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To Carole Ann. You’d have loved her.
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The sky is the colour of blue
You’ve never even seen
In the eyes of your lover


‘Let the River Run’
Carly Simon





Prologue



Not long after my forty-second birthday, my ex-husband puts his arm through mine and tells me about a 21-year-old Brazilian girl he is planning to make his girlfriend. The divorce had finally come through and I was in LA bringing our daughter, CJ, to visit him from London, where she and I now lived. Things had become friendly enough to catch a movie together – just the two of us.


Walking the graffitied Eastside pavements before the film starts, he explains his plan to ‘clear the deck’ of other girls, as he had once ‘cleared the decks’ for me. Paula is young, he says, too young (he shakes his head). He wishes she wasn’t twenty-one. Having started my writing career as a columnist on a national newspaper when I was a teenager, I feel protective of the very young. Ben feels protective of me, both as I was then and as a result of what I was then, since he, too (via the medium of Australian coming-of-age films) was out in the world too early. He also knows what it is to have a minor spritz of fame that isn’t worth the cost once the top note of success has burned away. He knows the waiting until middle age to have people pick up on your scent again.


We’re both old enough to remember Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours on vinyl (visceral memories of turning over to the B side, where revelation lives) and young enough that the vinyl was handed down from our mothers. We both have early childhood memories of Abba, though they’re different: his a recurring dream of discovering his parents – who were in the midst of a bitter divorce – happily in bed with the four band members. Mine a suspicion, garnered from their videos, that the cheerful bearded men were holding the stricken-looking women against their will.


We arrive at the Vista cinema, to find the manager – having lovingly maintained the theatre’s 1920s Egyptian revival columns, ceiling and murals – has dressed up thematically, as he often does on opening weekend. We hired it out for CJ and Ben’s joint birthday three years in a row, Finding Nemo, then Singin’ in the Rain, then Kubo and the Two Strings. We packed the aisles with friends and family, who were first worrying about the state of our marriage, then looking uncomfortable at how close the event fell to our divorce filing, then, the next year, marvelling at how well we seemed to get on. We were so determined not to divorce the way his parents had.


Some have suggested our friendliness is the reason I fail to countenance dating. It’s hard to convince people: I just want to be alone with myself, who I genuinely thought I might never get to see again.


So my ex-husband and I walk, arm in arm, to see Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, which is a very long film. In the aisle, he’s approached by someone he’s worked with, then by a fan, each time introducing me: ‘This is my beautiful ex-wife.’


We take our seats in the middle of the row and at first he is delighted by Tarantino’s fake trailers. Then, a while into the movie, his leg starts shaking. Then forty minutes before the end, he hisses ‘Fuck’s sake,’ then stands up and barks at the screen: ‘Get on with it, Quentin!’ And, pushing past all the knees and handbags in our row, past the fan who had approached him, he walks out. I watch him bolt up the dimly lit aisle, as I have watched him turn cars around, take off his wedding ring in a fight, call time, again and again. As I’ve seen him clutch his face and wail ‘No more tricks!’ when he opened the cupboard and found Marmite when he’d expected Vegemite.


In the Vista cinema, he is a retreating figure and I freeze, trying to figure out whether to stand up or sit down, thinking how to pick past people who are watching. I’m also thinking how much I’d like to be a man who remonstrates with the screen in packed cinemas or, like the love before, wears pyjamas to the 24-hour super­market to get ice cream at midnight. Or the boyfriend before that, who, feeling hot, left his new leather jacket behind a bush on his walk to a meeting, then shrugged when, on his return, it was gone. But instead, I’ve dated them.


Men who have sent love letters from four points of the globe, hand-sewn clothes for me, even though they’d never picked up a needle before, FedExed a T-shirt that stinks of them, enclosed with details of a plane ticket. They’ve inked beautiful inscriptions to me in the books that meant the most. They’ve bought jewellery for me. Not Liz Taylor diamonds – my collection is more tactile than that: a corn goddess ring, an onyx heart pendant inlaid with curling gold leaf, a heavy Mexican silver life-size rose brooch. There’s a whole novella to be written just about the rings Ben gifted me. There’s a different novella about the shelf of Do It Yourself mugs into which he baked love letters when he was still unemployed.


My love for these men dictated everything – the clothes I bought, the trips I took, the work I turned down or flaked on, the cities I moved to. Leaving journalism in my twenties, I had a meeting with a respected Hollywood manager who had travelled to my hotel to talk about breaking me as a screenwriter – and fifteen minutes before our breakfast I cancelled because my boyfriend was flying back to New Zealand that evening and I felt I needed to resolve a fight. She said she understood and I assume what she understood was this: that I was a talented idiot, and that I would always put men above myself and the pursuit of passion above that of career.


Right before I met Ben, I published my first memoir, Your Voice in My Head. I was about to marry ‘the actor’s actor’, just as I became, for a certain audience, the suicidal girl’s suicidal girl. He’s still a great actor, but I am no longer suicidal. I haven’t been in years – nor have I self-harmed or been bulimic. I’ve been on the same meds successfully since my twenties and never had a relapse. But if I meet people who only know me through that book, or travel to countries where it particularly gained notice – Canada, Brazil – they treat me delicately. Which feels confusing. Can you still be gentle with me if you know my struggles are merely domestic, now? Tangible rather than amorphous pain?


The hero of that memoir was my psychiatrist, Dr Rosecan. He died young, but his greatest bequest was not to permit the taking on of mental illness as identity. He gave me my medication but would not give me my diagnosis (I found it in his notes after he passed).


My mantra, when I’m scared, on a turbulent plane, in a faltering relationship or even just to manage feeling overwhelmed by an email is ‘I’d like to be myself’. I don’t know how this mantra came about. I just know that she’s in there.


I remember, age ten, not understanding why I cried so hard to ‘Fast Car’ by Tracy Chapman whenever it came on the radio, blissfully unaware that I’d sob to it again thirty years later in the back of a cab, only this time I’d know why. That maybe I’d had my fill of men to run away with. That there would always be a return journey and it would always be alone. That the time had come to travel alone both ways.


Loving other people with all of my heart has not unlocked who I am and what I deserve, and since that hasn’t been transferred by osmosis from these bold and admired men – and it hasn’t, not by saliva or semen or even by holding hands – now what?


I think, again and again, of the Rilke lines:


Work of the eyes is done
Go now and do the heart-work
On the images imprisoned within you.





Part One



‘How did this happen to you?’ a playmate’s mother asked nervously one day as she looked around our flat.


It had come out wrong, but I didn’t hold that against her – my life had come out wrong, too: that we left a huge family home on a Los Angeles hillside and now live in a small top-floor flat in deep North London had not exactly been the plan.


So many of us think our life is going to go one way and it ends up going somewhere completely different.


In exchange for being able to live near my family, I signed over my half of our magical mansion on the water. The house of your dreams is something you’re meant to work towards, not walk away from. It felt unbearable to leave the mural of Australian animals I’d had painted on her bedroom wall. The front and back garden. The curved lines of the balconies that made it feel you were looking at the mountain lights reflected onto the water from the bow of a ship in motion. It felt unbearable, but it wasn’t, because here we are.


I fled London twenty years ago because 1) there was an Oasis video whose plot twist I couldn’t understand, so I thought I should really just leave the UK, and 2) not being a drinker had become too oppressive in social situ­-ations. My teen years were spent saying ‘No, I don’t have a drinking problem, I just don’t like it.’ In a Dumbo drunk elephant bubble of music journalists and bands, it couldn’t work.


And because – like a lot of places where people grow up – London is the source of all shame. London was where my 27-year-old crush told the sixteen-year-old me we were good together because we’d always be the least attractive people in any room. Where, the year before that, out among adult journalists, a foreign prince massaged my feet only to expose his penis once the hostess had retreated to her boudoir. I laughed out loud when he told me to put it in my mouth, because how would it fit? He tucked it away and by the standards of men I’d encountered, I thought that it was polite of him to listen.


London, where the cult writer I’d admired who had generously encouraged me to write when I was a thirteen-year-old on my school newspaper, was vicious once I was sixteen with a place on a newspaper. ‘Your column,’ he hissed to me, ‘is as naff as old knickers.’ He wasn’t wrong, but he also wasn’t asked. London where the palate-cleansing ‘nice’ boyfriend I had at seventeen endlessly reported the behaviours of desirable women who turned out to be either ‘loose’ or imperfect once undressed, as relayed in the office by his friends. The graphic, humili­ating, degrading stories the ‘nice’ boyfriend told about women in the music business haunted me as I understood, years later, was the intention.


London, where, as a very young girl, maybe eleven or twelve, I remember being in my top-floor bedroom, listening, over and over, to the song ‘Sweet Harmony’ by The Beloved. I didn’t know whether or not other kids my age stayed up at night praying not to be alive. Nothing terrible had happened to me yet. But I was alarmed by the world beyond my bedroom. From chocolate Flake ads on TV and Barely Legal covers glimpsed in newsagent top shelves, I had the first inklings of what would be expected of me.


I felt haunted by the video for ‘The Beloved’ single, where the male singer sat in a sea of naked female models, who were lit and posed in a way that suggested their model looks ran secondary to their inner peace. I thought then I could never be as good as any one of those nude, enlightened women. Maybe one of them will read this and tell me how her life ultimately went.


When I lived and worked in Hollywood, I could instantly see things for what they were: you have veneers! You have a trophy wife! You love helping your fellow women! You’ll never help your fellow women for fear it may give away that you, yourself, are one. The shape of misogyny was different in the London media world and it took being away to notice it. Living in LA came to an end because the shame of divorce attached itself, like a magnet, to the shame of my youth. And I ended up back at the source.


In this new, old part of the world I left at twenty-one, I can feel my teeth moving at night, shifting with age. I remember that before I left the UK, throughout all of 1998, my mother’s primary anxiety – of her myriad and much-admired anxieties – was that leading men’s teeth were slipping. I don’t remember much about my big screen experience of The Big Lebowski and Out of Sight except her gasping: ‘They’re slipping!’ – the anxiety was twofold, both for the actors’ matinee looks and the likelihood that she’d personally have to catch Jeff Bridges’ molars as they showered from the screen (she insisted George Clooney was already wearing dentures).


Marrying Ben was my first real act of disentangling from my parents – about considering how to disentangle, rather than having them ripped from me one day by their death.


But, though we are decidedly middle class, it had not ever been an option for my sister or me to lean on them financially once we left home, to borrow or be paid for, so we never were. When I saw the pilot for the TV series Girls, I thought they were like me – bookish Jews – but not like me, because I couldn’t fathom parents who paid your rent and how that might affect your path. Marriage to an actor who became successful was the first time I’d ever experienced financial support. It was amazing! I can’t recommend highly enough the creative experience of writing a novel without the terror of whether or not all of your bills would be met. It’s like being upgraded to business class. It’s hard to go back to what you knew before, even though what you knew before was your whole life.


My husband had been waiting all of his life to meet the woman who was his mum, if she’d survived. I looked like her. I’d once battled ill mental health, like her. But I made it to the other side and she didn’t. I get it now: you want your mum so badly and eventually, you have to leave her. You don’t want to leave her, you love her, so you have to be harsh to her in order to make yourself break away. That’s part of growing up. I did it to my mum and CJ will do it to me – maybe the divorce has prepped me for what will come.


For a long time, he’d been furious that included in the division of funds were the proceeds of his Sydney flat that he’d bought with the inheritance his mother left him, and which he sold soon after we married. It hurt him very deeply that it counted as shared finances, because his mother died too young and he bought that flat long before he met me. I saw it as inextricably tied to how you choose a wife – to both celebrate and escape from your mother – and that my getting in a divorce half of what she had left behind by dying prematurely was too overwhelming a fusion of the women who had brought him both the most love and the most sorrow.


It was sad our biggest stumbling block to getting along was about his mother’s flat, because that top-floor flat I took refuge in – that I couldn’t have managed the down payment for without her proceeds – was integral to my safety.


Though it may be small and lack a garden or air conditioning, once I could tell him to leave my space whenever we short-circuited, and once I could leave his, my whole relationship with him was manageable. As marrying Ben was my first boundary with my parents, buying the flat was my first boundary with him.


Soon enough I had Liberty-print carpet in dusky pink running up the wooden stairs; a Robert Montgomery print high on the place you’d first see as you entered; framed pictures of Elizabeth Taylor, of cats and sometimes of Liz holding cats; and a George Harrison mural in my daughter’s bedroom. I had a pink Murano glass chandelier in my bedroom casting sunrise light on the mediaeval lion-and-unicorn wallpaper I’d sourced from Thailand. I bought the chandelier with my first best friend, Eliza, whom I’d met, aged eight, at summer camp. Under the kitchen eaves, I had a miniature Smeg fridge that the previous owners had left behind along with the gigantic views. There was a 1970s Harrods dining table that got hoisted at peril up through the window.


And the pièce de résistance: the spiral staircase I had custom-made to replace the ladder that had sat precariously between the landing and the attic floor. It had cut-out designs in its treads that, like the Murano lamp, cast light across the small space. And it was small – but also, we were so high up, we had gone to the light.


After researching ‘bespoke spiral staircases’, I explained to the man who would make it: ‘Well, I’m a single parent of a small child and she needs to be contained, but can you make it beautiful?’ This is the eternal balance not just for a single mother but any parent: can I keep my child safe and still surround myself with beauty? So the steps have patterns cut in them, through which the light can move like stained glass as the day progresses.


Life moves on.




My daughter loved our new living arrangement at first, the closeness necessitated by inhabiting such tight quarters. She didn’t mind that – in a neighbourhood with catchment for the state school I wanted her to attend – I wasn’t able to afford a flat with a garden. Maybe, like me, she was simply sated that this place, like the one we’d left, had a huge and magical view: where once we looked down on a lake, now we looked up at the stars.


It’s both harder and easier to experience plans derailed when you are a single parent. The financial fear is worse. The immersion in adventure is more natural. It’s how you – and, I think instinctively, how they – keep them believing they’re safe.


If your kid feels happy in the new home, in the new/old city, you start to feel like, yes, there’s great wells of shame here, but shame could be an exfoliator, to slough off the dead skin of you. I felt a great optimism.


Then, a few months later, I flew my kid back to LA to visit her dad in the 3000-square-foot home in which she’d grown up. We also stayed a weekend with one of my close friends, Shana, who threw CJ a fifth birthday party with a ‘real’ mermaid in the swimming pool. They are the biggest-hearted family, who happen to have a correspondingly huge home. Back in our little London flat, after we’d dragged our luggage up the flights of stairs, and bathed to shake off the twelve-hour flight, CJ held me by my pyjama lapels.


‘What?’ I asked. ‘What is it?’


Her eyes were Powerpuff Girl huge – and she seemed to hover in the air as she slowly stated: ‘No more Shana, ever again.’


‘But Shana is very kind. Shana and Brian love us.’


She shook my lapels, like a seventies detective who had nabbed their culprit, her voice urgent.


‘We are not like them any more. All done. No more them.’


Alone in my room far too late that night – with the view of the heavens and the whole bed to myself – I shook with fear, grief and anger.


All that week, she’d sing the song she remembered from her outdoor nursery school in California, ‘Take Me Home, Country Roads’ by John Denver. Standing up in her padded raincoat on the top deck of the 102 bus to Golders Green as it navigated roadworks, singing from her deepest lungs and heart:


Blue Ridge Mountains, Shenandoah River … Misty taste of moonshine, teardrop in my eye.


And on the worn tartan fabric of the bus seat, I’d dig my nails (that still held the last LA manicure) into the palms of my hands, willing myself not to cry.


A long time ago, when I was still mad and I didn’t have a kid, getting manicures wasn’t a thing yet and I felt free to cry in public whenever I needed.




If you are a single mother, make sure your kid does not fear they are your romance.


The summer I moved to London, I took my daughter to a Kylie Minogue concert in Edinburgh and, as a reward for a good school report, let her choose what I’d wear. She put me in a fit-and-flare polka-dot dress and black Dolce & Gabbana heels studded with lipsticks. I couldn’t explain that I didn’t want to wear their clothes any more because they dress the Trump women and so she was dismayed when I wore brown wedges, both PC and wrong with the outfit.


Walking up the cobbled streets to Edinburgh castle, she kept urging me to go back to the room and change so Kylie wouldn’t see and have to stop the show.


I tried to deflect: ‘The other heels would be too difficult to walk in on cobblestones.’


‘You could try! RuPaul could do it.’


Both very tired and aware I was wearing ugly shoes, I snapped: ‘I’m not RuPaul! I’m never going to be RuPaul!’


My daughter was only six. After her father and I divorced, she decided to start honing my style for me and, with the concentration of a small child newly entranced by Lego, became determined to build me into a brighter, tighter shape, as if that might somehow draw her dad back. She hid trousers and nixed sensible shoes by saying ‘Oh, sorry, too small,’ operatically miming a failure to fit them to my foot, like O.J. Simpson trying on the glove in the witness stand.


RuPaul had emerged as her inspiration one day at the bus stop, when we couldn’t get her dad on FaceTime. She’d tried to channel her disappointment with the phone by asking that we use it to find ‘Pictures of the beautiful black woman’.


‘Which one?’ I asked.


‘The most beautiful one.’


I pulled up Beyoncé, Zoë Kravitz, Lupita N’yong’o, Eartha Kitt. Though, logically, I knew my five-year-old wasn’t asking to look at photographs of Eartha Kitt, her unhappiness was about to spill over into rage and I was rifling through the internet as if digging in a cluttered purse for my asthma inhaler.


‘The black lady with a boy living inside her!’


‘Oh. RuPaul.’ Of course.


I suspected she loved Ru so much because he, like her father, is a gigantic personality, who also takes up physical space with his height. Struggling with how to enforce rules as we set up a new home in a new country, I also wondered if she was drawn to the boundaries he sets each week, the calm, confident reprimand he issues his ‘children’ when they are crossed.


Half of our clothing was still in boxes, but with what we could access, my daughter guided me towards emulating RuPaul: high heels, hyper-feminine dresses with defined waists. It didn’t matter that her dad couldn’t see us because he was still in Los Angeles, or that when we were in the same place he could barely look at me, such was his anger about his mum’s flat. This was the style she needed me to project in order for the family to reconfigure.


In the end, she surrendered the fantasy of her parents reuniting once she understood RuPaul was a man. Now, she hastens me towards high heels and long lashes so RuPaul will want to marry me, in the manner, I suppose, of two teens in Clash T-shirts drawn to each other as they pass on the street.


As she moved on from agitating for me to get back with her dad, she wanted me to move on, as well: she wanted me to remarry and she wanted to choose to whom. The driver on the bus might have smiled, maybe at me! Or, most viciously, at the Kylie Minogue gig, where Jake Shears from the Scissor Sisters sweetly spent the show dancing and twirling with her while complimenting my pink mohair sweater. When the show ended and we left to go home, she wept and kicked me in the shins.


‘We had a great time. Why are you so angry?’


She choked out her accusation: ‘You did not marriage the moustache man! You did not marriage the moustache man!’


As my daughter was honing her sense of what my style should be post-divorce, I was letting her down by pulling in the opposite direction and wearing a parade of vintage kids’ shirts from her closet. I’ve sourced them at thrift stores worldwide for her but ended up wearing them myself, for the playground and school drop-off, warping the line of Rugrats, Fraggle Rock, The Simpsons with my breasts.


I wore a Ralph Wiggum T-shirt to drop her at her first day of Year 1, knowing the children would find Ralph irresistible. They resisted and I went home realising how unflatteringly the design fell across my bust, for Ralph and for me. Seeing my reflection in a bus window, I saw Amy Poehler – a single-mum character who uses a warm childhood memory as cover for flaunting her hot body and felt a shudder of revulsion I used to feel for adults I’d notice reading Harry Potter: this wasn’t meant for you. Adulthood changes the shape of things.


Mork & Mindy was the first of her T-shirts I co-opted. She came back from class, pulled it off and, picking up after her, I instinctively put it on my own body, the same way I eat the food she leaves on her plate, the same way I transfer the baby moisturiser from her skin to mine when there’s a surplus.


She is still young enough to be in the honeymoon period of her love for me, even more so now it’s just us. If I carry her sleeping from a car, she kisses me gently on the lips and breathes ‘I love you,’ without waking. I’m deep in her subconscious, which makes me feel guilty that I’m also in her wardrobe, warping her T-shirts with my adult body.


Beyond the shared T-shirts and the RuPaul devotion, we also have clothes we match in. This concept of ‘twinning’ constitutes a whole other psychiatric constellation. Everyone from capitalist behemoths Dolce & Gabbana to fashion-forward brands like Batsheva make mother–daughter clothes.


In my more cynical moments, I think mini-me dressing is for women who don’t have their own style, but that’s disproven by my friend Maayan Zilberman, a Brooklyn-based artisan sweet-maker who sews her and baby Freddie matching styles. Her own pink ruffled lace blouse was part sacrificed to make a romper, the sleeves now legs, and a banana-print dress gave enough to birth a leotard. I love Maayan’s interpretation of sharing clothes with her daughter because it’s a metaphor. It says: I would literally give my right arm for you, but I am still me.


But in my own case, I feel that twinning gives off the whiff of parental narcissism, and the possibility that matching outfits both infantilise the mother and pre-sexualise the child. I’ve leaned into it when I’ve felt depleted or unattractive. A visual trick – for others, for myself – to convince them that she’s adorable, so I must be, too.


Twinning flirts with two worst-case parenting scen­arios: that our children shouldn’t feel we own them and that our children should never feel confusion about who the grown-up is in the relationship. The boom also ­returns us to the Middle Ages, when there was no such thing as children’s clothing and kids were simply dressed as minia­ture adults.


Being a parent and now a single parent, I’m examining my boundary issues under a microscope I took from someone else without asking. I didn’t gravitate towards wearing my daughter’s T-shirts because I think childhood is better or easier than adulthood. My adult life has been less confusing and more rewarding to navigate. One day, my daughter will understand, as I now do, that life can be beautiful and it can also just go awry for a while. She doesn’t need to know any of that, not yet. For now, I hug her tight and – as if I am my own RuPaul gently reprimanding myself for transgressing – give her back her T-shirts.




That life can be beautiful and can also just go wrong becomes apparent in early 2020, when, a year after our move to London, the city goes into Covid lockdown.


By moving into that nest of a flat, I had disentangled myself from Ben and my parents.


But I did not want the disentanglement to be because we were literally rather than emotionally incapable of being in the same room. Our untangled branches were held awkwardly at angles, like a child waiting for a high five that never comes. And then pretending they were not awaiting a high five, they were merely measuring the sky.


I wanted to be secure from the chaos of my marriage. I never hoped to be hermetically sealed inside my new serenity by a global death pandemic.




I have two strong past-life indicators of mental health backslide: staying in pyjamas all day and dying or cutting my hair impulsively. As I did both in lockdown, this thought crossed my mind like a lone cloud on a sunny day. These were sunny days. Unusually so for London. Because we couldn’t go to restaurants any more, I felt like I could taste the colours out of my window, how very sharply delineated the greens of different trees were.


I let my daughter cut my hair – she did a good job, cut dry, a blunt bob at a perfect length they’d never quite got right before in salons. Then, inevitably, I dyed it blue.


The shade I dyed my hair was Blue Moon by Manic Panic. I chose this shade in homage to Kai, a woman who lived across the street ten years ago when I rented a guest house at the top of Laurel Canyon. She had a husband and three beautiful children, each with Crayola hair, and they’d throw parties that would echo through the canyon. She was often in judo whites, which framed both her hair and her exciting mothering style.


I accepted an invite to join one of their gatherings that started in the afternoon and ended past midnight. An impressive Moroccan Jewess with tattooed palms, critical of my drinking abilities, hissed ‘God save us from Ash­kenazi Jews!’


Though she was a decade older than me, Kai and I became good friends and when my parents visited, she made tea and baked scones for them. As we entered their rustic canyon home, Kai opened the door, wearing her short blue hair, with her teenage daughter showing off her mermaid-green waves. As I tried to introduce them, my mum said:


‘I don’t understand.’


‘What don’t you understand?’


‘I don’t understand. Which of you is the mother and which is the daughter?’


Kai’s email address was the top three items on her shopping list because she was always forgetting it – she was too interested in doing judo and dying her hair in the dry canyon sun. Far from that life, deep into lockdown, I held her in my hair, which was more accessible on those interchangeable days than my heart.


I looked OK – if pale – with blue hair but nowhere near as good as Kai, who had deep olive skin. God save us from Ashkenazi Jews. Even now, with the world imploding, I’m still learning the same lesson: how often I forget that I’m not other people. That I can’t become the men whose talent I admire by making them fall in love with me nor the women I think are most beautiful by kissing their boyfriends. I can’t be the mother who made parenting look like a thrilling lifestyle choice just by using the same hair dye.


Back then, Kai and I were so close that she was at my wedding. She wore a tartan Vivienne Westwood designer dress and her hair was such a rich blue. She said she’d kept the dye in extra long for me. But that was a long time ago. Soon we drifted apart and the last time I tried to reach her, the shopping list email bounced back. Even though it may not exist any more, I still know it off by heart.


By week three of the 2020 lockdown, every retail site I’d ever purchased from had sent me an email saying if we bought from them, they’d be donating 10 per cent or 1 per cent or a kindly thought to our brave first defenders. It repulsed me, or maybe I just felt repulsive. I wore the same thing day after day. I used my clothes to wipe my daughter’s nose, so we wouldn’t waste any of the precious toilet paper. I drifted in and out of what I eventually ­understood to be hibernation.


Each evening, my kid pleaded to go to bed and I’d tumble into mine not much later, then wake up and spend my day in the clothes I’d slept in. I was grateful that we’d been, personally, untouched by the tragedy. But, besides that, I was also deeply grateful that I didn’t live with a lover, that I didn’t have to look OK or – worse – try to look OK.


And yet: when we FaceTimed Ben, who had on pyjamas with layers of things underneath them or pyjamas underneath layers of things (it was hard to tell), or reached his elder daughter in Australia – CJ’s beloved half-sister Sophia – I’d find myself sad beyond measure. It never occurred to me that, though we’re divorced and our family lives on different continents, we wouldn’t face the end of the world together. For months before the outbreak, my daughter had been asking what would happen to her if the world ended. ‘I would be holding you,’ I always replied. But I don’t think I completely understood, in my bones, beneath my clothes and my bra, that I would be holding her and that he wouldn’t be there in the same frame.


There is a makeshift day bed in the corner of my attic office. I’ve used it for naps in the past but, in lockdown, I found it both the place where I got the best sleep and the place where I came hardest. When I was awake in it, I’d feel epically sexual. Looking for family films I could stand (to break up her hours of Disney), I showed my daughter Splash. When we are meant to be worried Tom Hanks will see Daryl Hannah in the bath with her unfurled tail and discover she’s a mermaid, CJ thinks the fear is meant to be that the bath might overflow, which terrifies her. In the ‘Papa Don’t Preach’ video, she is extremely concerned Madonna does not use the handrail to exit the Staten Island Ferry. Everything for her is safety concerns and, like the rest of us, she is rarely focused on the right ones. When I was sitting around, worried because we could not afford to buy a place with a garden in her school catchment, I never thought to worry about a human eating a snake that had been bitten by an infected bat.


The rules of Covid-19 are unclear and different to dif-ferent people, like the rules of marriage. It seemed to mean that only married couples or people who lived together could make love. How could people who are new to each other not infect each other? Then again, how could they find each other in the first place?


I found myself feeling sexual about old boyfriends I didn’t even particularly want in the first place, about people’s dads I’d never seen that way – a biological grab to procreate in a time of human disaster. I wondered how, on the other side of this, I would feel about the possibility, the real possibility, of being with someone again.


And as my mind was full of colour, I was in grey tracksuit bottoms and a top that was a silk-screened numbered edition of 100 and I used to protect with a careful hand-wash, wringing it out in the sink before laying it flat in the sun to dry so the colours wouldn’t drip. But in that first lockdown, I didn’t care: I threw it in the washing machine with everything else and was surprised to find it didn’t bleed, emerging just fine like a child who can do more than you knew it could, a seven-year-old who can suddenly bathe and put itself to bed. It feels funny to realise I never needed to protect it as delicately as I had, aware, nevertheless, that I might have got something, myself, out of protecting it so diligently.


Clothes, like marriage, are a ritual of safekeeping. Though they may or may not keep you safe, there is pleasure in the ceremony.




In New York, when I was in my early twenties, I thought it was fine to go out in red stilettos, plunge bra, boy shorts and a short silk kimono. That particular evening, I was due to attend the same dinner as a man on whom I was fixated – he was a tattoo artist, a Buddhist, a skateboarder and a chess master. It was like asking Monica Lewinsky (ever-present in the subconscious of Jewish girls of a certain age) to please not fixate on the President. I once timed a drop-in to his parlour so I’d get caught in summer rain, my white top rendered translucent, as planned. The tattooist had precise artistic skill, spirituality and the ability to work the left hemisphere of his brain. Sex, to my 21-year-old self, was osmosis, an act to be engaged in so you wouldn’t have to do your own work.


Even today, from my eaves kitchen, I’ll hear the clack of four wheels moving fast downhill on pavement and be transported instantly back to New York. What is it about skateboarders that makes them desirable to generation after generation of otherwise reasonable girls and boys? Is it that there is no room on the board for you?


The thing I can see most clearly when I picture New York is my friend Bianca’s yellow Marvin Gaye and Diana Ross T-shirt – a pristine vintage find, soon to have ink spilled all over it, which no effort could lift. My despair at this desecration felt out of proportion given it wasn’t even mine. Maybe I thought it might be one day (several of Bianca’s great finds – including a 1980s Ralph Lauren T-shirt in gossamer peach cotton – ended up in my possession). Maybe I was hoarding any scraps of single-girl despair I could lay my hands on. I remember her tabby cat – he was huge and romantic, so we voiced him as Barry White – and her top-floor walk-up Chinatown flat, her DJ room-mate with the boa constrictor and the rats that would cower in the corner of the snake tank. But mainly, I remember the Marvin and Diana top that cannot be recovered or regenerated.


If you’d asked me what turned me on in bed, I’d have had no idea. I only knew I wanted to be more like the men with whom I sought to sleep. The gap between my appearance and what I actually knew about sex was vast.


As much as I spent on lingerie sets, I couldn’t bring myself to pay for toilet paper, preferring to steal it from gallery first nights and restaurant openings. I’d become so friendly with Suzette, who worked the counter at the ‘Fresh’ cosmetics that had opened on my block, she would do my make-up for these events. Seeing me in my short kimono and red heels through the glass and, with customers hovering, she’d left her post, walked out of the store, and implored me to go back upstairs and get changed. If I had gone back to change, I’d have risked running into the neighbour I’d slept with because his playlist sounded so gorgeous echoing down my chimney. By the time he started playing ‘Good Woman’ by Cat Power, I’d walked up a flight and knocked on his door. A man with such taste must have something worth transferring. I’d introduced myself and then leaned there, in the doorway, a vampire waiting to be invited inside.
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