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Chapter One


That morning I received a key in the post. It was in a small Jiffy bag, my name and address on the front, written in a hand that I didn’t recognise. I could tell it contained a key without opening it. Standing by the front door I squeezed it without thinking, as I did with every parcel, like a child on Christmas Eve, and felt its small, hard outline. There was a card or note in there as well – I could feel its ridge. Such a small thing. How could I ever have known how great its impact would be?


Or maybe some unconscious part of me did know, because I hid it. I don’t know. It was a strange thing to do, but then we all do strange things sometimes, don’t we? There’s nothing odd about that. We all have our little quirks. Some of us pretend to be TV chefs when we’re cooking dinner. Some of us count the cracks in the pavement and group our steps into patterns of five, ten, fifteen. Some of us can’t sleep until we’ve mentally gone through the list of everyone we know, checking them off, as though by doing so we will keep them safe throughout the night. Some of us.


Anyhow, I hid the package, sliding it into the pocket of the cardigan I wore in the mornings, separating it from the pile of post: a gas bill, something for Mark from his practice, a cardboard package from Amazon, which I knew contained a work book I had ordered – and decided that I would not open or look at the small brown envelope again until Mark had left, would not even acknowledge that it was there, in case thinking about it somehow gave the secret away.


I carried the post through to the kitchen and left it in the usual place on the corner of the island while I went to fill the kettle. Mark would be down in a minute, in his usual morning flurry of aftershave and undone buttons, and I would kiss him and then he would be gone, out of the door and off to work, with a ‘goodbye’ and a ‘see you later’ and a ‘have a good day’.


When Mark had gone I poured another cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. I don’t have to leave till half nine – I’m a university lecturer and don’t do early starts – whereas he’s usually out of the door by eight, and I relish that time when the house feels as though it is mine and mine alone and I can enjoy the silence of it settling around me, like an old jacket that has become used to every inch of your body. My morning ritual gives me the space to reclaim the house after Mark’s departure. That makes me sound awful, doesn’t it? As though every day I wait for my husband to leave, almost pushing him out of the door in order to get ‘my’ house to myself for a while. It’s not like that, not really. I just like the space and feeling of calm descending over the house, like a dog turning around and around in its bed after its owner has walked it.


Usually I just sit for a while, five minutes or so, picking at my cuticles or watching one of next door’s cats prowl around the garden and thinking that I really should do something about that tree we’ve always said we would prune back. I don’t read the paper, I have it sitting in front of me, making me feel guilty that I’m not as interested in what’s happening in the latest war zone as I should be. Sometimes I make lists. Shopping lists, lists of jobs that need doing around the house, lists of things I need to do at work, lists of films I want to watch. I’ve always made lists. They calm me.


Today though, I didn’t just sit, and I didn’t make any lists. Today I removed the envelope from the pocket of my cardigan and put it on the table in front of me.


Klara Mortimer, 57 Hamilton Road, London, SW17 2DG. I definitely didn’t recognise the handwriting. It’s one of the things for which I have a good memory. Mark finds it strange, but to me, seeing someone’s handwriting is just like seeing their face. Letters make up words which make up images and take on life. The way people shape their ‘e’ or join an ‘s’ and a ‘t’ is as individual as their fingerprint. You can get a sense of a person without knowing them, simply from the way they form their letters.


What could I tell about the writer of this missive by the letters they had formed? I ran my fingers over them, tracing their shape. They were neither particularly rounded nor were they spidery, they were not formed with flair and panache but nor were they cramped and uncomfortable-looking. They were even, well-formed, polite-looking letters. Well-mannered, not pushing themselves forward, yet not meek. Not the incomprehensible scrawl of a medic or the angular letters of an architect, self-conscious as a pair of designer glasses with blank lenses. They were clear, with no sense of hesitation about their tails. Their creator was well-educated, I thought. Confident. I could tell by the varying width of the strokes that they had been written with a fountain pen, not a biro or fineliner, so I guessed their creator was someone older. And that was all I could fathom.


I turned the Jiffy bag over. There was no return address. I didn’t expect there to be. The postmark was from Central London. Nothing to indicate who it might be from. Nothing on the outside, anyhow.


I waited for another minute, and then without thinking about it any longer, I slid my thumb under the edge of the Jiffy bag and tipped it up so its contents fell out onto the table: a single key, as I had guessed, and a thick sheet of writing paper, folded in two. I opened the note, and began to read.


And that was the start of it all.


Dear Klara,


This note will probably come as something of a surprise. I hope that it does not dredge up too many difficult memories, but I have put off writing it for a long time. Long enough.


I do not know exactly what you have been told about your mother – why she was not around while you were growing up, where she went and why – but I do know that it could not have been the truth.


And I cannot be the one to tell you. Over the years I have been tempted, so many times, to simply find you and tell you what I know. But it would have been wrong, it would not have been what she would have wanted. And I do not even know the whole story myself, not all of it. But I know enough to believe that you must be told, you must discover for yourself the woman she really was. And I think that now is the time.


So, I am sending you this key. I have kept it safe, as I promised her I would, for more than twenty-five years. I’m sure she didn’t expect it to be that long. But then, she didn’t expect a lot of things that happened to her. None of us do.


She loved you, Klara, so much. She told me when you were born that it was as if the sun had come out at night-time, lighting her life in the most surprising way. You must never think that anything that happened was because she did not care about you, did not try to put you first, always. She would have done anything for you – if she had had the chance. It is her tragedy, and yours, that she did not.


I’m in danger of saying too much. So I will sign off.


The key is for number 17, 31 Founthill Way, London SW21 3NG.


I hope so much that you will find what you need.


N.R.


I let the key sit in the palm of my hand, feeling its weight. It was small, made of brass, worn-looking. It hung from a single spiral of metal. No key fob, nothing giving away the location of its home. It felt – furtive. As though its owner had kept it concealed, not wanting to risk giving away any clues to its application. Where had it lived, until now? In the bottom of a drawer, covered with papers? Tucked inside a wallet, in someone’s pocket? Hung from a hook in a kitchen? It had a history, this key. A story to tell me. One that I had been waiting to hear all my life. One that I had yearned to be told. One that I was going to have to unlock.


Suddenly, and entirely without warning, I burst into tears.


The key sat easily in the pocket of my jeans, leaving no visible outline. I could feel its presence though. Its weight. Really I should have just told Mark as soon as he got home. That would have been the normal thing to do, the straightforward, honest course of action. I knew that. He would have sat at the table with me and read the letter, would have puzzled over its meaning for a little while, but not let me start to obsess about it; would have talked the possibilities over calmly and logically before accompanying me to the address and finding out what was there. There would have been no subterfuge, no secrets, no space in my brain for the story to grow and take on a life of its own. For the questions to start lining up in formation, filing themselves in the cabinet of my mind.


But there was no time to do that, I told myself; we were due at his parents’ house for dinner, and we couldn’t be late, and this couldn’t be rushed. He’d want to go to Founthill Way immediately, and I knew we couldn’t squeeze it in, and – I just needed more time. That was all. There was nothing sinister or suspicious about what I was doing. I wasn’t hiding anything. I just wasn’t ready to show him yet.


And anyhow, we had to leave in a hurry, picking up a card on the way there. It was Mark’s father’s birthday and the whole family was gathering, and I had been tasked with providing pudding. So I made brownies and allowed myself the space to let the note sink in, telling myself that I would talk to Mark on the way home. The mayhem of Gironde Road was always a distraction. It was impossible to dwell on things once you were through the purple front door of the ramshackle house; it was always too full of people and noise and laughter, and other, less commonplace adjuncts to family life – unicycles and kites and, one time, a woman having a baby in a birthing pool in the dining room.


It had taken ages for Mark to introduce me to his family, when we were first together. He was scared, I think, that their eccentricities would scare me off. He knew that I was used to quiet family dinners that involved serious discussions and long pauses, not the mess and mayhem of his family home. But he was quite wrong. By the time I met the Olivers, nothing could have put me off Mark. And they provided the context for him, the backdrop for who he was, explained why convention and rules and doing things the right way was so important to him. Ever since I had met him I had wondered where some of his little rituals came from, but hadn’t found the way to ask: why he had to check that the back door was locked three times before he could come to bed, why he could not bear tinned soup, to the point of turning his head away when he walked past it in the supermarket, why he threw food out before it had reached its best-before date and could frequently be found standing in front of the fridge patrolling it for rogue items that might be nearing the end of their shelf-life.


He told me that first night, in bed. I hadn’t had to ask in the end, he just opened his mouth and started talking. ‘It was weirder than you can imagine. They’re practically suburban these days, compared to how they were then.’ He rested his head on his hand, his elbow lying out to the side, and I shifted closer, enjoying the scent and feel of his nearness. He radiated warmth and safety.


‘How was it?’


A long pause. ‘Lonely,’ he said eventually, and I could have wept, his voice was so small and quiet. It was the last thing I was expecting him to say. ‘I know,’ he continued, ‘sounds strange, doesn’t it? The house is so busy, so full, there are people everywhere.’


‘Was that not the case then?’


‘Sometimes it was. It’s slightly more ordered now.’


That was hard to imagine.


‘But then . . . people would be there, but I’d never know who they were. There’s no feeling in the world like coming home from school to find your house full of strangers, and not a single member of your family to be seen.’


‘Frightening.’


‘You get used to it, that’s the sad thing. I stopped expecting anyone to be there. To give a shit.’


‘That is sad.’ My family had been odd, and small, no doubt about it, but I had never felt that no one cared where I was. ‘Is that why medicine appealed, do you think?’ I went on. ‘Something you could control, some way of helping people?’


‘Maybe. Not that I feel in control much at work. I shouldn’t complain, should I though? I had two parents.’


I shrugged. ‘Sort of. At least the one I had was there most of the time, unlike yours.’


‘Maisie was on “a journey”.’


‘She had four children. She should have been at home.’


‘She believed that we had to find our own way in the world. That it was our responsibility, not hers. All that crap.’


‘Are you angry?’


His shoulder shrugged underneath my head. ‘I used to be. I’m not any more. What’s the point? Are you?’


I was angry – but on his behalf, not my own. I was angry about the things I had learned. That the reason he always checked the locks was because one day, when he was five, he had woken up to find all of the doors of his house open and a strange man standing over his bed, half-naked. His parents had held a party, things had gone the way they always did, they had wandered off to the Common to commune with trees, and he had been forgotten about. That his hatred of tinned soup was because he had lived off it for years, feeding his younger brothers and sisters. ‘It was the only thing I knew how to make. It was the only thing that I could trust wouldn’t poison us.’ The fridge had been full of rotting food, and strange poultices that his father Barney had made to heal the ailments that could so easily have been cured by a trip to the pharmacy that the family did not believe in. Mark used to clear it out surreptitiously, throwing things away when he could, and trying to prevent his siblings from opening it and eating what they found in there. ‘Serri did once though,’ he’d told me. ‘She was sick for days.’


‘It was child abuse really. You do know that, don’t you?’ I twirled my fingers in his chest hair and he shifted slightly underneath my touch.


‘Not abuse. There was no intent to harm.’ Always the medic.


‘Neglect, then. What would you do if you thought the same was going on in the home of one of your patients?’


‘It was a different time. They were different people. And I turned out all right, didn’t I?’


I sighed, and kissed his neck. ‘More than all right. It just makes me sad to think of you like that. All by yourself.’ I had to stop because a lump had formed in my throat, thinking of it. I loved Mark fiercely, protectively, possessively.


‘What about the name?’ I asked, letting a smile conceal my tears.


‘Ha, the name. Mark was the most sensible name I could think of when I was little. It was the name of a man who lived down the street, who worked at the bank. And it had the same initial as my real name, so before I could change it officially I could sort of pretend that it was mine. If people wrote to me as M. Oliver I could pretend it stood for Mark and no one would know that it was really Moonbeam.’


I let my eyes close. And the sadness I felt was tinged with pleasure, that he had allowed me in like this, that I had worked my way between the clamped-shut edges of his life like a blade sliding into an oyster.




Chapter Two


I hardly slept. All night I lay next to Mark, listening to him breathe in and out, slowly and evenly. Thinking. Wondering. Who was N.R.? Why had they written to me, and why now? What was I going to discover about my mother?


Sadie left us when I was six. Just walked out of the door one day, or so I imagine. I was too small to remember. All I know is that one day she was there, tall and slim with billows of fudge-coloured hair and long, elegant fingers, smelling of spice and musk, and then suddenly she wasn’t and I went from being a normal little girl (well, quite normal; I was always quiet, always lived in my own head) to ‘the girl whose mother left’. Because it’s not normal, is it, for your mother to leave you? Fathers, yes, they melt away all the time, going off with other women or in search of something or just because the drudgery gets too much, and no one bats an eyelid, no one looks sideways at the ones they left behind and wonders, Was it them? Was it something they did, to make him unable to bear it any longer? But when it’s the woman who goes . . . people whisper.


They stopped once she was dead, on the whole. That was a few years later. She had gone to America to work, Daddy told me, and that was where she died. She was a model, my mother – a beautiful, incandescent woman who lit up every room she entered. Was that what killed her? Her beauty, the burning flame of it? Or was it something prosaic, like lung cancer or a stroke or taking a corner too fast? I didn’t know. That’s strange, isn’t it? Not to know how your own mother died. But Daddy got so upset when I asked, he became so distressed and started to breathe hard, so I stopped asking – and then it became one of those things that you haven’t talked about for so long that mentioning it seems . . . indelicate. Like when you forget someone’s name soon after meeting them and then it’s too late to ask and you have to call them ‘mate’ or ‘darling’ for evermore.


So, we had just bumbled along, Daddy and me. I had tried to find things out about her, of course, secretly, as I got older. Had Googled her, but her career seemed to have fizzled out, or maybe she had started doing something else when she was in America, because there was little mention of her as a model, just some articles and lists of people from the Seventies. But then she had been working before the Internet was invented, long before, and she hadn’t been famous, not really. I looked up my family on one of those genealogy sites as well, inputting what information I had into the family tree programme, and found nothing. I didn’t have enough details for the thing to work properly, and again, I couldn’t ask Daddy, so I left it, and just kept on wondering. It didn’t matter, I told myself. I had Daddy, who was the best father in the world, and he told me stories about her sometimes, and she wasn’t coming back anyway, whatever I did, so I might as well just get on with it. I still wondered though.


Eventually, at around four o’clock in the morning, I slid out from between the sheets, shut the bedroom door quietly behind me and went downstairs. I sat up for the rest of the night, watching old movies that I had seen hundreds of times before. I knew all the lines, so my lips moved silently as I sat on the sofa in the reflected half-light, surrounded by a battalion of cushions and covered with blankets like a mountain. Doing this stopped me thinking, stopped my brain from racketing along like a pram flying down a hill, during those nights when everything in my mind rose up to meet me. So I sat and watched, while the sky slowly lifted its lids and shrugged off that darkest, thickest part of the night, and became morning.


And then Mark was up, blinking and showering and breakfasting, and I kissed him goodbye and waved him off to work just like yesterday, like the good wife that I wished I could be, the one that he deserved, the one who did not keep anything from him, all the while counting down the hours until the working day was over and I could leave the university and head to the address in the note. I had already sent Mark an email telling him I had a meeting and so would be late. It wasn’t a lie.


Founthill Way was one of those meandering, twisty roads in a bit of South-West London that was neither one place nor another, somewhere between Tooting and Wimbledon and Morden. I’d lost track some miles before, and had been thankful for my Sat Nav for at least three postcodes’ worth of road.


There was a pub on the corner of the street, and I wondered about going in and getting something to eat until I saw a woman coming out of the front door, shuffling in greying sweatpants that dragged on to the ground, her cheeks sunken and her hair lank. The sort of woman you saw on the six o’clock news, dead in a doorway and no one to care. I decided I’d stop and pick up a burger on the way home instead. I was just putting off the moment, anyhow; it was like meeting a blind date and suddenly losing my nerve. The woman looked up and caught me staring at her, and her eyes turned darker still. I turned the wheel quickly and headed down the road and away from her.


Founthill Way was a strange place; it consisted of part housing, part industrial units, part wasteland. On the left-hand side of the road was a bingo hall, a plastic banner above its doors proclaiming a winner every night and hot food. The large car park in front had signs on the railings advertising weekly car-boot sales. It made sense. This was just the sort of place where you’d come to get rid of your junk.


Or acquire someone else’s.


Numbers 7, 9, 11, 13 Founthill Way were a row of houses, one step up from pre-fabs, small rectangles of front garden full of trampolines and broken bicycles. Number 15 didn’t seem to exist, nor did 17; 19 to 25 were more caravans. A man stood in front of one wearing an old jumper that sagged over his potbelly; he was silent, smoking, observing me as I drove slowly past. I took care not to meet his eye. Then there was a section of industrial units, big slabs of corrugated metal with vans parked in front. 27 Founthill Way, said the sign at the entrance, and then there was a list of the businesses with units there: a window company, a wine merchants, a commercial bakery. I drove on.


And then I rounded a corner and found myself in front of an open driveway at the end of the road. There was no number on it, but something made me turn in. It was 31, I was sure of it. It had to be. I’d reached the end of Founthill Way, so if it wasn’t here, it wasn’t anywhere.


I stopped the car, but I didn’t get out. Not straight away. Instead, I took the note that had come with the key out of my bag and stared at it, as though it might help, as though something would suddenly become obvious upon what must be the fifty-third reading; some clue would make itself known to me.


I have put off writing it for a long time and cannot do so any longer. Why? What had happened to make N. R., whoever they were, write now? What had changed in their circumstances that meant they could no longer put off the writing of this cryptic note? And why had they put it off for so long, come to that? It wasn’t as though they were revealing anything of themselves. Far from it.


I do not know exactly what you have been told about your mother – why she was not around while you were growing up, where she went and why – but I do know that it could not have been the truth. Why could I not have been told the truth? Why such certainty that there was so much that must have been kept from me? Why she was not around while you were growing up. The line was so unclear. Did the author of the note mean before she left, when she was simply away in London a lot, or after she had gone for good?


And I cannot be the one to tell you. Once more I asked myself, why? I had no idea who this ‘I’ person was, where they lived, what their relationship was or had been to my mother. I didn’t even know whether they were male or female. What possible reason could there be for such secrecy? What possible harm could it do, for them to simply tell me what they knew, rather than leading me along this path with breadcrumbs, enticing me with mysterious notes and anonymous sign-offs, presumably so that they might ease their own conscience without actually putting themselves at risk. But at risk of what?


‘Oh, just go in and find out, for fuck’s sake,’ I told myself crossly, shoving the note back into my bag and getting out of the car all in one movement.


31 Founthill Way turned out to be a collection of low buildings, arranged around the yard in which I was parked. To my left was a white-painted building, not a house, maybe a mews block, with a stable door, and next to it, a small metal sign saying 1. A light was on inside. In front of me were four workshops, wooden with corrugated-iron roofs. The doors to three of them were shut, but the last one lay open, and I walked towards it.


It was full of furniture, stacked from floor to ceiling; bookshelves and sets of apothecary drawers and coffee tables, all periods and in all states of repair, and it smelled of wood and sawdust and polish and paint, the last from a large dresser that was in the process of being covered in one of those trendy putty-coloured shades that always slightly reminded me of zombie movies. They were called things like ‘Shrew’s Tail’, but ‘Rotting Flesh Number Nine’ would have been more appropriate.


‘Help you?’


I turned, embarrassed to be caught snooping.


‘Sorry, I—’


‘You here for the chest of drawers?’ The voice belonged to a tall man in paint-splattered overalls, who emerged from behind a tower of furniture at the back of the space, wiping a brush on a cloth in his hands. He had a thinning hatch of straw-coloured hair, fine, long fingers and pale blue eyes.


‘No, sorry, I’m not looking for . . . Is this your place?’


‘Well, it’s not the Queen of Sheba’s.’


‘No. No, I mean the whole of number 31.’


‘Oh. No.’ He didn’t elaborate.


I nodded, awkward. I knew I should explain myself, but I didn’t want to tell this stranger what I was doing there. We stared at one another. He seemed to feel no need to fill the silence, whereas I felt more and more uncomfortable with every passing second. I had to say something, otherwise I was going to end up offering to buy a bloody chest of drawers simply to justify my presence here.


‘I’m looking for number seventeen.’ I didn’t say anything else. Two could play at his game, I thought defiantly. But he didn’t seem to care, just nodded and walked to the entrance.


‘Over there,’ he said, pointing to the right-hand side of the courtyard, at a row of lock-up garages. ‘It’s the one in the middle. You taken it over?’


I looked to where he was pointing. The garages were dilapidated, but looked reasonably secure. ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I – it seems that I have.’


He gave me a strange look, but didn’t ask any more questions, just shook his head and took his paintbrush back inside. I could hear him shuffling about in there, whistling faintly under his breath, as I walked towards the garages.


I had expected it to be rusty, or difficult to open, like something from a fairy-tale. The garage looked as though it hadn’t been touched for decades, but someone seemed to have been keeping an eye on it, because the padlock was clean and oiled, and the key opened it easily.


Inside, the lock-up was cold and almost empty. I swallowed my disappointment. No teetering piles of furniture here. Instead, there was just one pile, sitting in the centre of the space, looking almost like some kind of installation in a modern art gallery – something my sister-in-law Serri could have created. Travelling Light, she might call it, and we would all be impressed and stand around drinking cheap white wine and talking about what it meant. A bare light bulb hung from the middle of the ceiling and I flicked a switch to turn it on. Someone had been paying the electricity bill, then. N.R.? Or someone else?


Below it were two large trunks, of the sort that one might have taken on a cruise in the days when travel took weeks rather than hours. Made of metal, heavy-looking and dusty, they sat on top of one of those low wooden crates of the type used to pack furniture, raising them slightly off the floor. To protect them from damp, I supposed. Again, someone had been paying attention, making sure the contents of the garage did not disintegrate over the years.


The trunks had padlocks on the front, but they were not locked. I flipped the hinges down and opened each trunk in turn.


Inside were four large cardboard boxes, two in the first trunk and two in the second. They were dark brown, with lids, and white rectangles on the side so that you could make a note of their contents. The rectangles were empty. The boxes looked old, and the dark brown was actually a sort of pattern, I realised, as I looked closer. They were dusty and the corners were worn. They reminded me a little of old photo albums, like the ones in which my father kept snaps of my childhood. Seventies’ patterns. I touched the top of one of them.


Tentatively, I lifted the first box out of the trunk and raised its lid, and then immediately shut it again, as my eyes filled with tears and my hand rushed to my mouth. I had only caught a glimpse of what was inside the box – a flash of brightly coloured fabric, silken and fine – but it was not what I had seen that caused my reaction. It was what I had smelled.


I took a deep breath and shut my eyes. When I opened them I had to stop myself checking to see if she was standing there behind me, her presence was so strong. And for a moment – for that moment – it was as though she was there once more, as though I was not standing alone in a cold lock-up garage in the suburbs of south-west London, but back at home, in my childhood bedroom, being put to bed by her. It was her scent, faint and faded but unmistakable, that had risen up from the box, as though it had been waiting to meet me and I could almost feel her skin next to mine as she bundled me up in my duvet, she in her silk and stockings, me in my pyjamas, soap-clean and sleepy. ‘Sleep tight, Puffin.’ Her voice was a whisper, as faint as the echo of her scent, but I clung on to it as I wrapped my arms around myself and sobbed.


The drive home through Tooting was long and slow, and I spent every minute of it willing it to be over, and at the same time wanting it to continue forever. I could not imagine going through four boxes’ worth of such powerful feelings. Though my logical brain knew that smell was the most evocative of the senses, that it connected directly to some near-primal section of our brain, and that the first glimpse of the contents would likely be the most shocking, most affecting, the rest of my mind whirred away creating scenario after scenario that played in my brain like an old home movie.


The boxes did contain what I had suspected they would, then – my mother’s possessions, or some of them. I had guessed that this would be the case – hoped, even – but I had not counted on it, had not allowed myself to assume that it would turn out to be true. Now that I knew it was, a whole raft of questions rushed in, clamouring to be answered. Had she taken the storage unit on herself, and if so, when? If she had been the one to sign the contract originally, who had she passed it on to? Who had been paying for it since her disappearance and death? Why had she taken it on? If she hadn’t been the lessee, then who had? Who had felt the need to store boxes of her belongings, and keep them safe?


And now they were uncovered, what else might I find that had been buried for so long in the past?


And as I wondered who the man or woman might be who had safeguarded my mother’s things for so long, and why they had done so, a thought struck me. One that had been bubbling up in my mind since I first opened the envelope the morning before. One that I had been trying to keep pressed down, that had tugged at my imagination and my fears and memories. The thought that maybe the person ‘safeguarding’ my mother’s things had not been doing that at all. Maybe their aim had never been to keep her things safe, but to keep them secret. And if that was the case, why – and what else might they have been hiding?




Chapter Three


It had been a long time since I had consciously thought about my mother, but that night, after I had got home and lied to my husband about where I had been and what I had been doing – ‘departmental meeting and we went out for drinks afterwards; I put the meeting in the diary,’ I told him, making a mental note to add the evidence later to our shared calendar that hung on the fridge, retrospectively making my excuses – I said that I had some marking to do and went upstairs. With a mug of hot chocolate in my hand, I sat on the window seat that I had had built into the bay of the little back bedroom which I used as a study. I had covered it in cushions like a nest, and here, looking out over the rooftops, I dredged up my collection of memories.


Doing so was like diving for pearls. I kept them buried in the sandy recesses of my mind, carefully covered over with seaweed and rocks so that they could not float up at unexpected moments. I had learned that if I did not do this, they would ambush me. I would be walking along the street or giving a lecture at uni, and suddenly she would be there, her voice, or the flicker of her silk scarf, or just her scent. These fragments were so fragile that they dissolved into nothingness if I stared at them for too long, but they still had the power to stop me in my tracks.


Now though, I took them out, just as I had lifted the boxes out of the trunks in the lock-up garage earlier, and began to examine them. It was a fairly paltry hoard of memories by most people’s standards, but she had gone when I was just a little girl, so what would you expect?


First, of course, came her scent. It floated up from the pile, just as it had done yesterday, causing a flood of emotion to engulf me. I rested my head on the window pane and remembered. It was Opium, heavy and spicy, with a promise of adult experiences that I could only begin to guess at. She wore it constantly, so all her clothes smelled of it, her hair and even her jewellery. It was as if her skin had become soaked with it. It entered the room before her and hung around, loitering in the corners after she had left. When I crawled into my parents’ bed on a winter’s night when I had woken with a nightmare, the sheets on her side were perfumed with it, and so was the pillow. I would bury my face in it, and fight against the fact that the scent gave me a headache and made my nose tickle as I breathed it in, hoping to also breathe in a little of her magic.


Their bedroom led me to the next memory, which sparkled and glinted in the light as I uncovered it: her jewellery. She was a magpie, my mother, always drawn to that which glittered. I learned early on that if I wanted to please her, all I had to do was ask Daddy to help me buy her a trinket – a brooch or a pair of earrings, it didn’t matter to her as long as it dazzled and shone. Earrings were my favourite, because she would let me put them in, ever so carefully poking the post through the hole in her lobe in what seemed to me to be an almost surgical procedure, requiring great care and precision on my part, and immense and sacred trust on hers.


She treated all her jewellery with the same irreverence, driving my father mad when she chucked the diamond earrings he had bought her into the bottom of the leather case she kept it all in along with the cheap tat I had given her, and the stuff she picked up almost everywhere she went. It all lay, in an ever-increasing tangle of cut glass and pearls and amber and silver, until one day she would announce, ‘That’s it, I’ve had it with this mess! I can’t see anything. Klara? I need your help. Bring me your nimble little fingers.’


And I would skip upstairs, thrilled to be needed so urgently for such an important task, and begin to carefully unknot the pile that she would dump in front of me on the bed. It would take ages, but I didn’t care, because as long as I was doing it I was allowed to sit there, in her room, surrounded by all of her things, and feel special. Useful. And when I had finished I would be rewarded; she would let me put on anything I liked from the now tidy case. I have a photo that sits at the bottom of my own jewellery case, of me after one of these sessions. I am covered in jewels like a gypsy; huge ruby-red glass earrings suspended with loops of ribbon from my unpierced ears, rows and rows of beads and silver chains, brooches on my cardigan and in my hair. The whole look topped off with a slick of red lipstick. I look absurd, obviously, but I also look proud.


Proud. Of her.


Now I am led to the next link in the chain. She didn’t meet me from school that often; quite a lot of the time it was Daddy. Later, of course, it was always Daddy. It was a good thing, I suppose, that I was already used to him being the one to meet me, his bearded face catching my eye when I came tumbling out of the gates in a flurry of lunchboxes and damp swimming costumes and stories about what naughty thing the twins had done in class today. It was one less place to miss her. I didn’t mind that she couldn’t often make it, I was proud of her. Proud to be able to say that my mother wouldn’t be able to make a cake for the stall at the fete or be there for sports day because she was ‘very busy, she’s a model, she’s got a very important job in town.’ But that pride would swell into a tight balloon in my chest when I would roll out expecting Daddy and she would be there, infinitely exotic and glamorous, especially next to the other mums, whose grey faces and beige hair only served to provide a foil for her beauty. She knew it, and they knew it too, standing in tight huddles into which she was not invited, their eyes suspicious and their arms protective as they ushered their children towards them but more pertinently, away from her. To them, she was decadence, she was irresponsibility and cigarettes and frivolous behaviour, she was all the things that they had given up – if they had ever known them – she was everything they were afraid of and everything they longed to be all rolled into one fur-coated, stiletto-heeled package. Even as a small child I could see it. She was more interesting, more beautiful, more – simply more – than all of them put together, and I wore my pride like a cape, defensive and all-encompassing.


Another. The café in town that she used to take me to after school on the days she picked me up. It was run by an Italian man and it smelled of freshly ground coffee and sweet, sugary pastries. The owner was effusive and round-bellied, he would swoon over my mother and fuss over me, bringing me a cushion from the back so that I was better positioned at the white Formica table, bringing my mother her usual order without her asking for it, and an ashtray, and usually there was something else as well, a flower that would appear next to her place, as though from nowhere, or an extra little sweet treat for me, free refills of espresso for her. We would always have the same thing – she, an espresso and a coffee ice cream with butterscotch sauce, most of which I would end up eating, after I had finished my burger and chips. The man there made special child-size burgers, and served the chips in a little paper cone. Daddy took me there once, after she had gone, not knowing it was where we always used to go. It hadn’t been a secret, not as such, but we never talked about it to him. It was our place. The owner grinned at me but kept quiet, not showing that he knew me, and Daddy ordered us both burgers, but I only ate half of mine. It felt wrong without her.


Without her. Whatever I did, that was the biggest memory I had of my mother, the one that, in the end, took over all the others. Her absence, not her presence; the space that she left. Her not being there for my birthdays, never being at another school play or ballet performance. Daddy sneaking in at the back, having rushed to get there from work. The slight pause that I would try to hide whenever someone asked me about her. The way I told stories or constructed certain sentences in order to avoid mention of mothers. Whatever I did, it would always be that way. She had missed so much of my life and I knew so little about her that often it felt as if she had never existed, as if the memories I thought I had were just a construction, a mirage. And now? Now she was here again, in my head.


Why had I locked these images away? I asked myself. Why had I always been so afraid to let them out into the light, to use them to keep her alive in some small way? People did this, people who had lost loved ones, I knew it. I had heard them speak of it, in documentaries and on radio programmes. ‘We kept her memory alive for the children,’ they said. ‘It’s important that they remember her as she used to be.’ That was it though, that was the answer. My father had never wanted her memory kept alive, had never wanted her to remain with us, in the house, through her belongings and through photographs of her. Had never wanted her to drift into the realm of the normal, the much-loved but missing. She had become canonised in her absence, a mysterious figure of whom we did not speak, because doing so upset my father too much. And I had always thought that that was just what grief was – the inability to endure any reference to or trace of the lost and loved one. Had accepted it as true love, real loss. Because what else could it be? Now though, I wondered.


My hot chocolate had gone cold and grainy in the bottom of my mug. I stood up. The note and key that had arrived in the post had led me to the trunks, and as I unlocked those, my own memories had also been unlocked. And now I had to open the boxes themselves. They were still in the back of my car, covered with an old rug, not that Mark would go looking in there.


Tomorrow I would get them out, bring them inside and unpack them. And God only knew what I would find there. I had no way of knowing what I would be walking into. And the thought terrified me.




Chapter Four


I stood outside my father’s house – my old home – and paused for a second. In the cotton bag dangling from my elbow was a home-made ginger cake, his favourite, and a copy of the book chapter that I was currently working on and wanted his opinion on. One of the advantages of my job as a lecturer and archivist at City was the time they allowed me to publish my own books – this latest was on between-the-wars European cinema, a pet topic of mine. At the bottom of the bag was the note. I hadn’t quite decided whether I was going to show it to him yet, or whether I would even tell him about it. It felt treacherous to talk to him about it before telling Mark, but at the same time, right. It concerned his wife, after all. No one that Mark knew. Still, though. It’s little justifications like that that make up a big lie, isn’t it? You never start out meaning to deceive – I didn’t, at least. But one untold fragment leads to another hidden letter or concealed conversation, and before you know it you’re carrying this great big weight of untruth around with you everywhere you go. That is what happened with Mark. It’s not that I can’t trust him – I trust him with everything. It’s just that once you start telling lies, it becomes a habit. The envelope was small and light, and if you’d looked in the bag you might not even have noticed it. But its presence both there and on my mind was weighty.


‘I’m going to Budapest next week,’ my father said as he measured the coffee out into the pot with a wooden spoon. The small kitchen was warm and full of the smell of soup. He had become a good cook over the years, if a frantically untidy one. He had had to learn, I suppose. He never baked though. For someone who was able to juggle the most complex of concepts with ease and dexterity, he found the precision required by baking surprisingly frustrating and baffling. He liked to be able to chuck handfuls of stuff into pots and see what happened after a couple of hours of simmering, not to have to weigh out exact amounts and add them in a particular order. So I brought cakes round and he gave them marks out of ten, in three different categories, recorded in a special notebook – flavour, texture and presentation.


‘What for? A conference?’ I asked. He was always giving lectures at gatherings of the great and good, fellow specialists in linguistics.


‘Mm. Just for a couple of nights. I’d have asked if you wanted to come with, but I’m hardly getting any time off.’ He sounded disgruntled. I accompanied him on his trips sometimes, not to attend the lectures themselves – our fields of expertise were far from overlapping – but just for fun. It was a tradition that had started when I was eleven or twelve and deemed old enough, firstly to amuse myself for a couple of hours or be left with a colleague while he fulfilled his work obligations, and secondly, to be able to appreciate the programmes of cultural enrichment that he planned for such trips. He took pride in winkling out the most obscure sights and curiosities to take me to. No dull old Louvre or Colosseum for us; we went to the Parisian sewer museum beneath the Quai d’Orsay, and a tomb in Rome that was lined and decorated with the bones of long-dead monks, their femurs forming ghoulishly beautiful arches in the gloom. I saw shrunken heads at the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, wizened like long-forgotten and dried-out apples on racks. At the Museum of Bad Art in Massachusetts, we pretended to be critics, glaring at the works through imaginary monocles and assessing their relative weaknesses.


As an educator, and as a parent, my father was generous and inventive. Nothing was too much trouble or too difficult to explain – he would always find a way. As I got older, I realised that I had probably been a sort of project to him, a blank genetic canvas onto which he could attempt to imprint – what? A version of himself? No, he had never been a vain man. A version of my mother? But he did not push me to be like her – the opposite, if anything. I don’t know. I’m making it sound as if he experimented on me, and of course it wasn’t like that. But he certainly derived huge satisfaction from seeing me learn, loved it when I expressed an interest in something new. Anything I asked about would be researched meticulously, involving trips to the library to unearth everything available on the subject of Vikings, or needlework, or hot air balloons. He would then spend hours after I had gone to bed going through his finds, carefully locating and marking with Post-it notes the sections that he thought were the right combination of informative and entertaining enough not to be off-putting. And he never minded when, after varying but usually relatively short amounts of time, I tired of the current interest and moved onto the next.


So I grew up learning, and knowing there was no question that I could ask my father that he would not attempt to answer, finding out the necessary information if he did not already know it, seeing the expansion of my mind as a personal challenge and one that he relished.


No question, that is, apart from almost anything about my mother.


Of course he talked about her; it was not as though her name was verboten. But it was always on his terms. He had certain stories that he would tell, anecdotes that got wheeled out, and beyond that . . . there was nothing. Whatever I asked, he returned to the same stories. I had never questioned this. Why would I? I had just listened, lapping up the tales he told me of her.


I would ask for them as bedtime stories, often, when I was little, and then less frequently as I got older. Maybe I got bored of hearing the same things over and over? No. I had never tired of it. Even now I recalled the feeling of comfort I got as I lay there, tucked into bed, listening. So why did I stop asking? Because of the look on his face when I asked, the flash of pain that passed behind his eyes, the frown that appeared above them. With growing awareness of others I began to see that it was my questions that caused those expressions, my selfish desire for comfort that hurt him. And so I stopped asking. I always remembered them though. Still did.


‘She glittered when she came into a room,’ he would tell me. ‘Like a princess in a fairy-tale.’


‘Like a fairy at the top of a Christmas tree?’


He nodded. ‘Like the froth on a wave when it catches the sunshine at the seaside. She was all of those things and more.’


Our lines were as well-trodden and rehearsed as those from the fairy-tales that he read me.


Go on. I snuggled beneath the covers of my bed so that only the top half of my face was poking out and my chin was tucked under the quilt. My toes touched the hot water bottle at the end and curled themselves around its rubbery edge in anticipation of the tale that I knew was coming. There was the story about how they met, at a Christmas party. About how they fell in love, straight away. The story of their wedding. Another that I always loved, about him going to pick her up from a modelling job and waiting in the rain for hours while she finished shooting with a dog that kept on jumping up and covering her with muddy footprints, just so he could watch her, and so that she would know he was there waiting. That she was not alone.


But other than those tales, repeated until they were smooth and silky as pebbles on a beach, we did not talk of her. Did not mention her in casual conversation to others, smiled politely and changed the subject if others talked of her to us. I followed Daddy’s lead, as children do, and it became a habit. It was just the way it was. Our stories were special, precious, practised – and contained.


So it took not a small amount of courage to stand in the kitchen that morning, cutting the ginger cake with an unsteady hand, blowing on my coffee to cool it, finding the right-sized plate for the cake, all of these little tasks simply ways of putting off the moment where I would open my mouth and break the silence that felt like a long-kept promise between us. Eventually though, I simply took a gulp of still-too-hot coffee and asked the question, trying to sound casual and failing, even to my own ears.


‘Who were Mummy’s friends?’


I had to ask. Ever since I had got the note and especially since I’d been to the unit and retrieved the boxes, my brain had been whirring with questions. Who might N.R. be? Who had he or she been to my mother? Why had they kept the unit so carefully – paid for it, I had to assume, for all these years – in order to store a collection of dusty rubbish that could have been stored anywhere? What were they trying to tell me? Had my father known them? Had he known about the lock-up? I couldn’t ask him any of this straight out, but I could ask something. I had to ask something.


He didn’t answer or say anything in response for a long time. Gave no indication that he had heard even, and I was beginning to wonder whether he was going to simply pretend that I hadn’t said anything and, if so, what I would do. Would I have to repeat the question? Pluck up the courage to ask again on another occasion? I wasn’t sure if I could. But I didn’t have to. After standing in front of his cake, staring down at it, hands in fists on the edge of the kitchen island, his beard trembling slightly, the only sign of emotion from him, he spoke.


‘Why do you ask?’ His voice was careful, measured, as though he were trying not to give anything away. Or maybe I was reading too much into it. I do that, sometimes.


‘Just . . . something made me think. Nothing important. Something Beth said about being a mother and suddenly everyone expecting you to be friends with women you have nothing in common with, other than the fact that you’ve both reproduced. I was wondering whether she found it easy to make friends with other mums.’ I crossed my fingers behind my back as though it would erase the lie. I wasn’t ready to tell him about the boxes, not quite yet. Something held me back.


‘Well.’ Another long pause. He was considering his answer. ‘She didn’t have lots of mum friends, not in that way, not really. She . . . she wasn’t that type. The school-gate mum.’ His voice was quiet, solemn. We both recognised that my asking the question, and him answering it, had changed something.


‘No. She was never that sort of person, I suppose. But . . . what sort was she?’


He glanced up at me, a question in his eyes, and smiled. Oh, he knew me, my father. He knew there was more to my asking than a throwaway comment from my best friend.


‘You know what sort of person she was. You remember.’


‘Not exactly.’ He hadn’t answered the question, but had deflected it back to me. Was it to become a stand-off, him refusing to say more until I gave in and told him what had really prompted my asking?


‘I don’t remember anything about her life. Who she saw, where she went. Just – fragments. She must have had friends. You both must have done.’


He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and sighed. ‘Yes, I suppose we did. It all seems like such a long time ago now.’


‘It was a long time ago.’


‘Another lifetime.’


‘Yes.’


He carried his plate and mug over to the kitchen table, and I did the same, putting my crockery down on the red oilcloth that had been there for so long it was probably welded to the wood beneath it by now. When he was settled, he continued.


‘We had separate friends, really. We weren’t one of those couples who had lots of cosy dinner parties with other couples, all wearing lounge suits and drinking Campari or something, if that’s what you’re imagining.’


I realised that I didn’t know what I had been imagining. I was so young when my mother left that I had no real concept of my parents as a couple, a romantic entity with a social life like mine and Mark’s. Friends, dinners, picnics with the family. Outings to museums, shared school runs, trips to school fetes. These were things other people did.
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