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  The door closes behind me.




  I stand still for a moment, then walk over to the chair in the corner. I put my bag down and make myself comfortable. My gaze starts to wander upwards and I drop my eyes quickly and stare at my

  feet. I move my bag to the other side of the chair, though I do not need to. I pick a hair off my skirt, then examine the stitching. I sigh. I rub my eye and push my hair behind my ear. I look at

  the bottom of the stand that holds the flowers and see the way it dents the pile of the carpet.




  Anything not to look, not to see the thing that is right in front of me.




  But my eyes catch the hard wooden corner of it, and the long stems of white carnations and roses.




  My mother would have hated the carnations: scentless, long-lasting. Economical. Flowers pretending to be flowers. She would have hated the room too. Locked away from the busy London street, with

  its thick walls, the smooth, heavy door, the stifling carpet. Its newness, lack of wear. Lack of life.




  I look up, where the walls join the ceiling. There is no window in here, and it bothers me. I know there is no need for a window, for sun and light, but it still bothers me and I remember the

  time everyone came to my grandmother’s house, and the candles were lit and the mirror draped with a shawl. My mother leapt to open the windows, to let out her mother’s spirit.




  I take a deep breath, and I feel it inside me, the something that has always been there: bunched, coiled, banging against my ribs and my cartilage.




  I think of my six-year-old son, earlier this morning, as he stood by me and listened to me talk on the telephone. He asked me what was wrong as I put down the receiver. And I asked him to go and

  play while I sat in the chair, and allowed the words to settle inside me.




  It has been a long time since I’ve seen my mother. A long time.




  I raise my eyes and see the platform, the wooden box. The presence of it, the solidity of it, shocks me as though I have slammed myself into a wall.




  I cannot think of my mother without thinking of her hands. She had muscular, tight hands. Pale blue veins ran along the backs of them. She loved music, my mother.




  She could play me with her hands, knew which strings to pluck.




  I never listen to music now.




  ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘we’ll sing together, you and me.’




  She was bent down towards me, her face flat and white in the dark. The smell of wine on her breath. Her hands were on my upper arms, holding me tight. Too tight.




  ‘My legs ache,’ I said.




  She laughed. ‘You don’t sing with your legs.’




  She let me go and looked at the man with the guitar who sat on the stone steps of the courtyard. She gathered up her skirt in one hand, raised the other in the air, the fingers spread like a

  fan. He started to play.




  While she danced and sang, I looked around at the courtyard, at the walls of windows, the lines of washing hanging out in the night dew. I could hear a couple arguing and a dog barking. I looked

  up at the rectangle of sky, at the moon.




  I was six, the same six as my son’s six.




  My mother stopped dancing and looked at me. ‘This,’ she said, ‘is life, real life. Not that middle-class ghetto you live in with your father.’ She laughed.

  ‘More,’ she cried at the man. ‘More.’




  And then, when she’d finished dancing, she came to get me. She pulled me roughly to my feet, and she told me to sing.




  I knew my mother: I sang.




  I sang though tiredness ran right through me, and the cold of the courtyard was in me. I sang while she picked me up and held me and danced with me. And I still sang as the silk of her dress

  wrapped itself round my face.
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