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Chapter One



I met Jan the day after my mother died. I had to go to the bank, over the road from my office.


It was an old-fashioned building with varnished wood panelling stuck all over with orange and yellow posters advertising credit cards, travellers’ cheques. In the posters there were photographs of beaming clerks with white smiles and glossy hair; underneath, behind the smeary glass shielding the counter, sat a middle-aged man with dirty hair combed back, counting notes. He reminded me of the man who’d given me my mother’s death certificate at the registrar’s earlier. He had the same dull look in his eyes, as if he were leafing through an old photograph album. Very faintly interested. In the bank there was the acid smell of handled money.


I joined a queue and stared at the people waiting, scouring their faces for information that would make me more settled. Although I wasn’t sad at all, I was disturbed, as if someone had stuck a big ladle in my brain and mixed it up like soup. Picking over other people’s faces, seeing if I could detect some clue in their eyes or their smiles, I felt comforted.


There was a haggard girl in a green overdress lounging in the queue next to me; her head was in profile against a bumpy green glass screen. She chewed gum with neglected teeth and I wondered if, when she slept, she looked at peace like everyone else. And what was it that came to her in sleep and left when she woke … where was that stillness?


As I was looking, my eye was caught by a blur behind the glass door of the bank. A man came in. He was only a little man, middle-aged, but he had all the bristling presence that lack of height necessitates to get you through life. When the doors shut it was as if the fresh air stayed inside with him. Some children are so full of energy they can’t stop still; in school choirs they rock from side to side. This man was like that. With every step he seemed to rise a bit, trying for extra height. Even when he stood still to assess which counter to go to, his eyes were moving, taking an inventory, one hand rubbing his hips, checking for his wallet, the other with the fingertips closed, gesturing slightly as if searching for a word. His eyes were green like marble. He headed for the foreign counter in front of the queue and jabbed at the bell for attention.


I looked him over thoroughly. Married? I thought not. His shirt was too crisp and jaunty, and his coat idly slung over one shoulder. He had a dry-cleaned look about him. It all proclaimed a single man. He’d never played football in the park with his kids. He perhaps played snooker, pingpong, card games … card games. I could picture him, skilfully dealing aces. But no good at outside, physical, sports. Did he live alone? Perhaps with another man. Just a friend. In great demand as the extra man at parties. Probably private means, I thought.


I took in every detail, the curve of his spine, the small, tight hips, the white, short-sleeved shirt. He’d cleaned his soft shoes that day. Or someone had. Immaculate. Faddy.


Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the myriad of tiny lines at the corners of his mouth, the delicate, feminine nostrils, the secret, warm and velvety skin just behind the lobes of the ears. I felt like a cat in the bushes who has spotted a bird, motionless, fascinated. And predatory.


The man turned as a girl approached the counter. They had something of an argument.


‘I’ll see if it’s ready,’ she said, sulkily, as she moved away.


‘I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t, dear.’ He looked at his watch impatiently, a quick movement of the wrist. He had a newspaper and a shiny green file with him; I suspected he carried it around with him as a woman carries a handbag, to give the impression that he was always busy, going somewhere. He opened it, looked at a piece of paper, then snapped it shut and, sighing, took a position against the wall with folded arms. I felt he held an answer in that vital body. Was it his pose? Jaunty, flaunting himself. Unashamed. The way his hair was brushed, straight back, carefully careless; the set of his head, stretching upward. All this in an older man, a man who was saying, in the way he stood: ‘Look at my past!’


Behind him, through the window of an office next door, a woman was moving around an enormous grey machine. Spider plants with brown tips lined the window-sill. The man moved over to look at a pile of leaflets on a table near me. He was three feet away from me. My body crackled. I shifted my feet. I put my hand up to my cheek. It was warm. I swallowed. Then the man caught my eye and smiled.


‘Waiting long?’ He had the low husky voice of someone who has spent hours in bars.


I broke into a faint sweat and went pink; then a cool, protective veil came over me. I said: ‘Yes, they organise things badly here.’ I hardly heard what I said. I gabbled, ‘And I’m in a hurry.’


‘They certainly do.’ He looked at his watch again, sighed, then pulled his paper from under his arm and studied it. The receptive smile on my face hung around, fading too slowly, foolishly. Eventually I felt my muscles return to their usual set pose as I stared doggedly at the back of the head in front of me, trying to cut myself off from him, to show I didn’t care.


‘I said, are you a betting woman?’ The man’s voice prised open my private, foggy world. ‘Polly’s Folly or Ardvaark, that’s what I want to know.’


I turned again. I was embarrassed. ‘Do I look like a betting woman?’ I asked. But I said it in a silly, flirtatious way. I didn’t mean to say it like that. It just came burbling out, without warning. My eyelashes fluttered and I tried to temper the slyly lascivious look that had crept into my eyes.


‘You look very nice,’ he said, responding to my look with a faint smile. I fought to dampen the sexual excitement that flickered inside me. I felt like a nanny who was out with a naughty child who makes friends with everyone in the street, trying hopelessly to curtail its intimate advances to strangers.


But he was right. I had noticed my shining skin that morning when I had got ready to go to the hospital to collect my mother’s effects. I dressed in a white silk suit, with a dab of scent, as if to say: ‘My mother is dead! Long live me! Look how tall I walk! Look what a woman I am now! Look at my shining hair, my white teeth … and if I laugh I’ll throw back my head and you’ll catch sight of my breasts, pulling at my silken blouse. Mine, not hers.’


‘Let’s have Polly’s Folly’, the man said, impatiently, tapping a pen against the paper, ‘I knew a Polly once. Now we’ll have to see whether we were right.’


As if there were more.


There was more, of course.


‘Pity you’re in a hurry or we could go to the betting shop together,’ he said, outside, as I walked towards the kerb. I very much wanted to stop walking but my sensible legs carried me on. After two steps I managed to slow down. My heart crashed inside me. I stood with a silly smile on my face and shrugged my shoulders helplessly. I hoped my secretary wasn’t watching me now as I stood, ridiculously smiling at a complete stranger in the street.


He stopped under an enormous poster advertising a golden packet of cigarettes; near us was a wide-mouthed concrete pot set into the pavement in which were planted a few dusty snapdragons.


‘You’ve got sad eyes,’ he said. He examined my face. ‘Unhappy marriage? Or aren’t you married?’


‘I wouldn’t be talking to strange men if I were,’ I said. Again, the coy, piping voice, hands clasped in front of me, as if some other self were taking over. I was unused to all this.


‘You’d be surprised how many do,’ he said.


‘Oh, hundreds, are there?’ I heard myself give a pleasantly girlish laugh. It didn’t sound like me. But he didn’t change his expression. He kept staring at me.


‘A death,’ he said.


‘My mother,’ I said, and suddenly I was speaking to him directly, ‘But I’m not sad about it.’ I didn’t want him to think I was sad.


‘You’re not. I wasn’t sad when my father died, either. A good case for getting out the flags.’ He smiled at me. ‘I’d like to see you again,’ he said, shifting his weight to his other foot, tucking his paper under his arm and staring at me. I would like to have had that paper to keep, because it was his. It was fuzzy at the folds.


I felt myself relaxing. ‘That would be nice. Perhaps I could give you my phone number?’


A juggernaut passed down the road as I spoke, trailing a bitter cloud of exhaust. The pavement was, for a moment, misty with fumes. I coughed and the man pulled his coat around him as if I had offended him.


‘I was thinking of tonight,’ he said, as the juggernaut rolled into the distance.


‘I’m going out,’ I said. Inadvertently I blurted out the truth. My mother wouldn’t have handled things like this. A friend was going to take me out to dinner to cheer me up. It had been a kind thought, though probably she had asked me to cheer herself up. It’s nice when other people are sad. Not that I was sad, of course.


‘A pity,’ the man said. And for a moment I thought he was going to turn and walk away. I started to panic. Luckily he paused slightly, his eyes grew cold, and he said, ‘You could put it off, couldn’t you? If you really wanted to.’ There was to be no second chance. And, standing on the dirty pavement with a stranger, I was surprised to hear myself say:


‘Where shall I meet you?’


*

I nearly tripped over the plastic bag from the hospital when I got home, so I put it under the hall table. I put my files from work on top – full of hundreds of hopeful applications for a vacant post at the big company where I worked as personnel officer. I looked at the bag, a squat bundle in the corner of my hall, stuffed under the table. Inside were my mother’s things, her night-dress, her toothbrush, her dressing-gown, her half-finished paperback. A thriller.


Only ten days ago I had guided her shuffling steps to the hospital, held her arm to help her to the lifts; that morning I had walked boldly out of the hospital with nothing but her absence, a bag full of her belongings and a bit of paper in my hand. There weren’t just my mother’s ‘effects’ in that plastic bag; there was something almost tangible which was ‘not my mother’ as well. The glimpse of her scarlet dressing-gown cord slipping out of the top of the bag was a reminder. It was like looking at life as a black and white negative; my mother seemed like one of those white shapes, all shadows in reverse. Print it up and there is a sparkling, smiling figure against a pale background; but in negative the background is black and the person is only defined by shadows of absence. But still there. Not gone.


The telephone rang. I had to climb over dustsheets in the sitting room to get to it. The builders, who were altering my kitchen and taking down a wall, had moved it behind a packing-case full of saucepans.


‘I’m worried about this man.’ It was Dyna, an old friend I’d been going to see that evening. I think she was disappointed I’d put her off. ‘He just picked you up in a bank and now you’re going out to dinner with him? Today of all days? You don’t even know his name and where he lives? Or what he does? It doesn’t sound very promising.’


But I couldn’t explain to her that it wasn’t like she thought it was. Or at least I didn’t see it like that at the time. I just saw his bright eyes in my mind and felt myself slowly coming alive. This man offered hope. And I didn’t want to stay in that evening, thinking about my mother. And what I had done to her. I wanted to know if Polly’s Folly had won.


*

I felt ill at ease when Jan picked me up. Too much makeup, too much scent – I had taken too much care all round. I wobbled when I got into his car and trapped my coat in the door. He turned up the tape loud and said, ‘Listen to this!’ Raw Jamaican love songs filled the air. At the lights he rocked from side to side and clapped his hands. As we swerved round corners he went so fast I was almost thrown across to his seat. Eventually we came to a mews and he parked in front of someone’s garage. It was twilight and there was the smell of warm plane trees mixed with cooking. I pointed to a notice which said, ‘Please do not park. Garage in constant use’. He said nothing, just smiled at me, took my elbow and steered me into a restaurant.


‘Hello! Meester Jan!’ The pretty girl at the coats counter burst out smiling when she saw him. Behind her were racks of coats, fedoras. Her saucer was full of fifty pence pieces and a few pound notes. There was a smell of hot garlic and crunchy bread, and the buzz of conversation. I walked straight into a smoky mirror, pretended to laugh, and squeezed nervously past Jan as he pushed open the inner door to the restaurant to let me through. I suddenly regretted coming at all. I was sure that he often picked women up and brought them here; I was sure the check-in girl was laughing at me. ‘Meester Jan … and another of hees women!’ And some unspeakable arm gesture to signify what he was going to do with me later.


The door was taken by an Italian in a red shirt bursting out of a black waistcoat. ‘Good evening, Meester Jan,’ he said. Big smile. ‘Signora,’ he added, looking at me. No, he’d not seen me before. This was a new one. With a balletic sweep of his arm he showed us into a dark alcove with heavy, gold wallpaper and black, furry seats. In the middle was a low, gilded table with a saucer of peanuts and books of matches on top.


‘A drink before your meal?’ As we sat down he towered over us, notepad in hand. I ordered a vodka. I needed it.


Jan fingered the collar of his shirt, stretched forward to reach for some nuts, and then, putting one leg over the other, ankle on knee, said, ‘You see I’ve brought you to a favourite place of mine first time.’ He leant over to me slightly as he reached into his pocket for a silver cigarette case.


‘Smoke?’ he asked. He was preoccupied with lighting his cigarette.


‘Only when I go out with strange men,’ I replied. Again, the hideous coyness came over me.


‘Do you often pick up strange men?’ he asked.


‘You picked me up,’ I said.


He leant forward and pulled an onyx ashtray towards him. ‘Did I? I thought we picked each other up.’


In the low light I could see he was very white. He had the tired, ashen look of a man who lives on nervous energy. His face was foxy with a pointed nose and a small mouth and I wondered how it would feel to kiss it. His hair was soft, greyish; I wondered, if I put my hand round the back of his neck, how the nape would feel, how warm and soft.


‘You have a desperate look, you know,’ he said, after a while, but he said it kindly, ‘Under that professional exterior. It’s like a flaw in a piece of marble … I like it.’


‘I hoped I kept it hidden,’ I said.


‘No, you don’t at all,’ he said. ‘That’s why it’s attractive.’


The restaurant was very crowded when we sat at our table in the corner. The room was painted white, with spotlights, and at the tables sat pretty girls with their lovers making bright splotches of colour, and wealthy elderly couples, pushing their spectacles up onto their heads to read the menu. Two of the men wore dark glasses even though it was the evening. It was hot and heavy; people wore white jackets, some girls bared their shoulders, and tossed their hair. We sat next to each other, our knees nearly touching, though I tried to withdraw mine. Jan sat with his legs outstretched, expansive, staring at the huge menu. I sat scrunched by his side, withdrawn into my jacket, feeling nervous. I sipped at my refilled glass. I felt the vodka trickle down inside me, oozing right into every limb, warming me and licking at me, a great protective glow. Seeing Jan engrossed in the list of starters I took a great gulp and finished the whole glass. I felt better.


‘Polly’s Folly won,’ he said, putting the menu down and signalling the waiter over to order. ‘So we might have some champagne. To celebrate.’


When it arrived I took another gulp. He just sipped at his and wiped his mouth with his table-napkin.


‘I had a difficult morning,’ I said, by way of explanation, as I put my glass down. ‘I had to get my mother’s death certificate. And her effects.’


Jan was looking at someone in the centre of the room. He nodded at her with a smile, and raised his hand in acknowledgement. Then he turned back to me.


‘How did she die?’ he asked.


I turned my glass, pinching the stem with my fingers. I hoped I hadn’t lost the lipstick on my mouth already, by drinking too much and licking my lips. ‘Cancer,’ I said, ‘but at the hospital she had to be … ah … I think they say “put out of her pain”.’


‘Yes, indeed. Tough.’ He turned his whole body very slightly towards me, as if he were paying me more attention now. ‘It takes courage, of course, to go along with that.’


‘I didn’t go along with it!’ I said, ‘I had to plead with the doctors to do it.’ I was shocked at myself for admitting so quickly what had happened. And to a stranger.


‘Even more courageous,’ he said, ‘I was only picking my words.’ He looked into my face solemnly, scanning it. It was a very searching, personal look. I was flattered.


I’d been wrong about quite a lot of things about him. He lived on his own. He had been married, eighteen years before, in Australia, and had two grown-up sons. He never saw them. He dealt in coins, and owned a small shop. He’d just finished an affair with a foreign woman. He didn’t play cards, but he liked betting. He was always in debt.


At the end of the meal he said, ‘I’m not a good prospect. Mothers keep their daughters away from me.’


‘Mine would probably have kept you for herself,’ I said. I was a little drunk by this time. I thought of her as she had been in her prime – spectacular, beautiful, with glowing, olive skin, and that vulnerable, weepy look in her eyes that men found so irresistable.


‘Was she attractive?’


I nodded. ‘Very,’ I said.


‘Then you’re like her,’ said Jan, putting his head on one side. ‘Her attractive daughter. That must have made problems.’


‘Taxi drivers used to say we looked like sisters,’ I said. I hoped I hadn’t said ‘sishters’.


‘Of course. She was paying.’


A very small Italian waiter came round pushing an enormous sweet trolley. He stood beside it like an old-fashioned organ-grinder, smiling and pointing. ‘Fresh raspberries? Profiteroles? Wild strawberries?’ I shook my head.


‘Just coffee,’ said Jan, brusquely. He turned back to me, put his elbows on the table, and leaned on his hands. ‘Tell me about today,’ he said.


‘I had such a time this morning,’ I said. ‘I felt I ought to thank the Sister who’d actually administered the injection and as I passed a flower shop on the way to the hospital I picked a rather dried-up azalea.’ I started to giggle because I knew the end of the story. ‘I got into the Sister’s office. She was sitting at her desk in her blue and white uniform, writing. We both looked at each other. She said: “I’m sorry”, which was silly because I’d come to thank her for … well, ending my mother’s life. But I couldn’t bring myself to say “Thank you”. So I just put the azalea on her desk and said, “This is for you. You do know how to look after them, don’t you? This one is quite dried up and it desperately needs water or it’ll die.” Of all the plants to give her!’ I felt a great weight roll off my head as I talked. ‘Why that one?’


‘Why not deadly nightshade?’ said Jan.


He helped me to coffee. Beside us an elderly couple were taking off their coats and smilingly apologising to us for knocking our plates as they settled themselves. The man said: ‘… after which I decided you can’t trust the Good Food Guide.’


‘No, frozen vegetables just don’t taste the same,’ said the woman, reaching for the menu. Her dress was sleeveless and showed her yellow tired arms and on one hand, where the skin hung loosely and emphasised two swollen rivers of vein, glittered a diamond ring. She was older than my mother. Sillier. Still alive.


‘And the injection,’ I said. I had to tell him everything. I wanted to spill it all out. I wanted to tell the whole restaurant and see what they thought.


‘What was the injection?’ he asked. ‘Do they tell you? I’ve always wondered.’


‘I went in today and this houseman had to sign the death certificate. He was a tired looking lad. And I asked him, I said: “If I’d had that injection I wouldn’t have died, would I?” And do you know what he said? He said, “Well, er, I wouldn’t say that exactly.” What did he mean?’


‘You know what he meant,’ said Jan, putting his hand over mine. I wasn’t sure if he were holding it in a friendly way or a sexy way. But it would have been inappropriate for him to hold it sexily at that stage.


‘Let’s have some brandy.’


‘I wish I hadn’t told you all that,’ I said, suddenly, frightened that Jan might think I was just a mad woman who went round confiding in strangers. ‘I only told you because you seemed sympathetic.’


‘You did the right thing,’ he said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’


(When I had told Dyna she’d said nothing except, ‘Oh, don’t. Oh, dear. Oh, don’t.’)


‘But I had to,’ I burst out.


‘Of course. It hasn’t really come home to you yet. Come home – the necessity to be miserable.’


‘Oh no, it’s come home to me. I didn’t want her to live,’ I said. I had certainly had too much to drink. ‘But I manage to fool people. When I told my secretary what had happened I got tears in my eyes.’


‘One of life’s roll-over specials, tears in the eyes,’ said Jan, ‘automatic replay when wet.’


I laughed. ‘And a lump in the throat opens gate.’


‘So you play pinball, too,’ he said, leaning over conspiratorially. ‘Of course you would. A solitary game. As for lumps in the throat, you have me there,’ he added. His green eyes were gleeful. We shared a secret. ‘I wouldn’t know about lumps in the throat myself.’ He poured me some more champagne, and we sat there, smiling joyously at each other. I didn’t feel sad. I felt I was celebrating.


Afterwards, he didn’t suggest going back for a drink or going on to a club; he drove me straight home. I don’t usually like being driven. I hate to listen to someone talking foolishness all evening and then have to submit to them by being driven. Every aggressive gear change, every lofty glance in the driving mirror seems to be designed to irritate me and make me feel small. But I was happy to let Jan drive. His driving didn’t seem a threat to me. I luxuriated in it. He had a right to drive me. As we approached my house I became anxious that I had been selfish in my conversation and that I hadn’t let him have the freedom he’d given me. He slowed down. Was he going to turn the engine off? Was he going to park so that I could invite him back? It was raining softly, a hot, steamy rain. The street was bathed in dampness, white streaks of reflected light on the tarmac. Even in the middle of the city there was the fetid smell of things growing, as if under the damp pavements the earth were groaning and heaving to elbow its way up through the cracks.


Jan double-parked. I had the feeling that he was just going to drop me off and that I’d never see him again. I wanted to talk to him all night, move him into my house and keep him there; instead I was so alarmed by my feelings I behaved like a talking doll.


‘That certainly was fun! Thank you!’ I clutched my bag tightly.


Inside I was holding on to my feelings like a lone fisherman might hang onto a shoal of fish he has netted by himself. A lonely, dark figure, hanging over the side of the boat, straining with all his might in the moonlight.


Jan switched off the engine and turned and looked at me. ‘It was fun,’ he said, slowly, considering seriously what I’d said. ‘You know this morning I thought you were an attractive woman I’d like to go to bed with.’


‘Thank you,’ I put in, automatically. Perhaps I shouldn’t say thank you, I thought. Perhaps that statement was an insult.


‘I’d still like to go to bed with you, of course. But now I’m hesitant.’ He took my hand, turned it palm upwards and ran one finger round the edge. Why had I made him hesitate? I wondered. What had I done wrong?


‘I don’t want this – you and me – to be the same old thing. I’m past all that. I’ve seduced more women … well … you get bored. I’m only open to serious offers, now,’ he said, releasing my hand, ‘I’m too old to get much kick out of sexual scores. Too easy.’ He looked into the windscreen and I hated to think of the number of women who’d sat in my seat while he had chalked them up in his book. ‘This time I want it to be different.’


I was intrigued but shocked at the idea. It was a shameful concept, almost disgusting, like pornography. I wasn’t used to things being serious, honest or different.


‘I’d like that,’ I said. But I said it coolly. I couldn’t let him see how desperate I was.


‘I want to see you tomorrow,’ he said. He was just a dark silhouette against the window. ‘I want to see you the next night. I want to kiss you very much. But I also want to wait.’


I just nodded. I didn’t trust myself to say anything. He leant across me to open the car door. As he did, his head brushed against my breast. I caught the smell of warm shampoo and the sweet, cheap aftershave on his skin. He held his head there a few seconds, then moved.


And when I went into the house the sight of the plastic bag of my mother’s things didn’t worry me as much as before. Not quite.





Chapter Two



Nothing had seemed real for some time now. Everything was blank. I could hardly remember my own name at some moments but I always knew I was Marie Evert’s daughter. Her beautiful daughter. Beautiful Marie Evert’s daughter. When I tried to think about myself there was only a humming sound in my mind as if a big metal door had recently been slammed shut. On the way to work that day the streets looked second-hand as if they’d been filmed a minute before and played back as I arrived. When I bought a paper and the man at the stand said ‘Good morning,’ the words didn’t synchronise with his lips, so it seemed as if they had been poorly dubbed from another language. I walked through the gates of the park and immediately afterwards had to walk through them again. I looked at my watch. Midday. But how could it be when I left my house at eight? What had I been doing since then? I would be late for work. But when I looked at my watch again it was only quarter to nine.


Dusty plane trees with patchy trunks dangled their knobbly brown seeds above me. We had one in the garden at home. ‘Like eczema,’ my mother had said, as she stopped me picking at the bark. By the pond was a big painted map with a sign saying: ‘You Are Here’ but I didn’t feel as if I were there. Anyway, someone had scratched the end of the arrow away so it just showed a stained patch of wood. Nearby two small children were playing, rolling on the ground, covering their faces with their hands they were giggling so much, making silly faces while a third child looked on, mesmerised, her tongue sticking out of her mouth. I watched the scene intently to see if I could learn their secret. I couldn’t put my finger on anything but the concentration cleared my mind for a moment. Now I could see my office over the trees, a tall block that reached so high into the sky that from below it seemed to curve sideways, to fall.
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