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To my mother


for her wisdom, her love, and her lion’s heart.
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The demon came as demons do, during the faithless hours of early morning. I’d been ascending through ever-shallowing layers of sleep, when finally I breached the surface, stretched for my phone and groaned.


Four a.m. is a brutal time to wake. Too late for a sleeping pill, too early for a new day. I shut my eyes again, but almost at once the worries began crowding in, quickly magnifying from the banal to the overblown.


What if the accumulation of everything I’ve learned adds up to nothing?


What if the story I’ve sold myself about life isn’t the real story?


What if I’m dying of that rare kidney disorder I read about in Time magazine last week?


4:02. A branch tapped against the curtainless window. Outside it was wintry black. The night had a picture-book quality to it: a waxing gibbous moon, spores of mist seeded through it. The air became eerily still, and for a moment I felt dislocated, suspended in time. My insomnia makes me vulnerable to the tricks night plays so I wiggled my toes under the blankets; then, reassured that I was awake, resolved to count my way back to sleep on the rhythm of tiny taps and creaks generated by the silence. I was close to succeeding, too, when I heard something. At first faintly, then increasingly clearly—the tread of footsteps coming up the stairs.


My eyes snapped back open. Alone on the property; this was the first night I’d slept here. The grounds were still a building site. My bed, the only piece of furniture in the house.


Mac and I had bought the place two years earlier and immediately begun renovations. The project nearly did us in. It was as though the house had been storing up its grievances for centuries and now, with every brick pulled, was releasing them back upon us. Bats, rats, floods, rot. One by one they came, the seven plagues of the English countryside. The house was an old rectory next to a Norman church and graveyard. There was a sense of unrest about the graveyard’s higgledy-piggledy layout, as if bodies and bones had been shifted to make room for newcomers, and now the original occupants were muttering like angry commuters on a packed train. It was possible, I suppose, that this honey-coloured village had been an idyll for milkmaids marrying their farming loves, but it was equally likely that it had been a finger-pointing, witch-burning community, meting out innovative torture in the name of God. Long before the footsteps stopped outside the door, I’d wondered whether the place might be haunted.


Transfixed, I stared at the door handle but too late. The presence was already in the room.


The side of my bed dipped, as if someone had sat down heavily. Covers began pulling away from me like waves receding off a shore. I felt the embrace of pins and needles as a body pressed against mine. It seemed to be made of iron filings—millions of them, detached, free moving, yet somehow magnetically drawn together into the shape of a man.


I would never see it, but this was the image that developed in my head as the arms gathered me in. Dear God, was it spooning me? For the first time in a long while I felt cherished and safe. Tears blurred my eyes. I was exhausted, demoralised, struggling to finish a novel. The renovation work had caused so much antipathy between Mac and me that we’d barely been speaking, let alone spooning. I sighed. The arms tightened in response, as if aware of the comfort they were giving. My every muscle loosened. Again the arms tightened—the iron filings moving fluidly into the gap left by my exhalation. I pushed out against my diaphragm, but once again as my lungs deflated the space was stolen from me. I began to panic. Whatever this thing was, it was not benign. I tried to call out, but no sound came. I strained to break free, but found I could no longer move my arms or legs. Soon I could no longer breathe. Pressure rose in my chest, but just as my mind started to close I saw a memory, flickering like a pinprick of light through the darkness. I’d experienced something like this once before, during the delivery of my first child by Caesarean. Something had gone wrong while they were stitching me up, and the pressure had built, culminating in a tremendous burst of pain in my heart. Simultaneously I’d heard the beep of the monitor flatlining. As medics pounced, some misplaced survival instinct told me they were trying to kill me and I’d fought them with the last of my strength. Now I did the same, mustering something internal, something almost telekinetic. My limbs spasmed. I felt the violent throwback of an explosion, and suddenly I was free.


In the bathroom, I splashed cold water onto my face. I’ve always suffered from nightmares. I can’t tell you the multitude of ways I’ve watched my family being dispatched to their graves over the years. My brother hanging from the mouths of monsters. A faceless woman leading my mother away. My son waving at me, then turning to jump to his death down a bottomless black hole. Nor am I merely a spectator at the horror show of my subconscious: my hands have been chewed off by creatures of the deep, my eyes prised from their sockets by gelatinous fingers. In one of my cheerier recurring dreams I am forced to walk down a narrow corridor whose walls are a pulsing lattice of serpents, some oily and brown, others speckled and wickedly fluorescent, all with tongues that flick out as I pass. As if in a video game whose next level is unattainable, I am invariably struck before I reach safety.


Something grisly in childhood is supposed to account for adult phobias. My mother grew up in Africa, and certainly her stories of being chased across the plains by the black mamba were the stuff of bedtime legend. Closer to home, I remember running barefoot through the long grass at my grandmother’s house and seeing the coils of mating grass snakes below me. In one airborne second, I managed to adjust my trajectory. Grass snakes are harmless, amiable creatures; nevertheless I later felt sick at how close I’d come to landing on that foul, writhing mass.


Further back still there had been a strange incident at the Bronx Zoo. A cobra, demented by captivity, had repeatedly bashed itself against the glass of its enclosure. Even as my mother tried to pull me away, I’d stood my ground, as fascinated as I was repulsed. So, snake nightmares I could account for—as for the rest, who knew?


“Fuck,” I said to my reflection. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
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Back in bed, I tried to regulate my breathing but after a while became aware of my body feeling fractionally out of sync with its surroundings. The branch scraped against the window—a Maurice Sendak world of moons and fairy tales knocking to come in. Again the air stood still. My mind began to separate. No, I thought, no.


I scrunched my toes under the covers and looked around the room. Everything was as it should be: the edge of the mantelpiece, the tissue I’d dropped onto the splintery floorboards, my hand raised in the gloomy light.


This time when the bed dipped, something whispered in my ear. My skin began to burn. Arms closed around me. I heard a guttural noise and then realised it was the sound of me choking—choking on nothing. Pressure began building. Quicker this time, more urgently. Suddenly, spuming up through my terror, I felt a savage, primordial arousal, then the sensation of being penetrated, utterly possessed, before the unstoppable rush to orgasm, as intense as it was short, after which, spell broken once again, I found myself alone.


I curled into a ball. What was happening to me? Nightmares I could deal with, but this was no nightmare. This had happened while I was awake.


Everyone relishes a good haunting story. Bella has a sex ghost. The delighted whispering circled back to me within the week. Suggestions poured in. I should approach the local priest; hire a ghost buster. Friends recommended their latest psychic in the same casual manner they might have passed on the number for their plumber.


“Ask it to leave,” Mac advised unhelpfully. “Unless, of course, you prefer it stays.”


By the time my dentist, who’d recently completed a course in hypnotherapy, offered to cure my insomnia in between fillings, I was so unsettled that when he told me to relax and find a happy place, the best I could come up with was the chocolate croissant display in Prêt à Manger.


During this period, I suffered two more visitations. Both came at four a.m., both while I was awake. Before going to bed I had shut windows, jerry-rigged a bedside light, tuned the audio of my hearing to its most sensitive frequency for signs of unlawful entry. Nothing worked. Each time, the presence, as it was now officially known, returned a few minutes after I initially broke free to push into the empty crevices of my body, take me to the edge of the sexual abyss, and then carelessly drop me over, adding a frisson of shame to what was already a profoundly frightening experience. I was being defiled, brutalised. The creature had worked its full will upon every inch of my body, and yet, yet . . . I was taking pleasure in it?


It was a friend, a journalist and polymath, who identified the problem. “What you’ve just described,” he told me over dinner, “is a classic visitation from an incubus.”


“A what?”


“A demon who lies upon women in order to engage in sexual activity with them.”


Terrific, I thought, picturing the reluctant old lady from whom we’d bought the house. Seemed she’d gifted us with something a little extra alongside her already generous endowments of mould and woodworm. Back home I hit Google. Attributed to everything from incest to the slovenly habit of eating in bed, the visitation of an incubus appeared to be a phenomenon in every corner of the globe. Cultural and mythological variations aside, all came with the same dread warning on the label. Under a helpfully graphic image of a satanic creature hovering over a prone unconscious female was writ: Repeated sexual activity with an incubus may result in deterioration of health, possibly even death.
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Thoroughly spooked, I refused to stay alone in the house, shunting up the motorway to London on even the grimmest of nights. All of this produced a shimmering resentment, the full force of which I directed at Mac. The pull of his roots, this move to Oxfordshire, with its cultivated hedges and walled gardens, was his dream not mine.
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Frankly I have only to look upon a flower for it to wither and die.


Now we’d lost so much money shoring up the place, it was becoming obvious we would have to sell before we moved in. All that agony for nothing, and as soon as my part in it was done, I bolted to the American West, taking my mess of a book with me. I wanted lions, not ladybugs. A bigger landscape, the sound and silence of wilderness. The West was escape, and escape was my oxygen.


Weeks later, having barely given the incubus a thought, I checked into a sweet roadside motel for the night. Four a.m. to the minute, I woke to a sense of heightened unreality and the presence between my thighs. I reached down in disbelief and felt the unmistakable iron fingers close over my hand.


By the end of that year, having received three more drop-ins—all in places I had gone to lose myself—I understood with a terrible clarity that I could not outrun this thing. Wherever I fled to, however far I travelled, there it would be, sitting next to me on the airplane, unfolding its iron-filing legs, reading the in-flight magazine and ordering the chicken or fish. This was no demon living in a house back in England. The demon lived inside me.


“You don’t need a psychic,” Mac said. “You need an exorcist.”


In the panoply of the supernatural, possession is one of the more terrifying concepts: the idea of something lurking within you, something inherently evil, something that can’t be controlled or killed off. Poltergeist, Paranormal Activity, The Devil Inside. Like everyone else, I tend to watch these horror flicks through spread fingers, laughing nervously at the pastiche of the girl in her white nightie—haunted, controlled, before finally being dragged across the bedroom, her nails leaving raw scratch marks on the wooden boards.


None of this exactly lulled me to sleep at night. It wasn’t long before I found myself caving in to the self-pitying mantra of the victim: Why me?


I come from generations of pragmatic, no-nonsence copers, whose answer to almost every shape and size of dilemma is to tuck in our shirts and press on. I resolved to stop feeling sorry for myself. If the thing was feeding on fear, I would make light of it. Write the stupid thing clean out of me. I began working on a comic novel about a depressed obsessive-compulsive who falls in love with his succubus, as the female of the species is known. She was fleshy, voluptuous, and a marvellous cook, if something of a slob, who left crumbs in his bed and liked to gobble Viennese Sachertorte in his bath.


I couldn’t make a single thread connect. Would my hero choose death and happiness with a figment of his imagination, or the misery of survival with his unloving, bloodless wife? No point asking me. Having ceded control of my own life, I seemed equally unable to puppeteer the lives of others.


The creative block that followed was both absolute and shattering. Day after day, I sat at my desk while the iron filings, like grain filling a barn, continued to pour into the empty store of my imagination.
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Mac remained wearily patient, but I couldn’t make him understand. I hadn’t lost my muse. My muse had been destroyed by a ravenous pathogen.


In lieu of working, I took up reading. Hefty tomes, dense, discursive. I managed about five pages before straying back to ghost stories, ones that freaked me out as a child. The Turn of the Screw, A Christmas Carol, Edith Wharton’s “The Eyes.” Patterns began to emerge. James’s narrator was haunted by corrupted innocence, Scrooge by his greed and misanthropy. Wharton’s egotist Andrew Culwin was tormented by the manifestation of his guilt and shame. So I wondered: What if my ghost was also a metaphor for some buried, unexpressed emotion? Forget the monsters, the rippling tapestry of serpents, the bottomless black hole. What if the thing I was most frightened of was myself?


“About that exorcist,” Mac said. “I think what you really need is a shrink.”


Er, nooo.


He persevered: “Has it not occurred to you that you might need to work through your past in order to move on to your future?”


No, it hadn’t, and fuck that AA bullshit anyway. I was brought up to believe that talking about oneself was the height of boorishness. My family doesn’t do shrinks. We don’t do depression, body dysmorphia, or white-hot hysteria. We don’t do alcoholism, chronic anxiety, or postnatal blues. Or, at least, when we do do these things, standard operating procedure requires us to do them in private. Even so, on the continuum of sanity, I’ve always considered myself closer to well-adjusted than to the twitchy loon of the asylum. So what if the inside of my head is full of politically incorrect gags, muddled ethics, and colourful flash cards of what to eat for my next meal? Nothing any doctor can say is going to straighten out the kinks in those telephone wires.
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The very idea of finding a shrink raised antediluvian images of smoky rooms and Old Testament stares. You have only to look at my incubus to see I haven’t always been the best picker of men. If the shrink I chose was subpar, he’d likely fall for my tricks and lies; if he was savvy enough to tap into the dark oily streams of my unconscious, chances are I’d be spending the rest of my days amid the whispery chatter and muted shrieks of the Hospice de la Salpêtrière. Were he to suggest there might be one or two things we could work on together—well, I know myself. I’d make up any number of deceits designed to show me in the best light, then I’d sleep with him. Seducing my shrink would prove he was a jackass and thus negate the need to listen to a single word he had to say.


“You could always opt for a female therapist,” Mac pointed out.


“Now you’re being ridiculous,” I said, and flounced off to sleep on the sofa.


Later, blinking through the dust of insomnolence, it occurred to me that were I to ever commit to therapy—and the idea was making me more schizoid by the day—I would need a superior being, one free from the shackles of human fallibility. God, for instance, would tick a box or two. As the unseduceable, infallible, ultimate figure of male authority, he’d be a good fit for me, except for the fact that I don’t believe in him. I don’t believe in any kind of organised religion, but neither do I have faith in the process of therapy. Summarizing myself to some pen twiddler? Synopsizing my insecurities in the hope of extrapolating some life-changing realisation out of my own applesauce? I don’t think so. Everyone walks through fear and pain. However crooked the journey that brings us here, here is where we are, and to trawl through the past looking to send your parents to the tumbrils for the way you turned out seems neither right nor fair.


So, lately I’ve been talking to “Sarah.” Sarah is wise and statuesque, with grey hair streaked like winter marble. The fact that she has the exact same name and physical characteristics as my London literary agent is purely coincidental. Sarah believes that my brief dalliance with the idea of God was purely a frivolous mechanism designed to shift attention away from myself.


“Any excuse not to dig deep,” she sighs. “And as for that infantile riff about sleeping with your shrink!”


“Oh, come on, how can therapy not be about sex?” I ask her. “Opening up to someone is the most intimate thing you can do. It leaves you far more vulnerable than taking off your clothes.”


“This from somebody in sexual thrall to a ghost?”


“Harrumph,” I answered.


To begin with, Sarah appeared to me only at night, but recently she’s taken to hanging around during office hours too.


“What are you doing?” she asks, swinging coltish legs off the edge of my desk.


“Working.”


“On what?”


“A book.”


“And is this book by any chance called ‘Where to Buy High-Waist Jeans with a Pencil Leg’?”


I close the tab. See, this is the downside of virtual shrinks. They get into your head, they get into your hard drive, and soon there is nowhere to hide. The upshot is that the carbon footprint of virtual therapy is small. Recently, Sarah has taken to bringing an overseas colleague with her.


“Kim” is strong and fierce. The fact that she bears the same name and physical attributes as my American literary agent is also weirdly coincidental. Kim is spectacularly untroubled by any form of self-doubt, and for this reason alone I find her a little scary.


“Please,” Kim says. “This self-deprecation/humble-bragging thing. It’s not doing you any favours.”


“I don’t know why you’re here,” I grumble. “Either of you.”


“Oh, we think you do,” Kim says.


“I’m not blocked, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


“Really? How long since you last published?”


“I’ve got tons of ideas.”


“Show us one, then.”


“Early stages,” I mutter.


“Uh-huh.” Kim gives Sarah a knowing look.


“Hasn’t anyone ever suggested you might need to work through your past in order to move on to your future?” Sarah asks.


“Nope,” I snap. “Never.”


But after they leave, I dare myself to think about it.


Maybe at some point in life everyone comes to a full stop. A point at which people are forced to question who they are and what they stand for. If the story I’ve sold myself isn’t the real one, then what is? Maybe the narrative of your past life can’t be changed, but would it really hurt to check whether anything’s been learned along the way?


“Memoir? That’s what you’re thinking?” At the first hint of literary productivity, Kim reappears, arms crossed, against my filing cabinet.


“It’s not exactly my genre,” I say.


“Rubbish.” Sarah cleans her glasses. “Everything you’ve ever written is lazily disguised autobiography.”


“That’s because books are like nightmares,” I say sullenly. “They, too, grow out of grisly past experiences.”


“Don’t be glib.” Kim is already rifling through the box of old photos in the corner of my room. “How good is your memory, anyway?”


I clutch my forehead, wishing them both gone. I don’t trust memory—edited footage run through the spool of sentiment and nostalgia. Memory is impure. It springs from the tiniest seeds of reality, and on the way to flowering it produces offshoots of nuance and tints of every colour. Memories are life as you choose to remember it. Life the way you wish it had been. Memory betrays us all; or maybe, in the end, we all betray our memories.


“Lighten up,” Sarah says. “Nobody cares about the colour of the napkins.”
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“Christ, what does that even mean?”


“It means write about what’s important to you.”


“Though an overarching theme would make it easier to package.” This from Kim.


I look from one to the other. “But where would I start?”


“At the beginning.”


“Everyone has more than one beginning,” I say. “One end but a thousand beginnings.”


“This is no time to be pretentious,” Sarah counters. “Keep it simple.”


“What were you like as a child, for instance?” Kim asks.


“As a child?” I pluck a random photograph from the box. “Well, now you come to mention it . . .” I run my finger over the faded image. “Kind of adorable.”




NEW YORK




[image: image]







VILLAIN BABY


The photograph was taken in the study of our New York apartment. On first glance it is a Hallmark tableau of a happy, close-knit English family abroad. Fear not, though—it is anything but.


The photo is originally intended for a newspaper—some odd publication whose name I can’t remember—and for the purposes of artistic composition, we, the Pollens, have been arranged. Children centre forwards; parents at opposite corners of a linen sofa set against an intellectually abstract wallpaper that seems very much of its time.


Quizzical, a half smile on his lips, my father looks athletic in a grey suit over a pressed shirt. His cufflinks are enamel, his tie skinny, though not overly so. Dad’s hair is bitter black, his skin pale, his nose from the Jewish side of the family. Heavily rimmed glasses lend him a bookish, if somewhat Clark Kentish, look—but this is just so. When at home, he is the English square, a true blue of Eton and Oxford. When away, however—and he is often up, up, and away—he is the superhero of the art world. Clues to his dual identity? The cowboy boots, the hair too long for his job, the gravitational force of his charm. Dad is the authoritarian but also the instigator of the Sunday-morning pillow fight. The president of the auction house bunking off work to take us to the movies. The aesthete who believes in the majesty of a hot-dog breakfast.


And my mother?


A Somerset Maugham beauty whose complexion remains English rose despite growing up under the blistering African sun. She wears a necklace of three jade strands and a wrap-around jersey dress whose psychedelic print is tastefully muted. When she laughs, and she’s laughing now, her eyes crease to happy and her hair—rich as carob—swings under her chin. My mother, a volunteer teacher in Harlem, is 100 percent love and roast chicken picnics in the park. She is the draughtsman of boundaries, the rule maker, the advocate of a prettily said thank you. At home, where she is almost always to be found, she is the answer to every question, the entity around which our stratospheric demands orbit. Custodian of the bedtime story, coper, secret smoker, it is my mother who is the moral backbone of the family, then, now, and forever more.


But lo! What do we have here, perched so coyly on the sofa arm behind her? Eldest Child in her patent Mary Janes, so very clean and polished. Hair black as bog earth, complexion clear as water. Eldest Child is serious, clever, the prism through which every first-time parental neurosis has been filtered. She is neither smiling nor laughing. She is a million emotions away from joy, and though we are not done with her, not by any means, enough of the spotlight on sister Susie. It’s time to pay attention to the photo’s bottom right-hand corner, where little Marcus—that eminently kissable lambkin of God—is straddling a red plastic London bus, with the unquestioning delight for public transport that only a four-year-old can muster.


Apart from his pudding bowl of black hair—yes, again with the hair colour—there’s nothing noteworthy about Youngest Child.


So what’s noteworthy about the photograph in the first place, you might wonder. Why the inch-by-inch scrutiny, the wordy discourse?


Here’s what’s special about this New York Hasselblad moment.


I am.


I am what’s special.


Me.


Right there, sitting between my parents on the sofa. Between my parents. See how I am the absolute focus of their interest? Note, if you will, that this very shutter second, recorded if not for posterity then certainly for the painful longevity of my siblings’ existence, represents the outcome of a desperate and bloody battle.


In other words: it’s the happiest moment of my life.


My sister, my brother, and I begin at the beginning, our ID cards clean and unstamped. Not yet nicknamed “Sticks” or “Froggins” or “Fish,” we’re bland and harmless—three little pastas waiting for sauces. We muddle through the honeymoon period of newborn without discernible stereotyping, but labels soon apply. Eldest Child is Numero Uno. Top Doggie, Head Girl. First to walk, first to talk, a pipper past every post. The whites of her eyes reflect nothing but gold stars and Best in Show rosettes. She is the Queen Bee, the Bee’s Knees. She is brand-new clothes, later bedtimes, and the highest tax bracket of pocket money. Her position is unassailable; her ambitions are undetermined but lofty.


Baby brother is Dauphin of the Upper East Side, Caliph of our Ninety-Second Street apartment. The boy whose syrupy dimples make even the dourest of doormen smile. Marcus is First Caste Male, Man Cub, only and much longed for son, whose maggoty little penis carries the genus of the family name. Though currently the owner of no more than a handful of chewed and sticky baseball cards, he is heir to the glittering fiefdom of Pollen. Amenable, pudgy, he aspires to be a fireman but also sometimes a vet.


Then there’s me. Tot Two, Second-Hand News, No Novelty, Replicant. I am Old Hat, Superfluous to Needs, a dreary amalgam of hand-me-downs and repeat-routine. Share the bedroom! Halve the space! Sidelined and out in the rain, I am insecure and jealous, left to gnaw on the entrails of exhausted parental affection. Pre-packaged to feel hard done by, I am a spiraling vortex of need prepared to leech the last dregs of unconditional love from the marrow of my mother’s bones. I am Omen clone, pedalling my horrid little tricycle across the family’s happiness and peace of mind.


I am Middle Child.


Plus, I am blonde, sort of.


“Adopted,” whispers Eldest Child, before turning her soft-soaping face to thank Mother for the baloney sandwich. “Thanks, Mumsie. You’re truly the bestest.”


Not all talents are bestowed upon us at birth. The cutting snideness and instant retort that will one day become my trademark have not yet kicked in. Right now, brawn is all I have.


Middle Child likes to keep a metaphorical knife in her hand. To hell with roast chicken picnics in the park. She wants roadkill, her sister’s carcass on a plate. Susie is her sworn enemy—for the homework she completes, for the straight A’s she achieves, for the shocking articulacy she employs in the face of adult interrogation. See her—wearing her gaudy Miss Diplomatic Immunity sash—adopt a world peace expression of enrichment. Watch her smile and feign thoughtful intelligence. Later in life, when the difference in our hair colour is rendered unimportant, when we are inseparable, a witches’ coven of two, I discover that my sister is genuinely thoughtful and intelligent, while from my own mouth will always slip things putrid and slithery. But for now, age six to her seven and a half, my ambition is to slaughter her and keep her head in a pickling jar.


Let the record show, however, that I have no plans to execute King Baby. Oh, no. Him I will subjugate. Put a ring through his nose and teach him to dance to my tune. I will bide my time, the puppet master behind the throne, and when he is finally crowned, the strings of power shall be mine.


One day opportunity comes. The entry-phone buzzes, the elevator rises, and Nanny opens the door.


“And how does nice Mr. Axelrod take his coffee?” she asks.


The photographer is professional, courteous. He remarks on the calm of the household, the children so tidy and well mannered. He sees only our surface, Lake Placid, but none of the currents roiling beneath. He begins arranging. A glass paperweight, art catalogues, the vase of flowers my mother has brought in from the bedroom. The photographer’s concerns are the afternoon light and the paper’s deadline. At length he turns his attention to the family, moving us here and there, in and out of frame, until quite suddenly the music stops, and I’m sitting where I’m sitting.


Between my parents.


Oh, the luck. I can scarcely believe it, for although I’ve always been told that the Lord giveth, let’s face it, he often taketh away again almost straight after. Our father who art in heaven, I silently implore. Please! Let me stay.


“All right, everybody freeze!” Mr. Axelrod says drolly, and it is done.


The fists of Middle Child clench in triumph, a flame ignites in her heart, and as it catches and burns, the sky above the water tanks tinges red and a hot wind blows across the Hudson.


Now the photographer directs my parents to look at me. That’s right—not at Eldest Child, not at King Baby, but at me. And because it is so unexpected and so thrilling, because it is the thing I want above all else, I panic.


In my embarrassment, in my agony, I blurt out something silly, accidentally witty. It is possibly the silliest, accidentally wittiest line anyone has ever come up with, and I wish I could remember it, but it’s gone.


A flash of amusement crosses my father’s face. He removes his glasses and pinches the bridge of his nose. My mother laughs and curls her hair around a finger. The invisible bubble coming out of her mouth says: Oh my! We’ve been so foolish! It’s been you all along, right under our very nozies!


Why yes, my father’s bubble concurs. It is you, after all, Oh Favoured One, oh so very centred middling child, neither too tall nor too squat, too old nor too young, too near nor too far. Your very in-betweenness means you are ideally positioned to realise our every hope and dream. You and you alone shall be the carrier of the Olympic flame.


And thus, the match flares, the baton passes, and Eldest Child’s lips thin to invisibility. She has missed the writing on the wall. Too late she has understood that she is to be usurped, tipped off her perch, cut down in a hail of bullets. She is Queen Bee stung to death by the very colony over which she presides. The hare, fucked over by the tortoise. Perched on the arm of the sofa, eldest paws snatching at the grey linen, she gazes into the abyss. Sneak preview of Eldest Child’s future? A cheerless meditation on the game of nepotism she has played and lost.


As for the Prince Regent? See the wheels on his bus go round and round? See that vacant expression on his face? Shock. For the first time in his toddly life, he has been rolled outside the magic circle. No longer warmed by the embers of favouritism, he must navigate the remainder of his life numb and alone: the shambles of adolescence, the bafflement of adulthood, the indignation of middle age, and the ignominy of death. Not even a fleet of red plastic London buses will palliate the horror of this journey to come.


Oh, Dear God, if this moment could only be set in concrete, snow-globed for eternity.


But wait.


It can.


It already is.


Because photographs are forever.
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Farewell, sucker siblings.


The era of Middle Child has begun.




PIECES OF EIGHT


One thing I knew about my father’s Sotheby Parke-Bernet job: it meant throwing a lot of cocktail parties. Women stood elbow to elbow, smoking, tortoiseshell bracelets chinking as they debated vital matters such as Lyrical Abstraction or the Paradigm of Cubism. Their sideburned counterparts, snug in black turtlenecks, nipped at martinis and leaned in doorways looking charismatic. These men smoked too, but then everybody smoked last century. Entertaining in 1960s Manhattan required imagination. No cubed cheese and pineapple on toothpicks for New York City’s art elite, and so caterers were hired to produce trays of ingenious canapés that we, as the host’s children, were expected to hand around. This duty required us to be formally placed on best behaviour, a state, as explained by our parents with their patented brand of loving sarcasm, a notch or two above our normally polite, helpful selves.


I had no objection to handing round food—any proximity to food was fine by me. It was the small talk I found galling. In the way that some people are socially hampered by lack of spatial awareness or a third nipple, I was born with zero talent for polite conversation.


Alcohol is not available to third-graders, even in measured calming doses, so I was soon labelled a disagreeable child, prone to bouts of idiocy. It wasn’t fair. For instance, when my father’s colleague Mr. Whipstein remarked, “Goodness, child, you’ve got tall!”


I, paralysed by self-consciousness, blurted back, “and you’re fat!”


Both statements were equally true, but I’m pretty sure Mr. Whipstein’s didn’t cost him a week’s pocket money and the mortification of an apology. Still, I can’t pretend not to know what my parents wanted from us at these parties: to scamper from guest to guest, bearing toothpaste smiles and crying, “Delighted to make your acquaintance, do try the shrimp,” all the while parrying enquiries of a personal nature, if not with charm then at least with tact.


“How’s school?” the interrogation would begin, and from there slalom viciously downhill to, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”


And there it was. The dread question. How was I supposed to know? At eight years old, I’d barely worked out whether I was animal, vegetable, or mineral. All philosophical uncertainties are scary, but “Who am I?” has to be the most terrifying of all. I mean, is it really a matter of choice? Does the chicken actually ask to produce the egg? Conversely, I also resented the question for its implication that children were of no interest in their own right, but merely being kept in a holding pattern until they were old enough to pursue that mysterious trajectory known as a career.


At six, I was given a book called the Big Bumper Book of Jobs. It portrayed the daily lives of hard-working ginger cats outfitted as police officer, firefighter, nurse. Across terse double-page spreads, dedicated tabbies could be seen arresting loutish toms or saving sputtering kittens from flaming buildings. Other illustrations depicted attractive felines with curling lashes peeping out from under Florence Nightingale bonnets, while ripped-looking Manx cats in hard hats yowled orders across building sites. The book was inspiring. But I didn’t want to be a civic, goody-goody cat; I wanted to be a different kind of cat. A fun, cool cat, like the fifteen-and sixteen-year-old Puerto Rican kids my mother taught how to read in her Harlem school. Like Bill Latimer, doorman of Parke-Bernet, “mayor” of Madison Avenue, and confidant of Eleanor Roosevelt. Bill was also a buddy of star quarterback Joe Namath and would take us to Shea Stadium to watch Jets games, always allowing us to eat hot dogs while hoisted onto his shoulders, irrespective of how much ketchup we slobbered down his neck.


“You can be anyone you want to be,” was my parents’ default line, but I was pretty sure I’d be laughed out of the party and sent to bed had I indicated a desire to be a six-foot-tall, fiftyish black doorman, so I kept quiet and proffered shrimp.


“Come, come,” a Perspex bracelet insisted. “Everyone needs a passion—or if not a passion, at the very least a hobby.”


Oh, I had a hobby. I liked to discredit anything my sister said and/or impose forced labour on my brother—a career that, in the unregulated market of sibling slavery, yielded unexpectedly high returns.


I also had a passion. In my free time I liked to torture dolls and stuffed animals. Run-of-the mill stuff really—singeing their hair, twisting off their heads. My parents encouraged it. No doubt they saw a future with Médecins Sans Frontières. Right from the get-go it was obvious she wanted to help, I imagined them saying. You should have seen her, practise, practise, practise!


And sometimes, so as not to arouse terror in their hearts, I’d pretend to do just that.


“There now,” I’d say, zipper-stitching Teddy’s severed head onto the ragged stump of his neck. “Those should stay in for a fortnight, but after that you’ll be as good as new.”


Truth be told, I wasn’t the slightest bit interested in good-as-new teddies. As I joyfully dislocated Winnie-the-Pooh’s shoulder or lit a match under Barbie’s slender heel, I pictured them weeping—not from pain so much, but because they’d been betrayed by the very person who was supposed to love and protect them. Then, at the apex of their sadness and confusion, I’d turn it all around and comfort them, re-secure their love and forgiveness—until the next time.


I guess the calling I was loosely aiming at lay somewhere between Munchausen by proxy and Stockholm syndrome, but my parents’ cocktail parties were hardly the moment to announce it. And thus the need for a more acceptable aspiration was born.


In her house back in England, our grandmother kept a dressing-up box, a beautiful red-lacquer Chinese trunk. Its contents were constantly in flux, but a rummage through them one summer yielded a pair of thick green tights, a suede tabard and a pointed felt hat. At eight, I had yet to pinpoint the difference between identity and career. It never occurred to me that the latter was something you stripped off at the end of the day. Robin Hood had potential. Years of filching quarters from the pocket of my father’s tweed coat ticked the crime requirement, while running people through with a sword is one of those skills you’re either lucky enough to be born with or not. I released Marcus from indentured servitude and promoted him to Merry Man, a role for which he dressed, somewhat obscurely, in a scarlet pirate’s outfit. In her ruffled flamenco dress, Susie might have done for Maid Marian had it not been for her irritating habit of archly tossing her head and walking with elbow stiffly akimbo in the manner of a slutty Spanish infanta. For a while, “Outlaw, cheerful robber, Robin of Loxley!” was a crowd-pleasing answer at parties, combining altruism and political activism with a giant dollop of cuteness. Then, disaster. One day my mother seized my outfit and threw it into the washing machine, where it shrank fatally. To be Robin Hood, garden gnome, was not such a lofty ambition, and once again I found myself between careers.


The heroic age was followed by the cretinous. “I want to fence like Wellington,” I announced to cocktail guests, “paint the birth of Venus, build a potato gun that can fire on the moon.” Finally, one day when my guard was down, I blurted out the truth: “I want to be black.”


The Lord John suit who’d posed the question snickered nervously into his whiskey sour, but the minute I’d said it, it seemed so obvious.


My mother had been born and raised in Rhodesia. I lived in New York. Could the term “African-American” have actually been coined for me?


By the latter half of the 1960s, civil rights was an amorphous, dispersed movement being fought on multiple fronts across America. Malcolm X was dead. Martin Luther King’s relationship with Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration was deteriorating. It was the time of Huey Newton and Bobby Seale’s Black Panther Party. Civil resistance and inner-city riots were raging every day on TV, but whatever it was about the cause that excited me had little to do with racism. I lived in my own bubble. I did not, for instance, take my favourite book, The Story of Little Black Sambo, to be an example of racial stereotyping with illustrations of “darky” iconography. Far as I could see, it was about a smart black kid with dubious taste in red shoes who outwitted a bunch of mean tigers. Little Black Sambo had been my mother’s favourite book when she was a child and the copy she read to us was her own scuffed version with the original drawings. I never tired of it or its sister tale, The Story of Little Black Mingo, and even if I wasn’t yet ready to apply their lessons—that courage was everything, while bullying and greed accomplished nothing—I took note.


I also had a golliwog family of whom I was very fond. Unaware that I was supposed to revile these as colonial caricatures, I made sure to subject them to experiments equally as sadistic as any endured by my white Ken doll. (It can’t be denied, though, that Ken’s muscular, tawny limbs were particularly delicious to melt.) But all that’s beside the point. Privilege allows for multiple shades of colour blindness.


Then, as now, America’s rage was fuelled by intractable and deeply rooted issues of class, bigotry, urban blight, economic deprivation, police brutality and wretched unemployment. I wish I could say I wanted to be black in order to whomp these, but in truth, I wanted to be black because I was a needy little ankle biter and most of the people my parents paid attention to were black—the activists they admired, the musicians they listened to, even the sportsmen they watched, from Bobo Brazil to Hank Aaron, whose giant baseball ad dominated Times Square. Black Is Beautiful was out on the street, and its energy crackled in the air. If you were born in the 1960s you didn’t get to actually live in them—just watch them pass by in a series of vivid images. To me, black people looked like they were going somewhere and they were getting there in the best hair and the funkiest pantsuits ever.


“So,” I asked my mother, “what do you think?”


“About being black?”


“You said I could be anything I wanted to be.”


My mother considered me and I held my breath.


If ever a girl hankered after dark it was me, but I was born dishwater beige. This might not have been such an issue had I not belonged to a family of ink-heads. A drear little chiffchaff dropped into a nest of beguiling ravens. The blue eyes didn’t help. Drama teacher after drama teacher cruelly stereotyped me in the role of jejune dimpled Gretel, while I ached to be the bony-legged witch. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that my blandness got me bullied at school, but I’ve always had a thing about my colouring.


“I’m sorry, darling.” My mother tucked a mousy tail behind my ear. “Maybe you should think again.”


One day, strolling hand in hand along Fifth Avenue, the two of us chanced on a street stall selling wigs. All the big names were there, the Jackie O, the Catherine Deneuve, the Andy Warhol. I mittened through until I found what I was looking for.


In awe, I ran my fingertips over the Afro’s kinked dome. Every tight coil was zinging with soul, the rhetoric of King, Satchmo’s rasp, and the ball-bouncing skills of NBA champions.


“Please,” I begged my mother. “I’ll do anything.”


My mother was sympathetic to the concept of wigs. She had, she confessed, recently bought herself an Elizabeth Taylor in which to meet my father at Kennedy Airport.


“And guess what?” she chuckled. “He walked straight past me, silly fool!”


Being black was a big decision, she counselled, as though I’d asked permission to marry a cult leader and raise quintuplets on his pig farm. “Wait a while. If you still feel the same at Christmas, we’ll see.”


Street Afros and other wig styles were available in a diverse range of female icons: the Kathleen Cleaver, the Billie Holiday, the Eartha Kitt.


“Get the Pam Grier,” my mother advised in December. “It’s closest to your skin tone.”


The Pam Grier suited me. I have a preternaturally small head, but the Afro’s radiant halo compensated nicely. I wore it to and from school, and though it tended to be itchy, particularly with the advent of warmer weather, I frequently slept in it too. As my confidence grew, so did my creative ambitions. Why the traditional orb? Why not shape the thing a little? I began to see a future for myself in Afro topiary. Scissors, a salon. It felt good to have a plan.

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		CONTENTS



    		DEMON



    		NEW YORK



    		VILLAIN BABY



    		PIECES OF EIGHT



    		HIERARCHY OF RULES



    		BOAT



    		LONDON



    		GODFATHER?



    		DRY CLEANING



    		GHOST OF MY FUTURE



    		LOVEBIRDS



    		THE WEST



    		2% MUM



    		WITH APOLOGIES TO SAM SHEPARD



    		PARABLE OF FIRE



    		BLAME IT ON THE CAT



    		THE BORDER



    		PROWL



    		DEAR DAVID GILMOUR



    		SECRET LIFE



    		HOME



    		FUSS FUSS



    		DEMON (THE RECKONING)



    		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



    		Praise



    		About the Author



    		Also by Bella Pollen



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		CONTENTS



    		DEMON











OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page13.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page17.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page24.jpg
hat @ '” e Yoy
Lz

ing o e/ M(,“?? _






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page22.jpg
i

o Vit o as o, o

3

L]

7 ondd Son, e, “
ot e e g

o
ot

But death of what?





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page20.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page29.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page19.jpg
Must you stay? Can't you go?





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page28.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page37.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/title.jpg
MEET ME
IN THE

IN-BETWEEN

BELLA
POLLEN

PICADOR






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
“Think Eat, Pray, Love — only cooler’ Marie Claire

Bella Pollen

A memoir for anyone who doesn’t quite fit in — and for
everyone who chooses not to . . .





