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Prologue


Sunday 18 February 2001


The Rubin family, everybody agrees, seems doomed to happiness.


Today is the wedding day of Leo, the first-born. He is thirty-four; he has not hurried, but now he is to marry and the next instalment of family history has been ensured. There is, in the jokes of his many ushers, his parents’ smiling efficiency, the kisses and handshakes of his older relatives, a sense of relief.


The wedding will begin in fourteen minutes. Grandchildren frolic in the bright sunlight. Elderly and difficult cousins, naphthalene-scented in ancient Marks and Spencer’s good winter coats, raise their chins and ignore each other, their cheeks wet with wind-tears. Despite the intense cold of this February day, nobody wants to go inside. It is much more fun to circulate, speculate, pretend to ignore the onlookers, wait for the photographers to look your way.


But they will not. No one is interested in you. There is one star of this show: tall and distractingly voluptuous in sea-green silk devoré. With her in their midst, this brilliant schtuppable pioneer, who could not be happy? Every one of the three professionals’ cameras, the eighty-one amateur Nikons and Canons, points at that bone structure, that smile. Lean handsome old men, short dark sharp-suited young men, shrunken great-aunts with lizard eyes watch each other, watch the celebrities, but most of all watch her. Even the passers-by are unable to pass by. Whether or not they recognize her, their eyes are drawn in one direction, in her direction: at Rabbi Claudia Rubin, mother of the groom.


It is time to go in, but no one can quite break free. She shines amongst them, caramel-skinned, narrow-eyed, with a brain women envy and an opulent, maternal, fuckable body which makes men weak. Those guests who do not know her well mill cautiously in her direction, hoping for their moment. Those who do remain nearby, reluctant to release their hold.


Almost forgotten, the bride, Naomi Grossman, and her parents are approaching the synagogue in a car from Woodside Park. They are mute with excitement. Rabbi Rubin has been so good to them, letting their own rabbi lead the service, insisting on paying for the reception and flowers and photographers, for all that catering. What could they do but stand back and let her take charge?


‘Nearly time,’ murmurs Claudia’s husband, Norman.


‘Mm,’ says Leo.


‘Hooray!’ says Claudia to one guest, then another. Her dress is tight: not unseemly, but it shows her at her confusing best. ‘All the way from Newcastle with your sore leg! Thank God you’ve come. I have the most unbelievable blisters. You smell amazing. If it rains, we’re screwed.’ Even her youngest children are attentive, affectionate, as close as a family can be: tall handsome Simeon at her left shoulder, lovely Emily at her right. If this, the few minutes before the wedding, could be frozen and kept unsullied by the future – the Rubins in their heyday – their happiness would be complete. But it cannot be frozen. Things happen.









Part One









One


It is beginning.


‘Come in!’ says Claudia, waving her guests through. ‘Sweetheart, how gorgeous you look. Hello! No, it’s not me, couldn’t possibly do it today – it’s Naomi’s rabbi, Nicky Baum, you’ll know him. Oh, you hero – you made it! Hello, gorgeous, how are you?’ They are all smiling as they approach. Her warm brown hand on their arms sustains them. The Rubins can be relied on. This will be a memorable wedding.


Beyond the railings the onlookers, dressed in their ordinary weekend clothes, begin to move away. Those who recognize Claudia or one of her friends will report their sighting later, proprietorially. Those who do not will ask themselves the same uneasy question as their day progresses: who were those people? The old women with their foreign accents, the young men with their suits: they make them think of the Mafia, of rich foreign families with their secrets and their power. Look at those expensive handbags, the sunglasses on a cold Sunday afternoon. Who do they think they are?


A few others, the most observant – a financial journalist, a French lawyer, an osteopath – notice details: the clip on a skullcap glinting in the sun; the discreet brass sign beside the gates. They start to look more carefully at the hair, the faces. And, as they move on, one thought unites them: ‘Bloody Jews.’


‘Are you ready?’ asks Leo’s father, his sisters, his brother, as if he weren’t the famously steady son, the memory-machine. They ask him anxiously, and so he reassures them.


‘Yes,’ he says, touching his pocket, his heart. ‘Of course I am.’ Out of the corner of his eye he watches his mother speaking to her buffoonish stand-in, Rabbi Nicholas Baum of West Finchley Liberal, his slender wife by his side.


Beneath the wedding canopy, Frances, the elder of Leo’s two sisters, is trying to feel moved. This is, after all, an occasion. Her favourite sibling, after a life of diligent hard work and gentle correctness, has earned a clever moley wife who loves his mother almost as much as he does. She is his reward, as Frances’s reward for instructing him in the ways of normal people is an embarrassing place of honour under the chuppah where, in a few moments, his married life will begin.


Look at him now, bending down from the bimah to correct the angle of his one goyisher usher’s skullcap: at that stocky barrel-chested nervousness and extraordinarily square jaw and furry-eyebrowed frown. If anyone can be relied upon to make the cousins happy, to do his duty, he is the one. And he and Naomi, his bride, will be perfect together, testing each other on legal precedents, teaching their fortunate children to argue Talmudic niceties, very politely. He has found the only woman in the world willing to spend her honeymoon visiting the observatory at Salamanca. Truly, Frances is glad for them.


But, oh God, the future. She loves her brother, of course she does, but the thought of the obligatory Friday nights ahead, the unabridged prayers and poached chicken and bathroom full of peach hand towels, fills her with a strange disloyal heaviness. Besides, her imagination is wringing every last possibility for tragedy from the joyous scene before her: heart attacks during the service, car crashes en route to the airport; even a sudden fatal flaw in the synagogue’s foundations.


Relax, she tells herself, fiddling with the official pen for the signing of the Ketubah, but the truth is that she does not know how to. These huge family occasions are worse than shul. Everyone knows you, everyone wants to pinch your cheeks, remind you of the time you wet yourself at cheder, ask why you won’t grow your hair or go to ophthalmology school like your uncle. There is no escape.


And, as several of them have helpfully mentioned as they pressed her to their bosoms, today of all days she does not look good. The dress her mother had offered to lend her, clinging, patterned, size fourteen, made her look like a flagpole in a sack. When she was summoned to the bathroom this morning to model her own choice, Claudia’s face, framed in bubbles, made the scale of her error plain.


‘Oh Lord, darling,’ she had said.


It is, admittedly, only creased green cotton but she has always thought it a relatively successful student purchase, concealing her lack of bosom with an interestingly forties-style tie at the side. She had planned to wear it with a new blue silk cardigan and a pair of silver earrings from the Moroccan stall at Camden Lock: Land Girl with a touch of the Orient. Through the steam, however, it looked very different: a housecoat, a hospital garment for the insane. Her fifty-five-year-old mother, naked, looked better dressed than she.


Claudia had sat up, slick dark hair like an otter, breasts and shoulders shining: too monumental to be beautiful but beautiful all the same. ‘Couldn’t you,’ she asked, ‘at least have had a haircut?’


The truth is that no haircut could possibly help. After an unlovely doughy girlhood the wrong bones poked through and now she is like a Victorian spinster, a tall thin unbeautiful woman, with pale wrists like light bulbs, a skinny breastbone, long cold feet. Even on her own wedding day she had fallen short of prettiness, as if the dressmaker had drawn the outline and then cut a centimetre outside it. When she had moved towards her perfect husband-to-be, the fabric seemed to hang back.


The others compensate. Not Leo, of course; he is a lawyer. No one expects them to be handsome. But look at her mother; even her father, with his brainy forehead and eagle’s eyebrows, his mighty nose, is growing into his face. Look at her little sister, Emily, plump-skinned and shining-haired as a French king’s mistress, not a modern girl at all. Or her younger brother, Simeon, thick-lashed as a baby, his dark dreadlocks tied in a topknot for the occasion like a bandit prince pretending to be tame. The older guests can’t stop kissing them: so charming, so naughty, so wonderfully talented, so prone to drama although, dear God, please not today. And, of course, their unwed state adds interest because marriage, apparently, is always a good thing.


‘Never forget,’ her mother reminded her only this morning, ‘what you and now Leo have is the greatest gift of all. You’re the lucky ones. Think of your brother and poor Emily. It’s very hard for them.’


Frances knows she is lucky. It is emotion, purely, which makes her put down the glass she has been wrapping carefully in a double layer of napkin – how many stamping grooms have severed an artery? – and claw a fragment of tissue from her sleeve. Crying at weddings is normal. In the front row her mother’s sisters, Rose whose husband left her and poor fat virgin Ruth, are already passing a handkerchief between them, their faces unbecomingly flushed. Or rather she assumes that this is normal. Every wedding she has ever attended, as a helper, as Claudia’s proxy or, in the case of her friend Tamar, who married a Syrian ballet dancer, as a bolster, has featured broiguses, reconciliations and weeping long before the choir began to sing. But perhaps this is Jews. Perhaps, Frances thinks wistfully, in other parts of England, people marry their love-matches perfectly calmly.


Four minutes to go. She smiles nervously into the middle distance, catching no one’s eye. Anything could happen, despite her seating plans and schedules. She has tried to brief the younger Rubins on their duties but Em is simply gazing picturesquely into space, while her brother is failing to direct guests to their seats, preferring to concentrate on their more attractive wives and daughters. Sim has never been reliable, with his ropy money-making schemes and murky little habits. She was a fool to count on him, she thinks, and sees that she has shredded her tissue to feathers.


She tries to straighten the Ketubah but it is difficult to see. Cold sunlight is blazing through the western windows into her eyes. The makeup she attempted this morning, under instructions from her mother in the bath, will be creeping down her face already: vanity misplaced. This is not the time, she reminds herself, for angry worrying about lost rings and straying pensioners and her siblings’ carelessness. She should enjoy being here, in this temple to her mother, surrounded by the prayer-books she helped to revolutionize, the new seats paid for by her fund-raising. Everyone wants to join New Belsize Liberal, where famous authors come to Chanukkah parties and the congregation seems to grow by the hour. As its senior rabbi herself has said, community, family, is the answer. Aren’t they all so lucky to be part of hers?


And look how happy they seem: unfavoured relatives from her father’s side; mysterious debonair old men from her mother’s; Leo’s hideous childhood friends from Parliament Hill and summer Kadimah at Tring, whose film options and accountancy promotions the other guests know by heart. Here, right on time, comes Naomi’s mother, a poem in pleated fuchsia, taking her rightful place under the chuppah. The junior rabbis will make the day run smoothly, as they are used to doing, and so, of course, will Claudia, gazing down upon her people. She looks edible, a fertility symbol made of praline. With her in charge, how could it not all be fine? Today is a wonderful day.


In the front row Frances’s husband, stoically managing the children alone, is beaming. He is in his element. He gives her a merry little wave. She smiles at him with her lips, as if someone is pulling levers. She cannot make her face engage.


As she turns her head she notices an elderly cousin, whose powdery embrace she has been evading all morning, raise her eyebrows. They are watching her, the beady old ladies. She will have to be careful now.


The ushers have their hands full. The bride will appear at any moment and the guests will not sit still. They crane and shout and embrace each other, jumping up from their seats like toddlers at a matinée. Each of them seems to be on kissing terms with at least half the others: history, community, gastronomy unite them all. Only the goys are behaving, obediently taking their white satin skullcaps from a box by the door; turning the prayer-book pages left to right in polite confusion; or simply sitting, a little self-consciously, while around them roar the sounds of Jews at play.


The children grow more excited. The adults call louder and louder. There is so much to discuss. Claudia’s new book will be published in April, they inform each other importantly. Didn’t you see her on Question Time? It’ll be all over the papers. She’ll be touring America in the summer, and there’s a big-shot lecture in Cambridge, very prestigious. Brenda told me. Hadn’t you heard? Our boys are very close. When were you last there for dinner?


Together they sit, in the centre of everything, watching the Rubins, delighted with it all. Their fears are numerous and no quantity of bomb-proof glass or burly cousins on security at the door can reassure them entirely. Nevertheless, a fragrant tide of flowers and good feeling envelops them now. It is cold outside but in here they are warm and jubilant. Today even the Jews are blessed.


At the front of Landau Hall, his back to the chuppah, the best man shuffles the orders of service with shaking fingers. Why, precisely, is he nervous? Is it the presence of a few distinctly famous guests: an old left-wing politician, a vice-chancellor, two still-beautiful actresses, several very familiar writerly faces whose exact names now escape him? Is it the Rubins themselves, in whose company he always feels the same mixture of excitement and heartache, welcome and faint exclusion, as if he were thirteen again? Is it Rabbi Rubin, that alarming brain, that photogenic face and tightly packed compelling body, before which he always feels rumpled and ashamed? Or is it memories of the previous Rubin wedding, the lovely jumpy Frances’s, when the whirling-round of the happy couple in their chairs and the demented stamping music set him adrift and he almost kissed one of them, any of them but most of all the bride, before remembering his place?


‘We’re on.’


An usher is beside him, nodding at the choir. On the far side of the room another taps Leo on the shoulder. The congregation’s tone has altered, like a car changing gears.


The great wooden doors at the back of the hall are opening. Nervous but happy in unflattering ivory velvet, the bride-to-be, led by her father, is about to begin the slow walk towards her future.


Leo stands on the bimah with his family, his back to the hall. Everyone is smiling, their hopes heavy upon him: all those wedding-hungry relatives behind him, all his mother’s friends. He knows precisely what is expected, has always done everything that they have asked: until now. Now his mind is full of his beloved: not, unfortunately, his bride-to-be, but the officiating rabbi’s wife.


The doors swing closed behind Naomi. The choir begins its joyful song. As the guests fall reluctantly silent, Leo’s mind sweeps clear. For almost a year, since he began to accompany his betrothed to Rabbi Nicky Baum’s Saturday morning service – since he first came face to face with Helen Baum – he has been another man. Order, hard work, punctiliousness: all of these have evaporated, to be replaced by longing. And nobody has noticed. Any amount of short-tempered unreliability, it seems, is excused in the soon-to-be-wed.


And she, too, loves him. She is an older married woman, graceful, subtle, transfixingly clever, and she loves him. For the last six months they have met on Tuesday evenings, each claiming a lengthy evening class, and have gone to a park or a square on the fringes of London or sat in his car on a side street, and kissed.


In less than a minute, his bride, the wrong bride, will be at his side.


He turns to his sister, Frances. She will help him.


‘Listen to me,’ he says.









Two


Frances Rubin runs up the aisle, towards the foyer. Relatives and friends turn to watch as she passes, Claudia’s elder daughter, too skinny, a worrier, but a good girl none the less. What on earth is she doing? Unnoticed, at least at first, Leo jumps from the bimah and runs towards the very end of the front row, where a slender dark-haired woman, the officiating rabbi’s wife, stands alone. Then everything seems to happen at once. Frances is standing at the back of the hall, holding the solid velvet shoulders of Leo’s bride-to-be who is, for the record, crying, but quietly. Leo is speaking urgently to Nicky Baum’s wife. She is holding his hand. And, on the bimah, in full view of the admiring, the envious and the sceptical, the groom’s mother – at whom most of the guests are still staring, as if she is the point of today – begins to weep.


It is Frances who does it. Somebody has to. She walks all the way back up the aisle to the front and turns to face them and has barely said the word ‘unforeseen’ before the hall has begun to clear.


Fortunately there are coffee shops nearby. There the guests begin to assemble, warm with cake and Schadenfreude. Such a scandal, in their synagogue? Their rabbi’s son? Soon the kitchens and shuls of North-West London, of Oxford and Manchester and of further afield, will be in uproar. So few Jews, so many opinions. The national grid will spike.


As for the others, after a tearful conversation with the groom’s mystified father, the former bride-to-be’s parents sigh brokenly, wipe their daughter’s eyes and lead her to the waiting car which was to have taken her to Gatwick after the reception and now will return her to Woodside Park and West Finchley Liberal. Her bridesmaid nieces, ululating, are smoothed and kissed, but will not be calm. Rabbi Baum, deserted, sweating, accepts one of many solicitous offers to drive him and his almost-adult son across the battle lines home, where Rabbi Rubin will not be welcome again. Leo, emerging from the anteroom into which his mother had summoned him, leaves the shul by a side door. Hand in hand with his mistress, he disappears down the street.


Then Claudia appears. Ignoring the excited loiterers, the remaining Rubins group around her respectfully, like bodyguards at a funeral. Only the younger children touch her. Emily, weeping, rests her chin on her mother’s shoulder like a loving pony. Simeon takes the car keys, manfully. Gently they usher her into the passenger seat and begin the drive home to Gospel Oak, past the spectators pressed against the coffee-shop windows, to face the future.


The house is so cold. Em sobs at the kitchen table, occasionally choking out reminders to Frances about back-stroking and tea and toast. The bell of All Hallows chimes the half-hour, then the hour. Frances’s husband, Jonathan, tends to the children out of the way in the sitting room. He knows, as always, exactly what is expected of him. Claudia has withdrawn to her bedroom. After a short uncomfortable interval, their father follows.


It is, of course, a terrible evening. Only Simeon, paranoid and murderous, seems to be enjoying himself. He proposes that they interrogate the cuckolded Rabbi Baum, nominates himself to pursue Leo and ‘bring back the fucker, wherever he’s hiding’, snaps at every concerned caller and claims to have friends who could ‘scare the tits off that stringy cradle-snatcher. What is she? Sixty? Sixty-five?’


‘Early forties, apparently,’ says Em. ‘Bloody lucky to have him. Give me some,’ and she holds out a mug to Sim, who has opened the champagne semi-quietly to spare their mother’s feelings.


Frances telephones the Grossmans to console Naomi and discuss what to do. The aunt who answers will not help her; she only says, ‘Oy. Oy, oy,’ which seems to sum it up. Next she rings the synagogue, to check that the junior rabbis have dispatched the photographers and rerolled the unsigned Ketubah, that the caretaker will drive the flowers to the Czech Home in Willesden Green. She leaves a message for Mikey, her mother’s tame travel agent, to inform him that although Leo and Naomi have paid for the honeymoon, they will not be going. ‘Please don’t ring us,’ she says as, behind the fridge door, she hears Em’s plaintive voice: ‘Wish I could go to Spain.’


Then, at last, she raises the question of what happens next. In Primrose Hill tables are being laid; a student klezmer band from UCL, where Claudia is a favourite, is making its way up the Northern Line with hope in its heart. ‘You know,’ Frances tells her sister, ‘we’re going to have to do something about the restaurant.’


‘What, cancel it?’


‘Of cou— yes. I mean, if he’s gone off . . .’


‘He hasn’t,’ says Em. ‘How could he?’ Nevertheless, if one of them is to speak to their mother, apparently she is the one. ‘I know what she’s like,’ she says. ‘You’ll upset her.’


Braced for the sound of weeping from upstairs, Frances sets to work. She chips rye bread and cholent made by other people’s grandmothers from the catering-sized freezer’s frosty slopes. She arranges the fruit bowl in order of antioxidant potential. She removes the torn ham left by Sim on a plate and buries it deep in the outside bin. Next she stacks newspapers, polices the age and cholesterol level of their father’s snack collection, does the laundry, eyelids lowered in case of stains. She checks for disintegrating cables and windows left unlatched, listening out for her sister’s feet on the stairs.


Em returns ten minutes later in a cloud of fortifying cigarette smoke and righteous indignation. ‘How could he do that to her?’ she says. ‘She’s gutted. Poor old Mum.’


‘Did she tell you that?’


‘Course not. But I could tell. And apparently that witch Barbara Stoner has already emailed to ask if she’s OK. Can you believe her nerve?’


‘But isn’t that—’


‘She’s not family,’ growls Sim. ‘Not her business. Silly bitch.’


‘So, look, sorry,’ says Frances, stepping a little further inside the cage, ‘what did she say about tonight?’


‘God,’ says Em. ‘You’re so heartless. Is that all you care about?’


‘Of course not! But we’ve, I’ve got to tell the restaurant something.’


‘She said she’d do it. She knows them, doesn’t she?’


‘But it’ll still cost her thousands.’ Not for Claudia the lox-and-cream-cheese quarter-bagels, the silver-foil trays of milchedik biscuits from Lyn’s Kosher Katering consumed at other people’s weddings. Tonight’s reception at Balthazar’s in Primrose Hill, even with her large local-celebrity discount, did not come cheap.


‘Hey,’ says Simeon to Frances, three fat spliffs later. His heels rest on one of the new speakers which have mysteriously appeared in the run-up to the wedding. He is scratching his ear with a rusty skewer. ‘It’s like old times, you here in Motherland. Maybe you and your lot could move in. Kids could kip on the sofa. You and Jon-boy snogging on the stairs.’


She pretends to be inspecting a bowl of congealed fat in the fridge. Even at the idea of moving to Behrens Road, or home, or whatever she is supposed to call it, it is impossible to remain calm. She does not want to live here herself, not remotely, but the others’ continued presence is strangely disturbing. Every time she hears that despite her flat Em has stayed the night here, or trips over yet more inexplicably afforded guitars, her wedding ring flies from her. She is squashed into the corner of the car seat, scratchy in hand-medown corduroy, a furious girl again.


Evening. Night. Still no sign of Leo. They cannot unplug the phone in case he rings so they take it in turns to fend off callers: Frances; Sim; Frances; Em; Frances, Frances, Frances. Her husband takes the children home, leaving a sheaf of crayoned love-letters to grandmother Claudia, tucking into his pocket a list of awkward phone calls: their allies at the Jewish Chronicle to request privacy, Claudia’s assistant about tomorrow’s appointments. (‘Tell her to remind the junior rabbis that the Burts are both survivors. And Joan Walton and her husband weren’t speaking, and I don’t blame him. And bring Monica grapes and Tibor some old magazines and don’t mention children to Miri Dresner.’) Jonathan can be trusted, although he barely conceals his reluctance to miss this bonding family occasion. As they both know, he is the one who should be staying.


Such a good father, as Claudia always says. However, she is upstairs. Unwitnessed, Frances can wave them off with only the quickest goodbye kisses. In the circumstances, it is all anyone can expect.


Em, looking prettily distrait, is eating Bourneville. Snap. Snap. She is apparently between boyfriends, which never helps. Frances, who is so thoroughly married, cannot even remember which category her sister is currently exploring. Is it Greek? Older? Black? Teenage? Public school? Irritating as they are, these mute adoring boys, at least they keep her happy.


‘Why didn’t he tell us the other day?’ asks Em. According to her oldest friend, Lucy, who turned up earlier with vodka but knows the Rubins too well to have come in, ‘Loads of guys panic when they’re called up at the auf ruf, but you can stop them. That’s what it’s for.’


‘Well,’ begins Frances, ‘imagine saying something in the middle of a service, in shul, with half the guests there. Maybe he—’


‘He just should’ve.’


‘Yeah,’ says Sim ominously. ‘Should’ve done it at ’gogue. We’d have helped him remember how to behave.’


‘He’ll ring us, though, won’t he?’ Em asks again.


‘I’m sure he will,’ says Frances, wincing up at a new ceiling crack. She means it. How could he not? Don’t the Rubins all telephone each other daily, because bits of flattery and advice and gossip are their lifeblood, their obsession? Even she does it. They take the smallest silence so personally. As Claudia says in her forthcoming book: ‘Home is the mother-ship, the constant. In an ideal world, which this is not, it would always be home to them, wherever they live.’


Leo, however, seems to have forgotten this: Leo, of all people, with his calculator and his swimming nose-clip. One by one, as the night draws on, they go to the sitting room and take down his photographs – the sturdy scholarship boy blushing as he receives his third mathematics cup, the undergraduate picnicking awkwardly in the grass, the hard-working young barrister at his desk: a very small desk, crammed into a corner of a lowly chambers, but hard-won, well deserved. There is, in the nicest possible way, something slightly odd about Leo. Emotion, they had assumed, barely figures. He has always had a plan and, snail-like, infinitely determined, achieved it. Where does this fit in?


Sim opens another bottle. Frances’s baby will be up at six; she has a scientist’s TV tie-in to auction and publishers to chase but, for now, she is free. They pull on jumpers and make more tea and, warmed by Blitz spirit, debate reasons for Leo’s absence:


– He is having a premature midlife crisis, caused by wedding pressure and the unreasonable expectations of his future in-laws, the endless visits to Voodside Park.


– The old and therefore experienced Helen Baum has seduced Leo with Kabbalah-based erotic techniques. ‘It’s always the quiet ones,’ says Sim knowledgeably.


– This is simply a puny and belated attempt at rebellion and at this very moment he is slinking back to his flat in East Finchley or, better still, back to his parents’ house. Of course he is.


Norman Rubin, paterfamilias, stands on the stairs outside the dark little kitchen, listening. He would wish a day like this on very few of his enemies: five or six, at most. Noisy as they are, the Rubins rarely emote together. Today, as if at a death, this has changed. He keeps walking in on different combinations of heartbreak: his wife and youngest child, clutching each other and sobbing; his daughters wailing softly together; even Simeon blowing his nose unpleasantly into a tea towel. Hushed telephone conversations; confusion; he, Norman, creeps around his devastated loved ones, trying to do right.


‘Is it the humiliation?’ he had asked Claudia, he thought sensitively, on meeting her red-eyed outside the bathroom. ‘Shul, and, and . . .’


She had actually flinched. ‘God, not you too,’ she said. ‘Do you think I don’t know what a field day they’re having? The pitying visits? The gossip? The glee? Jesus, Norman,’ and, chin quivering, she had shut herself back in their bedroom to wait for Emily, who understands.


As if undaunted, he is still trying to behave like an angry father. So long as he keeps muttering ‘schmuck’, snapping at callers, pretending to be too distracted to eat and doing his best to comfort Claudia, no one could guess that, unlike the others, he is not willing his elder son home. On the contrary. Although every day Leo stays away will be hell for his family, it has also created a diversion, a smokescreen. For the first time in Norman’s relatively faultless life, this is exactly what he needs.









Three


Despite the Rubin family’s mutual reassurances, Leo does not come back. He does not even telephone. Like one of their father’s jokes, they sit in the dark and wait for him.


Monday passes: nothing. Harassed by concerned friends and relatives and perfect strangers, Sim and Em leave indignant messages at Frances’s office. She leaves soothing ones back. They ring her again.


‘I do not know,’ she says, when another meeting is interrupted by an urgent call from her brother. She is standing at the shared assistant’s desk, two inches from his shoulder, but the sound of Sim’s voice transports her home: the mildew, the paranoia. ‘Honestly – how can I? I said I hadn’t heard this morning and nothing’s changed. Sorry, but I honestly do have—’


‘But why? he demands. ‘Hey, come on. A quick chat? This is the real world, man. This stuff matters. Just tell your boss it’s urgent. It’s family. Doesn’t he have family?’


She tries to explain, gently, that her partners at the agency come from families which are more restrained; that other parents, for example, allow their adult children to live abroad, or to telephone only weekly. However, Sim, at almost thirty, still lives in his boyhood bedroom. Em, too sleepily fragile for independence, too passionately wedded to her brother, officially sublets a little flat in Belsize Park but spends most of her time in the house with him. Unlike Leo and Frances, the younger Rubin children do not exactly work, nor do they rent damp rooms on benefits because they are, as their mother often explains, creative, vulnerable. They live like teenagers preserved in a silt of comfortable squalor, bills paid, fridge full, heating soporifically high. Almost anything is more than they can cope with.


‘Please come,’ Em begs on the fourth night of no Leo. ‘Why won’t you come? The other light in the hall has gone. We don’t know what’s wrong with it. And the sodding radiator’s busted again. And Sim said something so clever to the postman, I have to tell you. And this time someone has definitely nicked my coat.’


The truth is that they do need her. Someone might trip on the stairs in the dark. Em might catch pneumonia and her lungs collapse. It does happen. Frances could not live with the guilt. She will go this evening, through the frost. She will make herself do it.


‘Of course you must,’ says her husband when he comes home. ‘Of all times – they are your family, love. You’ve got us, but think how hard it is for them. Poor Emily. You should be there. It goes without saying.’


She does not have time to walk even if she dared to, past the fat boys doing wheelies and the broken supermarket trolleys glinting in the night. She cannot drive because she is a danger to herself and others, braking for bookshops, forgetting to brake for walls. Every journey in her flimsy killing machine seems bound to end with someone’s death, probably a child’s. So, like the kind of harassed wholesome Heath-mother so despised by the Rubins, she has bought herself a bicycle and, in fear and trembling, she rides it. At least, she tries to. Today she seems to be under a spell; her legs are stiff, her brain feels thick as dough. She arrives at Gospel Oak at last. She untangles the numerous bunches of keys which all good Rubins must carry around with them, because you never know. Then she pushes open the front door and a scent of cardboard, Barbour wax, custard powder, illegal woodsmoke and garlic swaddles her, welcoming her home.


‘That you?’ Em calls from the kitchen. ‘God, I thought something bad had happened. We’re freezing to death in here.’


The effects of abandonment are beginning to show. Em has apparently stayed the night again. She is wearing an old red T-shirt of Sim’s which reveals the scratched eczematous skin of her inner elbows, and has drunk so much coffee that she shakes. In the short interval since Frances’s last visit they have broken the kettle. There is a pan of water boiling, almost dry. Even on the ground floor, where things are supposed to look civilized, chaos has settled more thickly, curling the edges of the cookery books, loosening the hinges.


Sim stumbles into the kitchen, scowling as if he has just woken up. His enmity with Leo is never mentioned; a stranger would assume that he is worried about him. Too late, as always, Frances remembers that she has entered a fairytale world, where one door leads to a golden hospitable land and the other to a black forest of unreason, where snapping creatures wait, grievances whistle past you, danger is well concealed.


‘Did you bring milk?’ he says, scratching his back. He is wearing pink translucent flip-flops and expensive new-looking low-slung jeans.


‘I didn’t . . . didn’t have time.’


‘Really,’ says Sim, staring at her until she yields. He slams the fridge door shut.


‘He’s very depressed,’ whispers Em, ripping at a cuticle as his big feet suck their way across the tiles towards the stairs. ‘Want some cheesecake? Bit of a crap one. One of those stupid gossipy Lewises brought it round from number fifty-two. You wouldn’t believe how much stuff’s been turning up. It’s not like he’s dead.’


Frances stares at a deep groove in the tabletop, a festive seam of Christmas-card glitter and raisins and rainbow Chanukkah wax. ‘How’s Dad?’ she asks at last.


‘Barely eating. Hardly even meals.’


‘Well, meals are something.’


‘Yes, but not enough. He never leaves his study.’


‘That’s not like him.’


‘I know. Don’t tell me,’ Em says, beginning to pout. ‘I’m here all the time, not like you. I see him. I know.’


‘And Mum?’


‘Working. Lecturing vicars at ’gogue tomorrow and she looks like crap. You’ve got to do something.’


Frances goes up to the first floor, bearing coffee and cheesecake. Their mother is sitting at her desk, gazing bleakly at the blank computer screen. Her dressing gown is half undone. Her skin gleams slick with moisturizer. This is the Claudia outsiders never see.


‘No news?’ she says, staring blackly at the window.


The cheesecake smells of gymnasium mats. Frances’s skin begins to prickle, as if under a shower of tiny coals. ‘Sorry. Not that I know.’


‘I’ve unplugged the phone. Are they still ringing?’


‘Well, ye—’


‘Well, let them. I’m not talking. I’ll go back in tomorrow and face the vultures down.’


‘They’re just concerned . . .’


‘Rubbish. They want details. Probably going to print it up in the newsletter. Did you notice if he took his coat? What if he’s cold?’


Frances has never known how to charm her mother. Their conversations are full of crevasses and rockslides and little velvety traps. ‘Why?’


‘He can hardly be trusted to look after himself, can he?’ she says. ‘And as for that woman . . .’


Frances stares at the back of her neck. ‘But if he’s with, you know, with her, he won’t be wandering ab—’


‘How he could do this to us, leave us . . . Anyway, they won’t be happy,’ her mother says. ‘She’s too old, she’s too thin. Sorry, but it’s true. And she’ll be full of guilt about her son. I know he’s at university but what kind of woman abandons her family, anyway? Hmm? Tell me that?’


‘I don’t—’


‘Unconditional love, that’s what mothers are for. Not love until you stop feeling like it. It’s a child we’re talking about, not a gerbil. Nothing matters more.’


There is a pause, in which her mother considers the astonishing fact of other people’s failings. ‘But,’ begins Frances, remembering her fleeting impression of Helen Baum: dignified, elegant, discreetly stylish, ‘I hardly saw her but she seemed, well, fine—’


‘I’m not asking you for a character reference.’


There is a paperweight in Frances’s hand, a dangerous egg of glossy marble. Carefully, she puts it down and reminds herself, yet again, that she is an adult and none of this should bother her. I have given birth, she thinks. I work at a respected literary agency, as an almost-equal partner. I have business cards. Profitable, if unglamorous, clients have chosen me. She looks for a flat surface on which to leave the plate, dislodging a multicoloured torrent of bris and naming invitations, a box of shul bookplates and a newspaper photograph of Claudia at the Cambridge Union, kissing a Palestinian playwright on the cheek.


‘It will be all right,’ Frances says unconvincingly. She puts out a hand to touch her smooth shoulder and somehow misses, or her mother moves aside.


It is midnight before she has changed the light bulb, visited her monosyllabic father, found her sister’s heavy purse and empty atomizer, reassured and promised and cleaned up enough to leave. The front door scrapes closed behind her, announcing its weak lock to passing burglars. She wheels her bicycle back down the path, the threads of family still tight around her neck, and slowly she begins to pedal towards the kebab shops and security grilles of Archway, where the children of North London live who cannot afford to move nearer their families, and do not dare move further away.


Her bicycle wheels skid on the icy tarmac. No one knows precisely where she is; it is her parents’ nightmare but she finds it more exciting than she should. On an empty stretch of road she veers over to the wrong side and pedals quickly through the dark, willing the cars towards her. She is going home, which is not where her heart is.


‘Are you awake?’ whispers Norman.


Claudia, his wife of three and a half decades, is sitting in her alcove, her back to him. It is late, far later than he usually dares to work but tonight, it seems, he is in luck. In her distress and disarray she has fallen asleep at her desk and cannot ask him questions.


He creeps through their bedroom towards her. Her hair is a soft dark nest stuck with pins. Her milkmaidy shoulders are bowed with the pain she feels about Leo and will not discuss with him, however much he asks her. She makes no sound.


‘Bubeleh?’ he whispers. Her desk never fails to move him. Its drifts of orange peel, engraved fountain pens, Hampstead Heath bat-walk schedules, reading glasses, bequeathed Belorussian grape-scissors, couscous recipes, charity council minutes, tchotchkes for local babies and notes in the universal elaborate handwriting of shaky Mitteleuropeans remind him of how one of their babies – Frances, maybe? – used to sleep in her cot, her body arranged possessively over everything she loved.


‘Darling, you’re schluffing. Poor girl. Come to bed.’ He puts his hands on her shoulders, his thumbs on her warm golden skin, soft as flour. Nothing good can last.


Like a statue come alive, she turns her head.


‘Oy!’ he says, jumping away. ‘You— God almighty!’


The balance of power flicks back towards her. ‘Where have you been?’


‘Ah,’ he says. ‘I . . . er—’


The senior Rubins’ marriage is, he gathers, the subject of much speculation. That they enjoy each other’s company; that they still so obviously have sex; that they somehow transcend the contrast between their worldly attainments; these facts fuel the imaginations of friends and readers of interviews, her congregation and the press. However, even facts can change. There is now much that Claudia does not know about her husband.


‘I’ve been, you know, pottering,’ he says. ‘Fiddling with that bloody computer.’


‘Really?’


Does she suspect him? Despite, or because of, her job, she is not a woman who talks about how she feels. Obviously he must tell her the truth. It is, however, difficult, more and more so as the weeks progress, to imagine how he could justify what he has done; what he is about to do. Now, he commands himself sternly, not for the first time. You have to tell her now. He looks at her round shoulder where her silky dressing gown gapes, the nibbled skin around her thumbnail since Leo ran off, the thank-you letters and invitations which lie around her like litter, a testament to how much she is wanted. He is supposed to be her protector. That is what he is for.


‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Of course really. Trust me.’


Claudia gives him her most promising smile. ‘I know I can,’ she says, her hand on his.


Frances has always tried to keep her family’s oddnesses private. Once past the shameful difficulties of childhood she kept friends away, returning to their houses after school for hot chocolate and homework and the triumph of reason. However, now the Rubins are madder. Tonight, as she prepares for bed among the laundry and broken stair gates of her disappointing marital bedroom, she decides that it is time to talk.


She slips under the cold duvet beside her husband. He is lying in a cloud of night-breath, warm and sane and adequately rested. After eight grainy months of broken sleep, it is impossible not to hate him. She fidgets until he is half awake and then, slowly at first, she begins.


‘. . . It’s, well, scary. Em’s there all the time, which can’t be healthy, can it? And Sim pretends to be busy and brings back women and drinks and smokes and turns up the thermostat, and you can’t move for bloody bikes and camera lenses for his projects and hardback books because paperback print gives Em headaches, and it’s stuff they already have, stuff still with price labels . . . anyway. It’s falling apart there, isn’t it? Everyone thinks they’re the Incredible Performing Rubins but they’re . . . they’re not. How will they cope if something actually – I mean, what if Leo—’


‘He’ll be fine,’ Jonathan mumbles. In the next room their baby, an impossibly light sleeper, stirs in his cot.


‘Well maybe, maybe.’ Anxieties are crowding in. Even if Leo is safe from beefy Nicky Baum, what about motiveless violence, the myriad accidents which threaten the unworldly? What about the lure of Beachy Head? As for the others, isn’t it time that someone noticed all is not well with the Rubin family? There is a dark well of panic inside her, old and very deep, and whenever she goes home its cover slips.


He is unbearably calm. ‘They’re not . . . they’re no good at looking after themselves,’ she says, as one might discuss a litter of kittens. ‘None of them. They seem to have no instinct for survival.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean . . . they can’t go on like this for ever.’ But her voice is mild and her true fears keep to the shadows: a slow slide into greater chaos, accelerated by disasters, sickness, death. Jonathan has no idea about any of it. ‘Never mind,’ she says and turns over. Then she turns back. ‘One more thing, though. Everyone’s so anti this woman. But if she’s happy with Leo, and he is, apart from poor old Naomi do you think it’s so wrong?’


‘Of course it is,’ Jonathan says. ‘God, don’t let your mother hear you say that.’


Frances looks at his slumped profile in the street light. After an adolescence yearning for married love, a perfect passionate understanding, she has discovered how little husbands really want to know.


There is so much she must not tell him. She has not hinted, for example, at the abject lunacy of her early teens when, after a mild scandal involving her mother, a prawn canapé and the Sunday papers, she embarked on a full-time campaign to please the Lord. She went from unfocused superstition to twenty-four-hour diligence overnight. It was her calling. Religious punctiliousness is wonderfully comforting. Besides, there was a thrilling amount to learn.


For the next two, three, five years she was the Rubins’ full-time domestic vigilante, sneaking upstairs to examine her mother’s Talmud and Halachah, repenting for every impure thought, inventing new exciting ways to protect her family from harm. In their mother’s absence she had hours to devote to the purification of tap water; to warding off the angel of death with strategically placed paper napkins; to tapping thresholds and raking the doormat for insects, predicting the future from her French dictionary, composting unholy garments, scouring her hands and then scouring them again. So much contamination, so little time. She grew expert; there was not a mitzvah, a b’racha she did not know, even the ones for seeing a king and his court, or a dwarf, or fragrant oils or the sea or lofty mountains. Bath times were exhausting. Newspapers took hours. And, oh, the fresh prayers she invented, the midnight supplications for everyone whom she loved, or knew from shul, or had simply glimpsed in the pages of the Jewish Chronicle.


She couldn’t slow down. She didn’t dare. However, there was a problem; it was becoming harder and harder to save her erring relatives from themselves. How her younger siblings would mock more observant teenagers, their davening during youth services at shul, the tefillin they would smuggle in their rucksacks to summer camp at the Royal Masonic School in Rickmansworth. It was not the Rubin way. Had they noticed hers? No one said a word. Then one day her father left a symptoms handbook open in her bedroom, with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder gently question-marked in pencil. Revelation. Appalled, enlightened, she simply stopped.


The adult Frances moves her foot away from her husband’s, infinitesimally. Danger, to Jonathan, is something any fool can avoid, provided they keep ropes and water in the boot, avoid underground car parks, extensively virus-check, measure carbon monoxide and stick an up-to-date list of emergency numbers on everyone’s telephone. He has a monthly diary reminder to test the smoke-alarm batteries. He doesn’t lie awake visualizing his siblings in a cluttered inferno, wrenching at the rotten sash windows, breaking their necks in a newspaper avalanche in the rush to escape.


‘It’s just – it was quite an odd childhood,’ she says into the darkness. ‘Whatever you think.’


He is awake, despite appearances. His voice gives her a little shock. ‘If you say so,’ he mumbles. ‘But you have to admit—’


‘I’m not saying,’ she offers, ‘that it didn’t have its moments . . .’


‘Frances, your childhood was one big moment. Anyway,’ he says as he turns on to his side, releasing a puff of stuffy air, ‘going home is healthy. Bit of stability. Of course you enjoy it.’


There is a smile in his voice. They were made for each other, the Rubins and her husband. Isn’t she lucky to have them both? Really, she should be the happiest woman alive.


A little later, after Claudia has tried every trick she knows, Norman falls asleep.


At last. Quiet and still gratifyingly supple, she eases herself from their seamy bed. She cannot think with him grumbling and fretting beside her and there is much to worry about. Her cold quiet alcove is calling to her. Even in the circumstances, it gives her relief.


She sits at her desk and listens to the settling of her house around her. How grim and damp and cheap it was, she thinks, when she first found it. The ancient River Fleet soaking the garden, the smelly old Heath bridge over the tracks, the roof caulked with buddleia and pigeon shit. Nobody else could see its potential as dormitory, banqueting hall, fortress, least of all Norman. He does not have her vision. Cleverly, she won him round.


One, it was huge, an embarrassment of space: a house to erase the cramped flats of their childhoods. His eyes had widened at every new bedroom. They would have no embroidered placemats from the old country here, she saw him thinking; no carefully preserved 1950s trolleybus maps and tragic little guides to English idiom. This house would be filled instead with light and colour, feeding the infant geniuses who would bear his name.


Two was geography. Gospel Oak, then so run down and menacing, is only ten minutes’ walk from Hampstead village, home of the Etonians and Wykhamists who were his deadly foes. She knows he pictured himself there amongst them with her – queenly, decorative, covetable – by his side. He had believed that this house was merely the first step. They do not refer to that now.


Three, it overlooks the Heath. Raised as he was in Paddington, with a view of grey bridges and joyless ironmongers, he enjoys proximity to nature, within reason. The Lombardy poplars and London planes, the scent of water, make him feel that he has arrived.


Four, they saw it on her thirtieth birthday when she, a crusader, a communicator, had achieved what very few other women had dared to try. Thanks to her charm, her brains and her determination to beat the dull male rabbis at their own game she was hauling them all – Norman, of the sideburns and glorious ideas, solemn Leo, fretful Frances and delicious Simeon, all toddler-belly and feral teeth – from West Fulham, a two-bedroom flat and an education rabbi’s pittance, to glory. The misleadingly named New Belsize Liberal might only have offered the shortest possible contract, a subtly reduced woman’s salary but, faced with her knowledge and her certainty, offered it they had. She was turning their life around. How could he refuse her on such a day? Particularly when the last affordable house they had seen, in Chalk Farm, had had hens in the kitchen?


And fifth, it contains a vast long-windowed bedroom, and bedrooms have always been very important to Norman. When she opened the door and led him in he gasped. It was only on moving-day that he looked more closely and discovered her secret: the alcove round the corner where she could work late to the sound of his breathing, cold and focused and absolutely alive.


Usually she needs nothing more than this: the bright pool of a desk lamp in the darkness, the stretched hungry centre of the night, the little sighs and turnings of someone nearby who loves her, resents her, wallowing in sleep while she goads herself on. Even at her most difficult moments this sound has strengthened her; husband, sisters, being left behind.


Now, however, she listens to his breathing and feels no comfort. She cannot work. She climbs back into bed and, tired as she is, she cannot sleep either. How can she, knowing that Leo is out there in the cold and dark? None of the prayers, no ritual for the comforting of troubled Jews can help tonight and, oh God, the meetings and visits ahead, the service on Friday night, however high her head, however sweet they are.


She must pray. She buries deep into almost forty years of knowledge and retrieves, of all things, the old-fashioned Service for the Redemption of the Firstborn, which she has endured for so many other families but, naturally, scorned for her son. She imagines the money held above Leo’s little fluffy head, reciting the words with which she claims him: May this child enter Life, Law, the fear of Heaven. And then, because she can’t face the bit about nuptial canopies, she fast-forwards to the blessing she longs to give him again, the one which, every Friday night, makes her eyes sting: May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord’s face shine upon you and be gracious to you. May the Lord’s face be turned to you and give you peace.


Lord, she thinks, wiping the tears away, thinking of Norman: enough already. Bring him back.


It is lust, of course – she knows all about that. But for her own son to have put it first, before even family, is inconceivable. There is an ache in her heart because of him. It is, in its own way, reassuring, evidence that she feels as a mother should. The wedding fiasco has shaken her confidence. She does not want doubt, or change, or horrible truths about the dark little wills of her children. She had always thought that if the surface were perfect, the rest would follow. Could she have been wrong?


The house is too quiet. Panic feeds in the dark. For God’s sake, she thinks, what’s wrong with you?


She turns over, freeing the flesh which has wedged itself beneath her arm. She has not examined her breasts this month, or the last. She loves them and so, with every passing year, she grows more frightened of what she might find. Death, however, is one of the many subjects she will not allow herself to discuss or even consider. No one has ever guessed how much she fears it, however many sickbeds and stone-settings she attends, the bereaved relatives embraced in cemetery car parks. Even now the very idea is speeding up her heart; it bangs on her breastbone impertinently. She makes herself take a deep slow breath, then another. As a girl she fantasized about, among other things, a seamless body made of steel, tight with perfection. But now here she is, full of rust at fifty-five, with much still to achieve and only two decades, if that, to do it in.


A cold wind is beginning to blow in from over the Heath, rattling the broken roof tiles. A long night train clatters past the end of the garden, then another. It is no use. She will not sleep. Her thoughts have turned, as lately they have begun to do, to money.


She grew up poor. There is no shame in this, or in self-betterment, as long as, from the outside, it looks easy. Nothing is more unattractive than a struggling immigrant; nothing except her father, swaggering around Portobello while his wife and daughters bargained for bruised fruit. Her lip curls when she thinks of him, the hollow man of means.


Yet despite her hatred of the penny-pinching days, they are returning. When she closes her eyes she sees only bank statements: not only the wedding, an investment she could ill afford, but the astonishing sums paid out monthly for the roof, the subsidence and bubbling paint; the car Sim drains dry; the keys poor Emily lost, again; the women to whom she gives five hundred pounds a week to wipe her father’s chin and pretend they understand his accent; the secret handouts to her sisters; the consoling treats for her younger children and the cash they require simply to exist; the too-few hours of cleaning she has tried and failed to do without; the train fares; the hair dye and clothes and makeup on which, at her age, a woman relies; the heat and light; the donations to the Carpathian League, the Mobile Library Service, the Immigrant Women’s Shelter, the Israeli Peace Corps, the Home for Aged Jews and almost everywhere else; the endless insurance on which Norman insists; the expensive local shops and hopeless elderly tradesmen whom she supports because somebody must; the bank loans; and, most shockingly, the amount they seem to spend on the essentials, the abundant feeding of children and guests which is surely the point of it all.


Meanwhile the monthly paid-in column is down to this:


– seven thousand pounds, before tax, from the shul.


– another four hundred or so, after tax, from the opinion pieces she writes at night, the prestigious but poorly paid lectures and modest library payments for her old books, set texts all over the world, as if that helps.
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