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This is a memoir in that it’s an account of what I remember. Memory is fallible, eye-witness accounts differ, even or especially the closest people have incompatible stories of shared experience. Other characters in parts of this book have other memories of the events described; I speak only (at last) for myself. I write about contested memory, about cognitive impairment and mental illness, about dissonant voices in my head and in my world. I write about eating disorders and about madness and self-doubt and I am not recollecting in tranquillity. I have worked hard to hold space for the narrator’s fallibility and for others’ denial of her version of reality.


It seems unlikely that the recollection of dialogue from forty years ago is accurate, although I experience memory rather than invention. Others share my recollection of some more recent conversations. The only wilful invention is in changing names and blurring the identities of innocent bystanders. And maybe I made up the Wolf, or maybe the wolves made up the narrator.











Body my house


my horse my hound 


what will I do


when you are fallen


Where will I sleep 


How will I ride 


What will I hunt


Where can I go


without my mount 


all eager and quick 


How will I know 


in thicket ahead


is danger or treasure 


when Body my good 


bright dog is dead


How will it be


to lie in the sky


without roof or door 


and wind for an eye


With cloud for shift 


how will I hide?


‘QUESTION’, MAY SWENSON









‘In her work, as in her private problems, she was always civilised and sane on the subject of madness.’ 


E. M. FORSTER ON VIRGINIA WOOLF










all stories are true


In the middle of the journey of your life – at least, almost certainly more than halfway through – you found yourself in a dark wood.


Who do you think you are, Dantë? Shut up, no one cares what middle-aged women do in the woods.


The straightforward path was lost. You had to find another way.


It wasn’t. You could have kept going if you’d tried harder.


You heard ancestral voices. They wouldn’t stop, there were more and more of them, cacophonous. Curled in your ears, worming into your brain, breeding in your heart, eating you up inside, a parasite chorus.


You invented us. We’re you.


It’s all in your head, you brought it on yourself.


No. You have to be allowed to speak somewhere. There must be some firm ground. Try again.


Once upon a time, deep in the forest, there was a wolf. A woman called for the wolf and the wolf came to her. There was a trail of breadcrumbs to a gingerbread house, there were three bowls of creamy porridge, there was a basket of currant buns—


Rubbish. They killed the last wolf long before you were born. You can’t stop thinking about food, can you?


Try again. Remember that you’re the narrator here.


Long ago and in another country, a baby was born in the big woods, the youngest of a poor woodcutter’s many children. The family lived on the border, what’s now the border, between Russia and Latvia.


Soldiers came. A pogrom.


There’s no evidence. You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s not relevant.


The baby’s mother put her into the arms of her neighbour, who was leaving. Save this one at least. They took a boat to Scotland. The baby grew up there. During the next war, she took a boat to New York.


Red herrings. Wild goose chases. You’re inventing ancestors so you can blame them for the troubles you brought on yourself. Also you’ve skipped a generation, it was the daughter of the baby in the wood who went to New York.


In New York, the baby in the wood – or yes, all right, the baby’s daughter, the dates do work better that way – met a man. A nice Jewish boy with a Russian name.


Ukrainian, you’ll find. His brother fell off the paddle steamer leaving Odessa. You don’t seem to care very much about the men in this story.


The Scottish Latvian woman and the Ukrainian Russian man married in New York and had two American-Scottish-Latvian-Russian-Ukrainian children. They changed their name to something less Russian. The firstborn was their best boy who became a doctor and married a nice Jewish girl and had nice Jewish children. Four years later they had the Owl.


They spoke Yiddish to each other when they didn’t want the children to understand, but they made sure their sons spoke only English, ate American food and wore American clothes, went to summer camp and played baseball and bought corsages for the dates they took to proms.


Have you ever even seen a corsage? You’re getting this from films, you have no idea—


The Scottish Latvian daughter of the baby in the wood was a difficult woman and a bad mother. Perhaps her mother had also been a difficult woman and bad mother. Perhaps they had their reasons, under the circumstances, for being difficult.


Excuses, you mean. She was crazy, cuckoo, loony. Wrong in the head. It runs in the female line, that kind of thing.


Soon the Owl saw that his mother was not only a difficult woman and a bad mother but the Wicked Witch of the West, and so he ran away, back over the sea to England, where he changed his name and ate pork and wrote a PhD in social science, tables and graphs for human behaviour, quantities, fact. He disliked England and the English, their lukewarm grey food and plumbing, the way they wouldn’t say what they meant, but it was better than sharing a continent with the Wicked Witch. He met the Jumbly Girl, who was from Yorkshire and not Jewish, and he married her and moved to Scotland. He didn’t like Scotland either.


Yes he did, he liked the Scottish mountains, he just didn’t like the Scots, the same way he liked Switzerland but not the Swiss and later Japan but not the Japanese.


The Jumbly Girl was also writing a PhD, though hers was on medieval art, not one table or graph. She came from Leeds, in Yorkshire, in the north of England. In hard times her people had lived on bread and margarine, gone barefoot.


Nonsense, you’ve been reading too much George Orwell. Your great-grandfather worked in a tannery, of course no one was barefoot. And they probably chose bread and margarine, they liked awful food. You’re just claiming working-class credentials by proxy, as if their hard work excuses your privilege.


They were small businesspeople, enterprising. Some of them left for Australia. Rickets and stunted growth, for those who stayed, stunted education, but still as a teenager your grandfather cycled to Hull and persuaded a trawler to take him on. He didn’t want to be a fisherman, he wanted to travel. He saw the coast of Iceland before seasickness got the better of him and he gave up and went home.


That doesn’t sound very likely. Why do you need all these travelling forebears? Can’t you just admit that you’re pathologically restless, can’t settle, keep a bag half-packed and a line of sight on the door? Not very nice for your children, growing up like that. It’s your problem, a difficult-woman problem, nothing to do with your grandparents.


You had the story about Iceland from your grandfather’s own lips, so if eyewitness testimony is truth, even when written down forty years later by someone who was a child at the time and already given to storytelling, it’s gospel, gospels being of course also eyewitness testimony written down decades later by people given to storytelling. The rickets and stunting were written in your grandfather’s body, in his short stature and bow legs, though there is no evidence of that now, only your word for it. Even now, writing this, tears form as you say that his bones were made ash twenty years ago, as you recall his Easter funeral, the smell of narcissus, the warmth of your infant son against your shoulder. True tears dropping, though like any novelist you are inclined to exaggeration and may be putting it on a little, who knows?


Your tears don’t make anything true. You cry on purpose, to get sympathy. There were no flowers in the church, it was the day after Good Friday when churches are bare, and your son slept all morning in his pram.


Your grandfather had a childhood sweetheart. They were twelve when they met, just before he left school. She stayed on, eventually won a rare scholarship to university, but her father wouldn’t let her go, no point educating a girl. She did teacher training instead, became a primary school teacher, a better job than her parents had imagined.


As poor boys in stories often do, your grandfather went to be a soldier in the War. Well, joined the Air Force, to be exact, and somehow arranged matters so that the Air Force trained him as an accountant, and also let him travel: Italy, Egypt. You have seen the evidence for this part, the primary sources. Military organizations are good record keepers, when it suits them.


He learnt to ski, to drink wine.


The sweethearts waited until after the war to have just one child, so they could focus everything they had, everything they could work for and buy, on making sure their best girl and her children and her children’s children would have a life better than theirs and their parents’ and their parents’ parents. She had elocution lessons, ballet, tennis. They paid for her to go to the best school in town where she worked very hard and was the best girl and then she went to university where she met the runaway son of the wicked witch.


She didn’t, that was later, another university. She met other men first. Maybe she should have married one of them.


The sweethearts did not want their best girl to marry the Jewish American (Russian-Latvian-Ukrainian-Scottish) runaway son of a wicked witch. Your poor children, they said, will be neither one thing nor the other, not like us and not like them. She defied parents who had only ever wanted what was best for their golden-haired best girl, only ever wanted her to be happy. And prosperous and successful and pretty and thin and good at tennis and ballet and elocution and keeping a clean tidy house while married to a Yorkshire Gentile bank manager or maybe a doctor. You do not know what the wicked witch wanted for her runaway son because you never met her, but plainly she did not want him to cross the ocean and marry the not-Jewish best girl and have not-Jewish children and probably that is one of the reasons why he did it.


You were born there, in Glasgow, to the Owl and the Jumbly Girl. You looked like the Wicked Witch, with your dark hair and big nose. You were like her from the beginning. A man can cross oceans and change his name and renounce his faith but he cannot stop his daughter being like his mother.


Women are all the same. Mothers are shape-shifters, poltergeists. You can’t escape them, even when they die.


Speculation, all this, or opinion, anyway. Interpretation, one could say. Plainly, probably.


Always distrust adverbs.


You just invented that.


All stories are true.


Some would disagree.


All narrators are Cretan liars.










I


Unreliable narrators: inventing










power cuts


Scotland, winter.


Mid-seventies. Oil crisis, power cuts. Put another jumper on, coats indoors.


You arrived early. You would always arrive early.


Blue hands, smaller than starfish. Blue lips, crying and crying, day and night.


She wanted to feed you. She wanted to be good at it.


You were not good.


Bad at milk, bad at sleep.


Failure to thrive, failure to feed, failure to please.


You made the Jumbly Girl unhappy. You made her cry.


The Owl left in the morning and came home in the evening and she was sitting in the same chair and you were still screaming but now she was crying too.










goblins cry


Your grandmother came.


Your grandmother pushed the pram down the road to the pond. There were seagulls. You liked the seagulls, pointed and called to them.


Your grandmother rocked you. She sang to you.


She fed you, on apple purée because you were bad at milk and the Owl didn’t want you to have rice, to love carbohydrates and get fat like the Jumbly Girl.


Rubbish, he has no memory of this.


How does he know it’s rubbish if he has no memory of it?


You can’t remember it either, you were four weeks old.


She told you. The Jumbly Girl and your grandmother both told you, separately, later, when you wouldn’t wean your own baby at four weeks.


Oh no they didn’t.


Your stomach hurt.


You can’t possibly remember that.


Your grandmother held you while you cried. She rubbed your back. She said Up the airy mountain, down the rushy glen, we daren’t go ahunting for fear of little men. She said Morning and evening, maids heard the goblins cry. Don’t tell her that one, the Jumbly Girl said. She did not like goblins, did not approve of fruit, certainly did not like poetry.


Nonsense, she’s eaten fruit almost every day since rationing ended.


What figs my teeth have met in. Pears red with basking.


Anyway, she did like poetry. Edward Lear, don’t you remember? Colour illustrations, all the creatures more cute and less sinister than they sound. The Pobble who has no toes had once as many as we. The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea in a beautiful pea-green boat. For day and night he was always there, by the side of the Jumbly Girl so fair, with her sky-blue hands and her sea-green hair.


Odd, now you think, nonsense verse in a house with no tolerance for foolishness.


So maybe you’re wrong.


Your grandmother went away, back to her house in the lowlands. Farming country, cows. A sycamore tree full of rooks.


When you were two, the Owl found a song to make you cry.


Poor little lamb has lost its way, baa, baa, baa.


He sang it.


You cried.


He laughed.


He sang it.


You cried.


He laughed.


Was it the wicked witch who laughed at his tears, before he learnt not to cry?


Your brother came, invited, timely, welcome. Angel Boy.


He did not turn blue you do these things on purpose, to get attention.


He was good, at milk and sleeping. Soon he had blond curls and blue eyes. What a beautiful baby!


You did not like the Angel Boy.


The next summer, you drove from Manchester to the south of France, all of you in the rusty red car with the shiny black plastic seats, the tent and primus stove and sleeping bags in the back. If you wound down your window, the Jumbly Girl complained that the air banged in her ears. When she wound down her window, the air rushed in your eyes. The shiny black plastic became very hot in the French sun. The Angel Boy always slept in the car but you were bored, demanding, argumentative.


You camped by the beach in France. There were big waves. The Owl took your hand, tried to carry you, but you were too scared, salt in your eyes and the whole ocean coming for you. You kicked and screamed and cried. You were no fun. The Angel Boy was bonny and bouncy and brave. You waited on the beach while they carried the Angel Boy through the breakers and swam away. You sobbed and wailed that they were going to swim to Africa and leave you.


For them this is a story about your innate neurosis and precocious knowledge of Mediterranean geography. For you it is a story about a child who believes she will be abandoned.


Both, of course. It’s both.


They’re gods and monsters, your mum and dad, mythological. Larkin was right, they were fucked up in their turn, by fools in old-style hats and coats. Fools who taught them, one way and another, that love takes the forms of surveillance and judgement, that children will stay dependent and needy forever if not forced to grow up. Fools who taught them that care and attention are scarce resources, not to be wasted on the undeserving. And maybe they’re not really your parents, the Owl and Jumbly Girl, not really human at all, just voices in your head.


Maybe you invented them, after they invented you.


If you can, it’s best to meet your parents again later, when they’re older and more gentle, best if you can see the god-mask and the monster-mask and the children they were, howling in the dark and attended by gods and monsters of their own.










homage to the plastic ballerina


You dance for your grandmother, bonny lamb. Like an old-fashioned theatre, her garden has three curving terraces. The dahlia bed, the vegetable bed and the greenhouse for tomatoes lie below the hedge, groomed grass and a fishpond in the circle, paving and a rockery in the stalls. Your grandmother is in the stalls in her favourite pose, sitting with her feet up in a reclining deckchair, knitting in her hands, watching.


You use the whole double curve of the lawn, leaping over or jumping up stone steps lined with alpine flowers, gentians and edelweiss and aubretia. You spin the length of the garden with your arms wide, practising flicking your head at the last minute as you turn although you don’t mind if you get dizzy, you just incorporate it into the dance.


You like dizziness. You like the bodily weirdness of going over bridges too fast in the car, getting hiccups, poking your bellybutton for the sharp tug in your guts. You like to hyperventilate until you see dots, to pull yourself higher and higher on the swings as seasickness builds, to practise until you can stand on your head and feel the blood thicken behind your eyes.


You waltz, approximately, pirouette in homage to the plastic ballerina in your music box, polka across the daisies. There’s no music in your head and you’re not planning moves, just dancing for your grandmother on a sunlit afternoon, dancing for the tree and the rooks and the sunlight through the leaves, and over her knitting your grandmother admires and applauds.










wolf far thence


It was you who wanted to do ballet.


The lessons were held on Saturday mornings in the community centre, the one behind the library where the Jumbly Girl went on Thursday evenings to do Keep Fit with the other angry housewives. You had to have a pink leotard, white tights and special pink leather shoes with suede soles whose cat’s-nose fuzz was soon overlaid with grit from the floor of the community centre. The shoes hurt because your feet were too wide, because even your toes were too big. She had to take you to the special shop in the next suburb for the leotard; the black one you had for school gym lessons wouldn’t do, and it was expensive and also made of horrible synthetic fabric, like the carpets in other people’s houses and the clothes worn by tarty women.


You were terrible at ballet. You can’t say you weren’t warned.


You stood in the back row, hoping that if you copied the competent little girls in the middle row and they copied the fragile blondes in the front row, some of it might seep back, the fragility and the blondeness, the Sleeping Beauty Cinderella blue-eyed Gentile suburban über-whiteness.


You couldn’t tell right from left, still can’t, so you were always a beat behind, had to wait to see which arm everyone else moved. The teacher shouted at you. Stupid, clumsy. You deserved it. Soon your grandfather would teach you to tell the time, though you’d never know clockwise from anticlockwise without looking at a clock, and then he would give you a watch for your left wrist. Soon you’d have a big scar on your left leg. Later you’d have rings, also to your left, but for now, unscarred, unadorned, you had no cardinal points for your body.


You had stocky muscle in your arms and legs, all that hiking and tree-climbing, the way you loved to swing for hours, the way you worked on headstands and cartwheels and backbends, the way you tucked your skirt over your knickers so the boys wouldn’t see them when you threw yourself into handstand after handstand against the smoky brick wall, hands on the playground tarmac, the way you spent your school dinnertime skipping in the playground with the other girls, chanting, Nebuchadnezzar, king of the Jews, bought his wife a pair of shoes, when the shoes began to wear, Nebuchadnezzar began to swear. Lizzie Borden took an axe, she gave her mother forty whacks. You were one of the best at skipping, could jump double ropes, keep going for hours, but skipping didn’t count, cartwheels and headstands and handstands didn’t count, what counted was pointy toes and wisps of pink, pallor and delicacy, and you weren’t pale or delicate, you were fat.


You had to be kept away from food, couldn’t be trusted, just like your mother. It was only the adults’ watchfulness that stopped you eating everything and becoming huge, and it worked, mostly. The labels in your shop-bought clothes – underwear, nightclothes, other things were home-made – matched your age at the time of purchase though you wore clothes for years, until they fell apart.


So? Is that an accusation? Better to throw things away when they’re still serviceable, is that what you mean? Wicked waste, typical.


You always had to be told, that food isn’t for you, you shouldn’t be eating that, stop now, so of course you couldn’t do ballet, who did you think you were?


You can’t say she didn’t tell you.


There were performances, winter and summer, Christmas and the village show, though the village had been swallowed by the city a century since. Although you were always at the back, concealed in the middle of a troupe of regrettably galumphing dolls or mice, you still had to have a new costume each time and she still had to buy the fabric and make it for you.


It was all your idea.


Of course she did it beautifully, double French seams, stripes properly matched, it was just that ballet was wrong, wanting to do ballet was wrong, the sign of a weak mind already in thrall to pink frills and vapidity.


They always let you do the wrong thing, they were scrupulous about it, gave you enough rope to hang yourself as often as you liked and stood back to watch, peanut-crunching crowd.


They meant well.


Folk always do.


You’ve no one but yourself to blame.


The thing is she was right, wasn’t she, her second-wave feminism was on the mark. Those suburban ballet classes were an induction into forms of femininity that had done her and would do you no good.


You could never be small enough, blonde enough. Your very bones took up too much space. Your hair was almost black, your nose too big for your face, your chin double.


You can’t comfort her now, that clumsy dark heffalump who wouldn’t give up, wouldn’t read the writing on the wall, but if you could go back, if you in midlife could send an emissary, a familiar, to you in childhood – well, why not, it’s not as if any of this is true anyway, it’s not as if you’re not making things up, you and your gods and monsters, your ancestral voices heard from far. Let’s do it.


What shall we call into being? We don’t want anything cute or cuddly, nothing sweet, this is dark work we have in hand, ugly business. Carrion crow, picking over the bodies after the last battle.


Exactly, ugly business. Why are you doing this, raking up what you claim happened forty years ago? Aren’t you ashamed, telling tales? Shouldn’t you have got over it, whatever you say it was, by now? Normal people move on, let sleeping dogs lie. There’s something nasty here, something wrong in your head.


But the dogs aren’t sleeping. Those dogs never slept, all these years a restive pack, eyes open, ears cocked, and you trying to creep past, hoping if you’re quiet enough and small enough maybe they won’t wake up and bark, maybe they won’t lunge and snap, but every few years they came for you, came hunting, came running fleet through the dark wood to the dog-whistle of your ancestral voices and you fleeing, stumbling, roots reaching for your feet— Hysterical. Told you so.


You need a reverse ghost here, a present voice to haunt the past. A raven – a real one, true-life – used to accompany your pre-dawn bike rides to work down the coast path from Hafnarfjördur to the university in Reykjavik in the year of the financial crisis, flying ahead and waiting on a street light, criticizing your slowness or your unsuitable shoes as you approached, fluttering on, but you’ve used him already, in another book. Could there be a turncoat dog, a double agent, one of those they send with shots of brandy to people under avalanches in the Alps? St Bernards, that’s it, but you’re terrified of dogs now and were terrified then, would frankly rather die under the snow than have one of those come at you. You’ve told your husband, if it ever arises – unlikely, you don’t ski – just leave me there, no dogs.


Could you have a wolf? It’s a little obvious, Red Riding Hood, Three Little Pigs, can’t put it on the cover, but there’s a real one later, cross your heart. And it was one of the first poems you learnt, But keep the wolf far thence, that’s foe to men, For with his nails he’ll dig it up again – let’s dig, Wolf, let’s dig it all up, let’s open the graves and see where the voices lie.


Call her up, your wolf, your she-wolf, your wolf in lamb’s clothing – mutton dressed as lamb – and send her back down the years. Summon her clacking claws, her coarse pelt, her slinking tail, send her back and say to that sad child: no, you’re not allowed to do ballet, not because ballet is bad or because you are bad but because it will make you miserable now and later; how about circus skills or roller-skating or mucking about with your friends in the street? Let’s say: you’re strong, not too big. Don’t worry about that, it’s not interesting. The Jumbly Girl didn’t, couldn’t, say such things, not to you and not to herself. No one said them to her. Yes, but it’s a pity she’s so fat, you overheard your grandmother say to a friend who was praising the Jumbly Girl’s PhD. Will you only look at the way she thickens and thickens the butter on her bread?


You both had to live in a time and a place where people or at least women didn’t like themselves, or if they did, concealed their self-esteem with rigour. Northern England, white, insecurely middle-class, aspirational, justification by works. Your grandfather told you stories about magic animals, a bird who flew from the top of the tallest tree in the tallest wood to rescue creatures in trouble. Your grandfather, maybe, liked himself by then, self-made man, Yorkshire poverty pulling itself up by the bootstraps. His self-confidence was one of the reasons the Owl disliked him. Bumptious little man, the Owl said, who does he think he is? Your wife’s father, that’s who, the wolf would tell him, your children’s beloved grandfather who appears to like them more than you do, so show some respect.


You can’t send familiars to other people, it doesn’t work, but nevertheless we should have the wolf remark to the Jumbly Girl as she passes: your children can’t like themselves more than you like them. For better or worse, the children the Owl and the Jumbly Girl endured were the children they invented.


You’re the one inventing things. You’re the professional liar. You invented us.


The Jumbly Girl was a feminist, and in those years stuck at home. She taught for the Open University one evening a week, when you stood in the bay window crying as she backed down the drive, as if you thought she wouldn’t come back. As if you knew she didn’t want to come back. You never saw her read, but there was a worn copy of The Female Eunuch next to The Joy of Sex on the sitting-room bookcase. Your grandmother had been the first woman to return to work for Leeds City Council after having a baby. Her mother had been a dressmaker, working mothers as far back as the story goes. You come of hard-working women, organized and brisk. The northern Protestant work ethic fused with second-wave feminism. No fragility, no weakness, no excuses.


Pull yourself together, get on with it. Being a good feminist was like being good at anything else; it required self-discipline, self-denial, hard work, and the reward was moral superiority. It wasn’t supposed to be fun.


Not much was supposed to be fun, the wolf might observe as she trots by.


Feminism couldn’t rescue you, or indeed her, fuming there in suburbia with her PhD going mouldy while she made clothes and kneaded bread and planted vegetables and dug ponds and climbed mountains, played the guitar and the piano, gave parties and dinners, volunteered to teach literacy in prisons until she started volunteering as a magistrate and met some of the men she’d sent there in the first place, not a good look, anything to avoid being stuck between four walls with two small children.


Joy was missing from the story, hers and yours. Let’s put some of that in a little barrel and have our wolf carry it back in time. There was a choice between being right and fitting in, and the Jumbly Girl chose to be right and you chose to fit in. Neither of you enjoyed it.










the one playing


The Jumbly Girl didn’t like weather, didn’t have the Owl’s appetite for wind and rain, though she had to climb mountains in all seasons like everyone else, because people who didn’t were weak and self-indulgent and lazy. With the Owl out at work, you and the Angel Boy and the Jumbly Girl spent wet weekdays in the living room, which was a combined craft and playroom where she cut and pinned dressmaking fabric among the Lego and felt pens.


Yes, it was a big house. You grew up in a big house.


What a lucky little girl.


She was thrifty, always. Yorkshire lass. Found roll-ends of Liberty lawn at the market, sari silk in Rusholme where there were also milky, syrupy sweets that were sometimes allowed because they were Indian and so it was broad-minded to enjoy them when the same ingredients in traditionally English form betrayed nursery tastes, not that the Jumbly Girl didn’t love a rice pudding if she thought she could get away with it. Yuck, the Owl said, urgh, disgusting, bland English frogspawn slop, dairy and sugar, pure carbohydrate, and then you wonder why you can’t lose weight? On rice pudding days you were good like the Owl, didn’t want it anyway, not after having to deal with the version served at school.


You and the Jumbly Girl liked the colours and patterns and textures of cloth. At four you could pin pieces together, thread a tapestry needle, sew a crooked seam. At five you made cross-stitch bookmarks and coasters. At eight you were making your own soft toy animals and by ten you could scale up a pattern from a book and dress your home-made toy rabbits and cats in frilled pinafores and tailored jackets, give them moving joints, put long silk hair and embroidered faces on rag dolls. You made your own fun, and it was fun, there was and is pleasure in making.


Joy after all then, no?


She made everything: pickled pears, sleeping-bag liners, Aran jumpers, papier-mâché Christmas decorations, your duffel coat with a polished horn toggle you couldn’t help but suck. Later: soap, paper, natural dyes for homespun wool. There was a miniature mushroom farm in the windowless pantry, in the cellar an enamel pan used as a dye vat in winter and sometimes as a paddling pool for you and the Angel Boy in summer, in the box room beside the Owl’s study a loom strung like your Welsh godmother’s harp. But still she simmered, hauling her way up the steep hours of day after day in suburbia, pushing the rock of her resentment towards six o’clock when they had agreed that the Owl would take over. You wouldn’t understand until you had your own children, in another era with parental leave and childcare and a partner willing to share the hours, that it wasn’t you but mid-century maternity she couldn’t bear.


There was no loom. Why have you invented a loom? She didn’t have a loom until years later. You’re telling lies again, how do you think you make us feel?


Other people, eyewitnesses, would tell it quite differently, this story, you have no right, no right at all, you always make stuff up, you can’t resist—


It’s not that you don’t understand, now, her rage and frustration, her need to get away, that it wasn’t personal, that you were in the wrong place at the wrong time (though hadn’t she brought you there and then, hadn’t she made you; you never asked to be born though to be fair she never asked you to be born either, neither of you intended the situation). She’d say to you once, decades later, while she was doing her level best to care for her own mother, I just can’t bear to have people depend on me, I can’t stand it, and you’d feel the millstone around your neck lift a little: perhaps not your fault, your defect, after all. You were just the one playing the child in the psychodrama of her marriage and maternity, in the story of a generation of women generously educated right to the doctorate by the welfare state and then walled up upon marriage, baited and switched, trapped after all.


Still, you were the trap.










pickles


You had started school. It was at the end of the street, one road to cross – you’d heard the bells and the children playing out for years – which meant you could walk there and back on your own. There was a uniform which most children wore, but it wasn’t compulsory and you and the Jumbly Girl agreed that the clothes she made you were far better. You had a tiered pinafore dress, a new section in a new Liberty print off-cut added when you grew. You had a raspberry-pink Clothkits dress with rows of blue tulips across the yoke, and lined pockets for your treasures. You had a soft Paisley blouse with velvet ribbons to fasten the neck.


You said you weren’t allowed frills, you said there were no pleasures.


Some of your friends from playgroup were there, and the kids from your street. The boys zoomed around the playground with their arms spread, making aeroplane noises and dropping bombs. They were still bombing Cologne and Dresden, though most of their parents hadn’t been born at the time. Sometimes they were on horseback with guns and lassoes, cowboys and Indians, which they must have learnt from television programmes.


Friends and enemies, people like us and outsiders.


Soft power and hard, imperialism of one kind and another.


The girls skipped or did handstands or played at fairies and princesses, role-play that rolled from week to week with you as narrator, director, storyteller. There was a fairy palace whose court politics were Tudor, ugly sisters, wicked stepmothers, curses spoken over cradles, witches and ghosts. You veered between balletic fantasy and a compulsive interest in the return of the repressed.


In both your clothes sense and your narrative tendencies, it could be said that not much has changed.


The stiff nylon uniform was optional, but school lunches, called dinners, were compulsory, and there were dinner ladies whose job was to compel. You had to finish what someone else put in front of you, which was a bizarre idea to a child otherwise encouraged to eat as lightly as possible. Plastic trays on plastic tables set out in the sports hall that did duty for lunch and assembly and music, the smell of sweaty feet blending with old fish and liver, substances presented for eating when they didn’t look or smell like food. Spam fritters, rehydrated mashed potato, blancmange.


It was the days of BSE, cows fed on pellets made of cows’ brains, children fed burgers made of cow-carcass slurry. Every dish was or resembled diseased organs. They were quite right, the Owl and the Jumbly Girl, to stick to the home-grown and home-made.


You could not, would not, sat there with sealed lips until the sights and smells and the revulsion of other children being forced to eat made you vomit. Sometimes you ran away, wriggled through the railings and scudded down the leaf-strewn pavements home, where the Owl was out at work and the Jumbly Girl made you a Marmite sandwich on proper home-made bread and took you back for the afternoon.


The Jumbly Girl had an idea. If you would stay for two school dinners, she would take you out of school to the wholefood vegetarian café you both liked for lunch on the third day. The Angel Boy was not part of this complicity; she must have made an arrangement.


You took the bus into town, front seats, top floor. Real food, vegetables and nuts and pickles. Carrot and coriander soup! You’d thought you didn’t like soup, floating lumps, but this was silky, aromatic. Butter on the bread, where the Owl allowed only margarine. She let you have dessert – flapjack, carrot cake – while she ordered coffee.


Then it was three school dinners, and then four. You learnt how to drop your Spam fritter on the floor, how to spread the blancmange around the grey-scratched white bowl, or slip it to Gareth who would eat anything. You’d eat some of Lulu’s custard if she’d make your potato croquettes in their brown crumb carapace go away.


The deep-fried things were particularly appalling, something about the fresh hell of the innards. At least with custard there were no surprises.


The week before Christmas, the dinner ladies held Sharon down in her chair and forced liver and bacon into her mouth as she fought and wept and the rest of you watched. Sharon vomited and they pushed it back in. She cried so much she had to go home.


Sharon was Jewish.


In January, packed lunches were allowed. Words had been had. The Jumbly Girl made you sandwiches with home-made bread and your grandmother’s piccalilli – you have always loved pickles, the sharper the better – and the red-waxed Edam that betrayed your nursery taste, but she bought it anyway. Sometimes you had chopped herring on caraway-flecked rye bread from the Polish deli where the owner had numbers tattooed inside her wrist and liked to give you a handful of fudge with the cow on the wrapper. Lulu and Kay said urgh, raw fish, urgh no, she’s eating it. Lulu and Kay had jam on white bread, Penguin bars, juice boxes. Friends and enemies, people like us and outsiders, but you stayed friends, they needed you to be the narrator.










bomb shelters


You couldn’t read. Everyone else could read. Almost everyone else had been able to read for a whole year. You’re just not trying, are you, you just don’t want to do it, but you were trying and you did want to do it.


Hot shame, your stupidity unbearable, sirens going off in your head every time you tried, louder and louder. Fat and stupid, liar, not trying hard enough. You cried, hysterical, no self-control.


The Owl and the Jumbly Girl couldn’t bear your dullness. She’s not stupid, they insisted to your teacher, to Mrs Edwards, who had told them that you would probably never learn to read or write or do numbers, that you were retarded. They were clever, the Angel Boy was clever. Your stupidity was inadmissible. You were inadmissible. You cried, the Owl shouted, you cried more and he shouted more. You’re clever, they said, very clever, as though they could invent their daughter’s cleverness by insistence. How were they to know that it would have been better if they’d loved your stupidity?


Let’s call up the wolf again, let’s send her to say: you are lucky and one day you will be clever, it so happens that your brain can and will produce thoughts that other people, examiners, can quantify, but mostly clever is a word to make some people feel better than other people. It is important to some people to feel better than other people but it isn’t and won’t be important to you. You can let go of that. It’s not yours. You’ll learn to read when it’s safe for you to show weakness, and one day you’ll read Virginia Woolf who will explain ‘the enormous importance to a patriarch who has to conquer, who has to rule, of feeling that great numbers of people, half the human race indeed, are by nature inferior to himself.’ Meanwhile, know that most people in most of time and the world didn’t read or write and they weren’t stupid or worthless, just doing other things, remembering and telling stories in other ways. Writing is a technology of memory but it’s not the only technology of memory.


And it’s used for lies, isn’t it? You’re not remembering, you’re fabricating, literary flourishes, I suppose you’d claim, but other people know what it is. Truth matters, detail matters. If you believe this rubbish you’re crazy and if you don’t you’re a liar and either way it’s not nice for the rest of us.


The Owl read to you at bedtime, mostly the classics of his American childhood. The Red Pony, The Mouse and his Child, Huckleberry Finn with the racial politics carefully explained. He had been a Freedom Rider in 1960s Mississippi, but that history was hard to understand at a school where a white child could believe it when she was told there was no racial hierarchy. There was one Black child in your class, but he was a boy and interested in football, out of your orbit. Another class had a Black teacher whose clothes you remember admiring, understanding now and not then that as the only person of colour in the staffroom she had her reasons for dressing so carefully. When you all sang The ink is black, the page is white, together we learn to read and write, the song made no more or less sense than many things the grown-ups required and it didn’t occur to you that the white children were the pages and the Black children were the ink, or that the words were supposed to address a problem other than illiteracy. Checking now, your remembered dimness is inexplicable; the song, written to celebrate the desegregation of American schools, continues to hymn the ‘beautiful sight’ of Black and white children sharing a classroom and growing together ‘to see the light.’ British schools had never been segregated and you had heard of racial segregation only when the Jumbly Girl explained the Owl’s boycott of grapes from apartheid South Africa. The curiosity you brought to stories and art and museums must have failed at school, or you were too absorbed in your imaginary life to pay attention to other people’s realities. 


Now you know more about the lives of people of colour in 1980s England, you wonder how and why you were able to remain oblivious to what was happening around you, in a city with a significant British Asian and Black British population. The Owl alerted you to the politics of race, at least, in an environment where it was taken for granted that nice people didn’t mention skin colour, that it was rude to notice paler and darker skin but necessary to judge larger and smaller bodies, as if one form of supremacy could be separated from another. In your community, being Black or Asian was treated the same way as having toothpaste on your sweater or buttons undone; well-mannered people knew to ignore it, which meant, you see now, that it was well-mannered to pretend everyone was white, to silence and erase all other realities. The only vocabulary for race was racism, which was a failure of manners as much as morals. No wonder your curiosity failed. The Owl didn’t do that. He often didn’t behave like a well-mannered person, didn’t seem to understand what was unmentionable, which caused no surprise because he was American and bearded and professorial, exempt on several grounds. 


You liked being read to, felt safe in the curve of his arm with his beard brushing against your hair and his American voice holding the upstairs ghosts at bay, but you had no purchase on the sweeping landscapes and the quests of boys who thought in another kind of English. It was as if he was trying to hold open a door to a room that was in another building.


The Jumbly Girl did not read to you, nor, so far as you knew, to herself. She did not tell stories. She did not play. When she couldn’t get away from the house and from you, she was productive. She improved every golden minute. Shop-bought bread was white and nasty, so she made her own. She taught you to stir the yeast, like grey clay, into warm water with – don’t tell the Owl – a teaspoonful of sugar to see it on its way. She taught you to knead the dough: push – pull – turn.


She didn’t, she had the Kenwood mixer, she could never bear the feel of flour on her hands, you know that.


You used to stand on one of the stained pine chairs to peep under the damp tea towel and see the loaves rising in their metal tins. She dug a vegetable bed, edged it with bricks, grew onions and carrots, chard, salad greens more interesting than those in the shops. You had your own small trowel, but you were afraid of worms and especially of slugs and preferred to skip with your wooden-handled skipping rope on the patio or practise walking on the wooden stilts the Owl had made for you with off-cuts from the bed he had also made for you.


See? How can you ever suggest they didn’t love you?


They loved you. But there was a mismatch. They would have found another child, a less crazy child, less demanding and emotional, easier to love. They did find their other child easier to love.


Well, who wouldn’t?


There was one set of books the Jumbly Girl would read occasionally, if you’d tidied up properly and not argued with her or each other and the bread was baked and the day’s sewing done and the weather justified staying inside. Some of your Beatrix Potter books were from her childhood, the watercolour illustrations faded on yellowed pages; others, their paper bluish-white and glossy, were almost aggressively new in that house of the second-hand, reused, home-made. She and your grandmother quoted Beatrix Potter so often to you and to each other that her books became almost the basis of a private language. There was a flutterment and a scufflement, your grandmother said, describing someone making a fuss in the library or the bank. Pit pat paddle pat, you said, stamping in puddles on a women-and-children-only walk down the road, because the men came out only for moors and mountains, not exercising kids cooped up by weather. Best of all you liked Mrs Tiggy-winkle, the hedgehog laundress who turns out to have a little girl’s lost handkerchiefs. All through her gown and her cap, there were hairpins sticking wrong end out. Your grandmother used hairpins to secure her bun, and sometimes to pin your plaits across your head like Heidi. She would also paint your fingernails, though only a soft pink close to their natural colour, and give you a squirt of her perfume. Beatrix Potter’s books were the Jumbly Girl’s friends partly because they are set in the Lake District, where you went most weekends to camp and climb mountains, but their version of Cumberland is very different from the landscape of adventure that the Owl enjoyed.
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