them. I’ve been thinking about how I’m trying to keep all this secret, this being off school and being so frightened all the time. Then that got me on to thinking about how we kept Brock a secret for a whole month before we went off to Coventry and took him with us. We didn’t need to keep it secret at all then. Nobody knew any of us or how big our family was.
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