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‘I missed her fearfully, and could no longer deceive myself, and tried to get other people to deceive me.’


Anton Chekhov, My Life










Mother’s Day


I WAS DUE to meet my mother at a gallery in the centre of town. I hadn’t seen her in five years and I hoped she would think that I looked better than she had expected. As I got ready, I noticed the ways my body was getting all worn – the skin on the insides of my elbow joints and around my eyes was starting to become thin and papery, like the wings of a moth or some other flimsy flying thing. But I didn’t really mind because it reminded me of her – of the age she had been when I had first known her. Although I flatter myself, of course; I was born to a twenty-four-year-old, and I am now in my early forties.


A fresh wind blew in and shook the early blossoms off the trees in the garden and everything in my house was beautiful and well made, and I saw it all with her eyes before I left to meet her. The children were at school, my husband was at work, it was a Tuesday, it was quiet on the street as I walked to the Tube, it was mid-morning. I had a wonderful life that I had not earned, and everything we owned pointed to that fact so I could not invite her to sit here among my things and drink coffee from the little cups we had bought in Istanbul two summers ago.


It was her fault that I had so much. She taught me to think of myself as special, and so I found myself working on a fine-arts magazine – passionate, broke and ridiculously, embarrassingly pretty. I didn’t know anything then about how money wraps itself around art, I didn’t know that when a nice young man whose father was on the board fell for me, people would smile and nod in a way that showed that this was no surprise, that this was the way things were. I didn’t know anything, and she didn’t teach me. So it was her fault, and it was my fault, and that was why things went the way they went, and that’s why I hadn’t seen her in five years.


I found out I was pregnant again on the day I got the message from my mother asking me to meet her – and for a while I thought of it all as a gorgeous coincidence that lit the way towards a possible reconciliation. But when I saw her sitting in the cafe near the wing of the gallery that I remembered all too belatedly had been built by pharmaceutical blood money, I realized that this meeting was not about me or my body and its new life at all – it was about her, and her body and its old, tired, ebbing life. And I felt irritated by the way she had shown me up already, and again, for being thoughtless, self-absorbed and silly.


She was sitting quietly in front of a scone and a cup of tea. Her hair seemed to be gone, she wore a scarf over her head. I sat down in front of her. She reached out her hands, I put mine over them. Her face showed the impact of illness and I was momentarily unable to speak.


‘I need some of his money,’ she said and I nodded.


‘I’m pregnant,’ I said, and she laughed. I smiled back and she looked at me as if she were proud for one tiny second.


Spring is the best time of year to live in this city and it always makes me think of our old flat south of the river, the place of my very earliest memories. I have this sense of a pram under a tree and the breeze moving through the leaves making shadowy flickers over a blanket and I think maybe I am lying under that blanket. I can close my eyes and be in this moment but I am afraid to do it. I have a sense of the young woman that was her moving around near me, under the tree, getting something for me. There is music somewhere, the neighbourhood we lived in was noisy and full of people from everywhere, people who had nothing much except those lovely streets of crumbling Victorian terraces near a park. I never went to that part of the city any more, I didn’t need to, I’d risen above it and so in my mind it was wrapped up in the past, with being just the two of us, as it was throughout those days.


My mother told me then that she could no longer afford the mortgage payments on her small house in the commuter town she lived in; her illness meant she could no longer work.


‘Come and stay with us,’ I said. ‘We have so much space. You could be with the kids.’ I had imagined this happening. I had imagined her coming to me, needing something. Many times, I had imagined this. My mother withdrew her hands and looked away.


I got up to get myself something to eat. It was very early on in the pregnancy and I was full of appetite for food and sleep. While queueing, I noticed how well-lived all the other patrons of this cafe looked. They were all mostly close to my mother’s age. They wore thick gold rings, wide trousers, bifocals with pink frames. They peered at the cakes and the stacks of pastries, their faces prosperous, eager, frank.


My mother was wearing supermarket trainers, faded jeans and a cotton sweater under a cardigan. But to my eyes, she still looked stylish. She worked as a cashier in a supermarket. She had arranged a small, organized life for herself, neat as a well-made bed. I was proud of her for that, proud of how self-sufficient she was. I didn’t even know how much money my husband earned. It was too embarrassing to know. I read stories in the press about how hard it was to manage nowadays and I found it difficult to really believe this, though I had once been in that position myself. But my current life was so real, so enveloping that seeing beyond it was almost impossible.


As I was waiting to pay, I noticed that the sixty-something woman ahead of me was holding hands with a small boy the same age as my daughter. He looked all around the busy cafe, his cheeks flushed and adorable. His grandmother kept her eyes fixed on him the entire time, even while paying the assistant. He put his small hand absent-mindedly on her leg and I saw her thin face register his touch.


Back at the table, I said to my mother, why don’t you come over for a bit at least, the kids would love to see you. This was not really true: the kids already had a devoted set of grandparents who lived locally and who showered them with attention and love. Another grandma would have been nice, but in the way another book on their well-stocked bookshelves would have been nice.


‘The kids ask about you all the time,’ I said. ‘They wonder why I don’t have a mummy. Why I don’t have a family.’ I laughed. ‘It’s a good question, isn’t it?’


‘Another baby,’ my mother said. ‘I suppose it’s only the rich who can afford to have big families nowadays.’


‘Three is hardly big,’ I said, but she was right. No one I knew from my days at the magazine had more than one or two kids, unless they had married rich like me. And no one had married quite as rich as me.


‘True,’ my mother said. ‘You’d need a few more to fill that house.’


‘Oh, we moved. Didn’t I tell you?’ I said. ‘Just down the street. The stamp duty made it a bit naughty but you should see the garden.’ I heard myself saying these things, but I couldn’t stop. ‘It’s like an orchard. It’s so nice for the children to be close to nature.’ I spoke those last words slowly, feeling them puncture any chance of anything.


My mother’s lips were tight and pale.


‘Anyway,’ I said. ‘Let me know how much. We can make it a monthly payment, if that’s easiest.’


She said nothing. Her hands were trembling a little, and I thought about feeling guilty but then she was old and ill, why shouldn’t she tremble.


‘Let’s go and see this exhibition,’ I said, recklessly. I knew she expected me to leave, but I wanted to wring every last bit of misery from the afternoon, so I remembered it, so I remembered not to hope again. I had to learn, again and again, that I could not expect her to love me for who I was now.


My mother had wanted to become an artist but she had no talent for self-promotion. She was just good. Her drawings were quick and vivid, her paintings ambitious and lurid. She came of age at a time when people like her could actually go to art school and not spend their lives paying for it, but she never really learned how to get her talent to chime with the times. If only I had known then what I know now. I know so much now! I would know exactly what to do with my mother now. I would even do it, if she’d let me. Everything is possible for women these days. I would say that to her, but I don’t want her to punch me in the stomach. Actually, I would love for her to punch me in the stomach. Then she would have to feel bad. Then she would have to say sorry.


We walked around the pictures. I felt bored and impatient reading the blurbs printed next to the canvases. She followed me, pausing when I paused, stopping when I stopped.


As we were exiting the temporary exhibition to go back into the main part of the gallery, I saw Philippa, an old flame of my husband’s, standing next to a stand of postcards, talking to a sales assistant. Philippa and my husband had been at university together, and she was now head of brand at this museum. I was glad to see her. I wanted my mother to see me hobnobbing with people like her. I wanted my mother to know that the arts, the sphere to which she had dared aspire, was full of people she could not stand. I wanted her to see that even if she had tried, she would have failed anyway.


Philippa was clever but not wise; she was canny but she lacked insight. She had great taste, excellent connections and went untroubled by any questions to do with what the point of all this was. She was the perfect employee for this sell-out institution. I enjoyed thinking these things about her.


She saw me, smiled and walked over. We greeted each other with kisses and I introduced her to my mother. Philippa said, it is so lovely to meet you and my mother nodded. Philippa looked at me and asked what’s new, how things were with some people we knew in common, how the kids were doing. My mother wandered off as we chatted, back in towards the exhibition, which you are not supposed to do, we had passed the exit. I started to go after her but Philippa put her hand on my arm.


‘It’s okay,’ she said, and I looked at my mother’s back and I saw what Philippa saw: the crap clothes, the belongings bundled in a nylon bag-for-life, the confused older woman walking in the wrong direction.


My stomach – empty as I had been unable to eat the food I had bought in the cafe – turned and I shuddered, trying to swallow a sudden desire to be sick. Philippa looked alarmed and I told her – I told this woman whom I half-despised, this woman who was the best-looking of all the glossy spectres of my husband’s sexual history, I told her what I had not yet told my husband – I told her that I was pregnant. As I told her, I realized I was looking for approval from her. I looked away, and I saw that my mother had turned around and was watching as Philippa shrieked and hugged and congratulated me.


Outside the gallery, I felt dizzy with hunger. I stood there, emptily. It was windy and the midday traffic roared around us. My mother went into a small supermarket near the Tube station and came out with a chicken-salad sandwich and a can of fizzy orange. We sat down on a low wall facing the river. I devoured the sandwich and then my mother handed me the drink. She watched as I gulped it down. It tasted delicious, better than the best champagne. We stayed on the wall for a long time feeling the sun and wind flicker across our faces and I tried to think of some words that would help us cross the river together to go home.
















My First Marina


WHEN I WAS young, a man more than twice my age fell in love with me. I was already in love with a man – a boy – of my own age and he was in love with drinking, chess and certain factions of left-wing politics. The younger one was not not in love with me, but he also didn’t seem that bothered about the lengthy agonized emails the older man was sending me, lauding my beauty and brilliance. The younger man was treating me far less well than I deserved but on the other hand the older man’s fervent admirations were far more than I merited and made me very nervous. It was, admittedly, pretty interesting to hear (or read, he mostly wrote to me) all about how amazing I was, and if I could have taken it seriously then I’m sure I would have been utterly smitten. But falling in love with this older man would have involved falling in love with a superior version of myself which unfortunately I was unable to do, my real self having far too intimate a knowledge of the many ways I failed to resemble the gorgeous and impossible creature of his (the older man’s) desire.


He was also married, this older man, which made the whole thing ridiculous – how could I possibly be having a relationship with a married man? I wasn’t in a soap or a book. When something that would have been quite mundane in a work of fiction happened to me, I had real trouble believing in it. Like death, for example: my friend had killed herself the previous summer, and separating the performance of my grief from its reality proved completely impossible, so I just stopped going back to my home town entirely and threw myself into life in college which meant I suddenly had excellent grades and this complicated love situation.


It was late spring and exams were coming. It was my final year and I had no idea what I was going to do next in my life. I spent most days in a formless, hungover state, working in the library until around six, then going home to my cramped flat before either going out again with friends or going to the older man’s house, where he would feed me delicious meals and talk to me about beautiful things like the book he was writing or his decadent long-ago youth. I responded with some stories of my own: the older man wanted to understand me, and enjoyed hearing tales of my adolescent love complications. Many things had happened to me as a teenager, even besides the death, but I still did not quite understand the significance of all those things. Talking to the older man helped me figure them out a little, but he seemed to be interested in aspects and situations I considered less relevant, so I often left these conversations feeling both flattered (by his keen attention) and confused (by the specific things he paid attention to).


One evening after dinner, the older man tried to kiss me and I declined, and I went over to the boy’s house. It was damp and smelly but I felt full of a sexual thrill when I walked in the door. The boy was in the kitchen putting a frozen pizza in the oven and talking to his housemates – all peaceable sorts who often seemed more interested in talking to me than the boy himself did. I enjoyed their attention but feared things getting out of control as they so often seemed to, so I tried to maintain a bit of reserve, which was hard for me. The boy gave me a slice of the pizza while he wolfed down the rest of it in a few hungry mouthfuls. Then we went up to his room and had sex.


The next day I had dinner with the older man again, and I told him about the boy. He was very hurt, he said. He thought there was something special between us.


‘There is,’ I said. ‘But I don’t feel that way about you.’


‘What way?’


‘You know what way.’


‘Is it because of my age?’


I told him it wasn’t. He looked crushed.


The older man then said that he couldn’t be around me for a while – not to call, he’d be in touch. I never called him anyway. I felt kind of guilty about the whole situation, but it was impossible for me to see myself as the scarlet woman in this context. He was American, his family were many thousands of miles away, he was only in this country for a year or two. I wasn’t entirely convinced they existed. Not that I thought he was lying, I just still couldn’t really believe reality was this scripted.


The way the boy made me feel, on the other hand, was so weird and perverse as to be completely believable. I was addicted to sleeping with him. I was also enthralled by how badly he could treat me. He wasn’t wilfully cruel or anything, he was just laughably thoughtless. He dropped me and picked me up like a stone and I let him. I really didn’t mind.


One night, a few days after the older man told me he was swearing off me for a while, I got a text from Jim. He was a boy of my own age from my home town. He was going to be coming up to the city in a few days and asked if I wanted to go drinking with him. I absolutely did.


I had been with Jim once, but there was nothing really between us. The boy who had caused all the bother in our home town was his best friend, however, and this was part of the attraction of spending time with Jim. I met him off the bus. It was a bright early summer day. I felt like I had lived for a hundred years already. Jim and I started drinking in an old pub near the water. We talked about our respective classes and people from home. We avoided the central issue.


Hours later, we sat on the edge of the quay. It was a rare still night and the town was busy with summer drinkers. Jim was acting like he thought something was going to happen between us. All I wanted was for him to ask me – what had happened? Why had she done it? As I got drunker, I began to get angry that he hadn’t asked me this. But I didn’t show him this anger.


The boy I was sleeping with suddenly loomed out of the darkness. I had texted him to tell him where I was but I hadn’t expected him to come meet us.


‘Hey,’ he said. His pale skin shone in the moonlight. His fingernails were dirty. I introduced him to Jim.


I went home with the boy, of course. Jim came with us. We all stayed up late listening to music and smoking. Me and the boy went to bed together as dawn was breaking. I felt unbearably happy.


The next day, the older man called. I was sitting at the kitchen table in the boy’s house, drinking coffee and thinking I should go in to the library. Jim was packing his things in the living room. He was talking about how when he got home he was going to go out shooting with his brother. Shooting what, I’d asked him. Whatever’s there, he said.


The older man wanted me to see him after his classes. I was looking forward to it because I wanted to tell him all about Jim, and how he (Jim) had never once mentioned Marina the whole day long, still less his best friend, the boy I’d betrayed her with, the boy she’d killed herself over, the boy who made it impossible for me to go home.


The older man was in a very bad mood when I got to his place. I was unspeakably cruel, he said. I shrugged and looked out the window. He calmed down and poured me some wine. I tried to tell him about the night before.


‘Wait, wait, wait,’ he said. ‘So there’s two guys? The guy who goes here –’ that’s how we referred to my current boy, I didn’t want the older man to know his name – ‘and this guy from home, this Jim?’


‘That’s right,’ I said.


‘And Jim and Marina –’


‘No. Jim’s friend and Marina.’


‘Another guy.’


‘Yes.’


‘You slut,’ the older man said.


I nodded.


‘You are going to destroy me,’ he said.


I looked around the living room. It was very comfortable and full of books. The food he was feeding me with was very good. I’d never eaten so well in my life. The wine he’d given me made my cheeks burn. I was very tired and wondered if I could go upstairs and sleep, but I knew that would be mean when I had no intention of sleeping with this man. I wondered in that moment who I was and what on earth was wrong with me. I had never intended to hurt anyone. I had just gone around with a big hungry appetite but didn’t everyone do that? I felt a whoosh of sadness and I doubled over. The older man asked me if I thought I was going to be sick.


In the bathroom, I stood on the closed toilet lid and stuck my head out of the Velux window built into the roof. I could smell the sea in the distance. I pulled myself out onto the roof and sat there looking up at the stars. I imagined Marina sitting beside me. She wouldn’t have liked this situation. She would have thought this older man weird, she would have thoroughly disapproved of my getting involved with him. We had been friends since we were nine and a half years old. When we turned sixteen and I suddenly went crazy for boys she got very intimidated. I hated that. It didn’t matter to me that she had never kissed anyone. I just wanted us to be friends as we had always been.


I heard the older man moving in the bathroom beneath me. He must have been wondering where I’d got to. Suddenly his head poked out the window. He looked annoyed. ‘Get down from there,’ he said. He sounded like he was talking to a child.


Marina’s dad had ignored me at the funeral. He knew a bit about what had happened. I don’t think he was angry with me, it was more like I was a ghost and he looked through me. His face was purple. Other girls from school went and hugged him and her mother.


The edge of the roof didn’t seem so far from the ground. I shuffled down the slope of the roof. It was a dry night and the bumpy texture of the surface felt solid. I wasn’t afraid.


‘You’re going to break my soffit,’ the older man yelled out the window at me. I swung my legs over the edge and looked down. It was a lot higher than I had thought.


I realized I was shaking and wondered if this is something like what Marina felt before she did what she did. It wasn’t like her to kill herself. She would have hated the attention of a funeral. Girls who didn’t even know her wept like their houses were on fire. She would have hated that. She hated hypocrisy and bullshit. She was the very best person in my life.


The older man was crawling out of the window now and making his way gingerly down the roof, sort of crouched down on his bottom. He was wiry and youthful-seeming but the concentration in his face made the veins in his neck stand out and suddenly he looked old and absurd. He put his hand over my hand.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Are you trying to escape me?’


I considered this. I wasn’t, not really. I was just doing one thing and then another thing. This situation had nothing much to do with him.


Marina would never get herself into this kind of situation and that used to make me so frustrated. She didn’t want to do things to see what would happen. She had too much integrity. She wanted to be rooted in something. She hated sex. She told me that she wished it didn’t exist, that it ruined everything. Jim’s friend had liked her sense of humour. He made her laugh. I was jealous. I was the only one who could make Marina laugh like that. Their thing, whatever it was, had nothing to do with sex; it had been pure in a way that made me feel filthy.


And so I had done what I had done with him.


‘This is romantic,’ the older man said gently. ‘I’ve never climbed up here before. You make me see things I’ve never seen before.’


I knew then that I had to jump off the roof. I heard Marina telling me to do it. Not because I was in danger – ha! As if. But because jumping off the roof would mean I would probably break my ankle, forcing me to stay at home for a few weeks and get away from all these men and boys. I would also probably break the older guy’s soffit, whatever that was, another plus. I started laughing to myself at these things Marina was saying to me.


‘Why are you mocking me?’ the older man asked. ‘Stop sniggering.’


I laughed longer and louder. Tears started to stream from my eyeballs. And then I jumped.


Marina was right. I did break my ankle but she had failed to mention that breaking an ankle was not like twisting one. I was in agony and had to have an operation. I missed my exams and spent most of the rest of the summer alone. My parents came to see me a few times but didn’t stay very long. My mother hugged me and said she was sorry this had happened, but that she was glad I was having adventures. I didn’t know how to tell her about my mistakes and how I couldn’t seem to stop making them. She’d married so young, she’d never had the chances I had. I liked that she thought of me as strong and free.
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