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  To my Mother,




  For the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time

  and chance happeneth to them all.




  – Ecclesiastes




  







  ‘Dear God, thank you for the occasional moments of peace and love we experience in this family’. – Homer Simpson




  







  
1 As Soon as I Pass Carlisle, I Take a Valium




  My mother and I are like olive and magenta: each fine in its way, but not on the same sofa. We have some things in common. For example, we both make our scrambled eggs

  without stirring them and we’ve both dated heroin addicts. But it’s not really enough to get us through a weekend. Besides, there is another issue.




  I am, in her eyes, a demon control freak with a mania for tidiness and new things who unreasonably criticizes the totally normal environment in which she lives.




  Of course, it’s hereditary. My grandmother drove my mother nuts the same way. And Valerie, my mother’s unbelievably tidy younger sister. She only used to go back home to Glasgow once

  a year. And even then she said, ‘As soon as I pass Carlisle, I take a Valium.’




  According to Valerie, her first act on arriving at my grandmother’s place was to sweep in the front door, straight through the house and into the kitchen, towards the target, my

  grandmother’s ‘dreadful’ tea towels. These she would pick up and, without breaking her stride, take straight out the back door.




  ‘And then, do you know what I do?’ she’d say. ‘I don’t put them in the bin. No. I don’t put them in the bin, because she gets them back out again. No. I go

  down to the end of the garden and hurl them over the fence.’




  She always emphasized ‘hurl’, as if to acknowledge that though there wasn’t time to pause on her way to the end of the garden, it was rather a lovely word. And spoken in her

  Scottish accent, it accumulated several more ‘r’s, which made it especially pleasurable to listen to as I imagined the tea towels sailing over the fence. Beyond the fence was a wood,

  into which Valerie rightly assumed my grandmother never went. Yet, somehow, she was convinced that Granny was getting them back, and that on each visit it was the same tea towels she was throwing

  away. Short of tagging them in some way, as the police do with banknotes, she couldn’t prove it. She just knew.




  About twenty years ago, my mother said to us, ‘If I ever get like that, you will tell me, won’t you?’ which, roughly translated, means: If I get to the stage of

  keeping the same tea towels for thirty-five years, even after they’ve been thrown into a wood and dragged out again, don’t mention it. And especially don’t try to buy me any new

  ones.




  It is my failure to interpret these words correctly that is the cause of tension. That, and other things.




  When I was small, she went to parties in fabulous cocktail dresses, with hairpieces and false eyelashes. Now she greets me at the door in a hand-knitted, multicoloured waistcoat, visible in the

  dark at 200 yards. She has mascara on, but it could have been applied some time ago, perhaps for the first night of Hair.




  Under the multicoloured waistcoat she’s wearing a green silk shirt with a stain on the front. It would be awful enough if she hadn’t realized, was losing the plot, but she

  isn’t at all. She is, as she always has been, sharper than me by miles. She not only knows the stain is there. She wants it there. Negative energy comes off us both like static.




  ‘Mum . . . you have a stain on your shirt.’




  ‘It’s fine.’




  It’s that bit that gets me.




  But I am still trying to get through the door.




  Instead of being only partly blocked with the usual large basket containing a single card or letter for posting and box of cardboard for recycling, the hall is now completely full. My husband is

  getting the bags out of the car, so there are only two of us trying to negotiate our way in – me in forward mode, my mother doing a three-point turn and semi-reversing, but it’s enough

  to cause congestion. The rest of the space is now taken up with some kind of square-based wheeled metal basket, presumably a shopping trolley, though without any canvas it looks like a mobile

  secure unit for small offenders, perhaps the kids who stole everyone’s tools one day at the allotment. Its huge great handle projects right out; come in too quickly – admittedly

  unlikely – and you’ll get a metal bar in your face. I want to shove it out of the way but there’s nowhere for it to go. Two minutes I’ve been here and I’m turning into

  the sort of person who throws shopping trolleys into canals.




  I glance into the sitting room.




  The chilly concrete floor, which used to be covered by a perfectly innocent green carpet, is now under something plasticky and almost shiny.




  ‘Peter!’ I hiss. ‘Look at this!’




  ‘Ah, lino . . .’ he murmurs, a hint of a nostalgic glow coming into his eyes.




  ‘But it isn’t!’ I splutter. ‘It’s some kind of vinyl.’




  He doesn’t seem to be that bothered.




  ‘And look at the pattern!’




  That there is a pattern says it all. Some kind of ‘texture’; it might have been designed as a screensaver for people who don’t want to be overstimulated. Each time I come, this

  place is further away from the world I dream of inhabiting, of friendly old furniture a little worn by generations of use, the covers somewhat faded perhaps, but resting on carpet, or big old

  Persian rugs, and a table we can sit at without our plates actually overlapping. A dreadful image comes to mind of our hard-won sofa being replaced by plastic seats, the last vestiges of good taste

  disappearing until to spend the day at the old-age drop-in centre will be aesthetically a step up. It feels like some kind of reverse makeover show, or a sinister, Body Snatchers-type

  invasion, where nice, individual furniture is gradually replaced by soulless tat. Where will it end? I go back into the kitchen.




  ‘What’s happened to the carpet?’




  ‘I’ve had it replaced,’ she says, not looking me in the eye. It is the Body Snatchers. She’s gone into her dead tone, the one where I expect her next line

  to be: ‘The carpet was trying to escape. It was dealt with.’




  ‘I can see that. Why?’




  ‘This is better.’




  ‘But it so obviously isn’t!’




  ‘It’s fine. I’m making the tea, actually, just now.’




  ‘I can’t believe you got rid of the carpet.’




  The next time we come, the unforgiving surface has been supposedly mitigated by a tiny white sheepskin rug, which lies ineffectually in the middle of the room, like a one-inch toupee on a

  completely bald man.




  Finally we reach the kitchen.




  She makes tea and puts a saucer on top of the teapot.




  ‘What happened to the lid?’




  I immediately regret this question.




  ‘It’s fine. I can’t lay my hands on it just now.’




  I quite admire her defence of the lid, as if it’s not lost or broken but on holiday somewhere. Yet I can’t bear its absence, because I feel it will rebound on me.




  ‘Look at her, living it up in her fine house in London while her mother has to use a teapot with no lid.’




  ‘Tch!’




  ‘Can’t we get you a new one?’




  ‘No, thank you.’




  The teapot she’s using is the one she decorated for my father. She painted the name of his house on it, Little Stock Farm, and added some sheep. He didn’t personally keep sheep, but

  rented his field out for grazing, which was how they got into the garden one day and nibbled it to the ground.




  This might be a good moment to mention the other teapot, the one I have brought. Every morning she has to go downstairs on stiff knees to make a cup of tea, so my sister and I have bought an

  electric teapot with which we are rather pleased. Unlike the Goblin Teasmades of the past, it is not sad and stolid, like an early device for treating polio, but round and smart and glass. I hold

  it out triumphantly.




  ‘What do you think? Pretty good, eh?’




  She looks at it suspiciously, as if I have an ulterior motive, which of course I have: it’s to save her going up and down the stairs every morning on stiff knees.




  ‘Look – you just plug it in and it makes the tea right by the bed so you don’t have to go all the way downstairs!’




  ‘No, thank you!’




  ‘Why don’t you want it? It will make your life easier.’




  ‘No, thank you!’




  It’s a nice, smart object, I absolutely promise you. It can’t make her feel ‘old’. Anyhow, it’s a teapot, for God’s sake, not a bedpan.




  But she never lets me buy her anything for the house. Even a lovely scarf I gave her once – beautiful, not old-ladyish – she thrust back at me as if I had handed her a dead rat. Did

  she see it as a criticism of her own taste? Is she clinging on to the last few years of her own taste before the Age Police move in and make her have chintz? Well, maybe, but the scarf was five

  years ago. I tell her I’m leaving the teapot in the bedroom in case she changes her mind.




  She makes the tea, filling the kettle with difficulty because its lead is the winner of a competition to find the World’s Tightest-fitting Kettle Lead. Never mind hurling tea towels. I

  want to take that kettle and fire it into space. Next to the tea tin I notice the microwave, a device she’s becoming increasingly fond of, though not as the instant-labour-saving appliance

  it’s been marketed as, since there are several jars permanently in front of it, and in case of sudden electrocution or rogue household fires, it’s kept unplugged.




  ‘I have some biscuits.’




  Not having baked once throughout my entire childhood, she has recently started producing excellent shortbread. We occasionally get some in the post, cocooned in bubble wrap. But today there

  isn’t any, so we resort to the larder, where scores of plastic containers wobble in stacks like a Dr Seuss landscape, housing such culinary essentials as breadcrumbs, broken meringue bits and

  crumbled chocolate flakes. Biscuits are kept in plastic bags held semi-closed with rubber bands, which is why the Jaffa cakes are hard and the digestives soft.




  To reach the shelf I bend down to the small, easy-to-trip-over compost bin with its biodegradable liner bags that smell like dead animals, and the equally dinky pedal bin, lined with carrier

  bags that don’t fit. I throw in a plastic bottle lid I find on the table, but it inevitably goes down the gap between the outside of the bag and the bin. I have said this several times

  before, so try to make it sound like a new topic.




  ‘Hey, why don’t we get you a swing bin? Then the bags would fit and the stuff wouldn’t go down the side, and also we wouldn’t have to bend.’




  Note that I say we wouldn’t have to bend. This appears to be pretend solidarity on my part to avoid drawing attention to her age – ‘We all have stiff knees these

  days!’ – but in fact I hate bending more than she does. If I had my way, not just my oven but my entire kitchen would be four feet in the air. My other motive is a long-term aim to

  beat my sister by being the one who gets a new bin into the house first. There is no official contest to be first with the bin, just some latent sibling competitiveness on my side.




  ‘This is fine. Just get the biscuits, will you?’




  ‘The thing is, the bags you use are too small, so when you put rubbish in, they just slip off and sink to the bottom and the rubbish all comes out.’




  ‘Yes. They’re biodegradable.’




  She’s deployed two of her favourite tactics here: the fact that the non-fitting bags won’t contribute to landfill, and the use of the word ‘yes’ to mean ‘I

  don’t care what you think’. So I’m going to lose the bin war, since in her moral hierarchy, biodegradable beats useful. The bags could be two inches wide or the size of sofa

  covers; she’d use condoms if they decomposed faster.




  Maybe I should clean the bin. I peer over the sink to the windowsill, home to clusters of stiff J-cloths, those green, scrubby things and a recent addition – yellow, flannel-like

  ‘eco’ cloths made of a special material that ‘doesn’t smell’, or ‘doesn’t smell’ in the way that people found dead in their homes beside piles of cat

  food tins don’t smell, i.e. not to them. She loves these because you use them without soap or cleaning fluid, whereas I think they’re more noteworthy for the fact that they never dry

  out. Among the clusters a few dusty plants peer out of their pots, possibly wondering why they can’t be in the garden with the flourishing vegetation, and also why they are so rarely watered,

  when they’re right next door to the taps.




  ‘Have you got a clean cloth?’ I ask her, using the Wrong Emphasis.




  ‘Yes,’ she says firmly, to mean ‘No, but I’m not going to admit it.’




  I touch the cloths gingerly, like a child picking up a worm, and a teachery voice in my head says, ‘Now, stop being silly.’




  I’m tempted to use her technique of making a point in as roundabout a way as possible: for example, ‘Have you thought how useful it would be to have a cleaner?’ But I

  don’t; incredible as it seems, she has one already.




  Even more wondrous is the fact that, despite all my mother’s attempts to stop her, Mrs W does actually clean. I have seen her doing it. Because my mother is uncomfortable with the idea of

  employing someone and giving them instructions, which is dangerously close to being a boss, she likes to talk to Mrs W all the time, to show that she is not being superior. And why not? Mum

  isn’t superior and Mrs W is a very nice woman. But it is quite a challenge for her to actually do the job. Leaving aside the layout, the long, thin table bisecting the kitchen, the

  impossibility of fully opening the dishwasher and that there is nowhere to hang washing or do the ironing, she must also work while being continuously talked at. I witnessed this miracle a few

  months ago and just had to tell everyone I knew. Not only did she manage to clean the floor, clear the surfaces of clutter and do all the usual stuff, she also wiped up the contents of a tin of

  varnish which had somehow spilled down the wall in the impossible-to-reach alcove behind the clock – and to lay the table for Lawrence and Lydia’s lunch. All while being chatted to, not

  only by my mother but by me as well, though of course I had a proper reason, which was not trying to bring about the Classless Society, but attempting to discover if any of her other clients were

  likely to die soon so she’d have more free hours. And the biggest miracle of all? By the next morning there was absolutely no sign that she had ever been there. But in any case my mother

  doesn’t need a cleaner, she needs an archaeologist.




  A drink would be a good idea. Or several. I’ve brought three bottles, which is not just from generosity. The wine rack is under the stairs, in an almost totally inaccessible cupboard,

  presumably from the Alcoholics Anonymous catalogue. To get into it, I go round the long, thin table that bisects the room, a bit like navigating Cape Horn before the Panama Canal was built, and,

  being careful not to dislodge the clothes peg under the leg that’s too short, crouch right down on the floor and, having moved two chairs out of the way, open the two-foot-high door as

  conceived by Lewis Carroll and reach in for the wine.




  ‘I’m getting a light for in there actually,’ she says, when after all that I emerge without any because the rack is empty except for some ginger wine, some cheap Cava and a

  bottle of very sweet sherry. There is a light, or more accurately a ‘light’, attached to the wall with Velcro: a round, stick-on, battery-operated thing that’s supposed to come on

  when pressed, like a giant button. But after about ten goes, the battery ran out. And like all batteries in the universe, it suffers from an inherent weakness, namely its need to be replaced.

  Somewhere in the house there is a plastic tub full of working – or possibly ‘working’ – batteries, but she can’t lay her hands on it just now. In any case, for all I

  know she is waiting for a call from the village handyman – whose main attribute is his elusiveness, suggesting that a career in espionage might have suited him better – to tell her when

  he can come round to change them.




  ‘Mummy,’ I say, ‘please let us buy you a proper light.’




  ‘This is fine.’




  ‘It doesn’t work, though.’




  ‘It’s very good, actually. It’s from a catalogue.’




  Like many of her contemporaries, she is catalogue mad, ordering countless white plastic items that cost little, arrive promptly and break quickly, thus sparing her stressful trips to Canterbury

  to find a parking space to trail round shops selling lights that actually work. There’s a different style of broken lamp in every room, and the ones that do work for some reason have no

  shades. They sit forlornly on the edges of wobbly tables, their naked low-energy bulbs emitting a sad white light, like the smiles of African orphans hoping to be adopted.




  So I bring my own wine. I pour some for us, then realize that in order to keep it cold, I’m going to have to Open the Fridge.




  You can open the fridge, but not if the table has been moved out by more than an inch, and not if anyone is loading the dishwasher. Try to chill the wine and get a clean glass, and

  you have gridlock.




  I bend down and look in. On the top shelf is the yoghurt colony. When she buys a new one, she pushes it in until the out-of-date ones are at the back. The middle shelf is home to two half-eaten

  packets of rancid butter, with knife gouges like evidence of an attack by lapsed vegans, a fresh chicken covered with a bowl and a margarine tub with about three molecules of margarine in it. There

  are also the ends of two leeks in a brown paper bag, some mushrooms like a very old person’s testicles and half a red pepper looking like a botched episiotomy. And at the bottom there is a

  huge bowl of chicken stock that, when I try to move it, spills on my shoes.




  The door, where the wine will have to go, is full of chutneys and jars of curry sauces. Very quietly, with my back to her, I take out the chutneys and curry sauces and move my wine into the

  space. There is also a jar of black olives, its liquid intriguingly depleted. Has it simply evaporated over time, or has she been drinking it? Next to that is a jar of pickled walnuts which

  I’m sure I recognize; I think it came with her from the previous house.




  ‘I’ve got a farmers’ market chicken.’




  ‘Oh, lovely!’




  ‘Peter, would you mind getting the potatoes?’




  ‘Sure. Where are they?’




  ‘In the downstairs loo.’




  He gives me a ‘don’t say anything’ look and vanishes into the recently installed freezing lavatory. It has a ‘heater’ – a kind of decorative cylinder

  under the sink – and two bins: a tiny chrome pedal bin whose lid jams the moment you put anything in it, and a small, traditional-style steel bin, which contains the potatoes.




  What I should do now is take my drink and go into the other room, or upstairs or outside to sweep the path, or anywhere, and not watch her Trying to Open the Oven. But I don’t.




  She can open it, but only by getting a chair from the collection of chairs – some of which can be sat on but you never know which ones – that congregate in the kitchen and

  sitting room. I’ve tried on previous visits to remove one or two in a surreptitious, musical-chairs kind of way, so we can get round the room more easily, but am not allowed. She needs them

  all in case she suddenly has to invite ten people round – which, to be fair, she sometimes does, to her archive group, although I think when they all come they have to sit in two separate

  rooms while she dashes back and forth like a surgeon with a very full list.




  She puts the chair in front of the oven door, which is unbelievably hard to open, not because her hands are getting stiff but because it’s been designed to withstand extreme force, such as

  I don’t know what: break-ins by people bent on stealing half-cooked chickens. Even I have to pull like mad, although it’s academic because she won’t let me. I watch her trying to

  move the oven shelves, which hook into narrow, curved slots so if you want to move them around they have to be lifted and pulled at exactly the right angle, like disabling the nuclear device at the

  end of a James Bond film. Get it wrong and there’s the sound of metal grating against gravelly oven wall, like crashing gears. I want to know what kind of person builds an oven that you have

  to fight your way into. Maybe it’s from a line designed for combat duty; the others in the range were an Apache gunship wine cooler and a Chieftain tank biscuit tin.




  ‘Can I do it?’




  ‘No.’




  She gets down slowly from the chair and struggles to manoeuvre it back round the other side of the table, not because she’s feeble but because the room is so full.




  ‘Shall I lay the table?’




  ‘That’d be nice, yes.’




  In order to do this I have to move the money-off vouchers, used envelopes, dried-up felt pens, the TV listings from the local paper, parish magazine, Lakeland catalogue, packet of seeds,

  half-completed shopping list, letter from a local campaign group about the community farm proposal, and several inserts from the Sunday papers advertising walk-in baths, elasticated trousers or

  other hideous accessories of old age for which she is not yet – I hope to God – ready.




  Or rather, I want to move them. She likes to keep the pile there while we eat. But the table is already impossible for more than two people to eat on, being precisely twenty-two inches wide. So

  everyone’s plates touch. And forget having anything else on there, like food. So while she’s struggling with the oven door I grab the whole pile and sneak it out into the hall. I also

  drag out the red plastic box full of magazines for recycling that lives under there, taking up the tiny amount of space available to put your feet.




  The cutlery’s in the cutlery drawer, but a lot of the china is stacked in piles in the floor-level cupboards. These patterns date back as far as her last boyfriend, who favoured eating off

  rough-hewn dishes made of wood as if from a pantomime of Goldilocks, and a period when a friend of hers got divorced and opened a china shop, and would come round with various bargains and

  special offers. None was to her taste, but as she couldn’t say no for fear of offending, she still lives with several gold and white tea sets. The rest of the plates, including my favourite

  willow pattern ones, are on the shelves, though only just. The shelves are suitable for anything except plates, since there are big gaps at the back through which plates can easily fall. This is

  because they’ve been fixed on with the brackets upside down, holding them like arms carrying trays, as opposed to underneath. So the shelves stand away from the wall, allowing anything

  narrower than an eggcup to slip through. And so I say what I can’t stop myself from saying, what I said the last time I was here.




  ‘Why on earth did he leave those bloody great big gaps?!’




  And she says, ‘His marriage was breaking up.’




  Pretty much every job she’s ever had done in this place has been carried out by men with some kind of aesthetic disability or emotional problem that rendered them unable to butt pieces of

  wood against walls. The only normal one fitted the cooker, and that has insurgent-proof doors. Actually it isn’t just this house. In the flat where I grew up nothing was fitted sanely either,

  but that was due to morning sickness.




  ‘I couldn’t issue instructions to workmen; I couldn’t even get up.’




  This apparently explains why we had a coal store with no opening to get the coal out, a record player you could only plug in by lying on the ground and reaching under a shelf two inches off the

  floor, and an abnormally thin ‘breakfast counter’ designed as if for a caravan, which allowed people to squeeze past on their way to do the washing-up, but wasn’t wide enough for

  you to eat at without your nose touching the wall. And we all have quite neat noses.




  I got out of the car a forty-year-old mother and career person; now I’m leaning sullenly against the doorway, my lower lip stuck out, waiting for my sixteenth birthday to hurry up so I can

  threaten to move out. As I stepped over the threshold, the years slipped away. Feel younger fast! No pills, creams or surgery! Just visit your mother and go back to your adolescence.




  I’m feeling like a teenager, but with the burdens of a parent. Of course I feel responsible: I bloody am. Her top has a stain on it. Have the neighbours seen?




  ‘At least let me buy you a new shirt,’ I plead.




  ‘It’s fine. I only use it for travelling.’




  ‘You mean you went on the train like that?’




  ‘It’s fine.’




  So this is how she used to feel if I ever tried to leave for school with a hole in my tights. I don’t want her to go around in a stained shirt because it makes me look bad.




  A few years back, Peter had an idea he thought would help reduce the ‘potential for conflict’ between me and my mother. His sister Jessica had a dog called Rosie, who went bananas

  when anyone came to the house, or at least when I did, since dogs, as we know, always identify the least dog-tolerant person in the room and devote all their attention to them for the duration of

  their stay.




  I don’t ‘hate dogs’, by the way. I just object to eating dinner while one gnaws a bone the size of a human femur right next to my feet. Rosie also made a habit of charging

  without warning from one end of the room to the other, as if she had seen a dead pheasant, or whatever her ancestors had been bred to fetch, and had to bring it back RIGHT NOW. Peter sat through

  these meals embarrassed by my involuntary shudderings and causing marital tension by never once asking her to take Rosie out, so that by the end of the meal there were always two sources of

  growling. I was amazed, therefore, when Jessica announced she was seeing a trainer.




  The trainer was teaching her to follow a simple series of reward-induced activities apparently guaranteed to alter her behaviour. She was then encouraged to apply these to the dog. The training

  centred round a metal tray, to be banged sharply when it disobeyed instructions or played up too much.




  It was too much for Peter to resist.




  ‘Hey, we can do that at your mother’s!’ he said as we packed our stuff into the car.




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘Well, I probably won’t bang an actual tray . . .’




  ‘Good, because that would stop the argument by giving her a stroke.’




  ‘But if you two – “start”, I’ll just bark the word “tray” in your ear.’




  That particular weekend we turned up, and all fears of a disagreement melted away when she asked me to help tidy out her wardrobe. My mother, asking me to Help Her Tidy. This was like the

  Americans asking for a bit of a hand with their foreign policy.




  ‘I would absolutely love to,’ I said, having to be held back by Peter from actually tearing off the wardrobe door.




  ‘I’m aware that it has become rather – full,’ she conceded. It was so full that she’d named it the ‘Augean Cupboard’, after the Fifth

  Labour of Hercules – I had to look it up – in which he had to muck out the Augean Stables, home to hordes of – presumably endlessly pooing – cattle.




  So we made tea and went upstairs and opened the cupboard and the stuff just came bursting out. Duvets, spare curtains, unfeasible numbers of brightly coloured silk shirts: they came, and kept on

  coming, like an alien autopsy.




  There was a pair of jeans belonging to my sister’s last boyfriend but one; the sheets alone told the history of British textile design over the last thirty years. When we found several

  shirts belonging to Mum’s boyfriend Graham from the late 1970s – and his purple, blue and brown, hexagonal, fake-patchwork duvet cover – we realized that from this one cupboard a

  whole side of the family could be carbon-dated. If you chopped a section down the middle of the mound now filling the bedroom, it would look like the excavation of Troy, though King Priam was

  probably a stranger to drip-dry.




  We pulled and piled, and pulled and piled. We pulled out the drawer under the bed to store the things she was keeping, only to find it contained six anoraks. And still it went on. We were

  drowning in duvets and jumpers, and the cupboard was still not empty. More unfamiliar sets of curtains spilled out in sedative pastels, and we could only conclude the thing was backless, as in

  The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and that this was the entire linen supply of the house next door.




  Not surprisingly, my mother was soon ready for a lie-down. The sheer sight of that much garishly patterned sheeting had taken its toll and she staggered weakly to her room. We persuaded her to

  part with about half the mound, chiefly the lurid, ex-boyfriends’ shirts and faux-patchwork bedcovers, but she balked at being separated from the rest. Luckily, the cupboard was in the spare

  room, so we decided to smuggle the rest – the moth-eaten mohair sweaters, faux-patchwork pillowcases and anoraks – out of the house while she slept.




  However, the stairs were very narrow, and the garden – in keeping with the general ‘look’, as they say in magazines – was littered with pots on top of each other, which

  toppled and wobbled and crowded on to the path, making progress to the gate somewhat challenging.




  ‘I know,’ said Peter. ‘I’ll bring the car round the side and we can push the stuff out of the window.’




  I liked this idea. It reminded me of when my sister and I were moving my old desk from the bedroom to the sitting room and it fell apart, right there in the doorway. We carried it out in armfuls

  to a skip.




  So Peter brought the car round and I posted a stream of weirdly coloured shirts and bedlinen out of the window for him to catch, to the wonderment of the people sitting outside the tea room

  opposite.




  He made three trips to the dump. The job was done and euphoria descended. My mother had the look on her face of someone who has just had a lump removed. We gathered in the kitchen for tea. Just

  then, a sauce bottle leapt from a shelf, unable to bear the overcrowding, and smashed my grandmother’s glass salt dish on the counter beneath.




  ‘Bloody hell, Mother!’ I snapped.




  ‘Tray!’ barked Peter.




  And she looked up.




  ‘Mm, dear? Très what?’




  If only all our visits could be as relaxing as this.




  







  
2 One Was Mummy




  About two years after my parents separated, my mother joined a club for divorcees. To be exact, the leaflet said ‘For divorced, separated, widowed and single

  people’, but they were almost all divorced.




  A discrepancy in the calibre of the two sexes quickly emerged. After a few evenings she told us, ‘The women talk to each other and the men carp about their ex-wives.’




  But even if she feared she might not find Mr Almost Right there, Mum made her mark by designing the programmes, which featured elaborate comic-strip panels of lecherous men flinging obscurely

  obscene puns at coyly flattered women. The one about swimming – ‘Not THAT breast-stroke!’ – always sticks in my mind, although one should remember that this was 1968; men

  did not wear deodorant, women were still chicks and dolly-birds, and wives did not automatically get half of anything in a divorce.




  The members took turns to host the parties and when it was Mum’s turn, my sister and I would creep out of bed to monitor proceedings from behind our bedroom door. We were big Miss World

  fans at the time and gave everything marks out of ten: makeup, clothes and especially accents. Shawls and ponchos were big then, the kind worn by well-read people who haven’t shopped in a

  while. We soon started to look out for regulars whom we moulded into characters with catchphrases or hilarious mannerisms. There was a woman called Joy who played the guitar; we impersonated her

  performing household tasks like washing up while constantly strumming. A psychiatric nurse in a leather waistcoat called Helmut announced one night he had brought ‘Ze zendvich

  matehials’, i.e. bread and cold meat, and thenceforth Zendvich Matehials became his name. At seven Claire was already a confident mimic and Mum always laughed at our post-party reprises the

  next day. So appreciative was she, in fact, that we only had to say, ‘Zendvich Matehials!’ in the middle of dinner, or better still while she was on the phone, to make her crack up.




  We made up a rhyme about them, based on a surreal counting book, One Was Johnny, by Maurice Sendak – author of Where the Wild Things Are – which began: ‘One was

  Johnny, who lived by himself; Two was a Rat who jumped on the shelf; Three was a Cat who jumped on the Rat; Four was a Dog who came in and Sat.’ And so on, up to ten.




  This became: ‘One was Mummy, who lived by herself; Two was Sal, who jumped on the shelf; Three was Osbert, who jumped on Sal!’




  Sally was a close friend of our mother’s and Osbert a local book dealer who, legend had it, had lived for twelve years on bread and Marmite. He never to our knowledge made any moves on

  Sally, but we liked the way it sounded. ‘Four was Wilf, who came in and sat,’ we added, jumping up and down with excitement. This was, we thought, extremely apt, as Wilf looked like

  doing just that.




  Wilf didn’t have a catchphrase. Among the red-faced men, and women in beads and velvet hats, he stood out in his braces and stripy, drip-dry shirts. He spoke with a Yorkshire accent

  – Hull – and put Brylcreem on his hair. He wore deodorant. He was intelligent but without intellectual pretension, and unlike the others didn’t complain about his ex-wife –

  for two reasons: one, she wasn’t his ex-wife yet, and two, he wasn’t the carping type. They still technically lived at the same address with their five children, although her boyfriend

  had by then moved in. Even though Wilf was a GP and she a teacher, this was all conducted as if it were completely normal. My father had by now moved back into our building with our stepmother, so

  clearly Wilf was the ideal man to succeed him.




  We loved him. He was incapable of being fake or patronizing and his casual affability was a welcome contrast to Dad’s volatility. He took us on holiday to his cottage in Ireland, and Mum

  brought him on our annual trip to Glasgow to introduce him to her parents. He was from the suburbs, a place my mother had no time for. His relationship with the countryside, with which she felt

  such a deep connection, consisted of getting in the car and going for a drive in it, provoking in her a kind of awestruck comic horror. Yet she indulged him. They found a house in Wiltshire, near a

  practice he was going to join, and we packed up to move.




  The Unhealthy Doctor is a tired old joke, but unfortunately Wilf was it. He smoked heavily and ate fried bread or toast with thick slices of butter, sometimes sprinkled with salt. He took no

  exercise, as I say, and rarely got out of the car. Before the end of our first summer in the new house, he died suddenly of a stroke. He was forty-six, the age I am now.




  As he was still married and had made no will, my mother had to sell the house they hadn’t even begun to pay for and move back to London. Her only mementoes were one photograph, his blood

  pressure kit and a set of brown glass cups and plates he gave her one Christmas, which at thirty-five years old now qualifies as retro.




  In the period that followed she dated Clive, a polite, rather monosyllabic man who waited silently for her in the hall, as if by coming in further he might be tainted by domesticity, and Bill,

  who was much jollier and came full of smiles and loaded with Mars Bars and Quality Street. Sadly, he was married. He was succeeded by Stan, an ex-colonial, who installed himself at the head of the

  table as if we’d been waiting for him, and reminisced about his youth as a manager in ‘Keenya’.




  ‘I’ve worked with Africans,’ he said. ‘They’ve got nothing but bone between their ears.’




  Mum was entirely without prejudice, so it was all the more shocking to hear this go unchallenged. He also told us men were more intelligent than women, another view we had never heard expressed

  in our own home. When I said, ‘That’s not true actually,’ he raised his newspaper and, in the middle of the meal, began to read it.




  She kept saying how kind he was after her bereavement, so when he asked her to marry him, we were terrified she might say yes. She finally ditched him when he announced he didn’t like

  Woody Allen. Looks were exchanged across the table and we knew that was it.




  After Stan came Graham. He lived in Kent, near the cottage, and despite my father’s misgivings – he was clearly no Wilf – Mum invited him to move in. His weird behaviour showed

  up almost immediately, with long silences during which he would not reply to anything. Mum would say, ‘He has hysterical aphonia’ – in other words, deafness caused by some

  emotional problem, rather than being a selfish pain in the arse. Claire and I knew it would end badly, but all we could do was wait.




  While Mum was with us during the week in London, Graham had the place to himself. He paid no rent, bought no shopping and used her Mini without once putting in any petrol. Then she discovered

  that the money from the pictures he was selling for her was staying in his pocket as well. Things got more and more difficult, and eventually she asked him to move out. When she came down the

  following Friday, she found some of her things, including her hairdryer, in the incinerator in the garden, half burned. He had gone, but some time later came back, and she refused to let him in. He

  broke the front door open and she ran up to the bathroom, locked the door and called to a neighbour. The police came and, there not having been an assault, he was Bound Over to Keep the Peace. He

  reportedly moved back to his mother’s, but for years Mum wouldn’t even go to the same town, just in case. Even after he died she wouldn’t go.




  Graham was the last. She once asked us, when we were still quite young, who we would most like her to live with. And we said Peter, who had two counts against him. First, he was gay, and second,

  he was planning to become a woman. Mum, and indeed Peter himself, explained it all to us, and she took us to see him in hospital after the operation, where he greeted us in characteristically

  breezy mood. Then he moved away to his new life as Petra, and One was Mummy once more.




  







  
3 Shaking Mixture




  When, just occasionally, I mention to another parent my nine-year-old daughter’s fondness for flouncing out of the room during an argument, growling,

  ‘SORR-EEE!’ they’ll often say, ‘Ha, just you wait till she’s a teenager!’




  And I think: She can never be worse than I was.




  At eleven I was good at maths, keen on Latin and head girl of my primary school. By thirteen, I’d discovered boys.




  The tsunami of hormones combined with my low opinion of myself to reduce my interest in fractions and declensions to a pale backdrop behind the all-consuming quest for a boyfriend. In my diary I

  wrote, ‘Haniff crossed the road specially to talk to me!’ about the boy at the drama club who provided my first snog. I started spending weekends at my friend Tilly’s house,

  partly to get away from my father and stepmother, and because Tilly’s mother took us to Brick Lane market, where we were allowed to eat sweets for breakfast and browse for 1950s clothes. I

  started a flirtation with one of the stallholders, who gave me free make-up.




  My mother’s reaction to this change of priorities was unusual.




  She had a better understanding than anyone I’ve ever met of the need of girls to be admired. Though the most glamorous mother by miles, she was without vanity. She assembled the tools of

  her beautification methodically, as if lining up the ingredients for a recipe. She went out for the evening in hairpieces or ‘falls’, as women did then, and false eyelashes, which we

  would find in the morning lurking like spiders by the bathroom mirror. When she came in after a date and kissed us, the scent of sophistication, with hints of cigarette smoke, wine and perfume,

  wafted round us. We called it the Evening Smell.

OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
STEPHANIE CALMAN

y/{MA/‘l/
Mother

PAN BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
 CONFESSIONS
" OFABAD MOTHER






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





