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Me on the right. Four years old. Lesotho, 1978.





One



A Tuesday afternoon in London. March 2006.
Thirty-one years old


I’m at my desk at the BBC, the unwelcome features of Fran, my director, foremost in my field of vision. The open-plan office balloons outwards from her head, photocopiers whirring, ergonomic desk chairs on worn carpets, a yellowed sign dangling from the ceiling, and somewhere on the edge of things the pink cardigan of the production secretary bending over a printer, tugging at a mangled piece of paper.


I have hardly left my desk today, working at my screen, on the phone, sifting through piles of unread documents and newspaper cuttings and website search results, trying to find a way out of the bog in which we find ourselves mired. My boss is furious that once again access we have requested from the organisers of London’s Olympic Games has been denied.


Fran glares at me. ‘What about the newts?’ she says.


I explain that I have had no confirmation of the story I read in one of the many pieces of propaganda released by the organisers that a colony of rare newts is, at this very moment, being rescued from the Olympic Park and relocated to a nearby nature park ahead of demolition work. This would be a colourful story to follow for obvious reasons – the juxtaposition of the big and the small, and a typically British endeavour, just the kind of thing the BBC loves. I can picture the scene – conservation officers bent over in the long grass of a derelict East London lot, encouraging reluctant newts from their habitat, while behind them voracious bulldozers demolish East End buildings, laying bare the earth to make way for the Olympic Stadium.


My efforts to verify the story, though, have failed. It’s like a maze – like a nightmarish Borges’ story I read at university of a maze within a maze – trying to get any straight answers from the Olympics’ organisers, and as the local London boroughs have signed a confidentiality agreement, I cannot turn to them for information either. They have now physically cordoned off the area so we can’t even get in to see for ourselves unless they grant us passes, which they do stingily and after long delays.


‘I’ll try the press officer again,’ I say. I pick up the phone, dial her number. It goes through to voicemail. ‘Emma, it’s Caroline Jones here from the BBC. Just wondering if you or someone else could get back to me on the newts story. Today, if possible. Thanks.’


‘I can’t see how they don’t understand that this would be a great bit of PR for them.’ Fran’s face is red. ‘By the time they bother to get back to us they’ll have cleared out all the fucking newts from the park and we’ll have missed the whole thing. Again!’


I can’t help thinking this is personal. Is there something I’m not doing that means we never seem to make progress on this project? I look down at the pile of papers on my desk. Perhaps I’ve missed something. I picture the newt relocation van, its engine revving, as the last of the great crested newts is lifted from the long grass and held triumphantly aloft. The doors slam and the van disappears in a cloud of dust down a long road to a newt paradise outside the designated Olympic area. I know Fran is thinking something similar. I shake my head. I frown and sigh audibly. It’s good for my boss to see my frustration, to know that I do care about this as much as she does, but at the same time it’s my job to remain resourceful and positive.


‘Do you think it would be a good idea to contact Adrian again and let him know we’re not getting the help we need from his team?’ I suggest. ‘If we’re not getting access to this, of all stories, then I think it’s unlikely they’ll even consider any of the other stories we want to follow.’


‘Yes. Will you send him an email and make sure you copy me.’


Then she stands up and strides out of the open-plan office. I watch her striped cashmere sweater disappear through the swing doors at one end. I know that sweater, its softness, the way it fits her; it has reappeared over the time we’ve been working together on various projects, all of them successful until now. The swing doors slow and still. I know my director well, within this context at least, and I think we are friends, in a limited kind of way, within the boundaries of work. I’m useful to her. She is used to getting her way and accustomed, as the director, to taking the limelight in our successful projects. She is useful to me too, and I like working with her, most of the time. Our film about Christine, a mother with early-onset Alzheimer’s, has just transmitted and has been nominated for a prestigious television award. It ends with Christine swimming in the sea at Southwold, where she finally finds a freedom of sorts. When we first met her she had sworn she would one day swim out into this sea, a beautiful spot off a sandy stretch of Suffolk, and never return. But by the time we got there, at the end of a year of filming, she had forgotten that that was what she had intended to do, and we watched her swim happily back to shore.


I look away from the motionless swing doors to the clock on the wall. It’s only 4.30 p.m. I look down at my list of things to do and feel a heavy reluctance to tackle any of it. The project feels doomed. And lurking somewhere in my dark subconscious is the feeling that I should never have agreed to this project, because, fundamentally, I am simply not interested in the London Olympics. But I’m on it, and I’m on it for several more months.


I brush imaginary dust off the pile of papers on my desk. Maybe it is my fault that it isn’t working. Perhaps somebody else would be doing a better job of this. Laura, for example. Laura was on the project before me. She was professional, calm, controlled, with an absolute dedication to detail. When she was on the project she kept a paper cup on the desk on which she had written ‘Sticky Bun’, in which the team would put coins for teas and coffees.


On second thoughts, Laura was perhaps lacking in the broader, creative picture; and the earthier human touch that Fran likes. Laura was wise to move on. The cup is still there, on the desk that used to be hers.


I stare out of the window at the heavy sky, then down at a clogged artery of traffic on the Westway. The road is always jammed, a constant coagulation of traffic and bodies in and out of London every minute of the day. How depressing to have to commute every day in and out of this crowded city. I can’t see the faces of the people in their cars, just dark shapes, arms, watches, brake lights pulsing in the dusk.


My mobile phone vibrates and I glance down at the text message on its screen.


‘What time are you getting to A’s?’


I don’t want to go to A’s party. I feel heavy and worn down and the early dark and the sight of the commuters fleeing the city has sucked something out of me. Is it that? Or is there something else wrong? I’m not sure. My mood is darkening and I know already where I want to take it. I said I’d be there, and I don’t want to let him down. But I just don’t want to go. I can’t face it. But nor do I want to go home to the flat. That would be dangerous. I look back at my list. The words stare back at me from the page, accusing.


Don’t even think about it, I tell myself.


I close my eyes and press my thumb and forefinger into my eyelids so I’m plunged into a red and black darkness through which I feel myself falling. The front part of my skull dissolves and a large chocolate brownie materialises unbidden from somewhere around my temporal lobes and floats, majestically, richly brown, into the centre of my vision. It’s the kind they have in the supermarket just around the corner. I see the way it darkens at the bottom, the changing densities of it, the way it flakes at the top. I devour it, gobbling it up, big mouthfuls at a time. My mouth is salivating, my pulse racing.


I force my eyes open and pull out a document. Printed words swim on the page. Figures. It’s a breakdown of where the money is coming from to fund the Games. I stare at the numbers angrily. Numbers have never been my forte. Why can I never remember how much of the Olympics’ funding is coming from the National Lottery? What on earth is wrong with me? The numbers just won’t go in. I move on to the next page, to a diagram of the proposed stadium, but through its sketched outlines all I can see are supermarket shelves crowded with the goodies I would buy, if I just gave myself in to this impulse. As I flip to the third page I can’t help it, I bite into an imaginary croissant that has a soft almondy paste at its heart.


The office recedes. My colleagues are sucked away from me, vanishing into a parallel universe. My pulse quickens with excitement and anticipation.


All at once I’m in a room. In it is a low-slung sofa. Red, clean, functional, with no history. And a table within easy reaching distance. I’m alone. The temperature in the room is perfect. The room is not part of a house, it is unattached, just a room, anonymous, minimal. Nobody can enter the room. There is no phone, no television. Its lines are clean and simple. It is a peaceful place, serene, still. I sit down. Spread across the white surface of the table, like an illustration out of a children’s story book, is a feast of foods: whole cakes covered in icing and stuffed full of cream, pyramids of cream cakes and cupcakes, sugar-dusted doughnuts with jam oozing out of small punctures in their roundness, mounds of iced biscuits, jugs of cream, pots of tea, chicken pies, pizzas under melted cheese.


In my fantasy I’m working my way through this feast, not shovelling it in in a frenzy, in a cold panic, but gently, steadily eating and eating and eating, with a plate and a fork, cutting myself huge wedges of cake and transferring them to my plate, drowning them in cream. I am treating myself, it is controlled, it is what I want and I will eat whatever I like, and as much as I like and for as long as I like. In the room there is none of the fear, the shame or the recrimination that always dog my binges.


This, I decide, is how I will carry out my binge tonight. I can leave this frustration behind, this feeling that I’m no good, that I’m in the wrong place, the feeling of being sucked out of myself when I look out of the window. I will smother it under layers and layers of creamy-spongy-chocolatey-feasting-gorging. I’ll be all alone. The world will not be let in.


I’ve pressed so hard into my eyeballs that black dots shoot across my vision. There’s a small noise and through a retreating darkness I see Fran standing opposite me, looking down at me quizzically.


‘Are you all right, Jonesy?’


‘Yes, I’m fine!’ I straighten, seize my pencil, scratch a circle around one of the figures on the page. The feast vanishes.


I busy myself with the diagram of the stadium as she readies herself to leave. Don’t do it, I warn myself. I’ll be exhausted tomorrow if I do it. And I’ll have to tell Penny; I’ll have to tell Penny how pathetic . . .


‘Night, Jonesy,’ she says.


‘Night, Fran,’ I say.


‘See you tomorrow.’


‘No, I’m filming with Ben in Manchester tomorrow. Our lifer gets out of prison and we might be up there for a few days, depending what happens.’


Fran doesn’t look too happy about the arrangement.


‘But I’ll be here on Monday. And you can reach me on my mobile at any time if you need anything.’


‘Great.’ She smiles, relaxing, letting go of the day. ‘Have a nice evening.’


‘You too, Fran.’ I smile back.


As she walks away I press my fingers into my temples, head down.


Breathe, I tell myself. Ignore it. It might go away.


I look up to see the assistant doing the rounds of the office with a box of biscuits someone has brought back from a sunny holiday elsewhere. Now she’s next to me, the box in the air between us. She has straight blonde hair, she’s curvy, happy, efficient. As she talks she waves the box around in the air between us.


Without allowing myself to resist I take a biscuit and eat it quickly. It tastes so good, so sweet. I take another. She walks back to her desk. I watch her place the box of biscuits on top of the office fridge, open. I am ravenously, uncontainably hungry.


‘Does anyone want anything?’ I stand up. ‘I’m going to get some chocolate from the shop.’ They all shake their heads, already on the last stretch before home. I can smell their comfortable homes on them, their kitchens and boyfriends and husbands, their secure, contained evenings ahead of them.


I enter the lift and turn my back on my reflection. The first thing I’m going to put in my wire basket is the chocolate brownie that lives in the bakery section, three paces down in the right-hand aisle.


The lift doors open onto the ground floor. Harish is at the security turnstile between me and the sliding doors that lead out of the building, his security uniform tight over his large belly.


‘Half day, Jonesy?’


I smile at him with an attempt to look rueful. ‘I wish! Just going to the shop. Want anything?’


‘No, thanks,’ he looks at his watch stretched across his wide wrist. ‘I’m out of here in ten minutes. Anyway, let me know if you want to come to my club night on Saturday, OK?’


‘Thanks, Harish. I’ll let you know.’


I’m out of the sliding doors, around the corner of the building and just moments away from the supermarket doors. I’ll buy myself one of those long boxes of cream cakes. I don’t always buy them on a binge, because they’re expensive, but this late in the day they might be reduced. On this round I’ll just buy what I can easily eat at my desk. Later, when I leave for home, I’ll buy the rest of it.


I pick up chocolate bars and packets of custard creams, put them back, pick them up again. Perhaps some of those round ridged biscuits with caramel inside them, the ones that come in a see-through plastic packet. Or Orange Clubs. Mr Kipling’s Bakewell Tarts are on offer. I put them in my basket. I stare at a coffee cake, a Madeira cake, a chocolate loaf cake, and put a big pot of double cream in my basket. I return the cream to the shelf – that’s for later when I’m at home. I can pour the entire pot over a cake. I go to the pastry section and fill a bag with almond croissants and chocolate brownies. I work fast. I have to get back to my desk and I don’t want to be seen in here, not with all this food.


It isn’t the first time I’ve managed to begin a binge before I’ve even left the building. I’ll buy a bag of food and place it slightly opened on the floor under my desk. Nobody notices if I lift out one chocolate bar after another, one biscuit at a time, head down, working, diligent. Soon they’ll all be packing up to go home. There’ll be the odd person still in the office putting together their camera kit for the following day, adding the last touches to the call sheet, phoning America.


As I head back towards the building I see, off to my right, Harish ambling down the broad concrete walkway to the road, the tops of his thighs rubbing together. I picture him walking like this all the way to the home he shares with his elderly Indian parents and a nephew. It’s a squeeze in his house. He told me this over roast chicken in the canteen at lunchtime. I picture him oversized in a small bedroom, eating pizza and watching television late into the night, and dreaming about the new job he’s applied for in marketing. We worked on his application over lunch. He’d be great in marketing. I hope he gets the job.


Later on when I finally leave for home I buy a loaf of bread and a packet of butter. Toast is good security food at the end of a binge if I run out of other binge food. I buy the pot of cream too, the biggest one. I deliberate over the cream because it’s expensive. I hate spending money on my binges but I have to, so I try to economise. I decide on the chocolate loaf cake. I pick up a two-litre bottle of semi-skimmed milk. The milk looks clean and tasteless next to the binge food in my basket. The cream cakes are discounted now, so I buy a whole box – an apple puff, two éclairs and a cream slice look out through the box’s plastic window. I also buy a giant chocolate bar, three packets of biscuits: custard creams, chocolate bourbons, and Maryland chocolate chips, which are only thirty-five pence today. I pick up a Bakewell tart. The pastries are on offer, in plastic bags with red stickers on them. I put a bag in the basket. I can’t risk not having enough, but I don’t like not being able to finish all the binge food – I don’t like waste. I decide to leave the Bakewell tart. I stare at a tin of beans. I’ll need some real food when this is all over but I just can’t do it. I can’t buy anything practical during my binge-food buying – those areas of my life must remain separate. I go to the checkout with my full basket: £8.75.


It’s dark outside now. I exit the sliding doors, tearing open the cream cakes with my hand buried in the plastic bag. I walk fast and eat solidly all the way home, past the stadium, past the park, along the residential street, across the busy main road, not looking to left or right, not making eye contact with the kids on bikes, the demented old woman I once spoke to at the launderette, whose bag of laundry I’d ended up carrying for her back to her dingy basement flat that smelled of old clothes and neglect. She’d sat on her narrow bed, her tights sagging around her knees, and watched me with evident confusion and mounting suspicion as I laid out her clothes on her dresser as quickly as I could.


At Shepherd’s Bush I board a bus that grunts its way southward as I stare out of the window, my back to the other passengers, reaching in and out, in and out of the plastic bag. I jump off on the Brompton Road and cut across the cemetery. I don’t notice the headstones today, the grey, mossed crosses tilting this way and that on the uneven earth; I don’t see the domed chapel. I march out of the south gates, and head down towards the Thames and the flat I rent from my uncle.


I unlock the front door, flick on the kettle, pull a plate and a fork and a bowl out of the cupboard, drop two slices of bread into the toaster, cut a huge slice of cake, drown it in cream then march to the living room and turn on the television. I switch off my mobile phone, lay the food out in front of me. It’s just me and the food, and the noise of the television helps me to stop thinking about what I’m doing.


Two hours in, and as if for the first time I look up and see myself. I’m surrounded by the food debris. Empty packets and torn wrappers are littered across the table and the floor. The cakes have gone. There is no cream left, no cream cakes, no pastries; just the empty containers they came in. I am most of the way through the third packet of biscuits. And now it’s beginning to really hurt. I think how insane this would look to someone watching. I’m disgusting, a freak. I eat more and more because now I just want to get to the end and get all this food out of me. I flick between channels, desperate to find something that will keep my attention focused outward. I drink more cups of tea because it helps to make the food liquid in my stomach, and easier to vomit out at the end. But I don’t think about what I have to do at the end of this, I just keep eating and trying to keep thoughts out of my head.


It is late. Three or four hours have passed and I have eaten without a pause. I have taken in all the food I can cram into my stomach and I’m so bloated and distended that it hurts – that’s usually a good thing because the discomfort or the nausea or both means I’ll get the nasty end job over and done with sooner. The skin between my ribs and my stomach is stretched taut.


I go to the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. To delay what I have to do I start examining my face, picking at it, pulling faces. I try on makeup – I don’t wear lipstick but I put some on and grin at myself in the mirror. I turn sideways to look at myself that way. If I am ever pregnant, that’s what I’ll look like, slim arms, strong wiry legs, but a huge bulge of a stomach. I put my hand on my lower back and waddle around back and forth, still in front of the mirror. Maybe that’s how you walk when you’re eight months pregnant.


Reluctantly, I get down to business. There’s nothing else I can think of doing that will put it off any longer. And I have to do it because all that food is waiting to come out. I wash my hands, bend over the toilet and stick my fingers down my throat until I gag. The first wave of saliva washes down the inside of my cheeks. The first vomit is painful, but the second is a relief. I vomit until I can’t any more and what I’m tasting isn’t concentrated chocolate but bile.


I wash my face, rinse out my mouth with water several times. I can’t brush my teeth yet because I have to wait until my saliva has neutralised the abrasive stomach acid that is now in my mouth so that it doesn’t damage the enamel on my teeth.


It’s over. My hands are shaking and my throat is sore. I lean my forehead on the cool edge of the sink and stay there. I feel exhausted and numb. I consider lying down on the cool bathroom floor and sleeping there. I feel too tired to walk to my bedroom. I feel too tired to wash my face and prepare for bed, to ready my bag and my camera kit for the pre-dawn start the following day, charging batteries and cleaning lenses, picking up as though this was just the tail-end of an ordinary day, of anyone else’s ordinary day.


That kind of normality feels light years away from me: the normality of an evening after work in the city – home on the tube, cook, clear up the kitchen, continue with the book I’m reading, watch a programme, pull the weeds out of the pots in the courtyard, have a glass of wine, chat with one of my friends or my mum or my dad or my siblings, get ready for bed. The things normal people do. The idea that I could do those things without the alter ego in me fighting for a different kind of reality altogether, fighting to ambush, is too far away from where I am. So I stay there, with my forehead on the cool sink.


I feel so much worse than I did before I decided to binge. The mania has drained away, leaving me settled at rock bottom. But this is the part I always used to forget, before I got better – that the end is so much worse. That I may have escaped from my frustration and my fears at four o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon, that I may have activated my get-out-of-jail-free card and slipped away to a place with no requirements for restraint or balance or sanity, but I’ve ended up with a body that is bruised and a mood that is sinking deeper and deeper into darkness. And now that it’s all over I am even further away from being able to resolve any of the problems that got me here in the first place. I don’t even know what they are. When they next arise my reaction will be the same, to lose myself through food.


Because the crazy thing is, it works. Bingeing works. It takes me out of claustrophobia, out of boredom, away from stress and anxiety and anger. It takes me away from my lack of compass. It leaves me empty and in pain, but it does get me away, for a moment, from all those other intolerable monsters. And when they come back I resort to the same trusted mechanism of escape because, after fourteen years of doing it like this, I know no other way of staying afloat.





Two




The following day in Manchester.
March 2006



Chris Banks was inside for murder. The day we met him it was his first day of freedom in twenty-eight years. It was 9 a.m. and Ben, the director, and I had been driving since before dawn to make sure we got to the prison near Manchester in plenty of time. We’d seen the colour of the sky change over the hunched frame of the prison as we waited, Ben bent over his camera on its tripod while I watched for any signs of movement on the other side of the prison gates, stamping my feet to keep warm. We’d been told he might come out at nine, but that it sometimes took longer to process the inmates, sometimes an extra hour or two. No telling, the prison officer on the phone had told me.


When he did emerge it was anticlimactic. There was a big clanking gate which I’d hoped would open portentously, the way they do in films, but just as a light rain began to fall our lifer emerged out of a small side gate with a plastic bin liner of his belongings over his shoulder. His mother wailed, mostly for our benefit, I think, and they hugged. Then the four of us got into the car to drive back to their house.


Back at the house the three-legged dog had peed on the carpet, not for the first time. Chris’s mother settled her weight back into its groove on the sofa and Chris sat beside her to watch a film, smoking roll-ups and complaining about the size of the screen, answering in monosyllables the questions Ben asked about coming home. Just as the film started Chris ran down the road to the chip shop to get some chips for their tea, which they ate, without speaking, as the action movie unrolled. We decided to call it a day, and promised to be back early the next morning to spend Chris’s first full day of freedom with him.


Chris had told us he wanted to try to track down his sons, who had disowned him and moved to another part of Manchester when they were old enough to understand that their Dad was inside for murder. But the next morning he decided to go to the Asda superstore instead. While he was in prison he had been injured in an accident in the carpentry workshop and had received a small compensation. It was all the money he had, apart from the dole he would be collecting once he had signed on. His brother, also an ex-convict – armed robbery in his case – drove us to Asda, where they found the largest TV screen in the store and carted it home. As he assembled it we asked him questions about his plans, and how it felt to be out. It seemed to us both from what he told us, and he concurred, that there wasn’t much difference between being inside and being outside, except the food was better outside.


Ben and I spent the next three days in Chris’s front room with the odds and ends of his extended family and the three-legged dog, trying to coax something watchable out of his experience of coming home. We hung around, drinking tea on the sofa, watching daytime TV, boiling the kettle, avoiding dogshit in the backyard, following him down to the Pakistani corner shop to buy tobacco, waiting for something, anything, to happen, that would give us a clue as to how Chris’s story might unfold. I watched the Pakistani man, who looked to be in his fifties, standing behind the counter at the corner shop; I wondered where he came from in Pakistan. I wanted to ask him how he ended up here, of all places. I wanted to tell him that I lived in Islamabad as a teenager, in the F72 quarter near Jinnah market. I’d tell him some of the details of our lives there. I’d tell him about my school, and I’d tell him I stole my parents’ car in the middle of the night and drove to Faisal Mosque, crouched, huge, lit up, ready for blast-off with its minarets pointing up into space. I’d tell him how beautiful the mosque looked at night, because he would like that. But I never managed to talk to him; there wasn’t the right time. Chris would buy his tobacco and we’d return to the house.


When we tired of waiting for things to happen Ben and I excused ourselves and drove around the grim, lifeless streets of the neighbourhood with the windows down, discussing how we could breathe life into the film, broaden it out to be a profile of a criminal underworld in a deprived suburb of Manchester. Perhaps we were being too impatient. Something was bound to happen sooner or later. Perhaps the editor in London would give us some leeway, a little more time to find our way to what the story was really about. We’d return to the house, inspired again. But there he’d be with his prison pallor, slouched on the sofa in the grey air of the front room, the kettle on, another roll-up between his missing front teeth, eyes on the telly, content.


At the end of each day we drove to a lonely house Ben’s aunt owned out in the Peak District, not far from Manchester; it was filled with her books and handwritten journals detailing her walks across the moorlands and craggy hills of the Dark Peak. Retreating to our separate rooms, we’d try to reconnect with our other lives. I’d hear Ben’s muffled voice through the walls as he spoke to his wife and kids.


On the Friday we bade goodbye to the Banks family, promising to return soon to continue filming.


It’s dark by the time we arrive home. Ben drops me at my flat and speeds off into the night. I open the front door to the empty flat, to the stillness of the blue sofa, and the houseplants unmoving under the skylight. Everything holding its breath. I have looked forward to coming home, to being on my own again, to escaping from the claustrophobic inertia of our days in the North, but all the gathered expectation turns to something else as I walk in; I feel it happening but I try to ignore it.


I throw my things down on the bed, walk once around the rooms, treading quietly in the stillness, stopping beneath the gilt-framed paintings of British ancestors whose names I don’t know and a black and white photograph of my Palestinian grandmother, my mother’s mother. My grandmother met and married my grandfather, a British army officer, in Palestine at the start of the Second World War. When they decided to marry, my grandmother sent this photograph of herself, with her brother Maurice, to her soon-to-be mother-in-law in England. She wanted her to see that Palestinians are sophisticated, educated people too.


I know the picture well. She is standing on a terrace of her house with her back to the Bay of Haifa, smiling at the camera, red-lipsticked, her hat tilted sideways. The city, far below her, a jumble of indistinct white houses and other buildings, stretches out towards the sea. Maurice, holding a cigarette, is squinting into the bright day, wearing a smart white suit; a beautiful man, like his sister and like my mother, who is the eldest of my grandmother’s five children. My grandmother looks young in the photo, perhaps the age I am now. On the back, in a careful cursive she must have learned in her French convent school in Haifa, she wrote, simply: ‘This is my brother Maurice.’


For a suspended moment I stand and look at these old familiar faces that used to peer down at us in my grandmother’s flat, where I spent so much time when I first came to England from Africa at sixteen. When my grandmother died she passed on the family paintings and photographs to my uncle, her eldest son, and here they are in his flat.


I breathe in the familiar smell of the place, open up the kitchen window into the little courtyard. I stand looking out at the plants – a rubber plant, a yucca growing too big for its pot, plants crowding upwards towards their little patch of London sky.


I could fill this unfilled space; I could take a bath, listen to music, catch up with my friends, call my parents. I could have a glass of wine. This could be another free day, another clear day.


But it’s too quiet and I’m too tired to resist. I’m so tired, I even lack the imagination to think of an alternative to my evening. So I pull a fistful of plastic bags out of the cupboard under the sink and walk out into the London night. I cut across the World’s End Estate and turn left to the nearest supermarket, a Co-op, my mouth already watering in anticipation; my mind, not empty or struggling against an encroaching loneliness, but instead filled with the thrill of what I will eat on my binge, anything I like, as much as I like, with no boundaries.


Later that night, sick with myself, I hold the remains of the junk food under the running tap before pushing it to the bottom of the bin. I do that so that I can’t on a sudden impulse pick it out of the rubbish later or the next day to start another binge.


The last thing I do before I sleep is fill in my entries in the blue diary. I have been keeping these diaries, slim blue diaries that I carry everywhere with me, ever since I started seeing Penny at an eating-disorders unit in South London. In them I record everything I eat, when I ate it, and what I was feeling or thinking at the time. Penny gives me a new one each week to fill in. I flick back through the pages of this week’s: Monday: bad; Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday: good. Today, Friday: bad. It’s a shame, because I was doing so well, I was making progress. I had an invincible first month, with days and days at a time free from bingeing, high on the sudden realisation that this problem I had was a real thing, and a thing that could be fixed, here, now, with Penny’s help. I knew then, for the first time, that everything was going to change. But I’m in the third month now, and I’ve fallen down. Penny warned it might happen, that it might get bad again before it gets better.


It’s Friday and I see Penny on Monday. I long to be there in the quiet of the small square space of her room, making some sense of the week. Right now it seems senseless, chaotic. I feel I have lost all control, my days spinning away from me into this black hole. I feel my self-control, my force of will, my clarity, slipping away.


But I’ll be OK for the next few days, I must be OK. I promise myself I will be OK, I will break out of this repeating cycle.


I finish recording my binge. I turn off the bedside light, bid goodnight to my grandmother, there in the photo, and I pray she hasn’t, from wherever she is, witnessed what I have done.


[image: Illustration]


Teta in Palestine, 1939.





Three




Three weeks later at my parents’ home in Sussex.
April 2006



I’m busying about my bedroom, immersed in a satisfying monotony of morning tasks: I’ve already opened wide the thick curtains onto the sunny day, I’ve wiped away a cobweb from the window frame, I’ve peered out into the garden at the spring sunshine playing on the daffodils and stood quietly for a few moments by the window in the welcome silence of the countryside. My weekend bag is open and empty on the floor, the clothes already hung up and folded away in the cupboard in the corner that my father and I painted when my parents first moved into this house six years ago on their return from Africa.


I close the cupboard doors and touch the simple matt white with my fingertips. A fragment of a line from a Spanish song drifts to me from memory. As my father and I painted the cupboard and then the white walls of the room that was to be my bedroom in this new home in England, we memorised the words of a Spanish song and repeated them back to each other, line by line, verse by verse until we knew it all by heart. It was Dad’s idea, not mine. It took us most of the morning to get right, as it was not a simple song but an old-fashioned folksong full of archaic language and melancholic musings on fate and tragedy. As well as an entertaining way of passing the hours as the room grew gradually whiter and our verses more robust, it was an exercise in my father’s lifelong quest to improve his Spanish, and by roping me in he could achieve the added covert advantage of improving my Spanish too.


I turn from the cupboard to the crumpled bed. The song was called ‘María La Portuguesa’ – that much I remember. As I’m plumping up the pillows, the first line comes back to me:


‘En las noches de luna y clavel . . .’


The line bothers me because I don’t know what ‘clavel’ means, and I’m fairly certain it’s a word I would never use in ordinary conversation, but it sticks there, disturbing the fluid poetry of the first verse. I smooth out the duvet and try to recall the story. María fell in love with an unsuitable man, their love was ‘consummated’ down by the river on a night of ‘passion and sighs’, and then she died. She may have been killed. Or perhaps he died, not her. I can’t remember. More fragments of verse are coming back to me now. I pick the bedspread off the floor and shake it once so that it billows over the bed. As it settles with a sigh of air, Anna appears in the doorway and asks me if I’ve seen the thing in the kitchen.


Anna is covering her mouth with her slender hand. Her hands are more evenly shaded than mine, her fingernails short and clean and uniformly shaped. I have our father’s practical hands, thin fingers and wide knuckles. I look blankly at my sister.


Anna is only thirteen months older than I am and I don’t usually need to ask her to know what she is thinking; in fact, much of the time I don’t even need to look at her to know what she is thinking. The fabric of our days was the same until we went to boarding school and our paths diverged. Same dogs, same way of doing backflips, same number of steps we could take on our hands in a handstand, same mud animal figures we’d try to sell at the end of our driveway to poor Kenyan kids on their way back from school, same made-up songs from the back of the Kenyan cereal packet, the one with a picture of a sun on it:


Dates, raisins, honey nuts,
rolled oats, barley, ee, tee, cee.


Even now we’ll be walking along together and she’ll suddenly stop, hold out her hand to stop me too, to pin down a smell that comes to us from somewhere, that pulls us back to childhood. ‘What is it?’ she’ll ask. We’ll be in London, the traffic spinning around us.


‘Sudan?’ I’ll suggest. ‘Is it the bread we used to eat there, with the weevils in it?’ She shakes her head.


We’ve both stopped, breathing deeply.


‘Ugali?’ I ask. Ugali was the maize porridge our ayah ate every day. Anna shakes her head, then she smiles.


‘Pro Nutro,’ she says. She has a better smell-memory than me.


We breathe it in deeply, this smell that’s like the smell of the baby cereal we ate in Lesotho before we moved to Kenya. It’s the smell of our Lesotho kitchen, that’s what it is.


But now I look blankly at my sister. I’m relieved to see that underneath her hand she is suppressing a nervous smile, so it’s serious, but a compromised sort of serious, more serious for me, probably, than for her.


And then I remember: Dad. This must have something to do with what Dad has in store for us this morning: the family summit. Today is the day Dad wants us to talk about my illness. He wants to talk about it because by now I’ve been seeing Penny for nearly three months. And my father, and probably the rest of the family, feel that we should be drawing some useful conclusions about what is going on – where all this disorder in my life came from and what we can do about it and what they can do to help me.


I know that I woke early this morning as a faint light crept around the edge of the curtains, and in the still air of my bedroom my thoughts gathered anxiously, tadpole-like, around the prospect of having to talk to my family about my illness. I hoped Dad might have forgotten or gone for a long bike ride, or perhaps arranged a last-minute game of squash. By the time I awoke the second time I had put the family gathering out of my head and replaced thoughts of it with the repeating fragments of verses of ‘María La Portuguesa’.


Anna drops her hand from her mouth. ‘So have you seen it?’ she asks.


‘No.’ I chew my bottom lip. ‘What is it?’


Anna turns and walks down the hallway towards the kitchen, so I follow her. She stops when she enters the kitchen, and stands with her hands on her hips. The clock ticks on the wall, steam rises from the still-hot kettle, birds flutter noiselessly outside. For a moment we stand side by side, in silence, staring. The flipchart stands in a pool of light slanting in from the windows, its empty white pages facing out over the long wooden table. In its sill lie two coloured pens, blue and red, and a ruler. Anna and I look at one another, then look back at the flipchart, unmoving, innocent, on its three-legged easel.


For nearly a decade I kept my illness secret from my family. But even after I finally told them the truth I still found it excruciating to try to talk about it. By the time my father slipped out of the house that sunny spring morning, took his bicycle out of the garden shed and, the air full of the promise of a new season, cycled smartly to the village stationer’s to buy the flipchart, I had managed to avoid the subject for a few years.


Still, in spite of the unspoken rule that says we don’t talk about it, every now and then one of them, unable to hold back, will bring it up. At once I feel I’m trapped in a rockpool with nowhere to hide. I feel myself closing up rapidly like one of those sticky sea anemones that can draw its red tentacles into its body so all you can see of it is a smooth, ordered roundness. I have tried to overcome my panic and I have tried to discuss it like an adult, thoughtfully, calmly, but I can’t. I can’t because I don’t think I can answer the question I know they want to ask: Why? Why did this happen? And because I find it very hard to admit to weakness, to being so flawed. To admit, in real time, to not coping with life, this simple life full of abundance and privilege and the possibility of health. The possibility of health right there, within my reach, waiting for me to take it up.
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