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PART I


Joan




CHAPTER 1
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WE are a photograph, the same photograph of every year with me a summer older, so a summer taller: lanky Joan, outgrowing the world around her. It is always Selsey Beach, a stretch of bare sand on the South Coast, and there are certain constants: myself, Granny, in her tight-bodiced dress, crocheting or gazing out to sea, and Mother with her green Antarctic eyes, cross-sectioned and sepiad by the camera. Mother, as beautiful as ever under her hat but with her cruel stare frightening even the seagulls off the beach. Or was it just empty? Out of season?


There was always someone else, sometimes two or three others, to keep my mother from getting bored. She suffered from boredom as others suffer from depression or sciatica. To qualify as a companion at Selsey you had to be a young man, well bred, well heeled, good-looking and slavishly (but not boringly) in love with Mother. Very few of them survived the summer, and they would be sent down in disgrace for gibbering or, worse still, weeping, or for falling silent and ceasing to amuse the summer queen of Selsey.


The surest way to find her disfavour was to notice me. Few dared or cared enough to try. Only Granny was immune. Granny still held a thread of control over her wayward daughter. She held the purse strings and untold secrets behind her benign gaze. So she sat still and upright like a rock among the scattered rocks of Selsey Beach. She was the silent mediator between Mother’s violent bitterness and my own desire to be forgiven.


I think by the time I was twelve I had come to believe that only a miracle could make Mother love me. I have always believed in miracles. I hoped then for a new start, a new shape – to become, I suppose, as indistinguishable from the mass as any drop of water in that cold sea. In the meantime, more than anything, I wanted a reprieve. For what? For being born, for being there or anywhere. Every time the wind blew sand on to the sandwiches I felt another wave of resentment from my mother’s striped deckchair. Under the sun she had managed to forget me; looking up, she’d see that I was still there. She wouldn’t say anything, she didn’t need to; the cold disdain of her eyes spoke for her, repeating what had come to be another creed. The destruction of her life by my birth was a story I knew by heart. I should never have been born at all, and added wilfully to this original sin by being huge and gangly, with a craven nature and red hair. Maybe all the other things could have been forgiven, but the red hair confirmed my status as a cuckoo in my family triangle. No one else had red hair – one didn’t – only the Irish.


We were three women on a beach, locked in a frame, year after year, from 1928 to 1938. Sometimes I’d go there straight from the convent, and the length of my stay was the test of the current state of warfare between Mother and Granny. A long stay at Selsey meant that Granny had the upper hand. A few days were the sign of weeks of tantrums from my tired but triumphant mother.


At Selsey we’d dream of going back to Jersey. Granny would grow nostalgic for Claremont and her gardens there, and even Mother would allow herself to drift into memories of balls and summer nights and tiaras of emeralds as brilliant as her eyes. I grew to love Jersey with the kind of fervour I learnt from the nuns. At the convent they fought to make me inconspicuous, and to control my every thought. They knew enough about me to hold me in contempt, and they knew that if they needed a scapegoat, I would do. My mother would never write and complain. But I had Jersey in my mind, secret from them and all their prying.


At Selsey even I could share in the family stories, by listening. And I could sit near Granny, so long as I kept away from Mother, and I could sift the fine sand through my fingers like all the time past and yet to come that Mother couldn’t keep me from. I’d sit for hours under my hat (which failed to stop my freckles, but covered my hair) running that sand through my hands.


It was at Selsey that I first discovered something in me that Mother could not control. She could read my thoughts. She could read most people’s, so I don’t think she often bothered with mine. Whenever I was with her I felt as though I were singing my responses out of turn in chapel, but as soon as I was away from her I wanted only to be able to sing them again. I used to feel that I was the disguised heroine of a story book that she kept closing before the end. So I kept growing out of my costumes, like a snake shedding its skin, hoping each time to be released from the spell.


By the time I was twelve I was five foot nine, and I looked eighteen years old. I’d lie on the beach in my bathing dress and wait for the summer’s heat to make rivulets on my skin. The touch of sand on my legs and back felt as sweet as sugar, and as sticky. Once in a while a passing man would stop and look at me with the same attention Granny lavished on her rarest blooms. It was not the way she peered for greenfly; more the way she inhaled the scent of her first azaleas. Whatever it was, even the nuns could sense it. Sister Marie had my gymslip recut to cover my chest in pleats, and Sister Thérèse warned me that I had the devil growing in me. She said it would possess me unless I gave myself up to prayer. Sister Thérèse never knew if she was coming or going, with her chronically red eyes and her ready tears, so she didn’t know that Mother had already told me of the devil in me years before and that I had been praying since I was five, praying and begging for the devil to go.


Between the hours of Matins and the Angelus, Mother Superior controlled all the girls of Les Filles de la Croix with her cobweb of piety. She ruled from the centre of her web, drawing in pupils and nuns alike on her righteous silken thread. Like the beads of her black rosary, she told us endlessly, passing her trembling prey through her sharp blue-veined fingers. Her office, at the end of the dark corridor beyond the refectory, seemed to palpitate with broken wings. The corridor itself was lined with creaking linoleum, brown paint and a gallery of paraffin-stained martyrs. On winter evenings, the oil lamps flickered with the draught from under the Mother Superior’s door.


She wore the black butterfly of the Order of the Daughters of the Cross on her head as though the stiffened cloth could transform her into a death’s-head hawk moth. In her high-backed chair she would sit under the sullen gaze of an oleograph of Saint Teresa the Virgin and wait for tears. On a low shelf behind her was a collection of pinned butterflies mounted over pressed flowers that appeared desperate to escape from their desiccation and ether death, where the last tears had been pressed from them. Mother Superior insisted on tears before she would release anyone from her office. Whenever I was summoned there, the size of my hands made me cry. She was small and bird-boned. She seemed to me to be a heartless jackdaw whose quick beak would tear the soiled lace from my hands. My fingers used to struggle inside my gloves as though they were growing visibly. All through the Junior School I would bang my fists against the square of wall below the crucifix over my bed and bruise my palms until they refused to stay within the confines of the regulation lace. White gloves for visitors, Mass and Mother Superior; white gloves and tears, those were the rules.


On feast days and holidays my hands were no less bruised. They were permanently mauve and blue. Mother thought she had killed all my pleasure and all my thoughts; but out there, on the hot sands of our holidays, I felt my body rebel slowly. I made my fists into hourglasses and I filtered the yellow grains through them, a trickle of hope at a time.


Granny told me to wait. From the age of twelve I waited with a new prayer in my head: to be strong enough to survive Mother’s bitterness until such time as I could go and find some comfort in the eyes of a man, any man, who’d admire me. Meanwhile I was still lanky Joan, the human giraffe, ungainly in the photograph beside her beautiful, diminutive, clairvoyant mother, who might, in a different century, have been burnt as a witch.


Perhaps, though, those times were strangest of all for Granny, coming as she did from another century. Her clothes and mine were a miracle of mending and cutting down. She wore every shade of charcoal without so much as a hint of colour and she never would tell me why. I think it might have been a penance of some kind. The only times she ever seemed completely at her ease were in the garden tending to her arum lilies or picking her azaleas or just pottering about surrounded by bright flowers. After four decades of Catholicism, Granny still felt the inner stigma of being a convert. She was feverishly devout. I used to think she was atoning for Mother’s cruelty with her kindness. Mother and I must have been sent to try her faith. She carried our misdemeanours on her shoulders, crocheting them into her silkwork with her prayers. Each stitch made up a little for what our wilfulness had undone.


At Selsey, Mother would sit seething in her canvas cradle. It angered her to see the tides recede without her approval. It angered her not to be rich and to find that she couldn’t spin gold. Sometimes Granny would glance across at Mother’s restless figure over the finger-spinning of her own hands and it looked as though she wanted to reach out and touch her daughter but didn’t dare. Granny seemed to know and accept that her Kitty would never spin or exert herself; her idea of work was to flash her eyes. She even seemed to know that Kitty had little religion beyond her own vanity – just as she understood that I had no real understanding of Mother or myself beyond the imagery of fairy tales and half-remembered prayers.


Mother got obsessive about things. Sometimes she’d come home and start to pick dog’s hairs off her clothes as though she were covered in a canine thistledown. Once she tore the silk suit she was wearing into shreds and made her arms bleed, snatching at air. The more she picked, the more hairs she said were there, on her, in her tea, over her chair. Granny kept Rufus, her own special dog, out of the sitting-room, but Mother refused to believe this.


‘Why do you let him soil this house? Tell me! Tell me!’


But Granny sat mutely and sadly out of the way while Mother wound herself up and snapped, ‘Where’s Rufus? Bring him here!’ She rang the bell and shouted at the mumbling maid, then slapped her. When no culprit appeared, no imaginarily balding dog, she turned on me, and left the cowering maid alone. Mother could slap harder than any nun, and that day she tore at my hair. Its very thickness exasperated her and when only tufts came out in her hands, she pushed me under Granny’s frail sewing table and kicked at me, missing half the time but still making my nose bleed over the Chinese carpet. Then it was Granny’s turn to restore the house to calm merely by saying, ‘Kitty, remember!’ Those two words were enough to reduce Mother’s rage to silent spite. She went upstairs to change; the rips in her clothes were scattered with my hairs. They looked like scratches and I wished they were. I used to lie in bed at night and wonder: remember what? What had Mother done that Granny could blackmail her so into submission?


When I was little, in Jersey, Mother refused to speak to me or let me be in the same room as her. It was only in London that I was allowed to see her, and even there, not very often. I used to hide on the stairs and spy on her and wait behind doors to glimpse her through the gaps in the hinges.


‘When you think how she suffered,’ Granny would tell Agnes or whoever else had inadvertently witnessed Mother’s studied neglect of me, ‘no wonder it is hard for her to see the child. One of them should have died that night. It is a miracle that they both survived.’


It was small consolation to be half a miracle. When I was little, I saw my quest as regaining what I had lost through Mother’s ordeal in Jersey. It took me years and years to accept the unpalatable truth: there was nothing to win back. I was unwanted, and therefore always unloved. Nothing I could do would ever restore that natural balance of affection that I saw between other girls and their mothers. I tried for a time, on my brief devout visits home from the convent, to win her forgiveness. But Mother despised kindness, she saw it as a form of weakness. My willingness to please was more irritating to her than my previous tearful pleading.


‘She cloys the house,’ she would tell Granny. ‘Send her back to school, then at least she can learn some self-respect. There is something servile about her.’


I knew there was. I was being taught to serve Our Lady, but I wanted to serve Mother instead. I substituted my catechism with a heretical passion for her. I transposed the Scriptures to fit my triangular family. We were the acrobats from the circus that came to Hendon Green one autumn. I was the base that supported the climbers. The weight of their feet on my shoulders crushed me down. I longed to support them without so much pain. I don’t think Mother really wanted me to be strong, though; she just didn’t want to be annoyed by my lack of strength.


At night, in the convent, draped in the coarse gown that protected us from the evils of our flesh, I would lie awake and think. What had I done wrong? I prayed until my prayers turned to bullying. My ‘Miserere mei, Deus, miserere mei: quoniam in te confidit anima mea’ turned first to a wheedling bargain and then the ‘have mercies’ began to contain more and more veiled threats until the ‘Have mercy on me, O Lord’ came to be weighted with ‘or else I won’t trust in Thee ever again’. My frustration grew apace with me. Every week before the sacrament we used to sing:






‘O salutaris hostia


Our foes press on


From every side,


Thine aid supply


Thy strength bestow.’








And by some strange emotional osmosis, I did grow strong. Mother loathed me, and I grew to thrive on her disdain. I courted it. I gloated at her cruelty, I was proud of her hardness. I had survived fourteen years of her regime. I had borne what no man could. I was her target. Other people were just peripheral, but she aimed at me, set me in her sights and fired over and over again. I was the position she could not take. I apprenticed myself in her ways, studying how most to infuriate her. I knew how to electrify her eyes and defy her stare.


She was small and as fragile as the tendril of a new vine. But she was resilient. Her skin was like the alabaster madonna in our chapel. She had a small mouth which she held tightly pursed as though to hold in all her disappointments. Life itself was a disappointment, and I was the leader of a world conspiracy to let her down. Everything about her shape was perfect, perfect but small, like a rare poison, a concentrate of perverse powers. I saw all that she was, and gradually I saw that I was bigger than she was. For years she had slapped and pinched me until I wept. It was a seemingly endless flow of tears, provoked as by a recurring tide. Then I noticed how she had to reach up to me, or catch me sitting down. I noticed how she was forever on her toes. And as I looked down, ten inches down, below me, at her bobbing enraged miniature figure, I felt I could knock her down with one blow of my fist. I could swat her like a fly, the way boys did on the bus when the summer flies buzzed and hovered over the windows. I could hurt her. I could break her bones.


At school, the girls used to chant, ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones but names can never hurt me.’ I always remembered that, because it was back to front. A stone is only ever a stone; it cuts and bruises and then the wound heals. But names, words, have a life of their own. They grow in your bloodstream, they lodge in your brain. Her words have never left me. Her blows, now, down the distance of decades, are nothing. At fourteen I hadn’t mastered the art of maiming with names, but the old playground lore was on my side. I was bigger than she was, I stood up to her. I threatened to break her arms if she raised them to me. I thought, as I said the words, that she’d go berserk, but she just looked away and shrugged.


‘Don’t be such a fool, Joan,’ she said. ‘Where will it get you?’


Then it was my turn to shrug, but I kept my fist clenched over her head. I wasn’t going anywhere, but I didn’t tell her that. I was just biding my time until I could get away from her. So anything meanwhile that undermined her power had to be good. I was surviving, and my little mother was beginning to lose ground.




CHAPTER 2


[image: image]


GRANNY moved through the house with a serenity that was in itself disturbing. She limped very slightly from one hip, and her tall thin figure always sloped a little to one side. She had silvery grey hair arranged in a loose bun, and enquiring grey eyes that I had inherited. She seemed not to register either Mother’s tantrums or my own grief. Yet she comforted me, moving closer with her calm. Even in her reprimands, there was a tenderness that made her smallest order a pleasure to obey. We played solitaire together on neighbouring tables inlaid with birds and flowers. Sometimes we played bezique or cribbage, but mostly we had our own games, separate yet shared.


In Jersey she had ridden a bicycle and taken her four dogs (three English setters and a Yorkshire terrier) running behind her on their leads. It was her one eccentricity. She wandered all over the countryside around St Helier, and knew all the lanes that linked the different farms and parcels of lands. In her riding habit, hat and gloves, sitting bolt upright in the seat, she combed through the Longuevilles, and Grand Vintaine, Mont à L’Abbé and Mont au Prêtre, and Mont Cochon and Coin Tourgis, touring the parishes with her canine escort. She knew all the different farmers and their wives, and the market gardeners, and the carters and labourers. Half French and half English by descent, she had found in Jersey, through her marriage, the perfect place to be. The sound of Jersiaise clung like a childhood lullaby to her ear. Despite her broad sunhat, or through it, she used to catch the sun. Each summer found her thus, with a deep tan on her face, glowing with an unfashionable vigour that all her friends and neighbours lacked. She used to smile in a way that gave me a glimpse of my own mouth in hers, when she told me how she’d get jagged oil stains on her clothes sometimes from the chain. No amount of disapproval could dissuade her from these rides; with the seed of her daughter’s future stubbornness, Granny stuck to her cycling, celebrating the island she loved by pedalling over it yard by yard.


Agnes, the maid, was like the family chronicler. She had left her own family in Ireland so long before that she had almost entirely lost touch with them. Then, somehow, after amassing a handsome dowry, trousseau and all the necessary skills of a wife while working under Granny’s rule, she had let the marriageable time pass. An excess of prudence and raw memories of her own childhood in the bogs of County Cork had prompted her to turn down her early suitors, while a sense of her own importance, wealth and superiority scrimped and gleaned from Granny made her loath to mix her lot with a vulgar fortune-hunter after she passed her middle age. Agnes was convinced that the world was full of people who had learnt of her savings and the many presents Granny had given to her and would, upon the slightest encouragement, be down on their knees making sly proposals to her, if she were to drop her own guard for so much as a second.


With her own passions reserved for the polishing of her mahogany and rosewood pieces and dusting of the porcelain trinkets that had been her ritual Christmas presents now for nearly thirty years, Agnes lived our family passions vicariously. She never tired of describing my grandfather’s death scene, and assured me that she suffered ‘continually’ for the poor man. My birth was her favourite topic, and she could keep her narration of that tormented night going for almost as long as the actual events. So Mother’s long hours of labour were saved for a reluctant posterity by Agnes’s histrionic rendition of the cries and moans and her more than graphic descriptions to all concerned. Not surprisingly, after the first few months nobody really wanted to hear the saga repeated for the umpteenth time. It was only as I rounded the corner into concentration that she got her perfect listener. I was enthralled by the gore, the detail, the suspense and the whole idea that I had ever actually touched my mother.


So Agnes and I grew close, albeit behind the kitchen doors out of Mother’s earshot, or in the garden, sheltered by the high raspberry frames. Mother not only didn’t want to see or speak to me herself, she didn’t want anyone else to either. Agnes would, I think, have given up her life to Mother, but she could not resist the temptation of repeating her stories, so she risked her displeasure by gossiping to me.


I didn’t meet my father until I was eighteen, but Agnes told me that Mother left him in Canada only six months after their marriage. She sailed home, alone, with her bitterness, to have the abortion that is me. She was delayed overland, and then a freak storm hijacked the ship. She never saw or spoke to my father again. I don’t know exactly what happened out there in those winter months of 1920, or what she did to him, but in eighteen years he never came to see me. He must have offended Mother in the worst way he could. He must have bored her, and Mother suffered from boredom as from a disease.


Even if she had come home without me to disfigure her, she would have arrived too late to see her own father alive and just in time to see his estate auctioned. As his only heir apart from Granny, she stood to inherit a mansion and a park, a farm and his money. Instead, she inherited his debts. Her daddy, to whom she was running home from the Arctic cold of Canada and the monotony of married life in the outback, had gambled her birthright away behind her back. Her father, the ageing, debonair, slightly eccentric pillar of Jersey society, had bet away hundreds of years of accumulated wealth, leaving a widow and a reluctantly pregnant daughter to fend off his creditors while the shocking affair of his gambling debts was sorted out. So the land and the house and the cottages and the silver and the paintings were all sold, while the bewildered and defrauded heirs – Granny and Mother – stayed in a hotel in St Helier. Mother’s delusions grew apace with the unwanted baby in her womb.


By April her discomfort was such that she refused to stay in the hotel any longer, and they removed themselves to Agnes’s own house in St Aubin, and it was there that I was born.


‘Your granny used to ship maids from Ireland to Jersey to work at Claremont in the same way that Captain Bouvard used to ship kippers and gentleman’s relish to India. They arrived in batches but they went off after two years, like the kippers.’ Agnes herself had worked at Claremont for over twenty years. She had watched Mother grow up, and Granny said once at Selsey that she was one of the few Islanders who didn’t seem to rejoice secretly in her downfall.


But for my birth, Mother need not have stayed in Jersey, need not have watched her possessions fall under the hammer and scatter among her friends. But for my birth she would never have had to humiliate herself by staying with a former maid. She had not the heart to face her friends penniless and runaway and pregnant, so they hid on the other side of the Island – Granny, Mother, and her thwarted mortal sin.


My unborn self became the focus of her malaise. Then my birth came, like the removal of a tumour. I left a wound which was stitched and cauterised, but the cancer had already seeded.


Agnes said that whatever there was in Mother which was potentially maternal, whatever dregs of goodness or forgiveness to a child, were scraped out of her in childbirth. And her screams that night in Jersey took the place of whatever words there might have been for me in the next five years. I came, pulled by a drunken doctor like the bad sediment of her marriage, to live in the shadow of her warped silence.


‘Your poor dear mother is five foot and one inch tall, and so slight,’ Agnes would whisper, ‘while you were never natural. You weighed fourteen pounds newborn – twice the weight of an average baby. I never saw nor heard the likes of it, Joan.’


Agnes said the mattress turned into a crimson sponge. She showed me the bloodstain on her pantry ceiling, dripped through from the night when I was born.


‘Miss Kitty bit through all my wooden spoons, you know, suffering. It was said that the sailors could hear her screaming, right out at sea!’ Mother kept the scars, no doubt, and I kept the blame. Mea culpa. Mea culpa. It was always mea culpa. Mother never took any blame.


I had my own scars too from that first night. I have deep dents in my skull where the forceps crushed me out. I learnt so much about it that I almost ceased to be the huge wide-boned baby ripped from between my mother’s thighs and came to be more of an Agnes, the hovering maid, the helpless onlooker. I saw the scene as from behind the jugs of hot water and the piles of linen swabs that Agnes relayed into Mother’s room, her own guest bedroom with its shutters painted in new white and green like the shutters of the sewing room at Claremont, where she’d spent so many years. The furniture had mostly come from Claremont too, bits and pieces that Granny had given her when she retired. There was a bow-fronted chest, a card table and an inlaid wardrobe, all gathered from the attics and polished and cleaned to make a home for Agnes, to recompense her years of loyalty.


After we left Agnes’s house, Granny rented a terraced house nearby, directly overlooking the Bay, on the harbour front. It was close enough for Agnes to run up and down and wait on Mother, who seemed to find her loss of status easier to bear so long as she could treat the willing Agnes as a slave.


We lived there for the next year, and although I remember nothing of that time for myself, Agnes filled in the months for me so clearly that I almost feel I do remember them. She put the scraps of my past into one of her own porcelain jelly moulds and turned out a distinct, if wobbly, shape. For instance, the arrival of the remnants of Granny’s furniture from the warehouse where it had been stored since the auction seems like a really vivid memory. I can still imagine Granny stroking the writing-box that was one of her wedding presents and pursing her lips slightly, realising for the first time how very little had been salvaged from the financial wreck. And Mother coming to the doorway, still frail from her ordeal of having me five months before, looking down impatiently at Granny’s sudden grief.


‘Is there something wrong with the box, Maman?’


Granny didn’t answer, she just stood, leaning and looking at the bands of silver and mother-of-pearl inlaid in the dusty wooden top.


‘Is there?’


Mother could never bear to be ignored, and the sharp edge had come into her voice now, the slight shrillness that foretold trouble.


‘Well?’


‘I suppose it brings home to me that your father has really died.’


‘Hmmm,’ Mother said, and then smiled her scalpel smile. ‘Yes, Maman, and he lied and lied and lied, which is why we are here, with the filthy sea at our feet and that thing in the attic. We’re all women now, Maman. No men at all.’ Having said her bit, Mother turned back to the little morning room where she was sitting doing a jigsaw puzzle with her back to the September sea. Agnes, the silent witness of all their scenes, went back to the attic to calm down the screaming ‘thing’ there, which was me. For Agnes and a daily nurse and a set of glass bottles were struggling to be a mother to me. But though I grew and grew, gaining weight as quickly on that island as the potatoes and cabbages that were force-bred for shows, I screamed night and day, and even from the banishment of the attic my cries crept down and drove my mother mad.


Granny had some money of her own, pin money which had once bought jaunts to St Helier and theatres and presents for maids; it now formed our only income. Granny called it her pittance. In fact it was enough to rent a house of some size, to feed and clothe us, and also to keep at least one maid. Looking back, it seems strange when I recall how Mother raged against our so-called poverty; while Granny often mourned, I know, the power to provide which she had lost, and regretted the inadequacy of her ‘pittance’.


I grew up during the Depression. There wasn’t much sign of it on the harbour front or in the shops or on the promenade or the Royal Square in Jersey. And there wasn’t much sign of it in Golders Green, where we went to live in exile in that social no-man’s-land peopled, increasingly, by affluent Jews. There wasn’t much sign of the Depression either at Selsey, on our three annual pilgrimages to the sand and the sea. But sometimes a flash of life beyond our parish pushed itself into view. The queue for soup outside the Town Hall in Camden, for instance, and the occasional group of men standing around in that special way of people who have nothing to do and are ashamed of it, but are still proud under their shame. And other groups, of those who have swallowed their pride so many times that it has broken something in their chests. Those were the signs of the Depression for me, glimpsed from the top of an omnibus as I travelled backwards and forwards on my Sundays at home, from Golders Green to the River Thames; to St Thomas’ Hospital to visit a friend.


After our decampment to London, Granny dropped most of her friends. I suppose our circumstances were too changed for her to feel comfortable with her old set. Or maybe she just wanted to hide away the irregularities of our home, or maybe she just felt tired, or merely knew that by not entertaining we could survive better on what we had. There were a few exceptions. One of these was an old, close friend from Jersey whom I knew as Mrs de Gruchy, who lived in a suite of rooms at St Thomas’ Hospital surrounded by her own furniture and a circle of Jersey friends. Granny visited her every Sunday afternoon, and when I was at home, I did too.


Mrs de Gruchy seemed very grand and very old and she smelt of lavender water and Penhaligon’s lily of the valley blended together with a strange, musty smell which seemed to be her own. At the end of each visit she took her leave of us and retired into her bedroom, implying that she might never rise from her brass four-poster again. Her illness was of an extremely mysterious nature, and its symptoms were hinted at and whispered about but never openly mentioned. Apart from the musty smell, Mrs de Gruchy always looked extremely healthy, but her presence in the hospital, and the attentions of the two nurses fussing around her apartment, belied appearances. Granny would never hear of any suggestion that her dear friend was an arch hypochondriac who enjoyed the attention and the privileged view of the Thames.


Mrs de Gruchy showed no signs of recognising the existence of a Depression – or, indeed, of any form of life other than the one inside ‘her’ hospital. Beyond the convent and home, there was only Mrs de Gruchy in her cocoon, so from an early age I came to love my visits there, if only for their diversionary value. Granny was gratified that I enjoyed visiting her friend so much. It pleased her that I had this taste for Jersey talk and Jersey news. And it pleased me that Mrs de Gruchy served afternoon tea with an abundance that satisfied even my enormous appetite. To avoid embarrassing Granny on these occasions I was given five thick rounds of bread and butter after my lunch and before setting out so that I would not appear to pounce on the food at St Thomas’ as though I had not eaten all week.


Second helpings were considered vulgar everywhere except for St Thomas’. I spent the hours between meals wondering constantly about what would be on the menu and how much of it I would be able to eat before it was whisked off the table by our long-suffering maid. Before I went to school, I thought it was just another of Mother’s torments that she half-starved me. Later, though, I discovered that most of the girls at the convent actually went to great lengths not to eat their meals. My early popularity there stemmed from relieving the other girls of their greens and puddings. None of them could swallow tapioca, my favourite, without feeling sick. Mrs de Gruchy was fat and unashamedly fond of cakes and sweetmeats, and she took a perverse delight in plying me with them so that she could watch someone indulge herself to an even greater extent than she. When Granny remonstrated, which she did every week, Mrs de Gruchy would say, ‘Let her be, Florence, poor girl, she hasn’t much to look forward to with her looks.’


To which evident truth Granny, crocheting away, could only tacitly agree.


Once, I remember, during an Easter holiday, Mother accompanied us to the hospital. We passed a group of jobless men preparing to march. They were gathered on the Strand in huddles around the slip street beside Charing Cross Station. From my position on the bus I could see their furrowed features and wilted clothes as they waited, like weeds in a discarded flowerbed, at the edge of the road. As our bus crawled along, their faded faces were mostly turned away from the slow traffic. It was in the early days of our time in London and, newly arrived from St Helier, I was unaccustomed to seeing such numbers of motorcars and shops and people, and vaguely embarrassed by the city itself in which we were so alien and apparently ostracised.


I remember looking up and out that day, and catching the eye of a dark-haired, battered man. The bus stopped at that moment, and he stared at me staring out at him. There was a fierce look on his shadowed face, a resentment of my look. I was seven and used to the politely pitying or openly curious looks of my mother’s friends or passers-by in Jersey. I was already used to the mocking stares of London children, and the incredulous glances of tradesmen who dealt with Mother and found it hard to believe that such a delicate lady could have produced such a huge and ungainly scion. But no stranger had ever given me such an openly hostile look as the one which then confronted me through the glass of my window seat. We were downstairs for once, and so there were only inches between me and the marcher. I suppose, looking into his face, I saw poverty for the first time. It was not the genteel scraping of my home but something that pinched the bones and sapped the marrow, and marked a face more clearly than a rubber stamp.


I was fascinated by his desperation – so much so that mine seemed to diminish beside his own wilder sorrows. It couldn’t have been for more than a few seconds that I saw him, glowering through the brass-rimmed window, but it was long enough to convulse my whole view of the world, the enclosed world of Granny, Mother and me. Beside the sudden knowledge of his piercing presence, I felt myself freed for the first time from my own immediate concerns. I looked into his eyes and at his disdainful face, and I smiled.


It wasn’t just a polite smile, or a compromise. It wasn’t a smile I’d ever known before. I thought later, as the bus rolled on past Westminster, that it was rude of me to have smiled in his face with only the glass and a few feet of kerb between us. I watched his drawn silhouette as we left, light-headed and happy to discover that there was more to the world than our uneasy triangle and an occasional genteel Agnes in the background, or a Mrs de Gruchy wallowing in a wheelchair.


‘Who are those people?’ I asked Granny. She turned her eyes only to the receding figures and shuddered.


‘They’re vagrants.’


‘What are vagrants?’


‘Dogs!’ Mother interjected, and Granny bristled, thinking, I’m sure, of her own three dogs: the English setters, left behind in Jersey, and Rufus, her one remaining companion. Mother disliked Rufus with an intensity that seemed almost wasted on such a small animal. Rufus was Granny’s last legacy from the Island, brought in a wicker basket on the ferry. He had to make up to her for the loss of everything from the Gulf Stream to the lighthouse she loved. She sublimated her memories in the cultivation of exotic plants in the green belt around North London. Every year, from 1927 until her death, she seemed to dwindle in direct proportion to the flourishing of her shrubs in the garden behind our newly built and rather cramped house. This was the stage for the drama Mother made of every moment of her life.


Golders Green was like Dante’s Inferno to Mother, or at best a nationless place for the dispossessed to grapple with or fall from. The Jews from all over Europe settled there – that is, the ones who had the money to buy the villas with the mock Tudor beams that would house their exiled dream. It was a place, so my paternal uncle Frank said, that any self-respecting person would be ashamed to live in. Not surprisingly, it suited Mother and me. We made our home to one side of the gaudy affluence of the salvaged Germans and Viennese. ‘They’ lived on the far side of the High Street in their new and abundant four-bedroomed ghetto while we, the fallen gentry, lived on the Hendon side of town.


Mother was one of the few Hendonites who was indifferent to the Jews as an issue, and she refused to join in the anti-Semitism of our neighbourhood. She disliked most people on principle, and when it came to comparing them to herself, they all fell short of her rigorous standards. The only nation she was prepared to discriminate against wholeheartedly were the Canadians, and we never met any. Canadians and all members of the male sex evoked her scorn, together with the weak and witless.


Even Granny, otherwise so mild and generous, feared and shunned the Jews with a deep-set antipathy. It wasn’t just that ‘they didn’t come out of the top drawer’, they didn’t seem to come out of the same piece of furniture at all. But Mother even made friends with a Mrs Goldman and insisted on inviting her round to tea, and she had some of her clothes made by a Mrs Müller, a Viennese modiste. All Mother’s loathing in Golders Green was banked up for me and Rufus. Granny often tried to incite her daughter to feel the kind of decent prejudice a well-born Jersey girl should feel to outsiders. It was no use. Mother liked those Middle Europeans. She liked their cooking and their sewing and she liked the way one or two of them, notably a Miss Cohen and Mrs Müller, always tried to outstare her. I expect she would have made rissoles out of a genuine refugee, but these well-to-do Israelites had a flair and a love of glitter that mirrored itself in her empty heart, and she championed their cosmopolitan charm.


She despised only the whining, cringing Rufus, dragging his hind legs towards her in abject appeal; and me, servile to a degree. Later, if she had pinned a yellow star to my forehead I would have worn it; and later still, I would have put her eyes out with it.


Mother was no one without her eyes. Without her stare she was just a diminutive, bossy, slightly hysterical woman with dark brown hair and an unnaturally pale complexion. She managed to be fashionable in what she called her sackcloth chic, and her story appealed to the popular fantasy of high society. She rarely accepted any of the invitations she received, and so her presence became the more prized. The most entertaining men of a house would be sent round to beg her to come to this or that dinner, this or that dance.


Mother liked to be begged sometimes, so long as there was never any need for charity. People said she had psychic powers. She could frighten people just by looking at them, and she could make people do what she wanted. Her eyes were like the stylus of a wind-up gramophone. She could make her world play her tune in endless repetition. She could wear out the grooves of anyone’s life until it was smooth and black. She tired quickly of songs and friends and then discarded them.


Granny and I could gauge Mother’s moods by her turntable. We were the uninvited guests at each recital. I can still remember those thirties songs which catch in my throat like sentimental tapioca.






I’m sitting on top of the world,


Just sailing along …







drifted across the landing for weeks before the inevitable crash and splinter. For years Mother’s temper passed as fascinating: only Granny knew there was more to it than that. I don’t think she was afraid of Mother, she was afraid for her. She protected her daughter, covered up for her; and she protected me, as best she could, without ever admitting that Mother’s anger went beyond the bounds of normality. Whatever lacked at home in the way of kindness on the one side was balanced by Granny’s quiet generosity. So, Mother would beat me, and Granny would tend my wounds. Or, far more often, Mother would ignore me, and Granny would make up for it by reminiscing to me as I went to bed, filling my head with Jersey stories. It was always the Jersey before the crash – the island that had seemed to her to disappear back into the English Channel, with all its cliffs and villages, at the time when her own dreams and expectations crumbled to nought.


At bedtimes, when Granny came to me, and smoothed my nightie and my bordered pillowcase, and sat beside my bed, sometimes for hours, talking, certain subjects were taboo. For instance, I was never allowed to ask why Mother treated me as she did – or, indeed, why she behaved as she did. But my other worries were allowed to surface and be smoothed as Granny crocheted beside me.


After she had heard my prayers, she stayed with me a while. In those moments, in the darkness, I felt safe, and I fought off sleep so that I could listen longer to the muffled crick of Granny’s arthritic finger crooking around her thread as she darted her crochet hook backwards and forwards. I imagined that she was knitting red hoods to save me from the wolves. I felt my own hair on my pillow and I loved the touch and smell of it on my face, like hot sand and soft soap. Even the jobless people on the street, the hungry wolves of Westminster, couldn’t get past my granny there.




CHAPTER 3


[image: image]


LONDON was a maze of greyness that I never belonged to. After six years of Jersey with its soft southern ways, I found London an astonishing and unsightly invention. I had grown to know first the sands of St Aubin and then, to the far side of the Bay, St Helier itself, which was all a town should ever be, filled with familiar shops and faces and garlanded by the sea on one side and countryside behind. I used to pick the sea columbines with their striped trumpets to take home to Granny, and wait by the stalls of subtropical flowers in the hope of fallen orchids. And there were seagulls on the beach and over the harbour, and palm trees with their furry detritus. There were the fishing boats with their bleached planks opened like a gutted fish, smelling of seaweed and hot rope, shells to collect, sea anemones to poke and fishermen to talk to who didn’t care about the colour of my hair or the size of my feet. By contrast, London looked like an utterly unnecessary growth blotting out an already unattractive landscape.


It was all very well for Mother to ignore me. But in London, not only in Hendon and Golders Green but even in the West End where people like Mother and Granny lived, they themselves were ignored. We queued for buses with indifferent strangers, and we shopped in places that didn’t even know who Granny was. She could give her name, and it seemed to make no impression on the shop girls at all. Our exile was hardest for Granny; not only had she lost so much but here in London, nobody even knew she had lost it. We were reduced to what we were in ourselves, in our outward appearance. So Granny, dressed in her old-fashioned charcoal grey, moved like a shadow through our north-western suburb, having no pew of her own in St Joseph’s church. As the years passed, she shifted slightly further over to her right hip, as though the inhospitable pavements of Hendon were softening under her laboured tread and gradually swallowing her up. And the little finger of her right hand crooked in a permanent bend, where the thread of her crochet silk had kept it stiff and swollen on the joint.


Entrenched in the religion she had embraced, together with her favourite sister, Violet (the painter of miniatures and watercolours, the pianist of the family), she refused to find fault with her lot. Violet had died, aged only twenty-two, but she had died happy in the visual richness of her new faith. Granny remembered her, this younger sister, whose beauty – but not height – had been reproduced in her own recalcitrant daughter. The emerald eyes, the pale skin, made paler in her last years by consumption, they were all Violet’s. As were the gaiety and the grace; but the sweetness and generosity of her sister had been warped into a monstrous reverse caricature. Granny wore a locket of Violet around her neck. Her dead sister’s angelic features were painted in miniature and mounted on white gold and seed pearls, with a locket of hair twined in the back into a delicate V.


From April to October Granny sat in the window of her oval sewing room crocheting her sorrows into intricate designs, exorcising her fears in fine borders, with her faithful, contentious Rufus ageing at her feet, while she gazed out on to her garden of camellias and cinerarias and hibiscuses that struggled in the grey climate of the sunless city. She tended the garden herself, wearing galoshes and gauntlet leather gloves, and she had, behind the vernacular revival of our house, a small botanical miracle as a reminder of the Gulf Stream she had left and never had the heart to return to.


The rules of the house varied by an unspoken code, depending on Mother’s presence or her absence. When she was in I was banished, except at meal times, to my room. When she was out I was invited into the sewing room and even the sitting-room, and Rufus and I had the run of the garden.


Agnes came to visit us twice a year and her gossip, together with a daily scrutiny of the Births, Deaths and Marriages columns of The Times, kept Granny abreast of the Island. She made very few new friends, and those she made she kept at a distance. She seemed to be locked irretrievably in the past, with only the ritual of her religion to hold her to the present. Like me she hated the dull light, and the incessant rain and the dampness that seemed to emanate from her own bones. From October to April she would be driven from her window seat to the fireside, to pine in the heat. It was only when I started boarding school that I realised she was actually ill and not just sadly missing Jersey.


Watching her day by day, the changes in her limp and the greyness of her face increased almost imperceptibly. Later, coming home for exeats after weeks and often months of absence, I would notice her eggshell frailty corseted into her rigid bodice more clearly. Sitting in the palm house at Kew Gardens, breathing in the warm, peaty air, I sometimes thought her willpower alone kept her living – that, and an undefined fear. I realised that Granny had sent me away for my own protection, and that she was staying alive for as long as she could so that I might grow up unbattered by Mother’s fury. I knew she wasn’t doing it just for me. It was for her daughter too, to save her from herself, and for the family and for her own innate sense of decorum. For, side by side with my elephantine growth and Granny’s ailing health, Mother herself was becoming ill: her girlish temper and mounting bitterness were accumulating out of all proportion.


Granny saw the signs, but she couldn’t openly accept them. Meanwhile I spent my first ten years consumed by guilt and remorse. I wanted to be forgiven, and loved, in that order. Later I became an imaginary Cinderella, a misunderstood waif in the clutches of a wicked witch. She was worse than the traditionally cruel stepmother, because she was my real mother. But I never was able to see her as a real woman, I couldn’t see past my self-righteous innocence. She was in the wrong, and I condemned her out of hand, gradually gaining ground at her own game. I studied her weak points, then goaded her. All through my adolescence I exploited her wrath, revenging myself on her for the hours of tears, and the anguish, and the cracked ribs, bruises, nosebleeds and cuts.


Granny tried to protect me from the truth as she saw it. Regardless of what happened, she assumed that my age placed me in a statutory state of bliss. She equated childhood and innocence without reckoning with the strange nature of the warfare between Mother and me. The lethal bite was always there in each other’s throat, so my only hope of Eden seemed to be whenever I became old enough to leave home. I had heard Granny whisper to Mrs de Gruchy that our only hope of escaping our cruel fate was by jettisoning our past. But the present was so disturbing, and the Island beckoned continually like a lighthouse beacon guiding its lost souls back across the treacherous sea. Sometimes it was as though we were shipwrecked on a raft in that city of fog and strangers. The slightest jolt could have drowned us. Our survival was miraculous. We hid our wounds. Granny hid her grievous sadness in grey bandages, and I hid mine, instinctively covering up the bumps and scars that Granny could not explain, not even to Mrs de Gruchy. Only Mother seemed unaware of our precarious situation. I had to pretend not to see things, but Mother was blind. We were bound together like shotgun brides for ever by Granny’s will. I needed my mother’s forgiveness so that I could be free to live, and she needed my death. And between us and our apparently insoluble dilemma we wore Granny down, like two unequal bits of pumice stone grinding each other to death in a silken crocket sieve.


In Hendon, when the crises came, as they did every three months or so, I would lie in bed with the scent of lavender on my pillowcase and a pattern of daylight shuddering through the lace curtains. I used to dream of running away to Canada. Since that country had proved such a nightmare to my mother, I imagined that it would be like terrestrial bliss to me. My father had chosen to live there and I was constantly accused of being like him, of taking after him, of threatening to ‘be an Allen’.


When I read the stories of ‘Grey Owl’ and followed his Indian footprints in my sleep, from Golders Green to Alaska, I could see that Mother could never have found such a place anywhere as near to her taste as the Café de Paris or the Ritz. And yet, beside the otters and the Indians, my father, who was a full blood brother to my Uncle Frank and could not, therefore, be entirely savage, had found somewhere to live. From time to time, I addressed SOS letters from the convent to ‘Arthur Nelson Allen, Esq., Canada’, begging him to kidnap me from my mother. Not surprisingly, I never had any reply, not least because all our letters were censored by Mother Superior. For years, I didn’t know whether he was still alive. I fuelled the forests of my night-time reading with scenes of my younger mother murdering him in the wild outback.
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