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Suppose I were to die in a hotel room? Would it really be so bad? The maid would find me in the morning, my body still warm. There would be no pets to have gnawed my corpse as it lay undiscovered. The more I think of it, the more I pass my time collecting in my mind hotels where this death could take place. The Metropole is not one of them.


I sit out my days stinking in the heat, under the great chinoiserie chandeliers, iced like a grey wedding cake with dusty cobwebs. There are frequent power cuts and when there are, the fans grow torpid, then still. We are hot and sightless in the gloom for hours. The claustrophobia torments me.


Sometimes my cyclo man takes me for a drive through the night streets where the air is thick with the smell of pork fat. In the market women are weighing out puppies by the pound but still the dim red bulbs, like fat glow worms, which hardly light the coffee ladies’ little establishments, lend a kind of enchantment and I say, ‘Stop! Let’s have coffee.’ I want to sit at one of the kitchen chairs they place on the street but my cyclo man says they are not for that. ‘Madame, c’est pour les messieurs.’


The city is coloured ochre and burnt sienna and umber. The lovely houses that the French built lie in roofless ruins, a dozen families in each, save for an occasional restoration. You can go to the most elegant street in any city and find the most beautiful building and it will be the Italian embassy. So it is here.


After these futile excursions I come back to my room, labour up the stairs (the lift has not worked since 1957) and find that a rat has eaten another paperback, right up to the glued spine. The wooden frame of the mosquito net has rotted and crumbled. The Soviet air-conditioning unit has a fungus. It splutters out a little cold air, two or three inches around itself, as if designed to cool only its own mechanism. The ceiling rose flakes. The claw-foot cast-iron bathtub has rusted. I have already cut my foot. They say that that laughable liberal Jane Fonda stayed here, indeed in my very room.


Outside, skeletal men hang about, as if just looking at us, feasting on our fatness, will nourish them. When I come back to Hanoi they will be dead. But I would rather be dead myself than return to this place.


Finally there is a permission and a release. We are flying south a thousand miles, to Saigon. I feel much happier now for all ports are the same – Liverpool, Belfast, Hamburg, Marseilles, Barcelona, Genoa, Naples, Palermo, Piraeus, Odessa, New York, San Francisco, Vancouver, Manila, Shanghai. I understand ports. Through them come an infection of new ideas, a virus of difference. The races contaminate each other with the sudden vitality of new blood groups, the DNA runs rampant. No one who was born in a port knows who they really are. The line of ancestry terminates at the pierhead. Beyond the sea we know only a country from which a venturesome man or woman once made a journey. Neither that country nor this is our home.


Nationalists fear ports, their dirt and insubordination. There’s no respect. Easy to come, easy to go, the sea is always there to offer an escape from the binding of the land. Stan was murder like that. He had jobs but he would never settle. One word out of place and he’d be off, down the dock road looking for a start. The next thing you would hear was a postcard from the Orinoco River. Ports don’t inhabit the country they are in. Our backs are turned against the land, looking out for the stranger. Traders, traders all.


My room at the Caravelle is a considerable improvement. Nothing much has been done to it or the city since the Americans left, but that was only fourteen years ago; the French had not been in Hanoi since 1954.


Here, there is a line of ants making a progress up the walls of the shower, but everything works. There is even a clumsy attempt to imitate the lavish fruit bowls that are routinely provided in every Hyatt or Sheraton in Bangkok or Kuala Lumpur.


And a black Bakelite telephone by the bed. After all the fatigue and frustration of the last weeks, suddenly I am alert, thinking, calculating, my trader’s brain doing sums in my head. How many rooms are there in this hotel? How many phones? And how much would they take for all of them? It’s a windfall and Vietnam will not be a wasted journey, after all. Cool at last, sweat washed off and legs freshly shaved and talcumed, moving around my room in a miasma of Madame Rochas, I am light-headed with optimism. What does Vietnam want with these old phones which can’t work properly? The Vietnamese need new technology, they’re communists, they know that. They see progress in a line of pylons marching purposefully from the Mekong Delta to the Red River in the north: electrification, hydraulics, dams, bridges – they follow the Soviet Union into the industrial revolution. Faxes, modems, satellite dishes cannot be far behind. Give me your Bakelite telephones, let me bring them home!


I dress carefully in navy linen and make up my face for my meeting with the Trade Representative whom I have arranged to meet in the lobby. My face is not as bad as it was. I have had a few nips and tucks here and there, though not the full lift. There are a couple of Western women sitting in the lobby in khaki shorts and T-shirts with slogans on them I do not bother to read. Aid workers.


The Trade Representative looks like every other Vietnamese woman I have ever seen in cheap brown slacks, the white thread showing through at the seams, a cheap brown checked shirt, plastic shoes, an East German briefcase she’s very proud of and a smile filled with broken teeth. I know from the briefing in Hanoi that she is a high-ranking Party functionary with a notable war record and so, as is customary with such initial meetings, green tea is brought. With these formalities she explains that she understands my mission. She has a programme for me. In Saigon there are many antiques available for export.


The country is full of objets, left behind by the French driven from their colonizers’ villas on the high ground of the rubber plantations. Listen. She takes me down to the old rue Catinet, the street that runs down to the river. In the time of the French it was a place to shop for fashions from France, for lingerie and cigars and books. Then when the Americans came it was where you went to buy sex. Now, renamed something like Renunciation or Victory, it sells the debris of its colonial past back to the colonizers.


We stop first at an antique shop that has nothing but Art Deco lamps, the kind where slim girls stand on tiptoe holding globes which light up when a button is pressed on the base. All made in France or Berlin in the twenties and thirties. In my shop in Holland Park I will not sell replicas, but one must travel far to find the originals.


Every day I go out with the Trade Representative. Every night I push my way through the assault party of beggars at the door. Some of the children have the most extraordinary deformities – gargantuan heads, pure white eyeballs with no iris, no lens, like sightless angels. Agent Orange in their mothers’ wombs did this to them, the Trade Representative says. They want money. It’s no good giving them a fist full of dong. They want hard currency. ‘Madame,’ they cry. ‘Gimme dolla.’ ‘Gimme fi’ dolla.’


Every night I make my entrance. Tonight I am wearing a deep pink silk aio dia. I’d seen the young girls wearing them as they rode their bicycles about the city, their slim arms and hands protected from the sun by elbow-length gloves, like debutantes.


We sit together, me and the other Europeans, high above the city, canopied and protected from the sudden violence of its tropical storms, an advance platoon from Vietnam’s next invasion. Fourteen years ago the Vietnamese won a great moral victory. As for the next war, the economic one, they are like babies. They cannot win. I see no class divisions here. Everyone is poor or poverty-stricken or starving.


We, on the other hand, have booked dinner at Madame Suzanne Dai’s private restaurant, famously for years the only vestige of capitalism and the free market in the whole country, tolerated by the authorities. The restaurant is in her library, the chef was her children’s nanny. There are portraits on the wall of her ancestors, mandarins in fancy dress and funny moustaches. A film of brown grease covers the glass. The whole country needs a good clean.


Course after course is brought, prawn wrapped around sugar cane, great fishes whose eyes still stare at us. We’ve had nothing like this since we have been in Vietnam. We get drunker and drunker. No hand brushes my leg under the table, tonight or any other. I realize that I am fifteen or twenty years older than the oldest member of our party. This, and the whole of south-east Asia for that matter, is no country for old women. With our coffee Madame Dai appears. She wishes to present us with invitations to the French ballet. It is not far. Her own cyclo man will take us. ‘It was the French who first brought us ballet,’ she says. ‘They gave us everything, their civilization, their sophistication. They laid out our streets like boulevards. I still smell their perfume.’ She suddenly stops and changes tack. One amongst us must be a spy, it stands to reason. ‘But of course the Russians are now the greatest dancers in the world,’ she continues, as if teetering on points. ‘They take our best dancers to train at the Kirov and the Bolshoi. Perhaps you have been to the Soviet Union and seen them?’


Only I accept the invitation. I climb into a cyclo and the thin man pedals me along, past children carrying water from a standpipe in an old American helmet. He pedals past the women selling black-market cigarettes, gum, condoms. He pedals past a video booth where a large crowd inside is watching Rambo.


I arrive at what I think is a school auditorium. Inside a crowd of proud mammas and a sprinkling of elderly balletomanes eagerly await the curtain’s rise. There is one other European, someone I have not noticed at the Rex or at the Caravelle, and there is something in his face that makes me start. He is very old.


His blue suit is good but it was made a long time ago. He will look at me again and again, at my black hair like a helmet, my nose curved like a saracen’s sword. I will look at his, again and again.


The evening’s programme starts with a spirited romp by a dozen or two little girls in tutus, which renders their mammas into ecstasies. It seems a shame that none have cameras to record this winsome moment. Indeed, how did they afford the tutus?


The old plush curtain closes and there is an interval. A middle-aged woman approaches me and explains what is to come. We are to see a performance of ‘The Dying Swan’ by the prima ballerina. Afterwards there will be a stirring and emotional tribute to the spirit of the French Revolution. Why? Because this is the bicentennial year, she reminds me. The ballet company, which has struggled, banned and underground, since 1975, has recently been able to restore performances due to the patronage of the government’s Soviet advisers. There is a revival of interest in classical Western art, she explains. Recently a ragged but enthusiastic orchestra put on a public performance of Madame Butterfly, officially sanctioned because of its clear message about dangerous liaisons between East and West.


The curtain parts again. I know very little about ballet, but I see the dancer’s movements are unsteady. Her limbs are not quite in the right proportion, really she cannot dance for toffee and her costume is cheap and preposterous, as if it had been made for some turn-of-the-century, end-of-pier concert party. Yet someone had laboured so hard to get it right. Someone knew what it should look like. And now I see this girl has the face of a great ballerina, the huge tragic eyes, the etched, tender red mouth. Death comes. I feel a spasm somewhere.


There is a curtain call, even a garish bouquet of flowers and the ballerina gestures to the wings. An old man with rouged cheeks comes out, diffidently, trembling. ‘Mon mari,’ the middle-aged woman says, proudly. On stage the dancers perform the French Revolution; the fleur-de-lis gives way to the tricolour. How do you express Revolution? By noble gestures, athletic leaps, the depiction of the masses – there are plenty of roles, even for the youngest, clumsiest member of the primary school corps de ballet.


Madame Dai’s cyclo man pedals me back to the Caravelle. As we reach the square he stops at a café. He speaks a little English. ‘We wait,’ he says. ‘Bad people. Go later.’ I have no patience with this sort of thing. We are only a few hundred metres from the hotel. I’m tired and, as every night in Vietnam, I’m drunk. I want to sleep. But in the square, this Saturday night, is something I have never seen before. Ten thousand, maybe more, kids on motor scooters, bicycles, anything with wheels, girls in miniskirts perched on handlebars, ghettoblasters on handlebars, blazing out rock and roll. They ride round and round the square. You can see they will mow down anything that comes in their path. No one can cross the road. These calm people with their scented tea and their endless bureaucratic formalities have turned aggressive. It is not a pretty sight and I am frightened. A cop on a white chromium Harley-Davidson rides in, using his baton to plough through a path. Girls are screaming, rock and roll is getting louder.


I know what this is. It’s a demonstration.


I wait forty minutes for the kids to disperse; some are beaten and bloody, others ride defiantly off into the night. I stumble into the Caravelle. As I pass the dining room a girl singing ‘My Way’ accompanies herself on the pink electric guitar. I find that in my room, in the fruit basket by my bed, there’s a green coconut, already slit, with a straw jammed inside. I prise apart the flesh and pour in a jigger or two of Scotch and drink this disgusting concoction.


Woozy, I go up to the roof where the journalists once gathered to watch the rockets fall on the outlying suburbs and hear the mortars’ thud. I listen to the World Service on my little short-wave radio. I have been away three weeks and this is the first time I have remembered to turn it on. Here, we are held in time. I don’t understand history’s clock. Something has been going on in East Berlin. Gangs have knocked great holes in the Wall. Thousands are driving through in their Trabants. Honecker has fled.


A girl is being interviewed in English. ‘Is reunification the next step?’ the reporter asks her. ‘What else would we want?’ the girl replies. I begin to cry. All those years, everything we tried to do. The struggle, the marching, the dreams. What had it all been for? What the fuck had it all been for? Who are you when you have nothing left to believe in?


In bed, as I drift off to sleep, I think of my fantasy. Suppose I were to die in the Metropole? The maid, I suppose, would strip me of my clothes, look in my mouth for gold, sell my carcass at the market, where I would appear on stalls as an unfamiliar meat from a distant province.


I wake late the next morning and the Trade Representative is waiting for me when I go in to breakfast: salty coffee, a baguette, yellow jam, a tasteless slab of Soviet butter.


‘Today there is no programme,’ she says. ‘It is good for you, you must be tired. You were out late.’ I knew there were spies.


‘What was going on last night, in the square?’


It is the children. They don’t want war memorials, they don’t want Ho, they don’t want formaldehyde bottles filled with the wildly-deformed foetuses of Agent Orange babies, they don’t want Party Congresses, they don’t want Five-Year Plans, they don’t want the Russians and they don’t want to remember the war. They want ghettoblasters, air-conditioning units, electric guitars, Hollywood films, fun.


The Trade Representative and I sit there, two women, no longer even in middle age. ‘Who were you?’ I ask her. She answers at once, pleased at my attention.


‘I was a novelist. Then when the war began I became a member of the bomb-disposal squad on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. I think you understand the fate of our nation and that all intellectuals had to make their contribution. Once, during the war, I saw an illustrated article about a football champion and I was so surprised that there was a happy life going on somewhere.


‘When I was young we had to wear green and brown clothes, the colour of the trees. When I walk the streets and see how the young people have the right to be with their boyfriends and to wear beautiful dresses and go to dances I feel very sad for me.’


‘Do you still write novels?’


‘That was long ago.’


‘Are they still in print?’


‘Yes. Some. But they were not translated, you cannot read them.’


‘Were any translated into Russian?’


‘No. My novels were about the time before the war. They were love stories, and stories of how the peasants lived. There was nothing about politics or our struggle. They are not of interest outside Vietnam. If you want political art you must meet my niece. She was a singer in the anti-war movement. She was very famous during the Americans’ time – we called her the Joan Baez of Saigon. She dressed like her and sang barefoot, which was a great shame for my family.’


‘Describe your novels to me, then.’


‘I wrote my first story when I came back from my studies in France in 1951. I had been very influenced by the French writers of that time, Cocteau and Sartre and de Beauvoir and Camus, and I tried to write such alienated, existential stories as theirs but my imitations were very poor. In Vietnam we had so little feeling of aloneness. I was a young girl during the war – not the Americans’ war or the French war but the same war your people fought. We were occupied by the Japanese. I had never known much about peace. But my mother would tell me about her own youth and it all seemed so ordinary. I particularly liked her tales about young girls who loved a boy but the boy was not thought of by the parents as suitable. They had another boy in mind for her. My generation laughed at our parents who tried to inflict these old-fashioned ideas on us. We were Resistance fighters and we thought this kind of morality did not apply to us. But when we took up arms against the French and I lay with my comrades in a hole somewhere in the countryside I thought of those times and of those girls and their little problems. It was a comfort to me to think that one day that was all little girls would have to worry about. Sometimes I introduced an evil French landowner into my stories because there were several such examples in real life. But mostly I wrote about the many difficulties girls face when they are young and in love.’


‘You could have stayed in France and saved yourself all those years of fighting.’


‘Yes, of course I could. There was a Frenchman who would have married me very quickly. But you should not abandon your country because it is unhappy. That would be like abandoning your parents when they are suffering. And culture must have a land which nourishes it like a plant has to have a piece of land. All these questions, Mrs Sybil. Questions, questions. You never speak of yourself.’


‘I’m thinking about myself all the time. Since I’ve been here, that’s all I ever do.’


‘You have never said if you have children.’


‘No, I don’t have any children.’


‘How sad.’


Later, I will meet most of her family. Her husband is a journalist, also an interpreter, for the Foreign Press Bureau. Her daughter is a doctor and her son an engineer, presently in East Germany undergoing training. Do they all go to Party meetings together, I wonder? They stare at me. ‘We are not communists,’ the daughter says. ‘We have never been members of the Party. We are nationalists. And Buddhists. We have no expectations. He who goes with the river must flow with the river.’


In my company the Trade Representative will develop a new insouciance that I find almost European, as if she was thinking back to her years in Paris after the war. To my surprise, she asks me if I remember the dresses we wore then, romantic frocks that grazed the ankles like ballerinas. ‘The New Look,’ I say.


‘Yes. I had such a dress,’ she says. ‘It was greeny-blue, the colour of sea-foam. I wore it when I went out with my French boyfriend. He was quite rich because he worked in the aviation industry, making the calculations for Caravelle aeroplanes.’


‘So you were not without caprice, not always serious?’


‘Of course not. I was a girl and it is every girl’s duty to be carefree unless they have problems of the heart. But you. I would like to ask about you, Mrs Sybil. We are all perplexed by you. How did you come to be a member of the Party?’


I told her. ‘So you come from what the Chinese call the Middle Kingdom, those comrades who are motivated by conditions of the spirit rather than of class history.’


‘Yes.’


‘But you are no longer a member.’


‘Oh, no. Not for a very long time, not since the mid-sixties.’


‘A strange time to leave.’


‘There were other circumstances.’


But this is in the future. On this day she has other business. ‘A man was asking for you. I have a message. He wants you to meet him, here.’ She has a map; it is from the Americans’ time. On it is marked the abbreviation Syn.


‘Who is it? Who is this man? A dealer? He has antiques for me?’


‘No, he is a librarian. I know him, I think. But the message comes from my office. He has sent his cyclo.’


She lets go of my hand and stands up. ‘Tomorrow there will be a programme for you. You will be pleased, I hope.’


How does Saigon look in the light? Like Nice, cream and pink stucco buildings lining the broad streets planted with palm trees. A city that once must have been like a glace. There are docks, and sailors of many nationalities walk there in their tropical whites. Everywhere, I notice, are signs of the return of free enterprise. On the pavements everyone has something to sell. The cyclo man pulls me beyond the market into the suburbs where the French once lived, suburbs I remember from my own childhood in a different port. Solid houses, large gardens. Houses for families.


The street is a long one and at the end of it I see something I had not expected to see in Saigon, never, not in the whole of Asia. A shut-up building. And, set in a stained-glass panel, a star.


The elderly European I had seen at the concert is waiting for me, with the keys. Close to, I can see what a superior cut his suit is made of, what good fabric. Unmistakably French tailoring. He unlocks the door and we enter. It is all as I remember it, the wooden cabinet that houses the scrolls, the women’s gallery above.


‘Who are you?’


‘My name is Etienne Goldstein. I came here in 1937 to take over my father’s company; we were traders from Marseilles. If I had stayed in France I would have been deported.’


‘But you didn’t go back when the war was over? Not even after the French had left?’


‘Because of Vietnam, Saigon, I survived. I owed them something.’


‘But after 1975? Under the communists?’


‘I am a communist. I was a Party member from the age of fifteen, in Marseilles.’


‘I was also a communist once. I was a member of the Party.’


He looks at me, at my dress, my hat, my belt, my shoes, my gold bracelets, without belief.


‘Believe me, all kinds of people were communists, even me. I was a communist and being a communist made me better than I was. I tell you it could all have been so much worse.’


But I could see he had come to meet a fellow Jew, not a fellow communist. ‘Where did you find your congregation?’


‘There have always been Jews in Asia,’ he said. ‘In China from before Marco Polo. There are Jews all around you, wherever you go.’


‘How can that be?’


‘Do you think that to be a Jew you must only be born in such-and-such a place? That every Jew has a nose like ours? There are blonde Jews, Jews of every colour skin. Ours is a complex identity and Jews have always done what they had to to survive. Black Jews, Asian Jews, what’s the difference? We carry our identity not in a place but in our story. There is no religion here now, of course. We are communists and have no need of it. But shall we remember?’


He draws the ram’s horn from its velvet bag and raises it to his lips.


He stands at the window and blows, his cheeks hard and red below the thin strands of hair on his white scalp. I think the effort is going to kill him, but by God he’s got it quite right, and his breath makes that sound that tells us who we are and what we must do. Against this, we are tested.


TEKIAH One long blast of alarm. The shofar sounds and a voice is heard, our own, waking us from self-deception.


SHEVARIM Three long blasts, like wailing in the desert. The shofar sounds and those who are in chains hear, for it calls us to struggle for our freedom.


TERUAH Nine short blasts, like broken sobs. The shofar sounds, calling even the most distant traveller home.


And even I am summoned back. Of course, you cannot forget the past, it is with you all your life.




PART ONE




Chapter One


‘Sydney, darling, a shrimp?’ my mother said.


It was Easter Monday, 1938, and I was fourteen. We were on the front at Parkgate, sitting in deck-chairs under a tartan car rug in the wind. It was the seaside, but not the seaside.


My mother had gone off to buy an ice-cream cornet, Daddy and I had hoped, at least we hoped it was not something worse. But she had reappeared along the windy front moments later, vibrant in pink Schiaparelli checks, holding in front of her and clasped between one forefinger and thumb a paper tub of shrimps and a wooden fork. She bore them like a chalice, smiling.


My father looked at the shrimp, embedded in a lump of butter.


‘Sonia, not here, please. Someone will see.’


My mother waved a lilac suede gloved hand at the empty marshes. ‘Really?’


‘At home, yes, but not outdoors, you never know who might be passing.’ He was blushing, a dense shade of dusty rose.


‘Everyone eats shrimps in Parkgate. It’s a perfectly smart thing to do.’


‘Put them away.’ Pink turned to angry, livid maroon.


‘You’re being ridiculous,’ my mother said lightly, the three words dissolving like vapour as soon as they left her lips.


In retaliation, to stop his mouth, my father removed a cigar from his inside breast pocket, which he prepared and lit with the numerous gold, silver and chromium gadgets he always carried about his person, carefully, so that the ash did not fall on his suit. He puffed and the brown smoke, smelling of acrid burnt spices, vanished in the fresh breeze as soon as it left the smouldering tip. He was about forty-five then, and as handsome as a movie star under his Homburg; in fact he was one of the few men who was even better looking when he took off his hat. Like Ronald Colman, he had a long, fleshy face and a moustache above full lips. He had a dark charm and an accent. Your eyes were held by the smooth white bank of his forehead on which I sometimes imagined I could stretch and lie as if it were a bed of marble. My nose, worst luck, I claimed from him.


In truth both my parents looked distinctly odd out of doors. Normally they only left the house, other than in transit, for medicinal motives, in the belief that carefully timed doses of fresh air were as beneficial for growing girls as certain patent medicines they bought at Timothy White’s cash chemist. To this end I was walked, like a proud and strutting poodle in a jewelled collar, on an indulgent leash.


It was strange to know that here we were so close to the sea, for despite the open sky and the wide space and the tang of salt, the illusion of being inland was strong. In front of us was a vista of half a mile of short, coarse salted grass, stretching towards the gritty hills of Flint on the Welsh side of the estuary. A tidal wave ran through the marshes on the back of a north-west wind, turning them into a waste of sands riddled with gutters in which you could sometimes catch sight of drowning sheep. The Dee was not our river; it raced along the cut up to the landlocked port of Chester, and this weekend drive over the water (or under it, for the Mersey Tunnel had recently opened) was made largely out of a sense of duty. In secret we deplored the emptiness of the landscape, the desolation of the view, and in our imaginations we tarmacked the front, erected warehouses, sunk wharves, docks and piers and peopled them with heaving, sweating men burdened by heavy loads.


My father and I wore almost matching camelhair coats, mine with a Locke’s label on which was embroidered in red thread the words Sybil Ross. My hair was cut in a black shining helmet, ending in a straight fringe above my black eyebrows. I did not like the style, but I did not know why. Looking back, I can see now that it was too severe for my face, which was heart-shaped, and the dense fall of hair shadowed my narrow eyes. In turn that drew attention to my nose, making it a hook or claw set above my lips, themselves inconveniently shaped as a rose-bud, a contrived Victorian mouth, just saved by little upturned points at each end. Only my chin was perfect, unclefted, rounding my face off to a soft but definite finale. My neck was proportionate and satisfactory. From the shoulders down, my figure was as yet to be determined. So far it was, on inspection, inconsequential, the hips and waist and chest still considering their final arrangement.


Even as long ago as that spring afternoon before the war, I had noticed that the fashions of the period did not really suit my mother. The short, sleek hairstyles, parted to one side in two smooth and lustrous caps, did not flatter her face, they made it harder. She had Wallis Simpson looks, angular and over-dieted, the jaw very pronounced, the blue eyes pale and deep-set, with faint matching bluish circles beneath them, and this however much she slept in, in the mornings, her breakfast tray growing cold on her lap. But then again, when her photograph once appeared in Lancashire Life, she was judged a great beauty by those who noticed it, like all the haughty, Nordic blondes they admired in that period. I was her daughter, her only child, yet I could never see it myself. I knew there was a coldness in her that she was not at liberty to do anything about. That her passion, such as it was, was purely acquisitive for she saw no other reason to expend it.


Both my parents were foreign. Daddy was from Belgrade, my mother from Rotterdam.


Of course normally Mother would not have been seen dead eating in the open air, insisting as she always did on afternoon tea in a smart hotel, a waitress lifting pastries with silver tongs, tiny triangles of sandwich, China tea drunk with a sliver of lemon, never Indian, which she understood from one of her magazines was ‘not the thing’. (I think she may also have been worried about the social gaffe involved in pouring the milk in at the wrong stage before or after the tea? She could never quite get it right, so easier to avoid it altogether.) Now, in 1938, she hadn’t the slightest idea in the world of the deprivation that was awaiting her in the future, with citrus fruits stranded on their hot little islands and she making do with powdered milk and tea sweepings like everyone else.


But buttered shrimps were what everyone ate at Parkgate, what Parkgate was famous for, and even our local gentry had been known to enjoy a tub or two and graciously agreed to lodge a testimonial at a cottage which immeasurably improved its trade by this recommendation from a member of the Stanley family. Had Greta Garbo herself deigned to sample the merchandise, she could impart no greater providence than the scrawled word or two from Lord and Lady Derby who, as far as I knew, owned everything on the Peninsula from Mockbeggar Wharf to Ince Bank. Parkgate was the Dee’s final doomed attempt to assert itself as a carrier of navigational traffic, its last link with the sea before sand and silt choked the estuary. Every schoolchild in our part of the world learned of it: first a port for the Irish packet trade, finally this impossibility, an inland fishing village. The people made their living wading out into the marshes with shrimping nets, and the fruits of their labours my mother was now ramming down my father’s throat, so to speak.


At home my father indulged in all kinds of what he called chazerai, one of his few words of Yiddish, which, though never explained or translated, seemed to speak eloquently, and with contempt, of the cheapness of the food, its contamination as well as its ritual uncleanness. I knew what it meant all right. It included rubbishy sweets made in unpleasant factories, sweets in which one may well find embedded some insect. It was fly-blown cakes in dingy windows, stale ham rolls. You would not want a morsel to pass your fastidious lips. But my father did. At dinner we began our meals with grown-up little hors d’oeuvres like angels on horseback while everyone at school drank a brown soup.


My mother went on eating her buttered shrimps. Their coating of grease never seemed to touch her lips.


I guessed that in his pocket my father had a letter from his sister in Belgrade. Correspondence from home always made him anxious and difficult, for he became temporarily conscious of the betrayal of his family, of the terrible thing that his beautiful wife was, sitting there beside him, picking a wooden fork at buttered crustaceans. I watched her finish them with unconvincing relish, screw the cardboard tub into a crumpled ball, walk a few feet and deposit it into a litter bin.


Then everything was all right again. We talked about me.


‘You dress Sybil like a terrible frump,’ my father complained, scrutinizing my camelhair coat and fawn socks with a professional gaze.


My mother did not have to look up at me to agree. ‘Yes, she is certainly ready,’ she said. ‘We’ll take her in hand the next time we go to London. There we will lay the foundations. You’ll start giving her a dress allowance, of course?’


My father took out a little notebook in a gold case and inscribed some figures with his propelling pencil. He passed them over to my mother to inspect and she gave me an excited little nod. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I think we’ll do very well with that.’


‘I’ll think about a coat for her for the coming season.’


‘Fox?’


‘No, she’s too young for fox. It’s a middle-aged woman’s fur.’


‘Persian broadtail?’


‘Too sophisticated. Chinchilla.’


‘Divine!’ my mother exclaimed. ‘Witty, young and chic. A real statement.’ She rested a long hand lightly on my shoulder and touched my cheek with her lips. I caught her scent before the wind cut it away and drove it across the marshes to Wales. Who would not be proud to be such parents’ creation?


The bright, cold sun faded and a shroud of grey rain passed across the Peninsula. The wind from the Atlantic scissored though our camelhair overcoats and my mother shivered in her unseasonable ocelot jacket. Before we left, my father got a passer-by to take a photograph of us with his Leica. I still have the picture somewhere. You can tell that we were happy as we walked back to the Wolseley singing.


Oh, how my mother sang, you had to hand her that, and it was the one thing she was never vain about. She sang only for my father, to my father. She would hear all the latest songs on the wireless then sit down at the piano, play the tune by ear and sing her own versions, sometimes even changing the words a little to make them sound as though they had been written just for him: ‘Dear Mr Gable, I’m writing so you’ll know …’ became ‘Dear Sydney Ross, I’m singing so you’ll know …’ Neither my father nor I were at all musical and we were entranced by her talent. My own attempts at piano lessons had failed dismally. I could not play my father the simplest of tunes for his pleasure. My mother knew how to take care of the things she loved. As for him, he loved beauty too, it was his great weakness, but he loved things for their beauty alone; that was where their value lay. My mother, on the other hand, naturally thought expensive flowers in florists’ shops lovelier than the seaspurge that grew on these wasted marshes. And so did I. So did I.


I loved my mother. I know she loved me, of course she did. She kept her shoes wrapped in black or gold tissue paper in their boxes, her handbags in linen bags of their own; her ornaments were dusted personally with her long white fingers banded in gold and tiny emeralds. On me she expended the most exquisite care, like a gardener with a silver trowel forcing a small new variety of orchid.


*


Almost before I was conscious that I was a girl not a boy, that my hair was dark and my mother’s was fair, that the high wooden fence around our garden was the boundary of my world, I knew that I was not a real Jew.


On Saturdays I stood alone in the ladies’ gallery looking down on my father’s head in his skullcap, his shoulders shrouded by his prayer shawl, while my mother shopped or did exercises for her figure or submitted to the torture of the permanent wave. Was I my father’s or my mother’s daughter? Each tried to make me theirs. And did I, with my black hair and curved nose, try to keep a low profile?


It is dark in the synagogue, the light is very old. The past is a ruffian that seizes us by the throat and squeezes out our misery. Although contaminated by his marriage, my father is still of the tribe of Cohen, the priestly caste from which he cannot abdicate. In a back room his hands are washed by Levites and his shoes are removed. When he reappears he stands with three other men, their prayer shawls over their heads like ghosts. Beneath this opaque veil he holds his fingers together in the way Moses did when he blessed the Children of Israel, the index and the little fingers joined.


My father shudders and his voice rises to a piercing wail, drops to a sobbing moan, in imitation of the priests blessing the sacrifice. All four rock backwards and forwards, possessed and tormented in the old light. Who had my father become when I could not see his face?


It is a savage and an antique spectacle, from the desert, from our nearly pagan roots, from the time of the Temple. Afterwards, when he is restored to his Austin Reed suit, men press forward to shake his hand, congratulating him on this mitzvah, on being so close to God and bearing so much pain.


Once a year, on the Day of Atonement, I leave for the saying of yiskor, the prayer for the dead. Through a crack in the door I hear them screaming and I leaf through my prayer book to discover the source of their grief, their desolation, not understanding how there could be so much pain in the world, let alone this ark in which we were all of us here floating, adrift in God’s sea. ‘Lord,’ they cry, ‘remember the souls of all my relatives, both male and female, whether paternal or maternal, whether they have been killed, slain, slaughtered, burnt, drowned or strangled. For the Sanctification of Thy Holy Name, for that, I offer charity for the memorial of their souls: in reward of this may their souls enjoy eternal life, wrapped in the shadow of Thy wings.’ Secretly Jews embarrass me with their ostentatious sorrow, the reciting of these implausible calamities. The names of the dead are read aloud, my father’s grandparents among them, and in Belgrade, at this moment, my father’s name is also spoken, for to his parents he is dead and I was never born.


I knew the others only by sight, the Hafts, the Ginsbergs, the Glassmans, the Rosenblatts, all proud in their holiday shoes. I knew their occupations: tailors and cutters and bakers and cobblers, like characters in one of my books of fairy tales as if they had just stepped out of the Black Forest. What had they to do with me? Nothing.


My place was with the misfits, next to Lilian, the outcast daughter. Of course I knew who she was, who on Saturday nights stood like a sentry on Huskisson Dock guarding the ships, having sex with a small, rigorously selected clientele of sailors who gave her in payment each time a cellophane-boxed doll of the world in national dress: bold Spanish dolls in mantillas; Scotch dolls in kilts and tiny sporrans; Russian dolls, arms akimbo, legs crouched and crossed, frozen dancers. Lilian who sat madly in her felt suit and angora beret and mumbled expertly through the text I could not read, occasionally blowing kisses to the stone figure of her father down below.


I did not understand the square black letters of Hebrew. Unlike Lilian, no one had ever taught me. I looked at the translation on the other side of the page, telling me to exalt the Lord in dreary repetition, on and on for a thousand pages or more. All I knew was that my father stubbornly believed in God, in the God of his ancestors. He bowed his head every Saturday in observance and worship and righteousness. He couldn’t stop himself, not even for my mother. He could not deny what was there by the evidence of his senses. God was in that place, in the chazan’s voice and the strange writing and the six-pointed star, so that he believed, as I did, that God lived not in the sky but in the cupboard where the sacred scrolls in their velvet dresses and silver jewellery were housed. Capped in their silver bells the Torah was carried about through the congregation and the men raised their prayer shawls and touched them to the velvet skirts of the Law and brought them back to their lips and kissed them. (Or the Torah wore white satin on High Holidays.)


He did not hear the women in the ladies’ gallery mutter in the shadow of their spectacular hats, like a flock of birds perched on the ascending branches of a tree.


‘I wouldn’t have had Sydney Ross if you’d paid me. He’s a nasty man, stuck-up, a bully.’


‘My sister-in-law went out with him. She said he could never stop looking at blondes. He gave her a beaver muff in the end to break off the engagement.’


‘I saw the wife once in Cripps.’


‘What’s she like?’


‘Cold, very cold.’


‘The first time they have a row she’ll call him a dirty Jew.’


My parents had been married for seventeen years and there had never, to my knowledge, been an argument of any consequence. My parents rarely raised their voices, they did not have to. They revolved around each other like mechanical dancers on top of a musical box. Their sophistication was exactly matching, self-made. These people were ghetto Jews for whom the world was a place of terror stalked with ancient enemies. They heard the Cossacks’ hooves in their dreams and in the corner of their minds there was always a suitcase packed and ready. To my father, the soul of rootless cosmopolitanism, theirs was a peasant mentality which sprang from the dark heart of Slavic Europe.


My mother’s avariciousness, it should be said, was always pragmatic. She had never hid from me that she looked to marry money and my father’s religion she simply ignored, as if it was some sort of quirk or habit, as that of other women’s husbands who spent long hours playing golf or watching cricket. It did not interfere with her primary activity, which was to shop, and of this my father entirely approved. After all, it was he who paid. He willingly financed adornment in all its forms.


Every Saturday, at lunch-time, my father and I would walk home from the synagogue to our empty house, a large, four-bedroomed mock-Tudor semi-detached villa built just after the last war. A little later my mother would come home to supervise the maid in the preparation of our light meal.


Small panes of coloured glass inset into the windows, depicting medieval helmets and coats of arms, poured pools of red and blue and yellow light on to the carpets. My earliest memories are of my bedroom, lying in my little bed in the umber atmosphere cast by the small orange bulb in a toadstool-shaped night-light under whose frosted glass wooden goblins played. Next to me was the ottoman and in it all manner of toys: a golly with an eye missing, celluloid arms and legs adrift from the torsos of the dolls that had once possessed them. I would drift into sleep, but often woke when the hands of the clock showed some fantastically late hour, such as half-past ten, aroused by a single hoarse foghorn on the river. In the morning I would open my eyes, run from the bed to draw my curtains and look out on to all the gardens beyond, across the city, to where it ran out of gardens and the people who lived in those houses had only a yard.


Beyond the back path which housed a black creosote coal shed there was our own walled garden, for we lived on a corner and were shielded from the prying attention of fellows walking with their pipes in the evening and other people’s children who regarded the intertwined wrought-iron initials of us three – ‘SSS’ – with awe and suspicion, as if the letters were some magic code that could be cracked. The garden, had they seen it, gave no clues that they might unravel. It was planted with such formal things as rose bushes and those curious, quasi-sexual flowers called antirrhinums that my mother adored and into the purple mouths of which I poked my little forefinger, opening the lips to find its secret heart of stamens and pollen. There was a rockery made of strange white glittery stone that I grazed my hands against when I was a child and fell off my tricycle. Once a week some men came to weed and dig and mow and my mother brought them tea in an old enamel pot on a tray which they drank in the garage. After dinner on summer evenings my father, a cigar in his mouth, would walk around the lawn under the heavy trees inspecting the beds, or sit on a bench sketching designs for the autumn’s furs. There were only the three of us. No other child ever appeared. I do not think my father wished for a son: it was always women that he liked about him and the other two rooms were used as a boxroom and a dressing room for my mother, furnished with a chaise-longue upholstered in canary yellow. Inside the fitted wardrobes hat boxes rose as high as the ceiling.


On one of these Saturdays I asked my father, What does it mean to be a Jew? as he squirted a stream of soda water from the chromium siphon into a glass of Haig and Haig. He mixed me a small, very weak tumbler and sat back in his favourite, mock-Louis Quatorze chair, upholstered in pale blue velvet, the only interior decorating solecism in the whole house, otherwise furnished by Maples and Waring and Gillow.


‘When we were slaves in the land of Egypt,’ he began, ‘and our forefathers toiled for the pharaohs with the blood of their hands and the sweat of their backs …’ He ranged through history, ancient and modern: Masada, pogroms, King Herod, the Inquisition and the exile from Spain, Kristallnacht, our expulsion from England in the Middle Ages after the Norwich blood libel. There was no chronology in anything he said. Our slavery in Egypt could have been yesterday, the growing menace in Germany a thousand years ago.


‘But every year is the first year of Creation,’ he reminded me. ‘Every year we wipe the slate clean and begin again. The shofar is sounded to announce our freedom and raise the banner to collect our exiles and gather us together from the far corners of the earth, the outcasts of the people of Israel.’


I did not want to be part of the world of pain he described. I did not want to be an outcast; I wanted to belong. And what I really wanted to know was what he did under his prayer shawl. ‘What does it feel like? Why do you shake like that?’


‘It’s not for you to know.’ He looked away.


‘Because I’m too young?’


‘Because you are not a man. And the other thing.’ The technicality. That the two women in his house were excluded from the central purpose and mystery of his life. ‘The only thing you need to understand, Sybil, is this. You start life as an animal, a wild animal. Your job is to become a human being.’


‘But I am a human being!’ I cried. ‘What else am I? A frog, a house cat, a pigeon?’ I heard my mother’s key turn in the lock.


‘Not in the eyes of God. You’re still a savage.’


‘So what do I have to do to become a human being?’


‘It’s difficult. All I can tell you is that you must be humane and follow in the paths of righteousness all your days.’


‘Have you done that?’


He sighed. ‘There are terrible distractions,’ he conceded. ‘I do my best.’


I was lithe and light, crouching on the leather pouffe at his feet. The top button of my blouse was inadvertently undone. He looked at my cleavage. ‘Cover yourself up,’ he said. He brushed his finger along the rim of his moustache. I noticed, not for the first time, that he was unbearably handsome.


‘How will I know when I am a human being?’


‘A darkness will grow in you, Sybil,’ he said. ‘You will never rid yourself of it.’ Then my mother passed through the room carrying a tall blue Wedgwood vase of white asters and my father’s face lit up. He took my hand. ‘We’re the Chosen People. It’s the price we have to pay.’


‘Is Mother Chosen?’


‘Only by me.’


‘Does she have a darkness in her?’


‘No, thank God.’


My mother came back, empty-handed. ‘Thank God for what?’ she asked.


‘That you’re not one of the Chosen People, Daddy says.’


‘Oh, that.’


After lunch she unfolded the green baize card table and we all played gin rummy for money. My father usually won.




Chapter Two


My mother had married Ross the furrier, not Sydney Ross the Cohen in his socks, dressed up in a white sheet, wailing.


Inside Ross the furrier’s on Bold Street was enchantment, my father’s principle distraction. The frozen wastelands of North America brought us mink, beaver, muskrat, opossum, ermine, silver fox, blue fox, red fox, white fox, raccoon, otter, sable, lynx, seal and wolverine. There were muskrats, marmots and martens from Siberia, the steppes of Tartary and the Pribilov Islands. Kolinsky came from the plains of China, ocelots from India, leopard from Ceylon, flying squirrel from Japan, chinchilla from the wilds of Peru, Persian lamb from Asia Minor. My mother and I did not drape animal skins around our shoulders like Neanderthals shivering in their caves. Far from it. My father’s belief was that these were primitive, dumb creatures that willingly laid down their lives for us and not only to make us beautiful. They gave up their wildness and in death we civilized them, they became extensions of our humanity when we put them on.


My father was a god to me, he was the sun. I can’t remember a time when I did not know his story. How his family had sent him in the summer of 1914 from Belgrade to Montreal to buy silver fox skins in the days before anyone knew how to farm them. And how, while his ship made its way back across the icy Atlantic waters, war broke out. How, arriving in Liverpool, speaking an English confined largely to the names of fur-bearing animals, he was mistaken for a German and his cargo was seized. How, by the time the skins were released, he could get neither permission to ship them out nor a safe passage across Europe. How he made the best of a bad job, sold them, put the money in the bank and went to work for a German furrier who died in 1917, whereupon my father bought his business, prudently changing his name by deed poll to avoid misunderstandings, proudly watching it blocked in gold letters above his shop front: Furs by Ross. And there was the photograph of him in our thin family album, younger and more handsome than I could bear. He was standing in front of the premises, a coat with an astrakhan collar hanging almost to his ankles, insouciantly holding a silver-topped cane, pointing with it at his own name above him. By his side was an anonymous woman with braided coils of chestnut hair covering her ears.


His parents were pleased. Why not have a branch of the family firm in England? To be so well situated on the principle Atlantic port could only be advantageous, and they dreamed about becoming new Rothschilds, commanding an empire of fur stretching from the Baltic to the Americas with such distant outposts as Vancouver and St Louis. Names to me, just names, but charged with a special meaning, for I imagined them as cities inhabited not by people but by animals, who kept shops and taught in schools and drove motorcars until they trooped off happily to ships where mysteriously they lost their insides and became pelts, then skins, and finally the furs that hung from satin hangers in the glass-fronted display cabinets of my father’s shop.


His marriage, in 1921, ended his parents’ fantasies and in the years that followed, his country, Serbia, became swallowed up in the dissolution and rebuilding of the new Europe. He was stateless and twice in exile from those he loved.


Yet he drew people in. Even those who bought their furs in London came to him to put their garments into his new cold storage warehouse, the first in the city. Lady Derby came, the Lady Mayoress came, the Cunard managers’ wives came. My father knew them all. They arrived in the spring and returned in the autumn and my father put their furs on their shoulders and sent them forth to cold journeys on the train to culminate in dinner dances at hotels which always, as I knew, finished with plates of tiny petit fours that my parents brought back for me, wrapped in my father’s handkerchief, from their own excursions into the night.


A woman is not a woman without her furs, my father said. A man in evening dress slips a sable from a woman’s back and they drink cocktails together. Taking off a fur is a sexual undressing. Under the fur, satin or crêpe de Chine, cut on the bias. Emeralds. Diamond clips.


My mother didn’t have a story. She came to Wallasey from Holland before the war, she said. Her parents had died when she was young and an aunt had brought her up. She was dead too. The past was nothing to my mother.


When I was a small child I became friends with a Jewish boy who lived along the road and in his garden there was a swing which he promised I could play on. He led me through the back gate and pushed me down as we passed the sitting-room window. He did not want his mother to see me in their garden, for I was regarded as an unsuitable playmate.


I spent most of my childhood at home upsetting face powder or trailing around the house in high heels and a mink stole with only my father, my mother and their terrible loneliness for company.


Which my mother assuaged at every possible opportunity. We shopped hard and I was apprenticed to her good taste. While other girls’ mothers read Woman’s Own and Good Housekeeping and ran up their own frocks, mine was totally impractical (we were always the first to have shop products; later she would live almost exclusively on fish fingers). She made a close fortnightly study of Vogue but the costumes depicted in it rarely appeared outside the Home Counties, however much she inspected the list of stockists. She would wander through the Bon Marché and George Henry Lee on Church Street with her nose turned up. Even in Cripps she could never find what she had seen in magazines. She wanted to be a Kensington wife, a society beauty, ideas so absurdly far above her station that once a year she would go to one, board a train and with my father travel down to London, he to attend the April fur auctions, my mother to swan about the West End and Knightsbridge pretending she did that sort of thing every day. She never sat in a London taxi with an air of excited expectancy, but always one of languid indifference.


This expedition, in the spring of 1938, was particularly significant. My mother and father were not to know it but the auction of that year was to be one of the last great fur sales before the war. More important, I myself was to be outfitted by my mother’s own hand, my new dress allowance spent.


‘From the moment she enters the room the head waiter is her slave and the flagging violin takes new heart,’ I read in Vogue, on the train, while the countryside flashed past unremarked. Once we had pulled out of Crewe, that was what Down South meant to me, endless fields, a blank space until one reached London. ‘Exquisite in every detail, she chooses for her perfume the Yardley lavender to which fashionable women instinctively turn for daytime and formal wear. The winsome beauty of this lovable fragrance gives that air of refinement and charm which adds so much to the enjoyment of every occasion. 2/6d to Two Guineas.’


This was all I ever read. I wanted nothing more in life than for a head waiter to be my slave and to revive the spirits of a stringed instrument.


A taxi took us from Euston Station to the Cumberland Hotel, near Marble Arch. The Cumberland was nearly new, only five years old then and the last word in that decor called moderne. The chambermaids were barely teenagers and all from Ireland. When we came home at night we passed them, chattering softly on leather window seats at the ends of the corridors, in their chocolate brown uniforms with cream Peter Pan collars and cuffs. There were other young people there, I saw them sometimes, lonely girls from Johannesburg and Cape Town, for the hotel was particularly popular with South Africans. But in my green Moygashel dress (a very nubbly fabric, that) I ignored them. I thought of nothing but a world of sophistication my mother and I discussed endlessly: of arrogant ateliers and chromium night-spots, town cars and turbans, jewels like embers and chimerical costumes that fracture the rainbow.


We saw little of my father during our stay. He spent his time, like the other buyers, dressed in a white coat roaming the warehouses and inspecting pelts, piled in heaps, scraped of their fat and dirt, treated with touchy chemicals and shaped on wooden blocks to resemble a parody of the animals they had once been. The smell was terrible.


And so my mother and I were left alone for nearly a week. She believed in beginning at the beginning, which commenced with a visit to a discreet little shop off the Edgware Road to purchase a foundation garment. The whole of my trunk was encased in patented elastic tricot. ‘It will massage away the young lady’s unwanted flesh, tone the muscles and wake up the circulation, madam,’ the sales lady told my mother. ‘Of course the fit is not perfect, but we can make one up to her individual vital statistics.’ Which were 32–25–34, the result of too many sweets on the way home from school. ‘The young lady will find it restrains without constriction.’


Despite my fawn socks and the suspenders which flapped against my bare legs, I saw in the mirror the figure of my dreams.


We took the bus to Mayfair. ‘Divest your mind of the cobweb of old ideas. Turn a fresh eye on the fashion front,’ my mother advised me. She was not reading from Vogue. I believed later that a form of personality disorder overtook her when she shopped, which made her entirely unable to distinguish reality from advertising copy. Fashion is her soul’s métier, I thought. What I know now is that fashion was all there was for her. Its amnesia suited her down to the ground. She had to have the new to obliterate the past. ‘I don’t remember,’ she would say later. ‘I only lived for today. I really don’t remember.’


What I recall of the wardrobe we bought that day was a Digby Morton suit: a coral pink tweed jacket banded with lamb in the same earth-brown shade as the skirt beneath. It was clean-cut and young, my mother said, and it cost a fortune. Suits were everywhere that season. There was a hat, too, like a pixie’s which someone had maliciously snipped off halfway up the crown. To complete the outfit we bought shoes with butterfly bows tied around the ankle. They were not Patou, my mother said, but a good imitation. We spent for ever looking at tweeds. Whatever I liked my mother vetoed. ‘Oh, Sybil, you’ll be dismayed to see how soon the fitting-room chic disappears if the material is not good, and this’ – she rubbed it between her fingers – ‘is not.’ Tweed bagged in the seat. We used to laugh at women whose bottoms did that. I pined for a black crêpe Maggy Rouf afternoon dress, jokingly buttoned with porcelain vegetables but my mother was horrified, not by the black crêpe, which was universally considered wildly unsuitable for a woman under thirty, but because a dress was not an amusement but a matter of drop-dead seriousness.


I remember, too, a Weil lipstick – a gold case with a scarlet coolie cap. Rejected, too flashy. I was bought instead two pairs of Mirrasilk stockings packed in a cardboard golden casket and finally what my mother called ‘a synopsis of your boudoir’ – a crocodile vanity case, filled with jars and bottles with chromium-plated tops. It cost an enormous amount, eight guineas, and I kept it long after my boudoir consisted of little more than a succession of plywood closets in some Mid-Western …


Normally we dined together, as a family, in restaurants where my mother could make an entrance in her furs, commanding attention. She was truly at her happiest when she felt herself to be the best-dressed woman in the room; to be the most beautiful was not her aim. Beauty belonged to Nature, that smelly realm. Chic, élan, taste – these could be acquired only by diligent study and long pockets. Beauty was nothing: vulgar, transient, animal in its origins. An animal died, decayed; a fur, enhanced by my father’s art, endured. Fashion was timeless; it laughed scornfully at the wrinkles that formed and the sagging jowls and the mottled hands and the powder that lodged in cracks – all the pitiful vestiges of beauty.
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