


 
 
 

 
Still Here

 

 
LINDA GRANT

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk





Linda Grant was born in Liverpool and now lives in London. Her first novel, The Cast Iron Shore, won the David Higham First Novel Prize and was shortlisted for the Guardian Fiction Prize. Her second novel, When I Lived in Modern Times, won the Orange Prize for Fiction. Still Here was longlisted for the Man Booker Prize. She is also the author of Sexing the Millennium: A Political History of the Sexual Revolution and Remind Me Who I Am, Again, a family memoir.




ALSO BY LINDA GRANT

Fiction

The Cast Iron Shore 
When I Lived in Modern Times

 



 



Non-Fiction

Sexing the Millennium: A Political History 
of the Sexual Revolution 
Remind Me Who I Am, Again




 
 
 

 
Still Here

 

 
LINDA GRANT

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 



 
Published by Virago 2009

 
Copyright © Linda Grant 2002

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, without the prior permission in writing 
of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form 
of binding or cover other than that in which it is published 
and without a similar condition including this condition 
being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.

 



ISBN : 978 0 7481 1235 7

 



 
Virago 
An imprint of 
Little, Brown Book Group 
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DZ

 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company

 



 






To Natasha, Mark and Clara




Alix

From the river the city seemed like a colossus. The sky was heavy with rain and the wind was sharp. Salt and tar were in our throats, our eyes were stinging. Seabirds were screaming in the sky and the ships’ horns boomed along the estuary; behind us was the emptiness of the sea. The pilot boat went out and came back in, guiding the ships through the invisible channels in the sand and silt. Lashed to them by metal cables, the tugs hauled the leviathans into port. The city bore down on the shore, the dock brought the water into land and closed in on it four-square. Everything was immense: the warehouses, the harbour board, the shipping lines, the insurance firms, our two cathedrals, all made the skyline and beyond them our magnificent temple of Zion. The city spoke in tongues and when it didn’t speak it shouted.

Yet for all we had here, some of us felt a wrench when we looked westwards out to sea towards the Atlantic. We were yearning for something even bigger still. We had inconsolable longings in us for the city across the ocean. We were its blue-print. It was our completion. Some of us went, some of us stayed, but even separated, we were part of the same need to turn away from England. For a hundred years my family has been trying to get to America. In each generation someone tries and fails, or makes it, and, for one reason or another, comes back again. We cannot get over the feeling that England is an interim stage. America! We still have inside us the immigrant, greenhorn fever of our grandparents for the country where the personality expands to fill the emptiness of the continent instead of shrinking into itself, shrivelling for want of air and light. We have an itch. We want to talk big, think big, make it big, be big people without jostling every day for elbow room.

 



One day, my brother Sam rang me to say that our mother was going to die, perhaps that night. I know of people who hear from a telephone call months later that a parent is dead, and they shrug and say, ‘I really hadn’t seen him for years.’ Apparently it is possible to pull free of the ropes that tether you to your family; but not for my brother and me. We had a history. My second home, the former agricultural labourer’s cottage in the Périgord with its garden of lilac and lavender, sunflowers and geraniums - where Sam stood with his hands in his jeans’ pockets, flinching as a neighbour’s cat came and rubbed up against his leg and said, ‘From shtetl to shtetl in two generations, Alix’ - was off the Rebick map. It was insignificant. What could it mean? It had no meaning. It was all make-believe, like the articles knocked out to sell to French housewives in a shop we walked past in Bordeaux called the Romantic Englishwoman. ‘I don’t suppose they named that after you.’

I drove to the airport at Bergerac and flew to Paris. It was March, a windy spring day. A certain numbness overtakes you when you hear bad news that you can do nothing about, and you settle into a sequence of routine actions, without pausing to think of their moral appropriateness. At Orly I bought a Cartier watch for myself in the departure lounge while I waited for my connection to Manchester. I looked at all the other things I could buy there, Gucci handbags, Bally shoes, Godiva chocolates, and I badly wanted these things as I had once had to have a boy doll dressed in the kilt of a Highlander, seen behind the glass of a kiosk in a London hotel when I was a child, and my father had said, ‘What’s the matter with you? What are you going to do with that rubbish when you get home? Give me an explanation for why you want it and I’ll buy it for you.’ But I had no explanation. My eyes were bigger than my head. ‘Be serious, Alix,’ my father warned me. He meant that we should have reasons for what we did and what we desired. ‘Make your case.’ I know exactly what he would have thought of the Cartier watch, the Gucci handbags, the Bally shoes: ‘Good-quality products, I’ll give them that, but you only want to buy them because they’ve got you, you’re bored. You’re climbing on to a death machine and you’re certainly not going to think about what you’re doing, so you empty your mind. And when you empty your mind in a place like this, what comes along to fill it? Shoes and handbags and chocolates.’

Across the Channel England was green below and grey above, and I was reminded of those months of low cloud, brown light, light in its old age, pressing down on my head like a roof. This was one of the reasons why I had left and bought the cottage in France. It was the dimness of the light that made me turn against the land of my birth. In my seat I ate a second in-flight snack, though I wasn’t hungry, and drank a second glass of free champagne, though my head hurt slightly from the first, but I was  travelling business class and it was there, to be taken, and being rich is still a novelty to me since the company my grandfather founded and my mother continued - the manufacture of a renowned and expensive face cream, a ‘best-kept-secret’ among those who each month studied with diligence the pages of Vogue  and Harper’s and Queen - had been bought out for six million dollars four years ago by the American cosmetics conglomerate, Rose Rosen, and my brother and I each took a fifty-fifty share. I tried to read the papers, absorb myself in peace talks and hostage-takings, events to which I had come in the middle, having rarely seen a newspaper or listened to the radio in France (part of my programme of immersion in the Greek classics) but my mother’s face was in my mind, as I had last seen her, eight months before, entirely indifferent to my presence, calm and void. Everything, the clothes she wore, the wedding ring slack on her finger, the bones of those hands, the oval nails, the threepenny-bit scar above her thumb knuckle, entirely familiar, all known, yet the substance that animated them was opaque.

‘Where is she?’ Sam wanted to know. ‘Where is she all day? Is she back in Dresden, Alix, what do you think?’ But I didn’t know and neither did the doctors.

At the barrier, dressed as always in jeans, white shirt, white leather Nikes, he was waiting, pulled me to him with a strong arm, held me, me stooping a little for his embrace. I smelt his skin, the musky male odour of Pears soap, Chanel aftershave and whatever the male hormones were that had been fizzing through the body of my brother since his teens. ‘Hi, kiddo,’ he said to me.

‘Hi.’

He did not age. I aged, not him. He had the same build at fifty-two as he had had when he was ten years old, never a geeky kid, not at all, not even at thirteen and fourteen when boys and girls begin to sprout like wet spring lawns. There was meat on his  bones, his uncles would tell him, packed in a small, punchy, heavy-shouldered frame. He smiled at me, that Rebick smile revealing the wolfish yellow teeth, the humour, the tenderness of all the Rebick men who cried in movies, let their tears dry on their faces, unashamed.

Anyone but us would have driven from Manchester to Liverpool in silence, each alone with the thoughts we had of our mother and the impending death and of our loss and what it would mean to us, but all we know how to do is talk. Our mother had been very silent for a long time. A psychologist might want to make something of this, that she had finally retreated from the barrage of noise that the Rebicks made, the cacophony of words, the pointlessness of it all. But we were realists, we knew the loss of speech was part of her condition.

‘How is she?’

They had come to her room that morning. She was lying with her eyes open. Her breathing was hoarse. Nurse O’Dwyer lifted her up against the pillows. The smell of hot urine rose from the sheets.

‘Alix, it’s pitiful, just awful. She’s sitting in her chair. I come in and she’s fiddling around with her crotch. I can’t believe it, I thought . . . I really believed for a minute she’s playing with herself. My own mother sitting there in full view doing . . . and I say to the nurse, “Hey, what’s this?” And she says, “Oh, no, Mr Rebick, it’s the incontinence pad, she’s not used to it and—”’

‘Stop!’ I cried, my foot jammed against the car’s floor. ‘I don’t want to hear any more. This indignity, this—’

‘You have to hear. Then O’Dwyer starts holding my hand, squeezing it and says, “Mr Rebick, don’t question God’s mercy,” and I turn round and say, “Why? What’s that shyster doing to her now?” And old man Levy comes past and hears and do you know what he says to me? He says, “That’s no way to talk about the  God of your forefathers who brought us out of the land of Egypt and delivered us from slavery.”’

I could not smile because I saw my mother as she was once, the young woman of my childhood precise in all her movements, with lustrous copper hair, whose waves coiled around the brush, elegant in Susan Small or Jaeger, who looked with shining eyes at her handsome husband, the doctor, who walked like a god through the city, St Saul, the saviour of sick children, who promised her every day of his life that one day, sooner or later, he would take her away from the dark continent to America, where happiness was written into the Constitution and there was a limited supply of history.

I know it’s true, she was a difficult woman, Lotte Rebick, my Mamma. She was undoubtedly damaged by her wartime experience, by being thrust on to a train at Dresden station at the age of fourteen, never to have a proper home again with her parents. She was angry and sad. She was sometimes demented by sorrow and regret, but let me tell you, I was born into love. Held in my mother’s arms wrapped in a bathtime towel, the lilac scent of talcum powder rising warm from my skin, the pages of a picture book open before her on the table: from this tight swaddling grew the story of Jack, of the cow and the beans and the plant that rose up from it with green and curling leaves and the giant who lived in the clouds with his wife. Words. New or familiar. What is bean? Like in soup. Where is the cow? Here. Bad giant. Yes. Smack him. Yes, he has a broken head. Kiss it better? No, we don’t kiss bad giants better. The walnut radiogram played waltzes and polkas and Mamma hummed and sang. In my barred cot my rabbit guarded me. No giants came near. The nightlight hummed. Mamma told me a little lullaby and my eyes closed. She walked to the door but it did not shut. My eyes opened. Mamma standing darkened, back-lit by the hall light, a velvet shape with her hands clasped together. ‘Nothing terrible will  ever happen to you, baby. Your daddy will see to that. All safe. All safe now. Sssh. Einschlafen, mein Liebling.’

 



South past the cast-iron shore, inland a mile or two, my mother was in the old people’s home, a red sandstone monstrosity knocked up with fake turrets and crenellations, built, according to a plaque in the entrance hall, by a cotton merchant around the time that the city was engorged with wealth, when the river was full of masted schooners and the first steam liners, the raw cotton stowed in ships sailing up the Manchester Ship Canal to where the Lancashire mills were going at full production, and little mill girls in clogs spun and spun until their fingers bled.

A picture of the house in its heyday shows the entire cast of characters assembled on the lawn for the photographer: paterfamilias, face buried in his beard, unreadable; washed-out mother, half dead from child-bearing; doe-eyed daughters in pinafores and hair reaching their shoulders like Alice in my childhood story book; jaunty young sons, dipping a hand into the pocket of a Norfolk jacket, unaware of what life had in store for boys born in the 1890s - dead at the Somme or Passchendaele; and ’tween-maids and parlour-maids and butlers and all sorts. It was the self-confidence of them that struck you: they knew who they were and by what God-given right they were there, on the shores of the river Mersey. They knew their place, members of the rapidly rising bourgeoisie propelled upwards on a blast of boiling white steam from the chimneys of the industrial revolution. They were powering their way into the future, into the twentieth century, rolling in on a tide of sugar and cotton and (until recently) slaves. In their stiff suits and impossible dresses, hardly able to believe their grandparents once tilled the Lancashire earth, these grandchildren of an almost forgotten rural English ancestry were thrusting modernists, playing with their new toys: steam engines, horseless carriages, flying  machines. They were the forerunners of an American state of mind.

All gone, totally swept away, and in their place, the house was full of old Jews.

Little girls who had skipped rope on the cobblestones of Brownlow Hill; their older sisters, the first Jewish flappers, who went to the pictures to see Mary Pickford and Clara Bow and defied their parents with lipstick and rouge, ‘my own daughter leaving the house like a prostitute’; the barefoot kids whose parents sat at home mumbling into a prayerbook or pushed handcarts up and down the hill and spoke only as much English as they needed to know to tell the authorities what they wanted to hear - they were old, old people now, the same age as the grandparents of those young pogrom immigrants who left Russia and Poland and the Ukraine at the turn of the century in the years after the Kishniev massacre.

When I first walked into the home four years ago I was impressed by the scale of its public rooms and I didn’t immediately make the connection with a hotel that puts its best furniture in the lobby: only when you have signed the visitors’ book and taken your key do they show you the meaner cubicles, the stained bedspreads, the chipped Formica headboard, the desolate view from the window where you will lie awake at night, sleepless, listening to the knocking pipes, the timbers shifting. A grandfather clock with spidery hands and a walnut case ticks abruptly in the entrance hall. Gold-framed mirrors adorn the walls, as well as tame, inoffensive pictures of blameless, soothing water-lilies. Various plaques announce donations and endowments, and a whole breeze-block extension (built by eight years of fund-raising banquets, tombolas, raffles, charity golf tournaments and jumble sales) leads off to the right where up-to-the-minute en suite rooms offer the ultimate in luxury for these old people, who are hoisted into bed at night by thin Irish  girls, scaly feet eased out of slippers, nightgowns slipped on over their bent heads. In the upper atmosphere competing brands of air-freshener wage war with their different chemical odours. Beyond the entrance hall, another grand, high-ceilinged room. A mahogany sideboard holds numerous silver menorahs and Friday-night candlesticks, some brought over on the boat from the Old Country by the mothers of the inmates, wrapped in a linen tablecloth, rolled up in the bottom of a cardboard suitcase and preserved right through to the far end of the century when the silver has been polished down to the brass.

But now, in March, freezing winds blow across the estuary. Afternoon has drawn in. The long day ends, the lamps are lit, the TV turned on, the visitors depart and a new life takes over, the private night world of the home. Tonight someone may die, because on any night death is always possible. The company is not static, it changes all the time. It is an illusion that these are the same old people sitting in the same chairs with the same chapped legs and swollen feet. I see them in motion: a line are waiting to depart and another line are waiting to enter, and the line stretches back well beyond the doors and I see myself there, and see you there. The home is not asleep, it is not motionless at all, it is a place where dramatic events happen . . . the most violent thing of all happens here: death comes by, once or twice a week, and wrenches someone from their chair.

If I could, I would reverse time. I would poke the old people on the shoulder and make them stand up, throw down their sticks, push away their zimmer frames, tear off their old-people’s clothes, see the colour return to them, give them rosy cheeks and brown hair, the bosoms and chests rise up, the spines elongate - watch them grow again, inch by inch, until they regain their full height as the vigorous adults they once were in the fifties and sixties, the prime of their lives, and watch them leave, just walk out the door and get on a bus home. I’d crank the clock back,  turning the hands with all my force so they would become young wives, their hands clotted with dough, sweat shining on their faces as they kneaded and sifted and baked biscuits and cakes for their children. They fatten those pink cheeks so that they never resemble the starved, rickety street kids, whose mothers don’t know how to feed a growing child and give them ‘tea’ of bread and dripping instead of a meal with soup and chicken and potatoes and vegetables and strudel, which all day throughout the rest of their lives will form fatty plaques around their hearts, until death calls out, ‘Next.’ We are obliterated now, their children, we are not born, but are eggs clutched in adolescent ovaries like tiny pearls, unspent sperm in boyish testicles, just dropped, and they are almost children themselves, thirties kids trying to make a living in the Great Depression and making one, because they stuck together, were hard workers, gave each other a hand. Wherever they colonised a new neighbourhood, moving outwards from Brownlow Hill, inching into the suburbs, they built themselves a synagogue with money they raised from whatever was spare in their wages. Everything was organisation, committees, plans, surging into the future. Not bound by any class system, for when the workers told them that they knew their place, they thought, But I have no place. They were immigrants. Things could go either way. But always they were propelled forward by the sheer energy of the immigrant, for whom there is no safety net to catch them when they fall.

Further back, further back I would go, the hand turns in only one direction and I make them vomit over the side of the boat, the first time any of them has ever set foot on the uncertain, unstable, treacherous sea. And then the curtain comes down, darkness falls because before Liverpool, before the century that has just ended, there’s nothing. Only the tiniest scrap of memory handed on and torn, so that the ink of the writing fades and the creases in the paper wipe out whatever was once there and we  must fill in the blanks with our own imaginations and what we know from the historians who went to eastern Europe after the collapse of Communism and resurrected towns and villages from the ashes of history.

Before the Jews came, before even that bearded patriarch, the Liverpool ship-owner or insurance merchant or sugar magnate who built this absurd, overweening house, even before the Irish came, Liverpool was a few streets and a semi-derelict castle put up in the time of King John. Where my father would one day grow up, on Brownlow Hill, there is a hill but no Brownlow for it to be named after. Windmills stand, their vanes turning, their stones grinding; corn grows on the farmlands, which will one day house the teeming tens of thousands living in the worst squalor in Europe, and the corn makes flour and the flour makes the daily bread of the people of the emerging port. To the north, where the first wet docks are beginning to reclaim the sand-dunes, horses race on Whitsunday, their manes tearing the sea wind. Salt is in your mouth and your hair and you can taste it on the back of your hand with the tip of your tongue. Behind you is the village of Everton, whose beacon looks out over the Mersey on which the wooden ships will sail to America with cargoes of slaves and back again with cargoes of raw sugar. And before that? A fishing village on a tidal inlet of the river, which flows quite fast through shining silver beaches, and beyond them, a wooded ridge of red sandstone, because in Liverpool even the rock comes from the sea.

 



Within my mother’s body, the doctor observed, time was also being reversed. Unable to walk or speak or control her bladder or bowels, she cried when she was in pain and slept when she was not. God walked about her, turning off the lights. Around lunchtime, while I had shopped for Cartier watches at Orly, my mother, Lotte Rebick, had had a strange period of animation. 

She lay in her chair and her hands made fluttering gestures as if she was beckoning or addressing invisible friends. Her mouth moved without sound in a continuous monologue. She was taking up again her end of a conversation that had fallen silent three years ago when she put an end to speech. Every morning in the home she spent a long time dressing, a long time creaming her face and applying her lipstick, straightening the seams of stockings that were visible to her alone, in her mind’s eye. She wore a little chiffon scarf around her neck to conceal the ruins of a throat my father had wanted to kiss and kiss when they were first courting, just after the war when he was a young ex-serviceman smashing Mosley’s fascists with his bare hands. For four years my mother had descended like a queen to the first meal of the day, would eat sparingly, still following the regime she had begun as a young bride. Then, resisting every attempt at conversation or therapeutic interaction by the staff (‘How are  you today?’), she would sit bolt upright in her chair staring into the middle distance. Nothing moved her, not the reminiscence work, not the singalongs.



Sally, Sally, pride of our alley,  
You mean the whole world to me.



Sally, Sally, don’t ever wander  
Away from the alley and me.




There were many wanderers in the home. They wandered up and down the corridors, but not our mother. Her brain is very, very damaged, the doctor said to us. It was hard to know what remained. Mary O’Dwyer injected her with antibiotics and the bacteria died for a few hours or went to set up house somewhere else. But then it came back, always it came back, and the urine that seeped from her body stank and with each breath her lungs banged against her ribs like iron hammers. Mamma was dying in  full view of the others and of their relatives, their sons and daughters and noisy grandchildren. Care assistants walked past with sponges and cups of tea and boxes of tissues. Her nose stood out like a sharpened beak in her sunken face and her eyes were grey and filmed. Her lips were slack and askew. A smell came off her, an odour of disinfectant masking waste materials. She was half-way through the door into the other world. The biochemical processes that would render her body back to the earth were already beginning. Horror. Disgust. My mother rotting before my eyes, her hand rotting in mine.

‘Sam, my God, what . . .’

She was hot, she was burning up with feverish infections.

‘It’s terrible, just awful.’ We cannot bear too much reality, not even Sam who deals with nothing else.

‘When did you see her last?’

‘Sunday. She was nothing like this, nothing. She was just like when you last saw her. Exactly the same for three years, identical, the same every day, now this.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘I don’t know. I’m fucked if I know.’

‘What did the doctor say?’

‘A stroke, he thinks, strokes happening every half-hour. Felling  her.’

‘How long?’

‘He can’t say. Could be any minute, could be weeks.’

Levy came over. He squinted at me, his eyes red and watering. ‘Is it Alix Rebick?’

‘Yes.’

‘You come home to see your mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘I remember when your father first brought her back to Liverpool after the war,’ he said, feeling in his pocket for the cigarettes that weren’t there because the doctor had made him stop  smoking after last year’s coronary. Still his fingers twitched in the lining, closing on emptiness. ‘She was a picture, a doll. A little girl, I can see her now.’

‘She was twenty-three,’ I said. To hell with these second-hand memories of my mother, I wanted to be alone with my own, of watching her sit in front of her dressing-table mirror on the satin stool, massaging her face with the special cleansing cream that had come with her from Dresden, and me saying, ‘Mamma, am I old enough yet to use the special cream?’ Because I knew she had something to teach me, that there was a lesson I was waiting to learn, eager for it, rushing ahead precociously towards womanhood. And always the answer, ‘On your sixteenth birthday. Not a day before, not a day later.’

‘All the boys were in love with her but she was a married woman, already. A shame. Anyone would have had her.’

And walked off, shaking his head, his newspaper clamped under a stiff arm, an eighty-five-year-old man with a dowager’s hump and tartan carpet slippers who used to sell ladies’ dresses in three shops in Walton, West Derby and Fazackerley. Schmatte  shops, outfits that came apart at the seams after one wearing, ‘Because there’s no quality, no workmanship, you only pay for what you get, Alix, but I’m not selling them a garment like your mother would wear because for that they would have no appreciation.’

Sam turned to me, the face of sorrow, and said, ‘Shall we sing to her?’ For she always sang to us: we were a family who sang. We gathered round the gramophone, a hefty, leather-covered box, and listened to our parents’ records, show tunes, from Judy Garland all the way to Barbra Streisand, American, of course, because it was America, my father said, who had given the world the popular song. We sang ‘Somewhere Over The Rainbow’ and ‘Some Enchanted Evening’ and ‘I’ve Grown Accustomed To Her Face’ and ‘Surrey With The Fringe On Top’. My father’s  baritone, my mother’s wavering soprano, my own firmer, louder contralto and Sam, who said he was tone deaf but only because he loved to hear us sing, a chorus of voices filling the house, attempting rudimentary harmonies, the Rebick choir of loudmouths sweetly singing together.

Mamma is weary, weary of this hard life in which so much has been lost. Sam and I sit, each holding a hand in one of hers, and I am crying until I think my heart will break at this thing that lies in its chair, this scabby rag that is supposed to be my mother.

We sit until close to midnight. The nurse comes over and tells us to go home, get some rest, and this is the end of my first day back in the city. We drive downtown to my brother’s flat in the Albert Dock, I get undressed, in the bathroom cleanse my face with the special cream, holding the flannel against my skin just as Mamma taught me on my sixteenth birthday so long ago, climb between the white sheets in the spare room, while outside the Mersey flows past me from the granite hills of the Pennines down to the turbid sea.

When I was a child I heard the loud, echoing horns of the ocean-going liners pulling out on a midnight tide and their lights turned the river gold and the funnels sang the song of our city. For the Mersey ran out to Liverpool Bay, and our bay led to the Irish Sea, and our sea opened up to the Atlantic Ocean and our ocean touched the shores of Mexico and all the way down to the bottom of the world. All the old Jews, every one, like their nurses and helpers (‘Angels! Florence Nightingale’s bog-Irish bitches, more like’) had come from over the water. In our city everything comes from the sea. The Irish girls wheel the old Jews out along the promenade at Otterspool, and the old Jews look at the river and hear the ships’ sirens and the foghorns and the motors of the tugs and the pilot boats. ‘In your dreams,’ the care assistants say, for there are no more ships on the Mersey, or at least not very many and they only go as far as the container port at Seaforth.

The old Jews knew they wouldn’t be there much longer, watching the river. They were bound for the other side, the unknown peninsula. That they were still there at all was a miracle. It was the same with the city: it was hanging around long after anyone had any further use for it. My mother was dying on the banks of the Mersey, in a derelict town, the worst place in the country, the very worst. Yes, it’s depressing. But it’s not the story, only the beginning of the story. When I came back to see my mother I fell in love. Me - the arrogant, angry, wilful, sarcastic daughter of Liverpool and of Saul and Lotte Rebick.

At the time of these events, this explosive thing that happened to me, I had just returned, the previous month, from India. I had not gone there to seek spiritual enlightenment, far from it: I had no plans to sit at the feet of a guru or reach a more evolved mode of consciousness. The last thing I was looking for was transcendence; I had enough of that at home in France. I went out as part of the administrative team that was doing the documentation research for the restoration and preservation of a synagogue in Cochin. There are Jews in India, a few still remain. They say they are the descendants of King Solomon’s sailors, shipwrecked in Biblical days, though perhaps the truth is they arrived from Spain or Portugal around the time of the great expulsion, the same year Columbus discovered America, as it happens. I have no opinion either way about where they came from or how they got there; the only thing that interests me is that in the sixteenth century they built their synagogue where women in saris still come to sing the old songs of my race, mumble the same prayers as my mother and father said.

It is a mitzvah, what I do, a good deed. I travel the world and visit old buildings, in Fez, in Hungary, in Poland, in France, in Montenegro. I see synagogues that are warehouses, storerooms, cinemas, department stores, cattle sheds. I am in a team with architects and engineers who give me their opinion about whether such a structure could be restored, and I write a report that is circulated to rich Jews around the world telling them of the community that once was and is now, if any of it remains, and what has been lost and what might be regained. I tell them,  We can resurrect something from the ashes of history, we can make it  live again. Look. Here is its current state, here’s an artist’s impression of what could be once more. You want to see this come to life? Give me your money. I write reports that are very, very persuasive. I say, There are a million evils in the world, believe me, I know. Cancer, Aids, malnutrition, war, the illegal occupation of territories, refugees rotting in camps, discrimination, torture, crimes against women and children - rape, incest, paedophilia, infibulation - and against animals, whole species about to vanish from the earth. It’s terrible what goes on, and in my time I have studied cruelty and sadism, have looked at photographs few other people have seen, which are kept locked in police files, have lain awake at night and, like Jacob wrestling with the angel, have been overcome by thoughts about our nature, that evil perhaps exists independently of the human mind, bound into the atomic structure of matter. But this little project, this harmless pinprick of good, I believe in with all my heart.

I stood in the street in Cochin, in that ferocious sunlight, overwhelmed by the scent of pepper, tamarind, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, cardamom, ginger, turmeric, entered the synagogue, the warm tiles beneath my feet, gazed up at the branched brass lamps, felt the tremor of shuffling feet behind me, some kind of bells clanging outside, heard the old words unscroll in my mind, Shema Yisrael, adonai elohaynu, adonai echad. Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One. A pitifully small handful of men and women saying that every day, when they rise in the morning, a speck of dust in India. Hear, O Israel . . . and God answers back, What the hell are you doing there? I grew up on the most westerly margins of the continent of Europe, so nearly there, nearly in America. I am still here, as my city is, and as those few surviving synagogues, by some miracle, are still there too, and the Jews of Cochin.

The day Sam rang to tell me to come home because Mamma was dying, I was doing the preparatory work for the next project.  A synagogue with frescoes had been discovered in a remote village in Romania, where it had been used since the end of the war as a warehouse for storing plums, which they make into a famous local jam. There is, I know, only a finite number of restorable synagogues in Europe, yet every time a new one is documented I feel the same deep astonishment at what manages to survive and in what form it does so. The little shul, when I looked it up on the map, was only a few miles on the other side of the former Soviet border, east of the Carpathian mountains and within half a day’s drive from a town. It gave my heart a sudden shock to see it written there, fixed, identifiable, capable of cartography. Kishniev! Where it all started, the landslide of Jews leaving the east after the two pogroms - terrible atrocities, mass murder, rape - my father’s parents among that flight, and even here there is still, I had found out, a Jewish community. Who decides to stay, who decides to leave? Who thinks they made the right choice and at what stage do they realise they did not? What makes a person still a Jew after seventy years of Communist government where their very selves are officially denied? ‘There were Jews here once,’ a man said to me, in a village in Slovakia. ‘Where did they go?’ I asked him. ‘They evaporated, like the dew on the fields and on the backs of my sheep,’ he replied. ‘Dew returns every morning,’ I told him angrily (through our interpreter, a girl we brought with us from Prague who wore frosted-pink lipstick and weighed down her neck with a heavy gold cross). ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but my fields and my sheep are here all the time, we never come and go. It doesn’t matter who is the government, or if you build roads, me and my family don’t budge.’

Waiting for Mamma to die, I needed to be back in Romania once again where it was clear to me who I was and what I was for. Immersed in my work it is easier to bear the absence of attachments. To be a single woman at the age of forty-nine is no laughing matter, to fear that love and erotic desire will now and  in the future always be a thing of the past. It is bearable, but only with a great deal of mental ingenuity.

I had a lust problem. With no boyfriend, no lover, no marriage, no relationship, I was raging inside. Then I fell temporarily into the grip of a conviction, that I could transcend desire by attaining peace of mind - liberation from sexual urges - through sheer willpower. I bought a house outside a village near Bergerac in southern France. Alone there I had forcibly made myself practise silence, which turned out to be an almighty struggle against fidgeting and jumping up to run to the window if a car came down the lane. I would lie on my couch and listen to the clock tick in that absolute stillness, my breath toiling in my chest; even the padding of a cat’s feet on the concrete path behind the house became audible to me. It was an exercise, a force of will, not to fall asleep with the sheer boredom of it, this Zen, trance-like state I was trying to induce, a suspension of self by brute force. Meditation lasted only minutes, sometimes seconds, and gave way to easy slumber, to dreams of cities shimmering in a heatwave, frantic streets, tall buildings with glass lifts shooting up and down. When I went outside, the sky was high and white and silent. The grass made little noise. The dry earth kept its thoughts to itself.

The first summer I lay in a hammock absorbed in the heady, nerveless scent of lilac and lavender, geraniums and sunflowers, alluring on a hot summer afternoon at the aperitif hour. But the next year I was losing interest in my house with its whitewashed walls, the weathered green paint on its buckling front door, the gravel path, the swimming-pool already lightly misted with a green scum of algae, the mosquitoes swarming above the surface. In the third, I didn’t go out into the garden at all and, watching from the window, saw things die or choke other things, lead energetic rampant lives; the hammock rotted in the winter rain and the mist of algae turned into a thick emerald carpet. The  elemental struggle for survival took over my garden, green-blooded battles raged. I noted that stubborn, simple, single-minded plants like moss prevailed.

When I moved to France I thought the countryside would teach me to be alone and to be alone with myself. I was looking at a life that was bound to be spent alone, without intimate companionship, and I had been convinced that I should master the art of solitude. But it’s a lie to pretend that you don’t need love when you do, a heinous crime. I grew up loved. Everywhere I turn I hear people telling me, ‘I was an abused child.’ Books on the subject sell like crazy: everyone imagines that the worst happened to them. Not me. Not Sam. Our parents adored us. Everything under the sun was striving and seeking and toiling and succeeding or going under, and I had three million dollars in the bank and was to attain a state of grace by sitting in my garden shelling peas. At this still point I was supposed to be seeing into the heart of mystery, to find that God loves small and humble things and actions, and inside I was screaming, I want, I want, I want. Nirvana you could keep, the whole of eastern philosophy that transcended I want you could keep.

What do I want? Rapture. When do I want it? Now.

 



Mamma lay first in her chair, then in bed breathing, hoarse echoing sounds that reverberated round her chest. Every day we sat together, Sam and me, in her breeze-block room, our young selves looking down at us from the walls, in the days when we thought it obvious that we should have a mother, and that she should be cajoled, ignored, defied, laughed at for her antiquated habits. Her arms raised behind her head pinning her heavy dark hair into a French pleat, wearing a rubber girdle to hold in her already slim figure, her modest A-line skirts never above the knee, collecting string and paper long after nothing was on the ration and everything was plentiful, taking to the floor with my father at weddings  and dinner dances, slowly circling the room in a stately waltz. And respected her when certain things were mentioned on the radio or television and she would say, ‘Please, I do not wish to hear.’

We sat beside her, turning the pages of books, newspapers, drank coffee, waited.

‘Look, was that a movement?’

‘I didn’t see. What happened?’

‘I thought . . . No. It was nothing.’

‘Her breathing is worse.’

‘Yes. She’s really hammering.’

The sheets and blankets were neatly folded over her, the window closed tight against the wind, the floor spotless, by her bed a photograph of the four of us on the beach in the South of France, in the fifties, my brother’s arm round me, in imitation of our father whose own hands clutched our mother’s shoulders as she sat in her swimsuit, crisp dark hair, moving in the sea breeze, leaning forward applying oil to her legs, laughing. And only in her eyes the sorrow that bore down on her every day and made itself known to my brother and me in those moments when her hand fell out of ours and she stopped what she was doing and began to cry. ‘Mutter, Vater, wo bist du?’ ‘Daddy, is there something wrong with Mummy?’ ‘Why?’ ‘She let go of my hand when we were crossing the road and she told me always to keep tight hold of her.’ ‘And then what happened, darling? Come here, sit on my knee.’ ‘She was walking along but she was crying, not like I cried when I fell over the lawnmower and cut my leg, but just tears on her face, why?’ ‘Because your mother has lost her mother and father and she misses them, and her brother too.’ ‘Where did she lose them?’ ‘A place where a lot of people got lost.’

Sometimes we would hear slow feet shuffle through the hall and a heavy figure would knock and say, ‘Sam, Alix? Can I come in?’

Sam would jump up. ‘Mrs Gelfer, take my chair.’

‘Only a minute. I can’t stay. I have the musical memories class before lunch. Ah, look at her, she’s skin and bone, God help me.’

‘Don’t cry.’

‘How can I help it? I remember them. Who could forget? Your father so handsome, you should have seen. And a doctor . . . How hard he worked at school, always his head over his books and never came out to play. The brothers saw to that because he was going to America, your father. After poor Ike got knocked back because of his TB, it had to be Saul, we were so sure he’d go to America, and then look what happens. Two years after the war ends he brings the most gorgeous girl home to meet his mother. Everyone could see at once she was a lady, that she’d been brought up with servants, like a princess, and one thing led to another. You were born, Sam, then you, Alix, and still they didn’t leave Liverpool and here she is, that doll, like this. Oh, look at her . . . it breaks my heart. But she has two good children, you’ve been a wonderful son, Sam, a wonderful son with your own three kinder, wonderful too, and you, Alix, well, you know what they say, none to make you laugh, none to make you cry. Not married yet?’

‘No.’

‘You seeing someone?’

‘No.’

‘Well, darling, don’t leave it too late, you’re no spring chicken.’

I flinched. Sam saw my face. ‘Forgive her,’ he mouthed. I nodded. She gripped the arms of the chair and stood; I ran and lifted her zimmer frame towards her. She made a massive turn, in her flowered dress, knitted slippers on her feet, Ida Gelfer, who was eighty-three and whose son, Simon, had died at the age of twenty-two in 1969 in a motorbike accident while tripping on LSD on his way back from the Isle of Wight rock festival, something that Ida would never understand if she lived to two  hundred. And all in the name of what? Of some kind of youth rebellion that she had read about in the papers, a rebellion of kids who had everything against parents who had once had nothing and were happy. That was the killer. For we were so happy when we were children, she told me, happy to be alive, happy not to be in Poland like our cousins who stayed behind, happy even to have a chance to join the army and go and fight the Germans, instead of being lined up and taken away by them.

‘Sam,’ she said, holding on to the door-frame, ‘you know I don’t bear a grudge.’

‘I know you don’t.’

‘It was my fault, I should never have let my Harry go out that night, I should have insisted, put my foot down. It wasn’t safe. The schvartzes were still going crazy, stealing everything they could lay their hands on, the fires everywhere, my God, it was like the blitz, and the police didn’t know how to handle it at all. He said to me, “Listen, Ida, they had their fun last night, now they’re sitting at home watching the TVs they nicked last night,” and I said, “Okay, Harry, whatever you say,” because Coronation Street  was just starting and I didn’t want to have a row with him. And then the next thing I know the phone rings from the hospital. But when they came up in court, and you said what you said to me, “Everyone has to have a defence, that’s the law,” I knew you were right. But still I say they should have known, an old man, what his heart would be like.’ She turned at the door. ‘Will you come and see me one day, after you’ve been with your mother?’

‘Of course,’ we cried. But we never did, we were so glad to escape from the home after our two hours was up, when Sam drove back to town and walked into his office, that raised-heel walk of his, head first, not feet first into any room, still in his jeans and Nikes with a suit hung up behind the door, which he changed into when he went to court or visited a client in the police cells or prison, and said what he said every day to the usual collection  of druggies, prozzies, dealers, burglars, muggers, joyriders, ram-raiders, insurance scammers and wrongful arrests. ‘Hey, what’s happening?’ He always had music playing in his waiting room whether his clients liked it or not. He was on a campaign of re-education, trying to eliminate rap and hip-hop with a counter-programme of soul and Motown and blues: James Brown, Marvin Gaye, Sam Cooke. ‘Brother, brother, brother, there’s too many of you dying,’ he would sing, as he drove his Saab (then two years ago, the Merc) through the wide streets of our city, seeing it as Detroit without the summer heat, the gagging humidity.

 



Each day Sam and I watched by the bed and each evening Mary O’Dwyer said, ‘I don’t think your mother will be with us tomorrow, my dears.’ And yet she was, she always was. We would sit in the office with her and Dr Mooney, a Belfast man, in Pringle sweater and corduroys, whose square red hands were laid on my mother’s body, pressing her abdomen, feeling her internal organs through sour, milky skin. Outside in the hall, a girl was singing this song:

If you ever go across the sea to Ireland  
Be it at the closing of the day  
Just to see once more the moonlight over Claddagh  
And watch the sun go down on Galway Bay.


 




Now the strangers came and tried to teach us their way  
And blamed us too for being what we are,  
Sure, they might as well go chasing after moonbeams,  
Or light a penny candle from a star!


 




And if there’s going to be a life hereafter,  
And somehow sure I know there’s bound to be;  
I will ask of God to let me make my Heaven  
In that dear land across the Irish Sea.






‘The true song of sentimental exiled Irishmen everywhere,’ said Dr Mooney. ‘Now, in the version I remember, from when I was a medical student, it was “. . . and watch the suds go down on Galway Bay”.’

‘That’s Mrs Friedman she’s singing to,’ said Mary O’Dwyer. ‘A terrible case, Doctor. She was a girl in Auschwitz, and when the care workers here took her to the showers she thought she was being brought to the gas chamber and screamed and pleaded and begged the girls to spare her life. We have to give her a sponge bath once a week, in her bed, so she smells, of course, but I believe she is happy. I have got Agnes to sit all day and sing Irish lullabies to her to calm her down.’

‘I got on the boat for Holyhead in 1973, and I’ve never once set foot on Irish soil ever since,’ Mooney said, drinking his coffee from a rose-petalled china cup. ‘I’m fond of the Jewish people for there’s not a drop of Celtic blood in them. You’re a very pragmatic race, I like that. There’s little romance in you, a good thing, I believe. You know what Shaw said about us? The Irish drink too much and think too little, and the Jews drink too little and think too much.’

Pans clanged in the kitchen, the heavy rubber wheels of a trolley echoed in the halls. Someone was crying as an infant cries - mewling, it’s called - and a voice said, ‘Now then, Leah, your daughter-in-law will be in to see you today, won’t that be nice?’

‘And is your wife Irish, too?’

‘She is, but she’s trying to squeeze the romance out of herself. She works in pathology, she sees inside the human heart, but not the way the poets intended it.’

‘You’ll retire back to Ireland, Dr Mooney, just see if you don’t,’ Mary O’Dwyer said to him, laying a hand on his arm.

‘Never. My wife has a fancy for Florida. She likes the heat, you see. She loves the look of a palm tree.’ 

‘My!’ said Mary O’Dwyer, opening her eyes wide. ‘I went to Disneyworld once, but I never thought of settling there. Though I have some cousins in New Jersey, I believe, and my husband’s brother lives in Boston. Have you been to America, Mr Rebick?’

‘Yeah. My wife and I lived there for a few months, back in the seventies.’

‘What made you want to come back?’

‘Couldn’t get work permits.’

‘Do you visit often now?’

‘Nah. Haven’t set foot in the place for years. We’d got married young, had kids young, couldn’t afford it, then never got round to it, and now the three of them have left home we could go but my wife isn’t interested any more. She likes to ski and I like to keep her happy.’

‘And you, Miss Rebick, have you been to America?’ Mary O’Dwyer asked me.

‘Yes, many times. It’s not what it’s cracked up to be.’

‘You should tell that to the illegal immigrants that come in. We saw them in Miami, the Cuban people, all speaking Spanish, that was a surprise to us. Not a word of English some of them, though they’d been there twenty years or more. And their own clubs and restaurants and films . . .’

‘Like us,’ said Dr Mooney. ‘I mean the Irish here in England.’

‘And us,’ said Sam.

‘I nearly married an American once,’ I said. ‘I won’t say he was the love of my life because he wasn’t. I can’t even remember why I wanted to marry him except it was that time when it seems the obvious thing because all of your friends are doing it. I met him at an academic conference, he was a lawyer who specialised in cases to do with native Americans, very passionate and committed to his work . . .’

‘You mean he was a Red Indian himself?’

‘No, no, not at all. Potato-famine Irish was his ancestry, same  as you, I suppose. Anyway, he’d moved from New Jersey to live in Seattle but this was long before Microsoft and Bill Gates, when Washington State was the most godforsaken hole, absolutely the back of beyond, logging country. I went out to see if I would like it there, he had an amazing house on Puget Sound, right on the edge of the water and I was wowed, I really was. We’d sit out in the evening on the porch with our drinks looking at the lights on the boats in the harbour and I thought, Okay, he may not be Mr Right but we get along fine and between us we will have some very interesting-looking children, without a doubt. But on the very first weekend he took me wilderness camping. Now, you have no idea how much it rains in the Pacific North West. In half an hour we were sodden, the tent was dripping, the sleeping-bags damp. We hit some place and he says, “Look!” And I said, “At what?” I am looking but all there is are pine trees, nothing else, just these spruces, as far as the eye can see. The visual monotony! I told him I would marry him if we could live somewhere civilised like San Francisco or preferably New York but he wouldn’t hear of it. He said those places weren’t the true America, the America of the pioneer. So that was that.’

‘You must have had many proposals in your time,’ said Mary O’Dwyer, pouring me another cup of coffee from the electric machine.

‘No. Just that one, as it happens.’

‘She’s had her share of boyfriends, though,’ Sam interrupted. ‘She was never short.’

‘I nearly got married and I nearly became an American. I could still become an American, Rose Rosen offered me a job, but I doubt if I’ll marry.’

‘That’s right. A woman doesn’t need a man. She can stand on her own two feet.’

‘Yes,’ said Dr Mooney. ‘It’s a very different situation for women these days. Even in Ireland things are improving no end.’

‘All my sisters in Limerick are on the Pill,’ Mary O’Dwyer added. ‘Of course, they dare not tell our mother, for she’s still old-fashioned in that respect, but the priest must guess and he says nothing.’

‘My wife works in a women’s centre in Bootle,’ Sam said. ‘She does a family-planning clinic. She thinks nothing has changed at all.’

‘It’s marvellous what your family has done for the Liverpool people,’ Mary O’Dwyer told us.

 



My mother did not die that night, or the next, not the one after that, either. She stayed with us many days longer until we began to expect that death would not come at all.

One day Sam said, at breakfast, ‘I want to invite someone to dinner.’

‘Who’s that?’ my sister-in-law Melanie said.

‘An American. I met him at the gym, a real treadmill schlep-per. ’

‘Is he married?’

‘I don’t know, I didn’t ask.’

‘Did he wear a wedding ring?’

‘I didn’t look.’

‘What’s he doing here?’

‘He’s building a hotel.’

‘What kind of hotel?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘So what did you talk about?’

‘Our running speeds. The weights we could pull. How we’d spent years walking round thinking we still looked like we looked at twenty-two and the shock you get when this thing appears where your stomach used to be. One of the twenty-year-old instructors comes up to him and asks if he’d like to join a class called Awesome Abs and the guy looks at him and says, “Listen,  I’m never going to be awesome anything, physically.” And the instructor is baffled and I’m killing myself with laughter.’

‘Why not?’ Melanie said. ‘What shall I make?’

Sam looked at me. ‘Alix?’

She was a terrible cook, just awful. She regarded the kitchen as a place of unending toil, a factory in which she was the sole worker, day in, day out. Meals had to be produced on time and to fit in with the requirements of a grown man who didn’t care what he ate as long as it was ready when he got home from court, a son who would eat nothing but pizza if they let him and two teenage girls each with her own faddy diet. Melanie faced ovens and grills and hotplates, ingredients that went off if not prepared at once, recipes she couldn’t follow written for people with three hands. For a year after they were married she cried every time she went into the kitchen, until Sam came home one day and found her standing sobbing, frozen peas bouncing across the floor, the torn bag in her hand. She had an iron will, could make herself eat next to nothing or not eat at all one day and the next drink only vegetable juice, ‘to detox’. Food was fuel; what she ate was the minimum number of calories she needed to keep her going. Sweet things didn’t interest her. And Sam took her in his arms and told her that she need never go into the kitchen again, they would live off raw steaks and raw eggs and glasses of milk and bread and fruit, nothing that needed any preparation, if that was what it took to make her happy. But she struggled on, mastering simple recipes like Bolognese sauce and chilli and just once assembled eggs, anchovies, lemon and oil and in front of our eyes made, from scratch, a Caesar salad.

‘I’ll tell you what,’ I said, ‘why don’t I cook?’

What else was there to do in France? To drive, every morning, to the nearest small town, which is Lalinde, and go from shop to shop, buy bread and brioche, lamb, poussins, moules, St Jacques, tomatoes, chicory, Roquefort, raspberries, chocolate, Merlot - at  first I had been enchanted with the prosaic task of shopping made poetic. Everything in France that was for sale was presented as if it were a work of art, and living in France itself was, I believed at first, its own kind of art form. The asparagus held in bunches, the silver gleam of mackerel, the wild strawberries red as babies’ mouths, the knobbly lemons still tinged with green; the smell of herbs, lavender and rosemary and chervil, heightened the sensation of being alive on one of our hot blue June days before the tourists arrived from Paris and England, and I would meet my new friends for coffee and we would exchange recipes. ‘Delia Smith, not serious about food, but Elizabeth David, of course . . . knew the woman she bought . . . and Claudia Roden, whose classic dish . . . and going back to Brillat-Savarin . . .’ I did learn to cook. I was invited to dinner parties and gave them in return, and recipes were asked for so I can only assume the compliments were sincere, but food overwhelmed me. The pointlessness of cooking overwhelmed me: you sweated, you struggled, you created, and then someone, perhaps yourself, came along and ate what you had made and what was left? Washing-up.

None the less, it was something to do while we waited for Mamma to die, so in my brother’s flat, I said I would make dinner for this unknown American, whose name was Joseph Shields.

 



But in the afternoon, when I had bought chickens and lemons and chocolate and Sam was holding in his hands a bottle of Médoc I’d brought back from France, Mooney rang and picking up the phone Sam heard him say, ‘Shall we end it?’

‘You mean,’ Sam replied, ‘do we want you to kill our mother for us?’

‘It’s like there’s a rusted gate in my mind,’ he told me, when he’d ended the call with ‘You’ve got to be joking, haven’t you? Now fuck off.’

‘Have you tried to open it?’

‘Yes. I’ve pushed, but it won’t budge.’

We went straight to the home, sat by Mamma’s bed and looked at her. ‘He’s right in one way,’ Sam said, pointing at our mother’s panting form making a little ripple in the bed-covers. ‘This isn’t life.’

‘So what is it, Sam?’ I asked, turning on him.

But my big brother - the lawyer who knows everything - didn’t know what state of heaven or hell our mother was in, and neither did I.

‘Do you want her to linger like this?’ Mooney begged us that evening, called out by Mary O’Dwyer. He was wiping away a morsel of his supper from his mouth with a royal blue handkerchief.

‘Why?’ Sam asked him, his temper rising in his throat. ‘Are they short of a bed? Is some other old biddy needing it? There’s no difference in the money, you know. We’ll go on paying even if she’s not doing your reminiscence classes and your raffia weaving and your old-time singalongs. Our cash is still good.’

‘Or can’t you stand looking at her face a second longer?’ I chipped in. ‘Because we can. If you think I’ve nothing better to do than sit with my dying mother, you’re right. I haven’t. I’ll sit there until hell freezes over.’

‘Miss Rebick, please, think of her for a minute. There may be some pain, some discomfort, there’s no way in the world of telling. She’s had no solid food for weeks, she can’t swallow any more, she’s starving to death. The best we can do is get a little water down her. She’ll fade away eventually but the truth is she should have been long dead. It’s our modern antibiotics that are keeping her alive. The flu is on her chest, that’s why she’s hammering, the pneumonia will come next. Will you put her through more? If we give her an injection of morphine now, it will ease her suffering, but she’s so weak, she won’t last the night. Believe  me, I’ve seen murder, my little brother went to the Provos. I’ve a reverence for life, and I won’t refer a woman for an abortion, I’ll give her the name of someone who will, but I will not put my own name on the form - excuse me, I didn’t mean any disrespect to your late father, a wonderful doctor by all accounts though I only really knew of him after he retired. Now with your mother, there’s no future, no one’s going to come running through the door waving a serum in a glass bottle, like you see in the old films, shouting that he’s found a cure. She’s on her deathbed. Let her go over to the other side now, for pity’s sake.’

‘Why?’ I cried scornfully. ‘Do you think anything’s waiting for her there?’

‘Personally, yes, though I don’t know what your mother believed. But life here must end, it must end. That is the law of the universe. There is no immortality for any of us on this earth.’

‘Don’t talk to me about the law,’ said Sam, but it was only because he felt himself up against an almighty adversary and it was unbearable not to have the last word.

‘Go home and sleep on it,’ said Mary O’Dwyer. We stood up and shook the doctor’s hand and Sam apologised for both of us, for our anger and our sarcasm, and Mooney clasped my shoulder. Warmth spread through me. Then he turned and went home to his wife.

In Sam’s new flat, in the dockside development, we came up in the lift and walked along the echoing corridors. Sam turned his key in the lock. If I was back living in the shtetl, he had moved straight into the sweatshop. They hadn’t even painted the brick walls. Iron columns held the place up. The furniture was the kind you looked at rather than sat in. The dining-table chairs alone were excruciating.

‘Sam,’ I had said, when I first saw it, ‘it’s stunning. I can’t imagine how much you would have to spend to achieve this simplicity.’

‘A fortune.’

The windows ran from floor to ceiling and wherever you looked the river was in front of you. Rainclouds hung over the Wirral. Shafts of weak sunlight illuminated the water. The seagulls made the old familiar sound, the shrieks and stutters that rent the lower throb of the traffic along the dock road.

‘You know my problem, don’t you?’ he said.

‘What?’

‘What is going on here is that I’m being required not to offer a defence but to make a judgement, to switch sides, and it goes against the grain with me after all these years, Alix. What do you  think? You’re the expert in murder.’

It’s true, there are certain things I know about death that years of study have taught me. We sat down at the kitchen table. I looked at my hands, saw the blood-red polish on my nails, saw Sam’s bitten ones, these small dead lucent shells on our living skin. Our bodies thrummed with life like power cables. ‘Well, we need to ask ourselves what Dad would have done in the same circumstances. I suppose he would have mentioned tzadakah, which conceptually contains the ideas of both justice and charity. He would have wanted to know, is this a just act? Is it a compassionate one?’

‘To the second, I don’t know. As for justice, we have to speak about what’s lawful. I suppose Mooney wouldn’t have suggested it if it wasn’t legal. They must do this kind of thing all the time.’

‘Is it euthanasia?’

‘I don’t know that either, all I know is that it’s a death sentence. It’s not so much that he’s asking us to kill her as telling us, “You have the power to say when she’ll die, to name the day.”’

‘Oh for God’s sake, put the poor woman out of her misery, will you?’ Melanie shouted. I’d barely seen her in the room. She was standing stock still at the door, her small body rigid with anger, her hair electrified about her face. ‘Stop talking, will you, for  once in your lives? There’s nothing to talk about, it’s not a talking business. Don’t make an intellectual argument out of it. I cannot stand to see Lotte like that. I know six women in Bootle alone who have said to me, “Mrs Rebick, your father-in-law helped my mother or my father or whoever it was to pass on.” And if that’s what he would have done, then it’s good enough for me.’

Darkness was on the river. The uncurtained windows showed the lights of Birkenhead and the shadows of the shipyards deepening on the water. Everything I saw was dying, the city’s population thickly flowing south. The Docks and Harbours Board and the docks themselves, the insurance buildings, the blackened, blasted warehouses along the waterfront, the cranes and piers, and a mile or so inland, those hulking brutes, the two cathedrals, all dead entities.

In my story there is no magic realism, no flights of butterflies above a grave, no unicorns, no mermaids, no ghosts, no demons, no fairies, no wizards, no sorcerers, no spirit world at all. Here in the port and on the river there is only the iron law of the tides and the weather.

We sat up all night talking - about the world and its wrongs, about the scams and the skives, about our memories of a past when we were kids and had two parents who loved us, each in his or her own very different fashion.

‘Do you remember the time Mamma came to the school parents’ day in a cartwheel hat?’

‘It was black and white straw.’

‘And her black and white pearls.’

‘Have you ever forgiven her for making such a show of you in front of your friends?’

‘Never in a million years.’

‘You pushed me off the top of the sand-dunes at Ainsdale once.’

‘You were trying to bury me on the beach.’

‘And I was rolling over and over, curled up, my mouth full of grit and Mamma was standing at the bottom with her sunglasses on and she was shrieking and Daddy was laughing and saying that no harm had come to me, but she picked me up and wouldn’t let go of me for the whole of the day.’

‘Oh, you baby, Mamma’s baby.’

Mamma among us, always there, always soignée, prettier than anyone else’s mother. Mamma asleep in the afternoons with the curtains drawn, the streets quiet, woken by a ship’s horn on the river or a train coming down the track to Grassendale. Mamma bending over Robert Carrier’s cookbook, announcing, ‘I think tonight I will make an onion tart from Alsace. Look, Alix, at the picture of it here.’ Mamma standing by a zebra’s cage at the zoo: ‘Sam, the striped horse is eating his lunch, come and see.’ Mamma doing the books, totalling the figures. ‘Saul, we have sold fourteen per cent more jars this month than in April. And not only that. I have an order from a lady in Paris! She writes that her sister-in-law in Hampshire gave her a jar and she has used it up, she must have another. We are international!’ Mamma with her reparations papers, the ash from her cigarette falling on the pages. Mamma bending down and leaving a scarlet mouth on my cheek, the scent of Blue Grass perfume on her wrists and neck and violet lozenges on her breath. Mamma crying, ‘Naughty  child, I will smack you - no, I will thrash you - if you . . .’ and Daddy standing in the doorway, blocking the light, saying, ‘Lotte, a word.’ And Mamma and Daddy behind locked doors, Mamma groaning and crying, and Sam hammering on the door with six-year-old fists, ‘Daddy, why are you hurting Mamma?’ And my mother flushed and dishevelled in her nightdress with Swiss embroidery at the yoke, opening the door and saying, ‘Sam, go back to bed this very minute. I am very angry with you. Of course Daddy is not hurting me, do not ever think such a thing.’
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