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CHAPTER ONE

My mother kept her pistol in the wardrobe in her bedroom, thrust into a stack of folded blouses, on the shelf above the rack of skirts and dresses. She ought to have kept it under her pillow, instantly to hand should she have woken to hear a burglar rummaging downstairs or twisting the knob of her door, but she preferred to maintain a certain distance between herself and weapons, as indeed between herself and violence of all kinds.

My father sometimes went away on business, and he gave her the pistol to reassure himself that she would be safe during his absences. He was a shopkeeper, a practical man. He taught her how to aim and fire the gun, and set up a target, so that she could practise, outside in the little yard, flanked on one side by the coal shed and by the garden shed on the other. Bullets ricocheted and whined between the walls as in cowboy films. Finally Papa pronounced Mama proficient. If a burglar did dare to break in he would find Mama ready for him with the pistol cocked and the safety off.

That was Papa’s view of the matter. Mama didn’t tell him she kept the gun in the cupboard, safely out of harm’s way, and the ammunition in her glove drawer. Papa went off, reassured, on his trips to source supplies for the delicatessen. His family was protected. Whereas all the neighbours knew it would be a patient burglar who would ever get shot, sitting astride the windowsill waiting for Mama to don her dressing-gown and slippers and rummage in the drawer of the bedside table for the key to unlock the wardrobe door.

My stepmother Maude repeated that story to me, over gin and tonics, two days after my husband Hugh’s funeral. Maude had come up to London for his Requiem Mass at St Joseph’s, Highgate, and his cremation at Golders Green, and I had then accompanied her back to her sheltered housing flat just off The Broadway in Greenhill. She was never one for condolences, Maude, which she judged a sign of weakness. Instead she tried to be bracing, to divert my mind from my sorrow. Part of her role as my stepmother, she considered, involved talking to me about my mother, whom of course she had known well, and thereby, incidentally, proving to me that she, Maude, had a generous soul and only my best interests at heart: the very apotheosis of stepmothers.

I had to rely on Maude’s version of the past because unfortunately my mother had died before recounting much of her family history. My mother gave the impression of haste, being thin and nimble and quick, but in fact she didn’t hurry. She and my father took turn and turn around in the shop, and on her afternoons off she could spend hours wrestling apart the stove to clean it properly, or sewing beads onto my blue felt waistcoat for the primary school play, or waiting for jam to boil and set. At night she read novels from the public library. She hated short stories, which finished too soon. She taught me to read, then bought me, volume by volume, the Blackie Children’s Classics. She must have thought she had plenty of time before filling me in on her own history. I remembered phrases and sentences of hers rather than whole paragraphs. Sayings she’d got from her own mother. A little bit of what you fancy does you good. That’s the ticket. Handsome is as handsome does. My mother might have loved books but she herself was like a notebook with most of its pages torn out. People had used them for scribbling lists, or adding up bills, or to make spills for lighting pipes, or the gas. For me she was a paper Ark. How dared she sink when I could barely swim?

Other sources of stories vanished almost as soon as Mama did. Since her death we had rarely visited our relatives, because Maude said it made Papa so sad to be reminded of times gone by, and in fact Maude herself did not care much for them, because she felt they disapproved of her and judged her unfairly, and so relations cooled. Then my father too died, and being socially inept I did not get back in touch with those lost cousins, uncles and aunts. The only remaining person linking me with my past, except for Maude, was my old friend Leonora, faithful and true, who went on sending me postcards, even after she had entered the convent and might have been thought to have had higher things on her mind.

The telling of tales altered according to Maude’s mood. Today, the second day of my visit to Greenhill, she fluttered here and there, to and fro across her sitting-room, bored and restless. I’d thrown out her routine. Freed of my presence she’d have been able to get on with planning new dance frocks or sorting out her photograph albums or cooking for the freezer. Those continental dishes she kept in reserve for bridge evenings: mini quiche lorraines made with white sauce rather than eggs and cream, pommes dauphinois layered in skimmed milk. As it was, she felt she had to talk to me, occupy my mind.

– Whatever happened to the permit for that pistol, Dawn, I wonder? Goodness knows where it is now. Or perhaps your father never had one in the first place. Guns used to circulate pretty freely in the old days, you know.

She fidgeted back and forth, gin glass in one hand. She twitched at her bouquet of dried hydrangeas in their cut-crystal vase, the silver cups for ballroom dancing which lined the mantelpiece. She re-positioned the photographs on the lace-covered ledge over the radiator which served as her shrine. Here a statue of Our Lady of Lourdes jostled coloured prints of the Pope and Padre Pio, flanked by photos of dead relatives.

Usually my father held prime place in the middle of this display, looking shyly out from an ornate gilt surround, his crinkly hair Brylcreemed and his uniform collar very stiff. He held his peaked cap under one arm. The photograph must have been taken during the war, just before he married my mother: he seemed so young. People of his generation referred to time in that way: before the war, during the war, after the war. Maude hid more recent pictures of him in her album; she said they made her too sad. The photograph of my mother, her fair hair pinned up in rolls and swoops, peeped from behind Papa’s. In life she had been less retiring. She had turned her head and smiled, taken his arm, walked beside him under the trees in Highgate Woods.

A studio portrait of Hugh currently enjoyed centre position in Maude’s arrangement of fond memories. In a while, the holy period of remembrance having been correctly observed, he’d be tactfully moved backwards, a soul emerging from purgatory towards heaven; not quite out of sight and so not totally out of mind either.

– Your father’s other weapon of choice, Dawn, Maude continued, arranging herself opposite me in an armchair: was a policeman’s truncheon he had got from heaven knows where. Probably some man in a pub.

Papa when young worked as a salesman for a firm making fancy cigarette boxes. These might look like miniature pianos, or old books, or tiny chests of drawers. Their lids lifted up to reveal, hey presto, your neat rows of Players, held in place by an elasticised ribbed ribbon of reddish silk. Every Christmas Papa gave me one of these boxes. Samples that came in handy for holding dolls’ clothes. Later, Maude threw them away to discourage me from smoking. Papa travelled to far-flung parts: Leicester, Salford, Durham. He was vigorous, newly demobbed and fond of adventuring, and full of curiosity. He enjoyed selling. In those days everybody smoked. Cigs were a good way of meeting people and making friends. Got a light, mate?

The truncheon had a ridged handle. Its end swelled thick and heavy. You could imagine it coming down crack! on an intruder’s head. Mama got pregnant with me a year after the wedding day, and Papa decided to settle down to a different job. He borrowed money and bought the deli, and got hold of the pistol, and the truncheon was put away.

Maude liked to recount how Mama took it out again one afternoon in her seventh month. She began boasting to Maude, who was her best friend and who’d popped in for a chat, about how well she could juggle. My mother was apparently often seized with wild whims while pregnant. This was just one of them. Maude egged her on. She challenged her to a demonstration. Mama juggled with two tins of tomatoes, a packet of macaroni, and the truncheon. After a while, when the truncheon whizzed dangerously close to her ear, Maude stopped her and made them both a cup of tea.

– Heaven knows what damage she might have inflicted with that truncheon, Dawn. Her hormones made her very volatile. She could have had an awful accident.

My husband Hugh, he of the wavy hair and strong white teeth, had not left me any weapons with which to defend myself during his final absence. No symbol of his calm and patient attentiveness on which I might depend, on which I might rely in times of confusion. This struck Maude as sad, and foolish too. Who knew what would become of me? Released from a husband’s care, I might go completely haywire. She was keeping an eye on me, I knew, in these early days of widowhood, lest I run amok, under the force of grief, and commit who knew what indiscretions and foolishness.

– I remember, if you don’t, that terrible time, she said: I’m not one to flinch, as you know, from calling a stone a stone. I mean a spade a spade.

– But I was only thirteen, I protested.

– I had my duty to do, she replied: and I did it.

Careless of Hugh to have died, Maude thought, without leaving me instructions on how to cope. Maude deplored what she saw as my impracticality, romanticism and dreaminess, my capacity for getting too easily carried away beyond my better judgement. The fact that I had got married so often, she often pointed out, only went to prove it.

– Every woman owes it to herself to get married once, Dawn, but you don’t have to make a habit of it.

She was quoting from a book, but I didn’t know which one. This struck me as odd, since reading remained my favourite hobby, and I considered myself rather well-read. She was being unfair, in any case. I had supposed my marriage to Hugh would last. Well, we do, don’t we? That’s what marriage means.

My first husband, Tom, a very different sort of man from Hugh, my third, had known the value of mementoes if not of weapons. He had once given me a piece of fool’s gold, shaped like a penis, that he had picked up on a beach in Dorset after an open-air rock concert. He put it on my bedroom mantelpiece, before leaving for Germany, so that I could see it as soon as I woke up. Tom’s chestnut hair rippled over his shoulders. He wore flowered shirts, flared hipsters. It wasn’t his fault he was so attractive. We married too young. How could I expect him to be faithful? The sixties encouraged sexual freedom. The lump of fool’s gold was meant to remind me that although Tom had departed to drive the band around Europe, gigging in a different city every night, he would try to resist the advances of the girls who hung around backstage ready for anything, as many girls in those days were, and are still.

– Such an awkward age to become a widow, my stepmother said to me: you’ll never get another man now. Men always go for younger women.

– Papa didn’t, I reminded her: you were older than he was when you married him.

– Only several years, Maude said: and men are always younger than women, whatever their ages. They’re all children really.

Drinking gin at that hour of the afternoon had made us both slump. She sat up straighter and lifted her chin.

– What I mean is, she said, tipping back her melting ice: I had the style, the looks, to carry it off. I knew how to dress. How to make the most of myself.

She glanced at my unpainted fingernails. I knew my face shone pinkly. How unfair to have had such a pretty mother but not to have inherited her capacity to wield a powder-puff. My hairline felt damp with sweat. My armpits too. Maude liked to keep the thermostat turned well up even in June. I had insisted on opening the window, reaching through net frills, struggling with the curtain cords and the double glazing, as soon as we got in from our stroll in the park. I had taken off the black pashmina I had bought for the funeral and the post-funeral tea and which I had worn ever since, but I still felt smothered, on the boil.

I had phoned Leonora in Italy to check on the advisability of a black pashmina at a funeral. Were they still fashionable? Too fashionable? No longer fashionable at all? Before the war, during the war, after the war. Oh Papa, oh Mama.

– Black remains always elegant, cara, Leonora said: as I should know.

She screeched with laughter across the Alps.

– We’ve just completed the restoration of the west wing, she said: we’re going to inaugurate our new conference centre in a couple of weeks’ time. Why not come out and visit? I’m sure you need a change of scene. You could come on retreat. Be a retreatant. Retreatee? You could come to our convegno.

What was a convegno? I’d forgotten a lot of my Italian. Papa’s family had been Italians, generations back, hence our Catholicism, but he had never talked Italian to me. A lost language that wore out as it passed from father to son, a cherished but useless language, put away temporarily and then forgotten. I’d learned Italian through living briefly in Padenza, in the Veneto, with Cecil, my second husband, an architectural historian, he of the spotted bow ties and tweed waistcoats. Cecil was as unlike Hugh as he could possibly be, as Hugh, similarly, was unlike Tom, and indeed Cecil for that matter. I’ve always liked variety. Inspired by Cecil, I’d had dim ideas of researching my Italian family background, but they came to nothing. Not enough time. Was a convegno the same sort of thing that Cecil had so frequently travelled to attend? I didn’t find out because a bell in the background summoned Leonora away from the telephone and she rang off.

Maude’s small sitting-room was crammed with her favourite bits of furniture she had brought from our old flat in St John’s Grove, which she sold when my father died and she felt like moving. Straight into sheltered accommodation she went, to prepare for her old age. I don’t want to be a burden on you, Dawn, she had said. I missed the flat, in which I had grown up. But Cecil and I couldn’t have afforded to buy it off Maude. We were living with Cecil’s parents in Surrey at the time, to save money, because all our income went on financing Cecil’s research. He needed to make frequent trips to Italy to check the measurements of the buildings he was writing about. His lecturer’s salary was not sufficient, even though I worked as his secretary in the evenings and he got my services for free.

– But the flat’s partly mine, I’d said: it ought to be, anyway. I shouldn’t have to buy it from her. It’s not fair.

I begged Maude not to sell the deli as well. But, like the flat, it was in her name. My father had thought it best. She could do with it as she chose. The mortgage my father had taken out was paid off. Maude was free to dispose of her property as she saw fit.

– Such a common part of town, darling. Who wants to shop in Upper Holloway?

– Archway, I countered: almost Highgate.

Cecil took Maude’s side, for it embarrassed him that his wife served behind a counter despite his being such a scholar. He said we were well rid of the flat, so drearily and inharmoniously designed, and would be equally well rid of the deli too. Then Cecil suddenly died, leaving me with many debts, and Maude relented, and I carried on with the shop. I paid Maude a rent, and myself a small salary out of the proceeds. Papa had saved nothing towards a pension, and so Maude could have been destitute, but now, with my weekly payment coming in, her old age was safely provided for.

– Don’t worry about me, darling. You’re young. You must get on with your life. I’ll be fine.

Hugh had put me to shame. Most Sundays, after giving me a hand with the washing-up, he drove over to see Maude. Sometimes he accompanied her to Mass. I went infrequently to church, since most of the time I considered myself lapsed. Lapsing reminded me of failed soufflés, sunk in the middle. The trick was to announce them as a version of Italian budino. Rarely did I get caught out.

Maude glowed, pink-faced from gin and warmth.

– Ah, this is nice, isn’t it? So cosy.

Our two purple fringed-velvet armchairs, pulled close, forced our knees almost to touch. The atmosphere, a gloved hand, clamped itself over your mouth. In here everything was covered up, like a scandal in a thriller, the floor with layers of white sheepskin rugs, the surfaces of chairs and tables with throws, antimacassars, piles of embroidered cushions and chenille cloths, the TV with a shawl. Doyleys lay under the filigree pots clenching begonias and spider-plants. Sharp-cornered occasional tables balanced porcelain harlequins ogling crinolined ladies in poke bonnets. Their china-stiffened net skirts sparkled with brilliants. Dolls; but not for children. Underneath them lurked telephones, bowls of barley sugars, jars of pot-pourri. Presents from Hugh to my stepmother, since I disliked such figurines, having learned aesthetic rigour from Cecil, and refused to have them in our flat. Cecil’s lessons had been accompanied by sharp intakes of breath when I made mistakes; pursings of lips. Once, when I came back from Habitat with some patterned table napkins, he had paled and been unable to speak for an entire half hour.

Hugh and I had moved into the former storerooms above the deli. Maude, wanting to help the newlyweds, had decided to charge us only a meagre rent, well below the market rate she said. I spent weeks scraping wallpaper and scrubbing walls, ripping up lino. Starting afresh in life, yet again, I meant to do up my new home in elegant Scandinavian style. Ideas copied from an article in Homes and Gardens, inspired by an eighteenth-century palace in Copenhagen. Pale green walls, stripped floors with rag rugs, simple beech tables, distressed white dining-chairs with tie-on white cushions, blue-and-white striped ticking curtains. It could have been lovely but Hugh had different plans. His taste ran towards what he’d known himself as a boy. He wanted a patterned wallpaper, a proper fitted carpet, a three-piece suite you could relax on. In the evenings, after toiling all day as a VAT inspector, he came home tired. Peace and quiet he needed. Newspaper, supper, TV.

– A taxing job, working for Customs and Excise, Dawn, ho ho.

He nailed up pictures on the walls that looked quite like real oil paintings until you got up close. He installed storage units housing TV, sound system, home computer, CD towers. I had to keep my books in the bedroom, where space lacked. Now that he had suddenly died, on a walking holiday in Cornwall, I would be able to re-decorate.

A married woman supposedly queened it in her own house but I had never yet managed that. Once Mama died Maude crowned herself queen of our house and queen of wherever I was living, too. At Hugh’s funeral she carried herself like the chief mourner, all attitude and hauteur. Partly the effect derived from her towering hat, a black stovepipe wreathed in crisp black lace, but also from her model-like deportment, gloved hands clasped, feet placed in ballet position and shoulders held well back, chin out and stomach in.

– I may be seventy-two, she liked to say: but I refuse to let myself go.

To see Hugh off she wore, with the tall hat, a sleeveless black shift dress, jet earrings and brooch, black stockings, black patent leather court shoes. The flesh of her neck and arms hung slack and loose, mottled orange with fake tan, but she didn’t give a damn. She looked like a rich widow on a cruise, waiting for an adventurer to turn up.

– It’s probably just as well you and Hugh never had children, she said now: poor fatherless creatures.

Leonora, by email, had suggested Harvey Nichols for my funeral outfit. No hat, she had instructed me. Definitely no mantilla or veil, she had decreed. I had bought a black crêpe vest bound in black silk, with black lace straps over the shoulders, a black chiffon knee length skirt edged with a sheer black flounce, black fishnets, black stilettos. Maude had shaken her head at me and commented that the black pashmina did indeed cover up all the lumps and bumps.

– And with your lifestyle it would never have worked, she said: that’s something to console yourself with, anyway.

– Isn’t it time for your ballroom dancing? I said.

I got up and put our empty cut-glass tumblers on the little pink and gold papier-mâché tray, decorated with a decoupage Sacred Heart, I had brought back years ago from Padenza.

– What time is Mr Wilson coming to pick you up?

– Dancing is tomorrow, Maude said: though I’m not sure I’ll be in the mood. Poor Hugh. Oh, my poor, poor darling.

She widened her eyes and let them fill with tears. She stared at me through swimming pale blue.

– I can’t help crying. You know how tenderhearted and empathetic I am. I feel other people’s distress so intensely.

I patted her shoulder.

– You’re so brave, I said.

Maude blew her nose. I saw her searching for another story with which to cheer us up.

– Now, Dawn, did I ever tell you how your mother first met your father?

I poured us both more gin and sat down again. These sessions reminded me of listening to the Epistles and the Gospels at Mass, which were read aloud, at the appropriate moment, according to a strictly laid-out sequence. You knew exactly which chapters to expect for each particular stage of the liturgical year. Today we were hearing the Gospel according to Maude, Revised Version, chapters one and two.

My mother, aged twenty-one, answered an advertisement in the newspaper, found a job in London. Selling hats.

– I worked in couture before my marriage, that was how she liked to put it to whoever was listening, Maude said: fashion was a serious business then, you know, prewar. Not only could she sell hats, she could model them as well. Once I’d taught her how. She had the carriage for it. The profile.

London, through the grimy train window, blurred. Just a few tears. Mama stood on the platform feeling like a piece of lost property. Paper labels gummed to her suitcase, cardboard covered with leather veneer, declared her destination and her home address. The suitcase had held her hand all the way from Kent. It tugged her to London, charged up with eagerness. Once arrived, it felt homesick, and sagged, dragging at her side, and then she worried at the fraying loops of twine binding its bent grip, her anxious fingertips fiddling and plucking. She picked at it while pausing to look about her for the newsstand, where she had been instructed to meet her new employer.

Her stockings were too thick. Her new boots were too small. Or else her feet had swollen. The skin on her left heel began to smart, hot and raw, pressed by stiff leather. Mama limped. She sweated in her grey flannel costume and tweed coat, too hot for this weather but too bulky to pack. Cut down from one of her mother’s; nipped in at the waist and the hem turned up.

The suitcase weighed too much. It hurt her arm. She halted and dropped it. She took off her coat, folded it, and laid it on top. Then she stood on one foot at a time and released her boots. She placed them, side by side, on the top of the pile. She peeled off her stockings and threw them down. Then she unbuttoned her jacket, unpinned her hat and cast it onto the ground. At this point my father, who had been admiringly watching her performance, came up and offered her a cigarette. He picked up her abandoned gear, and volunteered to accompany her to the bus-stop. She walked away on his arm, springy and barefoot and unencumbered, into the shimmering blue London dusk.

Maude smiled. She raised her hand and tweaked her bouffant. Orange-red, back-combed then fixed with spray, it reared above the high white dome of her forehead.

– Your mother was very lucky, of course, because your father was such a gentleman. He could have taken advantage of her but he didn’t.

He had escorted her to the hat shop in Marchmont Street. Her employer had been held up, and very relieved to see the new girl arrived safe and sound. Maude, who had long ago completed her apprenticeship in the shop and been promoted to assistant, welcomed the country mouse.

– The two of us hit it off straight away. Of course your mother was very raw and I had to put her right about lots of things. She looked up to me like an elder sister.

Two good friends. So when one died he married the other. It was sensible and logical. He knew what he was getting, having known Maude all those years. It was a way of being loyal to Mama, also. Not really marrying outside the family, so to speak.

– Your mother converted to Catholicism, to make things easier, Maude would explain: and so naturally I did too, when my turn came.

By the time Mama’s suitcase got to me, handed on by Maude, all the leather veneer had rubbed away to cardboard. In it I kept the truncheon that Papa gave Mama and that she had given me for my ninth birthday so that I could play cops and robbers with my friends in the street, the piece of fool’s gold that Tom gave me before he suddenly died, and the pistol that was still in Mama’s wardrobe when Maude moved it into my room and had vanity units fitted in its stead. Maude tried hard to be a good stepmother. As well as contributing to my cache of weapons she sewed me robbers’ outfits: striped jerseys and masks, skinny black slacks.

– Do you take after your mother? Leonora asked me soon after we first met.

– I don’t know, I replied.

Mama had got stopped in her tracks. She was in paradise now, with Papa. She had got him back and she was happy again and safe. Was she really?

Not wanting to question the One True Faith at this difficult period in my life, not wanting to think about sad things like death and loss lest I be tempted to cry in front of Maude, which would upset her, I drew the curtains and switched on the TV ready for the news.

Mama would have liked Leonora, who was big, and wild, and shouted, and laughed loudly. Strange how the most unlikely people end up becoming nuns. Leonora had been a feminist in the seventies. She still had very short hair when I met her in Italy in the early eighties. In those days she worked for a feminist theatre company and wrote plays. I met her through Cecil, who liked her because he supposed she was a lesbian, and lesbians excited him sexually. Leonora was interested in England, a place which she considered truly radical for the times. She had even heard of Greenhill, because of the Maoist group based there who travelled all over Europe to demonstrations. She had seen their banner in Venice: Greenhill International Maoist Group.

– Does every north London suburb have a revolutionary Maoist group? she had demanded.

– Certainly not, I had replied.



CHAPTER TWO


Our Lady of Lourdes, greenly luminous in the half-dark, kept watch over me as I undressed. A stoppered bottle: a fountain sealed up, as the Song of Songs had it; a secret spring. Her head, spikily crowned blue, unscrewed and came off so that you could get at the holy water she contained. She perched, inside her plastic grotto edged with tiny shells, on a plastic rock which hid a clockwork mechanism. When you twisted the little lever at the side the rock played ‘Ave Maria’.

I slept in the sitting-room because the spare room overflowed with Maude’s ballroom-dancing frocks, hung on free-standing racks fitted with quilted poplin dustcovers. Boxes of satin shoes, dyed to match, stood piled underneath. A folding bed slid out from the hall cupboard for my visits. My mattress, an oblong of grey sponge, padded a light aluminium frame. You had to lower yourself down onto it slowly and carefully, to make sure it didn’t tip over. A child-sized put-you-up: my feet stuck out over the end.

The clammy nylon sheets made me too hot. I dozed fitfully. In the morning I woke up tired. Mustn’t grumble, I said to myself: mustn’t grumble. But the small bathroom, with its window of dimpled glass hung with terylene net frills, its pale pink plastic fixtures and pale turquoise walls, its scent of pine and orange air freshener, cramped me. No bath, because that wasted water. Maude had thrown away the bath plug. The shower dribbled, lukewarm.
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